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ABSTRACT. The work of the Catho lic Church in Western Ca nada began in 1818 but was
limited in scope by a sho rtage of ma npower and the vastness of the territory to be covered.
Progress was slow unt il the arr ival in 1845 of missionaries of the Obl at e Order of Mary
Immaculate, an Order which had committed itself strongly to working in the Nor th West. The
effor ts of members of this O rder on the prair ies ove rthe followi ng th irty yea rs or so are the subject
of this pa per. The estab lishment of missions th ro ugho ut t he a rea, the views of the Oblates on the
Indians, their study of the India n lan guages, their role as peace mak ers a nd their genera l co ntr ibu
tion to the deve lopment of the West a re eac h reviewed. In the process, a partial picture emerges of
some of the personages involved , especially Tache and Lacombe.

R ES UM E
L'Eglise Ca t ho lique co rnmenca son oeuvre dan s l'Ouest du Ca nada en 1818 mais trouva son

champ d'action limite, a ca use d'un manqu e de main d' oeu vre et de l'etendue du territoire a
couvr ir. Les progres furent lents jusqu'a l'a rr ivee, en 1845, de missio nna ires de I'ordre des Oblats
de Marie Imrnacu lee, ord re q ui s'etai t fo rte ment engage a travai ller dan s Ie Nord-Ouest. Cet
expose por te sur les efforts entre pr is par les memb res de cet Ordre dan s les Prairies, durant les
tr ente an nees suiva ntes. Yso nt et ud ies, tou r atour, l'eta blissernent des missions dan s la region , les
opinio ns des O blats sur les Indi ens, leur etude des lan gues ind iennes, leur role de pacificateurs et
leur contri but ion genera te au deve loppernent de l'O uest, Du ra nt cet ex pose, on verra erner ger un
port ra it pa rtiel de qu elqu es-u ns des personnages en que st ion, tou t part iculierernent Tache et
Lacom be.

INTRODU CTION

T he work of the Catholic church in the West began in 1818, when
Bishop Octave Plessis of Quebec appointed Father Norbert Provencher
as th e head of the new permanent mission in Red River. I Provencher,
accompanied by Father Severe Dumoulin and the young Guillaume
Edge, left Montreal on May 19,1 818 and reached Red River on July
16. The instruc tions which they had received from Bishop Pless is on
April 20 were very detailed. ?and committed them to a very demanding
and ambitious program of missionary work.

The first priority spelled out in the instructions was to work
among the Indians, but P rovencher was unable to do much in thi s
direction for so me years. He was plagued by a drasti c shortage of ma n
power. Between 1818 and 1845, he received only twelve diocesan
priests, most of whom returne d within a few yea rs to their Quebec
diocese," and never had mo re than four pri ests at th e same time. 4 Yet he
was expected to cover a territory extending from what is now Ontario
to the Rockies and from the United Sta tes to the Arctic Ocean.

Ed itor 's not e: In the previous issue of Prairie Forum for Fall , 1978 we publi shed the transla
tion by Fa ther Ca rr iere-of a letter written in 1851 by Bishop Tache at lie ala Cross e to his mother,
concerning his work among the Chipe wyans: we believe that thi s was the first t ime the lett er had
been publish ed in English . Th e pap er publ ished here is a broad summary of the work of the Oblate
missionaries in the North West which forms a useful acco mpa nimen t to the Tache letter.
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With the few workers at his disposal , P rovencher did his best to
orga nize this vast territory, firs t at Red Ri ver itself where he
established schools, for bo ys in 1818,5 a nd for girls in 1829.6 He al so
in troduced weaving and founded a few sett leme nts in th e colon y. Later
he worked at Pembina, now in No rth Dak ot a, which had to be
abandoned by order of the Hudson's Bay Company in 1823 when it
became known that the m ission was on th e American side of the
border. " Provencher thus transfer red it to White Horse Pla in or St.
Francis Xavier. 8

