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Reconstructing the ea rly history of the people of the northw estern
plains of Xonh America has been so difficult for the historian that the
task is sti ll far fro m co mpleted. Because the writt en record began very
recent ly, historians ha ve had 10 place a heavy. a nd professiona lly
uncharac teristic. relia nce o n unwritten resources. In effect. thi s has
meant a depe ndence upon archaeology. which has been very useful up
to a POint. But the plains ha ve not been kind to a rchaeologists eit her.
especiall y in Alberta and so uthwestern Sas katchewa n where t he record
has been particula rly difficult to decipbe r.!

It is perhaps not surprising. under these circum stances. t hat it
ca me to he believed that the plain s had not been inhab ited 10any exte nt
befo re the a ppearance of the European-int roduced horse. Such an
eminent aut hority as Clark Wissler wrote in 1907, " the peo pling of the
plains proper was a recent phenomenon due in part 10 the introd uction
of the hor se and the displacement of tr ibes by 1,1, hite scule ment."! Even
as late as 1939. A.L. Krocber co ncurred. adding that in his view. the
plains had deve loped cu lturally "only since the taking over of the ho rse
from Europeans.'?' These two aut ho rities were writing prin cipa lly of
the plain s so uth of the fort y-ninth pa rallel. If their interpreta tion was
co rrect for the south. so the rea son ing went, how much truer must it
have been for the north?
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Today, we kn ow that suc h views were hea vily co nd itio ned by th e

inabili ty of most nin eteenth -cen tury sc ho la rs, a s well a s so me in th e
twentieth cen tu ry. to envisio n man as having been ca pa ble of wres ting
a living from the pla ins before the a dve nt of the horse a nd gu n. ' Here
a rchaeo logy has hel ped to set th e rec or d st rai ght. II is o n the plains,
inclu di ng those of th e north west , that so me of ou r earliest evidence of
human prese nce in No rth A meri ca has been fo und. Th e great a dvances
in arc hae o logy during rece nt yea rs have d ramat ically len gthen ed o ur
histori ca l per spective of man in th e Ame ricas. T he world tha t Euro­
peans labelled "New" when they became aware of it in th e fifteenth
century has tur ned o ut 10 be an yth ing bu t new ; a nd the people wh o
inhabited it. considered by Eu ro pea ns 10 be such a you ng race as to be
still in their cult u ra l AR Cs.1> have a history that ca n claim the d ignif i ed
la bel of "ancient."

It is also a com plex history. Th e develop ment of sto ne and bone
tools represented one of ma n's grea t st rides for wa rd int o tec hn o logical
sophist ica tio n; a nd while suc h a tec hn o logy ca n in a way be regarded as
"s imp le." it was viable o nly beca use ofacu te and carefu l obse rva tio n of
nature-still a basic req uirem ent today. As a genera l rule, a "s imple"
tech nology is effec tive in pro portion as It is based upon shar p and
accu ra te obse rva t io n on th e one hand. a nd su pported by a workable
soci al o rga nizat io n o n th e other. In othe r ....-ords. the in tel ligent
man ip ulati o n of nat ure back ed by su ppo rt ive soc ial s tr uct u res makes
possibl e man 's surv iva l und er cx tre melv di fficult co nd it io ns. T he
process is a d ynamic one; a ltho ug h the rat es ofcha nge can and d o va ry.
at no time ca n a living cu lture be regarded us sta t ic. As fa r ba ck as we
have traced t he prese nce of ma n in Ameri ca . hi s story has been one of
ada pta tio n and alterat ion - so slow as 10 be all but im pe rceptib le in the
beginn ing , but ever so grad ua lly ga in ing moment um. T his process was
not ch aracterized by a co nsis ten t ra te of cha nge. but rather by spurts or
leaps alte rnating with "id ling" peri ods . In t his co ntext, the a rriva l of
Europea ns. hor ses and a ll. is to be viewed as pa rt of an on going
process; the int rus ion may ha ve accelerated o r a ltered patterns of
change. but it d id not initi a te change in itself.

Th e sto ry of th is cha nge o n the northwestern plains is the co nce rn
of thi s paper. Becau se th e tim e spa n is so lon g. from ea rly prehi storic to
Eu rope an-A me rind ia n co ntact. it will be possible 10 trace eve nts onl y
in their b roa d o utlines, but with th e hope that thi s will be sufficient 10
revea l something o f un derl ying patterns. Th e term " no rthweste rn
pla ins" includes th e so ut hern hal ves of Alberta and Sa skatch ewan, t he
eas tern tw o-th ird s of Montana and the north ern third of Wyoming;
however , th e focu s will be o n Alberta and Sas ka tc hewa n.

Early Big-Gam e Hunters (I7,()()()~5,()()O Bep
Th e earliest co ns istent ev ide nce of man on th e Grea t Plains



clusters in the period of 17.000 to 7.000 yea r~ ago. We do haw some
evidence from earlier dates. perha ps eve n as far back as 30.000 B.C. .&
a nd there is tha t ta ntalizin g skeleto n of a n infant foun d under glacial
till at Taber . Alberta . which suggests cons ide rable ant iquity- more
than 22,000 years. and perhaps as much as 60.000.~ But such evidence is
at presen t too scat tered and frugmentarv to be anythi ng more than
suggest ive. With the big-game hunters of 12.000 or 50 yea rs ago we are
on firm ground. Our knowledge of their activities is derived from sites
as ..ociated with kills of mammoth. contem pora ries of giant beaver and
gian t wol ve... of camels a nd horses, species which disappea red du ring
the late Pleistocene megutaunal ex tinctions of abo ut I 1,000 years ago.
We know that long before the inventio n of the bow a nd arro w. pa leo­
Amerindians bunt ed with spears tipped with bone or with lluted stone
points. Very ea rly-c-at least by the t ime of the exti nctio ns-t he "at lat l."
or thrower. appeared . enabling hunters to hurl their spear~ with great
fo rce.w Used in this manner. spea rs haw been aptly described as
"guided missiles"; their effectiveness has been dra matically illustrated
by the discovery of po ints em bedde d in bone. such as the rib of a
masto don or the sca pula of a gia nt bison .

