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Abstract

This dissertation analyses two of the Canadian state’s earliest military operations through
the lens of personal and collective memory: The Red River conflict of 1869-70 and the
Northwest Campaign of 1885. Both campaigns were directed by the Canadian state against
primarily Métis and First Nations opponents. In each case, resistance to Canadian hegemony
was centered on, though not exclusively led by, Métis leader Louis Riel.

This project focuses on the various veteran communities that were created in the
aftermath of these two events. On one side, there were the Canadian government soldiers who
had served in the campaigns and were initially celebrated by English-Canadian society. On the
other side, there were Métis and First Nations warriors who had resisted the state. They were
largely forgotten by the English-Canadian public, but still respected and commemorated within
their own communities.

This dynamic changed in the latter part of the twentieth century. After the last Canadian
militia veterans passed away in the 1950s, they quickly faded from English-Canadian collective
memory. At the same time, calls from Métis and First Nations peoples for greater recognition of
their veterans began to receive more attention. By the end of the twentieth century, the narrative
of the Canadian militia veterans had all but disappeared, but was not replaced in English Canada
with a narrative of Indigenous veterans. The efforts of these veteran communities to promote

particular visions of the past speaks to questions of national identity that still persist today.
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Canadian history, Red River Rebellion 1869-70, Red River Resistance 1869-70, Riel Rebellion
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Chapter One
Introduction

Most of us think that history is the past. It’s not. History is the stories we tell about
the past. That’s all it is. Stories.

-Thomas King, in The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of Native People
in North America.t

This dissertation analyses two of the Canadian state’s earliest military operations through
the lens of personal and collective memory: the Red River conflict of 1869-70 and the Northwest
Campaign of 1885. The former was Canada’s first military expedition, while the latter was the
country’s first war. Both campaigns saw Canadian militia march west to quell resistance from
Indigenous peoples. In both cases, the resistance to Canadian hegemony was centred on, though

not exclusively led by, the Métis leader Louis Riel.

The Red River conflict began in 1869. In the fall of that year, certain inhabitants of the
Red River settlement — located in what is now Manitoba — formed a provisional government
under the leadership of Louis Riel. This was done in order to resist the annexation of Red River
by the Canadian state. Tensions soon flared in the settlement between those who supported the
provisional government and those who supported Canada. As a result, a military expedition was
mounted by the Canadian government in the summer of 1870. It was called the Red River
expedition or the Wolseley expedition, after its commander, Colonel Garnet Joseph Wolseley.
The expedition saw over 1,000 soldiers, approximately 700 of them Canadian, travel by foot and
by boat from Lake Superior to the Red River settlement. The troops had ostensibly been sent to
keep the peace, but once they arrived, Red River was anything but peaceful. Ill-disciplined
Canadian militia picked fights with locals they perceived to be disloyal to Canada and likely

even killed one man.?2

! Thomas King, The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of Native People in North America (Toronto:
Doubleday Canada, 2012), 2-3.

2 Desmond Morton, A Military History of Canada, 5" ed. (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2007), 106 and
Margaret Conrad and Alvin Finkel, History of the Canadian Peoples: 1867 to the Present, Volume 2, 5" ed.
(Toronto: Pearson Canada Ltd., 2009), 92.



Fifteen years later, the Northwest campaign of 1885 saw Canadian soldiers march west
once again to deal with another provisional government led by Louis Riel. On the Canadian
side, over 5,000 soldiers and 500 Northwest Mounted Police were mobilized for the campaign,
coming from as far east as Nova Scotia and as far west as the Athabasca Territory (present-day
Alberta).® This time Canadian soldiers faced resistance from armed followers of Riel, who were
mostly Métis but also included some First Nations. Other First Nations groups, initially led by
prominent chiefs such as Poundmaker and Big Bear, also became involved in the resistance. The
sum total of their armed followers, however, likely never numbered more than a few hundred.
After much marching and several small battles, Riel and other Indigenous leaders were defeated.
Less than four months after the first shots of the conflict were fired on 26 March 1885, all armed
resistance to Canadian government forces had ceased. Canada’s first war ended with Riel and

other Indigenous leaders captured and put on trial.

These two brief moments in Canadian military history — 1869-70 and 1885 — are often
relegated to just a few paragraphs in Canadian history textbooks. Nonetheless, for many of the
people who lived through them, they left a powerful impression. This project examines the
effects these two conflicts had on the people who experienced them, focusing primarily on the
veteran communities that were created in the aftermath of the events of 1869-70 and of 1885.
On one side, there were the Canadian government soldiers who had served in the campaigns.
They became the focus of celebration and memorialization that was supported by various levels
of government, as well as by wider English-Canadian society. On the other side, there were the
Métis and First Nations warriors who had resisted the state. They found themselves largely
forgotten by the English-Canadian public, but were still respected and commemorated within

their own communities.

As some of Canada’s first veterans, these soldiers are an example of how military service
and masculinity became linked to an emerging national Canadian identity and to the identities of
certain communities within the Canadian nation-state. This project considers the narratives
constructed by these different memory communities and looks at how these narratives engaged

and interacted with the wider collective memory of English-Canadians. To accomplish this, the

3 Walter Hildebrandt, The Battle of Batoche: British Small Warfare and the Entrenched Métis (Ottawa: National
Historic Parks and Sites, Canadian Parks Service, Environment Canada, 1989), 15.
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project analyzes “sites of memory” — such as monuments, texts, institutions, ceremonies, and
celebrations — to determine how they define the political cultures of the communities that created
them. The term “sites of memory” comes from the French scholar Pierre Nora (lieu de mémoire)
who defines it as “any significant entity, whether material or non-material in nature, which by
dint of human will or the work of time has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage
of any community.”* Sites of memory make up the bedrock which collective memory is built
upon. Scholarship in collective memory investigates how and why communities present events
from the past, and how they mobilize a “strategically remembered” past in order to achieve

present-day goals.

For many years, the Canadian militia veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 occupied a privileged
position in Canadian society and played a significant role in the Dominion of Canada’s early
metanarratives. They were considered glorious heroes who had saved the country. By contrast,
Indigenous veterans who had faced Canadian soldiers in 1869-70 and 1885 were largely ignored
by white settler Canadians and were certainly not celebrated. It was only in some of their own
communities that Indigenous veterans were remembered positively. Many Indigenous
communities maintained interpretations of these two conflicts that differed from the rest of
Canada. They often commemorated 1869-70 and 1885 as justified struggles to uphold their
rights and maintain their way of life. Indigenous communities could do little to influence the
wider narrative in English Canada, although they did attempt to make their voices heard in and

around their home territories, particularly in Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

In the second half of the twentieth century, however, English-Canadian collective
memory of the events of 1869-70 and 1885 changed significantly. The Canadian soldiers were
largely forgotten, while the Métis leader Louis Riel became seen as a hero by many non-
Indigenous people in English Canada. Author Thomas King comments on how Riel is now a
well-known historic figure in Canada while British General Frederick Middleton, who
commanded the forces that defeated Riel in 1885, is no longer well remembered.® King does not
speculate on why this particular story changed, but literature scholar Albert Braz does hazard a

guess, arguing that Canada’s soldiers were forgotten because Louis Riel replaced them when he

4 Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, Volume 1: Conflicts and Divisions (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1996), xvii.
5 King, The Inconvenient Indian, 18.



was transformed into a pan-Canadian hero in the late twentieth century. “If Riel becomes a
Canadian patriot by opposing the federal government, what is the national status of the
volunteers who battled him on behalf of that government?” Braz answers his own question,
replying that “it is probably not an accident that the 1885 volunteers have vanished from the
consciousness of Canadians.”® Riel is arguably the most compelling character to come out of
1885. Desmond Morton notes, hopefully with his tongue at least somewhat in his cheek, that “In
the seeming grey collection of bric-a-brac defined as Canadian history, a character as colourful
as Riel is rare enough.”’ Braz states that the Métis leader’s impact on the Canadian
consciousness was ‘“‘almost instantaneous,” with ballads, poems and novels being produced about

Riel even before the dramatic events of 1885.8

Riel has always been a powerful figure, but I would argue that Braz has the equation
backwards, at least in part. It was not because of Riel that the Canadian militia veterans
vanished — instead, it was only after the veterans vanished that Riel became a hero. Riel started
out as a villain in English Canada and while many factors ultimately led to the change in how
Canadian society has come to view the events of 1869-70 and 1885, it seems likely that Riel’s
shift from villain to hero would not have happened until after the last militia veteran of these two
campaigns had passed away. The veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 provided the emotional anchor
for what was initially a powerful story in English-Canadian settler society — the story of brave
Canadian boys marching west to defend their nation and the Empire. Only when no one was left
to defend the veterans and their memories would a new pan-Canadian hero finally emerge in the
form of Louis Riel. The old heroes then quickly faded from public discourse, obscured by the
shifting mists of memory. At the same time, this changing of the guard did not give Métis and
First Nations veterans a much greater profile in English-Canadian collective memory. Aside
from Riel and a few other leaders like Gabriel Dumont and Chief Poundmaker, the rank-and-file
remained just as forgotten as they had been before. This is not to say the shift brought about no
changes. In Indigenous communities the new sympathy for those who resisted Canadian

hegemony did allow locals to commemorate their own veterans more proudly and publicly than

& Albert Braz, The False Traitor: Louis Riel in Canadian Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 6.
" Desmond Morton, “Reflections on the Image of Louis Riel a Century After,” in Ramon Hathorn and Patrick
Holland, Ed., Images of Louis Riel in Canadian Culture (Lewiston, New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, Ltd.,
1992), 48.

8 Braz, The False Traitor, 43.



they had in the past. Old monuments to those who resisted were restored and new monuments
were constructed, sometimes with the assistance of local, provincial and even federal

governments.

