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PREFACE

Riel and the Resistance

Louis Riel is best known for his roles in the Red River Resistance of 1869 and the Northwest Resistance of 1885, which led to his execution. The violent annexation of the Northwest by the Canadian state is an epic story, and the resistance of the Métis is a key act in this drama. Riel, as the leading figure in the Métis resistance, is therefore an important figure for understanding the history of Canada. Yet, Louis Riel did not make the resistance. Rather the resistance has made Riel, and even that is not the whole truth.1

The implications of the construct Riel-as-Resistance came into focus for me in February 2016, as I watched a production of Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Stage Play, put on by RustWerk ReFinery theatre in Montreal. The play was a galloping re-enactment of Chester Brown’s Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Biography, using cardboard caricatures inspired by Brown’s artwork. Fast-paced, hard-edged, and with a clarity of purpose, it was exciting. Brown’s comic-strip creation has inspired a new genre of graphic novels, but he told a story that many already knew: a plotting, drunken John A. Macdonald sets out to dispossess the Métis of their lands. The Métis resist, but are ultimately outgunned by imperialist forces and betrayed by the Catholic Church. Riel, their idealistic and inspiring leader, is executed for his crimes, and Canada becomes a nation. The puppet play brought this narrative to life, but – by the use of two-dimensional cut-outs – further emphasized the flatness of the plot. The description of the play states, without awareness of the irony: “Louis Riel breathes in life-sized 2 dimensions, he mourns in shadow-imagery, and rallies his men in the voice of the actor. A piece of Canada’s history is sketched out on stage document by document, fort by fort, prayer by prayer, and battle by battle.”2 The irony of this description (“breathes” and “mourns” and “two dimensional”) flags the need to probe the black-and-white version of Riel’s life. In the search for clarity, we lose depth. The sketches oversimplify the undetermined human experience of history, and by shining the spotlight on the cut-out, a shadow, larger than the figure itself, forms behind.

Watching the shadow-play, I realized that the lit figures tell a narrative of nationalist proportions. The shadows cast by these two-dimensional cut-outs obscure the depth and humanity of the tale.3 As a two-dimensional cut-out Riel is an icon of resistance, rather than a man. And through a narrative of the resistance Riel has become part of the nation state’s cultural and political quest to dominate history.4 Through the celebration of resistance, Riel has become “Canada’s Riel.”5

The year 2019 is the 150th anniversary of the Red River Resistance and is a fitting opportunity to revisit Riel’s story and to challenge “the enormous condescension of posterity.” This book uses the term “resistance” rather than rebellion to emphasize the fact that Riel’s actions in the Northwest were marshalled against an invading foreign power that failed to establish a legitimate claim to the territory in the Northwest. Yet, the emphasis upon “resistance” has been problematic.

The focus on Riel’s resistance has trivialized his relationship with the creation of Canada. Riel did not struggle against Canada, he struggled for recognition. The use of “for” not “against” has profound implications in any approach to the story of his life. Riel proposed a version of Confederation that competed with the vision being formed in Ottawa and, because it was compelling, he won many allies and friends to his cause. Stepping outside of the resistance framework presents an opportunity to expose a double standard in Canada’s history. Riel challenged a binary of settler/savage that has long been at the heart of Canadian history. Invariably, Indigenous peoples have tried to participate in political activities, such as Confederation, defined as “normal” by the cultural elites, but have faced prejudice. If they sounded like “Indians,” they were not deemed legitimate experts. If they sounded like “politicians,” they were considered assimilated and no longer authentic. A similar double standard has, at different times, been applied to French Canadiens, the Irish, and other cultural minorities. The Canadian state, a deal brokered between diverse groups, was the product of old colonial loyalties that were twisted into accommodation and deal making. Participating enthusiastically in the political games of nation building Riel challenged the formula whereby Indigenous people were disenfranchised and made “irresponsible.” Riel’s life illustrates how Indigenous politics could effectively engage with the state’s legal and political discourses, even if that engagement was later denied.

Telling truths about Canada, to borrow the subtitle of John Ralston Saul’s book A Fair Country, involves examining how “resistance” has marginalized Riel’s vision of Canada.6 It is praiseworthy to say, as Saul does, that Canada is an aboriginal nation, and to celebrate the Other “within.” Indeed, Riel, the Métis, and many other Indigenous peoples sought to make it an “aboriginal nation.” However, they were oppressed by an increasingly powerful nation state, which imposed boundaries that disrupted their lives and livelihood. The omission of oppression and dispossession is the problem with John Ralston Saul’s image of Canada as a “métis” place.7 Saul’s attempt to recognize Canada’s aboriginal roots dismisses, with astonishing myopia, the marginalization of people by centuries of exploitation and dispossession. To suddenly hear that those boundaries do not in fact exist, because “we” are all métis, is not merely preposterous, but also painful to hear. To speculate whether Macdonald or Riel had a greater influence on the Canadian state and society is a laudable endeavour. Yet, such an exercise must also be placed within the context of a colonized people still struggling to have their right to self-determination recognized.

Riel’s early successes suggest that his execution in 1885 was not a sign of his own failure, but a failure of Confederation. Today, we lament that lack of understanding and struggle for it. If we revisit Riel’s life through his own eyes, rather than Canada’s, we can learn valuable lessons about past choices made – which we might now make differently. As Thomas King teaches us in The Truth about Stories: “Take it. It’s yours. Do with it what you will. Tell it to your children. Turn it into a play. Forget it. But don’t say in the years to come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard this story.”8
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Figure 0.1 Map of Red River Settlement, 1870, by C.C.J. Bond.


THE AUDACITY OF HIS ENTERPRISE


INTRODUCTION

An Argument

Born on the 23d of october 1844 in the morning, a beautiful day, said to me my dear mother. Went to confession when seven years old, to Reverend Father Bermond. Made my first communion twenty fifth of March 1856. Began my latin studies at the Boniface on the 1st September 57.1

Louis Riel made these autobiographical notes in the Regina jail in the summer of 1885.2 Held prisoner in the sweltering jailhouse, he had time for reflection and an opportunity to develop ideas he had been entertaining for many years. Regular meetings with his confessor, the Catholic priest Father André, and letters written to his family and friends helped to clear his mind. Written in Riel’s own hand, this is a fragment of a more polished text likely edited by Father André, and then published in the Toronto Globe on 17 November 1885.

Composed largely in the third person, and in English, the notes alert us to Riel’s own sense of the forces that animated his life. He understood that this was an era of converging worlds. While the bison hunt was declining, increasing numbers of Indigenous peoples, as well as Canadian and American settlers, were taking up permanent homes along the Red River. The news of the birth and death of his third son, and the precarious health of his wife, must have furthered his sense of vulnerability. Riel saw the homeland of his people, the Métis, the borderlands between the United States and British North America, becoming colonized by people from the East. Missionaries were being given more power and authority to educate the children of Indigenous peoples of the Northwest. Confederation spelled the end of the era that had sustained the borderlands nation.

Yet the notes are also evidence of Riel’s desire to preserve whatever independence he could by documenting his own life. Anticipating his execution, Riel appointed guardians of his papers, gave directions to photographers regarding copyright, and wrote instructions for the publication of his writings and any income derived thereof.3

Perhaps Louis Riel worried that future biographers, less able to comprehend the cultural modes and philosophy specific to Métis society, would denaturalize and misunderstand his own life. In addition to these autobiographical notes, Riel left drafts of his writings and records of his thoughts and of political meetings in diaries and scrapbooks. He wanted, to borrow a phrase from Maureen Konkle, author of Writing Indian Nations, “to write the nation back.”4 His last dated note, presented to an officer of the North-West Mounted Police who led him to the scaffold, can be read as both a submission and an affirmation of the importance of his life work. It contains only three words: “Pray for me.”5

Riel’s writings speak to his own sense of history in the making. Because Riel wrote himself into history, archives across Canada have preserved his writing. The Collected Writings of Louis Riel, published in five volumes, provides access to a critical perspective on modern Canada, one in which Indigenous peoples played a role in founding a modern state. Careful study of the documentary record is a way for us to get away from the icon to attempt to understand the man. Of course, there are basic methodological concerns to be addressed in taking this approach. Above all, in returning to the writings we need to pay careful attention to the context: Why were they written? Why were they kept? And above for whom were they written?

First, and foremost, what follows is a story of resistance to colonization and dispossession. Yet, even as colonialism defined and subordinated people through the institutionalization of ideas of difference, Riel was able to cut across and run athwart the lines of empire. In so doing, he shook up the lines of influence, at times even reversing them.6 Riel’s life is not a story of straightforward resistance. He integrated himself and the Métis into political structures. The perspective of this book is that his encounter with Canada was dialogic rather than didactic, a dialogue involving multiple perspectives and considerable negotiation.7 It presents an effort to rethink the history of the state from the bottom up, and supposes that resistance shaped and created the modern state. In other words, Louis Riel did not simply resist Confederation, he shaped it.

Riel’s life demonstrates that the process of inclusion and exclusion in colonial societies is complex. That complexity is key to understanding colonial relations, and we need to pay attention to the individual responses rather than apply broad rubrics. It is easier to celebrate resistance to westernization than to grapple with the partial incorporation of western myths and technologies by Indigenous peoples.8 The life of Louis Riel exposes the inadequacy of the analytic categories of colonizer versus colonized. This book instead highlights the intersections between the creation of a metropolitan hierarchy and the alternative sources of authority in the borderlands beyond the control of empire.

This book presents two main arguments. The first is that, against all the odds, Louis Riel participated in crafting a new political environment in British North America. As a possessor of significant cultural capital that had currency in both Canadian and Métis worlds, he would play a central role in the political transformation of the Northwest and Canada. Riel and the Métis were much more involved in state-making than historians have previously acknowledged.

The second claim is that Riel attempted to integrate Métis (and more broadly Indigenous) perspectives and Canadian (French and British) perspectives in his project. Riel translated between these worlds and frequently had to respond creatively to the novel situations created by convergence. His versatility with cultural encounters and his ability to read their political significance has left its mark on Métis and Canadian – and, more broadly, North American – history.

This book is not a conventional biography. It is written from the perspective of a white Canadian who is worried about the manner in which Riel and Indigenous peoples more generally are presented in Canadian history of the state, in culture, and in heritage. Riel has been constructed in various ways for various reasons, often far removed from his own interests. These constructions rely upon categorical understandings of difference which prove unhelpful for a critical understanding of the settler nation-state. My goal has been to understand how, despite all the oppression, Riel maintained his power. What alternatives did he propose? Biography brings his perspective to the fore. Adopting the perspective of one individual allows an historian to explore the tensions between moral agency and historical determinism, and thereby highlight the aspirations, goals, and the emergence of identity, in conjunction with social interactions, across space and time.9 By simultaneously respecting the agency of an individual and the structures of society, a study of Riel’s life can illustrate broader cultural and social phenomena. In this way, Riel’s life becomes an allegory for the tensions that make up the broader issues of nineteenth-century North America rather than, via the execution of a rebel, a synecdoche of Canadian state sovereignty.10
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This book embraces a transnational approach; that is to say it does not dismiss the nation, but rather seeks to see how it constructed some forms of authority and supressed others. The transnational approach is necessary, because in his life Riel inhabited multiple worlds.

Riel was born in St Boniface, but he went to school in Montreal. He gave public speeches in Winnipeg and wrote for newspapers in Montreal. Riel claimed British rights, even while he challenged Canadian national sovereignty. While Riel courted American annexationists, he opposed a Fenian invasion. When exiled from Canada, he sought refuge and resided in the United States. He negotiated with Cree and Dakota nations. He used British courts to seek justice against Canadians, and he corresponded with American politicians. Riel held audiences with bishops and played the gentleman to the women married to the men of the Hudson’s Bay Company. But most of all Riel travelled: by horse, by train, by wagon, and on foot. He was reputed to be an excellent rider. The ability to move between culturally distinct worlds empowered Riel to see the possibilities that could hold a new country together. He navigated the political and cultural boundaries to contest the imagined nation of Canada’s founders.

However, Riel did not merely move between the Northeast and the Northwest of the American continent; he brought these worlds together. In Montreal he told his fellows about life in the Northwest. In Red River he taught his family and neighbours about the clout of the newspapers in Montreal. He showed the Catholic Church the strength of the smallest nation God had ever created, and attempted to use the Catholic social networks to encourage immigration into the Northwest. Travelling across and through these different worlds gave Riel an awareness that allowed him to slip across political and cultural borders to seize the moment of encounter; he transformed culture into political currency. He refused the efforts of others to prescribe his actions. He became an expert in weaving together different contexts and providing new meanings and founding new worlds. But, most of all, he sought to tell his own story.

Examining Louis Riel’s life allows us to reconstruct a moment when worlds were crossing and merging, and to shed light upon the cracks in Canadian statehood today. Riel staged a confrontation between the Canadian state and the Indigenous people of the Northwest that was quite different from the confrontrations of the present day. Yet his legacy continues to perplex us. A series of different cultural influences, Catholic and Métis spirituality, French traditions, English culture, British legal understanding, and American political rhetoric, provided him with the intellectual and social resources to formulate a Métis nation and to justify the right of the Métis to live on their land. He was so effective that even today he confronts Canada’s claim to national sovereignty and forces the state to recognize the violence in its own foundation. This is why he is such a central figure for understanding the history of the Canadian state: his transnational life exposes the fissures in the national experience.

By returning to Riel’s life, we see Canadian sovereignty denaturalized and confronted. Riel’s adamant demand that Métis sovereignty be recognized forced Canada to evaluate and understand its own claims. He refused to acknowledge Canada’s annexation of the Northwest as natural. There is an opportunity in that refusal for us to better understand how the state sovereignty displaced national sovereignty. As professor Audra Simpson has argued for the borderlands politics of the Mohawk, “One does not entirely negate the other, but they necessarily stand in terrific tension and pose serious jurisdictional and normative challenges to each other: whose citizen are you? What authority do you answer to?” In essence, “Sovereignty may exist within sovereignty.”11

The book is structured according to four main phases of Riel’s life, each corresponding to a different theme: family, education, political culture, and networking. Not narrowly biographical, each section is complemented by an in-depth study of the general context, or “worlds,” of Louis Riel. The four sections are not isolated, since the themes bleed into one another and are reflected upon in the other sections. The book follows his movement from Red River to Montreal, back to Red River, and finally back to Montreal. Covering the years from 1840 to 1875, it spans two generations and offers an analysis of the political and social influence of his parents and his early manhood.

Chapters 1, 2, and 3 introduce his parents. Their lives illustrate the centrality of the family in Métis governance. The principles of family ties, or kinship, accompanied by “frontier” liberties, defined the first Métis communities. These chapters show how family relations, as the root of Métis governance, played a key role in state formation in the borderlands. Riel’s father, Jean-Louis Riel,12 and his mother, Julie Lagimodière, moved from resistance to an alliance with state authority in Red River. The Métis were increasingly involved with, rather than marginalized by, the colonial state. Analysis of feminine authority in the structures of Métis governance illustrates the implications of historical changes for kinship authority and gender power. These Métis practices of governance and theory of Indigenous rights provide an important foreshadowing of Louis Riel’s later theoretical confrontation with Canada.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 describe Riel’s education in Montreal, where he attended a Catholic boy’s school from 1858 to 1865. A study of the context illustrates that this was not an environment characterized by clerical domination, but a superbly crafted site for the reproduction of cultural capital. Louis Riel joined a cohort of young men who were being vetted by the French-Catholic cultural elite to reproduce the cultural capital necessary to maintain the social structures of French Canada. This institution nutured a sense of selfhood, or récit de soi, that encouraged the internalization of disciplinary authority, even while inviting reflective critique. Through a study of Riel’s discourse, it is argued that even as Riel learned the rules of grammar and literary distinction at the heart of imperial culture, he was also invited to reflect upon and provide transformative critiques of Sulpician education and “Western Civilization.”

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 move back to Red River to re-examine the events of 1869–70, as the worlds of Canada and Red River rushed together. Through a study of political culture, the focus of this section shifts away from the drama of physical force and violence to an examination of the public sphere in an effort to address issues of opinion making and consensus forming. It argues that Riel’s public authority was founded on his ability to employ the mediums of communication expected by both non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples. Weaving these worlds together required someone adept in cultural encounter. This was a field of expertise in which politicians in Ottawa, because of their ignorance of the local political culture, were remarkably lacking. Riel demonstrated, contrary to beliefs at the time, that Indigenous opinions could make a difference in the contest to formulate consensus.

The last four chapters examine the way Riel used networks between 1870 and 1875 to hijack the Confederation project and argue for political amnesty for the Métis involved in the events of 1869–70, and particularly Ambroise Lépine and himself. Through a study of the political context I argue that networks were at the core of the Canadian political project. A study of Riel’s networking shows his influence – and his awareness of the broader political stakes. He used these networks to demand “better terms” from Canada. Riel’s efforts to defend the interests of his people fit into a pattern well established in the negotiations for Confederation, and this was something that politicians were forced to recognize in 1874. Through his networking, in both the Northwest and Montreal, Riel would transform the worlds he inhabited.

Under the influence of a racial discourse about civilization, Canada’s “founding fathers” were prevented from understanding the necessity for accommodating the interests of Indigenous peoples. By contrast, Riel, using cultural capital, social networks, and an intellectual toolkit informed by multiple worlds, envisioned an institution that would defend and represent the interests of the Métis. He brought Métis understandings of politics to Canadian political situations, and vice versa.

One of the reasons why the paradigm of Métis rebellion/resistance is so deeply ingrained in the Canadian historical tradition is that Riel’s life has been studied so much. The first histories emerged from the pen of the Catholic missionary Reverend A.G. Morice.13 Morice’s A Critical History of the Red River Insurrection after Official Documents and Non-Catholic Sources appeared in 1935. While Morice pointed out that the term rebellion was likely invented by newspaper editor, his main purpose was to write a defence of Bishop Taché.14 An historical committee of Métis objected strongly, and confronted him with a detailed report of the errors in his book regarding Riel’s life.15 Morice, unrepentant, replied with a long public letter in La Liberté, stating that it was “difficult to change a negro’s colour.”16 Unsatisfied, the Métis comité historique employed Auguste-Henri de Trémaudan to write a more favourable history. This was published in 1936 as Histoire de la nation métisse dans l’Ouest canadien.17 Trémaudan was given access to the Riel family papers and conducted interviews with the family. He cast Riel as a nationalist and the leader of a small group of people oppressed by English Canada. However, Trémaudan died before he could finish the chapter on 1885, and his history was published with an appendix rather than footnotes.18

In the same year, 1936, George Stanley’s The Birth of Western Canada: A History of the Riel Rebellions appeared. While it radically transformed English academic opinions on the significance of the “rebellions,” it established the idea that the events of 1869–70 and 1885 were not the “western battle ground of the traditional hostilities of French Catholic Quebec and English Protestant Ontario,” but a manifestation “of the problem of the frontier, namely the clash between primitive and civilized people.”19 The idea of Riel versus the West was founded.

Following Stanley, a new era of scholarship began, introducing works more sympathetic to Riel’s cause and influenced by anthropological interests. Marcel Giraud published his massive Le métis canadien in 1945, which analyzed the conflict as an anthropological issue and the resistance as a key instance in the process of ethnogenesis.20 Giraud further cemented the idea that the Métis nation was born of conflict and war. Montana historian Joseph Kinsey Howard’s Strange Empire, published posthumously in 1952, recast Riel as a warrior for racial justice – or, as he put it, “The John Brown of the Half-breeds.”21 Howard’s book in particular became a cult classic for a generation of readers in the 1960s.22 It was in reaction to this new attention that Stanley determined to write his “authoritative” biography of Riel – or perhaps it was a wry response to his teacher Douglas Creighton, who had written his biography on John A. Macdonald, Riel’s nemesis.23 Either way, Stanley’s Louis Riel, for which he had extensive access to the Riel Papers, would become the benchmark for studies of Riel. For Stanley, the founding director of the first chair in Canadian Studies (at Mount Allison University) and the man behind the design of the Canadian flag, Riel was set up to fight a losing battle against the Canadian state.

During the 1960s, regional studies increasingly displaced the sweeping histories of the earlier generation,24 and during the 1970s, as regional history continued to fragment the story of national destiny, social and cultural history generated new historical knowledge. Historians interested in Riel’s life moved him from the centre of the national narrative.25 A collection of Riel’s poetry and his diaries were edited and published.26 Cultural studies began to influence the interpretation of Riel’s life: Thomas Flanagan and Gilles Martel argued in two independent studies that he ought to be understood as a messianic prophet struggling against modernity.27 Their works revisited Riel’s motivations, but left Stanley’s broader narrative of a conflict between civilization and savagery intact. Riel remained a figure of resistance.

In the 1980s, biographies of “great men” seemed less meaningful.28 Historians became more interested in the history of the Métis and in critiquing the “Red River myopia.”29 The methods of social history, first introduced in the Northwest by feminist historians Sylvia van Kirk and Jennifer Brown, would radically transform research into the history of the Métis.30 Researchers moved away from the Riel Papers, to examine scrip, census data, and the records of Hudson’s Bay Company forts. In 1996, Gerhard Ens published Homeland to Hinterland: The Changing World of the Red River Metis, a remarkable synthesis situated between the social and political approaches to Red River.31 Increasingly, Riel was viewed as the leader of a much broader social movement against Canada, rather than as the creator of a new religion. Researchers began to investigate representations of Riel’s life and how they served to create an “other” against which Canadians could define themselves. Albert Braz’s far-ranging study The False Traitor, published in 2003, was a landmark in this respect.32 Jennifer Reid’s work on Riel’s life through the lens of post-colonial theory has explained the important symbolic work that Riel did in the process of founding a nation state.33

Yet despite all this interest, the titles of books by recent biographers such as Maggie Siggins, Riel: A Life of Revolution, and J.M. Bumsted, Riel vs. Canada: The Making of a Rebel, show that Riel is still seen as Canada’s other. The image of Riel and the resistance remains fixed in a narrative of politico-military force with little attention to the intellectual and cultural processes at work.

As recent theorists of the Métis resistance Adam Gaudry, Darren O’Toole, and Chris Andersen have remarked, the resistance is a central element of Métis nationhood.34 It was fundamental to an ethnogenesis that located and made political claims of Peoplehood concrete. While this is his legacy, I would nevertheless argue that Riel believed he could teach Canadians to understand Métis claims of nationhood and rights, and strove to create sympathy for the Métis with the Canadian public.

To decolonize history, it helps to begin by rethinking periodization, the division of the past into discrete blocks of time. To that end, this biography does not end with Riel’s death in 1885, but rather in 1875. Its climax is not the death and suppression of the Métis nation, but rather the successful ratification of the Manitoba Act in the resolution of the amnesty for the participants in the Red River Resistance of 1869–70. This choice, perhaps the most controversial for historians who might object that his life after 1875 seems like an unfortunate postscript, is intentionally unsettling. This is not the definitive biography, but, as I argue, this approach offers a better horizon from which to reinvestigate Riel’s life, a view outside the perspective of the nation (where the “insanity” of Riel, in the post-1875 period, is just what scholars say it was).

The choice of ending, conscious or not, determines the story and which parts of his life to emphasize. Author and academic, Judith Zinsser writes, “With these choices historians decide which aspects of an individual’s life and personality to expose, which part of her contemporary reputation to highlight.”35 This book seeks to break up the narrative of rebellion/execution and emphasize a period that highlights Riel’s success. It is worthwhile to reflect that 1875 was climactic in his career as a political leader. Riel had successfully brought Manitoba into Confederation, and the issue of the amnesty had been resolved. Riel still believed in his future. He continued to believe in his influence in the political circles of Manitoba and Quebec, and he believed in the success of his mission in a way that complicates our understanding of his life and of Canada more generally.

The years after 1875 were no postscript; they have been well documented by numerous historians and biographers. It is a tragic story. Frustrated and perhaps insane, Riel was forced into an asylum by his friends. When he was released, he was advised to stay away from politics. Following this advice, he went back to the Northwest, where he started a family with Marguerite Monet dit Bellehumeur. Yet, politics followed him, first in Montana, and then ultimately through a delegation of Métis from Saskatchewan who asked him to help in their protests against the Canadian government. In that story, Riel, through his exile, seeks resolution by donning the mantel of a millennial prophet who proclaimed the will of God.

In that well-established narrative, it seems inevitable that Riel, now thoroughly persuaded of the evil of his times, or possibly profiting from the ignorance of his fellows, would clash with the modern Canadian state. The Resistance of 1885 appears as a failed spiritual quest for redemption – or, more cynically, the “madness” of his mission is defeated by modern colonial forces. Found guilty of treason against the queen, he is executed. It is noteworthy that the Canadian heritage minute that describes Riel’s execution is labelled “a part of our heritage.” The execution, and 1885 more generally, has become a watershed event for Canadian sovereignty in the Northwest. Prior to the mobilization of 1885, what has been dubbed Canada’s “First War,” there was considerable ambiguity over who was really in charge. The attention given to the events of 1885, central as they are to the national narrative, have cast a shadow on the rest of Riel’s life and are an obstacle to our understanding of the complexity of the past and our recognition of the humanity of victims of colonization who did not go quietly.

As theorist David C. Scott has argued, the narrative of tragedy, which pervades colonial history, tends to obscure the motives of historical agents, their intentions, and their imagination.36 To try to understand Riel without the shadow of the hangman’s noose is to disrupt this wellworn narrative. The result is a compelling story of a state that missed an opportunity to grasp the nettle. It shows a young Métis man struggling for acceptance and understanding. In this story Riel makes sense.

Unsettling dates like 1885 challenges the historical determinism that is laced into the history of settler colonialism. This book sets out to recover human intention and agency, even when we know that this agency is limited. Revisiting Riel’s life is an opportunity to rethink the history of colonialism, and to understand that past choices were not predetermined. The date 1875 emphasizes his motivations and sense of mission, rather than the consequences of his life. He acted with the belief that the Métis could be respected and would be accepted within Canada. We can learn much by recovering Riel’s own perspective. Riel did not act with the knowledge of what was to come, and his intentions in 1870 were not the same as in 1885. His politics and philosophy were different – and, as a result, his motives were different.

The choice to end the book in 1875 also offers an opportunity for readers to understand Riel prior to the distressing experience of being placed in an institution for the insane. Understanding the history of insanity brings its own set of problems, not the least of which is its complex relationship with histories of power. We should not read Riel’s spiritual awakening, or madness, back into the years he was at school, as previous biographers Thomas Flanagan and Gilles Martel have done. Rather we should follow the historical archive and carefully study context in order to draw our conclusions. The Flanagan/Martel thesis has powerful traction with the reading public, as seen by the success of Chester Brown’s graphic novel, which portrays Riel as a visionary who is stigmatized as a madman.37 Stepping away from the narrative cast in the shadow of “madness,” “rebellion,” and execution allows us to reconsider Riel’s intentions without the enormous weight of historical condescension and examine the implications of his life in their own context. This is a story of colonization, but, in this complex and multi-layered process of converging worlds, Riel was empowered because of his ability to travel through multiple worlds and to shift his identities as the circumstances required. As anthropologist Nicholas Dirks has argued, colonization was a process of cultural control,38 and Riel, crossing the boundaries imagined by nation founders, was well equipped to contest Canada’s claims to determine cultural and political superiority.
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The historian François Furet has written that there are two ways of totally misunderstanding any biographical subject: “one is to detest the man, the other is to make too much of him.”39 By emphasizing the exceptional, surprising, or odd influence that Riel wielded, previous biographers portrayed him as someone who didn’t fit, caught between worlds. A central claim of this study is that Riel was connected to, rather than disconnected from, the worlds that he encountered. Louis Riel remains the figure most written about in Canadian history, and it is almost obligatory to speak of his role in history as controversial. As a result, Riel is continually reincarnated in Canada’s history wars. Yet, such interpretations delegitimize his desire to speak for and on behalf of a people that he believed he represented – French Canadiens (who I refer to hereafter as simply “Canadiens” to distinguish them from English Canadians), Catholics, the Métis, and Indigenous peoples. Turning Riel into a symbol, as Nathalie Kermoal argues, “has a reductive effect on the intellectual scope of his thought.”40

This is not an intellectual biography in the traditional sense, but this study takes “ideas” seriously. It explores the clusters of ideas that informed the cultural process of colonization. Ideas about liberty, state authority, and representative government were tools juxtaposed by Riel with Indigenous ideas of governance.41 The genius of Riel’s experimentation with transnational ideas about “civilization” is to be found in this nexus. His versatility with the idioms of civilization sharpened the debate about who had legitimacy to determine the political future of Confederation. Riel’s ideas and his intellectual work were grounded in the culture and conventions of his time, but those ideas were formed in dialogue, and they were much more experimental than programmatic. By examining the social and material construction of ideas, I have attempted to piece together a history of his thinking from a wide spectrum of epistemological influences, including, but not limited to, family, gender, philosophy, religion, and political networks. I explore how Riel engaged his opponents as a public intellectual and used his pen to explain the justice of his cause.

By drawing out Riel’s perspective on an issue like Confederation, I attempt to show how Riel justified and understood his sense of self and place. As Marshall Sahlins argues, agency is a cultural construct.42 We have to remember that Riel believed in himself. Understanding of self, as author and academic Kim Anderson writes, “is not about simply playing certain roles, or adopting a pre-set identity; rather […] it is an ongoing exercise that involves mental, physical, spiritual and emotional elements of our being.”43 Following Anderson, I ask: What was his “recognition of being”? The goal in this study of his life has been to privilege Riel’s voice, to listen, and to attempt to draw meaningful lessons from a mid-nineteenth-century critique of Canada.

As we saw at the beginning of this introduction, the key to understanding Louis Riel’s thought is his own writings, many of which were reprinted in the Collected Writings of Louis Riel/Les ecrits complets de Louis Riel edited by George Stanley, Raymond Huel, Gilles Martel, Thomas Flanagan, and Glen Campbell. Yet, in some respects, this collection, which offers so much – making it possible to think comprehensively about Riel’s life and his achievements – served to cap research rather than open it up further.44 Stanley, Flanagan, and Martel had made their indelible mark on the biography of Riel. Yet, the conclusions of some of the editors, Flanagan and Martel in particular, have made researchers cautious of the Collected Writings. It is significant that recent research by Métis scholars has been muted or silent with respect to the Collected Writings.45

Another legitimate concern with the Collected Writings is that they oversimplify the documents, and this can lead to a misinterpretation of the texts.46 For my research into Riel’s intellectual genealogy, returning to the archives proved immensely fruitful. The result is original archival research on the life of his father (Jean-Louis Riel), his mother (Julie Lagimodière), and Louis Riel himself. As this biography seeks to overturn earlier interpretations of Louis Riel, which were grounded in the archive, it often helped to remind myself of the nature of our historical evidence. Throughout my research, I asked myself, whose interest did it serve to keep these documents? It is an important historical lesson to learn that colonial archives reinforce colonial power structures. Acknowledging this dependency upon written documents, as a limitation, fosters a healthy skepticism about the structure of the colonial archive.47 Where possible I have tried to correct this intellectual bias for colonial archives. Oral traditions have influenced some of the questions used to frame the direction of research, however they are not the central source of knowledge.48

The subtitle of this book, which alludes to the Canada that never was, is the key to understanding historical contingency and the potential of Riel’s intellectual work. Riel’s vision of Confederation, as a nation in which the Métis could belong, was still possible in an era when racism and dispossession had not yet marginalized the Métis. Seeing Riel as part of Canadian state formation complicates our understanding of Canada. There was serious resistance to the centralizing tendencies of state-building in Canada, and the history of the state needs to better incorporate the influence from the “frontier.” Riel’s life emphasizes the need to pay attention to the “east-west” interaction in Canada. In contrast to previous regional studies, this biography links together the histories of the Northeast and the Northwest of America. This book argues that Louis Riel cannot be understood without a careful study of the political, cultural, and social contexts in Montreal, and in Quebec more broadly. Neither can the history of Montreal be understood without paying attention to the political events that took place in the Northwest.

By defending Métis rights in public, Riel tested the flexibility of what historian Ian McKay has called “the liberal order project.”49 And, when the liberal order fell back upon ideas of racial difference to preserve white rule, Riel exposed the incoherence of racist theories.50 This incoherence has been written out of history through the framework of resistance. In fact, Riel, as the founder of a province and an active participant in the politics of Confederation, does not naturally fit into the camp of opposition, and he shows us the poverty of such a binary. As opposed to a Canadian “synthesis,” which lumps together dissonant stories, Riel’s life allows us to map unfamiliar territory, or what McKay calls a reconnaissance, to show that “Liberal Canada was surrounded by ‘exceptions’ that defined the ‘rule’: and sovereign was he who decided on the exception.”51 Robin Jarvis Brownlie points out that opposition by Indigenous peoples reshaped liberalism: “Though First Nations people have lost and suffered a great deal in their interactions with Canada … they have inflicted some important defeats as well … they have done so in part by blocking liberal order initiatives and in part by selectively deploying liberal rhetoric about rights and justice, infused with their own understandings of such concepts.”52

Thus, we might say that Riel’s response to the Confederation project checked the “liberal order” and forced it to negotiate new terms. Or, more precisely, following Robert McDonald’s critique of the framework, I would argue that Riel imposed the Métis as a hegemonic group with their own stake on the liberal order.53

Closer study of Riel’s writings also provides an excellent opportunity to reflect upon our understanding of the mixing of cultures and politics that occurred in imperial spaces, and especially métissage. The recent work by Michel Hogue, Nicole St-Onge, Carolyn Podruchny, Brenda Macdougall, and Nicolas Vrooman has informed my understanding of Métis community formation.54 These recent works argue that the Métis were not simply the offspring of fur-trading men and Indigenous women – in other words “mixed.” Rather they are a “People” who emerged and survived in the Northwest borderlands according to a particular history and with a distinct identity. The capitalized form of the term is intended to indicate a political autonomy. The term “peoples” when speaking of Indigenous groups is intended to signify the diversity of communities and political identities.55

“Métis” is one of the most contested terms used in this book.56 The term was rooted in ideas about racial mixing, but “racial” categories (all people – indigenous or otherwise – are genetically and culturally mixed) quickly erode under closer scrutiny. As author and academic Chris Andersen points out, to equate Métis with “mixed” only perpetuates colonial racial constructs; consequently, it is increasingly difficult to sustain the argument that the term refers to persons of mixed “Indian and Euro-Canadian ancestry.” Needless to say, racial mixing is not the definition used in this study.

I began my research into this topic in 2012, the same year Jacqueline Peterson publicly declared that she had been wrong to apply the term “Métis” to the people of mixed heritage in the Great Lakes. The debates have only intensified. This book cannot resolve these debates. What it does provide is a reading of Louis Riel’s reflection on, and use of, the term Métis. Study of Riel’s political, cultural, spiritual, and intellectual experiences suggests that the boundaries of what constitute Métis identity, sometimes arbitrarily drawn, were frequently ambiguous, and usually contested.57 Riel declared his Métis identity to the Canadien public, while in Red River he used the labels “English” and “French” to describe the different communities. Later, he referred to the community as the “People of Assiniboia” and considered the Métis as the original settlers (anciens colons). In Red River, his distinction between the Métis and the Canadiens was not entirely clear. On other occasions, he referred to the children of Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) officials as Métis and to himself as a “Halfbreed.” The terms were context specific and part of contemporary debates. A more extended discussion is presented in Chapter 1.

Riel’s life also provides an opportunity to reflect on the topic of métissage in imperial spaces more generally. Much of the literature examines the emergence of a place “in between,” or the “Middle Ground” of American historian Richard White. Riel, however, was not caught between worlds; he was “at home with empire,” and he moved effortlessly between worlds he mediated. The interventions of Gilles Havard, Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, Brett Rushford, Susan Sleeper-Smith, Sophia White, and Michael Witgen have enriched my own thinking about how an individual navigated the spaces created by unequal imperial consolidation.58 These different imperial spaces complemented Riel’s itinerant career. He was a quintessential imperial citizen, or even a trickster,59 who evaded categories by disguising and transforming himself as the circumstances warranted. At the same time, he was a product of the liberty of the “frontier.” Riel understood the Métis as a people who defined themselves by their emergence in the margins of colonial spaces where, as historian Gilles Havard points out, imperial fantasies of domination were exposed as fabrications.60 This understanding – that it was possible to disrupt imperial power – informed Riel’s mandate as leader of the Métis.

Riel’s writings are a rich source for understanding how an Indigenous man thought about empire. Riel reflected long and hard about how empire, race, and civilization constructed imperial space. At times he himself borrowed upon the tropes of western intellectual traditions such as civilization and savagery. But, he also had a penchant for irony, and it is not always possible to tell if he is smirking at the inadequacy of these terms. In other words, returning to Riel’s writings offers an important way to “speak back” to the power of empire that is so central to the analysis of these discussions. Riel’s life shows us how one individual could respond creatively to the discourses that attempted to define and limit individual agency.

I close this introduction with a final comment on the nature of narrative. The nature of a tragic tale is to render the hero passive and explain how a hapless victim of fate meets their doom. This is a particularly poignant technique in narrating stories of resistance against imperial forces. As David Scott writes, “Picturing colonialism in one way – as a system of totalizing degradation – enables (indeed obliges) the critical response to it to take the form of longing for anticolonial overcoming or revolution.”61 Casting Riel in this mould has been a great temptation for many historians. The madness of a “Hamlet,” complete with the legacy of a haunting by his father, pervades much of the history of Riel; but this is a tired discourse. Rather than Hamlet, I’d like to consider Riel as Ulysses. The Odyssey is much less linear in its construction. It also feels as though the opening lines were written for Riel: “Tell me, O muse, of the man of many devices who wandered full many ways.”62 As Riel steered between the Scylla of liberal revolution and the Charybdis of Catholic counter-revolution, the sails of his ship were filled with the winds of kinship and frontier liberties.


1

Family of a Métis Nation


Faites que ma chère famille
Donne au prochain de grand secours
Que mon sang regénéré
brille En travaillant pour Dieu toujours

Riel, “Prière,” 1885



Family shaped how Louis understood his relationship to the land, to the community, and to God. The above poem, written in the summer of 1885, reflects his own understanding of the centrality of family in doing the work of God. It is a small, but important, part of a longer prayer to the Holy Virgin, asking her to bless the future of his family (donne aux prochain de grand secours) in order that his children (mon sang regénéré) will continue to do the work of God and bring great things in the future. The prayer was likely modelled on one that his own parents left for him. Writing to Bishop Taché, Louis Riel provided the following description of his parents.


My mother is honourable. My Father was a good man. And I have the confidence that he is in heaven. The finest aromas of faith scented my first years. My beloved Father would not permit anyone to speak badly in my presence. Family prayer, and the rosary, were always before my eyes. And to me they are natural, like the very air that I breathe. My mother, an open-hearted figure, with her eyes continuously directed towards the heavens, her humility, her focus, her devotion in all the pious exercises have left, and continue to leave, on me the vivid impression of [her] good example.1



It would not be an exaggeration to say family was at the root of how he understood the world. To appreciate the relationship between Riel, the resistance, and Canada, one needs to have a better understanding of his parents, of how they influenced him, and of what family meant to him. The first three chapters of this book present the first attempt at comprehensively documenting the Riel-Lagimodière family. In so doing they lay the foundations for Riel’s understanding of Métis politics, identity, and the idea of métissage at the edge of empire.

It is important, at the beginning, to recognize that Riel was born into and nutured according to relationships defined by Métis governance and ideas of Peoplehood. As the fur-trading colonial relationship shifted to one based upon white settlement and Indigenous dispossession, the Riel-Lagimodière family was confronted with the expansion of state authority that characterized the northern Red River Settlement between 1840 and 1860. This development provided both challenges and opportunities. As a key political broker, this family was ultimately implicated in the process of state-building. These were the changes from which their son would later benefit.

Through the Riel-Lagimodière family, this chapter examines the relationships that defined Métis governance. The family was the primary public institution for the Métis. It was the centre of social relations and the root of political sovereignty. In the 1840s and 1850s, the social and political relationships of Red River were largely governed by Indigenous ways of relating to land, community, and self. As will be shown, laws of the Hudson’s Bay Company and the teachings of the Catholic Church, two of the primary institutions of colonization, often overlapped or accommodated Indigenous understandings. Chapter 2 uses the struggle for free trade to open a discussion of how the Métis inflected the emergence of the colonial state, with a central focus on the Guillaume Sayer affair. Through a case study of petition-making, Chapter 3 illustrates how the new political context transformed Métis governance itself.
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Previous biographers who have done research into Riel’s life have not recognized the full importance of family in his cultural and intellectual formation.2 The full extent of his father’s political activity as a Métis leader has also not been recognized in the historiography of Red River. Historians have limited their discussion of the father’s achievements to his involvement in the Guillaume Sayer trial, more generally for his resistance to the HBC fur-trading monopoly, and his operation of one of the first water mills in the settlement. He did more than “grumble while he ground his wheat,” to use one historian’s turn of phrase.3 Biographers have likewise given too little weight to the formative influence of Julie Lagimodière on her son. A consideration of her experiences presents a sharpened perspective on the process of settler colonialism in Red River. Her life draws our attention to the role of gender as a determinant of social relations in Red River and sheds light on the role of patriarchy in the process of colonization. The first “White” family in the settlement, but accepted as Métis within the community, the Lagimodière family is a tangible illustration of the problems associated with racial essentialism, particularly ideas of a “mixed-race,” and the history of the racialization of public order that attended settlers’ colonial dreams of domination.

To reconstruct the public and private lives of Jean-Louis and Julie was not easy, as there are large gaps in the archival record. Researching the life of Métis women is especially difficult, and archival records for Julie are rare. Where possible, this chapter builds upon the work of other scholars to draw parallels that fill in the gaps. Fortunately, as historians Douglas Sprague and Ronald Frye write, the Red River settlement is one of the “most thoroughly documented of all proprietary colonies in English colonial experience.”4 Thus this chapter brings together a diverse, and somewhat scattered, series of sources to evaluate the influence of the Riel-Lagimodière family on the early development of the Red River Settlement: government records, newspapers, court transcripts, letters, and petitions.5

There are some difficulties, particularly with names. In the interests of clarity, I have chosen to use the name Jean-Louis to identify Riel père – however, the archival documentation also referred to him as Louis Riel, Louis Riel dit l’Ireland, or Louis Rielle, and there is also at least one instance where he is referred to as the son of Jean-Baptiste La Gimodière (his father-in-law). To make things more confusing, his own father was Jean-Baptiste Riel. Similarly, there are multiple spellings of the Lagimodière name (Lagemonier or Lajemonier).

Jean-Louis’s life is sometimes used to exemplify part of the emergence of the Métis as a People, but in many ways the details of his life are different from those that form the classic image of a buffalo-hunting family.6 As mentioned in the introduction, the term Métis, as well as other related terms, such as Half-breed or mixed-blood, are much contested and debated terms, in academic circles – as well as in more public ones. All of the terms are imbued, to some degree, with racial essentialism, and can be seen as derogatory. As will be seen, applying labels to the family Riel-Lagimodière is not simple. Jean-Louis is referred to as a “Halfbreed” in English documents, and a “Métis” in French documents. It is clear that the distinctions “English” and “French” were used to identify distinct communities that today might be described as “Métis” or “Halfbreed.” The archive itself is based upon misrecognition and is biased. Canadiens, also considered “original settlers,” were often included with the “French” Métis party. To this complexity is added the fact that the definition of these communities was a constant process of negotiation and redefinition, as in reality French-speaking men hunted in troops led by English-speaking men. In sum, the “tender ties,” identified by Sylvia Van Kirk, may have been clearer to contemporaries than they are to us precisely because of their flexibility. It is best to not to try to simplify the historical complexity in the effort to achieve categorical precision. Riel used the term Métis to refer to those families that saw themselves as “natives” of the Northwest, different from the white settlers, and different from the other First Peoples. He included English-speaking Métis. Where it was necessary to indicate differences between English and French groups, I have stated it explicitly. Tied together by kinship and common economic and cultural interests, Riel saw the Métis as a People or a Nation. I have capitalized the term to recognize the political and cultural coherence and autonomy of this collective.

Jean-Louis Riel was born at Île-à-la-Crosse, North West Territories in 1817. He was the son of a Canadien fur trader, Jean-Baptiste Riel dit l’Ireland, and a woman named Marguerite Boucher.7 The name “dit l’Irelande” suggests that he was a descendant of a soldier of the French Merchant Marine, Jean-Baptiste Riel, who served in Lavaltrie, Berthier County, at the end of the seventeenth century.8 One early biographer claimed, based on family interviews and eyewitness reports, that Marguerite Boucher was “Montagnais” Métis, a term that was used to denote Dene peoples.9 In the early nineteenth century, the Métis were a part of a constellation of Plains peoples who were “transformed by the expansion of mercantile capitalist markets for furs as well as the introduction of epidemic diseases, metallic weaponry, and other goods in the eighteenth century.” These early Métis communities were marked “by their occupational identities as key players in the fur and provisions trade, and by their expansive kinship networks.”10

Family relations, or more specifically the Cree (Nehiyawewin) concept of wahkohtowin, rather than racial and cultural divisions, were central to their identity.11 Wahkohtowin refers to a principle of governance founded upon social relations. As historian Brenda Macdougall points out in her study of Métis genealogies, wahkohtowin, the sense of a relationship between people and landscape, was key to the complex web of family, place, and identity that defined the Métis. She uses this concept to argue that the community was not the product of external, but rather internal, forces:


In the northwest, Metis people and communities were not primarily united or created by external forces like the fur trade, the church, or nineteenth-century nationalist movements that developed to the south and east of them, but rather by the relationships created and nurtured through wahkohtowin, which shaped identity, community, and society that, in turn, forged their place within the fur trade and the Church.12



Other scholars, such as Adam Gaudry, however, have stressed that Métis governance was also rooted in their sense of themselves as “free,” gens libre, or in Cree as Otipemisiwak.13 As free-traders that were not subject to the rules of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the Métis disrupted the imperial fantasy of domination. As historian Gilles Havard has argued, the “margins” of colonial rule, a frontier where liberty could be imagined, was central to the creation of relationships that challenged the certainty of imperial control, even as centrifugal forces permitted the expansion of the empire.14 Louis Riel himself might have said that the Métis people, freed from the control of Company contracts and imperial ideologies, were a product of that liberty. These were the people that HBC governor, Miles Macdonell, targeted in his attempts to control the Pemmican trade in 1814. His lack of success culminated in the Battle at Frog Plain (also known as the Battle of Seven Oaks), where North West Company Métis defeated an HBC militia. This victory would be commemorated as a national tradition by the Métis People. Even after the merger of the NWC and the HBC in 1821, many Métis, now aligned with the American Fur Company, who had taken over the NWC trade network, were the backbone of the resistance against HBC incursions into Métis territory.15

Jean-Louis was to some extent separated from this Plains culture, as the family moved to Lower Canada in 1822. He was baptized in Berthier-en-Haut, a community north of Montreal, and educated at a local school.16 As historian Emilie Pigeon points out, this relocation meant a journey of four thousand kilometres on foot and by canoe from Ile-à-la-Crosse to Berthierville. Jean-Louis would have been five.17 Later his sister Lucie Lee married a carpenter by the name of John Lee, an Irish immigrant living in Montreal. Another sister, Sophie, married Edouard Lapierre in Berthier in 1845. In 1851 the census data for Montreal records that all three families were living next door to each other in St Louis parish.18 As they are not listed in Montreal in the 1861 census, it is reasonable to assume they had moved back to Berthier.19 Meanwhile, between 1820 and 1850, his father, Jean-Baptiste (that is, Louis Riel’s grandfather) travelled back and forth between Red River and Montreal. It is unclear where his mother, Marguerite Boucher, was living, but parish records of Notre Dame indicate that, when Jean-Baptiste was interred there in 1868, at age ninety-three, Boucher, who had predeceased her husband, had also been buried in Notre Dame parish.20

Despite the great distance between Montreal and the Northwest the family maintained connections to both places through kinship ties. Even while living in the Northwest, Jean-Louis kept in contact with this Montreal side of the family, and they helped care for his son. This is confirmed by the existence of letters written by Louis Riel while at school in Montreal. In one letter, written after hearing news of his father’s death in 1864, he gives the news from his aunts and uncles on the Riel side.21 Maintaining kinship ties over extended distances and time is characteristic of Métis communities and a core part of the wahkohtowin principle that sustained the New People, as the Métis sometimes referred to themselves.22 The persistence of these intimate ties illustrates the limitations of imperial policies and administrative efforts to define people according to their proximity to centres of power.

In his twenties, Jean-Louis Riel moved back and forth between Montreal and the Northwest. Between 1837 and 1838, he was back in the Northwest, working for the HBC in the Lac La Pluie district (where present-day Minnesota, Manitoba, and Ontario intersect).23 This work was familiar to someone whose family had been engaged in trading on the plains for many years. At this time he would also certainly have met the Sayers, Nolins, Cadottes, and other families that traded in the upper Great Lakes region, a fact which underlines the significance for historians of recognizing the links created by Métis and Canadien traders between the Red River and the Great Lakes.24 There is slim evidence to confirm this, but the Lac La Pluie Post-Journal records report that, in October 1837, “W. Shaw, Riel and the young lads about the Fort digging and carting some fine rich black earth from the portage to the Kitchen Garden with a view of improving the soil and to mix with the large quantity of dung already spread upon it last spring.”25 Other activities from this time included fishing sturgeon and building a new house and a boat. In 1842, Jean-Louis returned briefly to Montreal, but, by the mid-1840s, he had returned to Red River and become engaged in cross-border trade near Pembina, moving back and forth between the British settlement and the American trading post. As we will see, he would return to Montreal again in the late fifties with the capital necessary to start a milling operation in the Northwest.

This mobility and the fact that he came of age in the revolutionary era of the 1830s in Lower Canada, when the discourse by Papineau and other Patriotes about republican liberties was overturning established authority, only seems to have exaggerated his resistance to colonial domination, and his sense of Métis rights and freedoms.26 He may have been involved in early agitations and been persecuted, which would explain why he had taken a contract in 1837 to work in Lac La Pluie.27 According to Margaret MacLeod and William Morton, Jean-Louis Riel “brought with him much talk of Papineau, and of how the new Recorder in Assiniboia, Adam Thom, had written against the French in Montreal and had helped Lord Durham prepare the Report which said that the best fate for the French would be to be assimilated by the British.”28 In Sault Ste Marie, HBC Factor William Nourse feared that the violence of Lower Canadian rebellions might spill over, as he believed that the Métis sympathized with the Patriot cause.29 Alexander Ross, a contemporary historian and local political commentor, also reported renewed agitation on the prairies around this time, and it seems likely that Jean-Louis Riel was the source of the “Papineau standard.” As Ross wrote:


The Papineau rebellion which broke out in Canada about this time, and the echo of which soon reached us, added fresh fuel to the spirit of disaffection. The Canadians of Red River sighed for the success of their brethren’s cause. Patriotic songs were chanted on every side in praise of Papineau. In the plains, the half-breeds made a flag, called the Papineau standard, which was waved in triumph for years, and the rebels’ deeds extolled to the skies.30



Hard evidence is lacking for this connection between the Métis and the Patriots, but it is a reasonable assumption. Riel greeted Thom with hostility and the Métis were generally considered sympathetic to the Patriot cause.

It is fair to say that Jean-Louis Riel was not born into leadership, but he became an influential figure among the Métis of Red River by developing social ties while working on the borderlands, as well as by forging new political skills adapted to meet changes in the socio-political order of the mid-nineteenth century. He emerged as a key figure of resistance against the HBC-appointed government and a spokesman for the otipemisiwak, the “people who own themselves.”

Jean-Louis’s wife, Julie, Louis Riel’s mother, came from a different social context, but one that powerfully illustrates the centrality of wahkohtowin to the Métis People. Born in 1822, she was the daughter of Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière and Marie-Anne Gaboury, both immigrants from Lower Canada. Her father, Jean-Baptiste, had been rewarded with land for his loyalty to Lord Selkirk when he made a harrowing trip of eighteen hundred miles to Montreal to warn Lord Selkirk about the North West Company’s attacks on HBC forts in 1816. As loyalists, the Lagimodières were one of the more successful families to settle in Red River, and would have been considered “anciens colons,” or original settlers. Marie-Anne Gaboury is on record as the first white woman resident in the Northwest, following her husband on the long canoe trek into the Red River region in 1807. During this time of hostility between the two communities, and with her husband away in Montreal, Mme Lagimodière née Gaboury feared that the Métis of Pembina would attack Fort Douglas, where she was living, and so she took refuge farther north with Chief Peguis, an Ojibwa leader and key ally of Lord Selkirk.31

While not allied to the Métis linked to the North West Company, Jean-Baptiste had close ties to other Indigenous communities. He was originally married to a Cree woman, Josette, and had at least one child with her. With his marriage to Gaboury, and her trip to the Northwest, he brought an end to that relationship. However, Gaboury may have raised one of the children from this previous relationship and named one of her own daughters Josette.32 Indeed, it seems that the Lagimodières continued to maintain good terms and trade with different Indigenous communities. Such relationships were too important to be disdained. The durability of relationships formed in the Northwest illustrates how the entangled nature of family ties, understood by the Métis as wahkohtowin, sustained the people and their identity. As Laura Peers and Jennifer Brown point out, the relations between Indigenous peoples are durable and frequently surprising.33

It can be reasonably assumed that the principle of wahkohtowin brought the Lagimodières into the Red River Métis community. With nine children, the Lagimodière-Gaboury family was linked through marriage to other principal families. Their eldest daughter, Reine, married twice, first to Joseph Lamer and later to Michel Petrin. Josette (daughter of Gaboury but possibly named in honour of Jean-Baptiste’s first wife), known to her nephew as La Cyprès, was married to Amable Nault, another immigrant from Lower Canada. Through this marriage they were connected to other important families, such as the Delormes and the Proulx clan. Benjamin Lagimodière was married into the Carrière family, while Apolline was married into the Harrison family and Romain was married into the Vaudry family. As discussed below, Julie Lagimodière’s own children also married into Métis and Canadien families. These complex relationships were the backbone of the Red River community. The privilege of relations also carried responsibility – because everyone was related through kinship, families could hold one another to account. In practical terms, this respect for family relations was critical for success in the Indigenous public sphere of Red River. Well aware of the importance of these family relationships, Louis Riel’s letters home would devote considerable space to acknowledging and addressing the extended family at every opportunity.

The complexity of the Lagimodière relations confirms Métis scholar Chris Andersen’s point that current racial logics limit our ability to recognize the Métis as a People.34 Both of Julie’s parents were white Canadien settlers, and in 1875 Julie herself would apply for land scrip as a white settler.35 While Julie’s whiteness would later become a marker of her identity for state purposes, in Red River she was identified as Métis because of her lifestyle rather than her race or genetic heritage. Her children applied for land scrip as “Half-breeds.”36 It is likely that within Red River Julie, and likely her parents themselves, were identified with the Métis community. A white mother was unusual for a Métis family (Riel himself stated that it was through their mothers that the Métis had rights to make land claims), but this only illustrates the point that race did not determine Métis identity; community, kinship, and religion were far more important. Her brothers and sisters also married into Métis families, who applied for scrip as “Half-breeds.”37 In sum, the state administrative documentation, like scrip records, are a poor indicator of identity.

Far more important to Métis families was the practice of matrilocal residency. When Jean-Louis Riel and Julie Lagimodière were married by Bishop Provencher on 21 January 1844 in the chapel of St Boniface Cathedral, they initially went to live with the Lagimodière family, and Jean-Louis Riel’s first mill was set up on Lagimodière land.38 This matrilocal land settlement practice derives from Métis traditions, and supports the view that, despite their “whiteness,” the Lagimodières were a Métis family. The “Canadien” families of Joseph Landry, Henry Coutu, and Felix Latreille, living in Red River since 1822, offer similar examples.39

The Riel-Lagimodière marriage represented a merging of two borderlands communities that had been growing apart since the end of the Fur Trade Wars (1819). While Jean-Louis was actively involved with the Pembina community, the Lagimodière family was, because of their ties to the land, concentrated in St Boniface. The Pembina community, like the Métis of St Francis-Xavier described by historian Gerhard Ens, sustained themselves through the buffalo hunt.40 The Métis in the north, such as those living in the parish of St Boniface and its extensions St Norbert and St Vital, had more extensive farms, and their own, smaller, buffalo hunt. According to Métis Elder Ron Evans, the Métis themselves distinguished between these two communities by their distance from the HBC fort.41 The differences were not hard and fast, however it does indicate an important marker of identity based upon lifestyle. Unions like the Riel-Lagimodière marriage served to reinforce the ties between these diverse communities and to reinforce the commonalities in the face of important changes in politics, economics, and social dynamics.

Irene Spry and others have pointed out that divisions between English and French, Catholic and Protestant, have been “grossly overstated.”42 The overlapping and sometimes ambiguous nature of the identities that emerged from these relationships does not mean that the boundaries did not exist, but rather they were constantly being negotiated.43 As Nicole St-Onge points out, “identities are negotiable and situational and the actual lived context of the Métis nation contained anomalies, fuzzy boundaries and ambiguous criteria of belonging.”44 Recognizing the negotiated nature of the Métis is key to understanding Louis Riel’s own understanding of, and struggle to define, what it meant to be Métis.

Wahkohtowin was essential to public authority in Red River and was used to negotiate relations with other colonial institutions, such as the church. Both Jean-Louis and Julie were devout Catholics. When they married, in January 1844, they were aged twenty-seven and twenty-four respectively.45 Their son Louis Riel was born in October, ten months later. Abbé George Dugas tells us that Julie only married because she was ordered to by God.46 While respecting the possibility that this story is a conventional Catholic trope, it seems that Julie Riel passed on to her family a strong awareness of divine direction in life. This is confirmed through a story retold by Henriette Riel, one of Julie’s daughters. One day, “She [Julie] was suddenly enveloped in flames. Dazzled, frightened, she raised her eyes and there in the clouds, she saw an old man, flashing with light and encircled with fire, who in a powerful voice boomed out, ‘Disobedient child … when you return to your home you will tell your parents that you will obey them [and marry Jean-Louis].’”47 While an obvious trope within Catholic – and more broadly Christian – world views, this vision should not be dismissed, as it demonstrates the importance of the spiritual in Riel-Lagimodière family. If one reads between the lines, the vision also illustrates one of the complex ways that women used Catholicism to exert some control over their marriage partners.48

The Riel-Lagimodière family, as part of the new middle class, had the financial means to ensure that their first children were taught the basics of grammar and religious morality and discipline. The Catholic priests, who operated the schools, worked on the implicit presumption of a “spectrum of moral, social and cultural development between la sauvagerie at one pole and la civilisation at the other,” and saw the Métis presence in these schools as a sign of great potential in the Northwest.49 Thus schools were allies of the colonial state, in the sense that they sought to teach children nineteenth-century ideas of European culture and Christian religion. The Catholic missionaries that ran the primary school that Riel attended were no exception in their attention to scriptural and doctrinal knowledge, as well as basic academic and industrial subjects. As Jonathan Anuik argues, the emerging middle class of Red River did not object to the “civilizing mission” of the first schools.50 The early education emphasized learning the basics of language, arithmetic, and other practical skills. For instance, an example of the embroidering done by one of Louis’s sisters is held in the Riel family collection in the provincial archives of Manitoba.

Roman Catholic priests may have attempted to dominate the spiritual milieu of the Métis in Red River, but that spirituality was also flexible and subject to the influence of Indigenous thinking.51 As historian Emilie Pigeon has pointed out, the Métis, through their petitions for clergymen, were agents in control of their own religious communities and practices.52 They used the Church to govern their communities, and Indigenous spirituality, including visions, inflected Catholic practice and spirituality. Visions, and especially recalling visions, were an important means for lifelong learning and building relationships in Anishinaabe and Métis spirituality. As Métis scholar Chantal Fiola explains, visions have become an important strategy for self-knowledge and resisting colonization.53 Henriette’s notes, as well as the letters of Louis Riel’s sister Saint-Marguerite (originally Sara) and Louis’s own writings, provide ample evidence that divine revelation and direct intervention of God were part of the family upbringing.54

As will be seen, kinship ties and extended family networks were also the primary means used by the Métis to exert their influence over the state. Wahkohtowin provided coherence to Métis social order and the authority necessary for governance and active civil society. The social capital invested in kin relations meant that labour and economic capital could easily be pooled, whether for farming, hunting, child care, or building. In Métis society, as in other Indigenous cultures, genealogical terms (parent, relation, père, soeur) were frequently used to justify decisions and action. As Scott Stephen’s study of master-servant relations concludes, the principle of the “household” in HBC governance overlapped with Indigenous relations.55 It was the overlap between these two systems that allowed for reasonable efficiency in the first institutions of government. Family relations inspired intellectual and theological concepts that were the basis for Métis political formation in the context of the borderlands, where linguistic, religious, and ethnic boundaries blurred in the ambiguous spaces at the margins of empire.

[image: Image]

Louis Riel was born in 1844 in the Lagimodière-Gaboury house, the home of his grandparents, a small one-room structure that stood just north of St Boniface at the fork of the Red and the Sienne rivers. Louis grew up in close proximity to his maternal grandparents and other relatives. Julie was one of more than eight children in her family, but it was the land-based wealth of her family that provided the foundation for the Riel family in Red River and tied their children to the settlement. This was the land across from Douglas Point, originally granted by Lord Selkirk. One of Julie’s elder sisters, Marie Rose (b. 1801), already a widow, lived in the same house. Julie’s elder brother Jean-Baptiste (b. 1808) had moved out to live with his wife, Pauline Harrison. Two older sisters, La Reine (b. 1807) and Josette (La Cyprès) (b. 1810), were also married and living in St Boniface. When another Canadien, Pierre-Henri Coutu, moved to Red River from Lower Canada, he also married a Lagimodière, Marie-Catherine, and built a house on Lagimodière land. By building their homes close to, or on, Lagimodière land, these families circulated among each other and formed strong social bonds. Young Louis Riel grew up in close proximity to aunts, uncles, and grandparents, and with a strong tie to the Lagimodière lands.56 This context and the particular role of women in management of family property provided the groundwork for his understanding of Métis territorial sovereignty and nationhood.

Métis gender dynamics were negotiated by a matrilocal connection to the land.57 As Métis scholar Nathalie Kermoal argues, Indigenous epistemological systems are rooted in female knowledge and experience of the land, and any understanding of place must be linked to social, economic, political, environmental, and cultural processes. This followed the practice of other Métis families: while women took the name of the husband, the couple frequently resided on land from the wife’s family. Because the knowledge of how to “live on the land” was gendered, Red River women contributed significantly to cultural continuity through sharing “specific knowledge of resources that allow[ed] for the survival of the household.”58 Moreover, because Indigenous women were the reason their own families had access to the land, marriage allowed women to control and direct alliances and relationships.59 This was a source of women’s authority. While it is important not to overstate this authority, as Macdougall explains, matrilocal residence encouraged “bride service, in which a man moves in with his wife’s family but sets up his own household after he has met his obligations to repay the family.” It also permitted “the wife a period of adjustment as she makes the transition from child to married woman.”60 While this understanding of being tied to the land of the mother was not always clear in Red River, where HBC men were granted “company” land, the Riel-Lagimodière family did follow the matrilocal pattern, and thus Julie would have had considerable authority in family matters.

Over the next few years, Jean-Louis and Julie built their own home on one of the nearby lots, likely Lot #50.61 The spring ice dams caused a major flood in 1852, and the family took refuge in the Catholic mission; but by September Jean-Louis had secured a mortgage of $100 on his mill property for the purpose of digging a canal and erecting a new mill on Lot #50, adjoining the Lagimodière property and backing onto the Catholic mission. According to Diane Payment, the family moved there in 1853 to begin farming and mill work.62 Julie’s other elder brother, Benjamin Lagimodière (b. 1811), and his wife, Angélique Carrière, were also residing on this lot in the 1850s.63 The two families likely operated the mill together, but had separate residences.