In spite of his sincere desire to work fo r the Ind ian s which he had
man ifested in a letter to Bishop P less is on the eve of his depa rture from
Mon treal." Provencher had to wai t unt il 1833 to esta blish a true Ind ian
missio n. In 1831 he rece ived a new missio na ry in the person of Antoine
Belcourt, who had studie d the Algonkian lan gu age for so me months in
Oka, Quebec. Belcourt co nti nued his st udies at Red River before
establi shing in J833 the Saint P aul M ission on the left bank of the
Assiniboine R iv;;-r~~caued P ra irie <\-Fou-rniersome30 miles
west of Red Ri ver. It was henceforth known as Saint Paul des Sauteux.
This mi ssion a mong the Saulteaux Indians was never very successful,
despite the optim ist ic re ports wri tten by Belcourt a nd the re latively
large ou tlay of money which had been req ui red to esta blish an agricul
tural colony and erect th e nec essa ry buildings. The Sau teaux gave per 
mission for the-baptism of their child ren, but th conversion of adults
was almost im possi ble. "?~----- ~

_A .second Indian m issio n was also organized by Belcourt at
Wabassimong [White. D og], at the j unc tion of the Winnipeg a nd
English Ri vers, in 1838. Foun ded on th e sa me basis as Saint Paul des
Sauteux, it had even less succ ess, pro ba bly du e to the fact that it had no
resident priest. Br ief visits were also made by various pries ts to Lake
Man ito ba, Duck Bay, Swa n R iver , T he Pas, Qu'Appelle, Fort Pelly,
and Carlton, whil e Wabassimong a nd Ra iny La ke were visited eve ry
year. T hen came th e mission of Lac Sainte A nne (near Edmonton),
visited in 1842 and esta blish ed as a res ide ntial mission in 1844.

These were the apparently meagre results of more tha n twenty
five years of hard labour on the part of Provencher and his priests.
However, one must bear in mind the small number of priests and the
lack of material su pport in those early years. Father Provencher was
made a Bishop on February I, 1820, and he saw his territory separated
from the d iocese of Quebec on April 16,1844. He was thus left to his
own resources. The di ocese of Quebec was no longer responsible for
the missions of the North West. Provencher now had fo ur missions
with resident priest s (Saint Boniface or Red River, White Horse Plai n
o r St. F rancis Xavier, Saint Paul des Sauteux and Lac Sainte Anne).
There were a lso four schools in the diocese with a total attendance of
about 140 students.
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Over th e years, Provencher had ma de a number of req ues ts to
Quebec for missionaries other than priests of tha t diocese, for he
co ntended that successful ministry to the enormous a rea which he
adminis tered from Red R iver co uld not be ac hieved through the
diocesan priests. He felt that as long as these priest s came to th e N orth
West with the in tention of returning in the no t too distant future to
Q ue bec, they wo uld "make little effort to learn the langu age." !' In
1844, Provencher was a t last successful wit h one of these pleas. Afte r
hearing of the death on J une 4, 1844 of Fathe r Edoua rd Darveau,
d ro wned at Duck Bay on Lake Winnipegos is;' ?he as ked Bishop Igna ce
Bourget of M ontrea l if Bo ur get wou ld send some priest s of th e Oblate
order to the Red River.

The Oblates at this time were working in Bour get' s diocese; th ey
had been founded as The Oblate Missionaries of Mary Immaculat e in
France in 1816, had acce pted Canada as t he ir first mission field , an d
had arrived in Mo ntreal on December 2, 184 1. P ro ven cher him sel f had
been instru ment al in int roducing th e O blates into th e d iocese of
Qu ebec early in 1844 to ta ke care of the India n miss ions ofJames Bay,
Temiskaming, La brador and the No rt h Shore of th e St. Lawrence. He
felt , therefore, that he had some clai m to th eir help . His reques t to
Bishop Bourget met with success.!' and in the fa ll of 1844 Bourget
wrote on Provencher's behalf to Bisho p Eugene de Mazeno d, th e
founder of the Oblates, in Marseilles:

His Lords hip th e Bish o p of Juliopolis [Proven ch er's epi sco 
pa l title] , to whom you owe, after God, the int rod uction of your
Fathers in the Di ocese of Quebec, by a letter dated July 30 last ,
tells me of th e dea th of one of his missionaries. .. . The worth y
Bishop, who has wo rked since 1818 for the establishment of the
faith in the North West terri to ries of A merica, begs me to convey
his most sincere wishes to have so me of yo ur pri est s to help him
cultivate the unp ro d uctive vine co nfided to him by the Head of the
fam ily. He tells yo u, with a n accent of confide nce, A dj uva m e.r'
Yo ur heart, like Saint Paul's, will not be a ble to resi st such a
pressing inv ita tio n. This good Bishop th inks th at in order to treat
the ho no ura b le Hud so n's Bay Company, the ma ster of this
im mense te rr itory, with co ns idera tio n, th e firs t p riests sent to him
sho uld be Cana dians . I think it would be possible to give him satis
faction by making a few changes here WI th th e priests you wo uld
sen d because vocations co ntinue to blossom a mo ng the subjects of
this diocese.. ..