Sites associated with biso n hunt ing date fro m more than IO.<X>O
yea rs ago; the earliest buffalo drive of which we haw a record was a
jump at Bonfire Shelter in southwestern Texas from about that time. I I

The greate..t number of jump sites haw been fou nd in the foot hills of
the Rocky Mo unta ins. where they ou tn umber pounds. The latter were
appa rentl y more co mmo nly used on the ptai ns.'? particularly in such
areas as the Misso uri Co teau. Drive sites arc most frequent in
Saskatchewa n. Alberta. Monta na a nd Wyoming. By whatever means
the herds were harvested. the archaeological record indicates that
buffalo hunting has provided the basis for life on the- plains for at least
as lo ng as j umps huvc been used . It abo tells us that o ur previously held
a nd muc h cher ished picture of ea rly hunters perpetually facing
sta rvation d ocs not eq uate with what we now know to have been t he
case . Alth ough lean times certainly a lternated with periods of plenty.
such cycles were prepa red for from a very ear ly period by d rying or
otherwise preserving meat. Oddly enough. the dog does not seem to
have accom panied man in the America .. du ring distant prehistoric
day..;l.l the earlie st indica tions of its presence - a nd these arc not
und isputed -date fro m a bout 5.000 B.c,

Plain.\ Archaic (5000 BC to nc; A 1J)

Afte r 5.000 B.C.. seasonal nomadism con tinued. largely based on
bison as a food resource. Ho wever. there was a long period called the
Alt ither mal (5000-2500 B.C. ). in which bison appea r to haw been
sca rce o r even a bsent. a nd during which human presence a lso seems to
have been much reduced, particularly in short-grass urea s.!- The
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Altithermal is believed to have been marked by higher tempera tures
a nd increase d aridit y which decimated th e herd s of giant buffalo by
cu tti ng down on th eir food supply. Before the A lut hermal. hunter s
pursued giant bison: afte rwa rd. th e bison available was of th e sma ller
variety with which we a re familiar.'>

Th e end of the Altithcrmal period sa w th e gro wing elab orat ion o f
the buffalo d rive. suc h as the ju mp at Head- Sm ashed-In . Albe rta . and
as ind icate d by camps ites a t Oxbow a nd Lo ng Creek in Sas ka tchewan.
In fac t. sites in gene ra l increased th roughout th e two provinces: a bo ut
12.000 have bee n reco rded in Alber ta alone. be lieved to be a sma ll
pro po rt ion of th ose t hat existed;" thei r numbers refl ect substa ntia l
increases in populat ion . Fro m th is per iod 10 0 we can da te the
appea ra nce of elabo ra te surface assemblages which probably indica te
eastern influ ence. Ii Some sites include seve ra l hund red tipi rings which
extend for miles: it has been esti ma ted t ha t the re a re more tha n a
million such rings sca tte red th roug hout Alberta." They ma y be mute
testimo ny to the a nnua l cycle of buffalo hu nte rs. who in histor ic times
ga thered seasona lly in large camps. for they a re usually exce llent
observat ion posts for wa tching t he mo vemen I of game. a cha racte ristic
which they sha re with med icine whee ls." Wheels fo und on the
Ca nad ian plains. largely in Alberta . seldom exceed 30 feet in d iamete r;
those dating from the proto-h istori c peri od characteris tica lly have fou r
spo kes: ea rlie r onev may have five or eve n mo rc.» Those fo und south
of the fo rty-ni nth parallel arc usua lly more co mp licated in form but a re
far fewer in number.

All these featu res were associated. pa rt icularly in the lat er phase.
with the a ppea ra nce of the small-poi nt weapo ns system to whic h t he
bow a nd arro w belo ngs. This new wea po nry may have been int rodu ced
by peo ples filte ring down fro m th e north . such as th e Athap aska ns,
who reac hed the so uthe rn limits of the plains so metime before the
six teen th cen turv.u Th ese were pro ba bly th e people describ ed by
Spa niards during th e first ha lf of th at ce nt ury as "dog nomads:'
appea ring a t pueblos with as ma ny as five hundred dogs loaded with
the produ cts of the buffal o hunt to trad e for fa rm p roduce as well as for
manufactu red ite ms.

Plains woodlands (250 BC-950 A o,
Th is was the per iod when pla ins cultures. as we kn ow them . began

to develop patterns rese mbling th eir proto-histo rica l forms. Th is seems
to have resulted fro m an accelerat ed infusion of eas te rn influences."
The northern plains co ntinued as the ce nt re for bison hunting. Potter y
was now seen for the first tim e; its ev ide nce indi cat es that an cestral
Kutena i occu pied sout hern Alberta as mu ch as 2.000 years ago .
suppor ti ng o ral t radi tio ns repo rted by Da vid Th ompson. "
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It W 3 !'> also the per iod in which agricultu ral communities appeared
In those a reas of the pla ins where rainfall and the growing season
allowed - fa cto rs which sti ll have to be COni ended wit h."! he Adena
and the later Hopewell cult ural co mplexes. each named from Ohio
sites where thei r dis tinct ive cha rac teristics were first ide ntified. sp read
in from the south . Hopewell ex tended furth er north than Aden a:
mounds a nd burials a fter the pattern of Hopewell ha ve been fo un d in
Ont ario. Manitoba and Sas katchewan. Such traces are also seen in
ceramics. some of which have been found in so uthern Alberta . In t he
north western grasslands generally. hunting and gathering persisted in
cult ura l manifestat ions such as the intrusive Be...ant and the indigenous
Avonlea. At those sites especially. the deve loping complexities of
ritualized . plan ned buffalo d rives have been truccd.>