Julie’s involvement in the careful management of family property is evident in the family history. Between 1864 and 1867, sometime after Jean-Louis died, Julie and the eight children who were still living with her moved to the front of the lot along the Red River to be closer to the bishop.64 However, she was no helpless widow hiding under the protection of the church. In 1868, Benjamin gave the land they had jointly occupied to his son-in-law Eduard Ellémont dit Bodé, a Canadien immigrant who had also married into the Lagimodière family. Bodé sold this land back to Julie in 1871. Then, in 1873, she sold the back of the property to her son-in-law Louis Lavallée. She was carefully ensuring her own daughters would have land to settle on.65 Upon the death of Jean-Louis Riel, it was likely the widow who attended to the sale and management of a mill that was waiting for delivery in St Paul.66 While she consulted with her son Louis about the management and sale of lots #50 and #51 in St Vital, the lots were in her name.67 In 1875, she also requested that Louis send her a power of attorney and that she apply on his behalf for a land grant, while giving him the details about the harvest.68

The act of marriage brought Jean-Louis into the Lagimodière household and tied him to their land in a way that rippled through all aspects of family life. As Brenda Macdougall writes, “Metis society emerged and gained strength because of its connection to Indigenous worldviews that were predicated on the children’s ancestral connection to the lands of their female connections.”69 Julie Lagimodière, as the inheritor and manager of land, inspired her son’s vision of Métis land rights and territorial sovereignty and nationhood. It was the source of Louis Riel’s sense of belonging – what nineteenth-century Victorians might call “home.”70 As Riel would state at his defence trial in 1885, in his richly flamboyant manner,


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 North-West is also my mother, it is my mother country and although my mother country is sick and confined in a certain way … 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.71
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By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Riel-Lagimodière family was increasingly involved in political negotiations, and Jean-Louis in particular was seen as one of the principal leaders of the community. Cross-border petitions illustrate his leadership and the valence of the Métis family as a source of political identity in the frequently ambiguous borderlands context. One petition, discussed below, illustrates particularly well how the northern Plains was not an easy space in which any state could assert its sovereignty. The Northwest was a place of multiple, layered, and conflicting claims to territory, where several different legal structures competed for recognition.72 This gave the Métis the upper hand.

The Memorial from the Halfbreeds of Pembina has not been treated by previous scholars of the Red River Métis or by Riel’s biographers. The Minnesota Historical Society, which holds the archives for the State of Minnesota, contains a copy of this petition, translated into English for the Council and House of Representatives, as well as the original in French.73 It was addressed to Republican Governor Alexander Ramsay, who in turn presented it to the Minnesota Territorial Government on 1 October 1849. It was written immediately after the famous Guillaume Sayer trial, which ended the HBC’s claims to a monopoly over the fur trade, and, as we will see, usefully complicates our understanding of that famous event. The original was likely drawn up with the aid of Father Belcourt74 and contains the names of heads of one hundred well-known Métis families. A note at the bottom of the document, signed by Belcourt, states these are “the principal hunters who have come home early, but their names represent the general will.” The second name on the list is “Louis Rielle”; this was surely Jean-Louis. The name above is Joe Rollette, otherwise known as “Jolly,” a well-established trader in the region, who in 1851 would be elected to the Minnesota Territorial Legislature.75 Rollette, like many of his generation, lived in the “borderlands,” frequently crossing the invisible boundary between British and American territory: while he did business in Pembina and St Paul, he married Angelique Jerome at St Boniface, and his children were educated in the British settlement. Rollette was the first Métis to sit in the American legislature, and he argued for extending the vote to the “civilized Indians” (and half-breeds).76 The names of other borderlands families are also recognizable, such as Wilkey, Desjarlais, Vandal, and Azur. That the names Riel and Rollette were at the head of the petition suggests their position as leaders of the community.

The Memorial sheds new light on the way the Métis community attempted to bargain for a better deal with the American government. Inhabitants of a territory that was increasingly contested by the American republic and the British empire, the Métis were in a jurisdictional grey zone, and their allegiance was an important stake in the race for the west. It also shows that, far from merely resisting colonial control, the Métis were appealing for state institutions, likely as a means of controlling competing claims. First, the “Métis of Pembina, living on the Red River” congratulated the governor of Minnesota on his new appointment and asked for his support against British incursions on their trading activities. The petitioners requested American protection against the British and:

  1  Redrawing of the territorial lines;

  2  Sale of lands to settlers;

  3  Establishment of courts of Justice;

  4  Exclusion of British Subjects from hunting on the Half-breed lands;

  5  Agreement by American and British governments to ban “spirituous liquors”;

  6  Establishment of a fort occupied by soldiers.

They protested violations of their freedom and accused British agents of abusing their power. Their requests for a court of justice and a fort manned with full-time soldiers shows their recognition of nation-state power and a strategy for confronting British imperialism. By demanding the exclusion of “British Subjects,” they presented themselves as non-British, and potential American citizens. Finally, they demanded that land be sold to settlers. The signators clearly believed that they would benefit from this (although it is not entirely clear whether they would be buying or selling the land).

According to the petition, the British had violated the “Laws of the People” (droit du gens) as well as the “Laws of Nations” (droits des nations). This “rights talk” and republican rhetoric is worth emphasizing. The petition concludes:


If by your influence, and the great interest which you manifest for the good of all the inhabitants of the Territory you obtain for us these favours before two years are passed we are more than 5000 souls who escaping joyfully from the state of slavery in which they were held by a stern necessity will come here, to enjoy the sweets of Liberty to them at present unknown and who will consider you as their Liberator [emphasis in original].77



The language is striking. Twenty years later, Jean-Louis’s son would use similar expressions when he published the famous Métis Declaration of Rights and Proclamation of the Inhabitants of Red River. Darren O’Toole, who did not include this petition in his study, would have seen this as further evidence of a Métis political discourse informed by “republican” and “revolutionary” language. The vocabulary (“Liberator” and “state of slavery”) might seem flamboyant, but these phrases reveal the Métis flexibility with respect to political rhetoric. Borrowing from British, American, and their own Indigenous languages, the Métis intellectual traditions of political protest emerged from the dynamics of dialogue and exchange in a colonial contact zone.78

While the government of Minnesota did not ultimately grant their wish, Ramsay admitted during negotiations with the Pembina Chippeway in 1851 that the Métis believed “it was they who possessed the country really and who had long defended and maintained it against encroachment of enemies.”79 On 17 September 1849, Ramsay had received a letter from Colonel W. Henry Sibley regarding the treaty terms. Sibley warned him that the expectations of “half-breeds” would make any attempt at a treaty fail.80 Nevertheless, Ramsay was cautious and refused to deal directly with the Métis, whom he saw as “quasi citizens.”81 Only at the urging of Pembina and Red Lake chiefs did Ramsay agree to an article that would have purchased the land along the Red River (three to four million acres) for $230,000 and set aside $30,000 “to enable them to make provision for their half-breed children, and to arrange their affairs.”82

It seems that while Ramsay was willing to accept “any just and reasonable arrangement or treaty stipulation the Indians might choose to make for their benefit” others disagreed.83 Fur trader Alexander Ross, who reported on the treaty, was disgusted with the Métis, or as he called them, “Pembina squatters,” because of their association with opportunistic Americans.84 Indeed, William Watts Folwell argues, based upon a letter from Sibley, the cash to be paid to the Métis was likely destined for the American trader Norman Kittson.85

The treaty was later scuttled by congressional opposition in the Senate. It is also relevant to note that the opposition of the American Senate to the 1851 treaty was due to the anxiety around opening new lands to the north, and the implications this would have on the precarious balance of slave states to non-slave states. The political struggles in Minnesota foreshadowed the violent confrontations of “bleeding Kansas” that would lead to the Civil War. In this context, the rather flamboyant use of the rhetoric of slavery in the 1849 petition was not overblown but calculated to appeal to vote-seeking Democrats.86 It was not until 1863 that an agreement was reached, and this one provided for an annuity to be paid out over twenty years, as well as the provision of 160 acres to Half-breeds who were “related by blood to the Chippewas and who had adopted the ‘habits and customs of civilized life,’ and were U.S. citizens.”87

The context of the Memorial hints at an interesting triangulation of relations whereby Métis, British, and American authorities were carefully watching each other make their bargains and were adapting their terms accordingly. As Charles Kappler’s collection of Indian treaties shows, these arrangements with “Half-breeds” were common in US treaties. Numerous treaties and other correspondence document the relationship of the “Halfbreeds” to American state development, particularly the scrip records.88 Notwithstanding the arguments of Thomas Flanagan, “Half-breed” claims and rights were not a novel invention in 1869.89 The Memorial and other American treaties show that there was a long tradition of recognizing Métis claims on the American side of the border, well before the Canadian government made treaties on the Northwest plains. These claims emerged because Métis like Jean-Louis, who saw themselves as free, actively defended their interests and used the border to get what they wanted. This was not a new situation for the Métis, who had seen their role as intermediaries between the British empire, the American republic, and Indigenous polities increase over the years. It is likely that Jean-Louis saw the American government as a potential ally in his attempts to negotiate the best deal with these encroaching powers.90

Legislated in 1846, the creation of the 49th parallel gradually destabilized the control Indigenous people exercised over the territory, yet this petition indicates how the Métis attempted to mediate that imposition of national categories. The Métis petition also illustrates the role that an extended kinship network, based upon the principle of wahkohtowin, played in borderlands politics.91 In the 1849 petition, family names often associated with the settlement in Red River (Nolin, Hamelin, Parenteau, etc.) are present together with the names of families usually associated with the Pembina settlement to the south (Wilkey, Rollette, Vandal, etc.). These family ties and cross-border political strategies shaped Métis engagement with the formation of state institutions in the northern plains.

Increasingly, petitions drew the Métis into the ambit of state power, and the terms of engagement transformed their own political culture. During the nineteenth century, petition-making was state-making. As J.K. Johnson has argued for Upper Canada, the state mattered in the lives of ordinary people, and petitions demonstrate how in early settler society many farmers and artisans turned to the state to support their livelihood.92 Petitions demonstrate how ordinary people understood the social contract emerging between state and society. Like other political agents, the Métis used petitions as a means of informing colonial states of their interests and in defending their rights. It is important to stress that just because the Métis petitioned the government does not mean that their claim to the lands they called home was undermined.93 Yet at the same time, petitions also indicate a shift toward an increasingly masculine public, as women in Red River, at least officially, did not participate in writing petitions, nor did they sign them.94 This effect upon the gendering of the public sphere is a foreshadowing of things to come.

The Riel-Lagimodière union played a key role in the socio-political structures governing Red River community life. The lives of Jean-Louis and Julie illustrate the strength of Métis governance through ties to family and the land, and their sense of self-ownership. Strong cultural and political forces emanating from the eastern centres of Washington and Montreal would increasingly circumscribe Métis mobility. However, the assertion of settler-colonial control was not seamless, and the potency of the borderlands remained an integral part of Métis political activity and sense of political horizons. Kinship networks and the Indigenous concepts of living on the land and women’s authority continued to support the Métis political culture. At the same time, as the following chapter shows, the Métis began to adapt themselves to the new context. Jean-Louis went from confrontation with the colonial state to hesitant co-operation. Their son Louis would learn that the family was grounded in wahkohtowin (the act of being related to each other) and otipemisiwak (the people who are their own bosses), and this understanding of Peoplehood would guide his own engagement with state formation.


2

Métis Government: From Sayer to Miller


Comme peuple primitif, simple, de bonne foi, placé par la Providence dans une heureuse abondance de biens et d’ailleurs sans beaucoup d’ambitions, les Métis n’avaient presque pas besoin de gouvernement. Cependant quand ils allaient à la chasse au bison, il se faisait naturellement au milieu d’eux, une pression d’intérêts. Et tant pour maintenir l’ordre dans leurs rangs que pour se tenir en garde contre les vols de chevaux et contre des attaques d’ennemis, ils s’organisaient et se composaient un camp … On les appelait les lois de la Prairie. Le conseil était un gouvernment provisoire.

Louis Riel, Montreal Daily Star in 1885



The buffalo hunt seems the quintessence of Métis governance. Riel’s own history of the Métis people, extracts of which were published in the Daily Star in 1885 and cited above, describes the hunt as the basis for law and order in Métis communities and explains the necessity for this kind of organization. Riel’s history is a source which is often overlooked by historians. In many respects Riel’s description of Métis governance, written in 1885, is remarkably similar to that in William Morton’s seminal history of Manitoba.


The power behind the defiance to the monopoly and the government of Assiniboia was the power, essentially military, of the métis of the buffalo hunt. The occupation of the hunt had not only kept alive the corporate sense of the métis, their belief in themselves as a “new nation”; it had also, as it developed, given them a character as a people, a kind of government, and a very definite discipline.1



The key difference is that for Morton this was a military power, and more importantly one of defiance. By contrast, Riel emphasized how this governance overlapped with the HBC authority.


Throughout the fertile zone [of the Prairies] the Hudson’s Bay Company was enveloped in the Métis government. It did not begrudge this shadow. Au contraire! The traders and hunters, in the camps, in the winter houses, and in the Métis establishments, conducted their hunts, their trade, and their commerce under the authority of the Prairie Council and under the protection of the Métis laws. And this fortified shelter was convenient for the Company to keep.2



It is useful to keep Riel’s perspective in mind when we begin to look at the governance of Red River between the 1850s and the 1860s, and the experience of the Riel-Lagimodière family.

This chapter explores the question of state formation in Red River. Resistance to the state has proved a powerful narrative in Métis history and historical memory. A paradigmatic instance of the power of the otipemisiwak (people that govern themselves), the 1849 trial of Guillaume Sayer has become symbolic of the Métis resistance to Canadian colonization. Sayer was charged with illegal trading in contravention of the HBC monopoly. Louis was only four years old when his father took up Sayer’s defence, and he, like others, would later enshrine these events as part of the foundation of his nation. In an earlier draft of the history that was published in the Daily Star (perhaps conservative editors in Montreal removed this incendiary language in the published version), Louis emphasized the “revolutionary character” of his father’s actions.


At the head of a populist movement was [Jean-]Louis Riel my father. He is no longer in this world, but I still see his Christian and civic virtues alive all around me. “The trade was declared free.” The true friendship which linked my beloved father with the Reverend Monsieur Belcourt, permitted him to accomplish this important revolution without spilling any human blood … O my father, you who through courage and understanding of Wisdom overturned a colossal injustice, with each passing year your name will grow greater throughout the Northwest.3



However, the full history of Jean-Louis Riel’s role in political developments in the Northwest is more complex. As this chapter shows, during the 1850s the interests of the Riel-Lagimodière family were gradually incorporated into the early state. A look back to the emergence of the state in the 1820s and 1830s explains how the Métis were involved in founding the early colonial state, even as they resisted it. The young Louis Riel, even if he did not consciously acknowledge this in his own history, was certainly influenced by the relationship his father negotiated with the state, and more broadly the relationship of the Métis to the state. Through a description of the Riel-Lagimodière family during the 1850s, from Jean-Louis’s popular agitation in the Guillaume Sayer trial to his industry as first miller of St Boniface, this chapter offers a more nuanced understanding of the emergence of the colonial state in Red River. For Jean-Louis Riel, like other nineteenth-century “improvers,” the state was the means to an end.

When referring to the state, I do not mean a clearly defined entity (that is, “State” as an inhuman force characterized by its own life force) but rather a series of office-holding individuals. This definition is useful for analyzing and measuring the efficacy of the early HBC state and the more formal structures that emerged over the course of the nineteenth century.4 As we shall see, the HBC rule was complicated by its imperial context, but also by its struggle to negotiate its relationship with the people it sought to govern. To understand the emergence of the colonial state requires a framework that comprehends the tensions and struggles involved in founding a state from the bottom up, rather than simply top-down. The emergence of the colonial state in the Northwest is a story of rifts and ruptures rather than domination.5 Ian McKay’s liberal-order framework, and the subsequent critical reaction his work has provoked, shows that any ruling party has to find the balance between coercion and consent.6 Following James Scott, this chapter asks “to what extent has the state’s hegemonic project itself been influenced by the force of popular experience and of mobilized popular expectations of the revolution?”7 As the lives of Jean-Louis and Julie show, the skills and authority of Métis leaders led to a situation in which Métis publics were part of the state hegemony. It was increasingly their state.
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During the nineteenth century, given the overlapping and entangled nature of political spheres, the northern Plains was not an easy space for any state to assert its sovereignty. As the study of the petition showed in the previous chapter, the Northwest was a place of multiple, layered, and conflicting claims to territory, where several different legal structures competed for recognition.8 This gave force to the argument that, as Indigenous peoples, the Métis had rights that transcended the border. State institutions that aspired to hegemony were forced to recognize Métis interests. The initial attempts by British and American governments to assert sovereignty through delineation of the 49th parallel, which was intended to erase Indigenous claims, served, surprisingly, to bolster Métis political power and their perseverance as a borderlands people.9

Key power brokers in the borderlands, the Métis may be considered as a political bloc united through family ties, military dominance, political organization, and market forces. The definition and unity of that political block is a question that, Adam Gaudry writes, “has preoccupied academics and policymakers (not to mention Métis people) for a considerable time.”10 The relationship between the English “Half-breed” and the French “Métis” communities is a particularly difficult historical problem to untangle.11 There was much overlap, including common participation in the buffalo hunts, but historically the two groups were regularly differentiated. As was mentioned in the introduction, these categories were probably clearer to contemporaries, but that does not mean that this social category did not sometimes have fuzzy edges even then. These fuzzy edges were useful. In the borderlands, identities and alliances were intentionally formed to take advantage of specific threats at specific times.

During the years 1840 to 1860, state authority emerged in response to the increasing number of settlers on the Plains.12 The borderlands were shifting. The decline of the bison herds went in step with corporate reform.13 Changes in the economy entailed changes in the techniques of governance. Settler colonization, based upon dispossession of land, along with the state it provoked, introduced new ideas about power that were extremely racialized and gendered.14 Settler colonialism was intended to dispossess Indigenous peoples, but the Métis were not without their own techniques for accommodating and resisting these forces. Like other minorities in colonial spaces, the Métis challenged settler colonial erasure and inflected the extension of the state by asserting their autonomy in this process.15 Due to their position of dominance and as illustrated by the frequency of Métis rights-based claims for British civil liberties, the Métis buffalo brigades effectively remade British authority in a manner that would serve their interests. The Métis adapted British institutions to their own needs. Or, to put it another way, the contest for hegemony led to a creolization of British authority.

In the early-nineteenth century, the “official” government of Red River, appointed by the Hudson’s Bay Company, was the Council of Assiniboia. It was a weak colonial state.16 Originally created in 1821, it was intended to prevent or resolve costly conflicts between fur-trading companies, white settlers, Métis, and Indigenous peoples. While the HBC claimed jurisdiction over the vast area called Rupert’s Land,17 Assiniboia, the jurisdictional equivalent of the Red River community, was officially an area within a fifty-mile radius of the forks of the Red and Assiniboine rivers. As a result, in the 1840s the Company’s jurisdiction over the Métis was tenuous at best. Moreover, administration of the settlement itself, as well as the establishment of legal and political institutions, was only possible through Métis support.18

The influence of imperial reform also challenged HBC governance. In Victoria’s age of prosperity, stability, and refinement, reformers advanced policies demanding that the HBC rule more efficiently and justly.19 Since the mid 1840s, Britain had established itself as a leader in a movement for “free-trade.”20 In this “liberal Empire,” policy-makers were increasingly governed by the idea that the effects of a liberal market, in a didactic fashion, would spread “law and civilization” to its hinterlands, and ruled under the assumption that these areas lacked it.21 Drawing upon the moral capital of abolishing slavery, metropolitan organizations such as the Aboriginal Protection Society agitated against the despotic powers of colonial authorities. Reformers, such as John Stuart Mill, desired an empire that would be a force for “civilizing” the world. While older ideas about the “law of nations” continued to challenge this ideal, the Victorian imperial mission increasingly rejected arguments that uncivilized nations were capable of being held accountable to international justice.22 In the wake of the 1832 trial of Edward Eyre, Governor of Jamaica, for abuse of power, these challenges were no minor concerns and the HBC’s Governor George Simpson spearheaded a number of reforms.23

The pressure was on for the HBC to govern, effectively and “liberally,” the vast territory described in its charter. The challenges to Company rule by Red River–born reformer Alexander Isbister, now active in London, were a direct result of this reformist spirit.24 There is no evidence that Jean-Louis Riel had direct contact with Isbister, or with other reformers in London, but their lives intersected in significant ways.

Local challenges to HBC authority would climax in the Sayer trial of 1849. The primary complaint of local traders was the HBC monopoly in the fur trade. This complaint was fuelled by the companies based in the United States, which hired local traders – many of them Métis – who persisted in their cross-border trade.25 These traders experienced and envied the “free-trade” south of the border. Meanwhile the HBC governors viewed with suspicion the establishment of American trading posts just south of the 49th parallel. For their part, the Métis, marginalized by the state, were less inclined to take the side of the British company. The simmering discontent burst into hostility in 1834 with the assault on a Métis trader by an HBC clerk. The subsequent uprising was the catalyst for local government reform.26 Simpson’s concern with security was explicit. On 12 February 1835, he addressed the Council of Assiniboia, and made the case for a police force:


It must be evident to one and all of you that it is quite impossible society can be held together, that the time is at length arrived when it becomes necessary to put the administration of Justice on a more firm and regular footing than heretofore, and that immediate steps ought to be taken to guard against dangers from abroad or difficulties at home, for the maintenance of good order and tranquillity, and for the security and protection of lives and property.27



The council imposed an import duty of 7.5 per cent to defray the cost of a new jail, a “Volunteer Corps” of sixty officers and privates, as well as the creation of four district courts and one general quarterly court. The Company would continue its allowance of £100 for court costs; the rest would be covered by import duties. As Darren O’Toole observes, “a tax, which was essentially to be burdened by Métis and Half-breed freighters, was to put into place an apparatus of physical violence that would enable the Company to enforce both its monopoly and the levying of the tax itself against the freighters.”28

Yet coercion by itself was not sustainable, and the HBC made an effort to conciliate Métis interests by giving them a voice in government affairs. In 1835, the council was expanded to fifteen, and by 1853 half of the six members of the council were Métis or “half-breeds.”29 Moreover, the Métis themselves were frequently appointed to policing duties. Cuthbert Grant, an English “Half-breed” was the first Indigenous man appointed to the council: he was made “warden of the Plains” in 1835 and was appointed to the council in 1839. His appointment is significant, because, in reality, Grant’s political influence in the community had long predated this reform. For many years he had acted as a semi-military chief, directed the buffalo hunt, resolved judicial disputes, and spoke at diplomatic events between other nations.30 All the Company did was formalize the value of Grant and other Métis or “Half-breed” military figures in their capacity as bodyguards.

Even as the council looked to the local leadership for support, the community of Red River, Métis included, saw value in increased state authority. The settlement had grown in size. Diverse local interests desired a system of government they could direct to manage community affairs. Worries about American bootleggers, raids by Dakota, and common criminals in the nascent community led to demands for better police, jails, roads, ferries, bridges, a postal system, and other community infrastructure. Religious authorities also pressured the government to provide more funding, and were not hesitant to defend the cause of their parishioners.

As E.E. Rich argued, the goal of the Company was to stabilize the colony, so that it would not be a drain on the fur trade, but could supply both employees and food for trade.31 On the few occasions the government of Assiniboia gave in to colonists’ demands for public expenditures, it was accused of betraying the Company’s interests.32 The trick was that the HBC would have to “stoop to govern,” or in other words to build hegemony. The Company attempted to “outsource” the costs of social domination by co-opting religious leaders that the Indigenous population of Red River respected. The authority of men such as Bishop J.-A.-N. Provencher, Archbishop A.-A. Taché, Father G.-A. Belcourt, and Father L.-F. Laflèche was foundational to the Métis and Half-breed community in Red River, as well as to other First Nations communities. Religious women, such as the Grey Nuns, Sisters Valade, Thérèse, and others, also provided valuable educational, health, and social-security services in the community. Provencher would be named to the council in 1838. Others who could not be counted upon to toe the Company line, like the disruptive Belcourt, were forced out. The Company pursued a similar line with Protestant authorities.33

Another strategy was to co-opt the Métis into the legal and political system through government reform. The “rule of law,” with the state attempting to draw the community into their institutions through idioms of “fairness” and justice, was one of the most durable forms of colonization employed by the British empire. By participating in their “civil duty,” subjects would promote state authority. The state fostered by the HBC was no different. From 1840 to 1850, the newly appointed Court Recorder, Adam Thom, suggested and implemented a series of reforms to the legal and political structure of the government. Adam Thom, who is considered the arch nemesis of Jean-Louis Riel in the struggle for local control over public order, was a Scottish lawyer who immigrated to Lower Canada in 1822. Following the Rebellions of 1837–38 in Lower Canada, George Simpson offered him the position of “recorder of the court,” and asked him to codify the laws of Red River. He arrived in Red River in 1839.34

Thom’s legal reform relied upon “humanitarianism” and “civilization” to justify the imposition of British justice in an “uncivilized” land. This argument resonated with ideas about international law at the heart of empire. Thom saw himself as a Victorian Hercules lifting “uncivilized savages” into peace and prosperity. The preface to his 1851 report on the “Law Amendment Committee” captures his own sense of the Augean task he faced: “if Mr. Thom is, henceforward, to give formal opinions in writing, he must either shock the common sense of the community, with antiquated absurdities in all their naked deformity, or assume to himself a responsibility, or rather an authority, which ought not to fall to the lot of any individual whatever.”35 Thom had served on Lord Durham’s municipal commission following the Rebellions of 1837–38 and had a reputation as an anti-French bigot. It should be noted that it was Thom who persuaded Durham that “the greatest kindness to [Canadiens] would be to initiate them into the blessings of English civilisation by gradually making them into Englishmen.”36

Thom cast a critical eye over the affairs of the settlement and urged changes to everything from taxes on stoves to the establishment of libraries and alcohol licensing. Following the legal reform initiated by Adam Thom in 1839, both English and French speakers sat on juries.37 Jury duty could be considered another form of “ruling by schooling.”38 As a leading citizen, Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière was called upon to sit on the juries in the 1840s. The participation of the Métis in the court process, and other institutions of state authority, illustrates their willingness to employ state systems to achieve their goals.

In the 1840s, Red River courts also started to hold Indigenous people responsible for crimes against British law. This extension of jurisdiction was justified according to the Victorian precepts of civilization. The first case of state violence against Indigenous crime illustrates the ideology of law and civilization at work. The crime took place during a diplomatic meeting between Dakota and Saulteaux communities in Red River. Capenesseweet, a visiting Saulteaux, fired at close range, killing a visiting Dakota and, apparently by accident, a resident Saulteaux. The court, citing British law, sentenced him to death. Adam Thom argued that, beyond the rights of the Company, “what is far more consistent with both humanity and with justice” was to seize “any Indian, who may have injured us even within the territory of his tribe.”39 He was tried, convicted, and hanged. The execution of the first “Indian” was public and watched by more than one thousand people.

One of the most important impacts of Thom’s review of the HBC’s legitimacy to act as a government (“this almost despotic privilege”) was to require all motions raised in council and not carried by unanimous vote to be read twice on two different days. In other words government decisions could be delayed and even blocked by just one council member, and this ultimately impeded executive action without a full council. This reform seems to have frequently worked in favour of the French Métis, who tended to support one another.

Other reforms ultimately offered government patronage for the Métis and gave them a stake in the functioning of the nascent state. For example, a petition by Maximilien Genthon dit Dauphné and François Bruneau, presented to the council on 3 July 1841, requested permission to establish a distillery and a reform of the appointment of police officers. It was “Resolved 6th … the vacancies […] be filled up by ballot from each District of the Settlement.”40 Henceforth, the appointments of privates would be conducted more democratically (fifty-four at a salary of six pounds sterling a year). Cuthbert Grant was named sheriff, Louis Battoche and Jean-Parenteau Bourque were appointed sergeants, and numerous Métis were included on the payroll. In Red River, settlers, Indigenous peoples, imperial critics, and the Company officials felt there was a need for an efficient state that could govern society.

Unfortunately for the Company, Thom’s reputation as a francophobe had preceded him – and, he made little effort to correct it. For instance, in a seemingly trivial, but certainly not endearing, example of his disregard for local opinion, he even refused to pay his carpenter for work done on the grounds that he had not been given a written contract. While Thom became the chief target of Métis hostility, the crux of the issue lay in the Company’s resistance to the recognition of Métis authority. This was the Gordian knot that the Company could not cut. Given the distance and relative isolation of the settlement, it was virtually impossible to dictate terms through the sort of “gunboat” diplomacy that was effective in other readily accessible coastal areas.41 Additionally, maintaining and supporting a local military force, as Simpson had attempted in 1835, was expensive and potentially disruptive, as deserters and mutinies posed their own threat to government authority.

Since 1835, the Hudson’s Bay Company had grown more sensitive to the desire of the settlement’s inhabitants to participate in public affairs.42 However, continued disruptions of Company authority during the 1840s shows that these piecemeal strategies by the Company were only temporarily successful. As new industrial, labour, and political interests transformed society in the 1840s and 1850s, it was clear that the Company was increasingly out of step with the needs of the community. This quasi-state continued to be restricted by numerous interrelated factors. In the context of an insecure borderland, many traders outside the settlement simply ignored the Company law. Less-formalized Indigenous modes of governance overlapped with and continued to challenge HBC authority. The otipemisiwak (people who own themselves) continued to maintain their independence from Company authority and their privileged share in land title along the frontier.43 Only a few years later there was stiff resistance to the HBC monopoly when it interfered with the freedom of trade.

The growing American presence further complicated HBC political leadership. The capital of free traders made it possible to envision a market that was very different from the planned and regulated market of the Company. The problem was, as local historian Alexander Ross astutely observed in 1856, that Métis production of furs was greater than the HBC demand, while at the same time the HBC attempted to enforce its monopoly.44 In this new setting, the quasi-military Métis leadership was needed less for organizing the buffalo hunt, and more for protecting the rights of trade and political independence. Furthermore, Cuthbert Grant’s stance on the Sayer trial led to discontent with his leadership as sheriff.45 In the next few years, Grant’s authority as a military leader would be usurped by others more capable of speaking to Métis interests in this new economic and social context.

It was in this “reformist” context that Jean-Louis Riel emerged as a key figure in Métis politics. To be legitimate, physical force needed to be dressed in a rhetoric of rights. As an eloquent speaker who possessed the ability to organize political pressure, Jean-Louis was sought out by others to be a representative of collective interests. At the same time, if they were not present at the execution of Capenesseweet, both he and Julie would have heard of it. And both certainly knew what Thom was up to. They likely understood the implications of the increasingly long arm of the law and state violence. It was an awareness they would pass on to their son.
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The Sayer trial was preceded by a groundswell of Métis political activism. In 1844, the governor of the Red River Colony, Alexander Christie, first attempted to put a stop to the “smuggling” of furs as part of a broader attempt to increase the rationalization and efficiency of the state. As Joseph Hargrave, an HBC clerk, wrote, these high-handed actions “gave rise to much dissatisfaction among the people and engendered a strong and general feeling of dislike against the responsible adviser of the authorities.”46 In August 1845, a group of prominent Métis addressed “Fourteen questions” to Governor Christie, regarding their rights as “natives of the country.” Then, in 1845, John McLaughlin forwarded the first petition from 1,250 “half-breeds” and Canadiens to the American government. The principle behind these claims was that they were “fils du pays.” As Métis Elder and storyteller Ron Evans explains, for the Métis, the relationship to the land is actually the reverse of the settler conception: the Métis did not own the land, but were owned by it.47 According to this principle, the Métis justified their actions outside of HBC jurisdiction. This point would be repeated at public meetings held at the store of Andrew McDermot throughout 1846. Accused of causing civil disorder, McDermot defended himself by saying that Belcourt had organized the meetings and identified the main speaker as “Lagimodière’s son.”48

At a meeting on 1 June 1846, a committee was formed to organize a petition. It consisted of William Dease, J. Baptiste Payette, J. Louis Riel, Charles Montigny, and Cuthbert McGillis. The petition mentioned “a lack of confidence” and a “disposition so dangerous to the peace and public quiet.”49 They demanded, “As British subjects, we ardently desire to be governed according to the principles of that constitution which furthers the happiness of the many subjects of our August Sovereign.”50 The petition, with 977 signatures, was forwarded by Father Belcourt to Alexander Kennedy Isbister to be presented in February 1847 to the British Parliament.51 Isbister was one of the most vocal critics of the HBC government and, as he wrote to Gladstone, he “sought to remove the unworthy and undeserved imputation that the inhabitants of the Red River Settlement were turbulent, lawless and disloyal.”52 The petitioners prayed for the security of a “wise and paternal Government distinguished for its attachment to a liberal policy.”53 The Métis had coupled their demands for rights as “sons of the land” with an argument for their rights as British subjects.

It is tempting to assess as political opportunism Jean-Louis Riel’s claim to be a loyal British subject in 1847 and his adroit declaration to be an American citizen in 1849. However, that assessment unreasonably accepts the legitimacy of nation states, and fails to question the bigger picture: the arbitrary creation of the border itself. This was a territory which the Métis had long inhabited, and now, without consultation, it had been split between two imperial powers. These states exercised only tenuous control, and it was not clear that the Métis had to make a choice between them. Moreover, this adept handling of legal concepts illustrates that the Métis were well aware of, and willing to use, the tensions between humanitarianism and imperialism. In effect, the Métis were claiming the protection of civil law according to the terms that colonizing states themselves employed.

Much to the annoyance of the HBC, the Red River Métis were supported by the Catholic Church. Faced with HBC Governor George Simpson’s charge of spreading sedition, Belcourt defended his own actions as pacifying a potentially explosive one:


Now I consider the British Laws, and I confess that in my ignorance I can see no where that to make a petition to the Government is an unlawful proceeding. I do not intend by this to make an apology of my conduct, not in the least, I am not sorry of it. I trust that I have saved many lives, what I have done, I have done it conscientiously for the common welfare without minding to be blamed or approved; as for the orders of the archbishop of Quebec, his will is certainly not to oblige me to be in good union, with some officers of the Company in spite of my public duties [emphasis in original].54



On 10 June 1846, Governor Christie wrote that he believed Belcourt was encouraging the Métis to “declare themselves free.”55 On 16 June, Belcourt again responded, insisting that there had been talk of public disorder and breaking open the jail to release prisoners, but that his presence had resulted in a peaceful protest and a petition: “now Sir, to conclude, that this meeting have been a riotous meeting, an unlawful meeting is nothing but incorrect and malicious.”56 He defended his actions also to his superiors in Quebec, “the only effective way to avoid trouble was to make a petition.”57 Métis governance based upon otipemisiwak was being channelled by the Catholic priest into modes of government correspondence which could be seen as legitimate (and therefore challenging to the colonial authorities).

Little came of the petition, but Governor Christie’s attempts to break up the “unlawful” meetings were futile. Their recurrence demonstrates that HBC authority was in limbo. In the political contests of the 1840s, Simpson’s arguments about the welfare of the “public” were seen as hollow – the HBC government had been exposed as the private interest of a monopolistic company. Another sign of the change was that Simpson could no longer rely on brute force to have his way. Despite the arrival in 1846 of 383 British regular soldiers from the 6th Royal Regiment, supposedly sent to supervise the implementation of the Oregon Treaty, which set the 49th parallel border, the government was unwilling to put down the protest with force.58

The petitions of the Métis to Governor Christie usefully reveal the interface, or the “public sphere,” between state and society that was quite familiar in the British world.59 Petitions were understood as a pressure-valve or “ventilator of grievances” used to legitimate government and prevent “despotic” authority. Often seen as a sign of a healthy democratic environment, petitions have been associated with law and order, but they are also a mark of citizenship and suggest a sense of belonging.60 Group petitions (or petitions of right), as opposed to individual petitions (petitions of grace), are particularly representative of reflection, discussion, debate, and even coercion.61 As Gail Campbell, in her study of New Brunswick’s women petitioners, points out, petitions are evidence of alternative means of political participation for unenfranchised subjects and offer insight into “the signatory’s knowledge of the way government worked, her degree of interest in the issues of the day, and her attitudes concerning those issues.”62

By 1849, the official government and popular opinion came to a head. In a remarkable display of legal prerogative, Guillaume Sayer and two others were seized by the government sheriff and were charged with illegal trading in contravention of the HBC monopoly. Activists immediately rallied behind the accused and threatened violence should he be convicted. According to correspondence between Alexander Christie and Governor Simpson, Jean-Louis Riel was the focal point of the discontent. Belcourt confirmed this when he reported that Jean-Louis Riel threatened to have the judge, Thom, killed or set adrift in a leaky canoe.63 On 13 May 1849, from the church steps, and holding a letter from Belcourt in his hands, Jean-Louis urged the Métis to defend Sayer, by arms if necessary.64 Jean-Louis’s willingness to use Belcourt’s correspondence to agitate the Métis, illustrates again that the Métis were not easily cowed or manipulated by either secular or religious authorities. Following an unusually early Mass, the Métis of St Boniface crossed the river, pressing all available boats and canoes into service, and gathered in front of the courthouse at the fort. The trial court records indicate that Sayer “failed to appear.” Instead, “Delegates of the People,” led by Jean-Louis Riel, offered to take his place. Judge Thom refused to receive them on the grounds that the court was established upon the authority of the HBC Charter and thus had rights “set aside.” James Sinclair, the man appointed by the Métis to represent their interests, responded that “many eminent characters in the Houses of Parliament in England entertained great doubts” about the validity of the HBC Charter.65 He raised the stakes by claiming this was not simply about illegal trading, but about the legality of the corporation versus the rights of individuals. “The Delegates of the People” challenged the Charter and the authority of the Company over the native rights of “freemen”: “we, as natives of this country, and as half-breeds, have the right to hunt furs in the Hudson’s Bay’s territories whenever we think proper, and again sell those furs to the highest bidder.”66

Sinclair’s reasoning opposed the Company rationale that it could represent the public and the state, as well as its own capitalist interests. He laid bare the divisions between the Company, the state, and the public. Most important of all, he came with the force necessary to back up that claim. Thom was faced with the inevitable recognition that the Métis controlled the court and threatened his own security. Finally, the judge compromised by allowing Sinclair to defend Sayer and to participate in the selection of the jury. According to Alexander Ross, it was only the calmness of Sinclair that prevented a bloodbath.67 In an unprecedented course of action for the Quarterly Court, Sinclair objected to sixteen jurors before proceeding. Despite these precautions, Sayer was found guilty of having infringed upon the rights of the HBC. However, according to the court transcript, after the verdict the foreman of the jury addressed the chief factor, John Ballenden, to recommend mercy, on the basis that “he and others were under the impression that there was a free trade.” Ballenden, replied that “it was the principle” of the matter, not the value of the furs, and so he agreed to drop the charges68 Whether it was the foreman’s persuasive manner, Ballenden’s sense of justice, or the presence of a crowd of angry Métis, Sayer’s trial was a victory for the free-traders and the Métis.

Alexander Ross, who was a defender of the Company’s privilege, described it as a disruption of the “rule of law,” and was concerned about the impressions this would leave on the public: “the wisest proceeding had been to shut up the court and retire … In this struggle, legality in a certain degree, carried the day; but in such a way that public opinion was left as dissatisfied on the point as before and the law as vague as before.” For Ross, the Métis were a private interest masquerading as a public authority: “these deluded people have been incited and worked upon by disaffected demagogues.”69

Despite Ross’s complaint, it was clear that the Company could no longer claim to represent the public interest, and from here on the Métis would use the authority of the “public” to advance their own claims. The Company would continue to pretend its authority remained intact for almost two decades, but it was now forced to recognize that the hegemonic Métis were learning how British ideas of justice could serve their own purposes. As W.L. Morton has argued, the Sayer case broke the Company rule and paved the way for a new sovereign power: “the crumbling of the commercial monopoly … made the advent of self-government inevitable.”70

Jean-Louis’s demagoguery had marked him as a liability for the Company government, and Governor Simpson had a long memory. Jean-Louis had earned such a reputation that his mere presence was enough to embarrass or otherwise disrupt the official government. His appearance in court as a witness in Foss v. Pelly is proof. In the spring of 1849, rumours circulated about an illicit affair between Sarah Ballenden, the English “Half-breed” wife of the HBC Chief Factor at Red River, and Captain Christopher Vaughan Foss, an Irish soldier. The gossip, spread by white non-Indigenous wives of traders, was that Foss’s attentions to Lady Ballenden were “of such a character as to entitle Mr. B. to a divorce.”71 In July 1850, Foss determined to seek redress for damages to Lady Ballenden’s reputation. He charged HBC traders Pelly and Davidson with damages of £200 each, a vast sum in a period when most charges were £10 to £20. The upshot was a phenomenal public scandal, a drama of “she said–he said,” which James Ross, an advisor for the defence, only encouraged.

Reading between the lines of the court transcript reveals continued political tension between the law and Riel.72 In their defence, Pelly and Davidson called upon “Louis Reill dit L’Ireland” as their first witness. Riel had no knowledge of Ballenden’s activities, and his statements had no direct bearing on the relationship; Pelly had summoned him merely to detract from the reputation of Judge Adam Thom. The transcript reads:


QUESTION – “Has any one ever spoken to you to request the Half Breeds to allow Mr Thom to sit as Judge on the Bench in this case?”

ANSWER [Riel] – “On the 3rd of July I came here on the subject of our Petition. Mr Ballenden asked me if I had got an answer to it. I told him …”

The interruption of the Plaintiff at this time, as well as the Bench prevented the Clerk from hearing further [how it pertained] to the business before the Court … Mr Pelly however persisted in putting the following question.

QUESTION – “Did any one offer a sum of money to the Half Breeds to permit Mr Thom to sit on the Bench.”

ANSWER – “Never! never –”

NB … The noise at this time in the Court was of such a nature as to bring Mr Sheriff Ross to address the people there in the court in a short and appropiate [sic] speech, which had the desired effect & business was resumed.73



Riel’s words are not further recorded. Pelly’s insinuation that Thom sat only by grace of the Métis, who had possibly been bribed, had the effect of disrupting court decorum. Rather than try to refute the charge itself, Pelly critiqued the justice system and used Riel, who clearly had a reputation, to disrupt the authority of the state and question the legitimacy of the judge. Despite losing the case and being ordered to pay damages, Pelly had effectively demonstrated that the judge, the symbol of a civilizing and humanitarian empire, was unsuited to the borderlands.

This was Adam Thom’s last appearance as the official recorder for the Quarterly Court. However, his dismissal likely had more to do with the fact that, in the summer of 1849, Jean-Louis organized a petition to have Judge Thom removed from his position as magistrate. It was signed by William Memlen, Louis Rielle, Pascal Berlan[d], Baptiste Fairjeu, Baptiste Laroque, Antoine Morence, Louis L’etendre, Solomon [H]Amelin, William McMillan SS, Urbain Delorme. While the council replied “the personal liberty of Mr Thom must be held equally inviolable with that of every citizen, and that those attempting any infringement on the same must bear the consequences,” it was clear that British justice could not be imposed without the support of the Métis, and particularly their leader, Jean-Louis.74

On 1 May 1851, Judge Adam Thom’s positions as recorder and councillor were officially revoked, although he continued to participate in public affairs (the position of “Clerk of the Council” and “Clerk of the Court” were created for him, and he was given a commission to report on the state of the laws). Thom, failing to take the hint and gracefully retire, attempted to stay on indefinitely. Governor Colville wrote to Simpson that, in May 1851, he had met with Jean-Louis Riel, who advised him that the “people” would continue to oppose Thom. Thom eventually left in 1854, and Métis hegemony in the colony was symbolically recognized when the council accepted a recommendation to never hold future court days on the anniversary of the Sayer trial.75

As a result of the Sayer trial, some Métis, particularly those from St Boniface, felt that the older generation of leaders, such as Cuthbert Grant, had failed to show their support for free trade. Many began to seek new leadership. Yet Jean-Louis continued to be marginalized by the Company elect, even if his leadership within the Métis community was well established. Instead, Simpson sought to shore up the ranks by co-opting the more-moderate Métis (“respectable Canadien halfbreeds”) like François Bruneau in 1853, as well as Pascal Breland, Salomon Hamelin, and Maximilien Genthon in 1857. Indeed, the contest between Jean-Louis and the Company might have continued but for the intervention of Louis-François Laflèche. Laflèche was able to negotiate Company support for Jean-Louis, and particularly for his milling enterprise.76

Jean-Louis Riel became increasingly implicated in the public order and an increasingly influential state apparatus. He even turned to the Company court of law to defend his claim to property. For example, on 19 May 1863, Philibert Laderoute charged Jean-Louis Riel with taking his horse. Laderoute, the plaintiff, hired a lawyer, while Riel, the defendant, according to the local paper, “conducted his own defence with skill.”77 Defending his claim, “L.A. Riell” stated, “I saw this colt the first year: colour red, white front, white nose. [I] saw it last Christmas [and] knew it to be Defendt’s. I told my father [that from] the marks on the foal it is the same colt I saw young. I heard that my father had branded it. We could see the letter L plain, but it was too much burnt. I did not see the branding iron. I am sure it is my father’s colt.”78 It is worth pausing here to note that the “L” was likely a reference to the Lagimodière name, another indication that property was labelled according to maternal ownership. Dale Gibson has suggested that this statement was made by Louis Riel, the son of Jean-Louis, but given the fact that Louis was at school in Montreal, it seems unlikely. More probably Jean-Louis was defending the Lagimodière claim to the colt, and “father” meant “father-in-law.”

Jean-Louis expected justice before a court and jury composed of their peers. Despite the fact that the verdict did not go in his favour, the court costs for Laderoute were considerably higher: £3.2.6 versus £2.2.6. By participating in British legal institutions Jean-Louis and other Métis were implicated in the functioning of state hegemony. Though a subject people, the Métis were capable of claiming British law as their own and using it for their own purposes. For instance, John Bruce, another leading Métis in the community, used the British court to discipline the eleven-year-old son of a neighbour. On 19 February 1864, James Mulligan was found guilty of setting fire to the prairie with the intention of “running the fire.”79 While the boy was recommended to the mercy of the court because of his youth, his father was still ordered to pay a fine of £5. Jean-Louis, just like Bruce and others, must have felt that he stood some chance of justice. After all, between 1852 and 1858, Jean-Louis served as a jury member in “French cases” at least five times.80 He also appears on the paylist for jury members in the 1860s. The cases ranged from breach of private contract to theft. A survey of the Quarterly Court records show that Métis won their cases regularly.81

The assertion of settler colonial control was not seamless, and the potency of the borderlands remained an integral part of Métis political activity and political horizons. However, the Métis began to adapt themselves to the new context by taking up the seemingly mundane affairs of ordered settlement. The next few years of Jean-Louis’s career might seem anticlimactic compared to his confrontation with Adam Thom, yet the humdrum affairs of a village miller underscore a rearrangement of political authority.
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Louis Riel’s father had learned the trade of carding in Lower Canada, and intended to become the first French miller in St Boniface, starting with a Company-owned fulling mill and a second private mill used to grind wheat and card wool. The influence of this enterprise on his son should not be underestimated.

It is not immediately obvious, but the “miller on the sienne” was a public figure, wielding political influence, and had an ambiguous and sometimes contested relationship with the government authority. In Red River, millers had always been associated with leadership. Barry Kaye writes that the first millers were “settlers of energy and some entrepreneurial ability who were trying to escape the stifling economic restraints […] The milling business was one avenue of economic advancement. Included among the settlement’s millers were some of the most eminent citizens at Red River, men who were involved in a variety of vocations other than agriculture.”82 The toll on milling was between 10 per cent and 11 per cent of the grain’s value. Another important source of revenue for these men was the maintenance of roads, bridges, and ferries. Such financing, like taxes, was the basis of state-building.

In 1829, Cuthbert Grant had become one of the first millers in the settlement when he erected a water mill on White Horse Plains. Like other “improvers” across British North America, these early developers of industry saw the state as a means to an end, and governments in turn took an increasing interest in them.83 As historian Daniel Samson argues, “industry” was made possible by a state that encouraged increasing privatization of property. Barry Kaye writes, “[t]he Orkneyman John Inkster, for example, was a store owner, merchant, free-trader, and member of the Council of Assiniboia, as well as a miller. Andrew McDermot, the colony’s most prominent miller, was also a leading free-trader, a shopkeeper, a freighter, and a dealer in cattle. Narcisse Marion of St Boniface owned ‘a shop of merchandise’ and a blacksmith’s shop, as well as a windmill.”84

This evidence of industrial development contradicts contemporary claims. Much of the skepticism over Red River preparedness for industrial development originated in political debate: critics argued that the Company monopoly was “holding back” development. Americans for instance used a “discourse of disadvantage” for their own purposes, while advocates of Crown colony status listed the achievements of the settlers. Still others, like the “explorers” Henry Youle Hind and John Palliser had advanced their own agenda in communicating an image of an unsettled frontier.85

Early industry in Red River was tied to state reform. A Committee of Economy was established as part of Adam Thom’s reforms on 19 June 1845, and made its first report on 27 June 1847. The committee’s purpose was to increase the quality and efficiency of local manufacturing. It purchased a fulling mill from England, and inquired into the cost of a small carding machine from “Canada.” It further offered a premium of £10 to the “person who shall erect the first efficient mill, for the purpose of hulling barley and oats; provided his toll, for the first year, be such as the Committee of Economy shall approve of.”86 By awarding cash prizes to persons who could produce high-quality cloth, these banal improvements, seemingly small, illustrate the increasing interest of the local state in developing manufacturing and milling midway through the nineteenth century.

Jean-Louis Riel briefly operated the Company’s fulling mill in 1847 on Lagimodière land at the junction of the Sienne and Red rivers with the blessing of John Ballenden, the HBC governor, but the venture was a failure, because he lacked raw material. According to oral tradition recorded by Diane Payment: “some years after his marriage, [Jean-]Louis Riel made a small mill to card wool and solicited the encouragement of the Hudson’s Bay for his invention … he received such a cold reception that he renounced his project.”87

Riel complained to the council in a petition on 27 November 1851 about their failure to fulfill their end of the bargain or, as he called it, la non-exécution du contrat.88 He believed that the Company had promised that any cloth purchased would be properly cleansed and thickened at the mill. Speaking in French, he stated, “during one year, I have refused to leave, but frustrated by some occasional profit, it has become a disadvantage to me. My labour has brought me nothing, because M. Ballenden has not fulfilled his promise and this, it seems to me, gives me the right to a certain indemnity.”89 Adam Thom, recently discharged of his duties as “Councillor” and now acting as clerk for the Council of Assiniboia, recorded that the petition “demanded indemnity for the occupation of his land by the fulling mill.”90 With Thom still wielding informal influence in the council, the cards were stacked against Riel. Despite his claim to be a loyal public servant who had incurred his own expenses, the response of the council, carried unanimously, was that the petition had demonstrated no clear grounds of claim.

One year later, in December 1852, undaunted by his failure, and likely with the coaching of his protector Père Louis-François Laflèche, Riel wrote a new letter, this one in English, proposing to buy the mill and the building, but not the fulling irons (tenterhooks) for £15: “Gentlemen, Your fulling mill has not been employed once since five years, and as there is not appearance of more encouragement for the future … I am about to build a water mill on the River La Seine, that building would suit me well to that purpose.”91 Thom’s absence, and Laflèche’s support, seems to have worked in his favour, and the council resolved to appoint a committee to arrange the sale. The committee included A.-A. Taché, the bishop of St Boniface, Dr Bunn, and Père Laflèche. With allies such as Taché and Laflèche, the future bishop of Trois Rivières (Quebec), Jean-Louis could be much more effective. The council agreed to Riel’s price and even agreed to pay Riel one pound for the labour of removing the irons.

According to tradition, “Riel devised the new mill to card wool and also to grind grain, and that he dug a canal about ten or twelve miles in length from the Rivière à la Graisse to the Seine in order to ensure an adequate supply of water.”92 This ditch, twelve miles long, was a considerable feat.93 Riel continued to seek patronage and, by 1854, he wielded enough political leverage to receive it. The Company loaned him one hundred pounds “in the security of his water mill across the Riviere la Seine,” and in the autumn of 1858 was sending wheat to “Larjemonier’s mill.”94 The name Lagimodière suggests that the operation was identified as part of that larger family network. A comparison of his account books with other larger entrepreneurs between 1853 and 1863 suggests that he did better than other millers. A letter to Bishop Taché in 1862 provides the following account: “I did very little milling during the autumn on account of the extreme dry weather. Nevertheless, I am content with the little I have done as the others have done even less than me. The wheat came to me from all over, such that I ran out of water before I ran out of grain.”95

By 1858, things were going so well that Riel began to build a textile mill, and Bishop A.-A. Taché promised £500 for the building.96 Riel also gained the support of Henry Fisher, Charles Larance, and Pierre Gladu, who agreed to share the cost of importing a machine (likely a wool-carding machine) from Lower Canada.97 Early in 1858, he travelled to Montreal with Bishop Taché’s blessing to visit the seigneuresse of Terrebonne, Madam Sophie Masson. There he purchased a “magnificent machine” for only £200 and shipped it to St Paul. Later that fall, he would send his son to school in Montreal and put him in touch with the Masson family.

To show the relative strength of Jean-Louis Riel’s ties to persons of influence and authority, it is useful to contrast his success in forming a “company” with the fortune of the Red River Steam Mill Company, headed by John Inkster, a well-established Scottish settler. Formed in the winter of 1855–56, this company applied for a grant of £100 from the Council of Assiniboia in May 1859.98 Despite the fact that Inkster was an appointed member of the council, he could not gain the support of the Métis party, Solomon Hamelin, Pascal Breland, and Maximilian Genton. His petition was deferred to the next meeting, where Andrew McDermot, the competition, sent another letter stating that he was already importing a steam mill at his own expense. Shortly after, Inkster’s petition was rejected four to seven.99

Riel’s textile mill machine never made it to the Red River settlement, likely because of financial constraints. After Riel’s death in January 1864, someone in his family, likely his widow, sold the machine. (His death was unexpected, as he was only fifty-three.) The mill continued to be operated by his brother-in-law Benjamin.100

Mills (wind, water, or steam) are indicators of industry and specialization. The diversion and damming of rivers for water mills represents a form of industrial power essential to the advancement of industrial and capitalist markets. However, if the mill was a sign of progress and was supported by state-sponsored improvements, it was also a site of political ferment. The miller was the agent at the heart of this power relationship and symbolized an ambiguous position with regard to the sinews of power. As historian Carlo Ginzberg has noted in his famous study of a sixteenth-century Italian miller, mills on the peripheries of settled areas and beyond the gaze of authority have a specific relationship with power. Mills are simultaneously a site of subaltern sociability and state authority.101 Riel’s lot was on the outskirts of the parish. The Annales of the Soeurs Grises (Grey Nuns) recount how, in 1855, Mère Valade regularly travelled to Jean-Louis’s mill, and stress the distance that the nuns were required to travel each day. Ginzberg’s point that the miller was simultaneously connected and disconnected from the community applies to Riel as well.

George Gunn remembered his father’s mill in St Andrews Parish as a place where all sorts met, stating that men came “in squeaking Red River carts, in skiffs, in dugouts and York boats, from all over the settlement. They were there from hand-to-mouth yokel of the neighbourhood with a single bag on his back, to the York boat brigades of the Hudson’s Bay Company with hundreds of bushels.” It is not difficult to imagine similar scenes at Riel’s mill: Métis farmers with their carts shuffling about on the soft ground muddied by the piss of their ponies.102 As these various customers waited for their flour to be milled, they spoke about many things, and the miller too would likely have participated in these exchanges. The mill was a public space, and, while not exactly a genteel coffee house, such as those described by Jurgen Habermas, it reflected many of the social dynamics involved in public exchange. Here political opinions and events were debated, ideas were exchanged, and allies were found. In fact, it was regulated and therefore more “public.”103

Jean-Louis Riel’s commercial enterprises implicated him in the building of the early colonial state and the Red River public sphere. During the 1840s, British law increasingly provided security that was not unwelcome, and the Métis were willing to participate in the justice system. As the courts served Métis interests, they developed their own organic understanding of their rights as British subjects. This was the essential tension between the discourse of liberalism and “civilization” that informed imperial rule. On the one hand, this discourse was about pedagogy (a discipline), teaching them how to be British subjects, on the other, it encouraged ideas about political rights designed to prevent domination.

As was the case in so many other societies, colonialism in Red River was not a clear instance of domination versus resistance. Historians John and Jean Comaroff argue,


Far from being a simple exercise in domination and resistance … colonial encounters everywhere consisted of a complex dialectic … a dialectic animated less often by coercive acts of conquest, even if violence was always immanent in it, than by attempts to alter existing modes of production and reproduction, to recast the taken-for-granted surfaces of everyday life, to remake consciousness; a dialectic therefore founded on an intricate mix of visible and invisible agency, of word and gesture, of subtle persuasion and brute force on the part of all concerned.104



The process of recasting everyday life was an intricate mixture of state policy and the agency of individuals pursuing their own interests. From the Sayer trial to state patronage, the relationship of the Riel family with state authority was more ambiguous than has previously been acknowledged. Highlighting this ambiguity reveals the fine line between participating in and resisting the state, and allows us to query previous conceptions of Louis Riel’s inimical relationship with state authority. Young Louis was not raised in a household that was dedicated to a struggle. Rather, his father’s role as a broker of hegemony taught him how the state could be his own tool.


3

Métis Leadership Transformed


Mr. vous devez vous r’appeller que l’invitations que vous miavez faites, d’ecrir, lorsque je trouverais a contre dire, sur ce qui paraitrait dans votre journal [sic].

Jean-Louis Riel to James Ross, 10 September 1861



In 1861 Jean-Louis confronted James Ross, the editor of the local newspaper, The Norwester, for having published a private letter by the Reverend Oram. His letter to the editor was unusual, but not out of place in the Red River public sphere. Métis, aware of shifts in power due to the arrival of the press, were already adapting to these new forms of authority in Jean-Louis Riel’s time. These shifts would benefit his son even more. Yet, as the Métis asserted their sense of “citizenship” or belonging in an increasingly patriarchal political system, the primary basis for authority in the community, kinship, was undermined.

The third part of this discussion of the Riel-Lagimodière family, this chapter argues that their participation in state formation had a transformative impact upon Métis internal governance. The chapter moves between general context and the specific interventions of Jean-Louis Riel in the public sphere, illustrating that, while the Métis continued to draw upon kinship as a source of cultural cohesion, new forms of authority, such as the writing of public letters, petition-making, and public meetings, contested social practices which the community had long respected. A study of a petition from “the inhabitants of Red River” for a militia illustrates the formation of alliances outside the traditional family ties and the emergence of a new concept of a unified “public.” Kinship ties, over which women exerted significant control, were being challenged as a source of authority, and women would be marginalized in the new conception of the body politic.

This study of the public sphere suggests that empire, and the appropriation of territory, is linked to the power to adapt and control culture. The borderlands of empire were not simply a “middle ground” where different political cultures were merged or hybridized.1 British domination of their “frontiers” was limited by their dependence on Indigenous allies for the circulation of information. However, new means of communication would ultimately undermine Indigenous political cultures. Newspapers and steamboats were accessible to the Métis, but because they were organized around imperial centres, rather than the Indigenous centres, these cultural technologies tipped the balance of power.2 In this sense, the conquest and domination of the Northwest was a “fantasy,” but with the increasing penetration of cultural technologies, it was easier to imagine the Northwest as a British space.3
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In Red River, public authority had always been a tense political tango between the colonial officials and Indigenous publics composed of a mixture of groups variously defined as French Métis, English Half-breed, Cree, Saulteaux, and other peoples. As shown in previous chapters, by the 1850s, the Métis had become the brokers of hegemony. The government, or rather the HBC, which appointed the government, had been forced to accept that it could not rule by imperial fiat. Its presence, while welcomed by many, was only possible through the grace of the Métis. As shown above, on 31 May 1849, the Council of Assiniboia considered ways to “restore the tranquility of the Settlement,” and agreed that Métis and Canadiens should be given a certain proportion of the seats on the council.4 The government would accommodate Métis representatives, but would place restrictions on who was chosen, and would not consider women.5

Due to Métis power, imperialists like Adam Thom had been marginalized, and the Métis were given access to the mechanisms of the state and made use of networks of patronage. By the 1860s, the Métis constituted a significant portion of the state personnel, serving as translators, ferry operators, bridge contractors, mailmen, and police officers. Now, with ties to the state, the Métis were less interested in government reform. The failed 1857 campaign for self-government provides a good instance of the Métis shifting allegiances. One year before heading to Montreal for his schooling, Louis would have watched how his father, Jean-Louis, came to support the government against the reformers who sought to stir up “public opinion.”

On 5 February 1857, the British House of Commons appointed a Select Committee, “to consider the state of those British Possessions in North America, which are under the administration of the Hudson’s Bay Company.”6 The committee thoroughly discussed the whole HBC economy: “Twenty-four witnesses were examined, 6,098 questions were asked, and evidence to the total of over 450 printed folio pages was compiled.”7 Critics charged the Company with exercising a monopoly in a tyrannical manner and preventing colonization and settlement. The Company replied with a denial of the first charge and a justification of the second. Their witnesses declared that the Red River Colony had been “an unwise speculation” and “had failed.” However, in the end, the pressure of Alexander K. Isbister had the desired effect, and people in high places were interested in the affairs of this isolated community.8 Chief Justice Draper was appointed by the Canadian government to watch the select committee’s investigation. Newspapers like George Brown’s Globe and William McDougall’s North American attacked the HBC and urged the acquisition of the Northwest by the Canadas.9 Coinciding with the Henry Youle Hind and John Palliser expeditions, this investigation signified for many that it was time for the colony to mature and throw off the shackles of Company rule. On 24 July, British prime minister William Gladstone’s motion “that the country capable of colonization should be withdrawn from the jurisdiction of the Hudson’s Bay Company” was accepted.10 For reformers in the colony, it seemed as if tyranny’s days were numbered, and soon a new government would be constituted.

In 1857, informed of this agitation at the heart of empire, William Kennedy, John Schultz, and other Canadian annexationists launched a petition to request responsible government for the colony, either as a Crown colony or by joining with Canada. (Kennedy was also responsible for the 1847 petition mentioned above.) Kennedy was a Red River “Half-breed,” the nephew of Isbister, and had also been sent to Scotland for his education. Schultz was a Canadian settler (and would become the principal antagonist of Louis Riel in 1869). A similar petition expressing the “views of the people of Red River” was printed in the Toronto Globe, the staunchly “reformist” paper of Upper Canada, an indication of the motivations of the petition.11 Diverse members of the Red River settlement passed resolutions asking for an independent government at a series of public meetings. On 25 March 1857, Jean-Louis Riel presided over a meeting at which Kennedy demanded an elected assembly and circulated a petition.12 These petitions, with some 574 signatures, were sent to the Legislative Assembly of the Province of Canada praying for the development and annexation of the region. However, the number of signatures was too few. The movement lacked the critical mass of the Métis: the petition contained only 119 French names, and the Catholic clergy had voiced its disapproval.13 Jean-Louis Riel and many others had gradually shifted from cautiously supporting Kennedy to supporting the “old order.”14 While Governor George Simpson reported that the Métis and the clergy “warmly supported the constituted authorities during the … agitation by Kennedy’s party,” he also smugly noted that the goals of the Métis had been met with the reform of the council in the same year.15 Simpson had another reason to be smug, a detachment of Royal Canadian Rifles from Montreal arrived in Fort Garry on 22 October 1857.