In my mi nd, th is is a beautifu l miss io n a nd sur ely the
opportun ity shou ld not be missed.' >

Mazenod had a lread y met Provenche r in Paris in 1836 and was fa
vourably disposed towards his work in the Nort h West. He wrote a
letter to Bishop Joseph Signay of Queb ec on Decem ber 5, 1844 , 16
au tho rizing Signay to send tw o O blate priests (the O bla te O rder had
on ly fifty priests at the time) to Red River. Signay transmitted this
good news to Proven cher and ex pressed t he ho pe that t hese two priests
wo uld soon be followed by other Oblates. 17
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T he assignment was given to Father Pierre Aubert and Bro ther
Alexandre. T ache. Thus began the long association between the
Oblates and the native peo ples of the North West. Tache was at this
time a novice and not a n ordained priest, a fact whic h prompted so me
harsh remarks from Bishop Pro vencher on the arrival of Tache and
Aubert at R ed River on August 25, 1845. " If you are not a pr iest," he
remarked "you should have stayed home!"18 He also muttered, "They
are sending child ren when men are required!"19 No one, of course,
could have fo reseen Tache's long association with the North West no r
the fact that he would even tually succeed Provencher and become
indeed the most prolific Oblate writer on the Indians. Tache was in fact
ordained on October 12 of that sa me year. With the arrival of these first
two O blates, the diocese of Red River was now assured of a constant
flow of missionaries which, alt hough inadequate for the gigantic task
to be underta ken, was nevertheless sufficient to ensure the survival and
development of the missions.

T HE OBLATES AND THE NORTH WEST MISSIONS

The Red River Area

The Oblates spent their first winter at St. Boniface studying the
Saulteaux language and ministering to the whites and Metis of the
colony an d of White Horse Plain. Father Aubert was the first Oblate to
work among the Indians. He visited Wabassimong in June, 1846 but
without success; the Indians were totally indifferent and no traces of
Christianity were to be fou nd among them. Not one individual could
make the sign of the Cross, the most elementary Catholic practice.
Agriculture, which some thought to be a preliminary step towards
Christianization, was non-existent; the Indians had no use for it.
Aubert contended that it was an error to begin civilizing the Indians
through agriculture before establishing solid foundations of Christian
teaching.P Bishop Provencher once said, "it would have been better to
have a little less ploughing and a little more catechism."21

Aubert, accompanied by Father Henri Faraud, returned to
Wabassimong the following year with the same result: their efforts were
in vain. The indifference of the Saulteaux was almost complete. Greed,
avarice and drunkenness-results of the contact with the whites-not
only turned the Indians away from religion, but prompted many to
convince others not to embrace Christianity."

This new failure persuaded Aubert that nothing could be done at
this time for the Saulteaux. Provencher thought likewise and, instead
of working in vain, he preferred to send his missionaries to tribes living
in the western part of his diocese who were asking for priests. The
mission at Wabassimong was temporarily but reluctantly abandoned.
According to Bishop Tache, writing many years later, the Protestants
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who came after the Catholics met with the same lack of success. P

The mission at Duck Bay, on the west shore of Lake W innipegosis,
founded by Thibau lt in 1840 and la ter entrusted to the care of Da rvea u,
ex perienced a similar fate . Father Francois Berm ond establ ished him
self at the mission in 1847, but the Indians did not respond to the efforts
of the priest and the mission was abandoned until 1861, although
Christians settled in the area were visited more or less regularly from
Saint Boniface.c' Bermond wrote: "I think God does not want the
Saulteaux since they want so little of Him and his priest."25

lie a fa Crosse

After the failure of the mISSIOns around Red Ri ver, Bisho p
Provencher resolved to send his priests to a new field. lie ala Crosse, in
what is now nort hern Saskatchewan, became the first lasting mission
of the Oblates in the No rth West. The place had been visited by
T hibault as early as t he spring of 1845; he stayed for three weeks and
was very muc h p leased wit h t he response of the Chipewyan Ind ians.
T hibault met about eighty families extremely eager to lea rn about
God, and the priest was of the opinion that it was impossible to find
Indians better disposed to accept the teachings of Catholicism. His
repo rt to Red River was so enthusiastic that Provencher decided to
es tablish a permanent mission at Ile a la Crosse as soon as feasible.
With the arrival of the Obla tes in the su mmer of 1845, he decided th a t
th e time had come, a nd ,the next spring he arra nge d for two
missionaries to make the trip in a canoe offered by George Simpson of
the Hudson's Bay Company.