To comprehend how the memories of the veterans influenced English-Canadian
collective memory of 1869-70 and 1885, and to understand how perceptions of these veterans
has shifted and changed over the last century, one must properly understand the concept of
collective memory and its place in Canadian and international historiography. Collective
memory, also referred to as social memory, first received serious scholarly attention in the
1920s, when French historian Maurice Halbwachs argued that shared memories are constructed
not just by individuals, but also by social groups. Halbwachs makes a clear distinction between
individual memory and the shared memory of a social group. Shared memory is a framework

used to make sense of the past in relation to the present environment:

Collective frameworks are... precisely the instruments used by the collective
memory to reconstruct an image of the past which is in accordance, in each
epoch, with the predominant thoughts of society.®

Halbwachs identifies individual memory as an aspect of group memory, “since each impression,
and each fact... leaves a lasting memory only to the extent that one has thought it over — to the
extent that it is connected with the thoughts that come to us from the social milieu.”% Of course,
there can be variance and contradictions in individual memory — and so with collective memory.
Halbwachs is careful not to represent the collective memory held by social groups as necessarily
monolithic, or an authentic representation of facts. Historian Michael Kammen, in his book
Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture, notes that
scholars should not take for granted “the cohesion, clarity, and retentiveness of either civic or
popular memory. Abundant evidence demonstrates that both can be sorely truncated or

blurred.”*!

Those with a positivist approach to history might conclude that the fog-laden fields of

collective memory are not worth treading. This could be one reason many historians have

® Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (University of Chicago Press, 1992), 40.

10 1bid, 53.

11 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New York:
Knopf, 1991), 9.



declined to study it. Despite Halbwachs’ early investigations in the 1920s, collective memory
has only really come into its own as a historical field in the past few decades.'? In recent years,
some scholars such as Kerwin Lee Klein have warned against the overuse of collective memory.
Klein feels “memory” has come become a catch-all term, often deployed with little theoretical
depth or analytical weight behind it.%2 It is true scholars must be careful not to over-extend
themselves when writing about collective memory. Martin J. Murray emphasizes one should not
“treat shared remembrance as an object-in-itself, or a “thing,” that exists outside of those who do
the remembering.” He also argues, however, that collective memories “are written in stone,
carved into granite, and preserved in photographs.”* Collective memory, when understood as a
group of symbolic representations that communicate a community’s understanding of the past,

can still be a useful tool.

Historian Peter Burke argues that the study of collective memory - what he calls the
“social history of remembering” - should indeed be of interest to the historian.’®> How a society
chooses to remember (or forget) about an historical event can tell us much about that society and
its values. Historian Robert Gildea, in his work The Past in French History, asserts it is
collective memory — and not other sociological factors such as race, class or creed (or
presumably, gender) -- that define a political culture. This is because “the past is constructed not
objectively, but as a myth, in the sense of fiction, but of a past constructed collectively by a
community in such a way as to serve the political claims of that community.”® Gildea’s

statement does beg the question: Which community? Gildea has an answer:

Collective memory is that of communities which have lived through the same
experiences. That community elaborates a collective memory that is peculiar to
itself and relatively impermeable to the memories of other communities. The
memory of the conquered is different from that of the conquerors, that of the

12 Oral historians Raphael Samuel and Paul Thompson note in 1990 that “Anthropology and history have drawn
much closer over the years; yet despite some fruitful theoretical borrowings, and with the important exception of
African history, this rapprochement has brought surprisingly little change in historical attitudes.” in “Introduction,”
Raphael Samuel and Paul Thompson, Ed., The Myths we Live By (New York: Routledge, 1990), 1. Writing seven
years later, Burke remarks that “The term ‘social memory’... has established itself in the last decade” in historical
circles. In Burke, Varieties of Cultural History (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), 45.

13 Kerwin Lee Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” Representations, No. 69, Special
Issue: Grounds for Remembering, (Winter 2000), 145.

14 Martin J. Murray, Commemorating and Forgetting: Challenges for the New South Africa (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 3.

15 peter Burke, Varieties of Cultural History, 46.

16 Robert Gildea, The Past in French History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 10.
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persecuted is different from that of the persecutors, that of the oppressed is
different from that of the oppressors.”’

Gildea implies that collective memories are not just passively accepted by communities —
they are actively created and wielded as tools to help shape present political goals. Michael
Kammen similarly notes that collective memories can be used by dominant groups to maintain

their hegemony:

traditions are commonly relied upon by those who possess the power to achieve
an illusion of social consensus. Such people invoke the legitimacy of an
artificially constructed past in order to buttress presentist assumptions and the
authority of a regime.*®

Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm agrees. In his article “Mass Producing Traditions:
Europe, 1870-1914,” Hobsbawm describes how the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
saw the creation of national traditions in European nation-states, the primary purpose of which
was to establish the authority and legitimacy of nation-states that were no longer able to rely on
old loyalties in an increasingly democratic society wracked with class conflict.!* Hobsbawm’s
conclusion is very much in keeping with scholar Benedict Anderson’s famous concept of
imagined communities — the notion that modern nation-states need to be imagined into being
through shared experiences that bond geographically disparate citizens. A shared past must be

created, in order for citizens of the state to forge a shared present.?°

The state’s role in creating collective memory is certainly important, but a shared past is
not just a Frankenstein’s monster built by elites to serve national goals. The state is not the only
actor invested in creating collective narratives about the past; within the imagined community of
the nation there can be numerous smaller memory communities striving to tell their story.
Historian John Bodnar states that “Public memory emerges from the intersection of official and

vernacular cultural expressions.”? While Bodnar’s official culture has “a common interest in

7 1hid.

18 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 4-5.

19 Eric Hobsbawm, “Mass Producing Traditions: Europe, 1870-1914”, in Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger, eds. The
Invention of Tradition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 263.

2 Benedict Anderson states that the nation “...is imagined, as a community, because, regardless of the actual
inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal
comradeship.” In Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised ed. (New
York: Verso, 2006), 7.

21 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992) 13.

7



social unity, the continuity of existing institutions, and loyalty to the status quo,” vernacular

culture “represents an array of specialized interests that are grounded in parts of the whole”:

They are diverse and changing and can be reformulated from time to time by the
creation of new social units such as soldiers and their friends who share an
experience in war or immigrants who settle a particular place. They can even
clash with one another. Defenders of such cultures are numerous and intent on
protecting values and restating views of reality derived from firsthand experiences
in small-scale communities rather than the “imagined” communities of a large
nation.?

Bodnar is describing fluid memory communities, where individuals can support aspects of both
vernacular and official culture at the same time. Bodnar believes, however, that vernacular
culture often clashes with officialdom, noting “Its [vernacular culture’s] very existence threatens
the sacred and timeless nature of official expressions.”?® Bodnar writes about America, but

many of his ideas are useful when taken north of the border.

The veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 share many traits with Bodnar’s vernacular memory
communities. Bodnar’s division between vernacular and official should not be adhered to too
rigidly, however. Unlike most of Bodnar’s vernacular communities, the Canadian militia
veterans were remarkably comfortable with the past that official culture initially wanted to
commemorate. In the wake of the two conflicts, the Canadian militia veterans participated in
official commemorations, often using them to confirm and amplify their personal reminiscences.
Meétis and First Nations veterans who had fought the Canadian government were far less
sympathetic to official state commemorations, but even this was not a given. There could be
divisions within communities and it is also important to recall that shared memories can shift
over time. In the words of historian Alan McCullough, “It might be more accurate to say that
each generation writes its own histories.”?* The same past can often serve very different
purposes for each new generation. Historian Norman Knowles, in his excellent book Inventing
the Loyalists: The Ontario Loyalist Tradition & the Creation of Usable Pasts, notes this
phenomenon of different generations finding new meaning in the past while discarding old ones.

He explains:

22 |bid, 13-14.

2 |bid, 14.

24Alan McCullough, “Parks Canada and the 1885 Rebellion/Uprising/Resistance”, in Gregory P. Marchildon, Ed.
The Early Northwest (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, 2008), 419.

8



The picture of the Loyalist tradition that emerges is one not of an inherited artefact
but of a contested and dynamic phenomenon that has undergone continuous
change as successive generations and interest groups have assigned different
meanings to the Loyalist past.?®

What applies to the Loyalists also applies to the veterans of 1869-70 and 1885. Collective
memory shifts and changes based on the utility of a particular past; benefits often accrue to

particular communities and groups via such shifts in narrative.

The way Canadians use their past has much to do with the fragmented nature of national
identity in the country. Scholars such as Robert Kroetsch argue that in Canada, official cultural
expressions have often had difficulty constructing an overarching imagined past, in part because
the nation does not have a single defining moment around which a dominant group can build a
convincing common history. Kroetsch states that “Canadians cannot agree on what their meta-
narrative is.”?® Scholar Jennifer Reid sees Canada as home to a large number of
“subnationalisms,” which can be said to be equivalent to Bodnar’s vernacular cultural
expressions. These subnationalisms are all struggling to use the past to justify their present,
which makes it extremely difficult for an official national narrative to gain purchase in Canada.?’
Historian Cecilia Morgan, in her book Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage and Memory,
1850s-1990s, notes that this did not mean that memory communities never wanted to connect to
a ‘national’ past. While many commemorators were primarily concerned with the history of
their own locality, “they might also, though, simultaneously link those histories to that of
‘Canada.’ ” This is in keeping with Gildea’s claim that such communities strive to achieve
“the widest possible acceptance of its own... version of events.”?® In other words, they attempt
to have their particular vision of the past recognized as ‘national’ history, often to the exclusion

of rival visions.

2 Norman Knowles, Inventing the Loyalists: The Ontario Loyalist Tradition & the Creation of Usable Pasts
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 5.

2 Robert Kroestsch, “Disunity as Unity: A Canadian Strategy,” in Eugenia Sojka., Ed. (De) Constructing
Canadianness: Myth of the Nation and its Discontents (Katowice, Poland, Slask, 2007), 21.

27 Jennifer Reid, Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada: Mythic Discourse and the Postcolonial State
(Albuguerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2008), 107.

28 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory, 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2016), 5.