Yet time was against the Company and traditional forms of authority. Distances were shrinking and time was speeding up as new methods of communication inaugurated an era of globalization. In 1859, a printing press, imported by the owners of the Nor’wester newspaper, and the first steamship arrived in Red River.16 Increasing density of population and settlement led to a “proto-Urbanization” (in 1850 there were six thousand settlers; between 1850 and 1870 there was a 100 per cent increase in population). This meant increasing diversification of skills and new forms of association.17 These developments had implications for the legitimacy of the official government and the relationship between state and society that would play out in the political culture of Red River.

The growing importance of “print media” would pose a significant challenge to Indigenous governance. The principal instrument of this new form of communication was the Nor’wester, “a disruptive force in an already unstable society.”18 Its editor, James Ross, and many of its readers clearly had a Protestant bias and wilfully attacked the Catholic clergy. It was this that caused Jean-Louis Riel to take up his pen in 1861 to defend Father Oram, who had complained to the editor of the Nor’wester about its anti-Catholic stance.19 (Oram, for his part, refused to have anything further to do with the paper or the editor.) This venture into the printed “public sphere” was greeted with all the disdain that Ross could muster.

James Ross, a Red River “Half-breed,” had trained as a lawyer in Kingston, and his superior education certainly meant that he had an advantage over Jean-Louis. This does not seem to have daunted the Métis spokesman, who challenged him to engage in the debate: “Sir, you ought to recall the invitation which you have made me, to write … I hope you have not made me this invitation to mock me.”20 However, James Ross could not resist the temptation to publish the letter as comic relief under the sarcastic headline “Cure for the Blues – From Louis Riel the Miller.” Evidently, Ross also could not resist making a spectacle of the poor punctuation and grammar and included a scathing commentary: “By his special request we give his French version an English dress, and if our translation shocks the grammar of our readers, we assure them it is at all events, a great improvement on the original – which for spelling, construction, syntax, and punctuation, would be considered a rare curiosity in any museum.” He translated Riel’s French just to mock him: “we esteem an open and frank enemy we can only contemn a disguised enemy you know better than nobody if you are one or the other but beware; he who sows the wind will collect the tempest and those who exhaust themselves in endeavours to trouble the harmony which has Reigned up to now in Red River place themselves in a position which for the least disagreeable.”21

Ross claimed that Riel was defending Father Oram only because of Ross’s efforts to make public the “scandalous waste of public money used in draining a portion of country flooded by the said [Jean-]Louis Riel for his private benefit.” His anti-French bias was cloaked in the language of public duty and opposition to corruption. But exposing Ross’s disrespect and his sarcasm does not do full justice to the ideological content of such a performance. Here, in the pages of the newspaper, was evidence, or so Ross would have us believe, of the uneducated Métis confronted by intelligence, and, by extension, superior “civilization.” In sending his son to an elite school in Montreal, Jean-Louis reveals that he himself was quite sensitive to this critique. Contempt for poor writing is a common form of elitism, which continues to the present.22 Literacy was, and remains, more than simply an intellectual skill, it is a mark of class privilege and of legal preference. Ross endeavoured to portray Jean-Louis as a bumptious fool who was overstepping his own place in the social hierarchy:


How is it that such a one comes forward as Mr. Oram’s champion? Is he head man among the French people? We regard as the leading men the Bruneaus, the Amelins, the Marions, the Gentons, the Ducharmes, the Fishers, the Deases, the Brelands, the Delormes and many others too numerous to mention; these are principal men and they are a credit to the Settlement; but as for L. Riel, pray, who or what is he?23



Ross’s attack on Riel’s social status asserted his own privileged access to “public opinion.” The newspaper article was an attempt to disrupt the authority that Riel’s name carried in the Catholic and French-speaking Métis community and presumably to discourage further writing by Métis.

Métis public opinion had hitherto been formed largely through physical meetings: public gatherings, petition campaigns, court cases, trading posts, communal hunts, horse races, and church events. The attack on Jean-Louis was likely so fierce because Ross knew the Métis were well aware that the printing press was a new medium already being used by Indigenous Peoples who recognized its power. Cree and Saulteaux groups had taken advantage of the pressures of the parliamentary investigation in 1857 and the arrival of the press in 1859 to publish their own demands regarding unresolved land claims.24 In 1860 Chief Peguis (Mr King) presented his views in the pages of the Nor’wester.25 Peguis’s son (Henry Prince) and Donald Gunn, another prominent inhabitant, also wrote articles defending these claims.26 Indeed writing was already an important part of the politics of the Ojibwa and other Indigenous people.27 Peguis also posted written notices warning settlers not to cut hay beyond the limits set by treaty. In his book The Red River Settlement, Alexander Ross published a series of letters exchanged between the Sioux and the Halfbreeds in the winter of 1845–46.28 The Ojibwa of Northern Minnesota were also increasingly using written forms of communication during this period.29 Indigenous publics accommodated printed media, and newspapers were read without displacing traditional strategies of the public sphere. Over time, Indigenous peoples were increasingly pressured to forfeit their identity as “Indians” in order to gain access to the public sphere, and, as a result of their refusal, they were ignored.30 This was a form of intellectual blackmail based upon Enlightenment theories of “Indian difference,” which Indigenous intellectuals have consistently refused. The point is that, in the 1860s, colonial attitudes about deficient Indigenous intellectual capacity could still be disrupted. Yet, it was also a sign of the masculinization of politics, as these voices were exclusively male.

Throughout the 1860s, the Nor’wester would publish multiple letters and support petitions for annexation.31 However, without the involvement of Jean-Louis Riel and other Indigenous people in the community, it was doomed. It is relevant to note that, while nineteenth-century newspapers were committed, in principle, to the idea of public reform, they were also linked with a trans-imperial humanitarian critique of imperial practices such as the slave trade.32 Initially, the editors of the Nor’wester had intended it to become a lucrative paper of record, printing the affairs of the council, as well as a forum for local news.33 However, the paper was exceptionally good at making enemies: it criticized the established government, published racist and demeaning descriptions of the Métis, and was anti-Catholic. Alexander Begg, a community commentor, reported to the Toronto Globe, on 10 November 1869, “our community has been cursed, instead of blessed, through the medium of the Press as it has been conducted in the Settlement. A one-sided, unpopular mismanaged sheet, in the interest of the clique [Canadianists] … [It] has endeavoured to mislead the minds of the people abroad regarding the true state of affairs here.”34 Begg himself was a partisan of the HBC, and treated the Nor’wester as an instrument of slander. Bishop A.-A. Taché also condemned the paper in his own letter, which was cheerfully published.35 The editors claimed, “his views on the Nor’wester will have no weight with our subscribers.” Whether because of an ideological clash or a financial disappointment, it became the venue for criticism of the Company’s administration of public affairs and was closely associated with a small-but-aggressive party sympathetic to Canadian annexation. Like other printers who represented the propertied and free settlers in colonial columns across the British empire, the printers in Red River also found themselves ranged against the interests of Indigenous peoples.

Jean-Louis did not write the newspaper again, but this was a hollow victory for Ross. Real authority did not lie in the opinions expressed in his admittedly biased and racist newspaper. The Indigenous public sphere was larger than this. There were other modes of communication and means of expressive authority that would determine the relationship between state and society. However, the paper was a sign of transformations in Red River’s political culture that had the potential to disrupt society. Whether Jean-Louis Riel, through his mill, or James Ross, through his paper, knew it or not, they were part of that shift.
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A comprehensive and detailed examination of the campaign to enhance the security of the settlement against an “Indian threat” in 1863 illustrates how public opinion and subaltern agency were forcing the colonial state to recognize its own weakness and the need to build alliances within the local population.

As in the tumultuous decade after the Sayer trial, the lack of a professional police force in the settlement continued to be an issue in the 1860s.36 It was not for lack of local support; the problem was the unwillingness of the government to extend their public patronage. The Company likely believed that relying upon locals would cause them to become hostage to local opinion.37 Historian Alvin Gluek writes that “The Hudson’s Bay Company hesitated to establish a local military force whose loyalty to its interests might not be as great as its devotion to the free traders of Rupert’s Land.”38

Shortly after the commencement of the American Civil War, hostilities between the Dakota and the US army deteriorated into a prolonged war. The results were disastrous for the Dakota.39 In 1862, desperate and starving refugees began to appear on the edges of British North American settlements.40 Métis camps quickly and efficiently made their own treaties of peace with the Dakota,41 but in the settlement, pre-existing tensions between the government and public opinion blocked prompt action by the council.

Seeing the need for military protection, in the fall of 1862, John Black, a judge and councillor for the Council of Assiniboia, organized a petition for British troops.42 The council commissioned Black “to make known their desire to the home Government by Memorial or otherwise … It rested very much with the people themselves whether they were to have troops or not. The interests and welfare of the Company were to a great extent identified with those of the Settlers.” Black’s petition, supported by the recently arrived Governor Alexander Grant Dallas, was considered at a public meeting.43 But the editor of the Nor’wester, James Ross, refused to circulate the government petition and denounced it.44 Instead, together with other opponents of the official government, he organized a counter petition “from the people” that framed the problem as a failure of responsible government.45 The Globe framed the Indian “scare” as a pretence by the government. As a result, Ross lost his official position as postmaster. Meanwhile, London did not respond positively to either request. Unfortunately, for the Company, the problem could not be ignored so easily.

In Red River the situation was complicated by inaccurate information and misunderstanding of the “Indian Threat,” which makes it even more difficult for historians to understand the situation. It can be challenging to distinguish between real people and the perception of “Indians” or “Sioux” (who I have referred to below as Dakota).46

On 10 December 1862, Standing Buffalo, a Sisseton (Dakota) chief, appeared in Pembina with hundreds of others and caused considerable excitement in the Red River Settlement. Pembina was only a one-day journey from Red River. A group of almost one hundred Dakota proceeded north, where they met Governor Dallas, Bishop Taché, and nearly eight hundred Métis at the Rivière Salé in late December. It is probable that Jean-Louis Riel was among them.47 This spot, defined by a river with steep banks, was a natural boundary for the settlement. This was where the Métis under Louis Riel’s guidance would later successfully repulse William Macdougall, the Canadian-appointed governor, on his attempt to enter the colony in 1869.

The security of the settlement was still dependent upon Métis military capacity, and the governor was unable, through political will alone, to convince the Dakota to return across the line. Instead, Standing Buffalo observed a mass in St Norbert Parish on 27 December and met officers at the fort the next day. The Dakota departed for the American border without incident on 31 December. The Nor’wester, quick to score political points, carried the following reaction: “We loathe the very idea of the Hudson’s Bay Company welcoming these wretches seeing that they are only just fresh from butchering innocent families in Minnesota … best means of getting us into a scrape with our Minnesota neighbours.”48

In March 1863, a third petition, and the main object of interest, this from “inhabitants of Red River Settlement,” again requested government aid to defend the settlement against the perceived threat of the Dakota. The writers of the petition played upon settler fears of an “Indian” war, adding that the Saulteaux had also threatened to attack the settlement (certainly a strange alliance, as traditionally the latter tended to see the Dakota as interlopers and their enemies).49 The petition requested “immediate enrollment of from two to four hundred volunteers to be formed into cavalry companies,” and that “an agent be dispatched fast to effect the purchase or loan of the necessary arms and equipment.”


We are at present without any armed force and that with the arms now in common uce [sic] we could not make any successful resistance to an attack from a large number of Indians, many of whom are armed with the best long range rifles and revolving pistols and double barrel guns … [we] confidently anticipate the arrival of a British regular force, [but] at this critical juncture we confidently rely on the desire as well as the ability of your Honourable body to take wise, prompt and vigorous measures for the effective protection of the country … in duty bound will we pray.50



The idea that the government would pay for arms and horses was attractive to many Métis, who believed they might benefit financially from a government grant. After all, for years they had been hiring themselves and their horses to the US military, which paid men $13 per month, and 40 cents per day for horses.51 For the Métis, the politics of militia were the politics of patronage.

Four hundred signatures, including that of Jean-Louis Riel, were attached. Because the list of signatures has been preserved, this petition is particularly useful for understanding the groundswell of political agitation.52 The remarkably diverse backgrounds of men who signed the 1863 petition illustrates a broad consensus. The names of “gentlemen settlers” such as Andrew McDermot, Andrew G.B. Bannatyne, and Henry McKenny were prominent. The “Canadian Party” was also represented, including Dr John Schultz, Thomas Spence, and James Stewart. These individuals, who would be vehemently opposed to the Métis in 1869, aligned themselves with key figures from the Frenchspeaking Roman Catholic Métis community, such as Jean-Louis Riel, Guillaume Sayer, Maxime Lépine, and Ambroise Lépine. The Englishspeaking “Half-breed” community included their voices: William Dreaver, William Gunn, and Donald Gunn. Prominent settlers from overseas also signed: the fathers and sons from the Logan family of Douglas Point53 and the Bourke family of “Hay Field Family Farm”54 in St James Parish. Important clergy, such as the Anglican William Cockran from Northumberland, added their support. There are also names associated with the American party, such as trader Norman Kittson; hotel owner George Emmerling; and future American senator Joseph Rollette. Finally, while all the names on the petition are “European,” a significant number of the Saulteaux and Cree communities signed the petition, such as the sons of Chief Peguis, August and Henry Prince, as well as William Bear, and others like Thomas Cameron, who are identified as “Indian” in other sources.55 The diversity presents a remarkable contrast to the Métis petition sent in 1849 to Senator Alexander Ramsay.

The diversity of social identities involved seems bewildering, but it illustrates the broad base of the petition. This observation can be further strengthened with a more quantitative study based upon a geographical analysis of the signators. The petition exists in three copies, each with a separate list of names. Based upon residency data from the 1870 census, it is clear that the first was organized near Fort Garry, the second came from west of Fort Garry, while the third was from the east and north of Fort Garry, including fifteen names from the Indian Settlement at St Peter.56 The signatures were collected at four key regions of the settlement, suggesting that there were four different meetings, which would mean a certain degree of sophistication in communication and management. The organizers of the petition canvassed as large an area as possible in the effort to gain support for their campaign. The meetings would have been held in stores, schoolhouses, on church steps, or in other “public” spaces. There were key organizers – hinted at by their role as witnesses for illiterate signators. Fifty-three people (or 17.8 per cent) had their names written for them, and then made their mark. In the first set of names that are accompanied by an “X,” the witness is listed as John Christian Schultz. A note accompanying another list of signatures states that these names were collected by Mr Bruneau. This was likely François Bruneau, who was the “heir” to Cuthbert Grant’s position as official Métis representative for the Company.57

Individual motivations are difficult to ascribe accurately. Perhaps some were critical of the government. Others might have expected some form of payment – at least a new gun or a horse – or they may have been interested in defending a land claim. Still others may have felt duty bound. Whatever their reasons, this petition, among others, was a form of political participation that was transformational, as it reconceptualized the community.

The council replied that “the danger to be apprehended from that source was not now so imminent as the Petitioners appeared to believe … and that it would be somewhat premature on the part of the Council to take immediate measures for the organization of such local force as that proposed.”58 Instead, the council proposed to forward the petition to London to justify the original petition for British troops that the council had requested.

The settlement continued to attract refugees. The same month, another party of Dakota arrived in Pembina. Next February, the Dakota appeared at the settlement in even larger numbers, and public meetings were called to address the “Sioux problem.”59 In the absence of official action, John Christian Schultz conspired with some other settlers to kidnap Sakpedan (Little Six) and Wakanozhanzhan (Medicine Bottle), with the aid of alcohol and chloroform, and delivered them to the American Colonel Hatch.60 The following summer Ojibwa from Red Lake attacked the Dakota in Minnesota in retaliation for an earlier attack.61 The tension continued to reverberate back and forth across the border. On 17 August 1866, John Demarrais, a Métis living in Red River, who had family ties to the Dakota, attacked and killed in revenge White Nail, a Red Lake Ojibwa, in the HBC store.62 The council could no longer ignore the issue, and it requested Black, acting as governor in Mactavish’s absence, to form a militia.63

However, the Company remained stubbornly opposed to a local militia. When Mactavish returned to the settlement later that year, the idea of a militia was dropped, though the number of local constables was increased. In 1867, William Mactavish would warn the Company about the need to work on building consensus.64 His advice went unheeded.

This petition offers insight into the transformation of political activism in Red River – and Jean-Louis Riel’s place in it. The outcome, a disappointing one for local rule, is less important than the shift that was happening in the “political imaginary.” A new, imagined political community had emerged, where, in the words of Benedict Anderson, “growing numbers of people [began] to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to others, in profoundly new ways.”65 The short-term failure – or even the long-term achievement – of the request of the petitioners is incidental to the impact of the practice of petitioning. By writing their names on a petition in the name of settlement, these individuals were acting as if they had the right (as citizens) to make decisions, despite the lack of an official “citizenship.” The petition to supply military labour was a claim, a particularly masculinized one, on citizenship.66

A petition is not simply an action, but a process of claim-making that involves community networks, public meetings, and individual political decisions.67 Petitioning, through its choice of subject and agent, its manner of presentation, and its construction of authority or formulation of arguments, is the result of reflections, discussions, debates, contests, or even coercion.68 This petition was making claims about belonging to a body politic that found consensus across linguistic, ethnic, and religious lines. The more traditional repertoire of wahkohtowin and otipemisiwak were being supplemented by a new concept of community security determined by the institutions of the state.

The stakes involved went to the heart of the idea of responsible government in British North America. Compare it, for example, to the 1862 Militia Bill crisis. When Macdonald’s Conservative ministry fell on this bill, he turned it into a loyalist stick that he could use to beat his opponents. The British press, upon hearing that the colonists would not foot the bill for their own defence, and unaware of Cartier and Macdonald’s politicking, reacted poorly; some even suggested selling the colonies to the United States. Unsurprisingly, the outpouring of vitriol was a considerable blow to loyal British subjects.69 Militia issues, in Red River as in Canada, were a testing point for responsible government.

The dynamics of Red River are echoed elsewhere. Historian Maxime Gohier has argued that the practice of petitioning was instrumental to reshaping the political relationship between Indigenous peoples and the state.70 Anton Treuer has also noticed the incorporation of Ojibwa leadership through the practice of petition into the mid-nineteenth-century state.71

The insecurity of public order continued to present challenges to the authority of the Council of Assiniboia. The Métis were increasingly relied upon to uphold that order, yet, in a context in which the power of “public opinion” was expanding, military intervention was an unacceptable response. The trial and jailbreaking of Griffith Owen Corbett, a Church of England clergyman, illustrates the political crisis and the increasingly complex position of the Métis security force. The trial also shows how this shifting basis for government legitimacy into the public sphere had a particular impact upon conceptions of women’s participation in politics.

On 19 February 1863, Hugh Thomas accused Rev. Griffith Owen Corbett of trying to abort the pregnancy of Thomas’s daughter, Maria Thomas, who had been hired to clean house for Corbett, during which time he likely impregnated her, and then, unsuccessfully, tried to abort the pregnancy.72 Since testifying before the Select Committee in 1857, Corbett had become a well-known critic of the Company, and Corbett’s allies saw the trial as an attempt by the Company to silence one of its critics.73

The court case, which lasted nine days, the longest in the settlement’s history, cleaved Red River society in two.74 Representing Corbett, James Ross used his newspaper to make his case to the public.75 On 19 February 1863, the day on which the trial was to take place, the jury lists were written up. The only appointment challenged was that of Jean-Louis Riel. The challenge was likely made by the Crown, and he was struck from the list. In this sensitive issue, the government, still on tenuous footing, was wary of Riel’s independence.76 As with the Ballenden issue, this court case turned into a lightning rod, attracting critics of the legitimacy of the Council of Assiniboia.

As a result, despite the guilty verdict, the “justice” of the outcome was far from clear. After the trial, an angry crowd, composed largely of Canadian annexationists, forced open the jail and released Corbett. Métis “loyalists” offered to restore order, but the governor, fearing a “civil war,” talked them down. The optics of unleashing buffalo hunters on “loyal” British subjects daunted the council. The Toronto Globe wrote in February, “the independent class among the Selkirk settlers demand a new system … They are threatened with an attack by the Indians.”77 It would be only too easy to frame the Company’s use of force against “loyal British subjects” as a re-enactment of the Battle of Seven Oaks, which pitted settlers against Métis. Racism of white settlers was complicating the political legitimacy of public opinion.

The magistrates wrote to Governor Dallas on 28 April 1863, stating,


we have seen again … the arm of the civil power paralysed by the absence of any material basis to rest upon … the riotous and unlawful proceedings [of the jail breaking] have placed us … in a position which constrains us to address you, in the hope that by conferring with the Council or otherwise, you may be enabled to devise some measures for adequately strengthening our hands in the maintenance of authority and order in the Settlement … [There is an] absence of any military force to control the strife. [italics in original]78



While the council “expressed an unanimous sense of importance of the question to which they referred and of the great desirableness of some practical effect,” it was unable to come to a decision: “the Council not being prepared for the adoption of any definite measure, the whole subject was deferred for further consideration at a later meeting.” Caught between the desirability of maintaining public order and fear of violating the rights of British subjects, the authority of the state was paralyzed. For the Métis, who had acted as police and provided security, this was particularly troubling.

Sensational events in the public sphere were eminently newsworthy. The public discourse they generated reinforced the differentiation of gender, class, and race that the patriarchal social order relied upon.79 It was in this respect that the role of the Métis in government authority was most transformed. The rise of settler “public opinion” saw increased debates about the reputation of women and simultaneously contributed to their marginalization from the public sphere. Though Maria Thomas was not simply a victim of an increasingly patriarchal society – as in the Ballenden scandal, which also rested on the reputation of a woman, Maria demonstrated her own agency by taking her place on the stand and describing the crimes in detail – but she did become a piece in a much larger contest that was brewing.80 An ideology of separate spheres was a powerful new force taking hold of Red River’s Indigenous public sphere.

Riel’s father was adapting to the strategies of engaging with the new colonial state, but what about his mother? The earlier discussion of the Riel-Lagimodière family showed that the role of women in establishing kin relationships was critical; they were the “tender ties” that bound Métis society together.81 Kinship relations facilitated feminine authority, and Métis women were central agents in the creation and preservation of the nation and culture.82 Furthermore, the matrilocal principle of property tenure contrasted with the patriarchal property laws that sustained the colonial state. Thus, as in other Indigenous societies, the authority of women challenged settler patriarchy and provided an important alternative to political legitimacy.

Ranged against this Indigenous feminine authority were the forces of empire. To effectively claim land, settlers had to introduce, and invent, property. Capital was used to alienate Indigenous peoples from their lands through ideas of “title” and “sale.”83 And, over the course of the nineteenth century, colonists who aspired to the freedom to dispose of their property began blocking female ownership of land. Treaty negotiation accompanied a masculinization of politics.

Marginalization of female authority was visible in terms of property, but it really began in the labour market. Métis scholar Nathalie Kermoal has shown how the decline of the buffalo hunt and the emergence of a settler colonial order undermined the independence of women and dramatically changed gender relationships in the community.84 In the post-1870 world, women were increasingly dependent upon the work of their husbands. Women had played an important role in the proto-capitalist buffalo-robe industry, but in the new context men found other work, while women were increasingly marginalized.85

Women were also marginalized through the appearance of increasingly racialized ideas about “civilization.” The arrival, in 1830, of Frances Simpson, the teenage bride of the HBC governor, signalled shifting attitudes about imperialism.86 Others followed suit. Importing White women served as an “alibi of exclusion” that allowed settlers to claim autonomy from Indigenous social bonds and to stabilize colonial rule.87 Unlike the women of the Lagimodière family, these wives of elite HBC factors were racialized as different, and did not integrate into the older communities. It is true that the impact of these few women on the demographics of the community was marginal and strongly objected to by many already rooted within the Indigenous systems. Furthermore, as Sarah Carter and Patricia McCormack have pointed out, recovering the agency of Aboriginal women who worked as “midwives, seamstresses, freighters, nuns or public performers” adds important nuance to the story of colonial domination.88 However, this more complex social reality cannot overturn the increasing power of the theory of separate spheres as an ideological metaphor.89

For Métis communities, colonialism entailed the replacement of gender egalitarianism with a patriarchal hierarchy.90 Throughout the British Empire, colonial institutions dispossessed Indigenous peoples by blocking their access to political representation, but the experience of empire was most acute for women.91 While men like Jean-Louis Riel were increasingly involved in politics through actions like the petitions and public meetings mentioned above, feminine influence was reduced. The prescriptive parameters, of separate “private” and “public” spheres, carried sufficient weight to disrupt the Indigenous gender relations, with a domino effect on Indigenous governance. As a result, Indigenous governance based on wahkohtowin, which placed women at the heart of the community, was short-circuited.92

Chapter 6 will discuss the impact of this masculinization of the Indigenous public sphere in greater detail when Riel returns to Red River after his education in Montreal. However, I do not wish to fetishize the replacement of traditional with modern forms of authority and to oversimplify what was a complex transformation. As will be shown, Métis politics continued to rely upon and respect the authority of women, and they continued to control title to their lands. Julie Riel (or sometimes Lagimodière) applied for scrip in her own name and on behalf of her male relatives, and she also continued to manage a family and a mill, despite the death of her husband and the absence of her eldest son. While an increasingly masculine politics was worked out in the new public sphere, the family and social dynamics continued to disrupt colonial hegemony.
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On 21 January 1864, Jean-Louis Riel was dying. The cause of his death is unknown, however there were reports that a particularly dangerous influenza affected many in the settlement in 1864.93 Sister Ste-Thérèse attended to Jean-Louis and received his final blessing to pass on to his eldest son, Louis.94 As his words were not recorded, it is difficult to explain what this meant, but interpretation is not impossible. In the Catholic theology, blessings of a father carry symbolic authority. The model of Jacob blessing his son Joseph, who had been sent away to Egypt, is a compelling illustration:


Joseph is a fruitful vine, a fruitful vine near a spring whose branches climb over a wall. With bitterness archers attacked him; they shot at him with hostility. But his bow remained steady, his strong arms stayed limber, because of the hand of the mighty One of Jacob, because of the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel, because of the Almighty, who blesses you with blessing of the skies above, blessings of the deep springs below, blessings of the breast and womb.95



Both the Sister and father would have recognized the power of such a blessing. From an Indigenous perspective, this act represents the enduring power of wahkohtowin: the invocation of an ancestral relationship in order to immortalize family ties. In both Catholic and Métis world views the blessing, carried by this Catholic nun, reinforced the ties of father to son and filled the latter with a sense of both authority and obligation, critical to Métis hegemony.

It is relevant to note that Sister Ste-Thérèse’s life in the settlement was also guided by the Riel-Lagimodière sense of otipemisiwak. In 1859 the Mother Superior of the Grey Nuns in Ottawa ordered Sister Sainte-Thérèse McDonnell to return to Ottawa. However, the Métis considered her skills as a health-care practitioner and a teacher in Red River essential, and they refused to accept the decision. A letter from leading Métis households was forwarded to the Mother Superior, asking her to let the sister stay. Rebuffed, they approached Bishop Taché to intervene for them, but again they were disappointed.96 On the day of her departure, 29 August 1859, a large crowd gathered in St Boniface to request that she stay. When all of this failed, a posse, led by Jean-Louis Riel, surrounded her cart and, according to the community annals, Sister Sainte-Thérèse was ordered “to get into the cart which was [carrying] Mlle Céleste Lagimodière, who returned to St. Boniface with the prisoner.”97 Sister Sainte-Thérèse would remain in the Northwest until the end of her life; she too had been transformed by the encounter with Indigenous worlds. This story about Ste-Thèrese attending to Jean-Louis illustrates that ongoing importance of otipemisiwak and wahkohtowin in the structure of Métis society. Based upon these principles, I argue Louis Riel was well prepared to resist, accommodate, and invent state authority.

To study the lives of Jean-Louis and Julie Riel is to observe the complex nature of the Métis response to the settler colonial project. Their lives show how the Métis adapted to the changing requirements of power in a colonized society. Jean-Louis Riel’s leadership materialized in a context where the political standing of Indigenous peoples was shifting from them being relatively autonomous subjects in an imperial borderland to being wards within a model of exclusive statehood. A careful study of practices like petitioning the government and building a home demonstrate the structures of consent-building that lay underneath the more dramatic moments of resistance and show how the Métis could participate in the formation of Red River’s public sphere and draw the state into their sphere. It shows that the “inhabitants of Red River” were beginning to think of themselves as constituted by a collective political will. Though Jean-Louis and Julie drew upon Indigenous practices of otipemisiwak and wahkohtowin to resist the efforts to control their communities, at the same time the new opportunities for political control presented by a public sphere and an expanding state changed this family and Métis society more broadly.

One of the most important steps that the family made in order to preserve their status and autonomy was to send their eldest son to school in Montreal. Like his father, Louis Riel would make himself the tribune of his people, yet his immersion within the forms of authority that constituted the new political context was unique in its own way.98 After the death of Jean-Louis, the political leadership of the Métis community was taken over by John Bruce, but his ability as a politician in a changing political environment was limited.99 When the young Louis returned to Red River, he would be the most effective response to the forces of colonization that the Métis could offer.


4

The Collège de Montréal


Pour vous, jeunes élèves, l’espoir de la patri, n’oubliez pas qu’il pese sur vous une grande responsabilité. Dépositaires des sciences que l’on vous enseigne, vous devrez plus tard les faire valoir au profit de la patrie, lorsque chacun d’entre vous se trouvera placé dans la sphère que la Divine Providence nous a départie.

George-Étienne Cartier, 1860, Speech at the Collège de Montréal1



At age fourteen, Louis Riel was sent to be educated in Montreal. This is one of the most misunderstood periods of his life, yet it was formative for his later career. To comprehend this education, and Riel’s internalization of this experience, is not straightforward; however, careful study sheds new light on these topics. As we will see, the speech by Cartier, quoted above, had a particular resonance for Riel, but more generally the following chapters emphasize the link between the school and the cultural politics of nineteenth-century British North America.

The following three chapters consider Louis Riel’s education in Montreal between the years 1858 and 1865, during which he attended the Collège de Montréal, a private religious (Catholic) secondary school. It was the top educational facility for clerics and priests in British North America, but many influential political leaders were also educated here. This first chapter does not focus on Riel, but rather describes the institution itself through a detailed examination of the Sulpician curriculum and the collège culture. It is not a narrow biographical study of Riel’s unique experience, but rather a description of the world in which he was immersed.

A detailed study of the institution and of the culture at the school is necessary, because previous biographers, from Thomas Flanagan to Maggie Siggins, have misunderstood the context – to the detriment of their interpretations of his later life. To crudely summarize, the collège was seen by previous authors as a depressing continuation of medieval scholasticism, out of touch with a modern metropolis. Indeed, the role of the collège classique (a private religious secondary school) remains generally misunderstood in histories of Canada and Quebec more broadly. It is important to dispel the myths in order to comprehend the link Riel made between the worlds of the Northwest and Quebec.

One of the reasons why Riel’s education has been misinterpreted is the paucity of the archival record. The following chapter will explore in more detail what the archival record has to say about Riel in particular, but this chapter, by drawing upon the memoirs of other students, as well as employing a variety of approaches and methods, offers a broad contextual reading of the institution. The primary empirical base for this chapter was the Sulpician Seminary archive. Lessons plans, examinations, administrative reports, and textbooks show what students at the collège were learning. Student memoirs and the minutes of student associations describe the student subculture. A unique series of photographs taken in 1867 and a study of the award ceremonies serve to reveal the public image the Sulpicians crafted.

This chapter links the practices of education with a “project of rule,” or governmentality, and shows how the Sulpicians aimed to create future leaders of the social order and public opinion. But it also argues that the collège experience was not only about student domination and reproduction of knowledge. The governance of the school, student discipline, and the students’ understanding of themselves were carefully negotiated by students and professors. Central to the Sulpician project of rule was knowledge of the self. As a result, the Sulpicians were constantly aware of the tension between their education, often framed in terms of idealized morals and divine justice, and the reality of the world outside the school walls. They taught their students to navigate that tension. Chapters 5 and 6 build upon the argument made in this chapter to show how Riel adapted to this environment and his mastery of the cultural paradigms that the Sulpicians modelled for him.
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The Sulpicians were fully involved in all social, political, and spiritual affairs of the city and the island more broadly. This is why they understood the importance of engaging with the world. While the Sulpicians might appear to be isolated and remote (an image they themselves promoted), they were actually principal players in the construction of social order and political authority in Lower Canada. While previous biographers considered Riel’s education here as antiquated, it was in fact part of the construction of modernity in Lower Canada.

Initially situated on St Paul street near the Old Market and the Port, the Collège de Montréal moved to Sherbrooke Street in 1861 – in the middle of Riel’s education – to escape the “contagion” of the city. But the Seminary was closely tied to the history of the city of Montreal. The Sulpicians were the original seigneurs of the Island of Montreal; the city was also their parish. Born in the post-Tridentine era of Catholic reform, the Society of St Sulpice was an organization of secular priests dedicated to restoring the dignity of the clergy while building a church in the New World.2 The Council of Trent had recognized the need to renovate the Catholic Church in order to combat the spread of Protestantism. In this spirit the Sulpicians focused their efforts to improve the Church by addressing the issues of popular ignorance and poorly trained clergy: the Sulpicians coupled teaching with community management. In so doing they combined the tasks of parish care with clerical training. The Sulpicians of New France early internalized the idea that, as the unique heirs of the “original” French civilization, they were responsible for continuing the French tradition.3 Moreover, from 1767 to 1837, their political conservatism aligned with British interests in the “Revolutionary Era.”4 It was therefore a key institution in the “Loyalist order,” which informed so much of Riel’s politics.5 The arrival of twelve Sulpician priests fleeing the French Revolution in Paris was a boost to the Sulpician and British commitment to maintaining the status quo. As refugees of the revolutionary chaos in France, they fostered a “counter-revolutionary” British North America.6

In the 1840s, the Catholic Bishop Ignace Bourget entrusted the Sulpicians with the task of training Montreal’s clerical class. This made the Sulpician Seminary the primary administrator of symbolic capital in the city.7 Thus, in the mid-nineteenth century, the Sulpician Seminary and the collège, at the nexus between authority and morality, were central nodes in the relationship between state and society. Former students from both ends of the political spectrum, like the conservative George-Étienne Cartier and the liberal Joseph Doutre, connected the Seminary to the demands of an increasingly “responsible” colony.8

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Sulpician Seminary saw the collège as the primary means for creating a governing class. It was considered a high school for youth, who usually enrolled in their first classes between the ages seven to twelve, and students from a wide variety of ages could be found in one class. Generally, class sizes diminished gradually toward the upper levels, as students found their financial resources limited or gained employment. The collège on St Paul Street, founded in 1806, was colloquially named “le petit séminaire,” and the Sulpicians officially used it as a preparatory institution for boys destined for the priesthood.9 It was one of a growing number of “collèges classiques.” According to historian Ollivier Hubert, it was only in the second half of the century that this value associated with those schools designated “collèges classiques” emerged, and for reasons that were directly tied to social status.10 The “collège classique” was “invented” for elite families faced with the rise of the middle class to guarantee the reproduction of class difference.11 The idea of austere discipline and clerical domination has been part of that invention. However, as historian Ollivier Hubert argues, ideas of clerical domination are overstated, rather the collège was a result of a constant negotiation between social agents and structures. The collèges were characterized by a certain “plasticity,” responding to the demands of changing scholasticism and cultural milieu, quite different from the dry, traditional image projected by the promoters and detractors of the system.12

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the collège, through the deployment of a variety of sophisticated techniques, from timetables to curriculum, was increasingly capable of shaping their students according to a particular political model. Notes from inspection reports in 1850 and 1857 describe the challenge of educating children for society, while protecting them against its potentially corrupting influences, internal as well as external.13 The attention to detail was remarkable. For instance, the report of inspectors Faillon and Guitter notes,


The gentlemen have expressed their desire to see the beds separated by partitions, or at least that all students have night clothes. In order to prevent night time excursions and most of all to prevent as much as possible gatherings of boys around the toilets, each student will have their own night pot. The door of the toilet will be closed and will be opened by a rope kept in the room of a monitor.14



The body governing the operation of the collège, the Directors’ Council, paid careful attention to the inadequacies of the building for preserving moral probity and the threats of contact with the immorality of the city.15 An inspection report indicates that students were visiting the city, for a multitude of reasons, and regulations were created to control such activity.16 The weekly marches to the chapel on Sundays and the laxity of the porter were frequent objects of the administration’s criticism. In 1850, the inspectors wrote, “Heretofore, permission to leave has been granted too frequently and has been the direct cause of disorder and dissipation[?] in the house.”17 Within the walls, the Reglements and Coutumiers provided the means to control everything, for everyone, at all times – what Hubert calls the “delirious ambition.”18 According to these directives, all physical and intellectual activity, all speech, reading, and thinking, were subject to supervision, particularly in spaces that were prone to transgressions, such as corridors, lavatories, dormitories, and the music hall.

The techniques of governance and discipline evolved over the years. It was only in the second half of the century, when Riel started to attend the collège, that the figure of the boarder was realized. A functional pedagogy, or series of cultural techniques, gradually emerged, whereby the “intern,” that fantasy of a profoundly controlled subject, whose character, consciousness, and sense of selfhood could be moulded, was incarnated.19 The location of the collège itself was part of this program. In 1862 the new campus on the side of the mountain – its present site on Sherbrooke Street – was opened. Surrounded by fields and orchards, separated from the city, it was a clear contrast with increasing urban “contagion” of the Recollet suburbs. The Sulpicians worked hard to invent themselves as separate from the city and isolated from worldly affairs.

The wall that isolated the collège from Sherbrooke Street served as a good metaphor for the Catholic and anti-modern image that the Sulpicians sought to uphold and promote. The directors emphasized the wall in their advertisements to parents of prospective students. “The grounds attached to the college are ample, both for gardens and places of exercise; and the whole is surrounded by a high wall, except the immediate front of the building, which is separated by palisades on a parapet from the college street.”20 This metaphor of an enclosed sanctuary corresponded to middle- and upper-class discourse about security, health, and development.21

The integrity of this wall was also a frequent point of discussion in inspection reports, as “breaches” posed a threat to student security. And yet, total control was quite simply beyond the means of the directors. The walls might be designed to secure the space as a site of disciplinary power, but in fact they were porous boundaries.22 Even while pursuing an ideal of security, the collège remained open.

Transgressions were tolerated to some degree, and Hubert speaks of a zone of tolerance in the activities of the students.23 Visits from parents, classes for “externs” (day students, who did not sleep at the collège), and unruly student activity also disrupted clerical domination. Some disruptions were more serious. The frequent admonishments and censuring of boys for smoking, smuggling candies, reading illicit literature, or generally behaving badly is evidence of an active student subculture.24 According to a memoir written in 1907 by former student Zepherin Delinelle, subversive students, mocking their professors, were known to have circulated Lafontaine’s poem “L’enfant et le Maître” (“The Child and the Master”), a poem criticizing the authority of a schoolteacher, in the halls.25 Delinelle’s experience, because he attended school from 1845 to 1853, can be used to contextualize Riel’s school years. In 1830, “subversives” in the form of law students snuck into the collège and had a “party from hell.”26 Delinelle also wrote of another riot in 1848, when students barricaded the dormitories and threw potatoes at their professors.27 This resistance ought not to be dismissed as juvenile irresponsibility, but rather seen as an integral part of the collège culture. As Louise Bienvenue and Christine Hudon argue, transgression of discipline was also part of becoming a man.28 This “liberty,” or resistance by the students, ought to be kept in mind when considering Riel’s education.

More importantly, as Hubert argues, the directors themselves did not desire a passive, disciplined corps, but rather active cultural agents. The goal was not to block agency but to discipline for “self-mastery.” Humanist training was not primarily about repression and discipline, but the capacity to develop each student’s ability to reflect, and, especially self-reflection. A debate on curriculum also shows this. While some professors, like Pierre Rousseau, were more in favour of a humanities education, others, like Prof. Delavigne, preferred a curriculum that emphasized religious principles and would produce future seminarians.29 Moreover, there was pressure from other external concerns; in many respects, these reforms were part of a reciprocal relationship with more worldly interests. The directors recognized that many students, and their parents, had secular aspirations and did not wish to pursue a clerical career.30

The tension between “servant of God” or “servant of the world” was a primary motif in the collège experience. An examination of the curriculum illustrates a similar dynamic in the Sulpician project of rule. Students would be expected to “narrate” themselves into these tensions, in other words, to consider themselves as part of the Sulpician mission to bring Christian civilization to the rest of the world.

Over the course of six years, the Sulpicians taught their students according to the ratio studiorum. It was essentially a literary education, based upon post-Tridentine Jesuit pedagogy: an initial emphasis on Latin, French, and Greek grammar gradually gave way to more philosophical and rhetorical studies.31 Students also had classes in history, math, and, later, physics and chemistry. The first three years were called Éléments, Syntax, and Méthode. This was followed by studies in the humanities: Versification, Belles-Lettres, and Rhétorique. Two years of Philosophie were preparatory for studies at the Grand Seminary.

Some intellectual context is necessary. Despite the long history of the ratio studiorum, this humanities curriculum was a dialogue between ancient precepts and modern teaching. Originally developed by the Jesuits in the sixteenth century, the curriculum was reformed in the eighteenth century to link the virtues of moral subjects (morality, humility, honesty, integrity) to political constitutions. “Christian civilization” was taught through exempla, or good models, of virtue, beauty, leadership, and dispositions.32

Two important philosophical influences upon Sulpician curriculum were Félicité Robert de Lamennais and Louis Gabriel de Bonald, philosophers of the French Restoration. Lamennais had diagnosed the malady of the age – religious indifference – while Bonald had prescribed the cure: the reform of its rulers.33 Sections of Lamennais’s Essai sur l’indifference are found throughout the Sulpician readers. Bonald’s teachings on social order and divine law were repeated constantly in curriculum material. Despite the controversial nature of Lammenais’s work (his later writings would be condemned by the pope’s Singulari Nos in 1834), it seems that the Sulpicians were willing, with careful editing, to use his powerful rhetoric in their critique of liberal society. The use of Lamennais’s works undoubtedly confirms the Sulpician’s “gallican” reputation.34 As François Beaudin argues, Bishop Lartigue, the first bishop of Montreal, also initially received Lamennais’s work enthusiastically.35 Bonald, far less controversial, was an important theorist of theological monarchy.

This intellectual context is exemplified by the work of theorists Felix Dupanloup, Bishop of Orleans, who studied with the Sulpicians, and Alphonse Magnien, Bishop of Baltimore and director of the Sulpician Seminary there. Both sought to reconcile the traditions of the church with the needs of modern society through a moderate and liberal treatment of papal doctrine.36 Examples of their writing are found throughout the collège archives.

The Sulpician curriculum was also influenced by the reformers Charles Rollin and Hugh Blair, who prescribed the use of ancient Spartan virtues. These ancient models were somewhat unorthodox, because they urged the reform of social relations rather than the reform of the individual’s relationship with God, but they fit well into the Sulpician project of social reform. The comparison of ancient and modern values allowed the Sulpicians to weigh the meaning of virtue and the connections between morals, and at the same time to reflect upon the structure of political constitutions.37 Cicero’s speeches, for instance Pro Milone, were frequently held up as examples worthy of imitation. Meanwhile, modern works like Molière’s Le bourgeois gentilhomme, a satire on social climbing and the pretensions of the middle class, were used to encourage a social perspective. The Sulpicans, increasingly aware of historicity, wanted students to be able to see where “Christian civilization” had come from and to be able to situate themselves within the struggle to create a virtuous society. This intellectual heritage was a form of cultural capital that surrounded Riel. Like his colleagues, Riel learned that this heritage (a form of cultural capital) was necessary to support the state, which, through virtuous leadership, was the answer to the world’s social problems.

The first three years of Riel’s schooling emphasized grammar and syntax.38 While there were some written assignments, the bulk of the work was oral recitation. The students were expected to memorize and repeat rules.39 As historian Patrick Joyce writes, “The logic of classics teaches regularity and lucid expression and embeds a capacity for understanding in terms of general laws.”40

At the same time, the Sulpicians were sensitive to child psychology and encouraged their professors to cultivate understanding. Reading the instructor’s manual for the class of Éléments is enlightening:


It is not difficult to see that these notions are dull and dry for children. Therefore, if they do not understand anything, the instructors should not stick only to short explanations. It is important to multiply examples, to make them reason, compare the epochs, but all of this in their own language. Show them how to use this in the everyday, even unknowingly. They need to pay attention, and to reflect upon the daily usage. In this manner all will be understandable, all difficulties will disappear and by showing them how … to put their finger on what is common it will convince them: “it is true, Monsieur, we hadn’t thought of that!”41



The Latin rules were not just about submission, but about aspiring to mastery and self-understanding. They also encouraged competition rather than simple obedience: “We pose a question to a child, if he responds well, we pass to another, but briskly. these little competitions will stimulate emulation. They will prepare to embarrass each other.”42 Another example is provided in the meeting notes for the catechism classes: “it seems that the class of Versification needs no indulgence, [the students] only want combat where, without a doubt, [they] hope if not for victory at least an honourable fight. And so, we open the space to these young athletes and the older [students] understand that they must perform well against such a brilliant young and vigorous army.”43

Even in the case of administering physical punishment, professors were advised not to “force” the punishment. If the student refused to submit to punishment, they were to warn them three times. If the student still refused to submit, they were to continue teaching and approach the director of the collège immediately after class. Competition, method, and self-discipline encouraged the intellectual and physical habits necessary for the practice of authority. Their reference for moulding student character was Charles Rollin: “It is more important to shape the heart of these students than to embellish their spirit. It is therefore necessary to try to reform with gentle strength the faults of their honest character.”44

For the Sulpicians, younger students had a great capacity for memory, but lacked reason: “One should never forget that at this age children are capable of retaining a multitude of facts. Their memory is very active and strong. At the same time, their ability to reason is less consistent. There will come a time when they must practice argumentation.”45 That time came in Versification and Belles-Lettres, when studies shifted from repetitive grammar exercises to the humanities. A contemporary instruction booklet provides the following definition: “Versification is the art of making verse. Verse is measured and rhythmic speech that follows certain rules. To make Latin verse, one must know the rules of Latin prosody and construction of verse.”46 Having mastered the Latin rules, students were now expected to apply their sense of form and presentation through poetry and literature.

In Belles-Lettres, students were encouraged to consider their audience and context rather than stick to rigid genres. Following Charles Rollin’s Traité des études (1727), they opposed the rigidity of the classical era, promoted a theory of eloquence based upon a study of nature, and emphasized understanding.47 According to the Sulpician textbook, Cours abrègé de belles-lettres, “The fine arts are an imitation of the natural beauty as represented through an enthusiastic spirit. We say primarily that the arts are an imitation of nature.”48 Opposed to cold materialism and rationalism, the Sulpicians taught students that an artist must also be in touch with human sentiment: “Drawn by a powerful emotion, the artist, at that moment, forgets himself; he, so to say, leaves himself … it is a God which inspires him.”49

Rhétorique was the final year of the cours classique. As the textbook notes, “Rhetoric is what makes the greatest undertakings succeed, and brings to their conclusion the most difficult of enterprises.”50 Learning public speech, particularly the arts of eloquence and persuasion, was considered one of the most valuable and important skills for these young men who would become people of “persuasion.” Professors were encouraged to set up a mock parliament in their classes, and debates were sometimes staged.

Lessons in rhetoric included the emulation of the “greats” of the western “canon.” The curriculum included classics like Cicero and Demosthenes, but also some moderns like Bossuet, Bodin, Massillon, le Maistre, and even Lamennais.51 Following the precepts of eloquence, students were expected to analyze these debates, breaking them down according to types of logic, forms of persuasion, and the seven divisions of speech: disposition, exorde, proposition, confirmation, pérorasion, narration, and refutation. Rhetoric was more than good speech, it was a science and art, the most powerful weapon in the arsenal of the classical curriculum. Students who graduated from Rhetorique were considered accomplished public speakers and were expected to become leaders of public opinion.

At the heart of western humanist tradition, Riel learned by gradual increments what Christian “civilization” was. This was a form of cultural capital. The Sulpician curriculum started with basic memory skills, and students advanced to learn “forms” and aesthetics, and finally were taught reason and logic. The program taught hierarchical structures and respect for traditional authority; however, it was also a framework for developing the skills of reflection that underwrote a series of humanist, social, and political relations. By the end of their study, students were aware of an ongoing debate between the importance of keeping tradition and adapting to deal with the challenges of modern society.
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Student associations at the collège were another important part of the Sulpician presence and promise to create new leaders of the public order and, as will be shown, were an important part of Riel’s experience of the collége. As Jean-Marie Fecteau has argued, associations were a key means of mediating state authority in nineteenth-century Lower Canada generally.52 Responding to the threat of liberal associations like the Institut Canadien, Catholic leaders encouraged the establishment of numerous associations to preserve collegiality and solidarity against a fragmentation of the social order.53 For the Sulpicians, voluntary associations offered more than extracurricular activities; they also allowed students to practice social engagement in a morally responsible manner for universal benefit. According to Jacques-André Emery, a Sulpician teacher, “pious associations and all praiseworthy institutions of this type, are a kind of celestial militia on the earth, so long as they move away from abuse and corruption. One should direct them according to the rule of their founders and as the Pope applies them to the needs of the universal church.”54

The primary aim of the Sulpicians was to create reflective subjects, not disciplined automatons. Sulpician schooling was an apprenticeship of the self.55 Behind these practices was a theory, or perhaps more accurately a theology, of learning the will of God. The curriculum and discipline of the collège provided techniques for self-reflection, but the Sulpicians had more-focused strategies to encourage the “récit de soi,” or telling of one’s self.56 One is tempted here to employ a Foucauldian term, “technology of the self,” but the récit was more of a narrative than a particular skill or techne.

As an account of connected events, the narrative of self was intended to situate students within history and the present.57 As philosopher Judith Butler writes, “The ‘I,’ its suffering and acting, telling and showing, takes its place within a crucible of social relations, variously established and iterable, some of which are irrecoverable, some of which impinge upon, condition and limit our intelligibility within the present.”58 To develop this “récit de soi,” and encourage reflection, each student was appointed a spiritual advisor and was required to submit written proof of regular confession (diligences). These advisors, or directors of conscience, developed a strong relationship with their students, based on generous, competent, and sustained attention, which, while shaded with condescension, ideally developed into mutual respect and profound introspection.59

The Sulpicians also required students to participate in religious retreats. These retreats guided students to reflect upon a key question: will you serve the Church or Society? The answers were spiritual, not rational. The goals of the retreat were first, “to help to know the will of God, for those who have not yet determined their vocation,” and second, “to make clear the necessity of preparing well for entering into the state, whichever it is, where God has called them, for everyone.”60 During the retreat, students would pray for guidance, study the principles of a “calling,” and consult sage and prudent people for advice regarding their future.

The archival record for the retreats is limited – for instance the only reference to Riel’s participation in a retreat is recorded in the Compte-rendu de la Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge, 1841–186361 – but undoubtedly the relationships established between students and professors were long-lasting. Riel’s confessor was Professor Delavigne. Twenty-five years later, in 1885, while preparing for his trial, Riel would recall Delavigne as the wisest director of conscience he had ever had.62 Furthermore, the documents that do exist emphasize the importance of the retreat to the Sulpicians. According to an inspection report in 1854–55, there were two retreats, one at the beginning of the term, and one in December.63 With a variable duration from four days to one week, different retreats were held for collège students, seminarians, and ordained priests. It was a time for students to meditate, prepare themselves for their academic studies, and to cast off any immoral habits they had picked up over the summer. During the retreats, students were under increased supervision. Two or three days before the retreat, the director required the professors to make a list of the names of the confessors of each student. The lists would be sent to the director, who ensured that each student had completed his confession. Paper sheets, called diligences, were used to keep track of student confession.64 If the diligence was incomplete, a student risked expulsion. As a collége student in the nineteenth century, even Riel’s summers would have been supervised.

It is important to stress, however, that for the Sulpicians a religious vocation was neither a choice nor a matter of academic merit. It was really about the individual learning to listen to God through meditation, reflection, and spiritual conversation with advisors. The opening prayer for a religious retreat undertaken by the philosophers in 1867, used Psalm 119 as its inspiration: “Lord make me know the path which you want me to walk.”65 Not everyone was called, but you could only be “called” if you were listening. There were strict warnings to those who did not listen.

At the collège, the formation of political subjects was a result of dialogue rather than discipline. Out of these conversations emerged the “narrative” of self, or the récit de soi. As Butler points out, “giving account of oneself” is a practice built upon previous discourses that are not always present in one’s conscious.66 Understanding the limitations of self-knowledge are critical to developing a sense of ethics and responsibility. Because the “self” is always relative to a constellation of discourses does not mean that individuals are not responsible for their own identity or thinking. In an unlikely concordance – Butler and the Sulpicians would agree, individuals must develop reflective agency in order to be moral. The implication, of course, is that those that could not reflect could not be responsible, nor could they be trusted to govern.
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A unique series of photographs taken at the collège just after Riel left illustrates how the Sulpicians encouraged their students to embody this sense of self, while carefully negotiating the tensions between discipline and reflection.67 The photographs also highlight the tension that the administration felt in their service to the city and the seminary – the worldly, or the spiritual. As a case study of the points alluded to above, these photographs capture the identity that the Sulpicians wanted to create.

In 1867, William Notman was contracted to photograph the classes at the collège. These photographs were designed to celebrate and commemorate the collège and to highlight the new campus “on the mountain.” This was the first time the Sulpicians organized class photographs, which indicates that these were a deliberate use of visual media to cultivate a particular image.68 The photographs may have been taken in preparation for an alumni reunion, as 1867 was the centennial of the collège. The choice of Notman also suggests a celebratory motive.69 He was, after all, the “Photographer to the Queen.”70 The archives at the McCord Museum show that the original negatives for these photographs were 10 x 13.7 cm, larger and more expensive than the standard negatives.

The difficulties associated with using the new “mountain” campus as the setting for the pictures underline the importance of the new location for Sulpician identity and their intentions: this space was separated from the corruption of the city. A discursive response to the modern and industrializing city, the photographs communicate a pastoral oasis, qualities that were increasingly important to a growing proportion of interns.71 But it took extra effort to have the photographs made at the new campus. A photographer would have to carry the wet plates and his developing equipment from his studio up to the site for immediate developing. One must consider the extra time and and expense involved in loading a horse and wagon with camera and developing equipment and driving across the city and fields, from the site of the studio on Bleury Street (in today’s “old town”) up to the remote collège on Sherbrooke Street. Nor was this shoot a one-day event; judging by “jumps” in Notman’s cataloguing system, the pictures were taken on three different days. In addition, the pictures were taken outside, which introduced a host of technical issues that could have been more easily controlled in a studio (e.g. proper lighting, and support for the subjects).

The photographs can be split into two distinct genres, roughly corresponding to the students’ ages. In the pictures of the lower classes, which tended to be larger, the students are organized in tiered rows. For instance, the picture of the class of Syntax in figure 4.1. With the students placed shoulder-to-shoulder in straight lines, the composition of the photographs follows a disciplined and rationalized distribution of bodies. It is the easiest way to capture a large group of students in one frame. Such framing accentuates student discipline by the fact that all eyes are turned towards the camera. As Louise Bienvenue remarks in her analysis of a photograph of a Montreal Reform school’s calisthenics class: the symmetry “betrays an evident taste for ruling bodies and for symmetry, as if the rational distribution in time and space would be capable of instilling, through the effect of parallelism, the same straightness in their spirit.”72 Discipline is also emphasized by the uniforms. According to one theorist of uniforms, they are “an extension of the social body and its techniques; making training visible; constructing a particular habitus; and negotiating identity and the self.”73 On the street, the frock coat and cap distinguished the students from the rest of the public; here, in the photograph, the uniforms transform individuals into one unit. Decoded in this manner, the pictures represent the disciplinary and homogenous institutional nature of the collège.
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Figure 4.1 Class of Syntax, Collège de Montréal, 1867, photographed by William Notman.

The photographs of the upper-level classes are very different. Instead of carefully tiered rows, there is an asymmetric composition and “casual” postures. For instance, the photo of the class of Belles-Lettres in figure 4.2. While still of a largely homogenous student body, these pictures lack the rigidity of the previous photographs. Some students hold books, one student seems captured in a moment of reflection upon something he has just read, others appear to be contemplating some abstraction or revelation. It should be noted that, for proper exposure of the film, the students would have had to remain still for one to ten minutes, yet every attempt is made to erase the “pose,” and to present “natural” attitudes. As Gillian Poulter writes, “Symmetry requires forethought; iconologically, it represents hierarchy and order. By comparison, asymmetrical compositions appear to occur naturally, without concern for rank or hierarchy.”74 Notman made a special effort to make these students look at ease and natural. In another photo, of the class of Versification, two students are even holding hands and staring into each other’s eyes in a symbol of fraternal love.75 Many student do not look at the camera. The classical poses of meditation emphasize the humanist nature of their studies and the legitimacy of the Sulpician Society as a Christian community, or family, rather than a cold institution. The photographs are meant to be read as if the external character represents a true measure of their inner spiritual state. These boys are not bound by external regulation, but they bind themselves through self-governance. These images would appeal to viewers, including parents, students, and others who could see the development of students to a stage of maturity.
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Figure 4.2 Class of Belles Lettres, Collège de Montreal, 1867, photographed by William Notman.

Authority and power may be more carefully disguised in these latter pictures, but it is not effaced. Rather the discipline has been internalized. This attitude of masculine nonchalance is clearly a performance that renounces “artifice” and celebrates independence as the pinnacle of self-sufficiency. “The Victorian gentleman … invariably depends on forms of recognition that he professes to disdain.”76

Like so much of the activity at the collège, the Sulpicians were aware of the contradictions inherent in constructing their institutional identity. While projecting an image of pastoral seclusion behind high walls, they took care to engage with the city and to showcase their students in the role that was intended for them. The end-of-year awards ceremony with which we began this chapter provides a good illustration of this point and a conclusion to the chapter.

The Palmares, or student awards presented at the end of the year, were a way to recognize student work, but also to demonstrate to the elite of the city their engagement in the politics of governance. The awards ceremony was a public event, and one of the rare moments when the reciprocal relationship between the city and the collège was exposed. Here the Sulpicians could showcase, for students and the public, their efforts to create a governing class. There were occasionally important visitors, such as Bishop Bourget, who attended the collège’s celebration of the purification of the Holy Virgin on 8 February 1857.77

The visit of George-Étienne Cartier to the award ceremony on 10 July 1860, which opened this chapter, illustrates the ongoing dialogue between the interests of modern society and the precepts of classical learning within the institution.78 The students also sang a song (“O Canada! Mon pays! Mes amours”) written by Cartier.79 We must try to imagine the impact of Cartier’s words upon these young men who studied Latin, memorized poetry, held interviews with spiritual advisors, and composed speeches. For them, Cartier must have embodied the promise – for their professors it was the responsibility – that they would play a role in the running of the country. Cartier, who in honour of the occasion donned his own student cap in a sign of solidarity, addressed the student body with inspirational words:


For you young students, the hope of the nation, never forget that upon you lies a great responsibility. Repositories of the knowledge that are taught to you, later you must make it available for the good of the fatherland. When each of you find your place in the sphere that Divine Providence has allotted to you, then, above all, you must put into practice those religious teachings which you have received in this blessed institution, recall that it is through virtue and religion that we preserve for always our French Canadien nationality.80



He concluded with the remarkable promise to his listeners, “Someone amongst you, young students, is likely called to fulfill in this country the very position that I occupy today; he will do it much better. I do not doubt it; meanwhile, just as I have done, I hope that he will always have in his thoughts these two grand lessons which are the conservation of our race.”81

What was the impact of these words on the sixteen-year-old Louis Riel? We know that he developed a great admiration for Cartier. Cartier’s biographer Alistair Sweeney suggested that Riel worshipped Cartier as his boyhood hero.82 Indeed, the dapper and flamboyant Cartier, a former Patriote and now an accomplished politician, inflamed the minds of many. In 1866, Riel wrote letters and poems asking Cartier for his support.83 In one poem, titled “You Who Direct the State, Illustrious and Proud Cartier!” Riel wrote with undisguised admiration,


Cartier! Lend an ear to the warm notes

That my glad lyre

In its opening

Dedicates to your genius.84



There is no record to show whether Cartier ever responded,85 but the fact that Riel was addressing the leading statesman in Lower Canada through a sophisticated culture of hexameter and rhyme is significant. The Sulpician lessons in culture imbued their charges with a sense of their ability to speak with authority and directly fashioned the practices of governance in Lower Canada.

Yet what did Riel think about Cartier’s idea of service to the “fatherland, and the preservation of “French Canadien nationality”? How would he have reacted to Cartier’s advice to conserve “our race”? It is important to remember that he did not come to Montreal as a blank slate, but had pre-existing Métis understandings of belonging, Peoplehood, and the importance of culture. As the next chapters will show, he navigated this tension with artful creativity.

In sum, the collège was one of the primary sites of cultural capital in Montreal. It was also a space of an essential tension between spiritual and secular interests. The activities, such as public speaking, networking, and argumentation, were part of the clerical training, but they also enabled the agents of state-crafting. The Sulpician student was not a disciplined, docile body, but an active, reflecting body.86 These students were not the rank and file, but independent-minded and self-disciplined directors of society. Thus, the collège is best understood not as a place of programmatic clerical domination, but as a site of overlapping centripetal discourses – centripetal in the sense that these discourses are curved inward (as opposed to centrifugal, where they move away from a centre), or inflected, by the Sulpician cultural presence on the field. This context provides an excellent backdrop for understanding the challenges and opportunities that Riel faced.


5

Louis Riel’s Education


Jusqu’à l’âge de vingt ans, j’eus le bonheur de grandir non seulement au milieu de professeurs éclairés et pieux et au milieu de condisciples bons.

Riel to Taché, 24 July 18851



In later life, Louis Riel would recall his time in Montreal at the college as happy, enlightening, and edifying. His education served as his anchor in later years. While he had learned the basics of French and Latin grammar in St Boniface,2 his education in Montreal would would be quite different.

He arrived in Montreal on 5 July 1858, along with two other Métis boys. The arrival of these three young Métis boys in the company of the Reverend Sister Valade at the Grand Trunk Railway station in Montreal would have drawn little comment. Had anyone inquired, they would have been interested to hear that Valade, a Grey Nun, was here to request permission from the Sister Superior to open an orphanage in the Northwest. Discussion of the colonization of the Northwest had been a topic of great public interest in the previous few months. Her three young charges, destined for educational institutions in Lower Canada, may have provoked a remark on the great charity work being done by the Grey Sisters and the Oblate Fathers, but no one could have known that one of those young men would become a famous rebel and a future father of Confederation.

Previous studies of Riel’s life in Montreal have been framed by a narrative in which a modern cosmopolitan environment overwhelmed an impressionable and innocent boy from the frontier. This is based upon an unsupported assumption that Riel, by virtue of his Indigenous heritage, was somehow more different than all the others. The suggestion that Riel was confronted with a totally alien and unfamiliar environment must be revisited, given what we now know about his father’s family and their ties to Canada’s metropole. Moreover, Riel’s biographers have seen his education as antiquated and isolating. Writing in the 1950s, for instance, George Stanley and Joseph Kinsey Howard resorted to monastic images of the collège: “a forbidding structure enclosed within a high stone wall,” where students had no contact with the outside world.3 Rather than examining the curriculum, or context, biographers used clichés and failed to grasp the sophistication of the education Riel received. Finally, biographers have made too much of Riel’s dismissal in March 1865, summarizing his education as a failure because of his choice not to become a priest or his lack of deference for authority. Stanley and J.M. Bumsted attribute his departure to the death of his father: “unsettled … he left the college.”4 Thomas Flanagan argues that Riel was blinded by a love affair and that he was frantic and hasty.5 Even sympathetic biographers like Maggie Siggins and Jennifer Reid have downplayed his experience.6 It is time to challenge these misunderstandings.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. Drawing on extensive research in the archives of the Sulpician Seminary, its first goal is documentation. Riel’s education has been reconstructed from a variety of sources: from scraps of paper that had seemingly little relevance to Riel’s life, to collections of poetry. The wide variety of sources offers some compensation for the limited perspective. The administrative and pedagogical material at the Sulpician archives in Montreal provide the bulk of the information in this chapter. Riel’s own writing, and that of family, friends, and teachers, provides personal details. Literature and newspapers fill out the cultural and social context. The second goal, following from the first, is to present an argument: namely, that Riel’s education was not alien, overwhelming, and isolating, nor did he fail. Rather, he demonstrated a mastery of the Sulpician cultural codes, and by all accounts was one of the top students of his class.