Plains Village (C)()() A D- I 75{) A IJ)

These soc ial un its "ere cha racte rized by multi-fami ly lodges a t
fixed loca tions; permane nt scnlements fo rtified with dry meats and
stockades: underground sto rage pits . pottery. and a wide range of
a rt ifacts in stone. bone. horn. shell and other materials. The Cluny
Ear th Lod ge village at Blackfoot Crossi ng. a bout 70 miles east of
Ca lgary. ma y have bee n the no rt hernmost mani festat ion of this phase:
according to Hlackfootlcgcnd . it was built by the Crow. in which case it
would be protc -historic.t ' In any event. village life on the high plain s
was di sco uraged by rec urre nt d roughts. to the point of d isappearing
entirely d uring the fifteen t h cent ury ; surviving villages in peripheral
areas . such as the aspen parkland... provide mute testimony to what
o nce had been ." It is interesting that all historic fa rming peoples of the
plain.. speak a Hoka n-Sio uan tongue: this language grou p may well be
the old est in North America .

Bison populations recovered more rap idly than human popul a­
tions fro m th ese drought s. At ab out this time the herd s reached the
immense sizes reported by Fran cisco Vasquez Coronado in the south
( 1541). by Fa ther Simon Le Moyne in the Grea t Lak es region ( 1654)
and Henry Kelsey on the Saskatchewan ( 1690). Their spread cast of the
Mississippi appears to ha ve been com paratively recent. if one is to
j udge from t he ten uous evidence of S panish acco unts; a nd it was not
un til t he lat e eightee nth centu ry that they were seen on the Peace River
west of Lesser Slave l .ake.tt These herd s could well have prevented the
return of village farmers to the high pla ins .2 ~ For instance. Hernand o
De Soto report ed in 1541 that the Amerindian s of Cal uca in nort h­
central Arkansas

... sta ted that thence toward t he nort h. t he country, being very
co ld, was very thinly pop ulated: that ca ttle were in such plenty. no
maize-field co uld be rrotected fro m them. a nd the inhabitants
lived up on the rneat .>
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Colonists who tr ied to farm the pla in... before the exte rminatio n o f
the herds discove red to their sorrow that they were as \ ulnera blc to
depredation ... by bison as their Amerindian predecc......ors had been . :\'ot
only d id the a nimals eat a nd trample cro ps. they were even reported to
have demolished a settle r's ca bin in Pennsylvania about 1770) 0 Th e
movements of such great herds rend ered permanent settlements
extremely precarious. bo th from the physical a s well as the economic
point of view. and they were al so dangerous to hunters on fool.
Canadia n-born ex plore r Louis J ollier . with J esuit Jacques Marquett e
in 1673. reponed bison as being "ve ry fierce ... not a year pa...ses
without thei r killing some savages." Amerindia n a pprecia tion of these
dangers is gra phically presented in a Caddo legend which tells ho w
buffalo ceased to cat human s•.n

Proto-Historic IJI~lTli/() Hunters

-J he buffalo-hunting way of life on the pla ins which today is
considered "trad it iona l" crystallized between IbOO and 1750. depend­
ing on loca lity; in southern Alberta and Sas katc hewa n. it seems to ha ve
appea red du ring the first hal f of the eighteenth century. It was. of
course. base d upo n ho rses. \\ hich not only a ltered the hunt. transpor ­
ta tion and .... arfurc. but also. and perhaps most importa ntly of all.
trade routes. Interest ingly. hor ...es did no t gene rally become a source of
subsis tence in thcmselve e, a ... they had in As ia . J ~ Ho.... ever. to vie w the
changes that d id occur with the introd uct ion of the horse a ... simply
supe rficial. as so me have done. i... to misundersta nd the process of
cultura l evo lution. Technologies cha nge faster than instit utio ns. a nd
inst iun ions change faster than ideologies. In less than two centuries o n
the no rthwes tern plains. the horse in co njunctio n with the fur trad e had
heavi ly a ltered the principal instit utions of plains Amer indian socie ty:
given more time. more profound ideological mod ification... would
probably have been effected as well.H

While there is no doubt that horses were first rein trod uced into the
Americas by the Spania rd .... there i~ co nside rable question as to when
Amerindians bega n to ride a nd ow n the m. In 15·H Viceroy Ant onio de
Mendoza provided mounts for Mexican a llies during a ca mpaig n in
central Mex ico: abou t 1567. the Amerindians of Sonora rod e horses
and used them for food. ' ! S panish stock-raising sett lements in the
southwes t. part icularl y in the neighbo rhood of Sa nta Fe. were ap ­
parcnrly poi nts of diffusion;" as for the Atlant ic seaboard. where
horses had been present since car ly in the seventee nth centu ry. they do
not seem to have crossed the Alleghenies until later. On the sou thern
plains. Amerindians owned horses by 16.10. and may well have had
some a ... earl) as IbOO. Athupaska n-spcak ing Apache .... ere raiding on
horseback by mid-seventeenth century:1" indeed. they evolved Amcnn­
d ian techn iques fo r mou nted wa rfa re. and also had become the
prototype of the mounted buffalo hunter.
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Although horses had such a radical effect on bu ffalo hunting. they
were not universally suited to their new role . Some could nOI overcome
their fear of buffalo and so cou ld not be trained as hunters: among th e
Cree during the last days of bison hunting. only one tipi in ten had a
good buffalo horse, although nearl y all had riding and transport
animals. While running buffalo became uni versall y favoured as a
hunting techniq lie. horses ....'ere al so used for surro unds. wh ich became
more efficien t as a result .!" Jumps began to fall into di su se between
1840 and 1850; the last known use wa s by the Blackfoot in 1873)~

Pounds. on the other hand . co ntinued to he used until the e nd of the
herds. Another e ffe ct of the horse was to eli min a te women from direct
participation in buffalo drives, turning their att ention exclusively to
the preparation of meat and hid es.