2 Robert Gildea, The Past in French History, 341.



Regardless of the locale, those who wish to study collective memory must always ask

themselves the following three questions presented by Peter Burke:

What are the modes of transmission of public memories and how have these
modes changed over time? What are the uses of these memories, the uses of the
past and how have these uses changed? Conversely, what are the uses of
oblivion?%

These questions reveal much about how the veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 have been
remembered (and forgotten) and what they themselves chose to remember (and forget) about
their own service. For many years, English-Canadians were generally inclined to view the
Canadian militia veterans favourably and their opponents unfavourably. This was due in part to
a narrative that depicted Canada as a conservative, counter-revolutionary society where the
orderly growth and development of the white settler nation-state was paramount. Resistance to
the state was considered rebellion and did not line up with a narrative of peaceful national
development.

Rebellion does play a role in Canada’s British Imperial narrative, mainly as a foil to be
heroically overcome. Historian Carl Berger has written about the Imperial movement in late
19™-century Canada, led by Canada’s “intellectual elites” such as George Taylor Denison,
Charles Mair and G.M. Grant. These men believed Canada’s autonomy and future greatness was
dependent on remaining an important part of a greater whole: the British Empire. Historian
Daniel Francis, meanwhile, has written of a more grassroots understanding of the imperial
connection, noting that “Until at least the 1950s, students were educated to become citizens of an
empire as much as to become citizens of Canada.”®* At the same time, Canadians in late 19"
century were searching for “Canadian” heroes, both in their past and in their present.3? The
Canadian militia veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 were practically tailor-made to reinforce English-
Canadians national and imperial leanings. They were ensuring the spread and progress of
“British” civilization in the face of “uncivilized” Indigenous adversaries. Many Canadian militia

veterans who served in both conflicts interpreted their personal memories of their service though

30 Burke, Varieties of Cultural History, 46.

31 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997),
53-54.

32 In Inventing the Loyalists, Knowles notes that by the mid-nineteenth century, Canadian legislators were
recognizing the importance of history to creating a sense of “national” identity. See Knowles, Inventing the
Loyalists, 30-31.
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this framework. As a result, they enthusiastically collaborated with government officials in

propagating a narrative a British Imperial narrative.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus — a set of structured dispositions that incline an
agent to act and react in certain predicable ways — can be seen at work in English Canada’s
collective memory of rebellion.®® Bourdieu upholds that a habitus is quite durable, and can
remain strong for an entire lifetime or more. The durability of the habitus is evidenced by how
tenaciously many veterans — both Canadian militia and Indigenous — worked to maintain
particular interpretations of their past within their respective memory communities. In English
Canada, old soldiers often protected the narrarative of the victory of progress and civilization.®*
Over the years, this whiggish view of our nation’s history as a journey of inevitable progression
from colony to nation has weakened and shifted in focus, but it has not completely disappeared.
In his book Divisions on a Ground, Northrop Frye describes Canada as “...culturally descended
from the Tory opposition to the Whig triumph at the time of the Revolutionary War.”® While
the United States celebrates armed insurrection as an essential part of its national myth, Canada
has traditionally been associated with the less radical notions of peace, order and good
government. Frye further holds that violence in Canada “...has been mainly repressive
violence”, wielded by the state.”® Peace, order and good government is a trifecta that comes
directly from the British North America Act of 1867. It is arguably the founding document of

modern Canada, intended to provide a blueprint for a new nation. Historian lan McKay notes:

The document’s great memorable phrase is, tellingly, “Peace, Order and good
Government.” The most powerful word in that triplet is “Order.” No religious
enthusiasms, no nationalisms, no Aboriginal revolts, no democratic debates, and
no passions should enter into the heart of the Canadian political system. Its

33 The central characteristics of Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus are explained by John B. Thompson in his
introduction to Pierre Bourdieu’s work Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1991), 12-13. See also Pierre Bourdieu, Distinctions: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste.
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1996), 170.

34 Metis scholar Chris Andersen also deploys Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus, referring to a deeply-ingrained
colonial “habitus” which he believes shapes a racialized understanding of Indigenous peoples. This habitus is
undergirded by social fields such as Supreme Court Decisions and Social Fields, the actions of which legitimate
racialization of Indigenous peoples. See Christ Andersen, “Métis ’: Race, Recognition and the Struggle for
Indigenous Peoplehood (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2014), 9, 22.

3 Northrop Frye, Divisions on a Ground: Essays on Canadian Culture (Toronto: Anansi Press, 1982), 45.

% |bid, 47.
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main objective is a peaceful and good ordering. If people want to make their
voices heard, let them do so in order and in an orderly way.*’

This phrase lays the groundwork for a national narrative centered on peaceful growth and
development. It is a narrative that has surfaced time and time again in Canadian historiography.
In the 1920s, historian Chester Martin saw the country’s constitutional growth as “slow,
continuous, and analogous to the processes of organic evolution.”®® Historian Carl Berger notes
that Martin had no room for anything that smacked of rebellion against the state. Martin’s ire
was focused at the rebellions of 1837 and 1838 in Upper and Lower Canada, but 1869-70 and

1885 were likely approached with similar disdain:

The most remarkable aspect of Martin’s analysis of the background to the
winning of responsible government was his complete neglect of the rebellions
in Upper and Lower Canada and of such radical figures as Mackenzie and
Papineau. The rebellions appeared to him as unfortunate aberrations in an
otherwise steady evolutionary pattern: the heroes of his history were the
moderate reformers - Howe, Baldwin, and Lafontaine - and Lord Elgin, whom
he called ‘the most prophetic figure in the commonwealth.’°

Historian Arthur Lower also focused on constitutional evolution in Canada’s history. The title of
his 1946 opus, Colony to Nation, speaks for itself. Unlike Martin, Lower did see a place for
violent internal struggle in his national narrative. Despite this even Lower focused primarily on
the significance of the rebellions of 1837-38, rather than the later conflicts in the west. Lower
claimed that despite their failure, the 1837-38 rebellions had “...struck a blow at privilege from
which it was never to recover.”*® The conflicts in 1869-70 and 1885 did not draw such praise
from Lower, perhaps because during those two times, the government’s opponents were not
white men, but rather Indigenous peoples. There was a strong consensus among early Canadian

historians that white males were the most worthy objects of historical study.

Despite a diversification of Canadian historiography in the late 20" century, white males
remain popular figures among Canadian historians, and the nation-building narratives of Martin
and Lower continue to be widely used. In the slim 2009 study Who We Are: A Citizen’s

Manifesto, Dominion Institute founder Rudyard Griffiths takes up the constitutional view. While

37 lan McKay, Rebels, Reds, Radicals: Rethinking Canada’s Left History (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2005), 55.
38 Carl Berger, The Writing of Canadian History: Aspects of English-Canadian Historical Writing since 1900
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986), 34.

% Ibid, 36.

40 1bid, 121.
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he gives a nod of the hat to violent rebels such as Papineau and Mackenzie, it is the reformers
Baldwin and Lafontaine that he sees as the real Canadian heroes.”*! In fact, Griffiths sees the

constitutional struggle for responsible government as a blueprint for Canada’s future:

If ever there was a period in our history that might be instructive of our own
times, it is the early decades of the nineteenth century, in particular the ten years
between the Rebellions of 1837 and the achievement of responsible government
in 1848.42

John Ralston Saul is another example of a modern Canadian intellectual who has accepted this
constitutional view of the nation’s past, albeit in a modified form. In his book A Fair Country:
Telling Truths About Canada, Saul describes Canadians as “a people of Aboriginal inspiration
organized around a concept of peace, fairness and good government. That is what lies at the
heart of our story, at the heart of Canadian mythology, whether Francophone or Anglophone.”*
Using the concept of “fairness” rather than “order,” Saul steers away from Frye’s suggestion that
repressive violence was a prominent feature of Canadian history. The shift leaves room for a
wider scope than the constitutionalists, allowing Saul to synthesize Canada’s constitutional

tradition with the nation’s oft-neglected Indigenous history. Even when order is replaced by

fairness, however, Saul’s vision is still one of peace and good government.

English Canada’s “peace, order and good government” habitus clearly affects how early
historians interpreted the conflicts of 1869-70 and 1885, but it is not the only lens through which
to view those conflicts. Some Canadian historians have interpreted homegrown rebellion
through an economic framework. Perhaps most famous is Harold Innis’s The Fur Trade in
Canada: An Introduction to Canadian Economic History. In the words of Berger, “At every turn
the tempo and direction of expansion, the very efforts of men involved in the trade, were
depicted as reflections of inescapable and anonymous forces.”** A succession of staple products
- fish, fur and wheat - created the patterns of exploration, trade and settlement that ultimately
shaped Canada. In this context, events such as 1869-70 and 1885 were barely worthy of

mention. The Fur Trade only gives one line of text to the 1885 conflict, an then only as a time

41 Rudyard Griffiths, Who We Are: A Citizen’s Manifesto (Toronto: D&M Publishers, 2009), 108.

42 |bid, 97.

43 John Ralston Saul, A Fair Country: Telling Truths About Canada. (Toronto: Viking, 2008), xii. It is also worth
noting that John Raulston Saul has recently published a biography of Louis-Hippolyte LaFontaine and Robert
Baldwin for the “Extraordinary Canadians” series by Penguin Books.