The archival material from which this chapter is drawn has little to say about Riel’s Métis identity. It is not unusual that a colonial archive, particularly that of an educational institution, will effect the erasure of Indigenous subjectivities; nonetheless, it is important to be explicit and repeat: Riel did not arrive in Montreal as a blank slate. None of the students did. How his indigeneity was received is a question that needs to be considered carefully. It is also important to consider that pre-existing Métis epistemologies shaped Riel’s encounter with the culture at the collège. The following chapter takes up these queries in a more sustained manner. However, here is it important to remember the limitations that an archive shaped by colonial powers places upon Indigenous subjectivities.
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The narrative that portrays Riel as an unsettled boy who did not fit in comes from a classmate, Joseph-Octave Mousseau. Mousseau left a memoir of his time at the collège, along with a character sketch of Riel that has guided this scholarly interpretation.7 Such documents can be tantalizingly deceptive. Written in 1886, Mousseau’s account is tinted by the execution of Riel and the rumours of his insanity. There are other reasons to challenge Mousseau’s perspective: he attended the collège for only two years, from 1861 to 1863; he was in the lower classes, while Riel was in the upper classes; and he did not correspond regularly with Riel. Mousseau’s memoir should be considered as a “moral” tale written for an audience looking for a martyr for the Canadien cause, rather than historical observation. The following passage typifies Mousseau’s writing:


his morals had always been irreproachable and his faith was one of complete sincerity and conviction. [He was] obedient in every respect, very studious, always doing the work which was necessary, never grumbling and, while he had an energetic and lively temperament, one rarely saw him get carried away. It was only at the sight of oppression or injustice committed between his fellows that he intervened and never on the side of the stronger.8



Read critically, this trite moralism is certainly a trope that implicitly appropriates Riel’s virtue as an exemplification of Canadien culture. Such writing deserves to be viewed with greater suspicion.

To begin, we should ask what motivated Riel’s schooling in Montreal. Archbishop A.-A. Taché provided funds for Riel’s education from his own parish. A native of St Hyacinthe, Taché was interested in a broader missionary project: to increase the capacity of the Catholic Church in the Northwest. His hope was that these Métis, a hybrid (as he saw them) of Indigenous and newcomer cultures and heritage, would return to the Northwest as missionaries. The Catholic Church, watching the arrival of American and Canadian settlers and migrants, along with talk of “development,” felt an urgency to expand its evangelizing capacity. Taché’s biographer Raymond Huel calls this the “good fight.”9

Taché also secured financial support for Riel from the Masson family and Charles-Octave Lenoir, the director of the Collège de Montréal. One document at the Sulpician archives describes the costs of Riel’s education at the seminary for the year 1861–62 in pounds, shillings, and pence: £42/11/1.10 They are broken down into room and board (£21/10/0), clothing (£16/11/1), twelve months’ laundry (£3/0/0), and books and supplies (£1/10/0). The only other name mentioned as having received this kind of support is Joseph Onasakenrat, a Kahnasatake Iroquois from the Sulpician seigneury of Two Mountains. Onasakenrat, much older than Riel, was also destined to become a leader of his people and a significant thorn in the side of the Catholic Church when the Sulpicians attempted to claim Mohawk land. Such financial support indicates that Riel was recognized as an Indigenous person by the directors of the collège. Taché’s plan, aided by the Sulpicians in Montreal, who were no longer directly engaged in evangelizing but were training clergy to do it for them, was that Riel would return to the Northwest to become a missionary.11

Riel’s parents, Julie and Jean-Louis, had their own motivations. Any anxiety that they felt in sending their son thousands of kilometres away was mitigated by the presence of Riel’s Aunt Lucy, who lived in Montreal’s Mile End with her husband, John Lee. No correspondence between the Lee and Riel families during this period has survived, but a letter in 1888 from Lucy Lee to Julie Lagimodière indicates that they stayed in touch.12 Also, the Riel-Lagimodière family had a local sponsor in the Masson family, whom Jean-Louis met in 1858 when he travelled to Montreal to purchase his mill. Letters sent by Louis to Sophie Masson in 1858, 1861, 1862, and 1864 demonstrate an increasingly familiar relationship.13 For Jean-Louis and Julie, Montreal presented a suitable future for their son.

As for Riel himself, he embraced his studies with enthusiasm. He wrote home, “For your dear child Louis, nothing is missing. All our dear benefactors have shown me great interest and sympathy.”14 Certainly there were moments of homesickness, particularly when he received news of his father’s death, but in addition to the Lee family in Mile End, he found an extended family among the Massons. He wrote to his sponsor, Madame Masson, full of gratitude,


Dear Benefactor, [I am] alone and far away from everything which is dear to the heart of a son. It is not necessary to tell you who has such a good and tender spirit, what I have suffered since the New Year. I think of my father’s house … You have resolved to protect [me] before even knowing me … Once, when I was about to take my leave of you, you told me, “It has perhaps been a longtime that you have not received any news from your good parents.” And you added in the tone of a mother, “I hope that you will not think it incorrect of me to give myself to you as if I was your mother” Ah! Madam such tenderness comforted me.15



Riel was always a bit melodramatic, but the importance of Sophie Masson’s generosity and openness cannot be underestimated. Also, given Riel’s understanding of the important role that women played in the production and maintenance of wahkohtowin, Madame Masson’s words were a tremendously powerful invitation.

Riel was not confined to the collège. He travelled with friends and attended some of the festivities organized around the visit of the Prince of Wales in 1860. Louis Schmidt, one of the other boys travelling with Sister Valade and sent to study in St Hyacinthe, left behind a memoir which sheds light on the experience of these Métis students.16 He was a lifelong friend of Riel, and they frequently met during summer vacations to stay with the Grey Nuns in the nearby community of Châteauguay. He writes, “One should not think that I was bored in the company of the good sisters. They knew how to make the time pass agreeably: walks in the country, fishing excursions on the Islands and other distractions. All this killed monotony whenever it appeared.”17 He recalled how they climbed the Stations of the Cross to look down the river bend (perhaps with a sense of homesickness). “We reunited every day on the slopes of a green hill where a Calvary had been raised. We never ceased to admire the magnificent view to the West which we found in front of us.”18 The stations of the cross are still there today at the Maison d’Youville just south of Kahnawake, and one of the tombstones in the adjacent cemetery bears the name of Sara Riel, the first Métis Grey Nun and Louis’s sister.

At the collège, Riel was well received by his fellows, even if he was a serious youth. As the only student from the Northwest, he stood out, but was never ostracized. His friend and classmate Eustache Prud’homme praised his achievements in 1870: “A young man from so far away … He had something in him that could not but pique the curiousity of his companions … Over the course of his studies, he knew how to win the esteem and friendship of his colleagues; and he was certainly one of the best talents in his class.”19 It seems Riel played up his unique heritage, as Prud’homme recalled him telling his fellows stories in the courtyard about pemmican and scalping. In such stories he was clearly playing into stereotypes about the “wild west,” but “playing Indian” did not make him an outsider.20 Presenting himself as an “exotic other” was fun and useful for Riel, as it won him the respect and friendship of his fellows.

There were other students like Riel who were also sent far from their homes to the collège. From my study of the Registre des élèves et leurs coordonées, 1851–1885, between 1858 and 1864, 82.9 per cent of the students were from Canada East (45 per cent of whom were from Montreal).21 The other 17 per cent of students were from Canada West, Ireland, Massachusetts, New York, Vermont, the Maritimes, and other American states.22 It is possible that many of the young American boys were sent there to escape the chaos of the Civil War that started south of the border in 1861. Riel’s classmates from Quebec and the United States would become important contacts for him later in life.

Study of the Registre also invites questions about the Indigenous presence at the collège. It is possible that Riel was not the only student with Indigenous heritage. The evidence is fragmented and partial – for instance, in the margin of an 1851 class list, a professor describes Peter Murray as a “sauvage de Sault Saint Marie.”23 One can only speculate about the Indigenous heritage of three other students from the same area in 1867: Galley, Gauthier, and Lee. This is not surprising, as historian Frank McKay has discussed in his history of Blacks in Montreal, marginalized people are often subject to racial obfuscation in Montreal’s archives.24 This reflection illustrates a broader point, that tracing Indigenous identities in the collège, let alone the persistence of Indigenous thinking or philosophy, is extremely difficult.

Students from within Montreal came from diverse backgrounds, and not necessarily from more-wealthy neighbourhoods. The student diversity reflects a certain democratic or egalitarian approach to education. The only discernible pattern is that fewer students came from Protestant-dominated districts. However, as Ollivier Hubert concludes, over the course of the nineteenth century there was increasing discrimination in terms of family wealth, and the collège was increasingly associated with an elite education.25 While the students were drawn from diverse backgrounds, through their education they joined an increasingly privileged population.

Table 5.1 Riel’s semester grades at le Petit Seminaire, posted in his bulletin (grades for “conduct”/“application”/“achievement”)



	 
	1st bulletin
	2nd bulletin



	(Red River) Elements
	n/a
	n/a



	1858–59 Syntax
	7/7/1
	



	1859–60 Méthode
	3/3/4
	3/3/2



	1860–61 Versification
	3/2/3
	1/3/3



	1861–62 Belles Lettres
	1/2/2
	2/2/2



	1862–63 Rhétorique
	2/2/2
	2/2/3



	1863–64 Philosophie
	3/3/3
	2/2/3



	1864–65 Philosophie
	2/3/3
	… blank




As Prud’homme reports, Riel was successful in his studies. Grades for the semester were recorded in the Notes des examens trimestriels 2ieme Cahier.26 For simplicity’s sake, they are presented in Table 5.1. The scale was different from today. Every term, students were given a grade from one to ten (with one being the best) based upon their “conduct,” their “application,” and their “achievement.”27 A consistent comparative study of the grades is difficult to carry out, but it seems that Riel was generally above the class average. In Syntax for instance he scored poorly, but by his third and fourth year he was getting top marks. The same document records Riel’s grades for the three annual exams, each consisting of a grade in “recitation” and in “explication.”28 While he struggled in the first term of Méthode, his grades improved quickly, and by the following year he was regularly top in the class of Versification. It is also important to note that his grades declined somewhat in the later years. In Philosophie, he was a successful student, but not exceptional.

Another useful source is the Notes Hebdomadaire, 1857–75, which was used to record weekly grades. While confirming Riel’s aptitude, they show his increasing absence from classes in 1862.29 A change is particularly noticeable in Philosophie in 1864–65. While he continued to receive good grades, compared to the rest of the class, these grades were only average. He was ranked in the middle of a class of thirteen.

Previous biographers argue that his marks were affected negatively by mental instability or emotional trauma caused by the news that his father had died (in early 1864).30 Indeed, Riel’s letter home on 21 March 1864 expresses his despair: “Oh my heart pains me! The loss of Father; No, it is the end. No father in world! Father, dear Father, you must look after us still from the high heavens … Ah! What a blow! When I think of it, I find myself in a dream!”31 His uncle John Lee also recalled in 1885 that Riel had been greatly upset by the death of his father. However, as Thomas Flanagan admits, Lee’s testimony, written in the post-rebellion and post-asylum context, needs to be more critically evaluated.32 Careful study challenges the argument that this affected his academic performance. His second “Bulletin” for Philosophie in 1864 shows no noticeable deviation. In fact, the weekly grades from 1862 show that he started to lose his focus well before the death of his father, whereas the semester grades in later years remained good. Rather, it seems that, for Riel, the news became a lesson in self-mastery. In the same letter home on 21 March, he writes, “After the arrival of the news which, as you can imagine, plunged me into a profound despair they advised me to not write to you immediately in order that I could better master myself and not to sadden you.”33 The academic weakness was likely due to something other than emotional instability.

Like all the other students, Riel was also enrolled in Catechism. Catechism was a memorized sequence of questions and answers used to teach students the dogmas of the church. Riel’s name is recorded in the class lists for “Catechisme de St J. Baptiste” in 1861 and every subsequent year until 1864.34 The first trace of Riel’s work was a loose scrap of paper inside the cover of a cahier: “Cantiques – Esprit St. Descendez en nous 238 – Zion de la mélodie 274.”35 Prior to this, from 1858 to 1860, Riel would have been in the Catechism class of Saint Louis de Gonzague, but I have found no record of his enrolment.

According to his grades, Riel stood out in Versification. Professor Parent directed the class in 1860–61, and he regularly ranked Louis Riel’s work as top in the class. Perhaps Riel, independent-minded and, according to his friend Eustache Prud’homme, a poet at heart, did better now that he was composing rather than repeating lessons.36 While none of his poetry can be precisely dated to his years in Versification, a cahier containing Riel’s poetry, much of which is undated, is preserved in the Archives de la société historique de Saint-Boniface. Complemented by the broad reading of the collège curriculum, it sheds light on the kind of work that was encouraged in the students.

Under the direction of M. Parent, he would have started to read “modern” authors, such as La Fontaine, Molière, Racine, and Chateaubriand. He was drawn to the Romantics. Glen Campbell has also noted that many of Riel’s poems carry the imprint of Romanticism.37 The influence of the Romantics in mid-nineteenth-century Lower Canada was strong, and poets like Octave Crémazie and authors like François-Xavier Garneau were transforming the literary environment. These influences, and particularly the nationalist strain of Romanticism, can be clearly seen in Riel’s own work.

Riel’s poem “The Cat and the Mice” (“Le chat et les souris”) is a fable that imitates the work of La Fontaine, but draws upon Romantic themes of suffering, justice, and self-sacrifice. The mice, a group of “souriquois” (a term used to describe the Mi’kmaq or Maliseet peoples, and a pun on the French word for mouse),38 resist the cat. The “sourisquois” gather in council to deal with “Sir Galopin,” the tyrannical and furious Saxon cat, and defend their rights.39 “Ah! One entire nation / Which one barbarous tyrant in his haughty spirit / Condemns to destruction!”40 There is resistance, and the massacre of mice is immense, but the cat is forced to flee. Furious at the shame of his retreat, he dies of rage. The moral is simple: “The rightous are always avenged.”41 Another poem, “The Nightingale and the Vulture” (“Le rossingol et le vautour”), is a poem of warning to those that love pleasure: a bird in love with the beauty of its own voice is eaten by a vulture.42 The poem “The Son and His Father” (“Le fils et son père”) provides the counsel of a father against his son’s dreams of riches, as the boy is consumed by avarice and the father dies without his help.43 According to Glen Campbell, this quest for justice is prevalent in all of Riel’s poetry, in which the poet plays the role of the avenging God, punishing the guilty and correcting injustice.44 It is helpful to point out a Canadien nationalist vision was at the root of this. Riel merely adapted it in his crusade for Métis rights; it does not indicate a peculiar psychology.

As seen in the examples above, Riel drew clear distinctions between right and wrong and accentuated the inevitability of divine justice.45 Again, context helps to explain: at the collège students were encouraged to imitate Lafontaine (who is now, paradoxically, considered a master of irony and ambiguity)46 as an honest and straightforward writer whose morals were clear.47 In other words, the lack of ambiguity in Riel’s fables was typical of the Sulpician teaching, not a sign of his particular character.48 Riel followed the Sulpician theory of the fable closely in his own verses: “Lafontaine cannot delight / If not simple, good and frank.”49

Seeking the traces of a messianic psychology in gestation, as Thomas Flanagan and Gilles Martel have done, makes too much of Riel’s poems. Poems such as “Firestorm”(“Incendium”) and “Humanity after the Flood” (“Les hommes après le deluge”) might seem macabre if read out of context.50 However, these apocalyptic scenes were frequent themes for student compositions at the collège. In the year 1861, “Humanity after the Flood” was the theme for a Latin verse composition by members of the Académie française. Raymond Giroux, later a missionary sent to Red River, was awarded the first prize.51 Other themes, like the “Great Fire of London” and the “Burning of Rome” by Nero, were popular for composition exercises. Drawing upon the advice of Hugh Blair’s Cours de rhétorique et de belles lettres, the Sulpicians taught students to write about the sublimity of God’s power in the world.52 Apocalyptic visions were part of the culture of writing and important exercises for students; they do not explain Riel’s unique personal religiosity, nor are they evidence of an unsettled mind.

In both Belles-Lettres and Versification, students were introduced to poetic themes and models. One important theme was the threat to “culture” posed by modernity. For the Sulpicians, who felt a special mission to preserve a sacred heritage against capitalism and liberalism, to learn poetry and literature was to defend civilization and morality against degraded modernity. This was a message that the Sulpicians also carried outside the collège walls to the public. For instance, in June 1860, the teacher of Belles-Lettres, Prof. Léon-Alfred Sentenne, gave a public lecture on the moral and intellectual destiny of Canadiens at the Cabinet de Lecture.53 He argued that each member of society had a special mission. The conclusion of his speech was reported in L’Echo: “Now it is up to us to perpetuate [this mission], to us to pursue a career so nobly started, to us to fulfill a sublime mission which since its origin has been entrusted to them: to make shine on this continent all the goodness, all the grandeur, all the sanctity of Catholicism.”54

Preserving Christian civilization against the threat of modernity was part of the broad Romantic response to that modernity. Many Romantics saw in Christianity true genius and the highest form of inspiration. For example, the poet François-René de Chateaubriand wrote in Génie du christianisme that Christianity refined tastes, developed virtuous passions, gave vigour to thought, and provided noble styles for the writer.55

Following these inspired artists, students developed the ability to judge culture. This literary education at the collège was an introduction into the sophisticated culture of the elite, and thus an important aspect of the Sulpician cultural capital. As Pierre Bourdieu points out in his social critique of culture, developing “taste,” or the ability to judge what is beautiful, is a means of shaping social hierarchy.56

While written in a Sulpician collège, Riel’s poems also came out of a Métis world view. The centrality of family relations is a common thread that runs through Riel’s fables, and respect for one’s parents, particularly mothers, is a repeated moral.57 For Riel, the Sulpician teachings around the cult of Mary, a prominent tradition at the collège,58 aligned well with the values of his own cultural background. Indeed, Riel was no mere imitator, he also participated in the student subculture through his poetry. His classmate Eustache Prud’homme published the following poem by Riel in a Montreal newspaper in 1870:


My self-indulgence has made you act strictly,

You did not believe it good. That was truthful.

Gentle advice could have resolved the difficulty

But no, all exactly according to [Mr.] Rule.59



While his political poetry is famous, Riel’s more lighthearted sarcasm is less well known. But irony and sarcasm are essential to understanding his poetry. In this poem Riel used the name of his professor, a “Monsieur Moyen,” to create a pun, perhaps more literally translated as “Mr Average” or even better, “Mr Mean.” (To preserve some of the rhyme, and better evoke Riel’s style, I have used the word “Rule.”) Always ready to question and invert the relations of power, Riel ought to be known as the Métis nation’s rebel punster.

In Rhétorique and in Philosophie Riel engaged in extended reflection upon the nature of culture, society, and civilization. Such teaching was no longer about rote learning, but about critical reflection, and students were encouraged to develop arguments and judge virtues and vices. Years later, in 1869, Riel would cite one of the readings by Jean-Baptiste Duvoisin in his Bill of Rights. Riel either read Duvoisin’s La défense de l’ordre social or was taught the principles of his work in the class of Rhétorique.60 In his analysis of the political thought of the Red River Resistance, Thomas Flanagan is correct to stress the conservative influence of Duvoisin, who was reacting to liberal revolutionaries.61 However, Riel was not merely spouting authoritarian French royalism. This kind of critique is what allowed Riel to engage in his critique of the liberal tenants of civilization, and to defend society against it. The Défense was an examination of the speculative character of the French Revolution and a critique of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Duvoisin defended “society” and “civilization” against such speculation.62 He argued that it was easy to predict that the philosophes of the French Revolution would become intolerant and that religion was the best means of defending society.63 Riel’s political thought, grounded in the idea that religion brought stability to society, was shaped by such criticism of the hubris and intolerance of the philosophes, who – and he was certainly not alone in this opinion – were tearing down the social order.
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Riel’s educators aimed, in part, to develop a versatility with cultural practice, as well as theory, and Riel, judging by his grades and poetry, adapted well. Documentation of the student associations preserved in the archives allows us to extend and deepen this analysis of his experience and link it to the formation of political subjectivity.

Riel was drawn into the following student associations: the Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge, the Académie française, and the militia. As mentioned above, these associations were part of the Sulpician attempt to engage with the ideas circulating in society, but because they encouraged student self-governance, they were also a potential site for students to subvert the authority of their professors. They could be sites of subaltern activity.

Let us first examine Riel’s involvement in the congregational association, where he demonstrated particular dedication and such organizational skills that he was finally elected as the Prefect, a position roughly equivalent to a president, by the rest of the congregation. The congregational associations were charged with the management and upkeep of the places of worship for the community. The Sulpicians organized two such associations at the collège: one for the younger students, the Congrégation de Louis Gonazague, and a second for the older students, the Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge.64 The minutes for the assembly of the Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge, preserved in the Sulpician archives, record that, on 14 September 1859, “the Préfet of the Congregation afterwards gave us the names of those who had presented themselves as approbanistes [applicants]: it is noted that Messrs. Onésime, Herbert, Doucet, E. Hurtubise and Riel were received [into the congregation].”65 The minutes also show that Riel began to attend the meetings, and in September 1860 applied for permission to perform his “act of consecration.”66 Three months later, at a meeting on 25 January 1861, Riel, along with his classmate Julien Girard, was given permission to be consecrated on 2 February, “the Purification of the Holy Virgin.”67 The membership book records that they were formally accepted into the congregation on 7 February.68

Despite the fragmented nature of the archive, enough survives to know that students were required to attend the monthly congregational meetings, where they were reminded about Christian practices and prepared for the holy days. For example:


The Father of the Congregation [Charles Lenoir] opened the session by reading the rules regarding the daily practices to be done by congregationists in order to pass the day in a Christian-like manner. This reading was followed by several pious reflections, in which the Father recommended that we keep up these various practices, particularly at the approach of the feast day of our Patron and also the upcoming 40 Hours Devotion.69



Students also helped perform mass and the rituals necessary in caring for the chapel. They practised communion, said their prayers, collected donations, studied Catholic duties, and learned about Catholic hierarchy. Through membership fees, they purchased material for the maintenance of the chapel, such as candles, as well as medals and books for the members.70 The use of medals and special rituals to mark these relations may have had a particular significance for Riel, who came from a context where medals played a special role in treaty and diplomatic negotiations, as well as the selection of chiefs.71

The Congrégation became a potent vehicle for conveying the Church’s authority over the daily practices of the faithful. The congregation required regular recitation of the “petit office de la Sainte Vierge.”72 Recited by confirmed clergy as well as devout laity, this “office” was considered a layman’s religious primer. It consisted of a cycle of prayers, hymns, and other readings. Each student was required to have a copy of the book. Like the reforms of 1850s studied by Ollivier Hubert, the “office” was a technique of creating external and internal conformity in Christian practice.73

As a distinct entity within the collège institution, members of the congregation directed their own administration and bureaucracy. They maintained their own membership lists detailing a hierarchy of aspirants, members, and councillors. The council meetings were presided over by a prefect, a secretary, and a treasurer, and there were various other roles. Councillors were elected to these positions by a vote. The council was in charge of the membership list and training new members. Minute books recorded the roles assigned to each member and described their activities.

In October 1861, Riel was made a “servant of the mass.” The account books show that he paid his fees of 7s 5p in February 1862.74 On 28 October 1862, Riel was appointed to the position of “reader,” and at the end of the year he was elected a councillor. He had just turned eighteen. Despite the shocking news of the death of his father, Riel began taking on greater responsibilities as a member of the student congregation. He was elected secretary in February of 1864.75

As secretary for the council, Riel would have been involved in coordinating the consecration of the new chapel at the Grand Seminary, in the “mountain-side” campus. According to L’Echo du Cabinet de Lecture Parossial, on 17 October 1864, bishops from St Hyacinthe, Ottawa, Hamilton, Kingston, Toronto, and Trois Rivières, as well as numerous other dignitaries, were all present for this “imposing spectacle.”76 Relics of St Théodore, St Maurice, and St Ambroise were uncovered and consecrated on the altar. Riel was likely charged with organizing the student presence and involvement in rituals and singing. Taking responsibility for coordinating such public events would have been great experience for the future public speaker and politician. The council recognized his zeal and, on 26 October 1864, “to great cheers” (de vive voix), Louis Riel was elected as prefect of the congregation. His election to this position speaks to Riel’s popularity with his fellows, his intellectual capabilities, his personal charisma, and his devotion.

Nonetheless, his prefecture was short lived. In early December 1864, Riel met with the Father of the Congregation, Charles Lenoir, and asked the council to accept his resignation.77 Riel had decided to leave the collège and continue taking classes only as an “extern,” and so it was no longer possible for him to attend the assemblies. The minutes record that, while his request was “just,” it was also painful. Lenoir congratulated Riel for his good intentions and accepted the resignation.78

As a student-run association, the Congregation was a site of potential disruption of the professors’ authority. Riel’s advancement to a position of leadership indicates the ease with which he negotiated the social and political circles of the collège.

He also joined the literary circle called the Académie française, in which he participated during his final two years of study. According to its constitution, the goal of the Académie was “To give to the elite students of Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Belles Lettres special means to develop the arts of reading well, writing well and speaking well.”79 However, the Académie also threatened the integrity of Sulpician ideals. Its council was composed of a president, a vice-president, a secretary, a librarian, and extra members. As in the Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge, the positions on the council were determined by a vote. Membership was controlled by the councillors, and members were given a special medal after presenting their first composition. While the council was supervised by a Sulpician director, the independence from the collège director’s council caused some concern. It had a chequered past. Past “abuses,” like students trying to publish their work without permission, had forced its closure. In another instance, complaints were made when the Academicians wore their medals ostentatiously.80 Such pretentiousness ran counter to the morality and humility encouraged by the directors.

Nevertheless, on 12 November 1860, in response to student pressure, the council of directors discussed a motion to re-establish the Académie. Charles Lenoir agreed to examine the proposal,81 but it took more than a year, until February 1862, for approval – and with reservations.82 Director Rousseau, a strong supporter of the Academicians, managed to get approval for “public events” in January 1865, but, due to disruptions and “abuse,” the Académie was disbanded again in 1866. It would not be re-instated until 1870.83

Despite the missing membership lists and minutes for the meetings between 1858 and 1864, there are traces of Riel’s participation.84 Riel took a membership oath and affixed his signature to the constitution in 1863.85 One of Riel’s poems, “Le serpent,” is found in a smartly bound cahier titled “Travaux des élèves, 1863–1868.”86 The poem contemplates the hideous nature and appearance of the snake. It is not a sympathetic poem, but a condemnation: “the monster! Abhorrent to all nature.”87 His conclusion is difficult to translate: “Don’t let him ever see you. [Oh!] That he could not be alone in his despair.”88 Previous interpretations of this poem translate the conclusion as one of ambiguous sympathy with the monster.89 However, these previous interpretations were not aware of the existence of this copy in the Sulpician Seminary archives, nor of the dedication included at the end.


Dear Friend, accept this light souvenir

When the happiness of youth is distant

When the wearied heart becomes despondent

It will give you, perhaps, a moment of pleasure.90



This dedication, and the context of its preservation among other papers presented to a literary circle, illustrates the importance of collegiality, and the feelings of happiness rather than despair. The poem is not a metaphor for Riel’s own sense of isolation, but rather a warning against the dangers of a “wearied heart,” “sadness,” or the loss of faith and hope. As the celebrations of this literary circle show, the themes of happiness and grateful appreciation of the opportunity to write and read good literature were central.

On 29 June 1864, Riel and other members of the Académie sent a letter to thank their director for his encouragement.


This beautiful day offers us the happy occasion to express to you our love and gratitude, a light task which we like to accomplish before we separate. We all know the zealous interest that has animated you for the success of the academy, for our progress in the means of speaking well and writing well … [to express our thanks] we have each made several verses according to the goals of our literary circle.91



As the date corresponds to the feast of St Peter and St Paul, this was likely sent to Pierre Deguire, recently hired lecturer in Rhètorique (as it was his name day), rather than to Charles Lenoir, the director of the collège.92 Deguire had always taken an interest in the direction of the Académie. The members presented him with “bouquets,” or poems, as a sign of their respect, and it is possible that the Serpent poem above was Riel’s present. This letter is also noteworthy because the list of students who signed it includes many who would become Riel’s future correspondents, such as Joseph Dubuc (vice-president), Alphonse Ouimet (librarian), and Alexandre Deschamps (president).93 Dubuc would become an important leader in Manitoba politics and one of Riel’s closest allies. Alphonse Ouimet founded the Francparleur, a newspaper that supported Riel in the 1874 amnesty movement and wrote an 1886 pamphlet on Riel. Alexandre Deschamps became a priest, but corresponded with Riel in the 1870s. Social networking was an important part of Sulpician training, and these men would become important allies for Riel after the Red River Resistance.

The Académie was a proto-public space to practise the skills of verbal contest. In 1870, Eustache Prud’homme recalled how he and Riel engaged in various literary battles in the “Cabinet Paroissial” and on the “flanks of the Mountain.”94 Prud’homme recalled that Riel attempted to imitate Hugo, while Prud’homme copied Lamartine. This description of friendly combat and banter is reinforced through minutes taken at other sessions. Sometimes students defended rhetorical positions by adopting certain “roles.” More frequently they defended their own position on an issue. For instance, on 16 January 1848, Mr Chopin gave a refutation of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s “Discourse on the Arts and Sciences,” Mr Schneider responded with a discourse on Mathematics and was in turn critiqued for his materialism.95

The Académie also had its own library. Like the medals, this too was a mark of distinction, and reinforced the importance of social hierarchy and access to knowledge as a privilege for the elite. Various lists and scattered references show us some of the reading material that would have been available to Riel.96 Along with classics, such as the works of Horace, Lafontaine, Racine, and Shakespeare, were books by Catholic enlightenment thinkers like Denis Frayssinous; Sulpician historians like Étienne-Michel Faillon; and theorists of eloquence like Augustine Henry.97

The third student association that Riel joined was more combative and more engaged in public affairs. On 25 December 1862, at age seventeen, Riel joined the Confrérie de la Milice Angélique ou du Cordon de St Thomas d’Aquin.98 He was listed as a member of the “apostolate de la prière” as late as 7 February 1864. While the fragmentary nature of these records prevents a comprehensive study of the activities of the milice, or “militia,” its history can be partially reconstructed.

The Milice Angélique started recording its members on 8 December 1862: sixteen students were under the supervision of Charles Lenoir. The patron saint was Thomas Aquinas and membership involved a vow of chastity.99 The militia was created in response to the increasingly volatile situation in the United States. After the outbreak of the American Civil War, authorities in British North America feared the violence of war would spill over the border.100 Colleges across the province organized their own militias. The Journal de l’Instruction Publique announced:


The movement [to form a volunteer militia] was promptly communicated to the houses of education; the students of the Seminary of Quebec, whose predecessors have acquired such a glorious place in the defense of the colony under the English government as well as the French government, are exercising regularly in the grand hall of the university. Most of the other houses of education are doing the same.101



The same journal reported in July 1862 that the “Commander of Forces” spoke at the public ceremony for l’École Normale Jacques Cartier.102 In the audience were the elite members of the state, such as Lord Monck, and members of parliament John Sandfield Macdonald, Louis-Victor Sicotte, Thomas D’Arcy McGee, and Antoine-Aimé Dorion. A similar assembly, unreported, may have taken place at the collège.

Enrolled in a “student corps,” Riel likely practised drilling and marching. The militia was part of training the future elite to be vigorous as well as reflective, and ready to spring into action when called upon. The militia is also an excellent illustration of new ideas about physical exercise in the production of knowledge and culture during the nineteenth century. In the increasingly industrialized context of the nineteenth century, physical activity was linked to intellectual activity. As Andrew Warwick argues, theoretical knowledge needed to be incarnated.103 Despite the image of pious clerics wrapped in their soutanes, these boys were being prepared for action.

The Congrégation, the militia, and the Académie introduced Riel to the importance of the association as a form of political organization. Societies in Lower Canada were sites of privileged access to status and public influence,104 and the collège directors created their own.

Intimacy and trust were essential for the future leaders of society. Riel became close to his classmates as they advanced together from their classes in Syntax to Rhétorique. As with his fellow members of the Académie, many became his future correspondents: Alexandre Deschamps, James Gallagher, Théophile Giroux, Jean-Baptiste Laberge, Emmanuel Lachapelle, Jules Laroque, Hippolyte Moreau, Lucien Proulx, Eustache Prud’homme, Zotique Racicot, and Samuel Trudel. They developed such a camaraderie that Prof. Delavigne was suspicious of their sharing and wrote of their exam grades: “Messrs. This summary of the materials studied in the first trimester has such little difference from one copy to the next and in general being very alike, it seems they are all copies of the first.”105 These networks formed through informal relationships were as important to Riel’s future as the student organizations mentioned above.

One event illustrates the far-reaching potential of networking in Montreal. In the winter of 1861–62, a British garrison occupied the student dormitories, and the collège classes were moved to the “priest’s farm,” on the flanks of Mount Royal, where a new building was being constructed. The move was somewhat premature, as the furnace was not yet working.106 Surprisingly, there is little discussion of the move in the archives. Only the professor of Philosophie, Charles Lenoir, noted in the grade register that “On 27 December 1861, Friday morning, the students of the collège had to unexpectedly leave the old house and were transferred to the mountain after spending three weeks with their families.”107 Riel was in his second year of Belles-Lettres, and the closure of the collège meant that he had to find another place to live temporarily. This situation is likely what caused the decline in his grades that previous biographers have attributed to his mental distress at the time of his father’s death. Riel was absent from the school for most of the semester; he had uncharacteristically poor grades, and not a single mark was recorded for him during the second semester.108 This was also the case for three other students who were not from Montreal (Samuel Trudel, Lucien Proulx, and Théophile Giroux).

In the interim, Riel likely stayed with the Masson family in Terrebonne, just north of Montreal. The bishop of St Boniface, A.-A. Taché, who visited Lower Canada in August 1861, might have organized this living arrangement. This stay would explain how Riel developed a closer bond with his benefactress and her family. He wrote to Sophie Masson on 29 December, thanking her for her generosity, “Esteemed Benefactress … I appreciate and am bewildered to find myself the object of a generosity of which I am so unworthy.”109 The letters he wrote to Mme Masson over the next few years indicate increasing familiarity.110

As Riel got to know Mme Masson, he would have also met the rest of the family. Particularly important for Riel was Sophie’s son Louis-Rodrigue Masson. In June 1865 Rodrigue would have been thirty-two, a brigadier-major in the militia, was already married, and had given up his law practice to oversee the Terrebonne seigneury.111 When the Oblate inspector, Père Florent Vandenberghe, wrote his assessment of Riel, age twenty-one, to Taché, in 1865, he referred in the same paragraph to a former sergeant of the militia who was now looking for work. This may have been Masson.112 If it was Masson, and the two visited Vandenberghe together, it suggests that they were well paired already in the 1860s. There is, however, no other proof of their relationship until written correspondence that survives from 1870. Either way, the groundwork for an enduring relationship was no doubt laid during the school closure of 1861.113 One can suppose that in the early 1860s, as the two young men met at the Masson family estate by the Grand Rapids at Terrebonne, Canadien and Métis histories were entwined. In 1873, Louis-Rodrigue became a principal advocate for amnesty for Riel and eventually wrote a history of the Northwest.

Riel’s success at the collège was also recignized in public. At the Palmares, or student awards presented at the end-of-year ceremonies, Riel was awarded prizes in English verse and Latin verse.114 In 1860, Riel had received his first recognition, what was called an accessit, in poetry, but not the first place.115 In 1863, in Rhétorique, he won awards in English and Latin verse, as well as Latin discourse.116 In an act that hints at his enthusiasm for antique European culture, he Latinized his name to “Ludovicus Riel.”

The award ceremony of 1861 was unusual. Normally the “champions” received a book as a prize. However, in May of 1860, Garibaldi’s army had landed in Sicily, and in March 1861, Victor Emmanuel had declared a unified Italian state. The Republican armies laid siege to the holy city, and the Pope’s temporal authority was challenged. Reverberations were felt across the Catholic world. The Journal de l’Instruction Publique reported on the public speech given by M. Granet, the Superior of the seminary. He asked the audience to recognize a great act of charity being performed by the students. They had decided to give up their prizes, so that the money would be sent as a donation to support the Papal States in the struggle against the forces of liberalism and secularism. Instead of books as prizes, the students would receive a portrait of Pope Pius IX.117 In the absence of documentation, one can only speculate about Riel’s understanding of this act of charity and mobilization of young Catholics to defend Catholic civilization.
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Riel was dismissed from the collège in March 1865, mere months before the end of the term of his final year. Since December 1864 he had been an extern, boarding with the Grey Nuns.118 Early in the year there had been complaints (unspecified, in the report sent to Taché) about his late-night sorties, and by the end of March, he was summoned before Director Lenoir. In their discussion of these events, other biographers have concluded that Riel left Montreal a failure, with “nothing to show” for eight years of schooling. The letters from Oblate inspector Florent Vandenberghe and Director Charles Lenoir are used to confirm Riel’s failure, even as they paint a picture of his eccentric behaviour, unkempt looks, and perhaps madness. For some biographers, this meant that Montreal was the source of his later mental breakdown or millenarian visions. His failure at the collège is thus tied to the later “rebellion.”119

These conclusions are unjustified based on some simple facts. Riel completed his schooling in 1863, when he graduated from Rhétorique. Lenoir wrote to Taché that he issued a certificate for Riel. Prior to the establishment of the baccaleaurate, this certificate was a mark of having completed one’s studies.120 Furthermore, a conventum, or reunion, for the graduated class of Rhétorique (not Philosophie) was held in 1878.121

There are other sources that shed light on Riel’s intentions when he left. Riel expressed his own sense of having mastered the education and culture of the collège in a photograph, shown in figure 5.1. It is a conventional carte de visite,122 a calling card of sorts, or a display of credentials sent to family, friends, and professional contacts. Viewed in the context of the earlier discussion of photographs, the picture (taken between 1864 and 1866) shows that he had absorbed the lessons of self-discipline.123 Hundreds of such pictures exist in the archives of the seminary and the McCord Museum. It is a performance of conformity, but conformity does not remove agency. It follows a classic contemporary archetype: a young man, dressed in his blue collège coat. The “individualist” character of the Sulpician tradition is on full display.124 The book in his right hand, the coat, and the bow tie declare his civilized manliness. The clothing is simple but respectable, not ostentatious, but sober. Riel’s eyes directly confront what Laura Mulvey has called the “male gaze,” and therefore they demand recognition and assert equality.125 As a portrait, the photo represents agency.126 The camera does more than simply capture the likeness of the subject, it situates him within a socio-political order.
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Figure 5.1 Carte de visite of Louis Riel, c. 1866. This photograph, made by A. Bazinet of Montreal, is now untraceable. It was lent to George Stanley by Émile Falardeau of the same city.

Everything in the photograph reflects a complex of codes expressed within the collège. Yet at the same time, the intentions of Riel, while not necessarily interruptions of the Sulpician codes, must also be considered. Like other students, Riel was narrating himself into the Sulpician story. Critical literature on the photography of Indigenous subjects shows that they frequently used the captured image to their own advantage, and marked the performance in their own way. We should be careful not to jump to the conclusion that the image represents a transformed “Indian” boy, or compare it to the famous images of Thomas Moore at a residential school, featured on the cover of Jim Miller’s A National Crime.127 First of all, this ignores the difference between these educational institutions, and, second of all, takes the power of colonial institutions for granted.128 It is significant that Riel likely paid for it. It is more accurate to argue that Riel understood the way in which such an image projects status and power – and consider how he appropriated it for himself.

How do we explain Riel’s depature from the collège? Some context is helpful. Almost half of the Philosophie class left the collège during the year 1864, and the majority (seven students out of twelve) of Riel’s cohort did not complete the final year. Even fewer would begin their studies at the Grand Seminary.

This is not to say his parents and teachers were not disappointed, nor that he ignored their interests, but considering Riel’s intentions with respect to this photograph helps when we revisit the reports regarding his departure from the collège. The first comes from Florent Vandenberghe, in a letter to Bishop Taché in July 1865: “I was at the collège: Mr Lenoir was absent on account of his vacation tour. I met with Mr Larue, with whom I spoke of Riel. While he did not know the details of the situation, I understood that the [Sulpician] Gentlemen were very pained at what had occurred.”129 Vandenberghe, who seems to have been a bit of a gossip, hinted at a scandal. Vandenberghe then recounted his interview with Louis Riel in Montreal and expressed his own skepticism about Riel’s abilities: “The poor boy! When I saw him with his dishevelled hair and his fashionable airs, I had little confidence in him. He should write to you.”130

Director Charles Lenoir did not write to Archbishop Taché until August.131 He reassured Taché, condradicting Vandenberghe’s inferences that Riel had been dismissed for moral reasons. Rather, Lenoir had received complaints that Riel was skipping classes and spending time in the city. The director had first confronted him with a “paternal” warning, and even begged him to be more diligent, but the dalliances in the city continued, and he could not permit Riel to continue to break the rules. The director, somewhat defensively, expressed his deep regret at the Sulpicians’ failure to send Riel back to Red River as a priest: “But God seems not to have called him to this state … to have destined him to this sublime vocation. I believe well that this poor boy has not proved himself worthy. In any case it is a thousand times better that he should be an ordinary Christian than be exposed as a bad priest.”132

For his part, Riel was frustrated with his superiors. In an incomplete poem written on 9 March 1865, he described a director (un homme haut placé) reprimanding a young student who had


A haughty look.

The appearance

Of independence.133



By drawing ironic contrast between his own “haughty tone” and the “high-placed” director, Riel intentionally reversed the critique expressed by Vandenberghe. The clerical discourse was clearly being countered by Riel, so it is up to us today to do the same.

The discourse of the two men is highly prejudiced. Lenoir used the word “poor” three times. Laura Stevens has linked this term to a well-established missionary discourse among the missionaries to the Ojibwa of the Great Lakes.134 But the critique is more specifically related to Riel’s independence. Both Vandenberghe and Lenoir drew upon tropes and the interpretation of Riel as a deviant – unschooled and undisciplined. These are certainly not uncommon stereotypes of young men, particularly of Métis and other Indigenous men. Vandenberghe reveals his prejudice in his focus on Riel’s hair, calling it dishevelled, a term used in literary descriptions of wildness and implying the pagan character of the subject.135 The term suggested insubordination or lack of discipline – incidentially, it was an image that Romantics, poets and painters, adopted. Further, his description of Riel’s “ton fort fashionable” was a criticism of ostentatiousness and youthful (or feminine) lack of reflection.136 The Sulpician critique of Riel was linked to his manliness. Lenoir also dismissed “the folly of his conduct.” Almost bitterly he concluded, “I should have hoped that he would turn around, though I doubt very much for him, the liveliness of his imagination and failings of his character.”137 In the wake of clerical disappointment over the fact that Riel did not have a vocation, Riel was charged with being a dandy.138

Judging Métis and other Indigenous peoples by their flamboyant appearance was common practice for colonizers. The paintings of Peter Rindisbacher and Paul Kane are perfect examples. For instance, in describing Rindisbacher’s A Halfcast with his Wife and Child (c.1825), Gloria Bell writes that the central character “is a dandy who confidently holds a hunting-gun … the wearers took pride in their appearance.”139 Was Riel dismissed according to racist prejudice? A European with less experience of Indigenous people, perhaps Vandenberghe did not see the same promise in the Métis as did Taché. But this is only part of the story. Riel was after all a member of the Académie française, one of the most pretentious organizations at the collège. Either way, the opinion of these prejudiced clerics is not a fair reflection of Riel’s collège experience.

Beyond the character assassination, these texts provide interesting details which have not received sufficient attention from previous biographers. Vandenberghe writes:


Riel also came to see me: he told me his story, and how he came to be in possession of the sum of £1,000 to do commerce in the fur trade in Red River. I have to tell you that his story seems extraordinary: I don’t know whether to believe it or not. It seems that an Englishman lent him a thousand pounds on the simple faith of a stranger.140



If Riel had really managed to convince someone to lend him one thousand pounds (roughly $150,000 today), Vandenberghe’s term “pauvre” seems particularly ironic. Vandenberghe was skeptical about this story, and so have been Riel’s biographers. Thomas Flanagan’s translation of the letter further undermines Riel’s credibility. Rather than translating “lui aurait prêté” as “allegedly lent him,” Flanagan rendered it much more ambiguously as “is supposed to have offered him.”141 While the former suggests Riel entered into a financial contract, the latter depicts Riel as a figure of charity. Further, while the former casts doubt on the story, the latter questions whether Riel ever received the money at all, or got it by illicit means.

Do we accept Riel’s story, or dismiss it like Vandenberghe? While no record has been found confirming the loan, clearly Riel did possess enormous powers of persuasion. Furthermore, now Riel could leverage his reputation as a “son of the Northwest,” and draw upon a reservoir of Canadien cultural capital from the Sulpicians to cash it in, as it were, for economic capital. The question we should be asking, is what kind of contractual obligations such a loan, even if hypothetical, would have placed upon a young college graduate.

The point is that Riel had his own reasons for leaving; he was not a failure. He had other obligations that he wanted to meet. Other biographers have also suggested that at this time Riel was looking for employment. According to George Stanley, the death of his father weighed heavily upon him and, as the eldest son, he felt responsible for the welfare of his family.142 A former colleague, André Montpetit, suggested that Riel briefly articled with the lawyer Rudolph Laflamme. “I recall having seen Riel in Montreal in 1866 or 1867. It was told to me that he studies law with Mr. Laflamme.”143 There is no other evidence to support this claim, and Flanagan questions this because of Laflamme’s rouge political affiliation. On the other hand, Laflamme was also a graduate of the Sulpician collège, and Riel may have been in touch with him through the network that he established during his time in Montreal.

Another theory is that Riel had fallen in love with Marie-Julie Guernon in 1864, and that he left the collège not out of a sense of responsibility as the new head of his family, but as an impulsive lover.144 There is a marriage contract and numerous poems to support this. It is not hard to imagine that this young man, full of poetry and romantic stories about the Northwest, might have attracted the attentions of the opposite sex or fancied himself passion-struck and given up all for love. His love poems include “A Young [Love] Sick Man” (“Un jeune malade”), “My First Loves” (“Mes premiers amours”), “My Girl Is Too Quiet” (“Ma fille est trop tranquille”).145 However, within a week, presumably after her parents annulled the contract, Riel left Montreal. The reasons for the breakup are unclear. Did they reject him out of racial prejudice? This is a popular explanation, but there is little evidence to back it up. They may have simply worried that their their daughter would follow this man to the Northwest.

The fact that he was able to raise a thousand pounds of credit should not be dismissed and it may help explain why his marriage to Marie-Julie was annulled. He may have been planning to use the money to invest in trade or land in the Northwest, and therefore to separate Marie-Julie from her family. This, more than racial prejudice, was what they feared.

Riel would not have made the decision to leave lightly, but it was clearly his to make. He had participated in the religious retreats, and meditated for hours on whether he was “called” to the priesthood. In fact, the issue of vocation consumed him, as shown by two of his poems, “the Jew of Marseille” (“Le juif de Marseille”) and “A Religious Man” (“Un homme de religion”).146 The latter discusses a hypocrite who seems to be religious, as he performs the necessary prayers and confessions, and attends mass. But these observances are merely superficial, and he dies condemned to eternal punishment. The first poem is written from the perspective of a Jew, a rich man from Marseille, taught to hate Jesus Christ. He is converted at last and submits to God.


By the truth of Christ, I was converted.

At last, I called for holy Baptism

And, to Jesus Christ, I submitted.147



These poems, with their nineteenth-century stereotypes of Jews and their anti-Semitism, are clearly not autobiographical, but they do reflect the themes of Sulpician teaching. The message is particularly poignant because the first poem was written just after Riel left the collège. Later in his life he would return to the same struggle about his choice. In 1876, in a letter to Bishop Taché, Riel explained that in 1873 he had undertaken a retreat, and that his spiritual advisor had recommended that he was “pour le monde.”148

Just because Riel reflected upon this decision, however, does not mean that he was unhappy about it. After all, the sense of self or récit de soi that the Sulpicians encouraged was about dialogue, not just discipline. For years the Sulpicians had encouraged that moral reflection, and, within a constellation of discourses, Riel had expressed enduring respect for his teachers. A poem written on 4 November 1865, to the director of the collège, illustrates this. Given that Riel was no longer a student, it illustrates an ongoing sense of trust.


The pleasure of my memories only doubles

Under distant skys and circumstances.

No, I will never forget you.149



The expression “the pleasure of my memories only doubles” is not the sentiment of a frustrated or disappointed dropout. Riel concluded the poem with the note “I remain … one who cherishes your protection.”150 Surprising words perhaps, unless Riel did not leave with bitterness.

Another poem, a lilting chanson addressed to his friends, served as a farewell and indicates his mixed emotions:


If my heart is full of pleasure [to go home]

Believe also that I have worries

Because it is amongst you that life

Has given me so much good

And on this dear earth

I have formed such kind ties.151



These words, evoking relationships formed on the “this dear earth” (sur cette terre chérie), are significant from an Indigenous perspective. It was difficult to leave this land and people to which he had grown attached: “Friendship wrenches tears from my eyes.”152 A romantic to the core, Riel always expressed himself best in verse. Coming from a strong sense of wahkohtowin, such strong sentiment would have a powerful grip upon his Canadien allies in the future.

And yet, he dreamed of his home. He repeated it for emphasis, “I want to see my dear mother,”153 and the same for his father’s tomb. But, he promised to return to Montreal and the dear friends he had made.154 It was certainly melancholic, and perhaps he sought to draw allusions to The Sorrows of Young Werther. Goethe was popular among students of his age. For Riel, pensive suffering was a romanticized joy.155 An aspiring young poet, Riel, now freed from the fetters of the collège reading list, was experimenting with the romantic fever that caught up so many of his fellows.156

He was sad to leave, but it was harder still to stay in Montreal. Riel would maintain a regular correspondence with his friends and would keep close watch on the political events at the heart of the culture and city that he had come to know so well. He sustained his links with Montreal through fond memories, but memory is always a mixture of pain and pleasure. His time spent in Montreal was no exception; what was exceptional was how he understood this metropolitan world from a Métis perspective. The following chapter expands upon this critique, using his end-of-term speech at the award ceremony in 1864 as a case study.


6

A Study in “Civilization”


Que les sciences et les arts dûmant cultivés dans ce pays et le Canada grandira aux yeux des nations, il brillera d’un éclat et d’une gloire qui lui attireront l’estime universelle; et ce sera un nouvel exemple de ce que peuvent faire des arts et des sciences guidés par la religion avec sagesse pour le progrès et la splendeur d’une peuple.

Louis Riel, Collège de Montréal, 5 July 1864



Louis Riel reached the pinnacle of his collège career on 5 July 1864. His speech on the “Defence of the Arts and Sciences,” a rebuttal to a famous argument made by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was the culmination of years of study.1 As the champion of Sulpician learning, Riel argued that enlightenment, the pursuit of the arts and sciences, was noble and pleasing to God, while a colleague criticized them. Riel was declared the winner. The speech provides an important case study of Riel’s experience and summarizes the influence that his education had. Riel, a young, romantic Métis, was a paradigmatic scholar and showed promise. This was what the Sulpicians aspired to present at their public ceremonies. Consideration of Riel’s own intentions, while less easy to pin down in this context, provides useful insight into his future critique of imperial culture and his rhetorical strategies. Closer examination of this document is useful to conclude this study of his education.

The end-of-year award ceremonies, at which the best students were given Palmares, were public, and usually parents, friends, and some dignitaries would have attended them. Only the top students had the opportunity to present and talk in front of the crowd. It would have been Riel’s first public speech.

This debate is recorded in a document unknown to earlier biographers. It makes possible a profound reassessment of Riel’s experience at the collège and provides a window into his ability to narrate himself into the Sulpician tradition, even while engaging in a continuous dialogue with “western civilization.” It allows us to mark the unfolding of the essential tensions, and the constant overlapping of discourses at the collège. It also shows how students sought a balance between the disciplinary field and moral agency that has been elaborated above.

The process of uncovering the manuscript illustrates the difficulties biographers of Riel face in exploring his history in Montreal. The document was “hidden” in a collection of student works titled “Philosophical reflections” in the Seminary archive. It was undated and unauthored, and among so much other text it initially offered little promise to my research. The identity of the speakers, two students who had adopted the personas of Roman senators “Maxime” and “Probus,” was not clear. There were other copies with similar titles, and so my first reading was brief. However, months later, when reading the Journal de l’Education Publique, I found an article that reported on the award ceremony at the collège.2 It announced the debate between Louis Riel and Octave Jannel. Returning to this collection and reading the manuscript more closely, I was able to identify this text as Riel’s discourse.

The “hidden” nature of this document also shows how Indigenous identities are often erased in a colonial archive. Nor, I argue, is this accidental, but it is colonialism that privileges white philosophers as “normal” and erases the philosophy of colonized subjects. While the Journal de l’Instruction Publique published details about the debate on August 1864, mentioning Riel and Jannel by name, neither the Journal, nor the debate manuscript, identified Riel as a Métis. In the manuscript of the debate itself, Riel was referred to as Probus. By adopting a Roman mask, Riel further camouflages his indigeneity and confirms the bias toward “white” philosophical traditions in the historical record. The obscurity of Riel’s identity conceals the significance of this event – a significance of which his classmates were undoubtedly aware: that a Métis was defending the arts and sciences. From other sources we know that Riel played up his Métis identity with friends, but in this manuscript the fact that he was playing “Roman” hides the fact that he was also playing “Indian.”

The obscurity of Riel’s Métis identity, as of other Indigenous identities in colonial archives, reveals the long reach of colonial epistemologies. Questioning that obscurity suggests the utility of reading “against the grain”; it will remind us that a subject like Riel was not a blank slate – despite what the archive wants to prove. When viewed from the perspective of the “western canon,” the debate echoes the controversy surrounding Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s “Discours sur les sciences et les arts,” an essay that launched his intellectual career.3 Maxime (Jannel) echoes Rousseau’s critique of the licentious arts and the moral corruption of a highly civilized culture, meanwhile praising the noble savage. Conversely, Probus’s (Riel’s) defence of learning is similar to the work of Charles Borde or Victor Hugo. In a similar defence of culture, in 1848, Victor Hugo addressed the Assemblée Nationale on the subject of how the arts and sciences promoted social stability.4 My point is not that Riel was the equivalent of a Rousseau or Hugo, although he had certainly read or heard about their ideas.5 The more important point is that, in addition to his schooling, Riel undoubtedly had pre-existing – Métis – understandings about the “arts and sciences.” Moreover these understandings were not somehow “mixed” into a hybrid form. The resistance of scholarship to connect this “boy from the frontier” with the ideas circulating at the heart of Western civilization has prevented us from carefully investigating what schooling in Montreal meant to being Métis. The troubling persistent separation between Riel and Western modernity relies upon a dichotomy of “otherness” that prevents us from understanding the intellectual work he was actually doing.

Consciously seeking Riel’s perspective usefully disrupts the power of the colonial archive, which we often take for granted. To do this, we must tease Riel’s voice out of the institutional perspective of the Sulpicians. Even though he was selected and approved by his professors, assuming that the Sulpicians were able to totally control the events and the words coming out of Riel’s mouth is nonsense. It denies the agency of students and reinforces the structures of the archive which silence Riel and deny his ability to make sense. Thus, the debate ought to be read with the constant awareness of Riel’s Indigenous identity and his role as a “word-warrior.”6 As I argue, Riel’s speech, examined for its overlapping and interrelated content and context, reveals his own intentionality.7 By emphasizing his intentions, the irony of, and the motivation for, a Métis student defending “western civilization” becomes explicit. In sum, he intentionally deployed his Indigeneity to add weight to the matrix of epistemological dichotomies of civilized/savage and morality/corruption. The Sulpician context, replete with tropes and rhetoric, provided him with access to the ideological debates behind the “civilization” project, but Riel brought original literary and philosophical content to the occasion.
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As was mentioned, the debate is a playful engagement with a much older debate between Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Charles Borde. Riel takes the part of Borde, and his opponent, Octave Jannel, the part of Rousseau. The moderator introduces the debate somewhat theatrically: “Gentlemen! Among the many questions which have been the object of our course of Philosophy this year was that of the influence of the sciences and arts on society.”8 The philosophers, he says, had not intended to debate the issue, but their sense of honour was piqued when Jannel (Maxime in the text) chose to defend the cause of ignorance, and Louis Riel (Probus in the text) took up the challenge. Such verbal sparring indicates the combative nature of the debate. This was a performance after all. The weapons of logic and rhetoric are supplemented with eloquence and wit.

According to the manuscript, a competitive-but-playful tone is apparent from the beginning. When Jannel clarifies his position – that he will not argue against science itself but, rather, defend the cause of virtue in front of virtuous men9 – Riel asks, with an irony leaning toward sarcasm, how Jannel, with his brilliant and extensive erudition, is able to argue that learning is not virtuous. Jannel shows himself equal to the banter when he replies by noting how clever and witty his opponent is. “So much the better,” he declares, “my triumph will be the greater for it.” Indeed, he refuses to accept the blame for his own education. He explains that, as a child, he did not reflect on the consequences of education; now he is older and sees the error of his ways.

After a caution from the moderator to be “moderate” in their tone, the debate proceeds. Jannel employs the adage that an idle mind is the devil’s workshop. He says that learning leads to idleness, and depicts scholars sprawling on the lawn. He proceeds to argue that the sciences and arts are the product of passions and moral vice: curiosity led to physics, pride led to medicine, and so on. Geometry, for instance, was invented because someone believed his neighbour was encroaching on his property and feared losing an inch of land.10 According to Jannel, the sciences are the result of immoral attempts to alter – or, rather, ruin – the work of the Creator.

Riel mocks his opponent with wry humour, pointing out that, even if it was rest that attracted him to study, surely experience must have taught him otherwise. He asks if Jannel would suggest that a man of thirty or forty years of age should crawl on all fours because he was born that way.11 Riel points out that Jannel seems to be recommending that we all live without reason, like animals. The invention of the sciences, he points out, was the result of necessity rather than passion. Medicine obviously comes from the need to cure disease, and history serves to trace the virtues of men. He then rebukes his opponent for failing to consider that the vices he mentions are to be found throughout human history and not only amongst the educated.

Both speakers draw upon ancient history. Jannel argues that the greatest virtue was in the innocence of early “man” and praises the Scythians, Spartans, and Romans. Learning, he claims, only corrupted their natural virtue. Riel contests this simplified version of history and gives an overview of the barbarity of the crimes of the ancients. Borrowing from Charles Borde, he says, “Open the history of the Greeks and you will find nothing but murder and violence in the same era when this precious ignorance was in all its purity: their heroes were murderous knights errant … The Spartans legalized domestic theft and murdering of infants … while Rome was nothing but shepherds and adventurers when it was founded.” He concludes that science reforms that which ignorance corrupts and that nations enlightened by science appeared on the world stage in various degrees of glory and virtue, while barbarity (la barbarie la plus honteuse) continues in places where ignorance prevails.12

Jannel replies that other nations, “which do not know the principles of morality,” practise it much better. Reiterating Rousseau’s “noble savage,” he argues that once learning starts, it is impossible to stop its corruption. (The issue is confused, because he has crossed out an argument that continued learning will release worse than the tribes of Iroquois, who are “fierce savages.”) Given that these “ignorant nations” include the North American Indigenous peoples, and given Riel’s own identity as a Métis, the argument is an ad hominem, whereby Jannel draws attention to the inconsistency between his opponent’s “race” and his argumentation. Unfazed, Riel’s response is sarcastic: “Oh, look, here is a future philosopher.” He explains that, while cannibals might not speak ill of their neighbour, as the civilized would do in a salon, instead they roast him and eat him while singing and dancing.

Jannel replies, a bit hastily, “At least they are frank.” This causes the moderator to intervene. And Jannel is forced to clarify that he meant that the façade of politeness is hypocrisy. The debate continues, and Riel, while admitting that politeness is a refinement used to hide weakness and crimes, asks whether this is not a benefit. Politeness is an art, says Riel: “Experience has taught us what is displeasing, and an infinity of reflection on beauty, honesty, and decency make up a precious art, that of living well with men.” In a classic argument for civilization as a process of increasing self-restraint, he points out that, because people are forced to disguise their vices, they are continuously reminded that they should correct themselves. Moreover, their vices will not be contagious. Furthermore, he says, false politeness is not restricted to the educated: “Such passions are common to the ignorant and the educated.”

Frustrated, Jannel turns to the arts. He blames the palaces, gardens, and salons decorated with statues and paintings for spreading vice. What is worse, he says, children see wickedness before they can even read. Riel dismisses as pure exaggeration Jannel’s argument that the arts have been indecently exposed to the public (exposés à l’admiration publique, or, as he puts it more figuratively, généralement prostitués). Jannel continues that sciences and arts spread impiety, error, absurd systems, miserable novels, licentious poems, and obscene books. He argues that human life is too short and too burdened with passions to ever achieve true knowledge, and that half-knowledge is abominable. Learning has allowed the spread of ideas that deny morality and has encouraged theories that humans are just wolves – soon they will be worse than the Iroquois! He appeals to God with pathos: “Oh heaven! At least protect our young country. I cannot help thinking without grief (un douleur amère) about the labours of Canadians to advance the sciences in these last years.”

In bringing up the Iroquois, was Jannel making an oblique reference to Riel’s Indigeneity, and thus trying to expose Riel’s position as inconsistent with this “uncivilized,” and therefore “noble,” nature? Undaunted Riel refutes the weak argument that learning would not benefit the morality of the uncivilized. Then, in a lengthy conclusion, Riel argues that learning is a worthy occupation for a nation of God. After touching upon Jannel’s arguments, Riel responds with his own misty vision of national progress: “Canada will grow in the eyes of other nations and it will shine with a brightness and glory that will attract universal admiration; it will be a new example of what the arts and sciences, when guided by religion with wisdom, can do for progress and the splendour of a people.”

It is difficult to access Riel’s intentions in the carefully circumscribed debate, but the debate can also be considered by looking at what was edited out. The following sentences were crossed out in the manuscript:


Far from being distressed about this new impulse [nouvel élan] for the arts and sciences which is manifest in our young country [notre jeune pays], I am delighted with all those who have in their heart our well being and prosperity. Yes, the true enlightenment is spreading, let the instruction of the Canadian youth [jeunesse canadienne] be strong, profound, and extensive. Let the studies be completed and conducted with wisdom and skill, as they already are in the houses entrusted with higher education, then all of the liberal professions [professions libérales] will be at the proper level and a spirit of immortal glory will shine.



Consider that this was crossed out as part of an editing process. Did he find it difficult to sustain the argument from the perspective of our young country? His finished version was less personal, “Canada … in the eyes of nations.” It is impossible to tell, but clearly he felt that Canada had a good argument for spreading “illumination.” This then raises the question: from what position was Riel speaking?