Apart from its usefulness for hunting and t ran sport, the horse
both ex tende d and altered trade routes. As a co nse q ue nce 01all thi s, it
became a sym bol of wealth in its own right a nd. a s alwa ys with the
growth of affluence, polarized eco no mic status both between individ ­
uals a s well a s betw een tribes. For e xa m ple. in IS3] a Peiga n chief.
Sackomaph . was reported to own between 4,000 and 5.000 hor ses. 150
of which were killed upon his death. Among tribes, the Assiniboine
and Pla ins Cree had fewer hor ses than the Blackfoot. However , they
were highly ski lled as ho rse raid ers: Da vid Th ompson described a
spec ta cula r raid in whi ch a hand of Assin iboines d isguised as antelope
mad e off with fifty horses from Rock y Mountain House. "

Th e Shoshoni (Snake, Gens du Serpent). seasona l residents of
gra sslands and plateau, arc generall y believed to ha ve been the firs t to
acquire horses on the northwestern plains.~o Th eir so urces were th eir
relati ves to the south , th e Comanch e, a s well as neighbou rs, suc h as the
Coeur d'Alene and Flathead fr om the western plateau and Columbia
River. wh o were early large-scale herders.u Th e S hos ho ni ma y ha ve
em ployed their horses at first principall y for the hunt . presagin g. a s th e
Apa che had done ea rlier, the eme rge nce of th e bu ffalo-based " ho rse
cultu res. " By the IBOs the S hos ho ni were using horses for raiding. a nd
during th e following de cades th ey were feared mounted wa rr io rs of th e
plains.v Unde r th e circumstances, word q uickl y sprea d of the stra nge
animal. "s wift a s a de er." A Cree. Saukamapcc . de scribed to Da vid
Thompson his first enc o un te r with the new arrival. whi ch occurred
while he and some fe llow trib esmen we re hunting in th e territ ory of th e
Peigan . westernmost and most sout he rly of the four tribe s of t he
Blackfoot Confed eracy. Attacking a lon e S hosho ni, the Cree suc­
ceeded in killing his mount. and crowded in wonder ar ound th e fallen
animal whi ch . like the dog, was a sla ve to man and ca rr ied his burden s,
So they ca lled it "Missturim," "big dog'':» later. th e Blackfoot were 10

name it "Ponokamita." "c lk dog ," in recognit ion of its size and
usefulness."
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Historic Residents

At this time, a ll of the yea r-ro und res idents of the northwestern
plai ns were Algonkian or Sioua n spea kers exce pt th e Sars i. who spo ke
an Atbapaskan language and who had broken away from the Heaver.
appa rently not long before the arr ival of Europeans. Eventually, they
becam e pari of the Blackfoot Confederacy. al ong wit h the Siksika
( Black foo t proper). Blood and Peigan ." Linguist ic evidence indica tes
a great time span of occupa tion for the Algonkian -speak ing Black foot
and Gros Ventre. much of it in iso lation from thei r own lan guage
group. Speech similarities bet ween the Blackfoot and the Kutenai ma y
ha rk bad to the time when t he la tter a lso lived in the area . In any
event. the Blackfoot were pr obab ly the first 10a rrive of all the histori c
peopl es still in the region ; cultura l ind ica tio ns a re that they ca me from
the eastern woodla nds." th e so urce of much immigra tion to the
no rthwestern plai ns. Direct ly to the cast of thc Co nfederacy were the
a llied Gros Ventre ("fsina, originally a divivio n of the Arapa ho) who
may have been second to arrive in the region." They share with the
Blackfoot the pro babi lity of being t he "Archithinue" or "Archir hine"
repor ted by Anthony Hend ay in 1 754.4~ If we except the Plai ns
Ojib way (Sa ultcaux. Bungi). who reached Saska tchewa n by the late
eighteent h century, hut who did not es ta blish a major presence on th e
high pluin s.sv the newest a rrivals on th e northwestern plains a rc the
Pla ins. Cree. 'I heir prese nce dates from some time du ring th e seven­
teenth century; their arrival may ha ve been in association with thei r
close allies, the Siouan Assiniboi nc. who probably preceded them. To
the south were the Siouan Crow, who were desc ribed in their territory
of the middle Yello wstone by the Nor'wcster Francois Larocque in
[H05. It has been esti mated th a t a t th e beginni ng of the historic period
th e populat ion o f th e northwestern plains avera ged less than o ne
person per 10 square milcs .v' However . th ere were conside ra ble
fluctuations. Tribes fro m surroundi ng a reas made forays on to the
plains for hunti ng and warefare. such fo rays increas ing in frequency as
the buffalo herds declined and then disappeared from their eastern
ranges after 1850. until their final extermination in Alberta in the
I H80s . ~ 1 All of these peoples, with the exception of the Gros Ven tre an d
Crow. ~1 had been hunter s a nd gat herers from time immemo rial. ..o th at
their shift to pla ins life was from one form of hunt ing to an other.