44 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 94.
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marker: “Prince Albert displaced Fort Carleton as a base after the Northwest Rebellion until
1890....”% Donald Creighton also propounded an economic view of Canadian history, although
he left more room for personal agency than Innis.*® Several pages in Creighton’s magisterial
biography of John. A. Macdonald are dedicated to the 1885 conflict — a significant amount of
space compared to Innis’ single line. Creighton depicts the conflict not much more than an

obstacle - albeit a serious one — to the expansion of Canada’s political and economic dominion.*’

None of this is to say that English-Canadian historians have been blind to the shadow
side of peace, order and good government, or that there have not been conflicting interpretations
of 1869-70 and 1885. As early as the 1930s, some English Canadian historians had expressed
qualified sympathy for Riel and his followers.*® By the 1960s, sympathy had turned to full-
blown support as English-Canadians began to drift away from their British connection and seek a
new core for their national identity. “As the decade’s developments unfolded,” Historian Bryan
D. Palmer notes, “they did so in ways that ended forever the possibility of championing one
Canada, with its Britishness a settled agreement.”*® There is no denying that, by the 1960s, the
traditional colony-to-nation narrative was losing its hold on Canadian historiography. Writing in
1967, historian Ramsay Cook suggested the time had come to accept the fragmented nature of

Canadian identity:

Perhaps instead of constantly deploring our lack of identity, we should attempt to
understand and explain the regional, ethnic and class identities that we do have.
It might just be that it is in these limited identities that “Canadianism” is found,
and that except for our over-heated nationalist intellectuals, Canadians find this
situation quite satisfactory.>

Two years later historian J.M.S. Careless expanded on Cook’s notion of “limited
identities.” While acknowledging that the nation-building account of Canada’s past was not

without merit, Careless argues that it “neglects and obscures even while it explains and

45 Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1930), 348.

46 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 211.

47 Donald Creighton, John A. Macdonald: The Old Chieftain. (Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada
Limited, 1965), 417.

48 Reid, Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada, 40 and Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” 323.
McCullough also notes that journalist Howard Angus Kennedy, who had actually covered the events of 1885, was
publishing sympathetic pamphlets as early as 1928. “Parks Canada and the 1885 Rebellion/Uprising/Resistance”,
430.

49 Bryan D. Palmer, Canada’s 1960s: The Ironies of Identity in a Rebellious Era (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2009), 21.

%0 G.R. Cook, “Canadian Centennial Celebrations,” International Journal, XXII (autumn, 1967), 663.
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illuminates, and may tell us less about the Canada that now is than the Canada that should have
been - but has not come to pass.”® The scholar insisted that he was not simply trying to replace
“a success story with a failure story”. He argued that English-Canadians did not uniformly share

enthusiasm for the “Canadian dream” of British-style peace, order and good government:

Accordingly, it might be worth investigating what their Canadian experience was,
observing it did not greatly focus on Ottawa and the deeds of hero federal
politicians, or on the meagre symbols of some all-Canadian way of life.”2

Careless thought that looking into the “limited identities” of region, culture and class proposed
by Cook would be the starting point for this investigation. This new focus bode well for
conflicts such as those of 1869-70 and 1885. After all, they were directly concerned with issues

of regional and Indigenous identity.

The trend of focusing on limited identities continued into the 1970s. By 1977, historian
David Bercuson had edited and published a collection of essays entitled Canada and the Burden
of Unity, in which he painted the federal government as a divisive force that has worked against

the prosperity of peripheral regions:

What emerges from this book is a picture of the power of Central Canada,
manifest through the federal government and other “national” institutions, which
has created regional disparity and imposed its own version of national character
and ambitions on Westerners and Maritimers. This process has continued
virtually unabated since Confederation and shows no signs of slackening.>®

Whereas in 1969 Careless denied wanting to replace a myth of success with a myth of failure, by
1977 Bercuson was making no bones about declaring failure as a far more truthful myth than
success. Canadian history was swiftly becoming a house divided, where scholars focused on
region and ethnicity and applied Marxist, feminist, or countless other theoretical frameworks to

very specific historical questions.

Concerning the events of 1869-70 and 1885, the new “limited identities” historians of
English Canada in many ways adopted the earlier views of Quebec scholars. Unlike Canadian
historians, Quebec has long had to wrestle with the spectre of defeat. The Conquest of 1760 and

51 J.M.S. Careless, “Limited Identities” in Canada,” The Canadian Historical Review (Volume L, 1969), 2.

52 Ibid.

%3 David Jay Bercuson, “Canada’s Burden of Unity: An Introduction,” in David Jay Bercuson, Ed., Canada and the
Burden of Unity (Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada, 1977), 14.
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the failed rebellions of 1837 and 1838 loom large in Quebec history and are difficult to avoid.

David Burke has argued defeat can be more challenging to forget than victory:

It is often said that history is written by the victors. It might also be said that
history is forgotten by the victors. They can afford to forget, while the losers are
unable to accept what happened and are condemned to brood over it, relive it, and
reflect how different it might have been. Another explanation might be given in
terms of cultural roots. When you have these roots you can afford to take them
for granted, but when you lose them you feel the need to search for them. The
Irish and the Poles have been uprooted, their countries partitioned. It is no
wonder that they seem obsessed by their past.>

Historian Ramsay Cook adds Quebec to the list of nations obsessed by their past defeats,
remarking that “Each generation of French Canadians appears to fight, intellectually, the Battle

of the Plains of Abraham again.”™®

Cook’s and Burke’s views seem to imply that Quebec historians are building an
embittered national narrative around a series of mythologized defeats. Historian Michel Brunet,
however, argues that nationalism in Quebec is no less (or more) authentic than elsewhere.*
Similarly, in his essay “Forgetful of Former Care: Notes on the Past and Present State of
Canadian Memory,” literary scholar D.M.R. Bentley applies Burke’s analysis to Quebec, but
does not concur that memories of defeat necessarily imply obsession. In Bentley’s view, such
events provide a “constitutive” past - a cohesive founding myth. It is not so much an obsession
as something that the entire cultural and intellectual community shares as a unifying past around

which to build an identity:

The provincial motto of Quebec, "Je me souviens," is enough to remind us of the
importance of memory in securing the survival of cultural and individual identity.
Without the memories of the past that are constitutive of cultural and intellectual
continuity, there can be no fully comprehended present either for a collectivity or
for an individual, and with no remembered past to define and direct the present
there can be no planned or idealized future.>’

54 Burke, Varieties of Cultural History, 54.

%5 Ramsay Cook, The Maple Leaf Forever: Essays on Nationalism and Politics in Canada (Toronto: Macmillan of
Canada, 1971), 100.
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In some ways, the events of 1870 and 1885 became more significant in Quebec collective
memory. Quebecers equated the experiences of Riel and the Métis — their defeat and oppression
at the hands of English-Canadians — with their own experience of English domination; the Plains

of Abraham paralleled the prairies of Saskatchewan and Manitoba:

By 1885 French Canadians had already to a great degree adopted the Metis Louis Riel as
one of their own.... And where the Metis were interpreted by English Canadians in the
context of imperial expansion, French-Canadian writers dealt with events in Red River
and after in the context of the long-standing controversy between Protestant English and
French Catholic in North America.*®

Historian Doug Owram notes that this interpretation of events leaves little room for the identity
of the Métis as an Indigenous frontier people. It left even less room for the identity of First
Nations peoples, who were neither French nor (for the most part) Catholic.>® He also notes that
since the advent of “limited identities,” the traditional Quebec approach to 1869-70 and 1885 has
proven attractive to many English-Canadian scholars looking for alternatives to the constitutional
model or to Quebec’s Plains of Abraham approach to Canadian history. Initially, these
alternative approaches were focused primarily around Louis Riel, with little attention paid to his

followers or to the Canadian militia.

Riel was alternately seen as a champion of western regionalism, Indigenous rights, the
Meétis nation, and French culture and was even described as ““a sort of northern Che Guevera
searching for the people’s socialist utopia on the northern plains.”®® Historian Daniel Francis
notes that “Riel has emerged as an all-purpose hero who manages to be different things to
different people, depending on what they want him to be.... his significance changes shape
depending from what angle you look at him.”®* According to Owram, the most dramatic change

was a shift in English Canada towards a French-Canadian point of view:

Yet the most important addition to the symbolism behind Riel came not because
a new meaning was assigned to him but because there was a reassessment of an
older interpretation. It was the adoption and adaptation by many English
Canadians of the long-standing French-Canadian belief that Riel had been

%8 Douglas Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” Canadian Historical Review, LXIII, 3, 1982, 321.

%9 Jennifer Reid also extensively discussed English-Canadian and French-Canadian views of Riel and 1869-70 and
1885 conflicts, as well as Indigenous, Métis and Regional perspectives, in chapter two of her book Louis Riel and
the Creation of Modern Canada, 32-71.

0 Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” 328.

81 Francis, National Dreams, 114.
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defending his culture and language.... As such his symbolism became national in
scope: while easterners may not have had much interest in Louis Riel’s meaning
as a westerner, they were very much concerned with the implications of his
lesson to French-English relations in Canada as a whole.®?

In his article “Images of Louis Riel in Contemporary School Textbooks,” Claude Rocan reaches
similar conclusion based on a limited comparison of how Canadian school textbooks from the
1930s and the 1970s treat Louis Riel and the event of 1869-70 and 1885. By the 1970s the
French-Canadian point view was dominant in nearly all the textbooks he looked at from Quebec,
Ontario and In Western Canada. In Ontario, the author noticed a significant shift toward the
French-Canadian view of Riel: “To a certain extent, many Ontario texts have accepted the

Quebec view of Riel as having been led to his death by bigoted Ontarians.”%

None of this is to say that narratives around internal conflicts like 1869-70 and 1885 have
completely ossified in English or French Canada. Also, recent years have seen several attempts
to restore a narrative unity to Canadian history after the fragmentation of limited identities. A
prime example is historian Ian McKay’s much-discussed Liberal Order Framework. McKay’s
central argument goes like this: Canada is founded on a “liberal order” based on the ascendancy
of the “self-possessed” individual — a term referring primarily to white male capitalists. McKay
is quick to note that this “liberal order” allowed for the exclusion those who were not deemed
“self-possessed,” namely women, French-Canadians and Indigenous peoples.®* McKay purports
that Canada as a liberal order was (and is) a “project of rule,” constantly striving for authority

and legitimacy through means both persuasive and coercive.%®

In McKay’s model, Canadian history becomes the story of the liberal order’s efforts to
gain hegemony over alternative systems of rule. McKay defines the concept of hegemony, first
written about by Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci, as a “process through which a fundamental
class... articulates the interests of other groups to its own.” This allows that group to exercise “a

moral and intellectual leadership” and to create “a genuine ‘national popular will” as a

52 Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” 332.
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fundamental aspect of its ability to rule.”®® The concept of hegemony is used by McKay to turn
Canada’s whiggish colony-to-nation narrative on its head. Peace, order and good government is
no longer a founding principle of a great country — instead it is a myth used to legitimize the
prevailing capitalist order. It a story that Canadians tell about themselves to justify the
hegemony of select groups. In the light of the liberal order, the nation-building narrative of
Lower takes on a sinister tinge and it is perhaps in moments of internal conflict — such as 1869-
70 and 1885 — that the faults and flaws are most visible. McKay himself recommends both a
study of the 1837-38 rebellions and a large-scale investigation of the “liberalization” of the west
during in the later part of the 19" century — a project that presumably includes the 1869-70 and
1885 conflicts. McKay does not grapple with these events himself, however. His main interests
lie with the study of Canada’s leftist movements, beginning at the end of the 19" century.