To answer the question of Riel’s position requires looking more carefully at the implications of the performance. It is useful to draw upon Ollivier Hubert’s invitation to consider the collège as situated within a “cultural field.”13 Pierre Bourdieu developed the concept of the “field” as a technique to “think relationally” about evolving stakes and positions of agents.14 It is a space on which multiple positions and trajectories can be plotted. In another context he has described it as “space of play within which the holders of capital struggle.”15 Using Bourdieu’s concept of the “field” to consider the performance allows us to approach Riel’s debate at the collège from different angles simultaneously and to understand his own intentions within that space.

Within the “field” of the collège, the Sulpicians exerted their influence to produce the habitus, discipline, and knowledge expected of their charges. At the same time, others – politicians like Cartier, concerned parents, and market forces – intervened, sometimes at cross purposes to the Sulpician interests. Aspects of the collège culture were at variance with the collège’s core principles. For example, the student association, run by the students, was bound to disrupt the centralizing efforts of Sulpician governance. The students themselves, encouraged through the development of the “récit de soi,” represent another force. The monopoly of power was never guaranteed, and students could renegotiate their position and the stakes in the field. In this sense, the cultural field differs from the Foucauldian apparatus (which Bourdieu called an “infernal machine”) because of the ongoing “play” for power.16

On the one hand, the debate was scripted, with Riel’s position being a presentation of conventional Sulpician ideas regarding civilization and learning. One could read it as a sanctioned performance or an institutional script. Twice previously, in 1800 and in 1821, the collège had organized the same debate.17 Close examination reveals enough similarity to argue that Riel and Jannel had seen the earlier text. On the other hand, Riel was innovative. We need to read it dialectically, drawing out the tensions between the articulation of orthodoxy and creative innovation.

The verbatim quoting of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Borde, and the 1800 text was expected. Indeed, what to twenty-first-century readers might appear as plagiarism, to the instructors of a nineteenth-century Catholic collège was evidence of good scholarship.18 The rhetorical conventions encouraged students to reproduce traditional responses.19 Recent studies emphasize rhetoric as a “mode of inquiry.”20 The arguments in the debate reflected common positions, shared commitments to knowledge, and rhetorical moves that were developed within the institutional enlightenment-civilization paradigm espoused by the Sulpician collège. They were exemplars of the Sulpician knowledge paradigm.21

As a Métis, however, Riel’s speech had an added significance. Jannel’s conclusion about the virtues of innocent and ignorant nations, and its disonnance with his remark about the Iroquois, is a clue to an essential tension in this debate. The elephant in the room is Riel’s Indigeneity. In June 1864, the champion of Sulpician learning is, potentially at least, a “sauvage.” (As noted above, in at least one poem Riel identified with the “souriquois” in their battle against the cat, and he “played Indian” in the courtyard.) In this light, Jannel’s earlier veiled ad hominem (i.e., the arts and sciences will make us worse than the Iroquois) that Riel’s identity as an Indigenous person contradicts his argument for civilization, becomes significant. The Indigenous presence at the collège provided a cultural and political context for the Sulpician civilization project and gave the debate a significance surpassing mere academic exercise. As mentioned above, the Indigenous presence is difficult to trace in the Sulpician archives, that does not mean it was not present at the collège. Other students in the audience may even have had, to borrow Vine Deloria’s memorable phrase, an “Indian princess” for a grandmother or a direct Indigenous background.22 Nonetheless, the debate was a drama of triumphant civilization – a Métis effectively disclosing the Sulpician program while simultaneously exposing the irony, and folly, of Jannel’s defence of ignorance. Riel was an embodiment of the Sulpician mission to combat ignorance in Montreal, and perhaps in Paris itself.

Seen from Riel’s perspective, this argument for civilization must have been disconcerting enough to jar him into a reassessment of the paradigm. We must imagine a young Métis standing in front of a crowd and giving this speech. How did he understand the event and what impact did it have on his own perspectives? Paige Raibmon reminds us to ask what a performance meant to those that were doing the performing. Like Kwakwaka’wakw performers confronting exotic tourism, Riel too chose to perform for reasons of his own.23 Through this choice, Riel did more than merely reproduce the paradigm in his performance; he also reflected and transformed these basic ideas to chart a path of resistance to colonial powers. As historian Thomas Kuhn points out in Structure of Scientific Revolutions, those that transform knowledge paradigms are often young or new to the field.24 At this performance, Riel had a chance to reflect upon the argument for civilization and, at the same time, to begin a new vision that would fuse European and Indigenous worlds together. Subverting the Sulpician paradigm, Riel opened a space to show “Indian progress” and therefore also autonomy.25

Students could renegotiate their position and the stakes in the field by employing the cultural and social capital available to them. Educational systems are not totally open to negotiation, because some constraints and controls are already in place before the students even take their seats. However, in fashioning a cultural and political field of knowledge, intellectuals, even young collège students, were responsible for paradigm shifts. Even as Riel learned the rules of grammar and distinction at the heart of imperial culture, he was also invited to reflect and provide transformative critiques of “Western Civilization,” the core of the Sulpician education.

These kinds of award ceremonies were part of a longer trajectory in a student’s career. That same summer, a young Wilfrid Laurier was giving a similar end-of-year speech for the Faculty of Law at McGill.26 The future Canadian leader would go on to develop a politics that would radically transform the direction of the Liberal Party in Quebec and in Canada. Riel’s performance must also be understood in this transformational context. By participating in such public events, Riel had situated himself on the same field of power as others at the heart of Lower Canadian society.

The Collège de Montréal provided Riel with cultural capital in the form of traditions, knowledge, and political legitimacy that he, like others, would draw upon in his future career. As a graduate, he could access networks and knowledge controlled by the political elite in French Canada. Despite the power inequalities, he saw himself as an agent with his own moral compass. The experience of having elucidated the civilized/savage paradigm in Montreal gave Riel the irony that was necessary for confronting Canada’s annexation. Riel, as an Indigenous subject concerned about questions of “civilization” and its relationship to the settler-state, learned to channel the epistemology that underscored Canadian colonization to defend Métis interests. It was not just his “charisma,” a magical internal manifestation of natural ability, but a trained and prepared reaction to a specific constellation of power.

Did this education create a “double consciousness,” to use the concept of W.E.B. Dubois and Paul Gilroy?27 I think not; the concept relies upon a dichotomy that is unhelpful. Riel’s education was not a stark choice between “civilization” and Indigenous culture. In this respect, it differed from the education Jonathan Anuik has described in Red River, where the missionary clergy arrived with a predetermined idea of the ideal child who would grow up to civilize the settlement.28 Also, unlike the sons of mixed-race unions that Sylvia Van Kirk studied in the increasingly racist environment of 1860s British Columbia, Riel’s success suggests a more ambiguous relationship with Canadien society that had yet to make up its mind about the Métis.29 In travelling to Montreal, Riel entered a contact zone, or as Bettina Bradbury has argued, a “diasporic space,” where “genealogies of dispersion tangled with those of staying put.”30 Riel’s education was part of a broader history of interactions between the Northwest and Canada’s metropolis.31 Following Bradbury, one could argue that Riel’s encounter with this diasporic space allowed him to play with the ideas of “Civilization,” even as he learned the threats that it also posed. Rather than splitting into many parts, Riel was taught to assess the merging of worlds, and, through careful self-governance and self-reflection, to channel them into a discourse that would suit his own purposes.

Riel was a full partner in the negotiation for culture and civilization in Montreal and in the Northwest. His avowal to have a foot in both worlds, and to make them speak to each other and understand each other, would challenge the political nature of Canadian Confederation. The implications of this challenge would be spelled out in 1869–70. Even as Riel transformed the Métis movement, he worked to transform politics at the heart of the Confederation that became Canada.
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The Public Sphere of Red River


C’est un’ dam’ qui nous montre

La-i-trou-tà-la! Bis.

C’est un’ dam’ qui nous montre

Comme il faut les traiter

Là bas!!!

Louis Riel, Un chien de mer’



Riel returned to Red River full of ideas and enthusiasm. He did not come back hounded out of the circles of higher learning, or a reject of colonial society. He came back ready to begin the great work that would mark his life. But more important than his own motivations was the fact that his own community had marked him as an educated man. Perhaps some wondered why he was not ordained, but there are no traces of gossip in the writings of his contemporaries, and Riel himself showed no insecurity in his writings at this time. They knew he spoke, and wrote, English, Latin, and Greek, that he could quote from the annals of “civilization,” and discuss – possibly even debate – with the reverend fathers who ran their own schools. He was “theirs,” a Métis whom they could count on, and, because he was tied by kin to the community, they would hold him accountable and responsible. Riel did not return a disappointment, but as a new hope for a new nation.

Returning from Montreal, Riel knew of, and understood better than most, the grand ideas that inspired Canadians to dream of a new Dominion and the stakes that were at the heart of debates in Quebec around Confederation. The romance of Thomas D’Arcy McGee and George-Étienne Cartier and the arguments of George Brown and Joseph Howe rang in his ears as he made his way back to the Northwest. These ideas were already working their way into the public discussions of Red River. The next three chapters explore the events that followed on the heels of Riel’s return to Red River. They discuss the emergence of a public sphere and show that Riel cannot be considered simply as a rebel, but as an intellectual of the first order engaged in the construction of a political lauguage during the debates surrounding the construction of a new state. At the confluence of multiple political worlds, Riel was well prepared for this task by his family and his education in Montreal. These chapters reconsider the utility of a political and military narrative for describing the Red River Resistance, and argue for the importance of ideas in the public sphere. The paradigm of a public sphere is used to explore the interaction between the motivations of the community and Riel in the events that took place between the occupation of Fort Garry on 2 November 1869 and the election of a legislative assembly on 23 March 1870. This chapter describes the broader context and introduces a theoretical discussion of the Red River public sphere, including the implications of gender, the mediums of communication, and the concept of a universal public space. The following chapter, Chapter 8, focuses more closely on Riel’s interventions. Chapter 9, the climax, examines the public meeting called by Riel and Canadian commissioner Donald Smith as a case study of this new form of political authority.

The events that have come to be known as the Red River Resistance are familiar in Canadian history. Past biographers of Riel, and histories of the resistance, have tended to focus on military action – the audacious daring of the Métis blockade and the execution of Thomas Scott. Louis Riel’s leadership is often portrayed as angry and petulant bullying,1 and the most prominent feature of past narratives is the military might of the Métis. The reactions of the inhabitants of Red River are characterized as resistance; the Métis at the time referred to them as the “time of troubles.” It is argued that the framework of resistance has misrepresented the work that Riel and the Métis did in 1869–70.

The highlights can be briefly summarized: Between 1864 and 1867, the terms of Confederation were formulated and debated. The “deal” that was struck anticipated the expansion of the Dominion into the Northwest. This idea fired the imaginations of British colonial minds, and they dared to dream of a nation from “sea to sea.” Poets like the “extreme moderate” Thomas D’Arcy McGee spoke of a nation where the “jealousies of creed” would be cast away. The union was also about keeping out American influence. As John A. Macdonald put it, “If Canada is to remain a country apart from the United States, it is of great importance that they [the United States] should not get behind us, by right or by force, and intercept the route to the Pacific.”2 In 1868–69, George-Étienne Cartier and William McDougall were sent as emissaries to London to negotiate the acquisition of the Northwest for the new Dominion. William McDougall would be the first lieutenant-governor and set out early to take over the reigns of government from the Hudson’s Bay Company. In October 1869, the French parishes, upon hearing that the Canadian government had purchased the Northwest from the HBC, organized themselves into a national committee, which first blocked Canadian survey groups and then turned back the Canadian-appointed governor at the border. In quick succession, the Métis, under Riel’s direction, occupied the HBC headquarters and seat of local government, Fort Garry. They seized weapons and public account books, imprisoned the leaders of a counter-rebellion, and convinced the English parishes to send representatives to a public convention. When new Canadian delegates arrived to negotiate terms for entry into Canada, English parishes agreed to unite with the French and form a provisional government with Riel as president. This provisional government outlined its terms for negotiating entry into Canada, and these terms were accepted, ultimately leading to Ottawa’s passage of the Manitoba Act, creating the province of Manitoba and incorporating it into Canada. However, as a result of increasing violence and political instability, one of the most outspoken Canadians, Thomas Scott, who is better considered as a rebel against the provisional government in this context, was executed for treason on the orders of a Métis court martial. Riel sanctioned the execution, and Ambroise Lépine, the commander of Métis forces, was charged with carrying out the sentence. The death of Scott, when it was discovered he had been a member of the Orange Order, would become a rallying cry for English-Canadian opposition to the French and Catholic Métis that led the movement. Riel would pay for the death of Scott with his own life in 1885.
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It is problematic that depictions of physical force in the “Red River Resistance” continue to dominate historical explanations. This is a hangover from the older historiography and born of a bias toward the settler nation’s monopoly on “legitimate” violence. After all, if you say it loud enough and long enough, it might be true. Evoking physical force as an explanation for the events, historians have paid less attention to the very important negotiations in the public sphere. The goal here is to re-evaluate these events in the light of what we know about Riel’s intellectual and public-speaking abilities. A military history is too one-sided to grasp the full complexity of the Red River Resistance. For example, it cannot examine the arguably more important building of consent through the process of negotiation, debate, and consultation that was necessary for the confederation of Manitoba. What follows is an argument that the idiom of “the public,” in its various manifestations (opinion, space, etc.), disrupted older forms of authority and opened the way for a new social and political consensus. By detailing the negotiation and the intellectual coordination of the community, it suggests that the Métis were not “potatoes in a sack.” Riel was chosen to lead not because of his military reputation but for his ideas and ability to persude.

In other words, this is not “just” Riel’s story but that of the Métis and other people who supported him. If we think of the Battle of Frog Plain or the Sayer trial, this was not the first time, or even the second time, that the Métis had proven their independence in the face of imperial attempts to control them. It must be stressed then, that Riel’s leadership is not simply a result of his remarkable qualities and skills, but the choice of a community to accept his leadership. In choosing to follow Riel, the Métis demonstrated their intentions with respect to the new political order, and, in a stinging rebuke to London and Ottawa, they emphatically refused to believe that they were a doomed civilization to be swept aside. In this respect, the “libertinage” of the Métis, a People who defined themselves as having emerged in the margins of the colonial spaces created by imperial fantasies of domination, informed Riel’s mandate to be their leader.

There is opportunity here for an important aside. Today there is considerable debate and controversy about “who owns Riel” and what he means to different peoples and different publics.3 In one sense, during the period of Confederation, the Métis owned Riel more than they do now. This is partly due to the historiography discussed above. Today’s debates about Riel in Canada are quite different, but in the mid-nineteenth century he was “their” hero and symbol. I hope that by returning to this moment of Riel in the Red River public, these chapters can contribute to that debate. This is an argument about agency, and not just Riel’s. The Métis were important actors in the contest, and this is why the concept of the “public sphere” is so useful in understanding this period. It is an attempt to move past the top-down history of official actors and constituted authorities to examine how authority and legitimacy are created from the bottom up, rather than assumed to be already in place.

Consider the following: the first to strike a blow of resistance to Canadian annexation was not Louis Riel but a group of women. In February 1869, grumblings and complaints about the Canadians and their attitudes toward the community that hosted them, exploded into indignation when it was learned that Charles Mair had had his opinions published in a Toronto newspaper.4 Mair was a recent arrival from Ontario and an ardent “Canada Firster,” who later became known for his poem Tecumseh, a historical drama set in the War of 1812. He, like Riel, was inspired by the Romantics. This “warrior-bard” embraced the ideas of Thomas D’Arcy McGee, whom he saw as a “patron saint,” and set out to replace the “colonial mentality with a sense of pride and self-worth.”5 He was a nationalist for an adolescent nation, and, expressed his nationalism through imperialist ambitions.6 Like other national idealists confronted with the frontier, he was quick to blame the Indigenous inhabitants, who did not conform to his Romantic notions, while he waxed lyrical about the “promised” land. The Globe published his letter, which praised the fertility of the territory, but painted a very negative portrait of the people living in the settlement, particularly the “half-breeds” and the women. Joseph Hargrave recorded the scene when an angry group confronted Mair at Mr Bannatyne’s store: “The female part of the population got very angry. One lady pulled the poet’s nose, while another used her fingers rudely about his ears. A third, confining herself to words, said his letters would be productive of serious mischief by circulating doubts about the reality of the destitution [in the settlement].”7 The women were led by Mrs Annie McDermot Bannatyne, a highly educated philanthropist and Red River opinion maker.

This “rough music” of the Red River public was informed, persuasive, and effective.8 In future letters, Mair changed his tone. According to Hargrave, “I am happy to be able to record that, since the arrival of the objectionable series, a long letter from the pen of Mr. Mair, has appeared in the ‘Globe’ which, as it was expressly written for publication, forms a strong contrast to the others, and has recommended itself to a critical Prairie public as being, on the whole, a very creditable effort.”9

The prairie public, as Hargrave termed it, was composed of complex kinship networks, church communities, and employment relationships. Public spaces included the church steps, the presbytery, local stores, the courthouse, and the HBC fort’s great hall. While there were no coffee shops and public libraries, there were horse races, flag-raising ceremonies, and hotels, where news and opinions could be debated. The mill that Jean-Louis Riel ran was another site of public exchange. Yet this public was changing. Even during the lifetime of Riel’s father, the newspaper and public meetings were shifting older alliances and disrupting the traditional “tender ties.” Many of these changes would present opportunities for someone trained in classical rhetoric, experienced in public performance, and with a deeply ingrained ability to reflect upon the virtues of cultural transformation.

The “public,” as an idiom manifest in various forms (opinion, space, etc.), increasingly disrupted older forms of authority. As described in Chapter 1, the Council of Assiniboia was unable to stifle the processes of political contestation and found itself under pressure from public actions like petitions and militia raising. Increasingly the idea of public “opinion” was gaining traction.

It started gradually, but some noted the change. One contemporary historian, Alexander Ross, blamed it on the Sayer trial of 1849. He wrote, in 1856, “In this struggle, legality in a certain degree, carried the day; but in such a way, that public opinion was left as dissatisfied on the point as before and the law as vague as before.”10 For Ross, the Métis were a private interest masquerading as a public authority. More dangerously, “these deluded people have been incited and worked upon by disaffected demagogues.”11 The emerging authority of public opinion was gradual and rooted in local developments. As discussed earlier, the petitions by Métis in 1857 drew upon Indigenous ideas of a “Free-people,” otipemisiwak, who demanded rights and recognition as people of the land, but these challenges to the HBC authority also appealed to the authority of the “public.” And the Métis, as British subjects did throughout the Empire, defended their rights in the public sphere. Needless to say, by 1869 “public opinion” had emerged as a key discursive device contesting the political culture of Red River.

The growing power of the public was partly a result of a lack of transparency in local governance. Even government supporters recognized this. Company clerk James Hargrave wrote,


The council sits with closed doors, and the public is not admitted to hear its deliberations. These circumstances, along with the fact that the four per cent duty [is] levied, has given rise to a good deal of misunderstanding. It has been represented to the public by certain parties, that the secret nature of the deliberations favours the “star Chamber” while “taxation without representation” is essentially un-English.12



There was growing support for the idea that broader consensus was needed in deciding upon public affairs.

The authority of the new idiom, “public,” that Hargrave was describing undoubtedly served Riel’s interest, because the terms and means of persuasion were increasingly liberated from traditional forms of authority, and invited social engagement in public affairs.13 Underpinning the new authority emerging in Red River was the idea of universal access. The legitimacy of public authority was based upon a tacit consent that everyone could participate.

The appearance of new techniques of communication, such as newspapers, were implicated in this process. The Nor’wester, which was established in 1859, represents an excellent example. From its beginning, the ambition of the Nor’wester was to “hasten the change” of commerce and industry and to “cultivate a healthy public sentiment.” The founders, settlers from Upper Canada, William Coldwell and William Buckingham, were shortly joined by James Ross, a vocal critic of the Company, as editor.14 (This was the same Ross that mocked Riel’s father.) They saw it as a vehicle for the “wants, opinions and interests of Red River settlement.”15 In 1869, the journal justified itself, by stating, “We are conscious that the views of this Journal do not meet with the approbation of all parties in this settlement … We are in opposition to the system of government … we believe this territory belongs to Canada, her just right.”16 This paper advocated for greater influence by the settlers in the affairs of the community and was proud to be a standard bearer for dissenting and provocative views: “Whatever views we advance – even should they prove erroneous – they have at least this merit; – they are boldly advanced, not sneakingly; – they are set forth so that all the world may see them.”17

For a decade, from 1859 to 1869, the Nor’wester was full of reports of complaints that the Company was trampling upon British rights. In 1863, the Nor’wester provided a history of the “chronic dissatisfaction” of the “people” and praised the “reformers” of the 1850s, including French-Métis such as Jean-Louis Riel.18 The role of James Ross, an English “Half-breed,” in the production of the Nor’wester challenges the settler-versus-Indigenous dichotomy and illustrates how party lines were not always clear. In 1865, the paper was bought by the Canadian annexationist Dr John Christian Schultz, also from Ontario (but who we will recall signed the same petition for a militia with Jean-Louis Riel in 1864). Schultz used it to attack what he saw as the tyranny of Company rule.19 This confrontational manner, and overtly colonialist program, alienated large numbers of individuals and groups, but the influence of the newspaper on the public was undeniable. By the end of the decade, unable to reconcile itself with the Catholic party and other supporters of the Company, the newspaper had thrown its support behind a party known locally as the “Canadas,” and dedicated to the annexation of the Northwest by the Province of Canada.

Today, we must keep the bias in mind when reading any articles from this colonial rag. While it was correct to observe that the HBC government could no longer insure public order, the opinions of that public were much more diverse and contested than the derogatory and racist Dr Schultz and his Nor’wester.

Indigenous “publics” did exist, but the new political valence of “public” and “public opinion” that emerged in the mid-nineteenth century originated in colonial political contexts. The emergence of this “public” was a process subject to redefinition and renegotiation by multiple agents. In other words, while critics of the HBC might have imported the form of “public critique,” it was adapted by the local community and the constituted authorities. The “public” gradually became a concept which both the establishment and its critics, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, cited.

In the Red River public sphere of the 1860s, Canadian annexationists frequently criticized the government, and then locals criticized the Canadians. It was a cyclical process that inevitably spiralled into freedom of expression. More and more voices were coming into the public sphere in response to the slanders of the Nor’wester. Inhabitants, like the women above, felt it their duty and right to participate in the public sphere, even if only to check the upstart Canadians. If Joseph Hargrave, a Company employee, was only hesitantly optimistic about the capacity for this “critical Prairie public” to exercise good judgment and reform the ignorance of newcomers, others were more forthcoming. In a letter to the Globe, local historian and Company critic Alexander Begg encouraged “free thinking, free speaking, and free acting Canadians” to inform themselves about the settlement.20 But, he also warned, “Let the public of Canada beware” that they had an obligation to inform the Red River public. “We are at this present day utterly ignorant of what is proposed for us.” Public meetings representing Canadian interests had been “miserable failures,” so much so “that Annexation to Canada became a by-word of ridicule. The meetings were scenes of uproarious merriment instead of sober, orderly gatherings for the public weal.” He pointed out sarcastically, “the prestige of the men who have figured so far in connection with the Canadian Government here has tended to make it dreadfully unpopular with the majority.” He blamed the Canadians for attempting to keep the colony in the dark: “We must judge from the government men we have come in contact with – and certainly the specimens produced so far in this case have not redounded to the credit of Canada.”21

Alexander Begg’s public sphere was strongly influenced by the eighteenth-century precedents that theorist Jürgen Habermas was interested in. Begg put great stock in informed decision making and good judgment. He suggested it was the obligation of every British subject to promote the right of his fellows to judge for themselves:


Will the people of Canada stand by and see a community of free British subjects there ignored? I cannot believe it. There is one thing for sure. The settlement generally will not submit to their Councilmen being elected from abroad. Every honest freedom-loving Canadian will, I am sure join me in saying that the people of this country deserve their rights, and the greatest right of a free people is a voice in the government of their own country. The people here, I am sure will fight to the end to give this point a thorough representation at the council board, and there is no use for the Government at Ottawa to coerce them into anything else.22



He had an ominous warning about the possibility of force: “Extermination on the one side or the other would follow; the Indians, heretofore tractable, would be roused, their worst passions inflamed, rapine and massacre would be the result … if it is attempted to coerce the Settlement by force.”23 The Red River public would continue to shock Canadians who assumed it was the destiny of their young nation to annex the Northwest.

Even those locals that objected to the “liberalism” inherent in freedom of expression had to acknowledge the influence of the numerous public meetings held to discuss the “affairs of the settlement.” One local priest, George Dugas, reported on a public meeting held at Fort Garry on 29 July 1869.24 Writing to Bishop Taché, he expressed his own worries and those of “people of good sense” that things had come so far. For Dugas, as well as for multiple others in the Catholic Church, this was a result of an increasingly aggressive liberal press.25 He was shocked to report that one councillor, William Dease, a Métis, proposed that the payout to the HBC should be demanded by the settlers for themselves, and, according to Dugas, to “overthrow the government”:


Large numbers of Métis from all corners of the colony came without really knowing why they had been called. Mister Dease had taken care to write an invitation for all the churches which was read after mass in front of all the churches. The principal figures of this movement were Dease, Hallet, and Joseph Genton. The name of Pascale Breland was also included but without his consent. It goes without saying that this assembly observed no legal forms. Each person spoke according to their own inspiration.26



The free expression of ideas (“each according to their own inspiration”) was for Dugas a sign of the breakdown of public order. The ignorance (“without really knowing why” and “without his consent”) reinforced the dangers of such gatherings. But Dugas reassured Taché that he was prepared for this and had carefully planted his own speaker in the crowd:


Then Johny [sic] Bruce made his speech, “Mister Dease,” he said, “I find it deeply surprising that a man of your position comes to us to propose such things. You are a magistrate and a councillor. You have sworn an oath of loyalty to the current government. You ought to be the first to defend it and today, rather than doing so, you seek, against your own honor, to push us [towards] a revolt against this government which we ought to obey. For myself, I will oppose such measures as much as I am able.”27



Dugas was careful to note to Taché, “You should understand that we coached him before, but it was of no matter, he carried it well.”28 Even Catholics recognized the need to participate in this new public debate. As historian Jeffrey McNairn puts it, “There was nothing illogical in appealing to the local public to convince it that it was not the appropriate judge.”29

Bruce would become the first president of the Métis National Committee, the organization that was in charge of blocking the arrival of Governor McDougall. There is almost no other record of Bruce’s voice in the resistance, and he is often seen as a mere figurehead, used by others for their purposes. Bumsted points out that his contemporaries saw him as “a man of sound judgment within a limited sphere.”30 His biographer, Allan Ronaghan, has challenged the idea that Bruce was merely a figurehead,31 but there is little trace of his activities in the colonial archives. He was employed as a carpenter by A.G. Bannatyne and the head of a family with a small lot in St Boniface, and we can suppose that his voice and mere presence would have been respected and considered a source of stability. It is also true, however, that he could not speak with the sophistication of Riel or coordinate a legal challenge in the same way. This is one explanation why his role in the public eye would quickly diminish. Another reason is that, as a largely conservative figure, Bruce was always at odds with the movement and has been “written out.” He was later deemed a “turncoat and traitor” by the Métis for giving testimony against Ambroise Lépine during his trial for the murder of Thomas Scott in 1874.

Dugas’s coaching of Bruce highlights the difficult position of the clergy in public politics. The clerics undoubtedly played a crucial role in the conflict,32 but there were differences among them. For instance, both Anglican and Catholic clerics of Red River tended to see free expression of opinion as a threat to the public order, the Methodists tended to support freedom of expression, and the Presbyterians followed a moderate course. Yet these general positions had to be adapted according to context, and their support for the Métis was not uniform. Some clerics, such as Noël-Joseph Ritchot, George Dugas, Joachim Allard, and Raymond Giroux, all from Canada, were more pragmatic, and would support even the more radical positions of Riel. Others, particularly those Oblates from France, were less supportive.33 It may be that the Canadian-born Catholics chose to remain with their flock as spiritual advisors, hoping to moderate and guide developments as best they could, or they could have been more alert to the dangers posed by the English bias present in the public opinion touted by the annexationists. In sum, with respect to public opinion, the clergy, generally supportive of the HBC since the government reforms, was in a predicament. By engaging in the public sphere, as they did with John Bruce, they were indirectly reinforcing the idea that individuals had the right to judge the government in the public sphere. It was even more pertinent because, according to Father Ritchot, Dease was just a front man, and the real source of the agitation was John Christian Schultz, the head of the “Canadas” party.34

Critics might object to the motivations of those trying to determine public policy, but it was now impossible to reject the authority of such public meetings themselves. Attempts to block opinion published by the Canadians were, like most rearguard actions, comparable to plugging holes in a leaky dike where the water was rising. What was needed was a new channel. Other opinions, tangential to those expressed in the public meeting called by Dease, but more carefully expressed and with greater sensitivity to the complexities and overlapping of multiple publics, would be more effective.

The turmoil in Red River was no different from other political revolutions that drew upon public opinion as a source of legitimacy.35 In the lead up to the Red River Troubles of 1869–70, a host of idioms, such as “public,” “public interest,” and “public opinion,” were employed. It was initially evoked against despotism and tyranny by opponents of the HBC’s government: the 1849 Sayer trial was a key example. The “prairie public,” to the surprise and chagrin of the Canadian annexationist party (and perhaps even to itself) was, to borrow the words of Jeffery McNairn, “capable of judging” and organized strong resistance in the public sphere.36 Now the Indigenous population was prepared to engage with the increasing influence of newsprint and public meetings in Red River.
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The “public sphere” refers to a space, conceptual or physical, which “mediates between state and society.” In his by-now-classic study of the Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas wrote about salons and coffee shops where “the private people, come together to form a public.”37 He was interested in how these spaces shaped communication and argued that, in the eighteenth century, a “bourgeois public sphere” emerged. In contrast to the “secretive” public sphere of the “ancien régime,” this bourgeois public sphere was founded on principles of Enlightenment rationality and offered “universal access.” In this scenario, “Interest” becomes “Reason” through the process of debate, because opinions are subject to the harsh glare of public discussion.38 To be clear, the term “public opinion” meant something different from today’s concept of an aggregate of opinions. Rather, as Jeffrey McNairn argues, it was a collective entity, “the outcome of prolonged public deliberation among diverse individuals listening to and participating in free, open, and reasoned exchange of information and argument.”39

Here, it is argued that the terms “public” and “public sphere” remain useful and applicable to historical study in the nineteenth century precisely because Riel himself used them.40 It is a framework for analysis that alerts us to the links between social and political structures and invites us to examine the interrelationships between historical developments in what can be abstractly considered private and public spheres.41 In other words, the public sphere is a cultural artifact, and that which emerged in Red River needs to be seen as part of a historical process.

Of particular use to this study is the way Habermas’s framework invites consideration of a “separate spheres” ideology that artificially separated the mind and the body – and relegated women to the body, men to the mind. Critics have usefully explored the limitations and uses of this “separate spheres” analysis.42 In practice, this opposition of mind and body, reason and desire, did not entirely displace feminine authority in Red River, where ideas of kinship ties and matrilocal family structure remained an important part of local governance. Indigenous subjects actively responded to the shifting of what Kathleen Brown has called the “gender frontier.”43 In fact, women’s influence on the public sphere was never eliminated, as Jean Barman suggests.44 It is useful to remember Maria Thomas’s testimony at the trial of Griffith Corbett. Women were constantly present. When the Métis occupied Fort Garry, one reporter betrayed the importance of female participation to his, presumed, male audience: “at the beginning of the troubles, the women and the young girls, far from being terrorized, encouraged their husbands and their brothers, and they themselves were in the headquarters in order to visit them and bring them food clothing and shoes which they had made at home.”45

Nevertheless, sex – or rather gender – mattered. Adele Perry has written, “[g]ender is where the abiding bonds between dispossession and colonization become most clear.”46 In Red River gendered words and images increasingly justified the division of political spaces in a manner similar to other colonial public spheres.47 In the Northwest, colonial governance had always been complicated by intimate relationships, but as the state took a supervisory and normative role in the affairs of its subjects, gender politics were shifted.48

As suggested in Chapter 3, the decline of the buffalo hunt had a profound impact upon the social and political organization of the Métis, and was key to displacing women’s authority.49 As the Métis began to take up farming near the Red River settlement, not only did the patterns of consumption and production of goods change, but concrete changes in political organization were taking place. In the same way that petitions marginalized women, the system of electing only male householders as representatives led to a concentration of political power in male hands. As this system spread across British North America, political representation was increasingly connected with the idea of manliness.50 At the same time, women’s supposed lack of political interest generated broad agreement around the idea that they were a force for mitigating the use of violence and maintaining the public order. As will be shown, Riel would make careful use of women’s supposed lack of political interest in public affairs.

Gendered representations of what was appropriate, or “civilized,” were tied up in ideas about race. Settlers assumed that the presence of white women in the Northwest would act as a “civilizing agent.”51 At the same time, by casting Indigenous women as dangerous and immoral, settlers justified the spatial and social segregation of their children; this in turn led to dispossession.52 Simultaneously, the vulnerability of white women could potentially justify the violence of white rule in their protection. American papers carried numerous stories of “captivity,” which informed a white settler press bent upon Native extermination.53 On the one hand, as will be shown, Riel and the Métis rejected this racial othering. On the other, they turned this trope against their accusers. For example, during the “Sioux scare” of the 1860s, mentioned in Chapter 3, Alexander Begg reported to the Globe the rumour “that they were all well supplied with arms and ammunition, at the expense, it was said by the Canadian government; even the squaws being armed with knives and guns.”54 The fact that the government might arm women with guns and knives was intended to show just how far the Canadians had sunk in public opinion. Such statements were more or less consciously contrasted with the bravery of Métis girls bringing food and blankets to their soldiers.

In sum, the ideological metaphor of a separation of spheres did become an increasingly important aspect of displaying political authority. The tropes of separate spheres were “not just intriguing literary devices but were instead strategies whereby relations of power were produced, organized and maintained.”55 But, at the same time, Indigenous women played an important, though less visible, role in maintaining solidarity within the Métis nation.

It is also clear that in Red River the mediums of communication and the forms of deliberation were far more diverse and complex than the print sources and coffee shops examined by Habermas in his classic analysis.56 This study calls for an examination of what feminist scholar Iris Marion Young has called the “heterogeneous public with aesthetic and affective, as well as discursive, dimensions.”57 Public claims-making in Red River was far more eclectic than can be gleaned from simply reading the newspapers. In order to give apposite weight to Indigenous voices and their combined political power we must read “beyond the words” of Dakota war councils and begging dances. To understand the political arena, we will need to consciously seek out the way in which these too were part of the public sphere. For too long it has been assumed that Indigenous peoples practised ceremony, while “reasoned” debate was a European privilege. To reflect upon the involvement of Indigenous peoples in politics we need to examine their cultural identities and value systems.58

In Red River liberal bourgeois and Indigenous discourses overlapped and adapted to each other even as they were evolving. Arguments based upon kinship obligations occupied the same space as arguments based upon universal reason. New social, economic, and political relationships were mediated according to the roles of “brother,” “sister,” “father,” “mother,” and “cousin,” as well as a host of other relations.59 The textual and the non-textual, the ideological and the material, the official and the unofficial were simultaneously necessary for constructing reasons for consent. The same can be said for violence, which remained an important tactic of public discourse. The public sphere was only possible because of the balance between force and consent.

The Red River public sphere can be usefully understood by following Carolyn Podruchny and Laura Peers’s definition of a “gathering place.”60 The framework of a “gathering place” allows a more fruitful (and ethical) analysis of Indigenous political decision-making and agency. In addition to highlighting the overlapping nature of discourses in this space, the “gathering place” metaphor draws our attention to the fact that the archival record for public communication in Indigenous contexts is fragmentary and needs to be read differently. It must be kept in mind that the historical record has not been fair in its recording of Indigenous public politics. Riel’s writings have been disproportionately preserved, archived, and reprinted; the same cannot be said for other Indigenous voices in Red River, particularly those of women. As shown by the reaction to Charles Mair’s letter and John Bruce’s speech, the Indigenous public sphere needs to include and highlight voices beyond the classical instances. To illustrate the importance of public opinion in Red River, newspapers, reports of meetings, government council reports, and private letters can be consulted. But we must consider the “wild publics” as well as the “civilized pages.” In Red River, rowdy public meetings took place on church steps, in the presbytery, at horse races, in flag parades, as well as family homes. Flags, clothing, and other “non-written” forms of communication were significant to local authority.61

The “public sphere” is used in two distinct ways, the first descriptive and the second normative.62 It is descriptive, when it refers to a physical space or a descriptive metaphor that shows how social and economic development affects political culture. This is the sense in which I have discussed the public sphere until now. On the other hand, it is normative in the sense that the public sphere is an ideological concept, or ideal, used by particular parties, basing their authority upon universal truth, to legitimize their own political position. This ideal, founded on a fascination with individual rationality, has been a powerful historical force. Public figures, who claim to speak for the capital-“P” public, use it to justify their opinions on policy as if they represent the universal will. It is in this latter sense that the public sphere would be useful to Riel.

The definitions of boundaries and belonging were at the heart of determining the legitimacy of voices in the Red River public sphere. For instance, as we have seen, the problem with the HBC’s claim to represent the public was its lack of transparency. On the other hand, the Canadas attempted to disqualify Indigenous people by inflecting their discourse with ideologies of race and “civilization.” Thus, “public opinion” became a technique of colonial displacement and erasure.63 Riel had to work hard to define the “public” as a Métis space, and it was his success in this respect that allowed him to form consensus in the community.

Loyalty to the Crown became one of the most powerful tools in the ideological struggle for access to and inclusion within the Red River public sphere. Both reformers and Indigenous nations claimed a direct relationship to the authority of the Crown over the heads of other intermediary institutions. (In this respect, Red River was a very different context from the one that Jeffrey McNairn observed in the Upper Canadian public sphere, where a “preoccupation” with the imperial connection ultimately prevented Indigenous peoples from sharing in public debate, because they adopted “a paternal language that had long since been abandoned by most non-native males.”64) The “loyalist order framework”65 provided the Métis with the means of reaching a consensus between diverse interests. And, because it was a form of authority that was mediated by older kinship ties, it united the community. Certainly, Indigenous peoples’ understanding of the relationship to the Crown through metaphors of family did not necessarily match European patriarchal ideas.66 However, ambiguity around the concept of “loyalism” provided an opening to create consensus among Métis, other First Nations, and settlers.67

Germaine Warkentin observed of the seventeenth-century French explorer Pierre Radisson, “the two worlds between which Radisson moved were not those of ‘civilization’ and ‘wilderness’ but between a set of social assumptions of great antiquity where Europeans and Native people met almost on common ground and a world which was being reconceived in terms of the hard factuality of market economics and empirical science.”68 Riel, too, moved between worlds that cannot be simplified according to terms like “civilized” or “sauvage.” He used these broad social assumptions creatively to map out a new political space. This public sphere would be the basis for his audacious enterprise.

As the following chapter shows, Riel’s ability to navigate between the “opinion” making that had currency in the settler colonial world and the Indigenous world views of Red River was essential to the success of the Métis resistance. His leadership thus offers an interesting opportunity to examine the confluence of multiple political worlds and the construction of an alternative form of legitimacy for the state. It was however because a new space that gathered together the Canadian and Métis forms of authority was emerging that he was able to do this. To draw upon a sartorial metaphor, Riel wove Indigenous and colonial political cultures together. This fabric, although at times tightly strained, was drapped over the body politic of the Red River settlement.
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A Wind of Revolution Blows


… unissons nous.

Riel (1869)



Years later, Riel recalled his success in uniting the Métis forces in 1869: “Started with eleven men on the 18th October 69 to meet Hon. W. McDougall. Took Fort Garry on the 3rd of November with 120 men.”1 It is clear that the actions of the French party in the resistance were carefully premeditated.2 Over the fall of 1869, barricades manned by Métis were thrown up along the road, and armed patrols of the road and the town of Winnipeg were established. On 3 November, a party of French-speaking Métis, led by Riel, seized Fort Garry, the centre of government and the residence of the governor of the settlement. These displays of military force were symbolically potent and proved decisive in attracting supporters. Much historical attention has been paid to these events; however, Riel’s work to unite the Métis started much earlier. The following chapter describes Riel’s efforts to forge consensus in the public sphere, to oppose the Canadian annexation of the Northwest, and to outline terms that could be used to negotiate the entrance of Manitoba into Confederation.

Highlighting the intentional and reflective capacity of Riel and other political actors offers a corrective to the narrative of the resistance as a military and violent event carried out by the disciplined buffalo hunters or a rowdy force of unemployed boatmen. Even as events moved toward a climax, Riel and the Métis sought ways to minimize the violence and instability that threatened the community and their families. Dialogue and persuasion in the public sphere were the key.
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Figure 8.1 H.A. Strong, Interior of Fort Garry, 1884. The HBC fort was a key site of the public sphere of the Red River Settlement.

This chapter argues that Riel brought multiple viewpoints into dialogue. As the heir to Métis teaching about Indigenous rights and kinship ties, as well as a paradigmatic scholar educated in the Sulpician tradition, he was able to forge a new political consensus in the public sphere. More concretely, Riel understood the necessity for barricades on the Rivière Salé as well as refutations in the world of print. As he was a “word-warrior,” Riel’s politics should not be narrowly defined as “republican,” or as “conservative,” but rather, like any innovator, borrowing from multiple intellectual traditions.3 Riel offered an unprecedented mixture of British traditional rights and Enlightenment rights,4 but he also brought Métis theories and understandings of rights into that mixture. It was this position that gave him the power to confront and turn aside the forces of empire. His leadership therefore offers an opportunity to examine the proposal of an alternative to the settler colonial model, one balanced between settler and Indigenous political orders.
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Before looking at the dramatic seizure of Fort Garry, we begin by examining Riel’s first publication, a letter to Le Nouveau Monde.5 Just like the women at Mr Bannatyne’s store, Riel was insulted by and shocked at the ignorance he found in Charles Mair’s letter to the Globe. The choice to publish his opinion in Le Nouveau Monde, a Montreal newspaper, is significant. This paper, the heir to the Mélanges Religieux, was edited by clerics appointed by the bishop of Montreal, Ignace Bourget, and had been founded to engage in social polemics that exasperated the Catholic elite in Montreal.6 More specifically, Riel’s article was targeting a Canadien ultramontane audience, and its critics. More generally, it shows that Riel understood the need to occupy the “public,” to speak to a Canadien audience, and to make it a Métis space, or at least a space that would recognize Métis interests and rights. The Indigenous public sphere evolved in response to specific historical crises, but from the beginning Riel knew that the position of the Métis had to be sustained by occupying the spaces of authority of the colonists as well.

Riel’s response to Mair was published on 2 February 1869, well before the beginning of the resistance, and illustrates the long-term gestation of the resistance to annexation. The article characterized Mair as a ship’s captain, who, in sailing along a coast, notes in his journal “the inhabitants of this country appear to us to be agreeable.”7 Riel objected to Mair’s ignorance and the temerity of his falsehoods: “I myself am Métis and I say that there is nothing more false than his words.”8 Despite their differences, they were both poets. Both were young men; Mair would have been thirty and Riel was twenty-five, but Riel’s ironic sarcasm demonstrated his maturity in contrast to the bumbling Mair.

At the same time as he acknowledged the authority of print media, Riel also spoke from a position of power with respect to Indigenous sources of authority. The problem with Mair’s letter, as Riel accurately pointed out, was his lack of position on the territory, which implied a lack of knowledge. Authority to speak was derived from knowing the land. Without that he could not represent the people: “You speak of other things which you have not had the time to see nor to know.”9 But he raised the stakes to challenge Mair’s culture, “[Your] words also lack courtesy, and I would say lack civility, with regard to the ladies of the country, who by all accounts, are as worthy as the ladies of your country.”10 It was a powerful claim, designed to confront head-on ideas about miscegenation or other racial differentiation that might appeal to settler colonists. The claim was so important because Indigenous women justified Métis territorial claims.

The terms of civility and courtesy (terms peu courtois, et je dirai même peu civilisés), and, by extension, civilization itself, were measured according to the way one spoke of women. It was a powerful argument that would resonate in both Métis and Canadien publics. Riel turned the tables by exposing Mair’s lack of civility, and made Mair ignorant (vous parlez … [des] choses que vous n’avez pas eu le temps de voir ni de connaître). This was not the first time Riel confronted the idea of civilization. It was a strategy similar to the one he used in the debate at the collège on the influence of the arts and sciences. Nor would it be the last time he used it. This strategy of “turning the tables,” or peritrope, was one that he would employ over and over again, even in his defence speech in 1885.11

It is worth pausing here to note the rhetorical similarities between the 1864 speech and the 1869 letter. Riel concluded his 1869 letter to Mair in the same fashion as he opened the collège debate. To debate opinions like those of Charles Mair was actually beneath his own dignity – the Métis were used to such treatment by strangers, and would not often be baited into such a foolish argument. But, after the generous aid received the year before (the settlement had received from charity relief following a crop failure), he writes, “I thought it was my job to protect the public charity against lies.”12

His powerful self-declaration in this article (Je suis métis moi) is also worth highlighting. Despite a tradition which flounders in the racist trivia that Riel was “only” one-eighth Indian by blood, as William Morton notes, “this defiant identification of the writer with his people is the authentic note of Riel’s later career. He was the champion of his people; his mission was to ensure their survival.”13 This was not a claim that he was willing or able to make openly at the collège graduation ceremony, but here it shows a growing confidence in the assertion that the Métis were civilized.

Throughout the summer of 1869, there was a sense of impending trouble. In the late summer of 1869, Louis Riel returned to the settlement and made an alliance with John Bruce. Bruce, who, as we saw in the previous chapter, had challenged William Dease, would become the president of the Métis National Council.14 This alliance was an important first step, because, while Bruce played no major role in the later resistance, as an older man active in local politics he had more influence than the twenty-five-year-old Riel. Many of the most respected and well-established French Métis were cautious about, or refused to accept, Riel’s leadership. Some, like Dease, continued to represent a threat to the unity of the Métis. At one point he even fired a gun at John Bruce when the latter attempted to “arrest” him. Others, like Charles Nolin and Pierre Laveillier, also challenged Riel’s leadership, but in the name of kinship ties, Riel attempted to reconcile the differences between Métis. In a letter written in April 1871, he wrote to Charles Nolin: “What touched me most in your letter was the noble request that you have made: that we should see each other in the same way as before the troubles. Yes! I want it with all my heart. Let us be good friends as we are cousins.”15 In Riel’s vision, the Métis nation would continue to be united through their relationship to each other as cousins, reflecting the enduring power of Indigenous notions of extended kinship.

Bruce, who must have known Jean-Louis, gave Louis Riel legitimacy with the older generation. Also, Bruce’s association with men dependent upon wage labour may have played a role in recruiting military muscle.16 However, as he would resign from the presidency on 27 December, citing illness, Bruce was only temporarily helpful. It is also possible that he resigned because he found Riel’s leadership too radical, but by stepping out of the public sphere, he cleared the path for Riel. Throughout the resistance, Riel was the more active of the pair, and it was his presence that was noted at public gatherings. It is important, however, to remember that the lack of a written record does not mean that Bruce did not organize the resistance, it means only that his influence remains an unknown quantity. The upshot is that between the two of them they gathered a small group of people who would be at the core of the movement.

John Bruce and Louis Riel summoned a Métis council in late September 1869. It was acknowledged, if not outright supported, by the Catholic priest, Noël-Joseph Ritchot; the meetings were held in his presbytery in St Norbert, just south of Fort Garry. The council was composed of two representatives from each parish. Situated along the road between the American border and Red River, they were well positioned to block the access of the Canadian governor to the settlement. The council also drew up a list of resolutions to present to the Canadian government. There is no record that this council published the list in the settlement, but it was included in a public letter in the Courrier de Sainte-Hyacinthe, a Quebec newspaper, on 6 October.17 Publication was enabled by a past correspondent for the Courrier, Louis-Raymond Giroux. Giroux was now a priest in Red River, but was also a former student of the Collège de Montréal, and had attended it while Riel was there.18 Written in French and signed “two métis canadien inhabitants for Red River” (an important variation on Riel’s earlier Je suis métis, moi), it was clearly crafted for a Lower Canadian audience. Further, this publication was the direct outcome of a Métis public meeting and, despite Riel’s leadership, it illustrates deliberation and public discussion rather than individual authorship. The letter reiterated the point that the public in Canada was ignorant of the settlement and its people: “Many of the papers from Upper and Lower Canada have freely expressed their opinion … would the Canadian public not be happy to know what the people of Red River themselves think of all this?”19 It pointed out that the settlement itself was being kept in the dark with respect to the plans of the Canadian government. Echoing Begg’s arguments, mentioned above, it warned that sending a governor who would form a council composed of members from outside the country was doomed to failure, as the inhabitants would not respect its decisions. The letter went further than even Begg had been willing by stating a Métis program, and outlining their goals. Namely, 1) they were loyal to the English Queen; 2) they recognized the HBC government; 3) they objected to the work being done by Canadian agents; 4) they were willing to accept that the HBC was withdrawing from the country; and 5) they demanded that their rights, like any other English colony, be respected.20 The statement was a remarkable combination of English constitutional rights, colonial sovereignty, and Indigenous rights.

The article was backed up by action on the ground. On 10 October, a group of Métis summoned by Riel’s cousin André Nault (his mother was Josette Lagimodière, Julie’s older sister) stood on the surveyor’s chain blocking further work. Such social theatre was not spontaneous. The French party’s actions were carefully premeditated.21 Nault’s land lot, number twelve, was near the Riel-Lagimodière home on Point Douglas, and he went for Riel immediately.22 Over the next few days, barricades manned by Métis who had been appointed by a body calling itself the Métis National Council, were thrown up along the road into the settlement, and armed patrols of the road and the town of Winnipeg were established.

Then, on 3 November, the Métis National Council, led by Riel, seized Fort Garry. Fort Garry was not just a sign of HBC authority, but was an intercultural space that could serve various interests. Located at the confluence of the Red and Assiniboine rivers, it was at the centre of public life. As Alexander Ross wrote in 1856, “Upper Fort Garry, the seat of the colony Governor, is a lively and attractive station, full of business and bustle … here the ladies wear their silken gowns, and gentlemen their beaver hats. Its gay and imposing appearance make it the delight of every visitor; the rendez-vous of all comers and goers.”23 Symbolically as well as geographically central, the fort came closest to representing the general, if not universal, political will of the settlement. Its mess hall was known as a source of considerable rumour and discussion. As a key site in the public sphere of Red River, performances here were direct claims upon that universality. Like the fur-trade poles described by Carolyn Podruchny, its authority was negotiated and “used in a process of creolization and developed meanings specific to the fur trade context.”24

The blockades and seizure of Fort Garry were evidence of military force, and therefore symbolically potent in the public sphere. This proved decisive in attracting supporters and the attention of other political observers. Joseph Hargrave, now reporting for the Montreal Herald, wrote, “His name is Riel; he has been educated in Lower Canada, and is highly respected among his own people here.”25 Further weight was given to Riel’s “own opinions … [which] may be inferred from the tenor of a speech made by him on Sunday.”26 Hargrave reported that Riel addressed the Métis from the steps of the cathedral, as his father had done in 1849, “by all means Mr. McDougall should enter,”27 but not if their “political rights” would be trampled upon. According Hargrave, Riel further observed, “Once roused he had little fear of [for?] them, and he urged that should any one fall, a handkerchief should be dipped in his blood and used in all future engagements as their national flag.” According to Hargrave, Riel urged them to make a stand. “Their opposition to impending changes must begin somewhere, and it had been determined to commence it by opposing the entrance of the future Governor.” Finally, Hargrave noted the success of these public statements in uniting the Métis: “Riel’s men have steadily increased in number throughout the week, and now amount to several hundreds.”28 The declaration of a program, formulated and published through the mediums of print and social theatre, won supporters to Riel’s cause and recognition from opponents. While biographers have dismissed the church scene as demagoguery, such a term, dismissive of political sophistication, does not express the weeks of advance preparation. According to Riel’s notes, he started the campaign on 15 August. To convince hundreds of people from spreadout settlements of the worthiness and timeliness of the cause, much less to organize some manner of supporting themselves and their families while they were occupying the fort, was no easy matter.29 Nor was it simple to keep his men, who also had to attend to other duties. Already on 12 December, Begg reported that Riel had called for a fresh guard to relieve those at Fort Garry.30

As usual, the Council of Assiniboia was late in its attempts to reassert its authority as the proper forum for public deliberation. Riel was invited to explain his actions on 25 October at an extraordinary meeting, and he justified them in the name of preserving the public peace and order against the threat posed by Canadians outside and inside the settlement. The council advised him of the illegality of his actions. Such preaching must have seemed like nonsense to Riel when the Council of Assiniboia was less and less capable of defending the public interest. Inaction only left the Métis more vulnerable, and, as he pointed out, without a proper public voice, the settlement would be swamped by outsiders. The French would not be backed into a corner. His words are recorded in the council minutes:


[Riel said] they were uneducated and only half civilized and felt that if a large immigration were to take place they would probably be crowded out of a country which they claimed as their own; that they knew they were in a sense poor and insignificant, but, that it was just because they were aware of this, that they had felt so much at being treated as if they were even more insignificant than they in reality were.31



Bumsted has described the speech as rambling and irregular.32 This view seems unwarranted when we consider how Riel was attempting to redefine the terms of engagement in the public sphere. His speech was meant to expose the council as irresponsible in their charge and in their failure to govern. Inflected with sarcasm, his speech was politically astute. They might be a “poor, insignificant people,” but they were “aware.” Even an “uneducated,” “half-civilized” people deserved to have their say, and, as the council could not speak for them, they must speak for themselves. It justified their actions, even while exposing the hypocrisy of the company.

Still, public deliberation depends upon a balance between order and violence. Educated in Montreal, a city with a vibrant public life, Riel understood that the twinned threats of popular violence and official violence defined the parameters of the public sphere. Violent confrontations punctuated Montreal’s political order (the Gavazzi riots, city elections, the Lachine Canal strikes) and made clear to anyone who lived there that order was defined by the threat of violence, from above or below. As Lisa Ford and Lauren Benton have argued, the “rage for order” was about finding a balance between the anxiety over petty despotism and reform, on the one hand, and strengthening the jurisdiction of the imperial centre on the other.33 Riel had to occupy the places of public authority by force in order to maintain the public sphere. The trick, for Riel, was to avoid the double standard of settler-colonial thinking, according to which all violence by Indigenous people became illegitimate.

No matter how legitimate, however, violence is never sufficient. Public order required consensus from various interests that were increasingly animated in the public sphere of Red River. Hargrave summed up the state of the public opinion in early November: “The minds of men are of course in an excited state … At the present moment we may regard local public opinion as being under three divisions. These are the French halfbreed insurgents; the whole remaining resident population possessed of property in the Settlement; and thirdly the Canadian new arrivals of the past summer.”34 This was oversimplified, as Americans were increasingly seen by reporters like Begg to be influencing the actions of the French party, and there was significant division within the French Métis against Riel’s leadership. Furthermore, while both Hargrave and Begg might be unaware of their import, the interests of the Cree, Dakota, and Saulteaux continued to be relevant.

To contain the potential disruption of popular rioting and maintain the legitimacy of his authority from the perspective of British, Canadian, and American governments, Riel set out to create consensus within the community in the form of a government. From the Métis National Council, which had issued the orders to set up blockades, Riel set out to create a provisional government that would represent the entire settlement. He wanted to formalize the principle that the people had the right to form a political council in the name of public order. On 6 November, the Métis National Council issued a public notice that extended “the hand of friendship to you our Fellow Inhabitants, and in doing so invite you to send twelve Representatives … in order to form one body with the above Council consisting of twelve members to consider the present political state of this Country, and to adopt such measures as may be deemed best for the future welfare of the same.”35 When the editor refused to print the French “public notice,” Riel seized the printing press.36

Through his direct actions in the public sphere, Riel sought to outflank the authority of the Company’s council. This was not difficult, as the Company refused to recognize the increasingly powerful public sphere. As Hargrave had noted, “The secrecy with which the debates of our local council are surrounded has of course prevented any reliable report of what occurred being published.”37 Riel and the Métis National Council claimed legitimacy before the open tribunal of the Red River public, rather than the closed Council of Assiniboia.

The first meeting of the Provisional Government was held on 16 November and was loudly celebrated with a twenty-four-gun salute, each shot to recognize a parish representative. It would be called the Convention of Twenty-Four. This social theatre again communicated to the wider settlement the significance of the meeting. This would not be the undisciplined public sphere of the meeting called by Dease. These representatives of the people were asked to observe decorum and procedure, a president was elected, a secretary was appointed, and minutes were recorded, although no efforts were made to publish them. Indeed, as Hargrave again pointed out, the “public” was kept out.38 The Nor’wester, unwilling to believe that the French would really succeed, only reported that the English were unable to persuade the French to lay down their weapons.39 Yet, despite the cynicism of his opponents, Riel was gaining support.

Forming consensus required careful navigation of public debate. According to his notes of the meeting of the convention, Riel faced the challenge of proving his legitimacy constantly. In the midst of the meeting, Joseph Hargrave came and knocked on the door demanding to speak.40 He had a letter from the HBC factor and governor, William Mactavish, for the public.41 Originally, Mactavish had sent his “Proclamation” to the newspaper to have it printed, but, according to Alexander Begg, a Canadian annexationist altered the proclamation to present it as the work of Canadian “Loyalists.” For Begg, it “shows the spiteful and unworthy feelings of Dr Brown [the editor],” for us, it shows the relentless shattering of company authority by the determined “Canadas.”

According to his own notes, Riel resisted reading the letter (perhaps he suspected it was the same letter produced by Dr Brown) and attempted to get the English delegates to agree on a program for the convention first, and then deal with the Company’s interests. The English party demanded that the letter from Mactavish be read. To force the Métis leader’s hand, James Ross, as an English representative to the convention, demanded, “Why have you taken the fort?” and followed up with “Mr. McTavish is still the representative of the Queen. You occupy the fort in spite [of his authority] … I demand that the letter … be read now.”42 Riel acquiesced. The letter from Mactavish requested that everyone return to their homes and protested against the recent actions taken by the French party to block the Queen’s representative. Mactavish pointed out that he had the best interests of the settlement in mind, as he too had children that were born in Red River. His goal was to create unity and peace for their sakes as well.

After the reading, Ross claimed victory: “I am convinced that our French compatriots will obey now that the will of the governor is known.”43 There was silence, and Ross, pressing his advantage, repeated himself. But Riel had no patience for such games with a witty newspaper writer, one who had once mocked his father, and made a decision that would change the movement dramatically. He said, “A firm protest still does not erase what is just in our own claims … If we are rebelling against the company which is selling us, and which wants to betray [us], and against Canada which wants to buy us, we are not rebelling against the English Government. We recognize the government of Assiniboia to the extent that it exists.”44 (Consultation of the original text at Archives de la société historique de Saint-Boniface shows important distinctions in the manuscript from the edited version in the Collected Works. See especially “Si” at the beginning of this phrase and the indicator of laughter at the end.) This legal distinction between the HBC and the Council of Assiniboia stumped Ross, who laughed in disbelief, “You only pretend to recognize it.” Riel, perhaps with a twinkle in his eye, turned to the French, “Do we pretend to recognize it?”45 He was gratified by a chorus of “Non!” Riel was demonstrating the qualities that would be necessary for leadership in the Métis movement: the ability to draw fine legal distinctions and to think on his feet about the political implications of his words. His practice in school debates and training in rhetoric made him more than a match for Ross, who was nonetheless a more experienced publicist. Now emboldened, Riel turned the tables on Ross, stating,


What is more, we are loyal to our country. We protect it against the dangers which threaten it. We desire that the people of Red River will be a free people, let us join one another. We are all brothers and cousins. Don’t let us be separated. Look at what Mr. MacTavish has said. He says that this assembly and its decisions can bring about an incalculable good. Let us unite: the evil which he fears does not have to happen. Look at what he says. Is it surprising[?] his children are Métis like us.46



Mactavish had children who were Métis comme nous. Here was a source of authority that was well-established in the Red River public sphere. Wisely, Riel drew upon Métis political legitimacy, where authority came from family relations and to the land (Wahkohtowin). Family nations were symbolic of the potential unity (unissons-nous) of the community and the good that would come of acting together. Riel chose these words to emphasize the links that already tied them together and made clear to any who doubted that there was indeed a community at stake. In Red River, like other Indigenous public spheres, authority was not drawn from clever words used by newspapermen expressing their opinions; rather, it was about kinship and ties to the land.

Father Lestanc, generally quite critical of Riel, noted in his report to the bishop, “Everybody I have seen agrees in saying that L. Riel surpassed himself in the preliminary debates, and that he flattened Ross to his own and everybody else’s satisfaction.”47 Hargrave’s objection to the “secrecy” was not an issue for Riel, because, despite the silence on paper, word got around.

The Convention of Twenty-Four convened five times between 16 and 24 November before an agreement was finally reached. By Riel’s own account, the agreement was reached through diplomacy. He did not seek to make enemies and attempted to draw Ross in, referring repeatedly to “Ross, child of this country, esteemed by his compatriots” and describing him as “inspired by the love of his country.”48 Riel continued to woo his opponent and made his case, “Mister Ross, give voice to your country and don’t seek to shut it up. With your education, your talent, tell your English fellows that Mr. McDougall is not yet our Governor.”49 While flattering Ross, Riel also reminded him that, in the Indigenous public sphere, he had obligations to the land.

Riel’s debating skills were also necessary to convince the French, as well as the English-speaking population. He remarked to himself on the difficulties of uniting the French party. On the evening of 24 November, Riel spoke for hours to the French representatives:


Not one was ready. Such fears and hesitation to conquer. It was unbelievable the aversions that I have to make them overcome. What they feared most was the appearance of a rebellion against the Queen. It was only by showing them and telling them that we remained loyal to the Queen, while the government who, by selling us, was so weakened that it had not the power to protect us.50



Riel was explicit about the need to assert a presence in the public, “Let us make a provisional government … Take the public books [and] the public money to force McDougall to recognize the public.”51 Aware of the legal implications, he was careful: “I warned them that in order to run less of a risk we should not proclaim the formation of a Provisional Government until after the 1st of December [the date of the sale of the territory].”52 In the end he was persuasive, so, when they faced the English party, they presented a united front. The English reply was evasive, but the delegates agreed to consult their parishes.

Riel’s own account of affairs is certainly biased, but it is clear that, over the next five days, the English delegates gradually announced their intention to stand up for the settlement’s right to a full elective legislative body. It was the public aspect of these positions that seemed to matter more than the closed committee meetings with formal process. Yet Riel was reluctant to use “public opinion,” which he associated with the tactics of the Canadas. However, he also had to step into the role of public opinion-maker. His reluctance was surely also associated with a Catholic critique of universal reason, which was skeptical, if not outright hostile, to the dangerous Enlightenment dogmas about “truth.”