The opening of the historic per iod suw th e so uthweste rn parts of
the region being domi na ted by the ra iding Shoshon i. They a ppea r to
have been an aggressive people even when they were on foo t; horses
enabled them to extend their field of operations . According to
Saukamapce's description of some of their raids during the first ha lf of
the eightee nth ccmury .u the Shoshoni wore six-ply quilted leat her
ar mo ur an d ca rried shields, but did not at that time have firea rms, as
they had "n o Trader s amo ng them ." ~4 What trad ing co nnectio ns they



2B [)ICKASO~

had were wit h th e so ut h. an d Spaniards \'<..ere relucta nt to include a rms
in such tra nsactions. However. the Shos ho ni sinew-hack bow was an
effic ien t wea po n. part icularly whe n used with metal -tipped a rrows.
and was both more acc urate a nd more re lia ble than gu ns un til abou t
the middle of the nine teenth century . With the pri ncipa l exception of
the Cree. but a lso of the Assiniboi ne a nd Sa ulteaux, it was usua lly
pre ferred by Amerind ians fo r buffalo hunti ng. In 1811, Alexander
Hen ry the Younger repo rted that Peigans would trad e a horse or a gun
fo r such a bOW) 5 The pr incipal eco nomic purpose of the Shosho ni
ra ids seems to have been the acqu isitio n ofca ptive s. who as sla ves were
useful to bot h Ame rindians and Spania rds as well as to the French, and
so had high t rading va lue.

Shifting Power Balan ces

T he acq uisition of the gun by the Co man che. from the French
pushing west of the Mississippi early in the eighteenth century.
inaugura ted the final phase of shifting Amerindian powe r balances on
the plains. The gun. for all its inadequacies at that time. had been
quickly adopted for warfa re for its psychologica l effect as well as for
th e da mage it could do : for one thi ng. it rende red Amerindian armour
ineffective. With in twenty years the Comanche had driven the sti ll
gunless Apache south of t he River Pla ttc.> In the north. the Shoshoni
had no suc h luck : the y first encou nte red gu ns in the hands of their
enemy t he Cree. about the same time as their southern kin smen. the
Coma nche. were acquiring them in trade. T he Cree were blessed with
two sources of the new weaponry: the Engli sh. ",..ho by that time were
established on Hudso n Bay. and the French. who se S1. Lawrence and
Great Lakes network of posts had by 1753 reached into th e northwest
with the esta blishment of Fort SI. Lou is on the Sas katchewan River.
The Shoshon i quickly discovered that thi s new weaponry serio usly
dimin ished t he advantage they had gained from the hor se." But before
they could gain regu lar access to firea rms. the French and Ind ian War
had broken o ut . seriously in ter rupting such trade in the West. By 1770.
British trade rs were back on th e Upper Mississippi and the Sa skatche ­
wan. and were beginning to penetrate into the far northwest: bu t
France as a pow er had all but disappeared from Nort h America. a nd
her jurisdict ion over Louisiana had been tra nsferred to Spain. Thi s
dealt a severe blow to whatever hope s th e Shoshoni might have had of
obta ining enough guns to face their enem ies. As th e Blackfoot. now
mounted. alread y had access to Br itish firea rms. the Shoshoni were
pu shed off the pla ins by the end of the eighteenth century." In
achieving thi s. th e Blackfoot were powerfull y aid ed by epid emics.
especia lly that of 1781- 1782. which to ok a particularly heavy toll of the
Shoshoni.>" By th e turn of the century. the victorio us Peigans. who had
been the tribe of the Blackfoot co nfede ra tes ma inly involved in the
st ruggle. were referring to th e on ce-dreaded Shoshoni as miserable old
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women whom they co uld defeat with sticks and sto nes.ec With th e
removal of th e Shos ho ni threat. th e fragil e alliance of th e Con federacy
with Assiniboinc and Cree lost its pr incipal mot ivati on , and th e two
expanding power gro ups ca me into co llision.

Befor e th is happened . and while th ey were still allies. th e Black ­
fool had obtained th ei r first trade ite ms fro m the Assiniboinc and Cree.
ra ther than directly from Eur opeans. Lingui stic evidence hints that th e
first white men th ey met were French . as th ey designated them as " Rea l
(or Ori ginal ) Old Man Peopl e" ; their term for whites in general was
"Napika wan." "Old Man Person .:" " While the furthest west of the
French esta blishments. Fort S1. Loui s. was located eas t of th e fork s of
the Saska tchewan and thus outs ide Blackfoot territory. it would have
been eas ily accessible to them , However, the first recorded meeting is
the well-known encounter with Anthony Hend ay in 1754-1 755. It has
been estima ted that by that time the Blackfoot were all mounted; but
Henda y's report that the y had horses was greeted with disbeli ef by th e
English on th e Bay./>2 By then , the Blackfoot were well into th eir peri od
of expa nsion: as th e Pcigan pu shed the Shosho ni south and west , t he
Sarsi moved into th e Nort h Sask a tc hewa n basin and the Gros Ventre
occ up ied territori es vaca ted by the Blackfoot around the Eagle Hills.
By 1770. th e territo ry along the eas tern Rockies north of Yellowstone
was controlled by th e Blackfoot Co nfede racy and its alli es. It was
abo ut th is tim e that the Crow ( Hida tsa) first appeared in the sou thern
part of thi s region : they also took up th e fight again st th e Shoshoni.w