Earlier resistance to the Canadian state is left untouched.®’

McKay is not alone in paying little attention to 1869-70 and 1885 and their wider role in
Canadian history. It has been some time since a general history of either conflict has been
produced. The events of 1869-70 at Red River have often been treated as regional or even
provincial history — and perhaps for this reason, they have received limited attention from
historians not focused on western Canada and Manitoba. Perhaps the most prolific writer on the
events of 1869-70 is Manitoba historian J.M Bumsted, whose 1996 book The Red River
Rebellion is still the most recent comprehensive account of the conflict. Bumsted has also
published other works about 1869-70, such as Reporting the Resistance: Alexander Begg and
Joseph Hargrave on the Red River Resistance. Of course, Bumsted is not completely alone.
Other historians have tackled Red River from slightly different perspectives. George Stanley’s
Toil and Trouble: Military Expeditions to Red River includes a focus on the Wolseley Expedition
of 1870, while Doug Owram’s article “Conspiracy and Treason: The Red River Resistance from
an expansionist perspective,” delves into the mindset of the pro-Canadian camp at Red River and
elsewhere in 1869-70.

8 Jan McKay, The Quest of the Folk: Antimodernism and Cultural Selection in Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009), 16.

67 This is not to downplay the scope of McKay’s recent work. Rebels, Reds, Radicals: Rethinking Canada’s Left
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For 1885, the closest thing to an overview of the conflict written in recent years is a 2010
biography of Louis Riel and Gabriel Dumont penned by novelist Joseph Boyden as part of the
Extraordinary Canadians series — and the work is as much as artistic recreation as it is an
academic history.®® Ten years before that, Tom Flanagan published his still controversial book
Riel and the Rebellion: 1885 Reconsidered, arguing that the rebellion was chiefly the fault of the
Métis and Riel.®® Loyal till Death: Indians and the North-West Rebellion is a 1997 book by Blair
Stonechild and Bill Waiser that takes a different approach, focusing on the Indigenous
perspectives of 1885. The authors make a strong case that most First Nations people remained
loyal to the Canadian government throughout the conflict.”® There are earlier studies of 1885,
which attempt to provide — with varying levels of success — an even-handed overview of events.
Chief among these are 1984°s Prairie Fire, by Bob Beal & Rod Macleod, and Desmond
Morton’s The Last War Drum, published twelve years before that.™

In addition to these general histories of 1885, there have also been a number of Canadian
regimental histories that discuss the conflict within their pages. Some are older, such as
Lieutenant-Colonel’s W.T. Barnard’s 1960 work, The Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada: 1860-
1960, One Hundred Years in Canada. More recent publications include the 2005 book The
Ottawa Sharpshooters, by John D. Reid, and Brian A. Reid’s Named by the Enemy: A History of
the Royal Winnipeg Rifles.”? Brian Reid’s work in particular is a fine example of this genre of
history, being well written and with excellent attention to detail. Such books are useful reference
sources, but contain very little analysis and are primarily concerned with the story of their
regiment rather than with wider Canadian history. Other books have focused not on a particular
regiment, but on a larger group of soldiers in the conflicts. This includes works such as Jack
Dunn’s The Alberta Field Force of 1885 and Donald Klancher’s The Northwest Mounted Police

8 Joseph Boyden, Louis Riel and Gabriel Dumont (Toronto: Penguin Group, 2010).
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and the North West Rebellion.” Walter Hildebrandt, meanwhile, has detailed the battle of

Batoche in both articles and monographs.’

There are some scholars who have analyzed the events of 1869-70 and 1885 using —to a
greater or lesser extent — the concept of collective memory. Most such works have focused on
Louis Riel and his legacy. Owram’s article “The Myth of Louis Riel” and Jennifer Reid’s book
Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada: Mythic Discourse and the Postcolonial State are
two prominent examples. Albert Braz’s 2008 book The False Traitor approaches Riel from a
literary perspective and is an important work in this regard. There are exceptions to this Riel
focus, however. Darren R. Préfontaine’s Gabriel Dumont: Li Chef Michif in Images and in
Words deals with both the historical record and sites of memory that surround the Métis general.
Préfontaine notes that until recently Riel has had a larger public profile than Dumont among both
Métis and non-Métis, but believes this is now changing.” Meanwhile, Bumsted s article
“Thomas Scott and the Daughter of Time” recounts long-running battle over the posthumous
reputation of Thomas Scott, an Ontario Orangeman who was executed by Riel’s provisional
government in March of 1870. In the years after 1869-70, Scott’s reputation as a good man or a
bad man — which for many determined whether his execution was justified — became a pivotal
component of the stories both the Red River Métis and the supporters of the Canadian camp told

themselves about the conflict.”®

There is little scholarly work that analyzes these veterans of 1869-70 and 1885 using the
framework of collective memory. There is certainly no single comprehensive monograph
comparable to Jonathan Vance’s Death So Noble: Memory Meaning and the First World War,
which explores the place of the First World War veterans in Canada’s collective memory.”’ The
few scholars that do deal with veterans and collective memory focus primarily on 1885 rather

73 Jack Dunn, The Alberta Field Forced of 1885 (Calgary: J. Dunn, 1994), and Donald Klancher, The Northwest
Mounted Police and the North West Rebellion (Kamloops, British Columbia: Gross Publishing, 1999).

"4 Walter Hildebrandt, “The Battle of Batoche,” in Gregory P. Marchildon, Ed., The Early Northwest (Regina:
Canadian Plains Research Centre, 2008), 365-418. See also Walter Hildebrandt, The Battle of Batoche: British
Small Warfare and the Entrenched Métis (Ottawa: National Parks and Historic Sites, 1989).

75 Darren Préfontaine, Gabriel Dumont: Li Chef Michif in Images and in Words (Saskatoon: Gabriel Dumont
Institute, 2011), 2-3.

76 J M. Bumsted, “Thomas Scott and the Daughter of Time,” in Gregory P. Marchildon, Ed. The Early Northwest,
327-364.

7 Jonathan Vance, Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning and the First World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997).
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than 1869-70. This is perhaps understandable, given that 1885 was a more violent conflict and

received far more coverage in contemporary media and later histories.

In her overview of commemoration in Canada, Cecilia Morgan briefly discusses some of
the monuments erected to the 1885 conflict, but it is only a passing mention.”® Perhaps the most
prominent examples of studies of 1885 veterans and collective memory are Alan McCullough’s
article “Parks Canada and the 1885 Rebellion/Uprising/Resistance,” and C.J. Taylor’s article
“Some Early Problems of the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada.” Taylor also
addresses these issues briefly in sections of his book Negotiating the Past: The Making of
Canada’s National Historic Parks and Sites. These works examine the federal agency’s
attempts to interpret 1885 battle sites in the face of conflicting and shifting memory
communities, including those of veterans on both sides of the campaign.”® In recent years some
work has been published about specific sites of memory related to veterans. Russel Johnson and
Michael Ripmeester’s “A Monument’s Work is Never Done: The Watson Monument, Memory
and Forgetting in a Small Canadian City” follows the story of a single memorial erected to Alex
Watson, a Canadian militia soldier who died in the 1885 conflict.2® Meanwhile, in his article
“Halifax’s Encounter with the North-West Uprising of 1885,” David A. Sutherland has written
about the commemoration — and lack of commemoration — of the 1885 conflict in the city of

Halifax. 8!

A significant portion of this work focuses not just on collective memory in the wake of
1869-70 and 1885, but also on the personal memories of veterans and their contemporaries.
Studying what Canadians considered worth remembering at the time of the conflict — as seen
through journals, diaries and popular media — is key to understanding later attempts at
commemoration. Collective memory both shaped and was shaped by the individual memories of
the veterans. lan Radforth’s 2014 article “Celebrating the Suppression of the North West

78 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada, 76-77.

" McCullough, “Parks Canada and the 1885 Rebellion/Uprising/Resistance”, in Gregory P. Marchildon, Ed. The
Early Northwest, 419-467. See also C.J. Taylor, “Some Early Problems of the Historic Sites and Monuments Board
of Canada,” Canadian Historical Review, March 1983, 64(1), 3-24, and C.J. Taylor, Negotiating the Past: The
Making of Canada’s National Historic Parks and Sites (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990).

8 Russell Johnston & Michael Ripmeester, “A Monument’s Work is Never Done: The Watson Monument, Memory
and Forgetting in a Small Canadian City,” International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol 13, No. 2 March 2007,
122-123.
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Resistance of 1885: The Toronto Press and the Militia Volunteers” is an excellent example of a
scholarly article focusing on perceptions of veterans during the 1885 conflict, this time through
contemporary media representations in Toronto newspapers.®? Historian Gillian Poulter, in her
2009 book Becoming Native in a Foreign Land: Sport, Visual Culture and Identity in Montreal,
1840-85 also looks at media representations of both the Canadian militia and their Indigenous
opponents in 1885.8% Both authors offer insightful analysis of contemporary media messages,
but neither Radforth’s article nor Poulter’s book delve much into the commemoration of veterans

after 1885.