Like other political theorists, he worried about the chaos of “opinion,” but he was not so foolish as to try and stop it by force alone. Consider the example of Riel’s presence at a public meeting hosted by Andrew Bannatyne on 26 November at the Fire Engine House. Bannatyne, the owner of the store where Mair was assaulted, was one of the leading citizens and considered to be independent from HBC influence. According to Hargrave, numerous American citizens, local residents, Canadian new arrivals, and members of the “late government” were present.53 Hargrave writes that Riel was reluctant to take part in the public debate, but when pressured by the audience to make clear the source of his authority, he responded that, “he drew his authority, as did all other constitutional rulers, from the people. He said the French did not wish to impose their Provisional Government on any or all of the English, and that anyone who did not wish to own allegiance to it was at liberty to remain beyond its pale.”54 The meeting however was disrupted by John Christian Schultz and the Canadas party, and so it was reconvened the following day at the Emmerling Hotel. One of the most hotly debated topics was the right to vote. William B. O’Donoghue, an American Catholic who supported the French Métis, announced that it was imperative that all property owners be given the right to vote. It is noteworthy that he was speaking in particular favour of the Grey Nuns. When his suggestion was adopted for Winnipeg, it gave female householders the right to vote.55

While accepting the necessity for minimal public discussion, Riel stepped up his control of the channels of communication. The issue of 23 November would be the Nor’wester’s last. He now took steps to publicize his own program, seeking collaboration. In late December, a new newspaper, the New Nation, initially edited by Henry Robinson, a pro-American annexationist, was set up, with the acquiescence of Riel. According to Morton, Riel realized that its annexationist tone helped his cause by increasing the pressure on the Canadian government.56 Nonetheless, Riel watched this paper carefully and notified Robinson when an “error” was published. Later, in March 1870, his ally Joseph Royal took up responsibility for the paper. Royal was a Montrealer with extensive editorial experience; particularly pertinent was his work with the Nouveau Monde, the Montreal paper that had published Riel’s reaction to the poet Charles Mair. The New Nation would become the “official organ” of the French party.

Meanwhile, time was pressing, and the Canadian governor-to-be, McDougall, played his next gambit on 1 December. He crossed the invisible line of the international border from the United States and read a (fabricated) “Royal Proclamation” to the prairie public. McDougall’s audience was small, on a largely empty plain. According to some reports, he read the proclamation in the midst of a snowstorm. He then promptly returned to the protection of the American side.57 As public theatre it was a farce compared with the occupation of the fort and the public meetings at Fort Garry. Certainly, McDougall’s American hosts thought so. But copies of the proclamation had been printed on a hand-press that had escaped Riel’s attention.58 Then, when printed copies of the “Proclamation” appeared in the settlement, it threw into question the meetings of the convention that had started in late November.

The proclamation had no legal foundation, as by this time John A. Macdonald, now aware of the problems in Red River, had cancelled the deal and communicated to England that Canada would only take control once order was re-established. However, this would have been impossible for Riel to prove on the spot. It was only a matter of days before American informants would disclose McDougall’s sham, but he needed other means to combat the lie immediately.

The proclamation demanded that all “loyal subjects” lay down their weapons, and appointed a “Protector of the Peace” to raise an armed force to put down “rebellion.” It must be remembered that the threat of violence is a symbolic form of power as well, creating its own legitimacy. The Canadas began to arm themselves and threatened to attack Fort Garry. Riel responded with decisive force: he surrounded the Canadas at Dr Schultz’s house, wheeled in cannon, and gave them fifteen minutes to surrender. Through mediation, the situation was defused, but the majority of the Canadas were imprisoned in the fort. While Riel’s act of force was widely criticized in the community by Riel’s opponents, supporters considered the action as necessary for the defence of the public order and to continue the constructive discussion. His willingness to use the threat of violence to preserve a space in which public debate could take place was essential to formation of the public sphere.

Meanwhile, at the Convention of Twenty-Four, the leader of the English party, James Ross, again resorted to strong language to demand that the French party lay down their arms. Despite suspecting foul play on McDougall’s part (which would later prove true),59 Riel responded with a familiar display of political acumen and took it at face value: “If Mister McDougall is truly our governor today, the chance for us is greater than ever. He has only to prove to us his eagerness to treat us well. Let us get from him a guarantee of our rights. If he will guarantee our rights, I should be amongst the first who would go to escort him to his seat in government.”60 Dumbfounded, Ross could only reply, “What should we ask?” This was what Riel had been waiting for. One can almost imagine the controlled smile with which he met this question. Over the next six hours, Riel and Ross drew up the first “Bill of Rights,” which was ready to be presented to William McDougall on 1 December. The foremost was the right to elect their own legislative body.

The next hurdle was to select a formal delegation to approach McDougall; again, the English representatives hesitated. According to Begg and Hargrave, the sticking point was the French insistence upon an act of parliament to ensure recognition of their rights. Riel thought the English were cowards for refusing to include this demand. According to his own notes, he burst out in anger, referring to himself in the third person: “Riel rose and spoke hotly, Go! … return quietly to your farms. Stay in the arms of your women. Set this example for your children. But, watch us act. We will labor and obtain the guarantee of our rights and yours.”61 Previous biographers have concluded, uncritically, that these words show his instability and petty moods.62 But we should ask why would Riel take the time to record his own anger in a private document, and in the third person, no less? It was almost certainly not recorded on the spur of the moment, but rather as an afterthought. This expression of emotion was not a loss of control, but was, at least for Riel, necessary for action. Anger can be a legitimate emotion, especially when calibrated to justify decisions and control.63

Carol and Peter Stearns argue, “anger is based on an intellectual evaluation. For an historian such approaches have the appeal of reminding one that man, though surely an animal, is a thinking animal and that this may make a big difference.”64 Anger is after all a social emotion, which implies an audience and the expectation of achieving a specific reaction. Anger, as research into the history of emotions shows, should not be simply understood as an “uncontrolled outburst.”65 According to historian Nicole Eustache, in the public sphere, emotions can carry more weight than carefully reasoned argument.66 Rather than an example of him becoming unhinged, Riel’s reaction should be read as an astute display of emotional expression, which, based upon an understanding of its effect, would create shame.

[image: Image]

The November–December convention had been reasonably successful. After setting aside mutual suspicion and resentment, the English and French parties had agreed upon a list of rights. Riel remained conscious of the need to get the approval of the broader public, and sought to do so through performative, rather than deliberative, means. The conclusion of the convention was celebrated by a flag-raising ceremony at Fort Garry on 10 December. The use of flags in the Red River public illustrates the overlap between literary and non-literary forms of communication. Flags may even have been more important than newspapers – but neither were the two exclusive of one another. As Elizabeth Elbourne points out, literate and non-literate cultural practices tend to overlap.67 In the interest of trade, as well as security, non-literary practices, such as flag-raising ceremonies, maintained peace and often symbolized the time and place for negotiation.68

Through the spectacle of flags, Riel brought useful complexity to the borderlands public. Much fanfare was made when at Fort Garry on 10 December the Métis, in the name of the provisional government, ran up a flag with a fleur-de-lys and a shamrock (to represent the French and Irish composition of the government). The brass band from St Boniface played, rifles and the fort guns were fired, and congratulatory speeches were made. Riel was even rumoured to have toasted the occasion with a cup of brandy. The flag became an object of public comment. The Canadian press reported that the new flag replaced the British flag, and ominous warnings were made about the presence of the shamrock.69 Detractors saw a fearsome Fenian influence, but others denied it. Donald Smith, the Canadian commissioner, objected to the flags flying when he arrived at the settlement in late December 1869. In response to his critics, Riel claimed that the provisional government flag was always flown under the British flag, and rejected the accusation of Fenian sympathies.70 As he neglected to mention the shamrock, it might appear that Riel was being evasive. However, Bishop Taché echoes Riel’s version, and Alexander Begg recorded in his journal that, during the ceremony, Riel announced that he “hoped his men were all loyal to the Queen.”71 Joseph Hargrave reported that Riel intended to hoist “St George’s flag.”72

Flags had a long tradition of representing political identities in Red River.73 Both the HBC and the North West Company had identified themselves with flags. During the “Pemmican Wars” between the North West Company and the HBC, flags were used to signal the capturing of a hostile fort.74 On 18 March 1816, HBC men reported that the “flag of the halfbreeds … about 4 feet square, red & in the middle a large figure of Eight horizontally of a different colour” was flying over Fort Qu’Appelle on the Saskatchewan River.75 In 1863, in order to ensure peaceful trade during the “Sioux Wars,” Dakota Chief Little Crow (Thaóyate Dúta) suggested that all British traders carry a British flag to protect themselves. According to Joseph Hargrave, “Little Crow stated to Governor Dallas … his people had no wish to injure any one they knew to be English in his person or property. He promised that the same line of conduct should be persevered in … He added that the exhibition of a red flag would be sure always to prevent the possibility of a mistake.”76

Flags were used because of their flexibility. The amorphous nature of their symbolism communicated across cultural divides and was well suited to the interests of overlapping sources of authority on the plains. An elaborate tradition and speech by Grand Oreilles, an Ojibwa, recorded in 1814 at Fort William, shows how the spaces of authority in the Northwest were created by gathering together different forms of political legitimacy and putting them on public display as symbolic overlap. “The bones of Netam, the great chief, and father of the speaker, are preserved on a scaffold at Fort William, and his brother’s bones in the same manner at Lac la Pluie. There is always a flag placed over them by the Company, as a mark of distinction and respect for the memory of the dead chiefs.”77 There is no record of such a practice at Fort Garry, but it was a site of authority universally respected. By flying a flag, the Métis were not claiming sovereignty, but were asserting themselves within cultural and political space.

Flags were not the exclusive property of the Métis. In 1869, for many weeks, a provocation had been offered to the Métis by John Christian Schultz. Every Sunday, he had proudly flown a flag with the word “Canada” sown into it at his house on a public road.78 Hargrave reported that Schultz had threatened to do this again in December:


The hoisting of a flag of Canada, at a date long anterior to the actual transfer of the territory, though a matter insignificant enough in itself, was well understood to be intended as an expression of malevolence towards the outgoing government, and was regarded by the French half-breed community as the harbinger of their coming humiliation.79



While the threat did not materialize, it was likely the motivation for the ceremony held at the fort on the tenth. One year earlier, it was reported that, during his visit to Red River, Joseph Howe, the Nova Scotian father of Confederation and critic of William McDougall and the Canadian clique, had pulled down a “Canadian flag” – it was likely Schultz’s. Reports of an American flag flying at the Emmerling Hotel were another source of contention. Following a mass meeting in January 1870, Begg reported that many inhabitants had brought with them other flags in the hope that they might replace the flag of the provisional government.

Flags were frequently used, by both sides, in conjunction with the threat of force. This was certainly the case in February, during the armed uprising by “the Canadas.”


They [The Canadas] passed through Winnipeg well armed and with a flag flying, about four o’clock in the morning,–stopping a while at the residence of Mr. Coutu, which they searched in the hope of finding there the President of the Provisional Government. They hoisted their flag at the Kildonan School-house,–a large red flag, with the Union-Jack and “God Save the Queen” embroidered on it.80



Flags could either inflame or reassure other powerful political brokers. Among such power brokers were other Indigenous peoples inhabiting the Northwest borderlands, such as the Dakota, who grew suspicious of the Métis “rebellion.”81 Riel could point to the British flag flying over the fort as a means to defuse the tension and reassure Indigenous allies.

Riel played a careful balancing act with respect to displaying flags. Months later, on 20 April, Riel gave orders to hoist the “Union Jack” to celebrate the success of negotiations with the Canadian government. This was contested by William B. O’Donoghue, who favoured American annexation, and he raised the flag of the Provisional Government. Apparently the two men continued to wrangle over the flags until André Nault, Riel’s cousin, was ordered to stand as an armed guard at the base of the British flag. At this impasse, O’Donoghue uprooted the flagpole in front of Schultz’s store, and brought it to Fort Garry to put up his own flag. Riel let it go at that. But, as Begg wrote, because of his defence of the flag, “Riel rose fifty percent in the estimation of most people.”82 At least one person, Mrs Begg, found the whole affair ridiculous for, on 29 April, a shawl was hoisted on a pole in front of her store.83 The Métis guards sent someone from the fort to investigate.

Mrs Begg’s ridicule offers an important lesson that interpretation of political statements was never impervious to subversion. Furthermore, given the bias in the archival record for male voices, we need to also pay special attention to the ways that women would have responded when we are considering the utility of any public communication. Frequently, women’s voices were critical of the Métis leader.

Flags were also important for Riel’s diplomacy. Begg describes a meeting between the settlement and Dakota leaders at the house of James McKay. McKay, an English “Half-breed” with well-established trade ties with the Dakota, likely acted as translator. Formal ceremonial protocol was intended to confirm to the Dakota that the Provisional Government was in charge, and at the same time it would be respectful and listen to its allies. Following the greetings, “the chief” then took off his headdress, which he laid at his feet, a motion which, though incomprehensible to the present author, must have had symbolic significance, and spoke:


he and his braves having heard so many tales regarding the difficulties amongst the settlers, had determined on coming down to see for themselves so as to find out the truth – that they did not wish to interfere in the quarrel – nor did they want to harm any one being at peace with the Settlement – referring to a large silver medal with Victoria’s head on one side and the British coat of arms on the other, he said that he and his band had received protection during the last eight years under that medal, and he wanted to know if there was any fear of his losing that protection. He ended by saying that he would be pleased to receive their usual New Year’s presents. At this time Mr. Riel arrived, having with him about twenty-five pounds of tobacco, which he presented to the Chief, and promised further presents in the morning, the Chief having agreed to return to the Portage the next day.84



The opacity of gestures like laying a headdress on the ground reminds us to be cautious in our observations. However, it is clear that, like the flag, British medals and tobacco were objects of performative authority that crossed cultural divides. They marked the loyalty of the Ojibwa, the Cree, and the Dakota. Such events followed a pattern of reaffirming the imperial presence in the Plains that would last for hundreds of years.85 At these events, mutual expressions of loyalty were made, treaty partners were reminded of obligations and promises, and advocacy was requested. Riel’s tobacco present was an important part of the ritual. It signified recognition and respect for colonial ties – perhaps Riel was even claiming to be the representative of the Crown. Recognition and negotiation through such ceremonies were key to power in the settlement, which depended on ties with other Indigenous communities for its security and public order. Flags and medals, symbols which evoked the authority of the British Crown, provided a common basis for the Métis and the Dakota to engage in respectful discussion.

Shortly after, on 4 January, a meeting was planned between Riel and “Prince’s Indians,” an Ojibwa group farming in St John’s Parish. It likely involved similar navigation of Indigenous, non-literate forms of communication, and concluded with a declaration of British loyalty on both sides.86 Riel’s position toward the Crown was also reinforced at a public meeting with the Métis of Oak Point. This community, identified with the leadership of Charles Nolin, proved to be one of the most resistant to Riel’s leadership. Similarly, the Métis at Portage la Prairie, associated with Pierre Laveiller, were uneasy with Riel’s leadership. Expressed visually and verbally, “loyalty to the Crown” proved to be the most effective and universal political idiom to unite diverse groups in the Northwest borderlands. Loyalty could likewise incorporate ideas of negotiation, accommodation, and toleration necessary for family relationships, even if at first glance constitutionalism and rights talk, which characterized the rhetoric of “public opinion,” might seem incongruous with the Indigenous ideas of family ties and obligations. Further, while loyalty to the British complicated his relations with the American annexationists, the majority of the settlement was against that influence.

In a borderlands context, where identities were under flux and subject to a variety of forces, clothing also communicated politics. When “civilization” and “barbarism” were the boundaries of political legitimacy, sartorial politics were naturally essential, even if they might also be duplicitous. As a marker of class or culture, clothing could declare solidarity or difference. Anton Treuer argues in his biographical study of Ojibwa leader Bagone-giizhig, “Such a claim did not have to be voiced; it was evident from his appearance. His clothing suggests his awareness that politics was all about impressions.”87 Such politics of appearance crossed cultural boundaries, allowing leaders to claim legitimacy in both Indigenous and white settler civil, military, and religious traditions. Likewise, Sherry Ferrell Racette has argued that dress was an important aspect of Métis social and cultural identity.88 In most borderlands contexts, dressing for success required cross-cultural fashion sense.89

Newcomers made frequent comments on Métis flashy dress. George Winship, a Canadian newspaper editor, remarked upon the “comfortable and ornamental” dress of the “half-breed” fur merchants, “whose happy appearance and grotesque habiliments [cast] a sort of romantic halo over them.”90 However, it requires reading against the grain if we want to really understand the political significance of political observers who came from a more narrow cultural context.91 According to George Winship, Riel’s dress was a metaphor for his success. “Notwithstanding his indolence, and general good-for-nothingness, he [Riel] was a handsome, college educated, and well dressed fellow, and apparently waiting for something to turn up for him to do suitable to his tastes. He was educated in Quebec, some said for a priest, but in any event he acquired a good education and with it a smattering of the principles of representative government.”92 Undoubtedly, Riel’s lack of “happy and grotesque” clothing was a disappointment for the adventure-seeking Winship.

In the public eye, where the spectacle mattered, appearance signified legitimacy. Other critics were more biting in their description of Riel. A reporter for the Globe described Riel in detail:


He was a man about thirty years of age, about five feet seven inches in height – rather stoutly built. His head was covered with dark, curly hair; his face had a Jewish kind of appearance, with a very small very fast receding forehead. This, I was sure, was M. Le President Riel, and he stood gazing at me in the most piercing manner; at least, there is no doubt, he thought so. I did my utmost to realize in him a Napoleon or an Alexander, but it was a failure – a dead signal failure,–I could not get beyond the fact that there stood before me a Linen Draper’s assistant. There could be no mistake about that, and though he stood looking at me full ten minutes, he could not put the Linen Draper out of my mind, and if he had continued to gaze till now, the result would have been all the same. He was clad in a light tweed coat and black trousers, and he seemed exceedingly proud of them – and well he might, for it is as certain as the fact that he wore them, that these clothes were purchased with the price of his poor widowed mother’s only cow.93



The blatant anti-Semitism aside, such attacks are a good reminder of the techniques of the Canadian press at the time. Opinions were based more upon snobbish, racist and xenophobic prejudice than upon reason, or even “enlightenment.” Other papers were prepared to attack such misrepresentation,94 but such slanders also had to be met head-on.

Riel’s careful use of visual imagery has been presented above in the example of the carte de visite from the collège. Consider in the same light the famous photograph of the Métis National Council (Fig. 8.2).95 The image is iconic in the same way that images of the Fathers of Confederation were arranged, and suggests an implicit comparison. Riel is clearly the centre of the movement and the one face that is most clearly in focus and carefully composed. Riel’s combed hair, his moustache, his sober clothes and tie were laden with unstated political symbolism. There was sober drama to populism. Riel was well versed in the political content of such images. Whether Riel requested the photograph or not, by sitting for the image he was participating in a tradition of political representation.

Later in life, Riel would frequently remind his audience that his clothing was not a sign of pride, but a reflection of his humble origins. “For fifteen years I have been neglecting myself. Even one of the most hard witnesses on me said that with all my vanity, I never was particular to my clothing; yes, because I never had much to buy any clothing.”96 Implicitly, he was suggesting that he thought not buying clothing was a sacrifice, one that others should recognize as a virtue in him – perhaps one imparted to him by the Sulpicians. This was also, he implicitly claimed, a reflection of his honest and humble intentions for the youngest and poorest of nations and a rebuke to his critics. To stress the comparison, sartorial choices were consciously made by most political actors. For instance, John A. Macdonald, far more of a dandy than Riel, wore loose ties and shaved his beard, and, for his biographer Richard Gywn, such distinctions made the difference in a political career.97
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Figure 8.2 Louis Riel and members of the provisional government. Photograph attributed to Joseph Langevin. According to the University of Manitoba Archives, the sitters can be identified as (front row, L–R) Bob O’Lone, Paul Prue [Proulx]; (centre row, L–R) Pierre Poitras, John Bruce, Louis Riel, W.B. O’Donoghue, François Dauphinais; (rear row, L–R) Charles Laroque, Pierre Delorme, Thomas Bunn, Xavier Page, André Beauchemin, Baptiste Tereaux [Tourond?], Thomas Spence.

Participants in the public sphere had to “dress the part,” and “civilized” clothing shaped their authority. Adapting European cultural codes meant accepting, or at least navigating, colonial hegemony, but it was not simply the result of a colonized identity.98 Fashion sense, as Cory Willmott and Kevin Brownlee argue of Anishinabeg leaders, can tell us much about the shifting balance of power and the colonizer’s political power to assign leadership according to new colonial relations.99 Given the overlapping nature of publics in the region, fashion politics was double-edged.

Singing was another popular means of expressing political opinion. Hargrave reported that “Des tribulations d’un roi malheureux” was being sung to deride McDougall.100 Mocking “Our King” and his “Dream,” the sarcastic verse is a good illustration of Métis sense of humour and pride. Pierre Falcon, a Métis bard, was a famous political satirist who informed public opinion.101 William McDougall, likely in an effort to delegitimize the Métis claims to loyalty, reported that the “Marseillaise” was “being circulated among the half-breeds.”102 Another satire, quoted at the opening of Chapter Seven and said to have been composed by Riel, mocked Charles Mair, “At Oak Point is found a dog of the sea” or “shit,” depending upon the emphasis in the French pronunciation of Chien de mer.103 As we saw earlier, such puns were a trademark of Riel’s political verse. These songs were key to contesting and adapting cultural identities and political messages in the Red River public sphere.

Robert Daniel Laxer has argued that musical performances, originally associated with war and military discipline, became cross-cultural and were central to establishing and maintaining relationships in the furtrade context.104 It was precisely their ability to “gather” meaning that gave songs their power in the borderlands context. For this reason, they were critical to formulating the Métis resistance to Canadian annexation.

Flags, clothing, photographs, medals, and presents of tobacco all mattered in the Indigenous and non-Indigenous public spheres. While singing and visual symbols were “sensuous,” it does not mean they lacked reason. However, we might assume that, as they were communicated through the material body, they required ritualized performance more than precise understanding.105 Such symbolic politics provided a basis for achieving consensus, because they were “gathered” around British authority. Directly and indirectly referencing the relationship between the “speaker” and the British monarch, these forms of communication were also a means of challenging the written authority of others who claimed to represent the Crown.

[image: Image]

Riel had to perform a careful balancing act. On the one hand, he had to appear “civilized,” for a Canadien and settler public; on the other he had to maintain his ties to the community and perform his authentic identity as an Indigenous person responsible to his kin. This balancing act was particularly poignant with respect to gendered expectations of what was appropriate.

The memoirs of women confirm that Riel was careful to always act the gentleman. Mrs H. Macdonald wrote, “I often saw Louis Riel, when I was a girl. We all thought he was very handsome. He was very polite and well educated, and he was distinguished looking, with fine wavy hair.”106 Mrs Bernard Ross recalled her encounter with Riel during the flag-raising ceremony on 10 December 1869. She was visiting Governor Mactavish, who was staying at the Hudson Bay House at the opposite end of Fort Garry. Worried that her horse might bolt during all the celebrations and the gunfire, she came down to ask Mr Bannatyne if she would have any trouble leaving. He brought her request to Riel, who escorted her to her sleigh himself. He “bowed low, with his left hand on his heart, and said very gallantly, ‘Ladies have always the first consideration, in war as in love!’”107 He played the gentleman even to his enemies. Later, on the occasion of taking the Canadas captive, he gave his coat to protect Mrs Schultz against the cold. She, pregnant at the time, wanted to accompany her husband, Dr Schultz, to prison.108 By contrast, the Canadian party attempted on numerous occasions to show the insult offered by the Métis toward their wives. However, these positive accounts of Riel by women demonstrate the care with which Riel counteracted colonial representation. Riel was well aware of how “savagery” was linked in the Canadian press to representations of gender and how the “vulnerability” of white women could potentially justify the violence of white rule. American newpapers carried numerous stories of “captivity,” which informed a white-settler press bent upon Native extermination.109

Riel also employed representations of women in the public sphere to encourage the unity and strength of the Métis movement. Consider the poem, “La Métisse,” that he penned in the voice of a woman: “I am a Métis woman and I am proud to belong to this nation.”110 The refrain declares the singer’s desire to find a lover among the soldiers of the “little army.”


Ah! If I am to be loved

I would chose as a faithful lover

One of the soldiers of the little army.111



This fictional Métisse does not represent a woman so much as the desires of heterosexual men, and suggests how representations of women could be used to “eroticize” the nation.112 “La Métisse” does not threaten the gender division. Rather, as Cecilia Morgan and Colin Coates argue for constructions of Madeline de Verchères and Laura Secord,113 it “captures” female sexuality and refashions it to support the heterosexual patriarchal order. But it also projected an image of devout and moral patriots. The poem concludes,


I have seen them defend the country

With as much love as bravery.

It was beautiful to see proud men

Inclining their heads, praying to God

To help them guard their hearth.114



Tropes of manliness were also used to describe political decisions. As William B. O’Donoghue said, Riel was “a man who forced Canada to recognise us as people, and not as buffaloes.”115 The New Nation reported that Riel’s party was composed of “free and spirited men.”116 In typically flamboyant language, it expanded: “We will not allow even the Dominion of Canada to trample on our rights without asserting the worm’s right to recoil. No God forbid we should be such mean, crawling, spiritless things as submit to an unceremonious thrusting into Confederation without being consulted. Bison Americanus is equal to the Beaver in spirit and pluck.” The banality of these tropes does not mean that they were insignificant. As Joan Scott points out, gender is not only “a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived relationships between sexes,” but also, a “primary way of signifying power.”117 While his supporters in Red River reinforced Riel’s manliness, the Canadian press would attempt to undermine it. Critiques of Riel’s appearance, particularly about his clothing and, if we recall Florent Vandenberghe from the collège, his hair, were linked to criticism of his masculinity. These critiques survived well into the twentieth century.118 The Métis were equal to this and endeavoured to mock a Canadian officer, Colonel Dennis, through slandering his manliness: a rumour spread that he had had to dress as an “Indian squaw” and been forced to carry “leggins” to escape the Métis patrols.119 This was not just trivial jesting, but part of the contest for public opinion. Initiated in Red River, these jests were echoed and sometimes magnified in the international press.120

Yet, Riel was not a champion for women’s rights. In the formally patriarchal Red River public sphere, women did not participate in Métis petitions. They were not elected to the National Committee, nor to the Provisional Government. Riel defended the honour of women, but did little to create space for them to express their opinions. Even when it was suggested in the debates, Riel did not support women’s right to vote. (During a discussion of Article 19 of the Bill of Rights, Alfred Scott, the American-born delegate for Winnipeg, proposed the enfranchisement of women. It was dismissed with laughter by the rest of the Convention.)121 Riel concluded this debate with the following statement: “We have shown ourselves to the world to be capable of discussing creditably matters of the utmost political consequence … men of intellect and reason in discussing important matters.”122

Years later, Marie Rose Delorme Smith, a Métis woman, wrote that in 1870 most Métis, which included her uncle George Ness, did not actually support Riel. After recording the oral history of George Ness, she concluded that trusting Riel had been foolhardy: “Poor simple half breeds, they had great faith in Riel, he being pretty well educated … They had meeting after meeting and they certainly stirred up something which did them no good.”123 While Delorme Smith’s judgment and Ness’s history were articulated in the post-1885 period and should be handled with care, they are a good reminder that Riel’s life cannot be used to exemplify all other Métis experiences, particularly those of women.

It is perhaps worthwhile to note that women did play an important, though less visible, role in maintaining solidarity within the Métis nation in the face of colonial dispossession. The career of Riel’s sister Sara suggests the kind of support that Métis women would give to the Métis community.124 The first Red River Métis to become a Grey Nun, Sara’s career has been less recognized than her brother. However, working as a caregiver and a teacher she exemplifies how, by taking the veil, like her Quebec counterparts studied by Marta Danylewycz, she found religion provided an alternative to marriage and opportunity for public service in an increasingly patriarchal environment.125 Even if feminine agency was marginalized from the increasingly formal institutions, women continued to play an important role in mediating the kinship relations which underpinned Métis society.

Riel faced Canada in newspapers and public meetings. He also used kin ties, flags, diplomacy, and songs. He navigated gender ideals. He drew upon family heritage and Sulpician education to fashion authority in the new public sphere. Even if he was wary of the liberal tenets of public opinion, he saw the import of public engagement for the sake of unity. To prevent colonial domination, Riel accepted the implications of representative and public politics and adopted the language of separate spheres. Riel’s poetry recalls many of the chauvinistic ideals that promoted the exclusivity of men as political agents, and his public performances increasingly relied upon a benevolent patriarchy that Bettina Bradbury and Brian Young have explored in Quebec.126 While Riel’s authority was based upon a balance between the institutions of kinship as well as representative elections, his use of the public sphere marginalized the input of women.

He was successful. This would be proven when he met Canadian delegate Donald Smith to negotiate the terms of Manitoba’s confederation.


9

The Storm Is on the Horizon


One result of our labours is that the people generally now have, for the first time in the history of this land, a voice in the direction of public affairs.

Louis Riel (1870)



The climactic moment in the history of Red River’s public sphere was a grand assembly held at Fort Garry on 19 January 1870.1 This event epitomized the emerging consciousness of a political community and illustrates that consultation with the public would be necessary for consensus. Diverse interests were framed by a common sense of belonging and a new social identity. As champion of the people and the public will, Riel capitalized on the moment to form a provisional government. This chapter, the third in the discussion of the Red River public sphere, explores his triumph, the continued defiance of Canadian settlers to democratic decision making, and the “trouble with Scott.” This was the consequence of Riel’s argument that the Métis had the “capacity to judge” for themselves the future of their country.

At the beginning of December, the French and English parties in the settlement had formed a committee that would come to be called the Provisional Government. After the royal proclamation of Canada’s would-be governor, William McDougall, was exposed as a fraud, the path was open for Riel to declare the independence of the Northwest Territories. The news of the turn of events in Red River took some time to reach Canada, but already in early December, John A. Macdonald recognized the potential threat to the Canadian deal with the HBC and sent three commissioners to counteract American influence. Meanwhile, Alexander Begg was writing that American influence over Riel was at its highest point.2 He reported that Riel’s letters were being monitored by American annexationists W.B. O’Donoghue and Enos Stutsman, and, on 25 December 1869, Stutsman, sending his own letter to Riel, hidden in the folds of a newspaper, cautioned the Métis leader against negotiating with Canadians. Acting on their advice, Riel took care to isolate the first two commissioners, Reverend Jean-Baptiste Thibault and Colonel Charles de Salaberry, on the grounds that they had no authority to negotiate. They had been sent to persuade, not to bargain.3

The third commissioner, Donald Smith, Montreal-based officer for the HBC, railroad entrepreneur, and future Lord Strathcona, took precautions to arrive unannounced, and even left his official papers in Pembina as a safeguard. He worried legitimately that American advisers would silence any Canadian interests.4 Once in the settlement, Smith began to secretly undo the tenuous alliances within the community. He made his official capacity known and revealed his commission only under pressure from Riel. While suspicious of Smith’s intentions, Riel agreed to see his papers, and sent a man to fetch them. In the meantime, Pierre Laveiller and Angus McKay, a French Métis and English “Half-breed” respectively, who opposed Riel, and were perhaps inspired by a bribe from Smith, arranged to intercept Riel’s envoy and seize the papers.

When Riel heard that his envoy had been ambushed, he set out to confront the party en route. Alexander Begg described a horse chase along the road involving more than a dozen horses and sleighs. Blocking them at St Norbert Parish, Riel declared that he would willingly sacrifice his life if they did not give back the papers. Pierre Laveiller reportedly grabbed Riel by the throat and threatened to shoot him. What followed is unclear, but Riel somehow convinced the party to drive to Fort Garry, to open the papers, and to meet with Donald Smith there.5 The other Canadian commissioners were also summoned, and runners were sent all over the settlement to announce a public meeting.

The grand assembly was set for 19 January 1870. Despite the cold, it was held outside, because there was no hall large enough to accommodate the crowd. Adam Gaudry has compared this public assembly to the buffalo hunt’s founding meeting, and points out that it drew upon Indigenous tradition for its constitution.6 The meeting was reported in detail by the New Nation, from which the following summary is taken. It was chaired by Thomas Bunn, with Judge Black acting as a secretary.7 Riel acted as French translator, and the Reverend Henry Cochrane acted as the “Indian” translator. It is helpful to consider the speeches and debates in detail, in order to illustrate the nature of the Red River public sphere, its merging of Indigenous and liberal bourgeois forms of public debate.

To begin, Donald Smith read a letter to him from Joseph Howe, who, acting as secretary of state for the Dominion, appointed Smith as government commissioner. The letter outlined his charge to “bring about … union with Canada,” explain the principles of Canadian government, and remove any misapprehensions. The second letter was from the governor general of Canada to Smith. Riel interrupted him at this point, “Is that letter public or private?” After some confusion, the chairman ruled it was public, and Smith continued to read, “The people may rely upon [the imperial government] that respect and protection will be extended to the different religious persuasions (loud cheers) – that titles to every description of property will be perfectly guarded (renewed cheers) – and that all the franchises which have existed, or which the people may prove themselves qualified to exercise, shall be duly continued or liberally conferred.”8 Riel objected to the fact that it was not signed “Governor,” to which Smith replied it was signed “in my capacity as Her Majesty’s representative.”

Riel’s careful handling of what was public and private should not be read as an attempt to shut down communication. While Bumsted has remarked on this curious exchange, it has not received sustained study by any of Riel’s biographers. It was an attempt to draw the distinction between public and private affairs – and to make clear that this meeting was a formal event, the basis for institutional government.9 Riel was setting a boundary on what was public and what was private, which, as Habermas points out, is precisely the kind of management that the liberal public sphere requires.10 Moreover, he remained suspicious. Only days before he had written a letter to the official commissioners to say that he did not find in their papers “the requisite powers to treat.”11 Were these men counsellors or delegates? The sovereignty of Red River was at stake in this approach. The Government of Canada continued to withhold information, and he was worried – legitimately, considering his experience with McDougall – about Canadian lies. After all, Smith had been in the settlement for almost a month without openly declaring his mission. Smith had also attempted to sneak the documents into the community without Riel’s approval. Clearly there was a threat implied in his actions. Riel was trying to hold him to account, as here, in a mass meeting, the damage of a false report could be far-reaching. Riel was not afraid of the truth, but he was worried about what damage lies could do in the public sphere. Riel’s hesitancy was one born of experience dealing with Canadian annexationists like John Schultz and newspaper opinions that repeatedly lied.

Smith then asked to read some letters sent by the Canadian government to Mactavish. Riel again objected: “I do not want the document to be read.” But by now the crowd sensed the breakthrough, and loud cries were made to have the letter read. The crowd was informed that William O’Donoghue had the letters and would not produce them. Even the secretary John Black, who was also the acting town magistrate, supported the reading of the letter, whereupon Riel told him that as secretary he was “out of his role.”12 Such wrangling was uncharacteristic at a formal public meeting, but order was restored when Andrew Bannatyne, with a formal motion based upon his status as a “settler,” requested the letters, and the motion was put to a vote and was successfully passed. The letters were fetched, and Smith read a telegram from the Queen that denounced the “misguided persons [who] have banded together to oppose by force the entry of the future Lieut-Governor [McDougall].”13 This led to a vocal demand that the prisoners, taken by the Métis from Dr Schultz’s house, be released. Riel refused to do this, and Métis soldiers “ran” to their weapons. On this note, the meeting was adjourned until the next day.

On 20 January, the meeting opened on a conciliatory note, with an apology from the man who had demanded that the prisoners be released. Then, in a significant move, Smith revealed his own legitimacy to speak. First, he distanced himself from McDougall. He pointed out that he had only met with McDougall on the road from Pembina and had not written anything to him. This statement was met with cheers. Even more persuasive was his second point:


Though personally unknown to you, I am as much interested in the welfare of this country as others. On both sides I have a number of relations in this land (cheers) not merely Scotch cousins, but blood relations[s]. Besides that, my wife and her children are natives of Rupert’s Land (cheers). Hence though I am myself a Scotchman, people generally will not be surprised that I should feel a deep interest in this great country and its inhabitants (cheers). I am here today in the interests of Canada, but only in so far as they are in accordance with the interests of this country (hear, hear, and cheers).14



Smith’s kinship ties to the Red River public were far from straightforward, but they were significant. While working in Labrador, Donald Smith had married Isabella Hardisty, daughter of Richard Hardisty and Margaret Sutherland, a Métis from the Northwest.15 Isabella’s brothers had been sent to the Red River Academy, and she had been educated in England.16 In 1851, she married an English Métis trader, James Grant, à la façon du pays. They separated, and by 1852 Isabella was living with Smith. While the Dictionary of Canadian Biography remarks that this was an embarrassment to Donald Smith all his life, in Red River this was one of the most effective arguments that Smith could offer. For the Red River public, public persuasion was tied to family relations. It will be recalled that Riel’s reaction to Governor Mactavish’s letter at the opening of the conflict drew upon the fact that his children were “Métis like us.”

There followed a half-hour adjournment, after which “business” was resumed. Riel now took the initiative to suggest that forty representatives be elected to meet on 25 January in the courtroom in order to consider Smith’s commission. The motion was carried. An elected council approved by the entire settlement would draw up terms for negotiating with Canada. Both the Catholic and the Anglican bishop then addressed the crowd to say they were pleased to see everyone coming together. Riel made the closing remarks, and his words were printed in the New Nation.


Before this assembly breaks up, I cannot but express my feelings, however briefly. 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 cheer).17



Riel had learned the importance of – and how to achieve – the unity that he was so looking for. He began his speech with “fears,” but unity was possible through understanding what was shared. It was certainly public theatre, but that was a necessary part of the new political sphere. Furthermore, Riel had forced the Canadian delegates to negotiate according to Métis ideas of authority, and to show their own family ties to the land. Family ties continued to play an important part in the constitution of public authority in Red River, and newcomers continued to be integrated into the Indigenous spheres of authority through family bonds.18

Riel used the language of British rights, while at the same time making explicit, if ironic, reference to the Indigenous half of their identity to reject any arguments about the incompatibility between Métis and British identities. This refusal of the settler-native dichotomy was the heart of his critique of settler discourse regarding the political rights of Indigenous peoples; they could be both and have rights as both.

The forty members met to negotiate terms of Confederation. The result was the Bill of Rights, a document that has received considerable study, as it was the basis for the negotiation with the Canadian government. This convention also elected three representatives to send as commissioners to Canada. The result of these negotiations was the Manitoba Act and the Confederation of the Province of Manitoba. It is worth, however, pausing to consider the debate around the appropriateness of claiming Indigenous rights. As Darren O’Toole has pointed out, Article 15 of the Bill called for the respect for “all properties, rights and privileges, as hitherto enjoyed by us.”19 Riel raised the question whether “Indians” had claim to the whole country, for, as he stated, “I have heard of Half-breeds having maintained a position of superiority and conquest against the incursions of Indians in some parts of the country. If so, this might possibly be considered to establish the rights of the Halfbreeds as against the Indians.” George Flett objected, “for my part, I am a Half-breed but far be it from me to press any land claim I might have as against the poor Indian of the country (hear, hear). Let the Indian claims be what they may, they will not detract from our just claims. We have taken the position and ask the rights of civilized men.” James Ross agreed. “The fact is,” he argued, “we must take one side or the other – we must either be Indians and claim the privilege of Indians – certain reserves of land an annual compensation of blankets, powder and tobacco [laughter] – or else we must take the position of civilized men and claim rights accordingly. We cannot expect to enjoy the rights and privileges of both the Indian and the White man.”

Prime Minister John A. Macdonald would have agreed; but Riel and the Métis certainly did not. Pierre Thibert responded, “rights put forward by Half-breeds need not necessarily be mixed up with those of Indians. It is quite possible that the two classes of rights can be separate and concurrent. My own idea is that reserves of land should be given to Half-breeds for their rights.”20 Pierre Delorme and another anonymous Métis made similar statements. As for Riel, he reminded Ross of the “rights of civilized men in other countries,” including those of “Great Britain [who] holds most of her possessions by right of conquest.” These questions and definitions of rights were developed through public debate. This claim to land confronted Canada’s double standard head on. Why, Riel and the Métis demanded to know, could “civilized Indians” not claim rights to land and political rights at the same time? Even those white settlers without property could vote.

This point deserves emphasis. In 1870, Riel put voice to the question: “Why should the original peoples not also have political rights?” The Métis should have full benefits of Canadian citizenship, but also have additional rights. That such political contestation remains at the heart of the debates today speaks to the failure of the settler order to situate Indigenous voices in the public sphere. It also helps explain the continued frustration of Indigenous communities.21

The fallout was a matter for later. In 1870, the Métis still hoped for a fair deal in Confederation. Now was the time to celebrate. In February, to recognize the formation of the government and to ease the tensions in the settlement, Riel promised to release the hundreds of prisoners being kept in Fort Garry. Yet, he could not afford to look weak to his Métis supporters, who continued to fear treason from the Canadas. Many resisted showing mercy. However, as he prevaricated and delayed, tensions rose. Finally, one “strong-minded” and “dramatic” woman, Victoria MacVicar, intervened. She would become known as a shrewd negotiator, had close ties to the Imperial Federation League, and was fiercely royalist.22 Her intervention however was a boon for Riel, who instrumentalized the “civilizing” presence of women to justify his conciliatory approach to politics and to temper his “strong leadership.” The New Nation printed MacVicar’s appeal:


Determined to see the last man set free, if that were possible, she sat there for hours in order to effect her resolve. Where words of counsel or kindness would be effective with the prisoners or President, she used them freely and with effect. The prisoners were assured with a word from her – and the President – young and a bachelor – of course he could withhold nothing. All the prisoners were liberated, even the four who were at one time sentenced to be sent across the line as too dangerous to be at large.23



In fact, Riel consistently responded with generosity to the appeals of female petitioners.24 By doing so he conformed to the social expectation that women exerted a moderating influence on the violence of men. He allowed the decision to release the prisoners appear to be the result of feminine influence. In fact, by responding appropriately to the virtue and beauty of a young woman, he reinforced his manliness. While this story was carried in the local paper, the realpolitik of the affair was that the release of the prisoners defused the tensions in the settlement and removed the excuse for the Canadas’ counter-insurgency.

Despite the official communications about peace and order, the Canadas continued to stir up trouble. On 14 February, an armed group invaded the house of Henri Coutu, hoping to catch Riel there. Then, in late February, Hugh Sutherland and Nobert Parisien were killed, because a violent mob of Canadas had seized Parisien as a spy. Sutherland had been rushing to tell the insurgents that the prisoners had been released and to cease their threats. Despite the release of the prisoners, a large party of men proceeded foolishly to march past Fort Garry after manifesting their hostility to the Provisional Government. They were seized by the Métis and imprisoned in the fort. The Métis National Committee, including Riel, were determined to reassert order in the settlement through a court martial.25 Four men were found guilty of treason, and sentenced to death.

Riel was approached by a number of people who asked him to commute the sentence. Women were strategically present again: Mrs Bannatyne (who had beat Mair), Mrs Mactavish, Miss MacVicar, and Mrs Sutherland, the mother of Hugh Sutherland. Riel pardoned three of the four, but refused to pardon the leader, Major Boulton. According to a memoir by Mrs W.R. Black, Riel replied to Mrs Sutherland’s entreaties: “I hold him accountable for the death of your son, the first bloodshed since the resistance to my government began, and he must pay the penalty. A life for a life! He is guilty of the death of a man born on the soil of this country and he must die for it!”26 But the ladies continued their efforts until they embarrassed him. Begg writes, “when she [Miss MacVicar] entered the room where Riel was[,] evidently having made up her mind for a scene[,] threw herself on her knees crying, Mercy! Mercy! Mercy! – Everybody except the Lady herself was disgusted.”27 Another memoir recalled Mrs Sutherland’s persistence and, eventually, “Riel stopped his pacing up and down, and resting against the end of the table, covered his face with his hands. At last he said, ‘Mrs. Sutherland, that alone has saved him. I give you Boulton’s life!’”28

On the one hand, discretionary mercy reinforced the relationship of gender to the power structure. There was, on the other hand, another aspect of political brinkmanship, as Donald Smith revealed in a letter to Joseph Howe. Riel effectively blackmailed Smith into using his influence with the English inhabitants to convince them to join the French in forming a government.29 Smith, in turn, used it as an excuse to explain why he had supported Riel’s government. He reported their conversation:


I reasoned with him long and earnestly, until at length, about 10 o’clock, he yielded, and addressing me apparently with much feeling, said “Hitherto I have been deaf to all entreaties, and in now granting you this man’s life (or words to that effect) may I ask you a favour?” “Anything” I replied … He continued, “Canada has disunited us, will you use your influence to reunite us. You can do so, and without this it will be war, bloody civil war … If you can do this, war will be avoided; not only the lives but the liberty of all the prisoners will be secured, for on your success depend the lives of all the Canadians in the Settlement.”



Riel knew well that Smith had been bribing others in order to break up the fragile political union.30 This had caused him considerable frustration; so by agreeing to spare Boulton’s life, he gained another ally. For Smith, Riel’s clemency was in fact necessary to excuse his support of Riel to an antagonistic Canadian audience. In his official report and in private letters, he explained that Riel’s change of heart regarding the execution of Boulton was a result of his own patient reasoning.

Riel’s position with regard to his Métis supporters was no easier. He faced increasing pressure from the Métis, who worried that, if mercy was shown too frequently, the “Canadas” would became bolder. The Métis guards at Fort Garry were unwilling to continue acting as virtuous guardians. The Canadas were growing more confident with each act of mercy, and were louder than ever in their abuse of the jail-keepers. One of them, Thomas Scott, was singled out for his efforts to insult and laugh at his captors.31 Riel pleaded with Thomas Scott to behave, but Scott replied stubbornly, “I am loyal and you are rebels.”32 He urged his fellows to escape and to fight. It didn’t help when Riel became ill, as a result of “brain-fever.”33 The Métis lost their patience when Scott attacked his guards and threatened Riel. They beat him violently.

The insolence and execution of Thomas Scott are perhaps the best-known incidents of the rebellion – the successful product of over a century of Canadian propaganda. The “mistake” of executing Thomas Scott has guided Canadian history for far too long. According to Stanley, “By one unfortunate error of judgment – this is what the execution of Scott amounted to – and by one unnecessary deed of bloodshed – for the Provisional Government was an accomplished fact – Louis Riel set his foot upon the path which led not to glory but to the gibbet.”34 Certainly, it allowed the English press to demonize Riel, and likely contributed to his own execution in 1885.35 To this day even, Riel’s decision to allow the killing continues to cause confusion and anxiety for a Canadian historical memory that is looking for “law and order.”36

Bumsted is much closer to the truth when he concludes that Scott may have been executed because he was a nobody, and therefore could be sacrificed. He was killed because he was a stranger with no kin ties. As we have seen community ties are essential for Métis governance and a lone, single male was a loose cannon.

Judging the past according to contemporary morals does not help us understand the event itself. Through infamy, important details and context are obscured. There are two points to make here: First, the outrage at Scott’s “murder” is informed by the false gaze of hindsight and the framework of justice that was later imposed by the settler state. If Riel had allowed Scott to live, the consequences could have been more dire in terms of ongoing public disorder. Second, he was not performing for the Canadian but for the Red River public. The Métis guards knew that Scott had been involved with the killing of Parisien. The guards were on the verge of killing Scott, with or without a court martial, when Riel intervened. And maintaining Indigenous principles of justice behind the public sphere was paramount. Norma Hall has even suggested that Scott was a form of “wihktigoo,” a murderous, infectious force in Ojibwa spirituality.37 “Law and order” are only ensured by the threat of violence. The Red River public sphere, as all other publics, was maintained in constant tension between violence from below and above; that balancing act was part of Riel’s decision making.

Riel knew the implications of the execution could be dire for his reputation with the Canadian public (he had already pardoned others). Yet, as Bumsted points out, he could have done the same thing when dealing with Boulton: Scott’s biggest liability was that he was a “nobody.” Thomas Scott had no relations, Riel called him a “stranger,” and, without a mother, sister, wife, or children to keep him in check, he was, according to Métis ideas of governance, a threat to the community.38 Lacking feminine relations, Scott’s violence could not be checked by kinship ties. It could only be met with violence.

So, yes, Scott was undoubtedly executed for political reasons, but for local ones. Smith reported that Riel told him, “We must make Canada respect us.”39 But, it should be noted, in his comment to Smith, Riel undoubtedly meant the “Canada Party” in Red River, rather than the government in Ottawa. Riel certainly did not make much fanfare of it in the local press: the execution of Scott was only briefly mentioned in the New Nation, and was reported with the great regret of the provisional government.40 In Red River, this warning was to be transmitted through informal channels, where its lesson would be more effective. For the Canadian public, he sought to use the execution to express the continued order and discipline among his soldiers. And he took pains to emphasize the formal legality of this decision of a sovereign government in later years.

The Canadas continued to object loudly to Riel’s increased authority in the public sphere, but they had been cowed by the execution of Scott, and now, claiming the support of the universal public, Riel could act more decisively. On 5 March, Riel called a meeting of the Provisional Government to reinforce the necessity for public order.41 Riel titled his speech somewhat presumptuously, “Address before the Legislature of Rupert’s Land.”42 Such a title was clearly aimed at claiming political legitimacy and rebuking those who continued to see his government as a group of bandits. He began, formally, “One result of our labours is that the people generally now have, for the first time in the history of this land, a voice in the direction of public affairs.” He continued, “[l]et us, then, see to it that the public are no more allowed to rush together, on one side or the other, in such a manner as they have gathered of late.” He concluded, “our politics will be,–good government for the people, as soon as we can establish it; and public prosperity by every means which we can devise.” Was he intentionally playing with a phrase borrowed from the 1867 British North America Act: “Peace, Order, and Good Government”? Security of the state, or good government, is a deeply rooted political institution in British North America.43

Riel now sought to set the affairs of the settlement in order. In late March, he held an interview with William Mactavish to restore “free and unconditional” commerce in the settlement. The results were published in the New Nation on 2 April 1870 and Le Nouveau Monde (Montreal) on 10 May 1870, and was sent to the American consul.44 With this document, Riel gained considerable recognition, and the authority of the Provisional Government was strengthened by an HBC promise to: 1) recognize the Provisional Government; 2) lend £3,000 sterling to the government; 3) guarantee a further £2,000 loan; 4) pay £4,000 for maintaining a military force; 5) immediately recirculate Company bills; and 6) hold in reserve merchandise for the government’s use (for negotiations with Cree and Dakota). Days later, on 7 April, the President of the Government addressed the citizens of the “North and the Northwest: “CONCITOYENS/FELLOW COUNTRY MEN!” Riel paid tribute to the power of the public will, “Recognized by all classes of people the government relies upon the good will and the union of its citizens.”45 This was printed in multiple newspapers in English and French and circulated by Catholic missionaries as a broadsheet.

With this broadsheet, Riel claimed to be addressing (and possibly representing) the Northwest as a public. It therefore represents an expanding sense of the political community. As any other British subject, Riel asserted his own – and the Métis – right to participate in deliberations upon the political future of the settlement. With the arrival of a Canadian military force, the argument for the sovereignty of the people became moot. In the meantime, however, in this publication, Riel was trying to create in the public mind an understanding that that this represented the universal political interests of the Northwest.

That someone like Louis Riel could, in 1869, employ the new mediums and forms of the public sphere was a sharp rebuke to the pretense, formed by unprepared politicians from Ottawa, that this was empty land waiting for “civilization.” He would use this to his advantage to take up the cause of the entire Northwest. The “Protestation des Peuples du Nord-Ouest” was later reported in the papers of Ontario and Quebec, which also carried a letter from Louis Schmidt, the secretary of the Provisional Government.46 On 15 May 1870, Riel threw the words of the “loyalists” back in the teeth of the Canadian newspapers,


We are full of confidence in the principles which make us strong. Because of our own conduct others have brought war against us and continue to do so. They are not loyal subjects of the Queen of England. In order to ruin us, and raise themselves up on our ruins[,] they have always characterized us as barbarians. Despite our great difficulties, we have never called to our aid the dangerous element of the Indian tribes. Au contraire, while we have wasted nothing to keep them calm, they have sent across our country, where their government has no jurisdiction, messengers, with criminal intent, to make enemies for us amongst the Indians. We hope that the authority of the crown of England will facilitate the conclusion to the great complications that have been caused by such dangerous politics.47



Riel drew out the rhetoric of a binary between civilization and savage by contrasting Canada’s efforts to ruin them as “barbaric,” and accused them of having the “criminal intent” of making an “Indian” war. He pointed out that it made no sense to deny that Indigenous peoples could also be part of a peaceful British North America. Riel decried the slanders of Canadian politics and argued that the Métis were the means of facilitating British jurisdiction and authority in the Northwest. This was not just resistance, but state-building.
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The public will was divided and diverse, but the ideas of loyalty and the rights of the people to the soil provided the basis for consensus in Red River. Riel mobilized this will to explain the need for political responsibility, and in so doing reshaped the social identity. The new political community began to imagine itself as a united body. The grand assembly of January 1870 presents the best expression of when the Red River public recognized its responsibility and began the process toward determining its own political future. Harold Mah has termed this process the “phantasmic reshaping of social identity.”48

Central to the idea of a public sphere is the idea of universal access, but that idea is based upon the presumption of a universal identity.49 The mass of people must accept that each person has an equal right to be involved in the process of determining the future of the settlement. Mah argues, the “presumption of equality presupposes that individuals seem in a fundamental sense undifferentiated or unmarked by acquired traits of wealth, status, or membership in groups.” The innovation is the ability to imagine a public with an undifferentiated membership, or at least one where the differences can be overlooked. The key to Riel’s success was putting aside the differences and to perform as if there was a unified whole.

Colonists, expecting a chaotic and lawless frontier, could not understand Riel’s work, and only saw him as a petty dictator, a caricature that has proven to be long-lived. These caricatures have deceived historians, and, as a result, they have dismissed the novelty and creativity of Riel’s political ideas. From the Métis point of view, Riel was their spokesperson who, because he had a foot in both worlds, was able to show Canada that the Red River community would not be overawed and cowed.

Riel resisted Canada’s colonization of the Northwest (according to George F. Stanley, “overwhelming white immigration and a competitive nineteenth-century civilization”). He responded to colonization by showing that the Métis were “civilized” and would be agents of their own history. Aware of the structure of colonial power, Riel resisted it with intellectual force. Yet, he was also complicit in the transfer of authority from Indigenous ideas around kinship to a nebulous, but more universal, social identity that could serve as an umbrella for a much larger political community. The term “peuple” became a rallying point and he employed the idiom of “public will,” but at the same time the authority of women in kinship networks was thereby short-circuited.

The ultimate marginalization of Indigenous peoples may be linked to the history of the public sphere. The Canadian public would ultimately block Indigenous participation in the public debate based upon paternalistic notions of responsibility. The consequence of European and Canadian discourses regarding the opinions of Indigenous peoples is an overlooked element of the history of responsible government in Canada, which relies upon a “capacity to judge.” Riel’s work shows us that the opinions and interests of Indigenous peoples could not be disregarded from the outset. There was a moment in the negotiation for Confederation when public opinion was informed by ideas of Indigenous rights. If we are to tell the history of Confederation as one of shaping public opinion, these kinds of stories deserve to be told, even if they ultimately resulted in dispossession. The point is that alternative versions of Confederation were proposed, and it is up to us to recover those alternatives.

The following four chapters examine how Riel responded to the violent invasion of Red River by Canadian troops. He would once again take up the Métis cause, leading the campaign for an amnesty that demanded recognition for the work the Métis had accomplished in 1870. It argues that Riel’s remarkable networking skill during the amnesty campaign would shake Confederation to its very core.
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A Network Approach to Confederation


We claim no half rights, mind you, but all the rights we are entitled to.

Riel (1870)



Following the public meeting of January 1870 and the decision to create a commission to negotiate terms with Canada, three men were sent to Ottawa. The result was the Manitoba Act. The date for the province of Manitoba to join Confederation was set for 15 July 1870.

In the interim, Riel was asked to continue his administration of the settlement. By drawing together diverse publics (Red River, Canadian, American, and British), he had forged a new political consensus that sustained the public order. Any attempt at colonization would have to either enter into this consensus or break it up. The Canadian government choose the latter course by sending in an armed force under the command of British colonel Garnet Joseph Wolseley. The administration of the provisional government was cut short, and the result was violence, bloodshed, and considerable civil strife.

In the years following the “troubles” of 1869–70 a vocal group of people called upon the government to punish the leading Métis involved in the political resistance to Canada’s annexation of the Northwest. These “Canada Firsters,” as they were called, incensed by the “murder” of Thomas Scott, demanded the arrest and trial of Ambroise Lépine and Louis Riel.1 The following four chapters, the final section of this book, describe how, after the “troubles,” Riel navigated Canadian antipathy and made strategic alliances with Canadien networks in an effort to hijack the Confederation project and place Métis interests at the centre of the Canadian political consensus. At the core of this narrative is Riel’s goal to have the Canadian government recognize the promised amnesty of those involved in the Red River Resistance that was a condition of Manitoba’s joining Confederation. The role that Riel played, through his public appearances and writing, reveals how he captured the public eye and galvanized public opinion.

The key events of Riel’s life in the first years of Manitoba in Confederation are relatively well known, since George Stanley’s work, and can be quickly summarized. The confrontation between Riel and the new Dominion came to a climax in 1874. In September 1873, a warrant for the arrest of Lépine and Riel was signed in Winnipeg. Lépine was captured, but Riel escaped. Across Canada, loud voices, both in support of and against this turn of events, called for justice. At the trial in 1874, Lépine was found guilty and sentenced to death. Governor General Lord Dufferin eventually commuted the sentence, and the Canadian government granted a general amnesty, with an exceptional condition of a five-year exile for Riel and Lépine.

While Stanley provided a general outline of these events, my research suggests that Riel’s own networking and writing during this these events was more pivotal than he has been given credit for. As will be shown, Riel intentionally forged relationships that would allow him access to the networks already in place in Montreal. The last section of this book discloses a new understanding of Riel’s relationship to Confederation. In the years 1872 to 1874, Confederation was still a fresh idea, a vision that seemed to offer opportunity, because it drew together a vast territory into one political system. Rather than resisting it, Riel participated in the newly imagined political space that was Canada, or, at the very least, he negotiated the horizons of the newly confederated community.

Chapter 10 explains how sociability and networking, through written correspondence and social visits, were key to political careers.2 Like other political leaders active in Montreal, such as George-Étienne Cartier for Canadiens, Thomas D’Arcy McGee for the Irish, or Alexander Tilloch Galt for land speculators and railroad investors, Riel used public pressure and social networking to defend the rights and claims of his constituency. This “clientelist” system of politics, in which “identity brokerage” was translated into practical power, was critical for political success in mid-nineteenth-century Canada. It is argued that Riel’s politics were modelled on a pattern already established by Joseph Howe. The parallel was not mere coincidence. Howe had visited the settlement before the troubles began, and Riel employed the language of “better terms” in his own politics. It is likely that Riel watched with keen interest how Howe and Macdonald negotiated a compromise that was central to the definition of Confederation.3 Howe accepted Macdonald’s clientelist, patronage-style politics in order to increase the amount of taxes to transfer to the provinces. In the mid-nineteenth century, the rights of minority groups were at the beating heart of Canadian politics, and Riel, just like George-Étienne Cartier and Joseph Howe, attempted to use Confederation to defend the interests of his people.4 Riel, like any other “father of Confederation,” realized that Confederation could be an effective tool for negotiating “better terms.”

This chapter presents the importance of networking to nineteenth-century state formation, according to Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of social capital.5 In order to develop the political potential of the Métis nation within Confederation, Riel endeavoured to put together a network of allies, described in Chapter 11. Connecting the larger web of letters and newspapers to Riel’s writing illustrates the process by which Riel’s pamphlet on amnesty was published and its influence on Montreal’s public opinion. The pamphlet, titled “L’Amnistie: mémoire sur les causes des troubles du Nord-Ouest et sur les négotiations qui ont amené leur règlement amiable,” was published in February 1874. This, the case-study of this section, is discussed in detail in Chaper 12. It was the intellectual centerpiece of his engagement with Confederation. In this pamphlet and the ensuing campaign, described in Chapter 13, he defended the Métis government’s actions and argued that amnesty was the sine qua non of entry into Confederation.

These chapters also offer reflection on the evolution of the relationship of Riel to the Canadien public in Quebec. In 1870, Confederation seemed to offer an opportunity to the Métis, because it made possible an alliance with Quebec. It was not manipulation of the one by the other, but rather was more akin to the smashing together of particles in a burst of energy that would create fireworks for Canadien politics for generations to come. By the end of the 1870s, the increasingly racialized space of post-Confederation British North America had narrowed Riel’s options. Some had already begun to deny Riel’s links to Montreal. Riel had been to the right school, mastered Latin, had the bearing of a professional statesman, and had proven that he had the confidence of his fellows. This social capital counted in the early 1870s. But, by 1876, Riel was in the asylum in Longue Pointe and was treated as insane. In 1885, he would be executed as a traitor, and the only imaginable defence the Canadien lawyers from Quebec could think of for Riel was insanity. In a society that no longer wished to remember the ties with the Northwest, the genius of Riel’s networking was impossible to understand. The Canadiens in Quebec’s elite consoled themselves by speaking of the insanity of the “pauvre Riel” and protesting his execution as a symptom of Protestant and Anglophone oppression. But that story is well known. This is the story before the “Fall.” This is the story of Riel’s success and the story of the Métis nation that Canada never was.
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Colonel Garnet Wolseley’s own antipathy toward the Métis is a good illustration of the intentions of the invading force. He later wrote, “I was glad that Riel did not come out and surrender, as he at one time said he would for I could not then have hanged him as I might have done had I taken him prisoner when in arms against his sovereign.”6 Of course, this was all bluster, as Wolseley never had a choice in the matter at all. The jury is still out on Wolseley’s responsibility for the ensuing terrorism.7 It seems that there was no lack of Canadians with an appetite for riot and brutality in the force sent to Red River. The blame could be spread around. Whether Wolseley lacked the will or the authority to enforce discipline among the Canadian volunteers, what is certain is that Red River was subjected to a campaign of revenge by Canadian troops.8 In the ensuing weeks, members of Riel’s government and their supporters were pursued, beaten, and killed in an outbreak of lynch law. Although it is impossible to make a clear link between Canadian militia volunteers and the assaults, Elzéar Goulet, François Guillemette, Bob O’Lone, and James Tanner were violently killed in short order. Riel’s cousin and Métis council member André Nault was beaten and left for dead. Thomas Spence, the editor of the New Nation, was also attacked. Father Kavanaugh, a newly arrived Catholic priest, narrowly escaped with his life when someone shot at him.9 On 27 August, Abbé J.-B. Proulx wrote to the secretary of the bishop in Montreal, Joseph-O. Paré, “The Colonel has not established martial law and he has not called back the Provisional Government and has stifled the civil authorities.”10 There were reports of sexual assaults on women in the settlement, but, as the newly appointed judge, Francis Johnson, was powerless over the Canadian militia, no trials were held. In his assessment, legal historian Dale Gibson writes wryly, “To say that Johnson summarized the evidence carefully does not necessarily mean it was fairly summarized.”11

Riel had been warned. Others had urged him to stop or slow the advancing Canadian military force with his own. However, he had overruled these militants in his ranks, citing the need to honour the terms of the treaty made with Canada. Catholic bishop Alexandre-Antonin Taché, was also now taking an active role in controlling Métis violence and – some argued, naively – paving the way for the arrival of a Canadian administration.

The provisional government was shattered by the Canadian military occupation. The tenuous public order that the community had established was torn apart. Public liberties and public life were openly mocked. The Indigenous public sphere was overwhelmed by Canadian violence.

The newly formed province of Manitoba and the power vacuum created by Wolseley’s invasion attracted the interest of many politicians. Riel, anticipating Canadian migrants, looked for allies. He kept up a steady correspondence in order to maintain a political network that would keep him informed and within the sphere of influence. The Catholic church provided one of the most important frameworks for Riel in his effort to bring the Métis cause into Confederation.

Friendships would be essential in forcing Canada to recognize and implement the terms of the treaty that they had promised in the Manitoba Act. Consider a recently uncovered letter written by Riel in December 1869 to Eustache Prud’homme, a former classmate at the collège. It shows how Riel revived his connections and attempted to inspire his friends in Montreal to join this exciting opportunity to create a new province.12 It is but one example of a rich correspondence that Riel maintained long after leaving Montreal.