Fathers Louis Lafleche, a diocesan priest and future Bishop of
Trois-Rivieres, Quebec, and Alexandre Tache, O.M.1. were appointed
for the new venture . They left St. Boniface on July 8, 1846, with the
o rder "to go as far as poss ib le to bring the glad tidings of sa lvat io n to
the Ind ian people of the North West."26 They reached l ie ala Crosse o n
September 10 and were welcomed with great joy by the Ind ia ns while
Rod erick McKenzie, who was in charge of the Fort, provided generous
hospitality and accommodation. During the course of the winter of
1846-47 Tache visited Green Lake and Reindeer Lake; he returned to
the mission in June. ??The summer was then spent in preparing a sma ll
garden and minis tering to the Indians who came to th e Fort. In
August, Tache travelled to Portage La Loche a nd Athabasca.

'""- All this activity shows that the founding of the mission at li e a la
Crosse was an important stepping stone towards the Nort h, the
penetration of which was in accord with the orders of the Bishop to go
"as fa r as possi ble." T he work of th e Catholic missionaries in the vast
districts of Athabasca and Mackenzie had also begun, a nd soon a
string of missions was esta blished in these remote pa rts of the country:
Fort C hipewya n ( 1847), Fort Reso lution (1852), Fond du Lac [S ask at-
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chewa n] ( 1853), Fort Simpso n (1858), Fort Providence ( 1858), Fo rt
Norman ( 1859), Fo rt Good Hope ( 1859), Fort Rae (1859), Fort Lia rd
( 1860) a nd Peel R iver (1860). By 1870, many of these posts had a
resident pries t.I"

The work at lie a la Crosse seems to have progressed to Tache's
sa tisfaction. He wrote to his mother on June 27, 1848:

Our Chipewyans are receptive to the ins tructions of Father
Lafleche and appear to make rapid progress in virtue ...

The Cree of this post seem to be softening a little. Some have
already come to see us and have begun to receive instruction. It is
possib le that a visit among them would be successful in att racti ng
a few mo re. It is among these infidels that we see the efforts of th e
father of lies to keep ensnared those who a lready belong to him.
On our arrival here, some of these Cree, perhaps more wicked
th a n the ot hers, spread all sorts of rumours among their brothers,
so that many were frightened and dreaded seeing us, regarding us
as great sorcerers who, by the power of our magic, could bring a ll
kin ds of ca lamities upon th em. These foolish prejudices have now
partly disap pea red. The rela tions we ha ve had Wi th some of them
have sho wn that we are not man-eaters and that we have come so
far only to do them good.

It is strange to hear the stories told about us. Among the
Chipewyans these stories are all in our favour; they depict us as
extraordinary men , just as Mohammed did in speaking of himself.
The Cree, on the con trary, picture us as hideous mo nsters, if no t in
form, at leas t in character.s?

From the same period, we have an interesting and external testi
mony concerning the two missionaries. Sir John Richardson, who
passed through lie a la Crosse on his way to the Arctic in 1848, wro te:

[T he Catholic missionaries] applied themselves to the study
of languages and were soon enabled to teach many of their
converts to read and wri te. By sympathising with their people in
all their distresses, taking a strong interest in every thing that
concerns them, by acting as their physicians when sick, and
adyisers on all occasio ns, the pr iests of the Missio n have gained
their entire confidence .w

Richardson also said some things which Tache took exception to . He
quotes Richardson as writing:

Canadian priests from the Red River colony went annually to
Methy Portage [in the District of lie a la Crosse]. ... on these
occasions, members of the Indians were ba ptized, a considerable
inducement to submit to the rite bei ng the present of a piece of
tobacco.... 31

Tache wa s displeased by this observation and denied it as
emphat ically as Richardson had affirmed it:

[this is the picture that Sir J.R. gives of the Catholic
mis sionaries of lie a la Crosse], that they would bribe the Indians
with a piece of to bacco to agree to baptism. No, no , this is not so.
If there are "Tobacco Chnstians" or "Pemmican Christians" in
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this country, they are not our work. We gladly leave the honour
and merit to whom it concerns; it would be injustice on our part to
try and deprive them of it , because we have not the slightest right
to it. Far from it, we have a rule never to give anything to those we
instruct, so that they may not be misled on the nature of our
ministry among them. Those who know us know it as well as
myself. It would be unwise on our part to use such a means of
winning over the Indians; we would have no chance of success; the
battle would be too unequal and the victory would go to those
who have more tobacco, pemmican, etc. than we have. Far from
using tobacco to win over the Indians, in this respect, as in any
thing else , we have at once attacked prejudices, by refusing the
pipe of tobacco, the universal sign of peace and friendship among
them. As we brought them the peace "that the world does not give
and which surpasses all understanding," we gave them the Cross
as their standard, so that the sight of the sign of our redemption
might remind them that the Son of God died on that Cross to
bring us true peace.V

A little farther on, after quoting Richardson's favourable comment
on the missionaries, Tache adds:

This is more reasonable, more just and more true than the
"piece of tobacco" and nevertheless the two assertions are made
by the same au tho r and on the same page, So true is it that when
one writes for a biased public, one must insinuate something un
favourable when it is necessary to spea k in praise of those one
knows the readers do not like. P

In 1849, although the mission received the help of the first brother,
Louis Dube, who spent the rest of his life at I le a la Crosse, there were
some sad moments. Abbe Lafleche was ill and was recalled to St.
Boniface, and the revolution in France threatened to exhaust the
ability of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith to support the
Oblates. The life of the mission was in danger, but Tache and his new
companion Faraud were determined to stay at all costs. They sent a
letter to their immediate Oblate superior in St. Boniface, Father Pierre
Aubert:

Reverend Father, the news contained in your letter afflicts us,
but does not discourage us; we know that you have our mission at
heart and , for ourselves, we cannot accept the idea of deserting
our dear neophy.tes and numerous catechumens. We hope it will
always be possible to secure altar bread and wine for the Holy
Sacnfice. Besides this source of consolation and strength, we ask
but one thing from you, that is, permission to carryon our
mission . The fishes of the lake will suffice for our existence, the
hides of the wild animals for our clothing. For pity's sake, do not
recall US. 34

The mission was kept up. Tache, wh o was in charge after the
departure of Lafleche in 1849, had to leave for a while in 1851. He had
been appointed Bishop on June 24,1850, learned of this promotion in
February, 1851 and was called to France fo r his consecration. '> Tache
stayed only a litt le while in the old co untry and was back at Red R iver
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on June 27, 1852 , leaving on July 8 fo r lie a la Crosse where he
remained until the death of P rovencher in 1853, mi niste ring to the
Ind ians and visiting the va rious posts as a n ord inary pri est. Tache had
also brought new men to Red Riv er with him ; by 1852, th e Oblat es had
nine pri ests and two brothers in th e d iocese, bes ides four secula r
priest s.

In 1854, he left th e mission and went to S t. Bon iface to assume his
new duties. But he came back soo n afterwa rds, with Father Vital
Grandin, O. M. I. , futu re Bish op ofS t. Albert, in th e co urse of an ex te n
sive tou r of th e missions of the North West. The mission at lie a la
C rosse continued to flourish , a nd th e mission a ries were a lways sa tis
fied with the co nduc t of the ir floc k, especia lly of the Chipewyans.
Material a nd spiritua l development went hand in hand . A beautiful
little church was built, as well as a house fo r th e pr iests and a no ther o ne
fo r th e Grey Nuns of M ontreal who a rr ived in 1860 a nd opened a
school attended by so me fift een children, a sma ll hospital a nd a ho me
for th e crippled a nd aged.> lIe a la Crosse became kn own as the
"Crad le of th e Bish op s of th e Wes t," since Bishop Lafl eche, Tache,
G randin and Faraud all began th ei r missionary life the re.