Books focusing exclusively on Indigenous veterans are harder to come by. Lawrence J.
Barkwell’s 2011 book Veterans and Families of the 1885 Northwest Resistance is a welcome
addition to the scholarship focusing on Métis and First Nations veterans who participated in the
1885 conflict. Barkwell provides a detailed list of many Métis and First Nation participants in
the battles of Duck Lake, Tourond’s Coulée (Fish Creek) and Batoche, using both oral histories
and secondary sources.?* Barkwell’s work helps us discover who these veterans were, but it does
not study their memories of 1885, nor does it delves into commemoration. Scholar Myrna
Kotash has also collected various materials about what has been historically known as the Frog
Lake massacre of 1885 in her book The Frog Lake Reader. The volume includes eyewitness
accounts, press reports, memoirs, poems, selections from novels and interviews with historians
and Indigenous Elders.®®> Kotash describes the work as “More than a textbook or anthology of
these voices” and states that the Reader “works as a drama of interplaying, sometimes,
contradictory, often contrapuntal narratives.”®® Kotash also occasionally inserts her own views
into the text, often expressing sympathy with the Indigenous peoples who were blamed for the

massacre.®’

8 Tan Radforth, “Celebrating the Suppression of the North-West Resistance of 1885: The Toronto Press and the
Militia Volunteers,” Histoire sociale/Social history, VVolume 47, Numéro/Number 95, Novembre/November 2014,
601-639.

8 Gillian Poulter, Becoming Native in a Foreign Land: Sport, Visual Culture and Identity in Montreal, 1840-85
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009).

8 Lawrence J. Barkwell, Veterans and Families of the 1885 Northwest Resistance (Saskatoon, Saskatchewan:
Gabriel Dumont Institute, 2011), 1-2.
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The conflicts 1869-70 and 1885 have also been remarked upon in recent wider studies of
Métis memory and identity. In their work From New Peoples to New Nations: Aspects of Métis
History and Identity from the Eighteenth to Twenty-First Centuries, Gerhard Ens and Joe
Sawchuk note that modern claims to Métis nationhood have been buttressed “by their military
prowess during the Battle of Seven Oaks in 1816, the Sayer Trial in 1849, the Riel Resistance of
1869-70 and the 1885 Rebellion.”® In his book “Métis”: Race, Recognition and the Struggle for
Indigenous Peoplehood, Métis scholar Chris Andersen makes the controversial claim that
individuals can only claim to be Métis if they have a connection to “the historical core in the Red
River region.”® Despite these statements, 1869-70 and 1885 only make fleeting appearances in

both volumes, and Métis veterans of the conflicts are almost not featured at all.

Regardless of whether one agrees with McKay’s liberal order framework or subscribes to
a more whiggish version of Canadian history, it is clear that the events of 1869-70 and 1885 have
made an impression on the collective memory of Canadians. What is more, how Canadians have
remembered these events — at commemorations, in memoirs, through oral histories, in
monuments, novels, plays and on film — gives us a glimpse into the hopes and dreams of multiple
generations. It allows us to examine how our different memory communities perceived issues of
nationalism, ethnicity, and gender, and reveals what kind of country they wanted create for their

children.

Before proceeding, I would like to make some remarks on terminology. Throughout this
monograph I have chosen to use the word “Indigenous” when referring broadly to First Nations
and Métis people within Canada. There are many other terms that have been used in the past or
are still being used. Some of these terms — such as the word “Indian” or “Native” have a colonial
history and are considered disrespectful and offensive. Others words, like “Aboriginal” are still
in use but are no longer preferred. In recent years many organizations, including the federal
government and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, have embraced the word “Indigenous”

—and so | am following suit.® I will also use the terms “First Nations” and “Métis” to identify

8 Gerhard J. Ens and Joe Sawchuk, From New Peoples to New Nations: Aspects of Métis History and Identity from
the Eighteenth to Twenty First Centuries (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 112.

8 Andersen, “Métis”: Race, Recognition and the Struggle for Indigenous Peoplehood, 6.
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2017).
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specific Indigenous groups. As with the word “Indigenous,” these terms are commonly used by
the federal government as well as Indigenous organizations.®* The only time the reader will see

other terms used in this work is when | directly quote sources that use such terms.

One other terminology question needs to be answered before continuing: What should we
call the events of 1869-70 and 1885? For many years, these conflicts were widely referred to in
English Canada as “rebellions.” In recent times, as sympathy for the “rebels” has grown,
different terms have come into use, such as “resistance” and “uprising.” As the reader shall see,
there has been much ink spilled over whether or not the Indigenous fighters who took up arms
against the Canadian state deserve to be called “rebels.” Academically, there has not been a
clear consensus. Some scholars have continued to use the word rebellion, while others have
adopted words like resistance. At least one scholar — Alan McCullough — has addressed the
question by incorporating all three terms, describing 1885 as a Rebellion/Uprising/Resistance. |
have chosen to refer to 1869-70 and 1885 as “conflicts” and/or “events.” I also occasionally refer
to the events of 1869-70 as a “crisis.” This is an attempt to remove the value judgement attached
to other terms. As with my use of the term “Indigenous,” there is one exception to this rule:

when quoting historical sources, | employ whatever terminology is used by that source.

| also wish to address briefly three of the limits of this project. First, the veteran

communities discussed are almost entirely comprised of men. Women were, of course, present
during both the 1869-70 and 1885 conflicts, but did not participate as soldiers. A small number
of women served as nurses with the Canadian militia during the events of 1885, but very little
scholarly work has focused on their story.®? More importantly for this project, there appears to
be little in the way of public commemoration of these women, or of the many Indigenous women
who were involved, directly or indirectly, in these conflicts. Women did play a prominent role in
commemorating veterans, however, especially in English Canada. As well, historical concepts
of masculinity and femininity often affected how veterans were memorialized, and this influence

is explored within this project.

1 Ibid.
9 Glennis Zilm, Canada’s First Military Nurses, Saskatoon, 1885 (White Rock, British Columbia: Glennis Zilm,
2007).
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The second limit of my work is a focus on collective memory in English Canada and
Indigenous communities within English Canada. The collective memory of French-speaking
Quebecois is touched upon only briefly — and usually in regards to its influence upon English-
Canadian collective memory. Francophone Quebec has its own historiography and its own
monuments, separate from the rest of Canada. French Quebecers’ perceptions of veterans are
deserving of a study in their own right, and that work remains for a future scholar to complete.
For the purposes of this project, | have included the experiences of Francophone Quebec
veterans whenever possible, but my focus remains English Canada and relevant Métis and First
Nations communities within English Canada. | will also note that while I did conduct extensive
research regarding the collective memories of Indigenous communities, there is still further

research that could be done.

The third and final limit I wish to discuss is the fact | devote far more pages in this
dissertation to the veterans of 1885 than | do to the veterans of 1869-70. The main reason for
this is that there are simply far less sites of memory connected with the events of 1869-70. Part
of this has to do with the nature of the two conflicts. The conflict of 1869-70 did not result in
any battles that might capture the public imagination, and there were few casualties. In 1885,
English-Canadians were saddened by the casualties of war, but also thrilled to see white
Canadian manhood prove themselves on the field of battle. The violence of 1885 captured the
imagination of English Canadians more effectively than the anticlimactic ending of the Red
River expedition, and the amount of commemoration of each conflict reflects this fact. There
were also fewer soldiers involved in the first conflict when compared to the second. On the
Canadian side, there were only about 700 veterans of 1869-70, compared to more than 5,500
veterans of 1885. The veterans of 1885 simply formed a much larger memory community,
which allowed for more commemoration. The 1885 conflict also transpired over a far wider
geographic area, directly affecting more people and creating the potential for far more sites of
memory. All these factors have conspired to produce more sites of memory related to 1869-70
than 1885, and my dissertation reflects this imbalance. | have tried to include as much material
as | can regarding 1869-70. 1 also stress that on both sides, many veterans of the first conflict
participated in the second, and their memories of 1869-70 influenced how they interpreted the
events of 1885.
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The next chapter of this dissertation does focus on the events of 1869-70. I look carefully
at the military traditions in both the Métis and English-Canadian communities and discuss how
settler-colonial views of the Métis as less “civilized” caused many English-Canadians to view
Riel’s provisional government as illegitimate and his soldiers as bandits rather than proper
military forces. The chapter further examines how Red River Expedition veterans recalled their
service and how those who resisted the provisional government under Riel became heroes and
martyrs in English Canada. The chapter also delves into how the Métis community remembered
the occupation of Red River by Canadian troops, and looks at the heroes and martyrs the Red

River Métis chose to commemorate.

Chapter three looks at the conflict of 1885, exploring its origins in the troubles of 1869-
1870 at Red River. Numerous firsthand accounts are used to explore the experiences of those
who participated on both sides of the campaign. Themes are identified that veterans — and the
wider Canadian public — would return to repeatedly when they later recalled the conflict. The
celebration of the citizen soldier by the English-Canadian public during the conflict is also
analyzed, as are English-Canadian attitudes towards the First Nations and Métis soldiers. The
memories of Métis and First Nations during and directly after the conflict are also looked at, as is
the resilience of Indigenous memories in the face of defeat, dislocation and arrest.

The fourth chapter looks at commemorations of the 1885 conflict, up until the end of the
First World War. In English Canada, commemoration of Canadian militia veterans began almost
immediately after the conflict ended. Musicals, monuments and medals were all created to
celebrate the soldiers’ achievement in the weeks, months, and years that followed. Métis and
First Nations communities, meanwhile, took far longer to create sites of memory for their
veterans. When they did commemorate their veterans, they crafted a very different narrative
from that which was dominant in English Canada. Sites of memory connected to 1885 are
analyzed, with a focus on what aspects of the conflict each particular community prioritized as
“memory worthy,” and how veterans attempted to connect or separate themselves from an
English-Canadian narrative of brave soldiers defending their country from a lawless and violent
enemy.