The Blackfoot never took to trad ing with Europeans as had th e
Cree and th e Assiniboin e: neith er Henday nor. later , Matthew
Cocking had been abl e to persuade them. or th e Gros Ventre. to mak e
the arduous journey to the Bay. Thi s resistance was due partly to the
fac t tha t they were al read y receivin g trade goods through th e Cree and
the Assiniboine. a nd partl y to a conflict of the demands of the fur trade
with those of buffal o hunting . which provid ed so bountifull y for
them . Late fall and ea rly winter was th e best season for trapping, as
pelt s were th en in their pr ime: it was al so th e best tim e for killing bison
and preparing winte r pro visions. From the soc ia l aspect . trapping was
a fam ily affair, whereas bu ffalo hunt ing involved the whole commun­
ity. Of th e Blackfoot confede ra tes, the Peigan had the mo st heaver in
their territory. and co nsequently becam e th e mo st acti ve as trapper s:
the ot hers. as well as th eir allies, wer e to become provision ers for th e
tra de ra ther than trappe rs for furs, This independ ence of the Black­
foot and Gr os Ventre helped convince the Hud son 's Bay Company to
build Cumberland Hou se (ncar The Pa s) in 1774 an d Hud son Hou se
(west of Prince Alb ert) in 1779. Th ese posts were. however . outside
Blackfoot territory. By th e time the Nor 'W ester s built Fort Au gustu s
on the North Sas katchewa n in 1795. and th e Hudson's Bay Company
had co untered with Fort Edmonton that same year, Blackfoot terri­
tory was ringed with trading posts.s- II was not un til 1799, when the
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Xor' Westers bu ilt the first Rocky Mounta in Ho use. that a post was
established within the Blackfoot sphere of control.

Trading Situation

The trading situation on the plains was complex. compounded by
rivalries be tween tribes. bet ween traders. between traders and Amerin­
dians. as well as between Canada and the U.S .A . Despite their
unwill ingness 10 meet the fur trade on its own terms, the Blackfoot and
G ros Venue fell that they were not as well treated in trade as their
enem ies. the C ree. pa rtic ularly in the case of firea rms.t oT he traders.
especially the independent s. did not help when they treated Ame rin­
di a ns bad ly. as ha ppen ed a ll too frequ en t ly. The resu lta nt ten sio ns
some ti mes eru pted into violence. as in 17g I when Amerindians burned
the pra irie a round the posts. whic h the traders believed was done to
scare game a\.\ay .No When the Xor'westers sought to cross the
mountains and make contact with the Kutena i and other plateau
peoples. the Blackfoot became seriously alarmed . David Thompson
finally succeeded in building a post in Kutenai territory in 1807. which
moved the Peiganv. already disturbed by the killing of two of their
tribesmen by members of the Lewis and Clark expedition shortly
before. to raise a war party. Although Thompson was able to nego tiate
a peacefu l settlement. the unfortunate resu lt for him was that famous
de lay which cost the Nor' Westers the right to claim the mouth of the
Co lumbia fo r Britain." Tha t same year (I H07). a ban d of Blood s and
Atsi na pillaged the first For t Augustus. a nd when the Hudson 's Bay
Company built Pcigan Post (Old Bow Fori ) in 1 ~ J2 in territory
cont rolled by the Blo od s, the latter refused to a How their a llies to trade
there. forcing the closing of the post two years la te r.M Nor did it take
long for the Blackfoot to take advantage of the new international
boundary; they became adept at raiding posts built in that part of their
territory claimed by the United States and then selling the proceeds to
posts north of the border.es The ..ituation "as aggravated by the
American custom of sending out white trappers instead of relying on
Amerindian sources-an act which the Blackfoot considered
trespassing.

It was a change in the charac ter of the fur trade which brought
about beuer rela tio ns between the Blackfoot and traders. In Canada.
this developed because of th e opening 01" the Arhabas ka region. which
res ulted in a grea tly inc rease d dema nd for pem mican 10 provision
lengt hening sup ply lines. Pemmican. a highly co ncentrated foo d. was
pa rticu larly su itab le for th e tra nsportat io n fac ilities of the northern
rou tes which de pended upon the canoe. In the U.S .. the growing
importance of buffa lo robes. encouraged by the development of
transportation facilities. made it practicable to traffic in the bulky.
heavy hides. In either case. developing affluence was manifested in the



"
Silt: o f tipis. which by the 1830:-. could be large enough to accomm o­
date a, man y as 100 pcrso ns.w The nell. co mmerce pla ced a prem ium
upo n th e service.. of women . \10 ho prepared bo th pem mican and hides.
This encouraged polyga my. as well as a yo unger age for brides. Where
pla ins Amerind ia n women had usually marr ied in thei r la te teen s, girls
as young as twelve now d id so . Rarel y co uld a man afford to bu y a wife
before he was 35. however. A.. po lygamy developed. so did a hierarchy
among wives. with the senior wife usually directing the othe rs."!
Wom en tak en in raid s nov. tend ed to be retained by their ca ptors
rat her than to be so ld. a trend tha t became particularly evident after
the fi rst third of the ninet een th century .

Commercialis m an d its concomita nt emphasis o n wealt h affected
ot her social inst itut ion s as well. A grea t man y socie ties appea red. th e
best Kn own o f which were co nnec ted with war a nd the ma intenance of
camp and hunt disciplines. War as a way of life was a com pa ratively
la te development : fo r the Black foot . it became a means of accum ula­
ting wealth. which in turn was a rou te to prestige. Still. somethi ng of
the old ways persisted . fo r alt hough the Blackfoot " ere a major
milita ry power on the no rt hwestern pla ins fo r more than a ce ntury. it
remai ned possible in their socie ty to becom e a ch ief with out go ing o n
the war pat h.n Bravery and generos ity were the requisites. as they were
among th e Pla ins Cr ee and others.