I have just received your kind letter. Caught up in my new occupations, despite the little time I have available even at night, I made sure that I read twice over what you had written to me. Dear friend! Voila! Everything is going well here. Everything! I have seized the opportune moment … I cannot tell you: come here and you will make money. But that is the situation. We need learned men, honest people! We lack educated people amongst the French Canadien Métis population. Come if you wish! … [B]y coming here, you will render to the country, and to Lower Canada’s cause a great service. Oh! If only Mr. Cartier had paid more attention to the suggestions of my weak voice … There is perhaps still time.13



Eustache Prud’homme and Riel were close friends at the collège. It will be recalled that he wrote a review of Riel’s poetry for L’Opinion Publique in February 1870, and carried out a long-term correspondence with Riel.14 These personal relationships established at the collège were the foundation of Riel’s political network. In the letter Riel emphasized that the Métis are a branch of the Canadien “race,” and he writes: “All that I know, is that before all else I am French Canadien! And that shows the intention of my ideas and feelings.”15 He may have been making a literary allusion to a popular song composed and sung by Cartier for the Patriots at a Saint-Jean-Baptiste banquet in the 1830s (Avant tout je suis Canadien français). Such literary allusions were normal in their correspondence, but Riel was also announcing his loyalties. The future of the “Canadien-Français,” Riel emphasizes, is in the Northwest, and in 1869 he could speak realistically to his fellows (if not to Cartier) about the future he saw in Confederation.

While Prud’homme did not come west, another classmate, Joseph Dubuc, did. While younger, and one year below Riel at the collège, Dubuc and Riel shared philosophy classes and were both members of the Academie française at the same time. Dubuc was a young lawyer, and would be Riel’s most loyal ally and regular correspondent. Others would follow. While Riel failed to attract the attention of “the lion of Quebec,” Cartier did encourage other young politicians to travel west: Marc Amable Girard, Alphonse LaRivière, and Henry Clarke.16 Some would become Riel’s allies, others his opponents.

One of “Cartier’s boys” to travel west was Joseph Royal, also an alumnus from the Collège de Montreal, having attended from 1850 to 1854. He was involved with newspapers: he had worked for La Minerve, had founded L’Ordre in 1858, had been called in to save L’Écho du Cabinet de Lecture Paroissial from bankruptcy in 1861, and had founded La Revue Canadienne in 1864. Royal also founded Le Nouveau Monde and became one of the original members of the Zouave committee.17 The Zouave movement was a response to the invasion of Italy by the liberal-nationalist forces under Garibaldi. In 1868, young Catholic men from all over the world volunteered as soldiers to defend Rome and the pope. Joseph Royal’s support of Riel in the amnesty movement, as well as his link to the Zouave committee, proved to be significant. As will be shown, the amnesty movement used similar strategies as the Zouave campaign. For now, it suffices to mention one letter that Riel received in 1869; it was from someone who was willing to send Zouaves to fight for the Métis cause.18

Prior to his arrival in Manitoba, there is no record of any previous connection with the Riel family. However, Royal’s elder sister, Vitaline Royal, had been in the settlement as a Grey Nun since 1858. As will be recalled, Riel’s sister, Sara, was also a Grey Nun. So, through his sister, Riel undoubtedly knew of the Royal family and their movements.

Riel understood social networks: the Métis people governed themselves according to wahkohtowin, the principle of governance founded upon social relations. Wahkohtowin, based on kinship and community relations, provided Riel with a framework to understand the power of networking. Frequently this network is invisible because of the undocumented nature of these relations. However, because Riel was moving so frequently, often as an exile, he was forced to rely upon letters to maintain his family relations. We can see the careful attention he paid to maintaining the network and staying in touch in letters such as the one he wrote to his mother, Julie Riel, on 2 April 1872:


My Dear Mother,

I want to tell you again today that I am well. Yesterday we saw Messrs Royal [and] Delorme from Red River. What a joy for us. Above all it was a consolation to hear that our families were well enough. Write to me. Send me news. Give my greetings to my friends, Nanin, Paul, Charles, Mister Gervais.

If you have occasion to see Mr. Hamelin, don’t forget my dear aunt and all our dear friends. Tell Mr Jos[eph] St-Germain to write to me. I have written to him. I worry whether my letters will be intercepted. I have written to Mister St-Germain, Nanin, to Charles Nolin, and to many others. Tell me if these letters have been received. Write to Monsieur Louis Demeules, [in] St Paul. I have learned with anguish that Marie has been sick. She should be careful with her health.

Please give her my love.19



Even after he had signed the letter, he recalled others he had to greet: “Mister Lépine is well and sends you his greeting. My respects to Madame Lépine. Remind Mr Sansregret and the others that are dear to me to keep me in their thoughts. If you write to Sister Riel … [the end of the letter is missing].”20 This bewildering recitation of greetings and acknowledgment is common in Riel’s letters because he set such stock in the ritual of renewing acquaintances.

These intimate associations forged in an earlier era of empire “persisted in a revamped colonial order,” and show how “one articulation of empire could be selectively incorporated into new configurations of governance, settlement and rule.”21 Riel’s associations became a network through which public pressure could be deployed in Canada. It was through this pressure that Riel sought to defend the rights of the Métis and expose the violence of Canadian rule.

Riel’s letters often ran parallel to the correspondence networks among others. A large correspondence between A.-A. Taché, bishop of St Boniface, Louis-Rodrigue Masson, Ignace Bourget, bishop of Montreal, and Louis-François Laflèche, the bishop of Trois Rivières, was also opening doors for Riel. One relationship led to others. As will be shown later, both Louis-Rodrigue Masson and Joseph Royal carried on a steady stream of correspondence with the editor of the paper Le Nouveau Monde, Alphonse Desjardins. One of Riel’s classmates, Emmanuel-Persillier Lachapelle, was the person responsible for introducing Riel to Desjardins. Communication sustained the network and helped it expand as new relationships were established and the degrees of relations shrank.

The more formal and institutionalized relationships, formed through print media, voluntary associations, and political appointments, were also important to political strategy. But the formal and informal overlapped. Networks on both the community and institutional levels were not contradictory, but an essential combination for success.22 Similar networks were at work in Red River and Canada.23 As Brian Young shows in his recent study of the Taschereau and McCord families, “reputation, trust, and the capacity for male ‘friendship’ implied a combination of social class, literary and networking skills and broad scientific cultural knowledge.”24 Theorist Pierre Bourdieu points out that participation in a network can be viewed as a form of labour that requires specific competencies, such as knowledge of genealogical relationships, education, religious practices, and beliefs. Bourdieu called this labour the production of “social capital.”25 If capital is the product of a series of exchanges (thus labour), which are oriented toward the maximization of profit, the forging of networks was a critical source of power.26

But to forge those networks requires privileged education and family connections. Riel, beneficiary of both, intentionally traced the connections between Montreal and the Northwest. These networks would allow Riel to present novel and Indigenous arguments for Confederation at the heart of the political project.

It was to Montreal, rather than Quebec, Toronto, or Ottawa, that Riel was oriented, because it occupied a metropolitan position in the project of Confederation. As Taché wrote to Ignace Bourget on 3 January 1867, “There are so many things from Montreal in St Boniface.”27 It was also the centre of Catholic and Francophone networks. Here, in this hub, or plaque-tournante, connections to socially and politically active networks were made with a speed and intensity unlike those generated in the “frontier.” Like other Indigenous subjects of the British Empire who travelled to imperial metropoles to influence public discourse, Riel formulated public statements that were informed by discourses already present.28

Montreal had changed a great deal since he had been a student, but in other ways it was still the same city that he recognized and one that welcomed him. By the second half of the nineteenth century, the rapid industrialization and urbanization that had made Montreal the workshop of British North America was now revealing its darker side. The emerging social, religious, and moral problems of a rapidly expanding urban centre were proportional to the construction of railroads and canals, and the emergence of modern banking. As the markets developed and capital accumulated, there was greater inequality. The “Great Depression” of 1873 would expose the increasing disparity between social classes. The work of Bettina Bradbury, Robert Sweeney, and Elsbeth Heaman on a variety of political changes, from taxation policies to the drawing up of marriage contracts, illustrates this well.29 Changes in the nature of labour and labour relationships meant there were fewer opportunities to move from apprentice to master, and a new working class was taking shape.30 Mobility within and into the city had also disrupted many of the older forms of association.31 In Montreal, the problems of a modern capitalist economy were exposed in their most raw form, and caused great concern for the religious and social authorities. For many it seemed as if the traditional links that held society together were being eroded by the forces of individualism and capitalism. As the poverty and other social “evils” were identified, cries for increasing intervention in “social” affairs resonated powerfully.

Reacting to the liberalism of the early-nineteenth century, reformers such as Bishop Ignace Bourget embarked upon a cultural revival.32 Bourget has been called the architect of a new social order.33 To the great consternation of the Sulpicians, between 1866 and 1867, Bourget broke up the sprawling parish of Montreal into six new parishes. Bourget envisioned an alternate modernity, and he founded numerous institutions of charity, schools, and banks as a means of dealing with social disintegration. He applied equal pressure to the public sphere and used a heavy hand to control and guide nineteenth-century voluntary associations. His clash with the liberal literary society the Institut Canadien and its editor, Joseph Guibord, is a well-known example of the resulting confrontation.34 In the summer of 1869, while all the troubles were starting in Red River, Bishop Bourget, angered at the secular and free-thinking institution, condemned its annuaire and members: “He who persists in the desire to remain in the said Institute or to read or merely possess the above-mentioned yearbook without being so authorized by the Church deprives himself of the sacraments at the hour of his death.”35 Instead Bourget promoted the establishment of other associations more amenable to the interventionist church, such as the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste, the Institut canadien-français, and the Cabinet de lecture paroissial. He also engaged with the new mass media, the newspapers. During the 1860s, under pressure from Catholic censors appointed by Bourget, the more radical liberal papers like L’Avenir and Le Pays were attacked. Others such as Les Mélanges Religieux were celebrated by Bourget for taking up the religious critiques in political society.36 As we saw in the previous section, Le Nouveau Monde, which employed Godefroy Lamarche as its censor, would become considered the voice of Bourget and the ultramontane church. These associations and presses were institutionalized networks capable of generating the social capital necessary for effecting state policy. The relationships of the Catholic Church to state and society were worked out in practice through activities such as census making and schooling, which have been identified by Bruce Curtis.37 The best expression of this new force was the Programme catholique, written in 1871, a document that outlined proper voting behaviour for “good Catholics.” One of the authors of the ultramontane manifesto was Alphonse Desjardins, an ally of Riel in 1874.38

Other clerics also supported Bourget. For instance, Bishop of Trois-Rivières Louis-François Laflèche, published a series of letters on civil order. He challenged the social-contract theories of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and reminded his readers that the Church is the basis of all societies.39 Laflèche had also been a missionary in Red River and became a key node in the amnesty campaign network. Riel’s other close friends Joseph Royal, Joseph Dubuc, Rodrigue Masson, and Joseph Tassé were also linked to this ultramontane network. All were what might be called “public moralists,” that is to say they were familiar with the tactics of translating public opinion into political power. The practical force of the theories espoused by Laflèche and others was worked out on the streets of Montreal.

Laflèche’s critique can be usefully contextualized as part of a broad intellectual effort to understand the impact of liberalism upon social relations. Bruno Latour stresses that society is not a “thing,” rather it is a reified concept created by the relations between and within communities; human actors concern themselves with social relations which produce something called society.40 It was in the nineteenth century that theorists became fascinated with “society.” As Jean-Marie Fecteau has argued, the emergence of “the social” was a result of a dynamic problematization of human collectives.41 It can be argued that the new concept of “society” and the “social” became weapons to mobilize resistance against the long liberal revolution. In the reaction against the dehumanizing effects of liberalism, the Catholic church became the primary vehicle for insulating “society” from the sense of fragmentation caused by liberal policies and markets. Transnational in scope, the ultramontane critique sought to engage in struggles around the world, from France to Mexico, in their common critique of liberalism.42 This worldwide Catholic sentiment informed Riel’s own efforts for institutional renovation and reform of religious faith.

In Quebec, the ideas of the ultramontanes combined with rising nationalism to create confusion for contemporaries, as well as later historians, about party sympathies.43 The term “ultramontane,” born in the context of European Catholic churches seeking to protect their independence from nation states, was a religious response to nationalism (ultramontane, or “over the mountains,” referred to Rome). However, in Quebec, the movement attempted to bolster national identity.44 In other words, the ultramontanes of Quebec had quite different perspectives from the ultramontanes of nineteenth-century France.

A good example of this new nationalist-ultramontane critique can be found in the career of Alphonse Desjardins, who was responsible for the new energy that became known as the “spirit of 1872.” Defending the importance of social association, he and others sought to use the Church to anchor a society tossed in a sea of change.45 In the context of the “spirit of 1872,” Riel’s message that the Métis had been abused by the political system should have resonated well. The problem was that there were just so many other voices crying foul.

Not narrowly nationalist in their focus, the ultramontanes addressed many issues outside Quebec to stir up a social critique of the government. The New Brunswick “schools question,” in which Catholics claimed their “right” to an education system independent from the Protestants, filled the newspapers with reports and opinion pieces. The ultramontane party in Quebec also drew inspiration from the struggles going on in Mexico, as part of the global threat that liberalism posed to Catholic civilization. It was no great stretch that they would have sympathy for the Métis cause as well.

It is also interesting that the struggles in Quebec took up the phrase “better terms,” which was associated with Joseph Howe’s negotiations with Ottawa. Many of the more radical ultramontanes felt betrayed by Cartier and his second-in-command, Hector Langevin. They threatened to withdraw their support of Confederation when Hector Langevin failed to defend the Catholic schools in New Brunswick. The ultramontane party accused Langevin of being too federalist, and sacrificing the interests of his co-religionists in his efforts to save the ministry.46 It was this debate which would distinguish Louis-Rodrigue Masson’s independent and more idealistic stance from the Liberal-Conservative Party created by Macdonald and Cartier.47 Masson would replace Langevin as leader of the Conservative opposition against the new Liberal government of Alexander Mackenzie in 1873. In the midst of these efforts to define the politics of the province of Quebec, the future of the Catholic Métis took on a special significance.

The ultramontane circle was eager to make the new province of Manitoba a Catholic one through immigration. Many complained that Cartier had not done enough to encourage Canadien emigration. The bishop of Ottawa, Joseph-E.-B. Guigues, wrote to Taché on 11 June 1872: “Everywhere there are good words, I wait for the results – M. Cartier [says], la, la, la, It is all good, all good, Manitoba must be a French province. Ontario will skip over and will win Saskachewan, la, la, la.”48 His skepticism of Cartier’s grand words was shared by others.

A.-A. Taché was particularly committed to the ultramontane idea of making Manitoba Catholic. To this end he was always asking for more personnel.49 In 1867, Bourget answered his pleas by sending three priests. By 1868, seven of the fifteen priests in Red River were from Montreal, and almost all the Grey Nuns came from the Montreal House.50 Whether coincidental or not, two of the priests that attended Taché’s call, F.-Xavier Kavanagh and Joachim Allard, had been in the collège with Riel. (And, we have already seen that Raymond Giroux, another former colleague and a Red River missionary, was closely involved in the resistance movement.) Kavanagh certainly knew of Riel, and reported to his superiors that they would be impressed to hear what had become of this man who had been dismissed from the collège.51 Years later, in his obituary, Kavanagh was described as “a link in the chain” between the Northwest and Lower Canada.52 The Catholic church provided one of the most important frameworks for the political network that Riel could tap into in his effort to bring the Métis cause into Confederation.

For advocates of the Northwest like Bishop Taché, Canadien immigration was necessary. Demographics would defend the rights of the bilingual province of Manitoba. Taché had been struggling to convince his compatriots of this since the 1860s.53 When Joseph Royal visited Montreal in 1873, he wrote back to Taché,


I have received from M. Pop[!] thousands of printed copies of a grand poster for emigration which I have prepared, as well as a brochure on Manitoba. I have seen the Quebec immigration agents; they are well disposed towards us and will help us. I will soon speak in Quebec in order to organize the distribution of these posters and brochures. I know that this mission to Ottawa has importance and is the solution to our national and religious interests, as well as for my own future.54



At the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste meeting in June 1874, Father André Lacombe, with Taché and Bourget’s blessings, called for the establishment of a special committee to organize Canadien emigration to the west. A colonization society was formed in 1876.55 Alfred LaRocque, the wounded Zouave who became a Montreal hero, was one of the members.

Taché was not simply a propagandist for the idea, he actively encouraged the investment of capital in the region by acting as an agent for numerous investors from Canada East. People from Montreal asked him to operate as their land manager. The church, with access to large amounts of credit, and linking multiple places through internal communication networks, facilitated the movement of capital to the Northwest, through actions akin to modern bank transfers. On 28 December 1871, a power of attorney from the Montreal office of the notary Léonard-Ovide Hétu was sent to Taché. It gave him power “to purchase in his name lands and other properties in the Province of Manitoba to the amount of one thousand dollars.”56 In another example, on 16 August 1872, Messrs Villeneuve and Lacailler wrote to Taché asking how much land they had purchased, and informed him that they had given the money ($500) to Mr Austin, the legal intermediary.57

This context explains why Riel too hoped to shore up the support for Métis rights by encouraging Canadien migration into the Northwest. Riel, like Taché, argued that, with the support of Manitoba, Quebec would gain an important ally in its struggle to control the new federal union. While previous scholars have seen no clear purpose in Riel’s travels,58 I suggest there was more intentionality to Riel’s erratic itinerary in the years 1872 to 1874. While it is difficult to trace Riel’s activities, references in the newspapers and the addresses of origin on letters show that Riel went on a tour from St Paul, Minnesota, to Chicago, Illinois, to Albany, New York. In these cities, he spoke about his cause and was received with standing ovations and declarations of support. The return addresses on the letters he sent to friends and family show that he also went east, travelling a circuit, speaking to Canadien emigré communities in Keeseville, New York, Worcester, Massachusetts, and Suncook, New Hampshire. He spoke at the meetings of St Jean Baptiste associations and published letters in the local papers.59 He wrote home to his mother: “all the world is in our favour, everywhere I go if I wish to listen to our friends, they applaud me. Yesterday, here, in Worcester, Massachusetts, there was an assembly of French Canadiens. They passed the most sympathetic resolutions for the Métis and in particular for those that are persecuted.”60 Catholic societies in Suncook and in Woonsoket, Rhode Island, expressed their support for the Métis cause.61 Riel himself addressed these assemblies: “I thanked them in my own name and in the name of all the Métis. I have invited them to come and establish themselves [in Manitoba]. It would be well if a certain number of them came.”62 While Riel worried about the impact of settler colonization of Red River, he also sought to use French-speaking Catholics as important allies for the Métis in their struggle for autonomy. Aware of the contraditions involved in the colonization of the margins of empire, the borderlands which informed the Métis sense of Peoplehood, Riel sought to use the impending immigration to sustain Métis sovereignty. The cause of immigration to the Northwest was directly related to the amnesty issue, and, with the deadline for Lepine’s sentence approaching, Riel in the 1870s embraced immigration as part of his platform.

As idealists disappointed in the moderate stance of the Cartier-Macdonald alliance, the ultramontanes appealed to public opinion for their political power. The social capital that the Catholic church generated through their nationalist associations and printing presses were precisely the thing Riel was looking for.

The networks of people that Riel interacted with were composed of surprisingly unclear party lines. Liberal nationalists and conservative Catholics were both defending the Métis. For instance, Chapleau and Mercier, men from opposite ends of the political spectrum, both expressed their sympathies for Riel. Bishop Laflèche and Joseph Tassé would condemn Riel as a heretic and madman in 1885, but their support for Riel’s movement in 1874 was crucial. While the more liberal clerics like Archbishop Elzéar Taschereau were cautious, the conservatives tended to be more supportive.63 This diversity is important, as it helps explain some of the contradictions and tensions that Riel faced in finding allies and giving unity to the social movement he was creating.
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Networks, assemblages of economic, social, and cultural techniques of association, were at the heart of the regime of power that constituted the project of Canada. Political patronage and the business capital are foundational to Canadian historiography. Networks created to build railways and canals have long been recognized as being at the heart of the history of the state.64 Harold Innis was the first to point out that “Empire is about means of communication.”65 The works of Allan Lester, John Darwin, Zoe Laidlaw, and John Pocock show, in an unrecognized confirmation of Innis’s argument, that long-distance communication shaped the formation of empire.66 This is key to arguments about knowledge and empire more broadly.67 Simply put, networks do more than simply connect different places; they occupy and “make” space. Involving a complex assemblage of multiple networks, Confederation allowed British subjects to reimagine the North American territory according to these new associations. The types of networks and the participants included would prove critical to the definition of that space. Confederation was a “practising of space,” and it made networks possible.68

If one were to chart the various networks that Riel tapped into over the course of the amnesty campaign, it would look like a galaxy of exploding stars. By 1873, these alliances lined up to bring the Métis leader to Montreal.

Figure 10.1 is a visual representation of Riel’s network, based only upon written correspondence during the years 1870 to 1875. Riel is at the centre of a circle of correspondence represented in the upper left (his correspondence is indicated by solid lines). This correspondence is extended by also showing family ties (indicated by dotted lines), which are seen in the left, situated around Julie Lagimodière. The newspaper Le Nouveau Monde, which links a number of other agents, is represented by the point on the middle right (symbolized by long dashes). Taché (whose correspondence is indicated by a line of short dashes is represented at the centre of a circle of correspondence on the upper right. Bourget, whose complete correspondence was not included, is at the centre of a limited representation of his correspondence at the bottom.69 Other connections that can be established for the years 1872 to 1875, such as correspondence between church members or between Masson and Taché or Dubuc and Taché, are represented by alternating long and short dashed lines to further illustrate lines of correspondence.

Despite the archival bias toward Riel’s letters, one of the notable aspects of this graph is the difficulty of extricating Riel from the intertwining of correspondence. These relationships overlap and reinforce each other. Nonetheless, the presence of “bridgeheads,” or principal nodes, around which networks coalesce, is clear. Riel is one bridgehead; Bourget, Taché, and the newspaper are others. The graph shows the long and complex reach of Riel’s networking and how his interactions with other central figures could have ripple effects across other social relations.

The smaller family network – a tightly woven, interconnected network – is also worth comment. It is documentary evidence of the networks that sustained Métis communities, networks that are not often remarked upon in the histories of state-making. Informal networks, and particularly Indigenous networks, have not been well recorded. As a result, the “silence” of Indigenous peoples with respect to Confederation is no great surprise. Yet, based upon this graph, I would argue that these informal networks played a key role in shaping the technical, historical, and cultural practices of occupying the British North American space. Reconstructing the transactions and networking of Indigenous perspectives on Confederation is less straightforward than the accounts of the capitalist organizations that leave us such a compelling history of the state, but that does not mean they should be disregarded.70
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Figure 10.1 Graphic representing the correspondence of Riel during the amnesty issue.

The story of Riel and the campaign for amnesty is a unique opportunity to tell the history of Confederation from one Indigenous man’s perspective. By forging lines of communication and travelling between Montreal and Red River, Riel tied the Métis into the project of Confederation. In contrast to the capitalist networks, used by the railroad barons, to direct and focus the Confederation project, Riel moved through Montreal, making friends, establishing contacts, and creating political pressure, with very little cash. However, he did have social capital, and his correspondence is the evidence. The advantage of the network conception is that it allows us to dissolve the distinction between micro and macro relations, and, most importantly, the linearity of connections (networks are multi-dimensional rather than two dimensional).71

Undoubtedly the process of networking through Confederation privileged certain associations, while it weakened others. This structure would ease the flow of social, political, and economic capital. Confederation, then, can be understood as a web superimposed upon a territory with the intent to displace Indigenous networks.72 It is no accident that bank loans and land surveys allowed settlers to write their history of Confederation, because these records were preserved in the archives of a modern capitalist system.

Being explicit about the links between networks, knowledge, and power is also helpful, because it illustrates how the associations Riel forged were a means to bring certain facts before the Canadian public. Riel’s facts expose a gap, or fissure, that proved durable in the face of colonial domination. Riel’s work to make those facts part of the idea of Confederation, a project that was designed to exclude Indigenous peoples, is useful for trying to unpack just what Confederation is – and could have been.

It is just as important to note that Riel’s networking produced important facts for the Métis that are relevant today. The “Métis fact,” if rooted in ideas of mixed race, remains one of the most contested aspects of understanding Canada today. This misrecognition, as Chris Andersen argues, as a result of a racial logic that persists in popular and bureaucratic fields, is a “big deal,” because it implicitly reduces the complexity of other Indigenous peoples. By contrast, to discuss the Métis as a People – and this is Andersen’s point – offers an opportunity to overturn those racial logics. “It offers a political logic that differs qualitatively from racialized claims.”73 Anderson argues that the Métis nation should instead be understood as “event based.” I would further add that these events had to be “authenticated” as factual. As Elsbeth Heaman notes, “Facts require social networks to exist. They transform those social networks as they make their way in the world, and the most important facts require the broadest networks.”74 In the 1870s, Riel employed his political and social networks to place facts before the Canadian public and a history that challenged the origins of the settler nation. These facts continue to resonate.

Placing Riel’s career into a networked story of Confederation, rather than a metropole-periphery framework, explains how he was able to forge cross-cutting ties of intimacy and run athwart the lines of empire. The network approach, which implicitly undermines the metropole-periphery framework, highlights the multiple meanings, projects, materials, and experiences that constitute the process of colonization. Elizabeth Elbourne argues that this allows us to re-inject the agency of Indigenous subjects into older narratives.75 The Métis and Indigenous peoples did understand, respond to, and plan for their future in a confederated Canada. However, as the networks utilized by Indigenous peoples were disrupted by Confederation, the history of the Métis contribution to Confederation was buried.

Riel’s first task was to convince the Métis that Canada could work. The events and decisions taken around the Fenian Raid of 1871 illustrate his continued ability to persuade the Métis to follow his lead.
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Red River Networks


Il se joue dans notre province une comédie qui dure déjà depuis trop longtemps; espérons qu’elle va cesser avant de devenir tragédie.

Louis Riel, Le Métis, 11 January 1871



In the years following the Canadian annexation of the Northwest, Riel was a fugitive; nevertheless, as shown in the previous chapter, he expanded the volume of his correspondence across the continent. Riel quickly grasped the opportunities such a vast network represented. Well connected to people and places, Riel was one of the principal bridgeheads in establishing and maintaining connections in a network that upset the restrictions of geography. He therefore helped to transform what had been the Northwest “frontier” into a province in the Dominion of Canada. This chapter explains how Riel drew together the Métis to discuss their position on an invasion by a loose group declaring itself behind the Fenian cause, and how Riel formalized the Métis coalition into an official association.

In the crisis following the Canadian occupation of Red River in the summer of 1870, when Riel fled to safety across the American border, his former Latin teacher, the Oblate J.M. Lefloch, gave him temporary shelter in the settlement of St Joseph just across the American border.1 From here, he wrote “Dear Friends, we are separated in stormy times. Personally, I am happy with what we have done together at the Fort … Don’t be discouraged.”2 But he was bitter, and wrote to his ally Joseph Dubuc, “Pray for me, we have been betrayed!!! … I regret nothing … Please, my mother!!! Tell her not to fear, God has us under his protection … My little brother! Dear little child … If you see them, give them my love.”3 At a meeting with Taché, Riel, full of recriminations, accused the bishop of St Boniface of naïveté. Mobility was one of Riel’s greatest assets in networking: he moved between Red River, St Paul, Montreal, Ottawa, and Plattsburgh, New York (to name just a few of the cities he visited in the years from 1872 to 1875). This mobility was critical to the development of his political associations and his autonomy. Even from a distance, Riel continued to be involved in local events, trying to defend the interests of the Métis and giving directions to some newly arrived Canadien politicians.

Extended correspondence was also critical to this work. However, carrying on this correspondence was no simple matter, as he and his friends suspected that their mail was being watched and censored. Fearing his letters might be seized, and for his own security, he adopted different pseudonyms, such as Demeules and LS Bissonnette. These practical issues complicate efforts to reconstruct the full extent of Riel’s network and the issues that were discussed. Correspondence was also lost: the letters he wrote to Pierre Delorme, the first member of parliament for Provencher, are missing. One tantalizing letter from Delorme recounts that he had been invited to dinner with George-Étienne Cartier. One wonders what Riel, who had been attempting in vain to interest the Conservative chief in his own plans since 1865, would have replied.4 This speculation is made poignant by the fact that Riel had originally turned down the nomination for the seat that Delorme was occupying.

Despite these problems, significant correspondence with family and friends has survived. Riel’s letters with members of the Catholic church, such as Noel Ritchot, George Dugas, and Bishop Taché provide information regarding his movements and plans. Even if these relations were not always free from conflict, he was attentive to the power of the Catholic church, and particularly to the bishop, for whom he had immense respect.5 The fact that he made multiple drafts of the same letter (over three drafts of one letter to Taché) is an indication of the care he took in his correspondence. His letters to Louis Rodrigue Masson, the son of his benefactor in Montreal, have also been preserved. The Riel family fonds show an extraordinary degree of activity during the years from 1870 to 1872. Also, in September 1870, writing from exile in St Joseph, Riel officially turned over the ownership of the New Nation to Joseph Royal.6 At the same time, Riel asked Joseph Dubuc to keep him abreast of all news and to send him copies of the newspapers, and, in May or June, he sent an official protest to Dubuc regarding land title to present to the government.7 Louis’s younger brother, Charles, would bring the money for the newspaper subscriptions to Dubuc. Still writing from St Joseph on the border, Riel also corresponded with former critics, such as Andrew Graham Bannatyne and Charles Nolin, as we have seen in Chapter Eight above, successfully patching up old disputes.8 This demonstrates that social ties are never permanently severed. In a society where face-to-face relationships prevail, conflict resolution is a formidable asset. Such correspondence is rare evidence of frequent, though informal, network rebuilding.

On 16 July 1871, Joseph Dubuc wrote that a reporter, Mr Wakeman of the Chicago Tribune, wanted to meet with Riel. Wakeman came recommended by James W. Taylor, the American consul, and he assured Riel that he would not publish what Riel did not want to see in print.9 This was not unusual, Riel’s activities attracted considerable attention south of the border: during the Red River Resistance, Riel received letters offering assistance and advice from American supporters. Those that have survived show correspondents from Lancaster, Minnesota, and Cleveland, Ohio.10 In the years from 1871 to 1873, various American interests tried to pull Riel into their networks. It is worth noting that, due to the nature of “national” archiving, Métis networks with Americans are more difficult to trace.

The “hidden” nature of these lines of communication has caused some confusion among historians trying to untangle Riel’s links to American networks. “Riel’s Petition to the President of the United States” is a good example. Previous historians have concluded that it was sent to president Ulysses S. Grant. It was George Stanley who republished it as “Riel’s Petition to the President.” The correct title is “Memorial of the People of Rupert’s Land and the North-west.”11 John P. Pritchett and Stanley argue it was the outcome of a meeting held in St Norbert on 17 September 1870 and organized by Riel, Amboise Lépine, and William B. O’Donoghue.12 However, the discovery of three printed copies of the petition, and the handwritten original, offer important new considerations.

In addition to the copy in the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, I have found four copies of the “Memorial” in the Ramsay fonds in the archives of the Historical Society of Minnesota.13 They all bear the same title and date, 3 October 1870, and lay out a lengthy list of accusations against the “Company of Adventurers,” the Dominion government, and the English Crown. They are all in English. The “Memorial” was originally printed as a pamphlet (thus the intention was to produce multiple copies) and, rather than a private letter to Grant, was likely circulated throughout the northwest American territories and states. Of the four in Minnesota, one, likely the original, is handwritten, and includes a map of the territory; another includes a list of eleven well-known Métis and American names, but, significantly, not Louis Riel. The names were not signatures, but rather a list of people composed by one person, likely O’Donoghue.

The first eleven names on the list were members of the Métis Provisional Government, indicated by the title “Hon.”: François Dauphinas, John B[aptiste] Tourond, Louis Lacerte, Pierre Poitras, Hugh O’Lone, Pierre Paranteau, Xavier Page, Ambroise Lépine, Baptiste Millett, Alfred H. Scott, and William O’Donoghue. Also included are “Pere” L. Simonett, Raphel Biulefuell[?], Marcel Roy, Norbert Deslaurer, Henry McKenny, Henry Bousquet, Ch[arles] L. Champagne, and Urbain Delorme. The same copy includes the following handwritten note: “The Hon. Senator will not please allow that the names attached to become public for reasons previously explained.” The note is by signed William B. O’Donoghue. The absence of Riel’s name, even in the more-confidential copy, raises questions about Stanley and Pritchett’s conclusion that it was Riel’s petition.

It is worthwhile considering the wording of the petition again. Close analysis both supports and casts doubt on Riel’s authorship. The chief complaint of the “Memorial” was that “said negotiations were conducted and concluded … [without consulting] the people (your memorialists) of the proposed transfer.” The Memorial quotes the American revolutionary maxim that “resistance to tyrants is obedience to God.” Riel, even in his most radical language, only ever claimed that the people had a right to form a government when abandoned or subjugated (assujettit) by a foreign power.14 Beside this maxim’s association with Thomas Jefferson (or in French with Philip du Mornay), there was much of the American Declaration of Independence in the Memorial. On the one hand, Riel could have written the following: agreements made “in good faith, and relying on the sincerity of the English and Dominion Governments” were betrayed, and the people found themselves persecuted. And Riel certainly would have agreed that the memorialists, “acting upon the highest principles of civil and religious liberty, in asserting the great and sacred principle of self-government, recognized through the civilized world as an inalienable right,” had been forced by false promises into a Confederation with Canada. He would even have agreed with the charge that the monarch of England had endeavoured to “bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions,” though with an ironic poignancy that Thomas Jefferson had lacked.

On the other hand, it is questionable whether Riel would have gone so far as to write the following, laden with republican language.


a Government which has by its bad faith forfeited all claim upon the confidence of our people, and has instituted a war of extermination against us; and considering further the vast extent of barren and impassible territory, that separates us from the Dominion of Canada, we again earnestly appeal to your Excellency … to intercede in our behalf, and to take all such steps as your Excellency may deem appropriate and proper, to enable us to enjoy the blessings of life, liberty, property and the pursuit of happiness.15



The addition of “property” to this holy trinity does not disrupt the general republican tenor of the writing. The critique of “unlimited power” and “almost despotic power,” and the lauding of the “great and sacred principle of self-government” owe far more to the American mythology enshrined by writers like President Andrew Jackson.16 The “Memorial” of 1870 draws much inspiration from American political rhetoric, from both the revolutionary and the reconstruction era. Even Stanley thought this was too much for Riel, and he argued that O’Donoghue altered the text without Riel’s knowledge at the last minute.17 My own conclusion is that, while Riel may have been involved in the debate, O’Donoghue was the primary author. Consider the following.

The text was clearly prepared for an American audience and not just the American president. The term “war of extermination,” and the need to avoid it, was associated with the policies of President Ulysses S. Grant to describe his, essentially ineffectual, efforts at peace with Indigenous nations in post–Civil War America.18 It was explicitly used in his second presidential address regarding the need to avoid war with the “Indians,” but was also common in American circles in the post–Civil War era – as a critique of settler debauchery. Riel did use the phrase “war of extermination” and a very similar phrase, “my reputation, my liberty, my life,” in his defence speech in 1885.19 However, these were terms that he used only after the amnesty issue, when he renounced his allegiance to Britain, and had become more familiar with American political writing. It is essential that we separate the two periods of Riel’s life if we are to escape a retrospective history. In 1875, he still believed that the British government was the best hope for the Métis. To prove it, he had openly broken with O’Donoghue, telling him that “he had only been required in the late trouble for the sake of his G—d d—d tongue.”20 Even if Riel was initially involved with the meeting, he certainly wanted nothing to do with the “Memorial” by the end of September 1872.

American interest in the affairs in the north had always been keen, and some felt it their duty, and even in their national interest, to “protect” the Métis. Alexander Ramsay, the governor of Minnesota, and the president of the Minnesota Historical Association – where the papers are kept – was a strong proponent of American annexation of the Northwest, and, as seen in earlier chapters, received a petition from the Pembina Métis, led by Father Belcourt and Jean-Louis Riel. In 1867, Ramsay had twice put resolutions before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations to inquire into “the advisability of a treaty between Great Britain and the United States providing for the cession to the United States of British America west of longitude 900.”21 And, in February 1870, he had proposed that the American government mediate between the Dominion of Canada and the settlement of Red River with the intention of setting up a plebiscite to allow the people to freely determine “whether they desire to join their political destiny with the United States or with Canada.”22 In all likelihood, Ramsay, rather than Grant, was O’Donoghue’s target.

O’Donoghue was vying for control of the Métis leadership. On 7 September 1870, ten days before the meeting at which the “Memorial” was supposedly drafted, Father Lefloch reported to Bishop Taché that O’Donoghue had called Riel a coward and challenged him to a fight.23 Recalling the contest over the flagpoles in the winter of 1869, it seems the alliance had always been tenuous. Mostly likely it was O’Donoghue’s association with Fenianism that was problematic. The Fenian network was interested in the troubles in the Northwest, but Riel treated them with extreme wariness.24

The Fenian movement was dedicated to weakening the British Empire by attacking its possessions in North America, and the debates surrounding Confederation and the stability of the Canadian state were closely tied to the Fenian threat.25 Historian David Wilson writes, “The effort to remodel Canada in the image of constitutional conservatism was inseparable from the effort to defeat Fenianism.”26 The Fenian movement was unusually influential in Montreal, where Thomas D’Arcy McGee, also an ultramontane, fought against its influence in politics, and paid for it with his life.27 The Fenian organization ought to be considered another cluster in the network of voluntary societies that promised alternative means of accessing power.

The Fenian raid of 1871 in the Northwest produced effects similar to the larger raids in central Canada: fear.28 While this raid was not officially sanctioned by the American Fenian Brotherhood, it caused political turmoil akin to a “garrison mentality.”29 Where the Métis remained the dominant military force in a borderlands, an alliance between the Fenians and the Métis could have been devastating to Canadian sovereignty.

William O’Donoghue was the driving force behind the invasion.30 He hoped to capitalize upon Métis discontent and attempted to stimulate the Métis into action. As the signatures on the above pamphlet suggest, he had some success. Another American, Alfred H. Scott, a former member of the provisional government, had also signed O’Donoghue’s “Memorial.” Scott also wrote to Riel in August 1871.31 There are four letters back and forth between them, concerning a “matter of political importance” that Scott did not dare to communicate by mail. It seems that Scott hoped for a meeting with Riel to gain his support for the Fenian raid. Riel replied cautiously that he was embarrassed, but could not meet with Scott.32

Instead, Riel, who preferred to honour the treaty with Canada rather than be part of an undefined Fenian republic, rallied the Métis against the Fenian invasion. Previous historians have missed the essential point that Métis networks were strengthened as a result of this incident. In late September 1871, Riel organized a series of public assemblies of Métis at which O’Donoghue’s plans were discussed. Those who attended decided to oppose O’Donoghue and form a troop of two hundred soldiers to block the Fenians. There were only between eight and fifteen men at these meetings, but their influence extended throughout the settlement. Notes from a meeting on 28 September 1871 show that Riel proposed that each member “Get in contact with the representatives of the people and the influential people of the different parishes to unify the Métis as much as possible in favour of the advantages already held by virtue of the Manitoba Bill.”33 The minutes of the meeting, preserved in the Riel papers, show that meetings were held at the house of Riel or Lépine on 28 September, and on 4, 5, 6, and 7 October. Riel did not dictate terms at these meetings. Some Métis disagreed with him and were in favour of neutrality, but Riel successfully persuaded the others to support the Canadian government.

On 3 October, Manitoba’s new lieutenant-governor, Adams George Archibald, responding to the sense of panic in the settlement, issued a proclamation that called upon all loyal citizens to defend the British territory. Riel was ready. On the morning of 6 October, the association arranged “to send messengers in all directions with the goal of having assemblies in all of the French parishes and that a report of these assemblies be made by members of the association the following day, the 7th, between 2 o’clock in the afternoon and four at the house of André Nault.”34 At the meeting of 7 October, each parish declared their intention to favour the Canadian-appointed government, and elected a capitaine and a second for a cavalry to represent each district. Riel was asked to make this result known to Archibald. Riel’s resulting letter was not widely published, although it may have circulated in the settlement at the time. It later appeared in the “Report of the Select Committee on the Causes of the Difficulties” and on 25 April 1885 in the Pioneer Press in St Paul.35 As Adam Gaudry has pointed out, such strategies of Métis political organization, election of military leaders, and parish organization, predated Riel.36 It was a classic demonstration of the efficacy of buffalo-hunt organizing. But it was Riel who grasped the idea of turning this into a spectacle to be paraded before the public – in print and in person.

The Fenian threat fizzled. On 5 October 1871, the American force, numbering as few as thirty-five men (the American US Army captain counted between forty and eighty invaders), captured an HBC post on the American side of the border and were promptly arrested by the American military. O’Donoghue was captured by the Métis and presented to the US authorities, who rounded up the men and seized their weapons. When turned over to the civil authorities, the prisoners were released, but the threat had passed. As Lieutenant-Governor Archibald reported, “We have passed through a frightful crisis and have escaped by the skin of our teeth … The danger was not from without, but within … if 200 French Halfbreeds had joined them on the frontier, we should have had a rough time of it.”37 Riel understood the stakes involved and believed this posed an opportunity.

Chosen by George-Étienne Cartier, Lieutenant-Governor Archibald was reputed to be sympathetic to the Métis. According his biographer, he recommended reconciliation with the Métis during parliamentary debates in 1870, and this caught Cartier’s attention.38 He had been a liberal allied with Joseph Howe, but a dissenting one, as he had voted in favour of Confederation. He subsequently lost the public’s favour, but was appointed secretary of state by Macdonald. While he played no role in getting “better terms” for the province, in his wake similar politics sprang up in Red River. It is also worth noting that family affairs tied him to Red River, as his daughter was being educated by the Grey Nuns and met with Louis Riel’s sister Sara. Sara privately confided to her brother about her anxious association with the family.39

To play up Métis loyalty, Riel and his allies in the official government carefully finessed a parade of the Métis troops before the lieutenant-governor. On 8 October, Archibald reportedly even shook hands with Riel, the Métis leader. According to the deposition of M.A. Girard, Joseph Royal was responsible for suggesting this spectacle. Girard recognized the delicacy of the affair, and chose his words carefully when reporting to the federal committee in Ottawa that had been established for the purpose of investigating the disturbances in the Northwest:


Afterwards he went with me among the crowd at the river and I, Royal, and Dubuc introduced him to the prominent men amongst whom was Riel. I introduced Riel as the man whom the half breeds had chosen as their chief for the occasion. I thought it would be better not to give the name of Riel to the Governor. This had occurred to my own mind on the way across the river. It had not in any way been discussed.”40



Clearly, he was “covering” for Archibald, who did not want it made public that he had knowingly shaken hands with the “rebel chief.” The backlash in the English papers shows that his care was justified, but unconvincing. The Globe was indignant at the “handshake” between Riel and Archibald, but the Courrier du Canada denounced the fanatics of Ontario and defended the action as a “patriotic act.”41

Riel’s own intentions in this grand spectacle are made clear by an undated draft of a petition in the Riel fonds: Pétition des Métis et autres habitants du Manitoba au lieutenant gouverneur A.G. Archibald.42 It must have been written between October 1871 and February 1872. The language and content of this document is quite different from the petition to the American president, Grant. The main message of this petition was to remove any uncertainty regarding Métis loyalty and publish the violations of the promises contained in the Manitoba Act. In other words, according to Riel, Métis loyalty during the Fenian threat depended upon the Canadian government’s promises, foremost of which was to provide an amnesty.

In the short term, the Métis strategy backfired, for Archibald’s enemies this handshake was an opportunity to attack his integrity. Outraged at this betrayal, “Loyalists” from Ontario renewed their call for vengeance against the Métis leadership for the murder of Thomas Scott.43 They simply could not accept that Riel was claiming to be a loyalist. Archibald was attacked as a traitor in the press, and by December had been forced to resign. Arthur Silver correctly points out that the fanaticism of the English press is too quickly rendered with strokes of a broad brush. However, it is worth pointing out that the memory of Archibald’s treachery was long lived: both he and Riel were burned in effigy in April 1872.44

Riel remained a fugitive. A warrant for his arrest was signed in Winnipeg on 23 November, and on 8 December 1871 his mother’s house was invaded by armed men, who pointed loaded guns at his mother and sister and threatened to kill Louis Riel in vengeance. In a declaration, Riel and his neighbours begged Archibald to give them justice.45 Dubuc and Taché brought the complaint to the lieutenant-governor, and Riel’s sister Marie entered an official deposition on 10 December 1871: “In the night of eight December current, three unknown men violently entered and trespassed into the house of Madame Julie Riel.”46 Riel also had a mouthpiece with which to make his point public. In May 1871, Joseph Dubuc had launched the newspaper Le Métis. Enraged at the lack of political will to enforce justice, Riel wrote a public letter, which was published on 11 January 1872 in Le Métis. “For too long the comedy has gone on in our province, let us hope that it will stop before it becomes a tragedy.”47

Nevertheless, Riel had used the crisis to expand the influence of the Métis networks. He kept a formal record of these assemblies and any correspondence related to their formation. He believed that they were so valuable that his opponents would attempt to steal them.48 Riel hoped to use them as “proof” should anyone question his loyalty – many of them were published in the “Report of the Select Committee on the Causes of the Difficulties.”

[image: Image]

In November 1871, Riel consolidated these efforts at building a network by formalizing this new association as the St Alexander Society, in honour of, and in an effort to gain the support of, Bishop A.-A. Taché. In November, Riel described the formation of a society, the collection of £20:6:0, and the decision to launch legal complaints against David Mulligan and Baptiste Charette for having threatened their members and for libel.49 The “Compte Rendu” of the meeting from 5 November provides the following basis for the associations: “I, together with Mister Lépine, Ambroise and Louis Schmidt, MPP, held council to form from the leading Métis of the different parishes an association which would permit us to maintain influence amongst our people.”50 Representatives from St Vital, Prairie du Cheval Blanc, St Boniface, and Pointe des Chênes were invited. Even John Bruce, who had opposed Riel, began to seek reconciliation with the reinvigorated Métis chief.51 Institutionalizing otherwise informal relationships into a political body with an official constitution such as the St Alexandre Society was a gambit for legitimacy.

In the name of this new association, Riel lobbied the government to respect the past promises made. Riel’s public letter to Le Métis of 11 January 1872, mentioned above, had critiqued four ministers in Archibald’s government, Marc-Amable Girard, Henry Clarke, Joseph Boyd, and Thomas Howard.52 Another public letter appeared in Le Métis on 18 January, this time in the name of the St Alexander Society and signed by twenty-one members. It was a note of congratulation to Taché on having been elevated to archbishop.53 The event was marked by a grand ceremony at the cathedral. As Jean-Marie Fecteau has argued, these associations bridged the gap between state and society. They confronted the state with a collective will.54

This association was also distinct from the society named in honour of St Jean Baptiste. The latter was nominally a Canadien association, but we should not draw hasty conclusions about separate Canadien and Métis publics at this point, as Riel was the vice-president and many other Métis were also members.55 What is important is that, as a separate association, the St Alexander Society provided the Métis with important flexibility and independence. As will be shown, in the future it would become more advantageous to link these two associations, but in the winter of 1871–72 it was considered more expedient for the Métis to operate independent of a Canadien association.56

At the federal level, for the moment, Riel was sidelined by political struggles in Canada, but it was clear that Riel’s influence and presence in the public sphere embarrassed the Conservative Party in Canada. Consequently, Cartier wrote to Joseph Royal to advise Riel that he, like the patriotes of 1837, must undertake a period of exile.57 He was clearly appealing to Riel’s sense of heroism. However, the agreement needed more than an exchange of good will and flattery. Through the intervention of Bishop Taché, who had visited Ottawa early in 1872 to acquire a bank draft of $1,000 from John A. Macdonald, Riel finally agreed. Riel and Lépine undertook a voluntary exile after the bishop promised to use the money to support their families.58 To extend the metaphor of credit exchange, we might say the cash was Macdonald’s effort to purchase credit in the system of political capital that the Métis leaders of Red River controlled.

The overlapping networks interested in the occupation of the Northwest made for a complicated situation. Riel was not interested in the support of Fenians, but he was interested in other groups linked to the Catholic church and to other Métis family relations. Nevertheless, it was a similar ambivalence about Canadien support that led Riel to organize the St Alexander Society. Carefully forming alliances, Riel demonstrated an acute awareness of the political utility and power of these associations. This networking played an increasingly important role when Riel returned to the complex ethnic and confessional context of Montreal.

The following chapter describes Riel’s return to Montreal. It shows the climax of the story of the Métis nation that Canada never was and explains his vision of Confederation.
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The Amnesty Issue


Quand tu veux quelque chose, agite le peuple, crée une pression, de la pression voilà le levier.

Louis Riel to Joseph Dubuc, 18 July 1874



Between 1871 and 1873, Riel was willing to hope that his friends, and their influence among the circles of power in Canada, would be able to resolve the outstanding problems.1 The appointment of a “friendly” lieutenant-governor, Archibald, and the defeat of Riel’s enemies in the first provincial election must have reinforced his confidence that the promised amnesty was forthcoming. However, by 1873 Riel had become impatient with the lack of results and felt forced to take a more active role in the campaign to get the terms of the Manitoba Act fulfilled. He became determined to take the struggle to Ottawa, and to represent the Métis interests in parliament himself. Even during his exile, he was not idle, but was instead preparing for the coming fight.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, reconstructing Riel’s network through his correspondence during this period is challenging. It is a bit like attempting a jigsaw puzzle without all the pieces. The letters come from a number of different archives, and not all have survived, but they illustrate how networks provided Riel with the cultural and social capital necessary for engaging in political struggles in Canada. The result was a “memoir” on the amnesty, arguably Riel’s most brilliant piece of writing since he had left the collège. It was widely distributed through newspapers and read across Canada. It appealed to thousands of people and stirred nationalist sentiment, even as it brought the sense of Métis injustice to the Canadian public. In the memoir Riel expresses his understanding of Confederation, and, in appealing to the Canadian public, demonstrates his belief that Canada was a place where the Métis would find justice. It is the best expression of Riel’s effort to make the treaty with Canada work and to get “better terms” for the Métis.

While living in northern Minnesota during the winter and spring of 1872, Riel began to collect material for what would become his most important public statement on the Métis resistance in 1869–70. It started as a response to a request he had received months earlier from Rodrigue Masson in Montreal. The result was a collection of notes, now held in the Archive of the La Société historique Saint-Boniface, that describe the convention held at Fort Garry from November to December.2 They also include a copy of the letter Riel and Lépine wrote to Archibald in the wake of the Fenian raid of October 1871, and a carte de visite photograph of Riel taken in St Paul. Riel’s notes became the basis for an argument regarding sovereignty, a legal case for the amnesty and, ultimately, a history of the provisional government that he had established in 1870. In order to write these notes, Riel sent a series of letters to Bishop Taché, the former secretary for the provisional government, Louis Schmidt, and Joseph Dubuc.3

The process required considerable letter writing, and the following exchanges illustrate the efficacy of this network. It began with Louis-Rodrigue Masson, who initially wrote to Joseph Royal requesting more details on the events of 1869–70. At this point, Royal was the speaker of Manitoba’s first legislative assembly, and also the editor of the newspaper Le Métis. Masson sought information particularly about the execution of Thomas Scott, because he was planning to present the issue to parliament and demand an amnesty. Royal and Masson were old political allies, and both were committed to the ultramontane program of defending the rights of the church in Quebec society. Royal’s response is preserved at the Bibliothèque et Archives Nationale du Québec (BANQ); he wrote to say that, due to a lack of material, he would forward the request to Louis Riel – “you can trust his account.”

Joseph Royal’s letter to Riel is also in the Masson fonds in the BANQ (when he had completed his notes, Riel likely forwarded Royal’s letter along with his own).4 These archival details help make apparent the complex movement of letters back and forth between Montreal, Red River, and St Joseph. This communication network is remarkable for someone in exile. Two months later, on 28 February, Royal wrote again to Masson, telling him that he was thankful that Riel, for his own safety, had left the settlement to spend six to ten months in Plattsburgh, New York. Either this was a ruse to throw off unintended readers, or a sign of Royal’s ignorance. Riel was in fact in St Paul, Minnesota. Royal acknowledged that Riel’s response to Masson was disappointing (it was likely a copy of the letter written to Archibald in October). Indeed, Riel would continue the work during the spring.

It is worth remembering that Masson had known Riel in the collège in Montreal. The links between the Masson and the Riel families started when Sophie Masson, Louis-Rodrigue’s mother, had sponsored the milling operation started by Riel’s father. She had also paid for Riel’s education in Montreal. Riel had spent summers at the Masson family home in Terrebonne, where he likely met her son. By 1873, Masson was an influential Conservative member of parliament: he had been minister of the militia and would become the leader of the Conservative opposition during the absence of Macdonald and Cartier. Later, Masson continued to support the Métis and the First Nations of the Northwest.5 In 1877, he spoke on this topic in the House of Commons: “I have always believed that it was a very unfortunate business, and that the people had good reason to be discontented.”6

By April 1872, Riel had finished his notes as Masson had requested, and, to ensure safe delivery to Masson in Montreal, he entrusted the papers to Pierre Delorme, the recently elected representative for the riding of Provencher, Manitoba.7 Riel met Delorme in St Paul to pass the notes on to him, and Delorme took them to Ottawa. Delorme gave the notes to Masson, who then approached Hector Langevin, the Liberal-Conservative who had taken up Cartier’s mantel. Langevin in turn brought up the matter with Sir John A. Macdonald.8 This long chain shows how personal ties linked Riel to Montreal and to Ottawa.

The logic of association involved much more than pieces of paper sent hundreds of miles away; correspondence was governed by a complex series of social interactions. As Bruno Latour argues, in order to study associations, it is necessary to “slow down.”9 To understand the implications of the formation of social relations one must draw them out in greater detail and describe the territory on which they are formed, rather than simply assume their concrete existence. Masson sought to advance the ultramontane movement in Quebec. Royal, equally involved in the ultramontane struggle, saw Riel’s cause as one with potential, and therefore put Riel in touch with Masson. Masson was already acquainted with Riel, and likely had encouraged Riel to write to George-Étienne Cartier in his youth. The converging lines made Riel a key node in the evolving field of federal politics, even if he did not have direct access to power.

An undated poem by Riel suggests that he saw his salvation in the politicians in Quebec. (The original is to be found amongst the papers of Dr E.P. Lachapelle, a former schoolmate at the collège.) As a good illustration of his deep sense of attachment to Quebec, it is worth repeating here.


O Québec

Québec! Mother Colony!

You were eternally beloved by our ancestors!

And throughout my life,

I will love your sweet name, speaking it always.

Québec! Cherished Province!

Never forget your Métis-Canadiens!

Betrayed, of Manitoba

Your children, O Québec, are yet behind you!10



For the moment, Riel was willing to let Masson handle the issue in Montreal; however, with the collaboration of Ambroise Lépine, he sent a private letter to the new lieutenant-governor, Alexander Morris, appointed in December 1872, protesting against the Canadian government’s oppression of the political and public rights of the Métis.11

The work that Riel undertook over the course of the spring of 1872 was one step in the process that led to the publication of his memoir in February 1874. Another important step was the election of George-Étienne Cartier for the federal seat of Provencher, Manitoba. It illustrates how efficient the political network had become and how Riel played an increasingly important role in Canadian federal politics. Because Riel had invested heavily in forging a Métis network, he was now a key to unlocking the social capital of Manitoba, which the Macdonald-Cartier ministry now desperately needed.

The opposition, directed by Edward Blake and Alexander Mackenzie, continued to make political hay out of the government’s cooperation with the “murderer” of Thomas Scott. On top of this, John A. Macdonald’s Liberal-Conservative coalition was beginning to show weakness. Macdonald, desperate for votes, approached railway builder Hugh Allan for campaign funds (they offered Allan a contract to build the transcontinental railroad in exchange). Despite the support of Allan’s capital, George-Étienne Cartier lost his seat in Montreal in the election of September 1872. To assure him a place in the new ministry, Macdonald sent a telegram to Archibald, at this point still the lieutenant-governor, asking him to arrange the election of Cartier in Manitoba. He concluded with the following warning, “do not, however allow late Provisional [President] to resign in his favour.”12

Yet Provencher, Riel’s riding, was the only secure Conservative riding, and Riel was in fact running. Archibald either ignored or forgot Macdonald’s advice and asked Bishop Taché to speak with Riel to reserve the seat for Cartier. For Riel and his allies, this seemed like an opportunity to put forward a list of conditions that the rights of the original “settlers” (i.e., Métis) be respected and that no one be allowed to settle on Métis-allocated land. As Taché wrote, this was the “opportunity to bind Sir George so tightly that he could not help doing even more afterwards than he had done towards the amnesty.”13 It was as Macdonald feared; it was now Riel’s turn to ask for “better terms,” just as Joseph Howe had for Nova Scotia in 1868. The Taché fonds contain a document, dated 6 September 1872, listing conditions proposed by Riel in exchange for withdrawing in favour of Cartier.14 Written on paper with the official arms of the lieutenant-governor, the original document evokes the formal power of a state organization. But the negotiation also took place informally, because Bishop Taché understood, via communication with John A. Macdonald, that Cartier was working on an amnesty from the British government.15 Riel turned to the network that he had crafted, and Cartier was elected by acclamation in October 1872, and Riel and thirty other members of the political society sent a note of congratulations to Cartier on 16 September 1872: “Hon Sir. G.E. Cartier, you have been elected by acclamation member for the electoral district of Provencher.”16

The response from the “anti-French” (and anti-Catholic) mob in Winnipeg was violent. In fall 1872, the printing shops of Le Métis and Le Manitoban were smashed. Donald Smith, as representative of the Macdonald ministry, was assaulted with rocks and mud. Joseph Dubuc and the chief of police, Louis Plainville, were almost beaten to death. Dr Schultz and F.E. Cornish, key organizers of the Orange faction, were gleeful at the damage done to “Jean-Baptiste.”17 Only the restraint of the Catholic clergy prevented Riel from riding into the settlement at the head of an armed group of Métis. Shortly after, Cartier sent a letter “Aux Electeurs de Provencher” to express his thanks and appreciation, and promised to honour his mandate.18 However, these proved to be empty words, for Cartier was dead within seven months.

It is possible that Riel already had a foreboding that not all was going well. Prior to Cartier’s death, he had a spiritual warning that he would need to do more. It was tied to another more-personal loss. His sister Marie-Marguerite died on 25 January 1873; while attending her bedside, Riel suffered from an acute sense of personal responsibility for the Métis family. This enhanced his despair at the lack of good news from Canada, and one evening he collapsed, exhausted, at the Grey Nuns’ mission in St Norbert. It was already late, and because he was so tired, he went to bed earlier than usual. But he found it impossible to sleep. Months later, he wrote a letter to his sister Sara recounting how that night he had dreamed of his father:


I turned my lamp down and sought to fall asleep. Oh! If only you knew how many times I saw you pass by me in my insomnia, and she who we will always miss. All of a sudden I saw our dear father. I was not sleeping at all, but I continued to have visions. And I do not know how, but I was so overwhelmed that I could not pray without tears coming to my eyes.19



A deeply spiritual man, Riel must have felt the involuntary tears were sacred and miraculous. In the morning he was approached by one of the sisters, Sister Thérèsa, who had noticed his sadness. She told him what he was going through was God’s doing, and wanted to consol him. She told him that, in 1864, she had received his dying father’s benediction for his eldest son, at that point away in Montreal at school. (This event will be recalled from Chapter 3.) Now it was time for her to pass it on. The whole event reinforced Riel’s sense of responsibility, and confirmed his “mission.” Cosmic connections shaped his world view, and he drew strength from the blessings of his family. Thomas Flanagan argues that at this point Riel experienced a spiritual “conversion”; it was the first time that he truly felt that he had a spiritual mission.20 It is significant that this occurred in the context of family relationships and loss. Riel’s most important decisions were often grounded in his deeply felt sense of responsibility toward his relations.

The mission was coming into focus. Shortly after Cartier’s death, a petition signed by forty-nine people, with English and French names, requested that Riel present himself as a representative for Provencher and defend their rights.21 Riel began to prepare a “national program” and became determined to run for office.22 When Lépine was arrested for the murder of Thomas Scott in September 1873, Riel knew his mission was to take the fight for an amnesty to Montreal.23
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In the summer of 1873, Riel began grassroots preparation for this mission. This may explain his new alliance with the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste in Red River. On 25 June, Joseph Royal, a proponent of unity between Canadiens and the Métis, reported that all parishes had participated in the ceremony for the feast of St Jean Baptiste: “It proves that our compatriots, whether they are native to Manitoba or the Province of Quebec, wish to gather in order to form one people united under the same national flag.”24 Prior to mass, a large number of marchers met at the Collège St Boniface in order to form a procession with flags and banners, and many of them wearing the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste badge. Preceded by the college band, which made a joyous fanfare, the procession made its way across the lawn of the archbishop’s palace to the cathedral.25 There, Riel, in the company of Madame Joseph Dubuc, made an offering. Acting as vice-president of the association, he also gave an address to the public gathering after mass: “Your children, gathered together under the flag of St. Jean-Baptiste, which we have adopted as our national holiday, have come to greet you. It must be a great honor for you, Monseigneur, to see the result of your words and deeds amongst us, of your evangelical works, the foundation of a new people today celebrating its nationality.”26 These festivities would have been similar to the arrangements he would have overseen as a councillor of the Congrégation de la Ste Vierge at the collège during the consecration of the new chapel in 1864. They were also inflected by the parish organization that had long structured Métis community associations.

Riel also prepared a more formal “program,” a document which he likely believed could be used as the basis for negotiations with Canada. With this document, Riel intended to revisit the Manitoba Act; it was his equivalent to Joseph Howe’s better terms. It was only a draft, but it outlined ten of Riel’s goals. The first seven dealt with claims on the Canadian government:

  1  Execution of the law giving 1,400,000 acres of land to the children of Métis resident in the province;

  2  Execution of the law granting the land to old settlers who had purchased land as permitted by the HBC in those parts where Indian title had been extinguished;

  3  Execution of the law assuring the right of pre-emption (a privilege recognized by the HBC);

  4  Recognition of the two miles of Haying privileges at the ends of property;

  5  Recognition by the Canadian government of the lands claimed after 8 March 1869;

  6  Recognition by Lieutenant-Governor Archibald of townships chosen by the Métis;

  7  Proclamation of the amnesty.

The final three were more generic:

  8  Maintenance of the union between the clergy and the population of Métis;

  9  Provision that the heads of Métis families also receive from the government the same amount of territory as their children; and

10  Provision of 160 acres for the French Canadiens who are friends of the Métis Nation.27

These claims were repeated in letters sent to various people, some copies of which have survived.28 Riel’s message was simple, stay united (serez donc unis) and this would guarantee them their “right to the lands of this country which their Indian blood gave them.”29

These efforts bore immediate fruit. In July, he received a letter from Joseph Royal, Joseph Dubuc, Marc-Amable Girard, and Alphonse-Alfred-Clement Rivière, four key players in the Canadien population in Red River. They declared their support for Riel’s election to the federal seat of Provencher.30 Meanwhile, Pierre Delorme rallied the Métis support. Riel also organized a meeting at André Nault’s in order to send support from the “heads of Métis families” to Robert Cunningham, the new Liberal member of parliament for Marquette.31 Though the precise relationship between Cunningham and Riel is unclear, an earlier letter sent in March suggests that the former was hoping to arrange political support for Riel.32 In August, Andrew Bannatyne offered to use his influence in the English community to get Riel elected.33 Despite the continued hesitation of Taché, who worried about the potential embarrassment this would cause the Conservative Party, Riel pressed forward.