The fifth and final chapter follows commemoration of the veterans from the 1920s until
the beginning of the 21 century. As the political needs of communities changed over time, so

did the narratives surrounding veterans. Many of the Canadian government soldiers spent their
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lives trying to promote a nationalistic narrative of sacrifice for Canada, linking their cause to that
of later conflicts such as the Boer War and the First and Second World Wars. After the last of
these veterans passed away in the 1950s, however, they quickly faded from English-Canadian
collective memory. By the 1960s, Canadians were developing a more sympathetic, less overtly
colonial view towards Indigenous peoples. Louis Riel, leader of the Métis fighters who had
resisted Canadian government forces, was becoming a Canadian hero. Canada’s first soldiers,
meanwhile — by then an inconvenient fact — were largely forgotten.

The disappearance of the white Canadian militia veterans from public memory did not
mean they were replaced by the Indigenous veterans who had resisted them. The First Nations
and Métis soldiers never fully entered the English-Canadian collective memory. Instead, they
were always overshadowed by their leaders, such as Riel. By the end of the 20™" century, white
English Canadians were expressing far more sympathy for Indigenous causes than perhaps ever
before. As well, First Nations and Indigenous leaders were calling for greater national
recognition of their veterans. Despite these changes, it was only in the geographical heartlands of
the two conflicts (in Métis and First Nations communities of Manitoba and Saskatchewan) that
Indigenous veterans continued to be actively remembered as heroes and defenders of their
people’s rights.

The veterans of these two conflicts present a unique lens through which to view the
fragmented and shifting nature of Canadian identity over the past 150 years. The efforts of these
veteran communities to promote particular visions of the past — and the willingness of their
fellow Canadians to accept or reject their narratives — speaks to questions of national identity that
still persist today. In this way, the story of these veterans becomes the story of Canada. Each
monument, each medal, and each commemoration becomes a contested space in which
competing national and regional narratives challenge each other. Today, the veterans are largely
forgotten, but the stories they told about themselves — and the stories Canadians have told about
them — still echo in the darker corners of our identities. They are still a part of the stories we tell

about the past.
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Chapter Two:
Becoming soldiers: English-Canadians, Métis, and the Crisis at Red River

The 3rd of December 1869 was the day that Henry Woodington became a soldier. For
several weeks the small settlement at Red River had been in tumult; on 1 December the territory
had been supposed to change hands from the Hudson’s Bay Company to the Dominion of
Canada, but Louis Riel and a group of Métis had moved to stop this from happening. Concerned
that their rights would not be respected under the new regime, they seized control of the HBC
headquarters at Upper Fort Garry on 2 November.®® Shortly thereafter, Riel and the Métis
constructed a barricade on the main road into the settlement from the South, to prevent the new
Canadian Governor William McDougall from entering the Colony.** The goal of this Métis
faction was to create a provisional government and negotiate new terms of entry into the

Dominion.

In response to this challenge to Canadian authority, on 1 December Governor McDougall
had issued a proclamation authorizing Lieutenant-Colonel J. Stoughton Dennis to raise an armed
force of men loyal to Canada and use them to “...attack, arrest, disarm, or disperse” any

“unlawfully assembled” armed group, such as the Métis currently occupying Upper Fort Garry.%

Young Woodington had only just arrived in the Red River settlement in September and
his primary loyalty was to Canada — as such, he was quick to answer the Governor’s call. On
December 3, he and eight other Canadian colleagues travelled to Lower Fort Garry — which was
still under the control of the HBC — and officially enlisted in the newly-formed No. 1 Winnipeg
Company of Volunteers, under the direction of Col. Dennis.%

Upon returning to Winnipeg, he was ordered to defend two houses in Winnipeg where
the Canadians had determined to make their stand. That night, the Métis formed skirmishing

lines outside the buildings several times; no violence occurred, but tensions were running high.%’

9 J.M. Bumstead, The Red River Rebellion (Winnipeg: Watson & Dwyer Publishing Ltd. 1996), 65.
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The Canadians remained on guard through Saturday the 4" of December, although Woodington
was able to run out and tend to personal errands such as paying for his room and board. That
evening he returned to the houses, one of which he and the other volunteers had taken to calling
their “barracks.”®® On Sunday the 5", there were fears that the Métis might attack during Church
service and so Woodington remained at the barracks on guard duty. In his diary, he noted that
two days into this new career he was beginning to feel more like a soldier, albeit a very green

one:

This is the first Sunday in my life that | have been under military discipline, and
it gives me a strange though not unpleasant feeling. The cause of the strange part
of my feelings is not being accustomed to military duties, and the true cause of
the pleasure arises from a sincere love and attachment to Queen and country and a
consciousness of being engaged on the side of right and justice.*

Woodington’s life as a soldier was to be short-lived. On 7 December, he and his colleagues
surrendered to Riel’s Métis and became prisoners in Upper Fort Garry. But the fact remains that
for a brief moment, he had embraced his new identity. As a soldier for the Dominion of Canada,

he felt he was serving a higher cause — and through that service, ennobling himself.

Volunteer soldiers like Woodington played an active role in the 1869-70 conflict at Red
River. Canadian volunteers were celebrated by many of their fellow citizens as heroes - and
even as martyrs. Many of the surviving veterans of 1869-70 — both official and unofficial — took
up important positions in Manitoban and Canadian society. Together they would create and
uphold a narrative of brave and patriotic Canadians safeguarding their nation from an unlawful

and violent rebellion.

Other communities connected to the troubles remembered the Canadian volunteers in a
very different light — not as heroes and martyrs, but as unruly young men, prone to bigotry and
violence. The Canadian volunteers were not the only group of veterans created by the events of
1869-70, however. The Red River Métis also had their own distinct set of heroes and martyrs —
those who had served the provisional government under Louis Riel and resisted the Canadian
takeover. Riel, as leader of the provisional government, was arguably the brightest star in the
Meétis firmament, but he was still only one among many. The Métis looked to this constellation

%Ibid.
%Ibid, 11.
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of heroes to create their own narrative of 1869-70. In their eyes, the events of those years had
not been a rebellion. Instead, the people of Red River, led by the Métis, had heroically defended
their rights in the face of an unjust and uncaring Canadian authority, and thereby performed a
great service for the liberty of all Canadians.

Veterans who had participated in the conflict of 1869-70 played a very important part in
both these narratives; in the stories, they were the heroes who put down insurrection or protected
the rights of their fellow Canadians. This in itself is not unusual — by the time of the troubles at
Red River, the soldier was already seen as a heroic figure in English-Canadian society. Historian
Mark Moss notes that during the late 19" century, “Most Canadians did not embrace the idea of
a standing army.”% They did, however, embrace the idea of the citizen-soldier. In Protestant
Ontario, the role of the Loyalists in the American War of Independence loomed large, and their
patriotism and sense of duty was celebrated by writers such as William Caniff.1? Also
celebrated was the role of volunteer militias in the War of 1812. The popular myth held that
patriotic volunteers, led by dynamic commanders such as Issac Brock, had beaten back the

American invaders and saved British North America from annexation.1%?

A vogue for volunteers grew during the 1850s and 1860s, not just in Ontario, but also
throughout the Maritimes. There had been war scares with both France and the United States and
many British North American men responded to this perceived threat by joining militias. On
Prince Edward Island, for instance, the Island VVolunteers, who competed in shooting contests
against other provincial militas, became the source of much pride. Writing in the 1850s and 60s,
the Island’s self-appointed poet laureate, John LePage, composed several works praising the
martial prowess of the newly-formed Prince Edward Island Volunteer Regiment.'% LePage was
not alone in his adulation of the militia. In his introduction to a poem about the VVolunteers
winning an intercolonial shooting contest, the celebrations he describe would not sound out of

place after a modern sporting victory:

As it was, the honor of bringing the prize away from both Nova Scotians and
New Brunswickers, set the citizens of Charlottetown jubilant; a large bonfire was

100 Mark Moss, Manliness and Militarism: Educating Young Boys in Ontario for War (Don Mills, Ontario: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 22.
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improvised on the Market Square; and no such demonstration had been seen in the
City since the fall of Sebastopol in 1855.1%4

It is worth noting that LePage’s point of comparison for previous celebrations to match the

Island’s sporting win was a British military victory.

Such enthusiasm could also translate into British North Americans participating in more
active service. In 1858, the British Army directly recruited a regiment — the 100" — from British
North America for the first time. Upper Canadian career soldier Charles Boulton was sixteen at
the time, but this did not stop him from seeking a commission by raising forty men for the
regiment. His father gave him two horses and a wagon, an old veteran lent him an antique
uniform and he engaged a friend to play the bagpipes. Thus prepared, he visited neighbouring
villages seeking recruits and reported that “...I was the envy and admiration of every youth my
own age who witnessed my progress through the country.”'® Boulton reports that he was
successful in recruiting forty men and securing a commission. In total, the regiment numbered
about 1200 — containing both French and English enlistments from Upper and Lower Canada.'%®
Boulton notes that many recruits returned to Canada after ten years of service and some later
participated as volunteers in both the events of 1870 and 1885. He felt it indicated “...a true
military spirit in Canada,” and linked this spirit directly, at least in part, to the United Empire

Loyalists. 107

Part of the appeal of the citizen soldier in the late Victorian era was all the pomp and
pageantry that surrounded him. Moss notes that “Parading in uniform was a glorious way to
demonstrate one’s passion for country and one’s acceptance of martial values.” Moss holds that

the militia was an important, if not completely unique, construction of masculinity in Canada:

Like firefighters and sports teams, a militia unit was an all-male fraternity, an
exclusively male bastion that reaffirmed one’s manly status at a time when more
and more women were entering the workforce, and it provided an opportunity to
socialize with like-minded men.18
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Given this context, it is not surprising that Henry Woodington took so readily to the ideals, if not

the reality, of militia service.