Attics W /{/ /;; /£'III;f' ,\

lhe Gros Ventre. who were esta blished between the forks of th e
Sas katc hewan River when Matthew Cocking visited them in 1772- he
referred to them as one of the tribes of "equestrian na tives" - wcre the
easte rnmost of the Black foot all ies. T he ex pression "G ros Ventre" was
first recorded by Edward Umfrevi lle. who was in th eir territo ry from
17l'i~ to 1788.1) The Blackfoo t term for th ese Algonk ian -speak ing
agriculturalists-tu rned -hu nters was ..Atsina ... "gut peo ple"; they called
themselves " Haanini n," "c halk-me n" o r "men of so ft white sto ne."
They impressed Cocking no t only with their ski ll as buffa lo hunters.
but also in their customs and man ners. which hc-found more like those
of Europ eans."! A later fur tra der. how ever . descr ibed them as "lazy'
and " treac herous." good only at steali ng horses." an opinion probably
ba sed on nothing more substant ia l tha n on poor trad ing rela tio ns.
Weak ened by the ra vages of the great epidemic of 17l'! I-17M2. the Gra s
Ventre began to be pushed so uth an d cas t by the Assiniboi ne and Cree.
In 1793. a key battle was fought near South Branch House. when Cree
wiped ou t a Gros Ventre ba nd .... hich had numbered six teen lodges.
Ap paren tly the ir a llia nce with th e Blackfoot was not on a \'ery secure
basis : " as they received little. if any. help from them .

Such incide nts grea tly exace rba ted the resentment shared by the
Gros Ventre a nd the Blackfoot tow ard the trading success of th e Cree
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and Assinibcine. which mad e possible the latter's superio rity in
firea rms. In the eyes of the Gras Ventre. the traders were in effect allies
of their ene mies. so they res po nde d to the Cree raid by a ttacki ng fur ­
trade posts such as Manchester Hou se (on Pine Island. Sas katchewan
River). which they looted in 179.3. and in the dest ruction of the
Hud son 's Bay Company's South Bran ch House the follo wing year. In
both cases, nearby Nor'Westcr fo rts had been a ble 10 defend them­
selves. Such raids. of co urse . o nly compounded the trad ing difficulties
of the Gr as Ventre. who apparently were responsible for pillaging
Chesterfield Hou se at the mouth of the Red Deer River in 1826; in an y
event. grou ps of them su bseq uen tly fled south 10 the head waters of the
Missouri . where they joined thei r Arapa ho kinsmen. " T he disappea r­
ance of the Gros Ventre from the Saskatchewan basin meant tha i the re
was no lon ger a buffer between Blackfoot a nd the Assiniboine-C ree.
who were thus in d irect conflict.

The first Europea n ment ion of C ree and their a llies. the Assini­
boines (Stoncys). is in the J esu it Relati on s for 1040. when the lauer arc
referred 10 first as the "A ssinip our" and later (1657) as "Assi ni­
poualak." "Warriors of Rock ," The Assiniboinesca me to the att ent ion
of the French becau se of their connect ion with the Ottawa River
trading system." A Sio uan-speaki ng people. they appa rently broke off
from the Yank tonai Dak ot a sometime a rou nd 1600. moving no rth a nd
west . with so me moving northeastward into rhc boreal forest. Accord­
ing to Da vid Thompson. the ru pt ure had not been peaceful. with the
brea kaways esta blishi ng themselves on the Red River a nd along the
right ha nk of the Saskatchewan River to the foothills. " As the
Assiniboines became more firmly associated with the fur trade. thei r
a lliance with t he Cree and other Algonkian spea kers st rengthened . as
did their hostili ty 10 their kinsmen. the Sioux.

The Cree. the mos t widespread of nort hern Amer indians. were
first identified by the French as " K ristinaux" or " Kiltistinaux": like the
Assmi boi ne. they were connected with t he Ottawa a nd Huron Hading
systems. Soon. however, they were in di rect t radi ng contact with the
Frenc h in wha t is no w no rthern Qu ebec. to the east of Hudson Hay. as
well as north of Lake Super ior. By 1684. the French had bui lt a post on
Lake Nipigon to trade with the C ree a nd their Assinib oin c a llies in the
area.se by thai time. other bands of Cree were act ively trad ing with the
English on the Bay.e! Kelsey noted in 1690 that both Cree and
Assiniboinc were well a rmed. a situa tio n which enco uraged an a lready

. evide nt trend toward ex pa nsion. By 1730. Pierre Gault ier de Varennes
et de La Ver end rye report ed a detachment of Cree sou th of the
Saska tchewa n. which the sto ries of Saukama pee support.w The Cree
prob ab ly entered t he northwestern plains by two rou tes. the Sas k­
a tche wan to the no rth a nd the Assiniboine and its tributaries to the
south . That they nourished in the plains environment despite the
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decimations of the smallpox epidemic of 1776~ 1777 and later is
witnessed by the number of bands which developed between the
Qu'Appelle Valley an d Edmonton-eight, all told.w In the forests of
the north, the Cree were fina lly stopped and pushed back by the
Chipcwyans. although band s raided as far as the Mackenzie basin in
1820, the farthest poi nt of their ex pa nsio n.v In the southwest, they
were sto pped by t he Blackfoot , with whom they had o nce been in
sporadic alliance when the Shoshoni were a common enemy. By the
ea rly nineteenth century, Cree and Blackfoot conside red each other
their worst foe.

Whether or not the Cree were introduced to plain s life by the
Assiniboine, as some have maintained. underlying similarities between
custo ms of northeastern woodlands and northwestern plains meant
that adaptation was not difficult . By 1772, Cree were impound ing
bison , but preferred the gun to the bow for the hunt , in contrast to
peoples longer established o n the grassla nds. However, buffalo hunt­
ing lessened dependence upon the fur trade ; bands of Cree acting as
bunters for particu lar post s, known as the " home guard ," were more a
phenomenon of the northern forests." although they were not un­
known at the posts of the park land s or prairies , as for example at Fort
Pembina.