Portage La Loche and Reindeer Lake

T hiba ult, the firs t missionary at lIe a la C rosse, was a lso th e first
Catholic priest to visit Po rtage La Loche, in 1845. Tache becam e the
firs t Oblat e to visit th e post on his way to At ha basca in 1847 a nd 1848.
He was most im pressed by the att itude of th e Indians. Severa l other
priests passed th rough the Portage at various int ervals, but th e mission
was no t es ta blished as ar~y un til 1895. It is di fficu lt to acc ura tely
assess th e success of th is mission in th e ea rly years, for its reco rds were
lost in th e fire which destroyed th e mission building at l ie ala Crosse in
1867. A ll we kn ow is that the re were three hundred Ch ipewya ns
visiting th e post in 1883.37

Lafleche a nd Tache passed through Fort Charly [Reindeer Lake]
in A ugust, 1846 on their way to lie a la Crosse and ga thered info rma
tion whic h gave them ho pe for the establishment of a mission.
R od erick Mc Kenzie of lie ala Crosse urged Tache to spend some time
among th e Ind ians of Reind eer Lake, but d ue to his inexperience at the
time, the pr iest declined to do so unti l 1847 . He was encouraged by the
attitude of th e nat ives and spe nt two months with them ." He returned
aga in in 1848, bu t as the only priest in lIe a la C rosse in 1849 he was
un able to visit the post at Rei ndeer Lake th at yea r a nd it was
a ba ndo ned u ntil 1860, when Father Vegreville was sen t there for fear
tha t the Prot esta nts migh t decide to open a resident ial mission. He was
able to reopen the mission in 1861 , but it was a ver y poor mission . The
fac t th a t the Ind ian s never came in large groups and that they stayed
for on ly a short while was another source of difficulty in instructing
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th em properl y. In o rde r to overcome this obstacle, th e missionaries
decided to visit th e Indians in their camps to begin or pursue their
religi ous instruction . Progress wa s slow, but a schoo l wa s established
under the care o f Brother Guillet in 1862, and by the end of 1865 the
mission was beginning to sho w so me promise. By 1876 , about eight
hundred Chipewyans were visit ing the post and Father Gaste, then in
charge, confirmed that the attitude of his Catholics was improving and
th e practice of religion was almost general.

Fort Qu 'Appelle-i-Lebret

The F ort Qu'Appelle area wa s not visi ted freq uently by th e
Catholics in th e ea rly part of the nineteenth ce ntury. We know that
Provencher went there in 1819 but apparently without too much
suc cess." Other short visits were made after that date , but it was not
until 1864, wh en Tache pa ssed through the Qu'Appelle Valley and
found the place enchanting.w that any significant efforts were made.
Although a Protestant mission had been in operation between 1842
and 1859, Tache decided to serid a priest , for he saw the ravages caused
by liquor. He promised the few Catholic families that he would come
back the following yea r and es ta b lish th e mission. On October 6, 1865,
the Bishop was back. He found a certain number of Metis families and
took po ssession of the place."

James Settee, of the Church Missionary Society, did not approve
of this decision and wrote in his Journal on November 13, 1865:

I wa s sadly grieved to hear from the Qu'Appelle people, that
Bishop Tache, the papist Bishop of these parts, had availed
himself of the vacancy of this place mentioned and had selected a
spot rat Lebret] below the Company's Fort. This place belongs to
the C. M. Society; our Church opened this place early in 1842 and
it ha s been kept up since then, in a spiritual way, and no doubt the
place would have been advanced in temporal things, had not the
young Boys expelled me in 1859, much to my regret. Since then I
have constantly visited the place once a year. I hope something
ma y be done for the place.v

Tache sent Father Ritchot on a mission to Lebret in 1866 and
1867; and, since the Qu'Appelle Valley was considered important
enough for a resident priest, Father Jules Decorby wa s stationed there
in 1868. The mission became the headquarters of this western district
of the diocese of St. Boniface. The priests ministered to the Metis and
the Indians and followed them in their summer and winter hunts.v The
mission became very important, especially because of the Indian
residential scho ol established in 1884 under the guidance of Father
Joseph Hugonnard, O.M .I.44