There was some opposition. Henry Clarke, an Irish Catholic from Montreal and one of Cartier’s envoys, was threatening to challenge Riel’s candidacy. Clarke had already disrupted the 1872 election in a fiery public dispute with Riel, where it was reported that the Irishman, frustrated and bitter at the temerity of the Métis chief, had threatened his opponent with a pistol.34 Riel, keeping his composure, won the acclaim of the assembled crowd. Riel also described a scene at the house of Salomon Jean Veine, in St Norbert, to his friend Joseph Dubuc: “In the middle of the storm, a multitude came, by foot and by horse. Mr. Clarke began to attack me as a man without patriotism and a coward.”35 Clarke called Riel disloyal for his populism, and cowardly for not entering Winnipeg. After a few rounds of the exchange, “The assembly was divided in an effort to discern those who were happy with the visit of Mister Clarke. I counted thirteen for him. Perhaps we could give him a few more. We couldn’t count our own [supporters]. The fact is the house of Salmon Jean Veine was too small.”36 Desperate, and faced with the prospect of losing the election again, Clarke fell in with Riel’s opponents, and, taking advantage of the silence regarding the amnesty, orchestrated warrants for the arrest of Riel and Lépine.37 The warrants were signed one month before the election.

The arrest of Lépine took place on 17 September 1873; Riel, who had been tipped off, managed to escape. Riel immediately composed a public letter of protest. It was published in Le Métis (St Boniface) on 20 September. In it, he accused the Canadian government of perjury.


The Canadian government which has permitted this, has perjured itself twice against us. First it has broken the arrangement which it authorised in its own name and which Sir John A. McDonald [!] and Sir George E. Cartier openly made in its name during the month of May 1870 with the delegates of the Provisional Government of Assiniboia, Judge Black, the Reverend Father Ritchot, and Mister Alfred H. Scott. Second, the Canadian government has betrayed the honourable word of our Beloved and Illustrious Archbishop, His Grace Monseigneur Taché … [who] gave me in the name of Canada, his oath that none of us would ever be troubled nor bothered … and that a general amnesty would be proclaimed.38



Riel’s reaction was not merely spontaneous; much of the letter was based upon the notes that he had sent to Masson only a few months earlier. Riel had been preparing for such an event for months, and his arguments would continue to be elaborated. In the archives of the Riel family, there is a series of documents from the Canadian secretary of state, Richard W. Scott, that summarize all capital-offence actions since 1867. It seems that Riel intended to use them as a historical basis for his legal reasoning for the amnesty.39

Riel’s allies now rallied to his banner. On 21 September, delegates from all the French parishes met in St Boniface to discuss the arrest of Lépine, and after the meeting Joseph Royal wrote a long report on the amnesty for Le Métis.40 Three months later, on 22 December, Lépine was released on $8,000 bail. The money was raised by the Canadien community, likely at the initiative of Joseph Royal via the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste. Royal also took up the responsibility of defending Lépine in court.

The extent of their organization was impressive, and the grassroots mobilization had a domino effect upon national attention. On 6 October, Bishop Taché asked Bishop Louis-François Laflèche in Trois Rivières, Quebec, to “encourage the editors of your journals to speak in favour of Manitoba and to stir up the issue of the arrest of Lépine and the search for Riel.”41 He included Riel’s “Protest against the arrest of Ambroise Lépine,” with an entreaty to have it circulated: “The facts which he claims are true.”42 As a result, the “Protest” was reprinted in Quebec newspapers: Le Nouveau Monde on 2 October and the La Gazette de Sorel on 4 October. The Courrier du Canada reported that the citizens of Hull held a public meeting to express their sympathy for Riel on 27 October.43 Over the next few months, Le Métis became the most important source of information for Quebec newspapers reprinting many of its articles concerning the arrest and trial of Lépine. A search based upon Optical Character Recognition technology of the newspapers at the BANQ shows a spike in references to “Riel” and “Lépine” in 1873.44 This trend continues until January 1875. On 27 October 1873, the Courrier du Canada ran an article on Riel:


Riel has become legendary. He is everywhere and no where. His name alone excites thousands, it enrages the grits, it augments the respect of an entire province towards someone that is considered its protector. In fact, Riel is a flag, he represents, he personifies a principle. His name, according to his compatriots, is the synonym of bravery, devotion, and protection.45



Riel was elected by acclamation on 13 October 1873. The growing network also arranged for Riel’s safe travel to Montreal. Since he was a wanted man (the Government of Ontario had announced a $5,000 reward for his capture), his political allies detailed an itinerary of safe passages and houses for Riel to use during this dangerous trip from Red River to Canada via the United States. A series of instructions, unsigned, but likely from Dubuc, is preserved:


The organization believes it necessary to give you a companion … who will not give away your movements, but who will at the various train stations and ports or hotels make the arrangements necessary for purchase of tickets and to avoid the problem of you presenting yourself in the required places … The program for the moment is that this young man would go to Fargo via Moorhead and wait there. Your party will travel by the prairie in the environment of Moorhead … and M. Xavier will come alone and meet the young man.46



Another letter advised him to stay at 510 Ste Marie in Montreal and with the Oblates in Hull.47 Riel was also advised to adopt an “ordinary name,” like David, for safety. He would be accompanied by the young Canadien, Joseph Tassé. The involvement of Tassé, who had been reporting on Red River for the Montreal paper Le Nouveau Monde, illustrates how the transcontinental network of Catholic nationalists were taking an increasing interest in Riel. Tassé had been in indirect contact with Riel before, in 1871. Eustache Prud’homme, one of Riel’s former classmates, had written to Riel on Tassé’s behalf, seeking information necessary for a book on the West.48 One of Tassé’s first articles to be published was a biographical sketch in L’Opinion Publique of Louis Riel’s father that ran over the sixth and thirteenth editions of March 1873. In one of those articles, Tassé described Louis Riel, the son, in the following manner: “The youth of this protester, his eloquence, his influence on the masses, the audacity of his enterprise, even his faults, have given him a grand portion of public attention for two years, such attention has not been given to other eminent people of the country.”49

Even Taché, who had previously interceded to mitigate any rash actions on the part of the Métis leader, now refused to intervene on behalf of the interests of the Conservative Party. On 20 October 1873, Father Pierre Poulin sent a letter to Bishop Bourget in Montreal, explaining that in Taché’s view Riel’s presence would prove a just indictment of the government that had done so little for Manitoba. He indicated, “If the Amnesty had been formally accorded, perhaps Monsiegneur, he would make an effort with regards to Riel, but it has not been promised.”50 Despite the potential disruption, Poulin reassured the Bishop that there was little to fear from Riel’s appearance in Ottawa, so long as plans were laid appropriately. Furthermore, “The Irish [and] Canadien populations are united to defend him.”51 When the Mackenzie and Dorion ministry replaced Macdonald’s, Taché himself travelled to Ottawa to press the amnesty issue again. On 20 November, he forwarded to Riel a telegram he had just received from Fort Garry, regarding the bills against him and Lépine. He also informed Riel that he had sent money to his family.52

The number of connections and the complexity of the various associations Riel juggled was remarkable. However, it was not just the formal letters, but also the person-to-person social encounters that held this network together. Riel wrote to Dubuc in September 1874,


PS. 29 September 1874. Yesterday Dr. Lachapelle received your letter which he wanted to show to me. This letter demonstrates that I have a friend in you. Thank-you for all your kindness … I have just received from Monseigneur a letter from my mother. In one of my preceding letters I had asked her whether people were hard towards you. The reply came “that the majority are pleased with you.” Be courageous and happy!53



Lachapelle and his mother confirmed Dubuc’s loyalty and support for Riel. These third-party exchanges reinforced the value and membership of the network and made the network much stronger.

Irish, Franco-Manitoban, Canadien, and Métis networks were linked and actively employed to bring Riel safely to Ottawa. Unfortunately for Riel, the networks he was relying upon, based upon that careful mix of public and private interests, were fraying at the edges. During this period, from 1872 to 1875, the Conservative Party lost its moorings, and, with the death of Cartier and Macdonald’s retreat from the public eye, it seemed to be floating rudderless. The 1873 Pacific Scandal had exposed the backroom dealing that had kept the Liberal-Conservative consensus together and discredited its politics. New forces, embodied in the cabinet of Alexander Mackenzie, which was adamantly opposed to recognizing the obligations of the government to the claims of minority interests, were now redistributing the social capital.

To create public pressure, Riel began by reaching out to as many potential allies as possible. Riel and Royal joined forces to recruit the rising political and legal star Adolphe Chapleau, a Conservative, who may have known Riel from his student days, to travel west in November to defend Lépine at his trial.54 Riel also reached out to the influential Liberal parliamentarians. When he arrived in Montreal, he met Honoré Mercier, the representative for Rouville, who had taken up Riel’s cause as that of French Canada. Mercier met with Riel in the house of Hubert Paré, and then together they travelled to Hull. Since Riel was still a fugitive from the Ontario police, they crossed the river to Ottawa in the hope of getting Riel into his seat in parliament undetected. It is not entirely clear what happened: they arranged to let Riel enter the parliament by a side door, but according to Mercier the sudden appearance of someone scared Riel off.55 Riel’s interaction with Mercier, a Liberal nationalist, illustrates the complexity of the networks and challenges the simplistic assessment of Riel’s politics as exclusively Conservative.

It would be another year before Riel would attempt to take his seat again. On 7 November, Alexander Mackenzie dissolved parliament. In the interim, to avoid unwanted attention in Canada, Riel decided to take refuge in the Oblate house at Plattsburgh.56 He soon decided that he would be more comfortable at the house of Fabien Barnabé, in Keeseville, New York. At this point he began to court Barnabé’s sister Eveline.57 He had little opportunity to rest however; when he arrived in early December, letters were waiting for him.58 Joseph Royal sent him congratulations on his election and an update on Royal’s preparations for the trial of Ambroise Lépine. Father Poulin sent news from St Boniface and greetings from Archbishop Taché. An undated letter from Lépine may also have been received at this time: he expected to hear good news regarding his case, and sent greetings from the families in the settlement. On Christmas day, again back in Plattsburgh with the Oblates, he received a visit from Father Albert Lacombe and Reverend Pierre Poulin. They brought greetings from the bishop of Montreal, Ignace Bourget, and set up a meeting with him for Riel in Montreal.59 As a result, Riel crossed the border again and met with Bourget at the Hôtel Dieu on 8 January 1874. This meeting would be the first of many, but it was particularly important for Riel, because he was ill and sought medical advice. Years later, he would attribute his recovery to Bourget’s miraculous power.60 The ease with which his correspondents followed Riel during this period of frequent dislocation is a testament to the efficiency of the network.

On New Year’s Day 1874, Riel wrote to Taché from Plattsburgh that “our demand is too quiet,” and he was planning to write to the papers and the governor general.61 He also wrote to Marc-A. Girard, Joseph Royal, Joseph Dubuc, and Alphonse-A.C. Larivière and explained his interest in having something published on the amnesty issue.62
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The idea of publishing a memoir on the amnesty was not new. Riel had been reflecting on how to express his sense of injustice since Wolseley’s invasion, and he had been toying with notes since the spring of 1872. Nonetheless, the process that brought Riel’s pamphlet to print is a fascinating lesson in the political organization criss-crossing the British North American political project. It illustrates the value and complexity of networking on a transcontinental scale, and, more importantly, how that infrastructure might be subverted by forces that were unintentionally entwined in the project. In October 1873, Riel was preparing the campaign for public opinion.63 Months later, in July 1874, he wrote to his friend Joseph Dubuc: “When you want something, stir up the people, create some pressure, from the pressure there will be a rising. Ontario, which crushes us, understands this and I do not understand why we do not use such tactics.”64 By uniting Canadiens with the Métis (reinforced by his use of “nous”) in the face of Ontario’s aggression, Riel had achieved his goals. By the end of 1874, the amnesty question was the most visible issue in Quebec’s public forum and would ignite a massive public-opinion campaign.

As a preparation for publishing his cause as widely as possible, Riel also set out to re-establish old contacts from the collège. Between January 1874 and June 1875, he received letters from Stanislaus Côté, Dr E.-P. Lachapelle, Alphonse Benoît, Alexandre Deschamps, and J.A. Girard.65 These friends also passed on greetings from other collège alumni: Chevrier, Primeau, Stanislaus Côté, and Alexandre Deschamps. For example, Côté wrote on 25 January 1874:66


My Dear Friend,

It is the first time that I write to you, I have done wrong to not write you at least a little letter before today. But I have an excuse … how should I find you? I think I’m the only one of your old colleagues from the Collège who has not expressed their sympathy. I’ve frequently asked for your address, no one knew it. Finally, during the last days, Mr. Joseph Tassé told me that he knew your address.



Of particular note were the other greetings he received from former fellow members of the Congrégation de la Sainte Vierge, Lucien Proulx, and J.A. Girard, as they illustrate the durability of the relationships established from student associations at the collège.

Two days after the letter from Côté arrived, Riel received a message from another former classmate, E.-P. Lachapelle.67 His letter contained exciting news: a publisher, Alphonse Desjardins of Le Nouveau Monde, was interested in publishing Riel’s pamphlet. Alphonse Desjardins of Hochelaga (not the founder of the caisse populaire) was already actively taking an interest in Riel’s situation and offered his home, at 758 Dorchester – just behind the new St Jacques Cathedral (now Marie Reine du Monde) – as a place of refuge.68 Riel must have been warmly welcomed for, months later, Riel wrote of his fondness for Desjardins’s wife and children, while Desjardins replied that his children also asked after the man with the dark beard.69 Desjardins had access to a press and was closely linked with the ultramontane movement in Quebec. He had helped write the ultramontane Programme catholique of 1871 and was also a principal organizer of the Zouave movement in 1868.70 The link with Desjardins would prove to be crucial to Riel’s campaign.

“L’Amnistie: mémoire sur les causes des troubles du Nord-Ouest et sur les négotiations qui ont amené leur règlement amiable” was published in French and in English (as “The Amnesty: Memoir on the Causes of the Troubles in the Northwest and the Negotiations that Brought About Their Amicable Settlement”) within days of Lachapelle’s letter and introduction to Desjardins. It first appeared as a pamphlet at the end of January 1874. Riel and his supporters took advantage of the new mass media. It was reprinted or reported on in almost all the major newspapers.71 The ultramontane press Le Nouveau Monde republished it as a two-page article on 4 February 1874. It was then reprinted in Le Métis on 28 February, L’Opinion Publique on 19 February, La Minerve on 5 February, the Montreal Witness on 7 February, the Globe and the Franc Parleur on 6 February, La Gazette de Sorel on 11 February, Le Courrier du Canada on 9 February, Le Courrier de St Hyacinthe on 10 February, the Montreal Gazette on 6 February, Le Canadien on 6 February, and Le Journal de Trois Rivières on 12 February.

Riel’s “Memoir” was “a simple narration of the principal facts accomplished during our troubles” in the Northwest.72 With this narrative, and the words of Lord Granville, Riel placed the blame squarely on the Canadians who began “a war against us.” He asked rhetorically, “These men unjustly and illegally attacked us in the name of the Canadian government. They breathe war … Did we not meet war with war?”73 In Riel’s account, the Canadians had offended both the Company and the original settlers (anciens colons), but it was the “Métis” that organized the response and defence of their country (pays). Riel did not define or explain who the Métis are, but described how they formed a “National Committee,” communicated with the Canadian envoy, and defended the country when attacked by Canadian authorities. Riel argued for the legitimate sovereignty of this government, recognized as such by the British authorities and the Canadian government. He quoted a promise of amnesty made by their agent Donald Smith at the public meeting on 19 January, and presented official letters intended to prove the legitimacy of the government’s actions. Riel repeated the argument that amnesty was the “sine qua non (essential condition)” of negotiations with the Canadian government.74 The terms Riel used to describe the Métis organization (committee, government, deputies, etc.) were intended to communicate to Canadians the legitimacy and legality of their actions. Riel emphasized the loyalty and the “civilization” of the Métis by pointing to the formality of their political organization and their respect for European symbols of authority: the Métis defended the fort; respected and enforced British justice; and protected the public books and money.

The text repeated many of the arguments contained in the notes he sent to Masson in the summer of 1872 and from his formal “Protestation” of October 1873. Correspondence with Bishop Taché, Joseph Dubuc, Ambroise Lépine, and other key figures in Red River politics also allowed Riel to refine and focus his message. In addition, he had the professional support of a well-established press and its editor, Alphonse Desjardins, not to mention his old collège friend E.-P. Lachapelle. The “Memoir” had been shaped by years of editing and reflection.

It is worth emphasizing the agency Riel accorded to this group called the “Métis.” Using the form “nous,” Riel could speak from the first person. Speaking from this position was not something that Canadiens could do, and therefore advocates like Joseph Dubuc relied upon Riel to make this argument. In the first-person-plural tense this argument had a resonance that transcended the interests of Quebec. The alliance between Canadiens and the Métis was a rhetorical position that was advantageous to the political elite in both Quebec and the Northwest.

Under Desjardins’s protection, on 12 March 1874, Riel also published in the Nouveau Monde a rebuttal of a public letter penned by Dr James Lynch, an old ally of Dr John Schultz. Lynch had attacked Riel’s government and denounced him as a murderer. Riel’s letter debunked Lynch’s arguments according to a straightforward method of restatement and reply. Riel’s conclusion was simple: “Dr. Lynch does not respect his readers; he counts upon their national sympathies to trick them.”75 It was a standard argument for Riel to point out the narrow nationalist interests of his opponents. However, in general, this retort was plodding and lacked the force of the earlier “Memoir.”

The “Memoir” also provided an opportunity for Riel to raise some money. An undated note in the Desjardins archive reveals that he was selling the pamphlet “Le Mémoire de M. Louis Riel de l’amnestie” for ten cents, and all proceeds were to go to “M. Louis Riel.”76 This fortuitous discovery suggests that Riel may have used his writing to support himself on other occasions. That may explain why his poems are scattered in many different archives. There is no evidence to make a more comprehensive statement to this effect, but it does shed further light on how Riel supported himself over the years.77

While the campaign in Quebec had been launched earlier, Riel’s intervention in print galvanized the situation. By the end of March, Taché, who until now had contented himself with patient protests to the government, and despite cautions by his colleagues in the Church, also published his statement on the amnesty.78 In his essay, entitled simply “L’Amnestie,” Taché made little to no reference to the Métis or national rights. Instead, he spoke about “the inhabitants of the north-west,” and focused on the letters between Lord Young and Granville and the acts of Canadian politicians. Taché’s essay, constructed around three key questions, provides a useful contrast with Riel’s “Memoir,” because they both emphasized personal experiences. While Riel argued that Métis actions were legitimate before the eyes of international state power, Taché argued that his own honour and reputation were at stake, as he had promised the amnesty, based upon his meetings with the Canadian government.

During the winter of 1873–74, Riel’s network grew as he extended his relationships with Canadiens in Quebec. Investments of time and labour paid off in terms of closer and stronger ties to a particularly powerful network of ultramontanes in Montreal. This ultramontane network, embedded within a particularly dynamic human collective, would provide the means to access the hearts and minds of thousands inhabiting this newly confederated British North American space. It had been created by clerics like Bourget and directed by secular authorities like Desjardins. Riel would use it to tap into Montreal’s vast network and forge social relationships that were well beyond the grasp of most Métis in the Northwest.

Riel, like others of his time, saw an opportunity in the new forms of association that were made possible by Confederation. Confederation was more than a new political vision, it offered a series of networks through which Riel could access social capital. Through his involvement in the amnesty issue, Riel hijacked the Canadian Confederation project. Though he was far from unique in this respect, his participation in the grand gambit of his era proved a remarkable achievement.

The publication of Riel’s “Memoir” was a key event in the history of Quebec and in Riel’s personal life. It was the culmination of years of work and careful reflection and presented amnesty as the sine qua non of Confederation. Riel’s actions galvanized the situation in Quebec and pushed others, who had previously been hesitant, to commit their support to the Métis cause. By keeping the amnesty in the spotlight, Riel forced Quebec politicians to make a choice about their support for the rights of Canadiens outside Quebec. In so doing, he changed public opinion in Quebec and the face of Confederation. The “Riel Issue” forever transformed the Canadien idea of Confederation. Arthur Silver was correct to point to Riel and the Northwest as touchstones for Quebec’s understanding of its place in Confederation, but he missed how Riel strategically made it happen.79 Moreover, it was not in 1885, but in 1874, that this occurred.

We now turn to the final act in this long fight for amnesty.
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The Sine Qua Non of Confederation


Je puis presque le dire, notre cause agite la confédération canadienne d’un océan à l’autre. Elle gagne donc, tous les jours.

Louis Riel to Joseph Dubuc, 1874



Riel’s fight for amnesty, to get the government to grant “better terms,” had proved tortuous. Riel had to flee, live in exile, and give up his parliamentary seat for Cartier. His efforts to organize the Métis to resist the Fenians had backfired. His mother’s house had been invaded, his life had been threatened, his sister had died, and his own health had suffered. Yet, the support of friends, the blessings of bishops, midnight visions, and the benediction of a widening circle of supporters kept him going. His case was gaining momentum. Everyone knew about Louis Riel, the warrior for Métis rights; some declared they would defend him with their lives, others put a price on his head. Would it pay off? Would he manage to sway the Canadien public? The real fireworks were still to come.

Step by step, Riel and his allies in the ultramontane circle applied public pressure on the government to force a decision on the amnesty issue. He would make a largely symbolic, but proportionately effectual, gesture of defiance by taking his seat as a representative of the people in the House of Commons. This would culminate in a mass petition to address the amnesty issue. The final chapter will discuss Riel’s role in the political campaign, and the resolution of the amnesty issue.

The federal seat in Provencher was easily secured by Riel’s friends and allies in February 1874. At the end of March, despite the $5,000 reward for his capture and against the advice of his friends,1 Riel, for the second time, travelled to Hull, this time with Romuald Fiset, member of parliament for Rimouski and a graduate of the Collège de Montréal. There he had at least one interview with J.A. Girard,2 and may have stayed at the Oblate house where Alphonse Dazé was the procurator. Both were former classmates from the collège. On 30 March he presented himself in parliament, signed the register, and then slipped back across the border to Quebec. The Ontario papers were outraged. Parliament was thrown into uproar: Henry Joseph Clarke was summoned to the bar to testify about the arrest warrant, and a motion was passed in parliament to have a detective on hand in the future. The examination and cross-examination forced Riel’s enemies and allies to declare themselves. Mackenzie Bowell even attempted to suggest that Riel was a threat to the security of the country, by bringing up the Fenian threat. Samuel McDonnell of Inverness, Nova Scotia, objected to this line of questioning as irrelevant; his objection was sustained. While the politicians squabbled, a mob gathered and the militia was called out. Riel’s appearance in parliament was reported as an act of defiance in papers across the United States.3 The New York Tribune reported on 1 April that “If Riel appears[,] he will be arrested. If he do not, his absence will be taken as prima facie evidence that he is a fugitive from justice and, following the English precedent, a motion will be made to expel him from the House. He is said to be still in the city.”4

The next day the public galleries were full of spectators hoping to catch a glimpse of the infamous “rebel.” Another motion was passed to force Riel to take his seat or to be expelled from his seat and considered a fugitive from justice. But Riel had no desire to face an angry mob in Ottawa, and did not appear. The story was being followed as far away as Tennessee. The Nashville Union and America reported on 3 April that “The intense excitement of yesterday respective Riel has subsided. It is said Riel is in Ogdensburg.”5 Six days later, following extended parliamentary debate, Riel was expelled from parliament by a vote of 124 against 68. Surely, he had achieved his goal: forcing the amnesty issue onto the floor of the House of Commons. On 1 April, a committee was appointed to investigate the “Causes of the Difficulties in the North-West Territory in 1869–70.” It would report its findings on 22 May 1874.

With amnesty now at the centre of public debate, Riel returned to St Paul, Minnesota. When he wrote to his mother on 22 May 1874, he was upbeat: “We have friends in Canada, many friends. It would be impossible for me to count those who asked me to send their respects to you and to the entire family, to all those defenders of our rights, to the many Métis that they do not know personally, but who they are proud to see conducting themselves so well.”6

With pride, Riel advised his mother that he had sent her “cent piastres” via Emmanuel Lachapelle and Joseph Dubuc and that another hundred was on the way. He had earned this money through sales of his “Memoir” and the generosity of Montrealers. In the same optimistic tone, he wrote a long letter to his friend Joseph Dubuc explaining,


In truth we have suffered by the violation of this treaty, and yet the violation of the treaty by Canada has brought to our (the Métis) side little by little the sympathies of the northwest, in such a manner that today the entire Métis Canadien population of Manitoba and the Northwest understand each other without even having regular and direct communication between the different groups. Even better, all of Quebec now more than ever has taken up our cause. I can almost say, our cause shakes Canadian confederation from one ocean to another. It gains everyday … The chamber has expelled me … But, you, by electing me, and I, by what I have done, we have placed on the government and the entire people a pressure very advantageous to our cause.7



He had done it. Quebec was behind them (tout Québec … plus que jamais), and he had shaken the foundations of confederation (d’un océan à l’autre). This was the pressure he was looking for. His expulsion was simply the means to an end – moreover, Riel was already planning to be re-elected.

Riel’s insertion of a conglomerate identity, métisse canadienne de Manitoba, shows his careful manipulation of the press and his awareness of the power of the new mass media. This, combined with his tentative alliance with the St Jean Baptiste societies in the Northwest and in the East suggests that Riel was very well aware of the dangers of assimilation, but also saw the advantages. This concept would eventually take a hyphenated form as Riel elaborated upon the potentials of this alliance.

Yet, at the same time, Riel was aware of the ideas of political and racial difference that would hinder his efforts to place Métis interests at the heart of the Canadian public. He was careful to keep those interests of the Métis distinct. Métisse canadien served that end. Furthermore, as Riel learned about the complexity and blurring of what seemed on the surface to be a clear bipartisan affair, he grew wary of les canadiens.
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Figure 13.1 Louis Riel to Judge [Charles-Joseph] Coursol, 24 June 1874. This letter was recently recovered by France Langlais, archivist at the Société St-Jean Baptiste. In the upper corner there is the imprint of the US Congress.

Riel was hampered by the fact that many Canadiens were not eager to sacrifice their own political interests for the sake of the distant Northwest. In June 1874, the largest-ever assembly of members of the St Jean Baptiste societies across the North American continent gathered in Montreal.8 There were over eighteen thousand people, many of them from American associations. Riel, still a refugee living in the United States, also sent his support – and that of the Métis – to the president, Judge Michel-Charles-Joseph Coursol. While previous historians have had access to a copy of this letter, the original letter was recently discovered by the archivist at the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste of Montreal. This discovery allows new observations and permits new conclusions.9 He likely gave this letter to another Franco-American, perhaps his friend Edmond Mallet, who was travelling to the General Convention. The original letter was written on paper with the imprint of the Congress of the United States, which was undoubtedly supplied by Mallet. Thus he was not in St Paul as the editors to the Collected Writings have suggested. Moreover, on the original, the date 23 is crossed out and replaced with 24 (which is recorded on the copy). In other words, Riel likely wrote this before the General Convention in the hope that it would be well received at the official meeting. Riel writes,


Monsieur,

I am happy to offer the tribute of my respect to the president of the St Jean-Baptiste Society of Montreal and to all the presidents of the other St Jean-Baptiste Societies, united today in this beautiful city. I congratulate the French Canadiens who celebrate as a people our national holiday in such a dignified and grand manner. The French Canadien Métis of the north are a branch of the French Canadien tree. They wish to grow like that tree and with that tree; they wish to remain attached to it, to suffer and rejoice with it.10



The imagery is striking, “a branch of the French-Canadien tree.” This is an organic metaphor for the body politic. Riel frequently used such organic imagery in his poetry. It is worth emphasizing that viewing the body politic as a tree was familiar in both European and Indigenous philosophies.11 In the eighteenth century, the governors of New France, in their role of Onontio, used the image of the tree during negotiations with the First Peoples of the St Lawrence and the Great Lakes.12 Martel points out that Riel may have reversed the imagery of J.B. Proulx, who suggested that the Métis would be the foundation on which branches from Quebec would be grafted.13 Its use here shows once again Riel’s easy merging of multiple worlds in his political and cultural project. He captured a key nationalist image that also permitted him to distinguish his people: The Métis are rooted in the same traditions, but “branching” out.14

This claim of attachment, or of shared interests, was not so easily accepted by everyone. Judge Coursol and other liberal members of the Société were reluctant to openly embrace Riel’s cause. The argument that Judge Coursol received the letter too late, as argued by the editors of the Collected Writings, seems unlikely. More credible is the argument that he refused to read it at the General Convention.15 Subsequently, he made his position clear when another member called out his attempt to turn a blind eye to Riel’s predicament. Riel should have a seat at the permanent committee representing the Métis, claimed the anonymous convention participant. There was loud opposition to the motion, and to calm the schism, the president blocked it.16 Years later, historian Robert Rumilly recorded Coursol’s actions with melancholic regret for the lost opportunity.17 Riel’s supporters made a second effort at the end of the meeting, and proposed a motion to send a formal request to the government to resolve the amnesty issue and a formal note of sympathy to Riel. Again, there was too much opposition, and the meeting ended without any resolution. The liberal members of the society were against it, as they worried about offending their Anglophone allies. Riel continued to hope for the best, but he would have been keenly aware of this ambivalence among the French Canadien public. The shock of the betrayal would be the central topic of his complaints during the desperate and depressing years of 1876 and 1877, when he was placed in the asylums of Longue Pointe and Beauport.

[image: Image]

Figure 13.2 Clipping from Le Franc Parleur, 24 November 1874, advertising a subscription for donations to the Lépine Trial.

However, in the summer of 1874, Riel was full of energy. Things moved quickly, and he drew inspiration from the pace of events. Joseph Royal wrote in point form from St Boniface to Masson in Montreal in July 1874: the provincial government under Clarke had finally collapsed; Clarke’s “vengeance” was finished; this would benefit Riel; and the defence of Lépine needed to be coordinated with Desjardins and Chapleau.18 With the help of his friends, Riel was re-elected for the seat of Provencher in September. In this same month, he visited Archbishop Elzéar-Alexandre Taschereau in Quebec City, Bishop Louis-François Laflèche in Trois Rivières, Bishop Charles Larocque in Beloeil, and Bishop Ignace Bourget in Montreal.19 He sought their support for his immigration program, the amnesty for Lépine, and the rights of Métis. He continued the tour in the United States, and a letter to Bourget indicates that Riel was back in Chicago by the end of November.20

The whirlwind tour was an effort to stir up public opinion and to agitate for a resolution. Other tools of mass media were also mobilized. In November, Le Franc Parleur, edited by Alphonse Ouimet, who was also allied to the interests of the ultramontanes, proposed to cover the Lépine affair in detail, and asked its subscribers if they would approve, even if this meant sacrificing other columns.21 They must have supported the request, for every issue for the next two months contained oral transcripts of the trial. In addition, the paper invited the charity of readers to contribute to a fund for Lépine and his family (Fig. 13.2). The Riel affair was generating strong public response, and society was mobilizing in his favour. Both Conservatives and Liberals took up the issue, although the latter were less enthusiastic. (This was reversed in 1885, when Laurier and Mercier championed Riel, while Chapleau, the lawyer who in 1874 was chosen to defend Lépine, but who, by 1885, had inherited the leadership of the Conservative Party, tried desperately to explain himself in the face of public outrage.)22

The justice system however was blind to public opinion and, on 26 October 1874, Ambroise Lépine was found guilty of murder and sentenced to hang. While the governor general, Sir Frederick Temple, Lord Dufferin, expressed his hope that the amnesty would be granted, he offered no promises on behalf of the British government. The cry of outrage was palpable. Riel’s efforts now began to show their fruit. Public demonstrations to demand an amnesty were organized across the province, and a petition campaign was launched.
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According to Le Franc Parleur, on 5 November 1874, three thousand people assembled in Quebec City to demand an amnesty for Lépine. The editor noted that he was pleased the public was finally taking notice of this important issue. Protests and public meetings were set up across the province and, between 20 November 1874 and 8 February 1875, Lord Dufferin received at least thirteen petitions from residents of Quebec requesting that the government commute Lépine’s sentence and grant an amnesty. The signatures and the attached names were forwarded to the Canadian secretary of state, Richard William Scott. The total number of signatures contained in the archives of the secretary of state is at least four thousand, but given the condition of the archive, a precise number is impossible to calculate.23 The number was certainly much higher. Numerical gaps in the filing, the poor state of the collection, and references to other papers in the forwarding instructions strongly suggest there were others.24 For instance, L’Opinion Publique stated on 24 December 1874 that a petition from Hull contained two thousand names, but this petition was not in the archival folder.25 More remarkable yet is a complete lack of petitions from Montreal and Quebec. This seems inconsistent with the fact that other sources document considerable support for Riel in these two large urban centres (though it was certainly stronger in Montreal), and it adds support to the hypothesis that the response to the campaign was in fact much larger.

The coordination of the campaign and the large number of signatures reveal a well-planned strategy and a clarity of focus. The contents for these petitions were almost identical. Four of the petitions, dated after January 1875 (from Beloeil, Mauricie, Berthier, and Rimouski), were printed on a press, further indicating that the effort was centrally organized. We might speculate that it was supported by Alphonse Desjardin’s Nouveau Monde. Even in the handwritten petitions, the text is almost identical. Citizens were concerned “as the events which occurred four years ago in that part of the Dominion of Canada which today is the Province of Manitoba, and most notably, the latest, the conviction of Lépine, have considerably shaken the public opinion in all parties in Confederation.”26 They urged the government to consider that the circumstances under which Lépine had taken action were political, and that it was under a promise of general amnesty that “the Métis people of the North-west” agreed to enter into Canadian Confederation. Therefore,


The most expedient, if not the only, means to return calm, to defuse the passions and quiet the country would be a Royal act of mercy which would put the past away. As a consequence your petitioners undersigned believe they are doing one of their primary duties as citizens and as loyal subjects in beseeching Your Excellency to beg Her Gracious Majesty, their beloved Queen, for a complete amnesty for all those people implicated in these troubles and freedom for Lépine.27



Louis Riel either inspired or had a direct influence on this text. The conditions, that reconciliation was necessary for all of Confederation, and the amnesty was a sine qua non of the Confederation of Manitoba, were laid out in much longer form in his pamphlet “L’amnestie.” But determining authorship is not a significant question, as it was likely a collaborative project. Just as Riel had refined his arguments over the years in public debates with opponents,28 borrowed from allies, and refined his own message through self-critique, so too did the authors of this petition borrow from him.

Details on the petitions give hints of how the petition was circulated. The signatures of local curés, or parish priests, often appear at the top of the list of names or as witnesses for those who were unable to sign. This suggests it was circulated through the various parishes by the curés. Other petitions were supported and likely circulated by town councillors, members of parliament, and senators (such as Alexandre Chauveau, MPP for Rimouski, and Joseph-Hyacinth Bellerose, the senator from St Vincent-de-Paul).

It is revealing to consider the similarities between the amnesty campaign and the Zouave campaign of 1867–68. In the Zouave campaign, leaders of public opinion had tapped into urban and rural parishes through a web of communications composed of local curés and pastoral mandemants.29 A copy of a printed form sent in December 1867 to all the parishes illustrates the sophistication of the committee that was struck to organize the Zouave campaign.30 It was accompanied by a generic circular explaining the purpose and addressed to the curé. The form left blank lines for the curé to specify the number of cadets, volunteers, or others, as well as cash on hand and promises of monies to be sent in six months or in one year. A second blank form was intended to include a list of the names of volunteers, their roles, their age, physical measurements, health, and occupation. These circulars were also sent to each parish. An English translation was sent to Upper Canada, and another French version was produced for parishes in the United States.31 The reports for a collection made in Montreal in January 1869 show that $5,235.10 was raised. Far more impressive were the number of participants: a total of 121 parishes (which could contain between ten to one hundred signatures), individuals, and religious institutions (which contain multiple signatures) participated, contributing between $1.30 and $187.37 each.32 In addition to collaborating with local elites, the clergy controlled a vast arsenal of lectures, chants, processions, literature, and schools that would be deployed in this effort to encourage popular participation. While soldiers numbered only in the low hundreds, the popular nature of the fundraising campaign, extending through the parish system to the grassroots of society, meant that it affected thousands. As historian René Hardy has observed, the campaign illustrates the power of the Church in social organization, and serves more broadly as an example of the kinds of strategies the Church embraced to counter the liberal conception of political order.33

It is here argued that the organizational capacity of the nationalist and ultramontane networks established during the Zouave campaign were employed in the coordination of the amnesty petition. The secretary of the Zouave committee was none other than Joseph Royal, the man in charge of Lépine’s defence. Other key organizers of public opinion who took up Riel’s cause in 1874 were also principal organizers of the Zouave campaign: Alphonse Desjardins, François-Xavier-Anselme Trudel, and Canon Godefroy Lamarche. In effect then, the cause of amnesty for Lépine and Riel proves to be an interesting moment in the organization of social resistance against the liberal order.

Meanwhile, Bishop Taché was mobilizing public opinion from Manitoba. In December, he forwarded a petition from Manitoba, which contained 1,810 names, to the Canadian secretary of state, hoping to pressure the federal government. Taché also sent his own personal petition to the governor general, Lord Dufferin, for clemency. In November, he convinced Archbishop Elzéar Taschereau to organize the bishops of the Ecclesiastical Province of Quebec to send a petition to the federal government.34 The archives of the archdiocese in Montreal contain a copy of the circular letter that Taschereau wrote to all the bishops of the province of Quebec, as well as the bishops of Toronto, Ottawa, and Halifax. Taschereau’s letter, following a proposition made by Bourget, made a formal request that the government honour the promise made by the Bishop of St Boniface in the name of the Canadian government.35
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Figure 13.3 Henri Julien, “La Question de L’Amnestie,” L’Opinion Publique, 24 December 1874. Riel or Manitoba is represented by the female figure holding a broken bow. Canadian politicians debate her future.

In December 1874, the petitions sent to Dufferin were forwarded by the secretary of state to the minister of justice, Télesphore Fournier. Then, on 8 February 1875, the House of Commons requested that all documents and an address be presented to the governor general with respect to the amnesty request. Alexander Mackenzie admitted frankly to the governor general that he had been trying to avoid “the obvious embarrassments attending the settlement of a controversy … so seriously complicated by the vehement international antagonism which they [claims for an amnesty] have excited in this country.”36 Lord Dufferin, too, admitted that this was the “most thorny business I have ever had to deal with,” and the colonial secretary, Lord Carnavaron, said he would only intervene as a last resort.

After four years of pressure for a complete amnesty, Dufferin’s response that Riel, too, should stand trial for the murder of Thomas Scott was received with disappointment by the supporters of the Métis. Consequently, considering public opinion in England as well as Canada, Dufferin exercised the royal prerogative and commuted Lépine’s sentence to two years imprisonment (or time served).37 Previous biographers, such as George Stanley and Thomas Flanagan, have argued that Dufferin was attempting to be conciliatory in an extremely sensitive situation.38 It probably did not seem that way to Riel. However, the imperial commutation opened the path to resolution for the Canadian government, and Mackenzie introduced a motion to the House on 11 February to grant an amnesty to all participants except Riel, Lépine, and O’Donoghue. Lepine and Riel were exiled for five years, while O’Donoghue was banished for life.
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Earlier biographers of Riel have underemphasized the role of Riel’s agency in this affair. It is only by putting together the various fragments of letters and newspapers that we can see the larger pattern at work: an increasingly intertwined and complex web linking Riel to others across the continent. Riel’s contemporaries did not want to admit the influence that a Métis from the margins might have had on some of the most crucial decisions of their era, and consequently structured the archives according to their own categories of knowledge. A telling illustration of this culture of blindness can be found in the contemporary press. The image in figure 13.3, designed by Henri Julien, was printed in L’Opinion Publique in December 1874.

The text accompanying the “Gravura” identifies each figure:


The Governor [Lord Dufferin] is on his throne. [Alexander] MacKenzie, on one side and [Luc] Letellier on the other, give him contradictory advice. [Edward] Blake holds his motion offering $5,000 for the head of Riel; [Mackenzie] Bowell holds his motion for the expulsion. [Joseph-Alfred] Mousseau has his motion for amnesty; [Louis-Amable] Jetté is ready to give him a han[d]. [A]ll are before Lord Dufferin to learn the response that he will give to the young province of Manitoba, which no doubt after having made a speech has broken her bow in a moment of anger. All these people have one idea, who will take the prize.39



The object of everyone’s attention is the young Manitoba, a female figure in a red robe, holding a broken bow, which refers to the shooting of Thomas Scott, or the “act of anger” that caused such a controversy for Lépine and Riel. The cartoon, originally printed in black and white, was reproduced that same month in colour in the Canadian Illustrated News.

Riel, or at least Manitoba, is represented as an “Indian” woman with a bow, a “prize” in the Canadian public forum. This was standard practice. As Carmen Nielson writes, the “indigenized, feminized body was a kind of map that could temporarily stand in for the geo-body of the Prairie West, bounded and simplified like its cartographic counterpart.”40 These caricatures had the power to reassure the viewer of the authority contained in the colonial gaze. Such visual representations were part of the imbrication of the formation of a national identity.41 Despite considerable evidence to the contrary, the artist, the editor, and presumably most of the readers of L’Opinion Publique could not imagine that Riel could have his own voice in the public sphere of Confederation.

In this public forum, as imagined by Canadian editors, Riel does not participate. Instead, assuming that the figure holding the broken bow at least refers to him, Riel is the desired object of the Canadian politicians. Any agency on the part of the Métis is reduced to the past, as an “uncivilized” act of anger, and all that remains is an object of desire for the men that surround her.

For the settler nation, Riel became an objectified “Indian with a bow” and was silenced in the Canadian public sphere. In 1874, it was difficult to argue that Riel was not present, but nonetheless clever words were used to erase him and distance him. Let us return briefly to the meeting of the St Jean Baptiste Society in Montreal mentioned earlier, and its refusal to lend its considerable support to Riel’s cause. Riel’s letter should have made it impossible for Coursol’s moderate-liberal wing of the society to ignore the issue, and more difficult for them to resist the motion put forward by Riel’s supporters in the American and conservative wings to place Riel at the “head of the parade.”42 But resist they did. One member, Joseph-Xavier Perrault, attempted to justify his inaction by arguing it wasn’t a question of “Riel or the emperor of China,” the fact was that he was impossible to locate, and they did not even know where to send an invitation. By imagining Riel as displaced, and pretending that he was unreachable (despite physical evidence to the contrary), nationalists excused their laxity.

The blindness to Riel’s presence was to some degree at least an excuse that thinly veiled a form of racism that was powerful. This settler vision of the nation would become increasingly influential in future years. The lesson, it seems to me, is that it is possible to overcome some of the blindness that people like Coursol tried to impose upon posterity if we reread Riel’s correspondence and place it in the proper context.

The cartoon of Manitoba as the “prize” for politicians in central Canada fits into a narrative of western alienation that is alive and healthy, but this representation hides as much as it reveals. Manitoba, the focus of attention, was important, but it was not passive. Manitoba was not simply a prize. Louis Riel was there at the “hub” of empire, debating, provoking, and socializing.

The ambiguous status of the Métis, who claimed rights as Indigenous peoples with hereditary ties to the land and political rights as British subjects, has long been a key tension in Canada. Riel argued, to Métis and Canadian publics, that the two were not mutually exclusive. Riel believed that he could use the networks he had fostered over the years to sustain this argument.

Riel’s alliance building and networking caused a massive response across Canada. It was labour intensive, but the social capital that it produced was formidable. Public opinion itself experienced a moment of crisis, resolved only by an extraordinary intervention of the governor general. Enabling and extending the reach of politicians like Riel, Confederation provided new forms of social capital that could be used to advance the interests of specific communities and their interests. Riel’s efforts to have the Canadian government declare an amnesty and recognize Métis claims to the land were not therefore so remarkable, but were just like the political efforts of Joseph Howe – to get better terms.


Conclusion

Riel left Montreal in September 1875. On 6 December, he wrote to Bishop Bourget from Washington, DC. Riel thanked the bishop for listening to him and recognizing his “mission.” He also acknowledged this was not his own work, but that of “the True Vine.” However, he had doubts about the future, as he continued, “I want to obey better than I have done until now. That is why, I beg you, Your Highness, acquire for me from the ‘Son of Man’ that I obey henceforth above all by the love of God and of the next world. With respect to what depends upon me for this, I will sacrifice.”1 In the same letter, Riel asked Bishop Bourget to greet the pope in Rome for him. Riel also asked Bourget to write the following words. “Holy Father, bless the Métis Nation. It is the youngest of all the nations in the world. She is tiny. She loves the Holy virgin. Bless it as a Catholic nation. And amidst your family, composed of all the other peoples, the Métis nation will be your joy.”2

Riel’s life had always been infused by a strong Catholic spirituality; this would only grow stronger. Two days later, at the Church of St Patrick in Washington, during High Mass, Riel experienced a spiritual revelation, in which, he later recalled, “God anointed him with his divine gifts and fruits of his spirit, as prophet of the new world.”3 Six days later, on 14 December, he was “transported to the fourth heaven” and instructed about the nations of the earth. Riel increasingly saw himself as a prophet, because he was privy to knowledge of different worlds. The metaphor of transportation, an extension of his travels through Montreal, the United States, and Red River, suggests that his sense of self was predicated on his ability to move between worlds that were converging. Riel’s “metacosmic” abilities to cross cultural space bring to mind the “special tunnels” described by Keith Thor Carlson in his study of Sto:lo spirituality; “they represent cosmologies thrown together in the cauldron of colonialism – with all the power imbalance inevitably found in such contexts.” Settler colonialism posed the greatest threat to Indigenous peoples when it fixed them in place and restricted their mobility.4 So too for the Métis, thus the ability to move between worlds holds great responsibility. But, even as it became the defining feature of Riel’s life, it was also the most misunderstood. Rather than an adept at cultural encounter, previous biographers have seen someone who resisted the encounter.

When Riel wanted Bourget to speak to the Pope about his “family,” he was fusing together Catholic ideas about the Holy Father’s relationship to his children, and Métis ideas of wahkohtowin. To do so was to place the Métis nation, the smallest of nations, among the other nations of the world. Riel’s spiritual vision, one of nationhood, would sustain Métis historical consciousness and sense of being. To analyze Riel’s millenarian visions as a movement for revitalization, if that means refusal and “nativism,” as some scholars have argued, seems inaccurate.5 It was not Riel who refused or was unwilling to accept a new modernity, it was a colonial world which was unable to accept Indigenous world views.

Riel’s life continued after 1875. To summarize briefly, he was placed in an insane asylum. He was released after a year. The history of his incarceration was only the beginning of another, and much darker, narrative. After this he went to Montana, where he became an American citizen, married, and had three children. In 1885, the Métis of St Laurent, in present-day Saskatchewan, asked him for aid in sending petitions to Ottawa, and he became the leader of another political struggle against the Canadian government. After a series of military encounters, which culminated in a Métis defeat at the Battle of Batoche, Riel gave himself up to the Canadian government and, following a spectacular trial, he was found guilty of treason and executed in November 1885. This story, triumphant or tragic, depending on your perspective, has defined him as the antithesis of the Canadian state, and the narratives of his execution have naturalized the nation-state as the dominant configuration of power in the Northwest. The whirlwind that swept up Riel in the years following 1875 was bewildering, and would be overwhelming. Frequently, Riel felt that he had little control over events, and his actions during those years need careful reconsideration. That is another story. Ending the narrative of Riel’s life in 1875 offers a very different interpretation: unmarked by the climax of a hanging, the problem of Riel in Confederation remains unresolved. Riel still has agency. Ending in 1875 allows us to begin unpacking Canada’s resolution of Riel’s life.

In a genealogical spirit,6 this biography has tracked Riel’s life across several “worlds” from 1840 to 1875 and through four key themes: family, education, political culture, and networking. Riel’s agency has been at the book’s centre. The primary argument is that Riel participated in the political activities of state-building. Using cultural capital, social networks, and an intellectual toolkit informed by multiple worlds, Riel envisioned a state that would defend and represent the interests of the Métis. The second, related, argument is that Riel acted as a cultural broker, bringing Métis understandings of politics to Canadian political situations, and vice versa. While bringing Canadian “civilization” to the Métis, he also sought to bring Métis “civilization” to the Canadians. It was the refusal of the latter that dispossessed the Métis of their rights. The result is that we begin to see the outline of a Canada that never was, a Métis nation that might have been.

Riel has much to teach us about the incompleteness of settler sovereignty. Over the years, the categories of Indigenous and Settler have become reified, but Riel and the Métis complicate these divisions. Prior to 1875, when the hegemony of the settler state and the power relationships defined by exclusion and difference were not yet established, Riel was able to exploit this complexity for his own purposes.7 Riel’s story shows how the Métis, as British subjects, were involved with state-building, and at the same time asserted their Indigenous status.

Family was a key source of Louis Riel’s cultural formation. His parents taught him the concepts of wahkohtowin and otipemisiwak and the framework for Métis social and political organization. An education at the Collège de Montréal provided Louis Riel with the essential cultural capital of the Lower Canadian cultural elite. At the collège, Riel received a classical humanist education, the heritage of European civilization, but, because it was a crucial marker of class and race, it provided him with a sense of the political and social value of culture. Riel’s award-ceremony speech, an important discovery with respect to his oeuvre, provides a useful illustration of how he negotiated Sulpician culture.

Riel blocked the seemingly inevitable forces of western colonization by crafting a political culture that made sense of Canadian ambitions and Métis interests. By examining Riel’s interactions in the “public sphere,” this book reframes the resistance as a cultural contest, where ideas and communication mattered as much as physical force. The social and political networks he formed are key to understanding Riel’s public authority. These networks in Red River were based upon family and Church. In Montreal, they were linked to his education. In the United States, they were based upon political alliances and voluntary associations. After 1870, Riel drew upon these networks and returned to Montreal to present the case of Métis amnesty to Quebec society, and to pressure the Canadian government. Riel’s efforts to present amnesty as the sine qua non of Confederation compares favourably to other examples of political deal making in nineteenth-century North America.

Choosing to end this story in 1875 challenges the narrative of tragedy outlined by previous biographers, as well as nation-state archives and ideology. As historian Shahid Amin argues, critique of narratives allows us to dwell upon their logic and the manner in which historical thinking reinforces a sense of identity.8 Such a critique allowed the juxtaposition of nationalist narratives with Riel’s work. A narrative of “colony-to-nation,” with national sovereignty as an objective, has privileged the agency of white, male settlers in the task of state-making.9 Riel’s part has been, unsatisfactorily, one of resistance. As Michel Hogue illustrates, the colony-to-nation narrative fails to account for the emergence of a borderlands. I would add it fails to account for how borderlanders themselves influenced the history of the nation state.10

If Riel is celebrated only as a figure of resistance, his life obscures rather than explicates the Indigenous experience. It is ironic, but a theoretical opposition between non-Indigenous and Indigenous politics conjures up Métis “agency” only to explain the “twist” in the plot of the disappearance of Indigenous peoples.11

By disrupting that narrative and ending in 1875, this book also highlights how narratives grant historical agency. Dwelling on the narrative, and reflecting upon its logic, parameters, and intentions, overturns the intended agency and allows us to see Riel and Canada in a new light. Out from the shadows of the nation, Riel is no longer cast in the light of the setting sun. Instead, we see the dawn of potential. Historians are often tempted to construct agency in order to explain how things turned out the way they did. In so doing, we miss the stories which did not “turn out.” That does not mean that the “losers” did not have agency. To move forward, we need to get better at telling the stories that “never were.” Even if we now know the story would end in failure, Riel did not. The ability to decide depends upon the horizon of possibility.

Faced with the official narrative of the resistance, we must look more carefully at Riel’s attempts to narrate himself in. Riel rejected colonial categories of difference.12 He refused to be excluded and sought to participate in the process of state-building, thereby attempting to nest Métis sovereignty within the framework of the nation state, through Confederation.13 The lesson to be drawn here is that asserting sovereignty is part of the enduring Métis refusal to “disappear,” and be forgotten.14

If one looks backward, by 1885, the hegemony of the Canadian state was more securely based upon white settlement. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the value of crossing borders and negotiating across cultures was declining, and with it went the authority of cultural brokers like Riel. Political choices for those marginalized by the state were further narrowed by the railway, massive immigration, the arrival of Canadian-appointed politicians and legal institutions, and the establishment of the border. A new form of rule was emerging, one that operated on the basis of “difference” rather than on the middle ground that the Métis had been so adept at exploiting and controlling.

If, with Riel, one looks forward in 1869, a state was the best option for the Métis, and the confederation of Manitoba was the result of his work. He continued to struggle for Métis rights within the framework of Confederation in the belief that this would serve Métis interests. He did so in a situation where the borderlands were declining, but for a few years it seemed as if he had some success. Reconsidering Riel is, as Nathalie Kermoal suggests, a “necessary exercise.”15
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126Emily Boone, analyzing the carte de visite of a fugitive slave in Montreal, observed of this kind of portrait, “the portrait becomes an agent, revealing the subject’s qualifications for freedom.” See “The Likeness of Fugitivity,” 221–34.
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40Nielson, “Caricaturing Colonial Space,” 477–8.

41Poulter, Becoming Native in a Foreign Land.
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CONCLUSION

1“Je veux obéir mieux que je n’ai fait jusqu’ici. A cette fin, je vous prie, Monseigneur, obtenez moi du Fils de l’Homme que j’obéisse désormais surtout par amour de Dieu et du Prochain. Quant à ce qui dépend de moi pour cela, je me sacrifice.” “Louis Riel à Ignace Bourget, 6 December 1875,” doc. #1-251, in CWLR 1: 474–6.

2“Saint Père, bénissez la nation Métisse. C’est la plus jeune de toutes les nations du monde. Elle est toute petite. Elle aime la Sainte Vierge. Bénissez-la comme nation catholique. Et au milieu de votre famille composée de tous les autres peuples, la nation métisse sera votre joie.” Ibid.

3“Autobiographical Notes,” doc. #3-148, in CWLR 3: 259–2.

4Carlson, The Power of Place, the Problem of Time, 8–9.

5Mossman, “The Charismatic Patterns,” 185; Flanagan, Louis “David” Riel; Martel, Le messianisme de Louis Riel.

6I use genealogical in the sense described by Foucault, “Nietzsche, la généalogie, l’histoire,” 145–72.

7Susan Neylan’s description of the contested sites of Tsimshian missions has been helpful in developing this point. She highlights the overlapping and dialogic nature of encounter, where hegemony was defined by complementing power structures rather than simply clash. Neylan, The Heavens Are Changing, 6–7.

8Amin, Event, Metaphor, Memory.

9The term was first proposed by Arthur Lower in his book of that title, Colony to Nation. For an erudite, and anti-nationalist, response see Ian McKay, “After Canada,” 76–97.

10Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line.

11Gayatri Spivak would argue that this opposition between settler colonialism and Indigenous resistance is a projection of the historian’s own interest onto the subject, and, while frequently laudable, is too thin. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 271–313.

12Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, 25–35.

13Ibid., 11–12.

14McNab and Lischke, eds., The Long Journey of a Forgotten People.

15Kermoal, “Reconsidering Riel,” 35–43.
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Bunn, Thomas
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Christie, Alexander
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Clarke, Henry
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colonization; company opposition; Riel on; rule of law as; society
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droit du gens. See law
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Falcon, Pierre
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flags. See also public sphere

Flanagan. See Riel’s biographers

Flett, George
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Gens libres. See otipemisiwak
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Giroux, Raymond

Gladstone, William

Globe, The
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Gunn, William

Habermas, Jurgen

Half-breed. See Métis
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Howard, Joseph Kinsey. See Riel’s biographers

Howe, Joseph; flag
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Indigenous public sphere. See public sphere
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Isbister, Alexander

jail; breaking
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kinship. See also wakhohtowin
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law: British; buffalo hunt; Canadian; company; divine; of Nations; of the People; Red River; violence and

Lee, John. See also Lee, Lucie

Lee, Lucie née Lagimodière

Léfloch

Lenoir, Charles (professor)

Lépine, Ambroise; arrest; charity subscription

Lépine, Maxime

liberal order

liberalism: catholic resistance to; empire and; Indigenous resistance

Louis Riel: A Comic Strip Play

loyalty; to the Crown; of Dubuc; of Jean-Baptiste Lagimodière; of Métis; of Ojibwa; and Red River public; of Riel

Macdonald, John A.

Mackenzie, Alexander

Mactavish, William; Proclamation

MacVicar, Victoria

Mair, Charles

Manitoba Act

manliness: at college; and politics, (see also chap. 6); in Red River

Masson, Louis Roderigue; political notes from Riel

Masson, Sophie; support of Jean-Louis

McDermot, Andrew

McDougall, William; false proclamation

McGee, Thomas D’Arcy

McKay, Angus

McKay, James

Mercier, Honoré

Métis, (see also otipemisiwak; wahkohtowin); agency; as American; Andersen on; barricades; Bill of Rights; and the border; British justice; British subjects; buffalo hunt, (see also governance); Catholic Church; citizenship; in Confederation; depictions of; as farmers; Fenian raid; freedom of trade, and; freemen (see otipemisiwak); historiography; independence; as intermediary; matrilocal; military force; as nation; National Council; negotiated identity; network; Peoplehood; police duties of; power brokers; public (and public opinion); as security force; racial logic; Ramsay (governor) on; resistance; Riel’s views; rights; state-building; songs; spirituality; sympathy for Papineau; sympathy in Quebec for; use of flags; women

Métissage

milling: advancement; as authority; Jean-Louis; political ferment and

Monet, Marguerite dit Bellehumeur

Morris, Alexander (lieutenantgovernor)

Mousseau, Joseph-Octave

narrative: agency and; récit de soi; resistance; tragic

Nault, André

networks; Bruno Latour; Red River; wakhohtowin and

New Brunswick schools question

Nolin, Charles

Notman, William

O’Donoghue, William B.

otipemisiwak (freemen), (see also Métis); Sayer trial

Ouimet, Alphonse

Papineau, Louis-Joseph

Parisien, Norbert

Peguis; letter

petitions: amnesty; citizenship; “Dakota Scare” (1862 and 1863); distillery (1841); “Fourteen Questions” (1845); gender and; imagined community; Inkster (1859); “Kennedy” (1857); McLaughlin (1845); Memorial from the Halfbreeds of Pembina (1849); Memorial of the People of Rupert’s Land to the President (1870); Métis petition (1846); Pétition des Métis … au lieutenant gouverneur A.G. Archibald; police reform (1841); public sphere and; state power and; wahkohtowin

photographs, 236; at college; in Red River; of Riel

police; Métis; Plainville; in Red River; state power

Programme catholique

protest against the arrest of Lépine

Protestation des Peuples du Nord-Ouest

Proulx, J.B. (abbé)

Provisional Government; Convention of Twenty-four

Prud’homme, Eustache

public meetings: on Fenian raid (1871); at Fire Engine House (1869); at Fort Garry (1869); Métis agitation; at Oak Point; with “Prince’s Indians”; at St Norbert (1869); Solomon Veine’s House (1873); sympathy for Riel

public sphere, (see also chap. 7); descriptive; flags in; Indigenous; liberal bourgeois; loyalty in; normative; separate spheres; sites of; songs; women

Ramsay, Alexander (governor)

rebellions of Lower Canada

Récit de soi

Red River: archival record; Indigenous public sphere; industrial development of

Red River Resistance

Report of the Select Committee on the Causes of the Difficulties

Report of the Select Committee on the Hudson’s Bay Company

Riel, Jean-Baptiste

Riel, Jean-Louis: baptism in Lower Canada; as British subject; in court; death; education; family; father of Louis; on jury; as Lagimodière’s son; leadership of; marriage; on Massons; as Métis; as miller; petitions; public sphere; Sayer trial; and the state; on Thom

Riel, Louis: Academie français; agency; American; amnesty; anger of; argues Métis are civilized; awarded palmares; bank draft from Macdonald; birth; British; calling; catechism; civilization, (see also chap. 6); college; collège network; on Confederation; Congrégation de la Ste Vierge; correspondence; Council of Assiniboia audience; critiqued by Vandenberghe; debates Ross; dismissal from collège; election in 1873; election in 1874; execution of; execution of Scott; exemplar of Sulpician knowledge; exile, 6; expelled from parliament; Fenian movement; grades; identity of; on immigration; indigeneity; leadership of the Métis; loan; loyalty; on Mair; manliness; meets Bourget; meets Mactavish; on Métis; Métis have Indigenous rights; Métis rights; Milice Angélique; mission; mobility; in Montana; networking; pardons Bolton; photograph; pseudonyms; replies to Mactavish; resigns for Cartier; resistance and; St Alexander Society; seizes press; Smith and; spiritual vision; state-builder; student associations; travel to Montreal; travels to Ottawa; travels in New England; warrant for arrest

Riel’s biographers: Bumsted; Flanagan; Howard; Martel; Mousseau; Reid; Siggins; Stanley

Riel’s writing: L’amnistie: mémoire sur les causes des troubles du Nord-Ouest et sur le negotiations qui on amené leur réglement amiable (1874); autobiography; Collected Works; letters home; letter to Coursol; letters to Rodrigue Masson; letters to Sophie Masson; letters to Eustache Prud’homme; letters to Taché; poems published by Eustache Prud’homme; poem to Cartier; poem to director; poem, Le chat et les souris; poem, Ma fille est trop tranquille; Le fils et son père; poem, Une homme de religion; poem, Les hommes après le deluge; poem, Incendium; poem, Une jeune malade; poem, Le juif de Marseille; Ma premiers amours; La Métisse; poem, O Québec; poem, Le rossingol et le vautour; poem, Le Serpent; Protestation des Peuples du Nord-Ouest (1870); “Protest against the Arrest of Ambroise Lépine” (1873)

Riel, Sara (Sister Marie Marguerite)

Ritchot, Noel (priest); deposition of

Rivière, Alphonse-Alfred-Clement

Rollette, Joe “Jolly”

Rollin, Charles

Ross, Alexander

Ross, James

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques

Rousseau, Pierre (professor)

Royal, Joseph

Royal Canadian Rifles

Sakpedan (Little Six)

Salaberry, Charles de

Saul, John Ralston

Sayer, Guillaume, trial

Schmidt, Louis

Schultz, John

Scott, Alfred

Scott, Thomas

Simpson, George (HBC governor); wife

Sinclair, James

Smith, Donald (Canadian Commissioner)

Smith, Marie Rose

social capital; Bourdieu; Catholic church

Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste

Société St Alexandre

sovereignty; incomplete; Métis; national; Riel on

Spence, Thomas

Standing Buffalo

Stanley, George F.G. See Riel’s biographers

Stewart, James

Stutsman, Enos

Sulpicians, Sulpician Seminary: archives; civilization; discipline; governance of self; teaching poetry; vocation

Sutherland, Hugh

Taché, Antonin-Alexandre (bishop of St Boniface); on amnesty; correspondence with Masson; financial manager; immigration; intercedes in Riel’s election; networking; on Nor’wester; public opinion; supports Jean-Louis Riel’s milling; Riel to; Riel’s education; ultramontane

Taschereau, Elzéar (Archbishop of Québec)

Tassé, Joseph

tax; and clientelist politics; statebuilding

Taylor, James W.

Thibault, Jean-Baptiste

Thom, Adam; Jean-Louis on

Thomas, Maria

ultramontane

Vandenberghe, Florent

wahkohtowin; blessing; as governance; social order

Wakanozhanzhan (Medicine Bottle)

Wolseley, Garnet (Colonel)

Zouave movement; LaRocque, Alfred
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