Reduced depend ence on the fur trade affected relationships with
trad er s, and it was the Plains Cree who were involved in one of the
most widely remembered confrontations. It occurred in 1779 in
react ion to the call ous behaviour of a group of independent traders at
Fort Montagne d'Aiglc (Eagle Hills Fort). on the Saskatchewan
between Eagle Hill Creek and Batt le River. Two traders were killed
a nd the rest forced to flee; the post was abandoned , and was apparent ly
never permanently reoccupied . The incident also caused the abandon­
ment that same yea r of the Nor'Wester Fort du Milieu and Upper
Hudson Hou se of the Hud son 's Bay Company. Nor was this an
isolated occurrence. For just one more exa mple, it was the Cree who
were participants in a melee in 178 1 at Fort des Trembl es on the
Assiniboine that result ed in the death of three trader s and between 15
and 30 Amerin dians. Only the outbreak of the 1781- 1782 sma llpox
epidemic prevented large scale retaliations again st the tradcrs.w The
much-vaunted peaceful coo peration considered to be characteri stic of
the fur trade in the northern forests was no t so evident on the plain s.

In spite of this, the converging influences of the hor se and the fur
trade fos tered an efflo rescence of plains cultures, whose go lden years in
the northwest are usually dat ed from 1750 to IH80 . The hor se
facilitated the exploita tion of the buffalo herd s and the exte nsion of
overland routes; the fur trade mad e available a new range of goods , but
even more important ly, provided new markets for products of the
hunt. Thi s meant that as long as the herd s lasted, plain s Amerindians
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were able to hold their own and indeed to reach new heights ofcultural
expression as their sociei tes became increasingly complex. The y were
even abl e to overcome to a large extent the demographi c d isasters of
introduced di seases. But th ey did not have time to mak e their own
accommodations to the disappear an ce of the herd s upon which a ll this
was based ; it was th e dramatic sudde nness of that eve nt which
ca tapulted matters beyond th eir co ntrol.

Th is Ilouri shing of a culture soon to die was not unique to the
pla ins. It had pre viously occurred in th e eas tern woodlands. for
exa mple. among the Ojibway. Woods Cr ee a nd Iroquois; and it
occurred simu lta neously a nd co ntinued so mewhat later on the west
coast. where on e of its mo re spectacu lar manifestat ions was the
burgeoning of tot em po les. no t to ment ion the appearan ce of bu tto n
blankets and a rgillite ca rving. Rut in shee r art ist ry of dr ess. the
mo unt ed plainsman ac hieved an elegance vvhich has never been
sur passe d ; as an expressio n of the nomadic buffa lo- hunting way of life.
he was his own piece ell' resis tance.

Summarv

To co nclude. ther e is now no dou bt as to the cons idera ble ti me
span of human habita tion on th e northwestern plains . Indeed. some of
our most a ncient a rchaeol ogical records ha ve been discovered here. In
Albe rta . for insta nce. there is Head -Smashed-In Buffal o Jump an d the
Major-ville Ca irn and Medicine Wheel site. both of which have yielded
evide nce of co ntinuo us hu man use fo r 5.000 years or mor e. In
Saska tchewa n. Oxb ow an d Long Creek ca mpsi tes show a similar
lengt h of habitat ion . However. arc haeo log ical evide nce has not been
fo und to support the hypoth esis that early migrating Siberia ns fo und a
corridor in the op en lands eas t of th e mountains." th ose histo ric plain s
trib es which did origina te in th e northwest . all Atha pas ka n-spcakcrs.
a rrived compa ra tive ly rece ntly. Ancien t Amerindians of the plai ns
appea r to ha ve had more con nect ions. however remot e. ind irect and
sporadic. with the easte rn and northeastern woodl ands. as well as with
the civilizat io ns of the Mississippi, the pu eblos of the southwest. a nd
even tenuou sly with Mexico . S imilarly. when th e horse and Europea n
trad e goods ap pea red o n the no rthwestern plains, they filtered in from
th e so uth as well as fro m t he eas t and northeast. When Eur opean s firs t
began to colonize rnai nla nd Amer ica d uring th e six teent h ce ntury. they
often com pared Amerindians with what they imagi ned thei r own
Stone Age an cestors to ha ve been like. and eve n so meti mes with the
peop les of cla ssica l a ntiqu ity. In the burly-burly of conque ring the
land . th at mo re genero us perspecti ve was often overloo ked. As
a rchaeo logy reveal s the ric hness a nd a ntiq uity of our preh istor ic
heritage. and as its link s with the histo ric present arc slo wly traced out.
we would d o well to re-evalu at e our perception of Ca nada as a "new
world" w itho ut traditions of civili ...aticn before the arrival of
Euro pea ns.
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Natural Hislo" . 19M. 1-19.
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EfjixwI, Regina. Sas katchewan Museum of Natura l History. 19f15,
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William j) ll n~ an Stron!:. H[he!'lain, Cuhure A re~ i n Ihe 1.i!:h101 Areh;' cology." Am,', i, a"
A rJlh"'I" ,I,,~i.\l XXX \' (1'1.1 .11. hdd thai hon.e nomado.m re pre,,-,"o lcd nO mo re Ihan a Hlh,n
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U, d e. IlId ,,,,,, Clf tM H'1(h 1'/,,"1" ' o rma n. t m\tf"l\ of OUahnma Press, 19~9 . 121. IB-
3.t ' .
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