While the Métis were perhaps not as prone to the same militarism as Canadian society,
they were not immune to it, either. As the crisis in the Red River settlement unfolded, the Métis
also deployed the language of military bravado to legitimize their actions. Henry Woodington
records that after surrendering, he and his fellow volunteers were marched out of the “barracks”
between two files of armed Métis presenting fixed bayonets. They were escorted to Upper Fort
Garry and imprisoned in one of the buildings, “...after which a salute was fired.”*%
Woodington’s adversaries had a martial tradition of their own. The Battle of Seven Oaks - in
which a force of Métis had defeated a group of white settlers - had taken place over fifty-three
years earlier in 1816 and held a central place in the identity of the Red River Métis.*1
Woodington’s captors were trying to behave as a legitimate government, worthy of negotiating
with the dominion as equals — and any government worthy of the name was expected to wield its
monopoly on the use of force in an organized and dignified manner. The Métis were trying to

beat the Canadians at their own game of playing soldier.

For many years afterwards, interpretations of the events of 1869-70 in the English-
Canadian, French and Métis communities would hinge heavily on the perceived legitimacy — or
illegitimacy — of Riel’s provisional government. Most English-Canadian historians and pundits

would see the provisional government as rebels who had usurped the rightful authority, while the

109 Henry Woodington, Journal of Henry Woodington, 14.
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debate among scholars as to the actual significance of the Battle of Seven Oaks and whether or not it was the
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in Darren O’Toole, “From Entity to Identity to Nation: The Ethnogensis of the Wiisakodewininiwag (Bois- Brilé)
Reconsidered,” in Christopher Adams, Gregg Dahl & Ian Peach, Ed., Métis in Canada: History, Identity, Law &
Politics (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2013), 143-203, and Andersen, Métis: Race, Recognition and the
Struggle for Indigenous Peoplehood, 123-124. Also of interest is Parks Canada’s interpretation of the battle as seen
around the Seven Oaks Monument in Winnipeg — while one panel states that “The Battle of Seven Oaks became a
defining moment in the history of the Red River Métis”, it immediately qualifies this statement, remarking “The
battle did not create a sense of Métis nationhood; it was an expression of that identity, which had been growing for
many years and would continue to grow.”
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majority of French and Métis writers would perceive a lawful government that represented the

will of the inhabitants.

The legitimate/illegitimate dichotomy began at the source - with those who had
experienced the events of 1869-1870. Woodington referred to the Métis as rebels in his diary,
but he was not alone. The Reverend R.G. MacBeth was present for the troubles but was only ten
years of age at the time. Writing many years later in 1898, he would recall the Métis as
misguided rebels, stating that they “...were not satisfied with a course that seemed to them to
place their rights in jeopardy, and so they rose up in a revolt that, alas... left its red stream across
the page of our history.” 1*2 MacBeth’s judgment contained large dollops of patronizing racism.
He described the Red River Métis as “...warlike in disposition, accustomed to passages at arms
with any who would cross their path, and withal, as a class, less well-informed on current events
than their white brethren....”'® J. Jones Bell, an officer in the Red River expedition, would
make nearly identical declarations about the Métis, calling them “...more excitable in
disposition, ready to fight with any who might cross their path or interfere with their rights and,
as a class, not so well-informed on current events, and more ready to follow their leaders”.}14
Bell had almost certainly read MacBeth’s account — he borrowed a sketch of Riel from
MacBeth’s book — but it was not only MacBeth and his readers who saw the Métis as more

excitable and violent in their nature.

Charles Boulton, who had returned to British North America and was assisting
Lieutenant-Colonel Dennis in recruiting, also saw the Métis as unlawful rebels. In his own
memoirs, published in 1886, he stated that “Canadians naturally looked upon the act of
insurrection as a breach of faith.”'*> Boulton saw the Métis as easily misled, in this case by the
wily Riel, who held a “...personal sway over them.”'® Speaking of the Canadian party in Red
River, of which Woodington and his colleagues were a part, historian Doug Owram has argued

that their actions in 1869 and 1870 were motivated “...by a fear that others were manipulating

11 Doug Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” 319-322.
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these people [the Métis] for conspiratorial ends.”*!’ Riel was one possible puppet master, but the
Canadian party also suspected American annexationists, the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the
Catholic Church. Owram notes that it all fit a bit too conveniently into the expansionists’
worldview, stating “Only by portraying the Métis as puppets in the hands of artful

manipulators. .. were they able to find an explanation satisfactory to their own suppositions.” 118

In this the expansionists were very much in keeping with a settler-colonial mindset that
found it nearly impossible to imagine non-whites as independent actors in the drama unfolding at
Red River. They were not perceived as being capable of seizing power for themselves.

Historian Michel Rolph-Trouillot discusses this colonial habitus in relation to the Haitian
Revolution and explains why it took the French so long to accept that a revolution — and not
simply an isolated slave revolt — was underway. His words sound eerily similar to Owram’s

examination of the psyche of the expansionists:

Yet even then... planters, administrators, politicians, or ideologues found
explanations that forced the rebellion back within their worldview, shoving the
facts into the proper order of discourse. Since blacks could not have generated
such a massive endeavor, the insurrection became an unfortunate repercussion of
planters’ miscalculations.... It was not supported by a majority of the slave
population. It was due to outside agitators. It was the unforeseen consequence of
various conspiracies connived by non-slaves. Every party chose its favorite
enemy as the most likely conspirator behind the slave uprising.!®

In a mirror reflection of Trouillot’s conclusions, Owram notes that the expansionists initially
predicted the insurrection at Red River could not possibly last more than a week, and clung to the
belief that the majority of the population at Red River was actively in favour of annexation,
despite evidence to the contrary. The expansionists were simply “...unable to accept the
arguments of the rebels at face value.”*?® There had to be someone or something else behind the

uprising.

The Métis, meanwhile, argued that they were neither misled nor were they rebellious.

Writing in 1913, Archbishop of St. Boniface Adélard Langevin would state in a letter to a
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colleague that the actions of Riel and the Métis “...n’a pas été une rebellion mais un movement
legitime en 1870.”%?! This would be the official line of the Red River Métis and their allies in the
Catholic Church for many years to come; that Riel had led a legitimate movement meant to
protect the rights of everyone at the Red River settlement.

Regardless of the intentions of each faction, by December the situation in the settlement
had almost boiled over, stopping just short of bloodshed with the surrender of Woodington and
his Canadian comrades-in-arms. The imprisonment of the Canadians did not bring to an end the
new vogue for soldiering that had gripped Red River, however. On December 8", after only one
night in prison, Woodington reported a rumor that he and the other prisoners were to be
“...marched across the lines to Pembina.”*??> The language suggested a war with a visible front
line, rather than the largely empty expanse of prairie that actually stretched south of the Red

River settlement.

As December 1869 bled into January of 1870, Woodington and the other prisoners
became less hopeful that they would be released. On 4 January, Woodington records that nine
prisoners were freed after either swearing allegiance to the provisional government or swearing
to leave the settlement and not return. More took the oath on the 6 January.?® Woodington was
not interested in taking any oaths. Like a good soldier, he had been plotting his escape for some
time, along with a number of his colleagues. They were using jackknifes to slowly cut away
around the bars in the windows of their rooms. The work was done slowly for fear of spies in
their ranks, but finally on the night of Sunday 9 January, Woodington and three others made their
escape. They wrenched out the window frame, crawled through the hole and then climbed over
the palisade to freedom. Clambering over the wall alongside Woodington was one Thomas
Scott.'?* Woodington’s diary ends shortly after his escape, so the details of his participation — or

lack of participation — in subsequent events are lost to history. Scott’s fate is much better known.

After his escape, Scott made his way to Portage La Prairie and tried his hand at soldiering

one more time. On 14 February, he joined an expedition to free the remaining prisoners held at
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Upper Fort Garry by Riel’s provisional government. Charles Boulton agreed to lead the
expedition, but would later claim he did it only reluctantly. Writing in 1886, he would say, “I
felt it my duty to accompany them, and endeavour to keep them to the legitimate object for
which they had been organized.”*?® As time went by, even supporters perceived the behavior of

the Canadian party as brash and dangerous. MacBeth, writing in the 1890s, noted that

there were attempts made against the rebels, as we have already implied, but
although the men who engaged in them doubtless meant well, it has scarcely
required the after-light of twenty-five years to show that these attempts did more
harm than good.*2

Perhaps for this reason, the military nature of the Portage expedition has been somewhat
downplayed by supporters. Boulton noted that many of the men involved were “...lightly
armed... having only oak clubs.”*?” MacBeth, who saw the men of the Expedition when they
arrived in Kildonan, states that “As an example of the kind of arms some of the loyalist settlers
were provided with, I myself say more than one man... armed only with a bludgeon weighted
with lead....”*?® Despite this, it seems likely that the expedition, initially at least, did see itself as
a military operation. Boulton notes that he was elected captain and officers were appointed. As
well, prisoners were taken along the march — an act more commonly associated with a military
force.1?® Boulton records that some of the settlers in Kildonan were dismayed upon seeing the
Portage Expedition arrive in the community. They felt that a peaceful solution was close to
being reached, “...but the appearance of another armed force on the scene cast all their hopes to

the wind.”130

These fears did not prove unfounded — on the same day as the expedition arrived in
Kildonan, there was a fatal incident. A prisoner of the Canadian Party named Parisien shot and
killed a local settler named Hugh John Sutherland while attempting to escape. Parisien was
himself beaten in retaliation and likely died of his wounds several weeks later. The incident,

combined with the fact that Riel released the prisoners that the Portage expedition had ostensibly
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been organized to rescue, convinced Boulton and his “troops” to end the mission and attempt a

march back to Portage La Prairie.!3!

Many in the expedition never reached their final destination. As part of Boulton’s party
passed about a mile and a half from Lower Fort Garry, they were approached by a group of
mounted and armed Métis taken back to the Fort as prisoners.'®? Riel first threatened to execute
Boulton, presumably for his role as leader of the expedition, but changed his mind after
entreaties for mercy from community members.**® Soon after, Thomas Scott, who had escaped
from Fort Garry alongside Woodington back on 9 January, found himself sentenced to death by
Riel’s provisional government. Unlike Boulton, there would be no reprieve for Scott. On 4
March, the young man was executed by a firing squad outside the walls of Fort Gar