Lac Sainte A nne

Although the first residential mission of the Oblates was located in
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what is now Sas ka tc hewan, the firs t pe rma nent mission outside the
territ ory of Red R iver was that of Lac Sainte Anne, near Ed monton.
Edmonton was first visited by Fathers Norbert Blanchet and Modeste
Demers, on their way to Oregon in 1838. The following year, John
Rowand, Chief Factor at Edmonton, invited the priests to come to
Edmonton; but George Simpson, the Governor of the Hudson's Ba y
Company, wa s not in favour of such an enterprise, probably because
he had alread y entered into an understanding with th e Wesleyans,
whose Rev. R obert Terrill Rundle arrived at the Big House on Sunday,
October 18. 1840. 45

Rowand wa s firm in his plan and renewed his request in 1841. A
Metis called Picher travelled to Red Ri ver to insist on the necessity of a
priest for his compatriots .w Provencher agreed, and Father Thibault
made an exploratory visit in 1842. Upon his favourable report, he wa s
sent back in 1843 and laid the foundations of two missions: Frog R iver
and Devil's Lake. Then in 1844 Thibault , who wa s sh y with the whites,
estab lished himself at Lake Manitou or Devil's Lake and changed the
name to Lac Sainte Anne. From there Catholicism spread over a la rge
area since the missionaries went as far as Lac La Bich e, lIe ala Crosse,
Portage La Loche, Slave Lake, and the Peace Ri ver di strict, besides
ministering to the population of Fort des Prairies (Fort Augustus) o r
Edrnonton.f

The mis sion proved a success, even among the flock of the
Reverend R und le who, one can imagine, was not at all happy with the
result." In 1852, Thibault left for Red River and was replaced by
A lbert Lacombe, soon to become an O blate, who worked most
usefully in the Canadian West for fifty-four years. Lacombe spent the
winter of 1852-53 in the Fort at Edmonton, stud ying the Cree
langu age. F rom the Lac Sainte Anne miss io n, already a fairly comfort
a ble o ne with a beautiful chapel and a small house, Lacombe began his
work in the wes tern prairies . He went as far as Slave Lake, called at
Fort Jasper a nd mi niste red to the populat ion of Edmonton. During his
visi ts to the h unt ing gro unds of the Cree, he met with the Bla ckfoot,
Piegan and Blood India ns, who received him well but we re in no ha ste
to accept C hr istiani ty; nevertheless he was soon to acquire great
influence a mong them.

In 1859, Lacombe sent his companion, Father Rernas, to Red
R iver to bring th e Grey N un s to the miss io n. The sis ters began their
work without de lay. After their arrival in September;" they started
learning the Indian language under the guidance of Lacornbe.w opened
a school.>' vis ited the sick, and undertook various other en deavours.
T he school continued to function under the sisters until thei r t ransfer
to St. Al bert.

As for the India ns around Lac Sainte Anne, we have an idea of
thei r character from a lett er of Fat her Caer in 1862. 52 He described
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them as very numerous a nd of a fr ightening ferocity. T heir implaca ble
and endless wars were an obstacle to conversion. Laziness was a lso a
great source of vice. T hey easily obta ined the necessities of life, the
millions of buffalo on the im mense prairies giv ing them de licate and
ab undant food. The goal of the missionaries was to help them
re linquish their idleness and encourage them to take up agriculture.
The difficulties , however, wer e great. Lo ve of life in the woods and
prairies had given the Indians an independence which co nstit uted an
almost insurmountable obstacle to civilization. They lived exclusively
by hunting and fishing. Nevertheless several India ns ha d built ho uses
and cult ivated some land , but on a very small scale. Nor did the fifteen
hundred Halfbreeds within the limits of the mission show any great
incl ina t io n to farming; the missionaries therefore tried to set a good
example of hard work and manual labour.

Caer was of the opinion that the Oblates did a great deal of good in
th e country, but could win many more so uls for the Lord if they were
more numerous and could live among the Indians . He had met one
Ind ia n, baptized eight years ea rlier, who had not seen a priest since
then. Caer was saddened by the fact that many Indians lived and died
without seeing the "man of prayer." In co nc lus ion to his lett er, he
added a vehement prayer: " Reveren d and most beloved Fa ther, have
pity on your most abandoned children." T his was his way of as king fo r. . .
more rmssio na n es.

From Lac Sainte Anne, the Oblates went to Ed mo nton and St.
Albert.

Edmonto n

F o rt Edmonton was visited by Blanchet and Demers in 1836 a nd
by T hiba ult in 1842, as we ha ve seen, a nd by De S rnet, S .J . in
Dec ember 1845. 53 The work wa s not easy in the beginning. Thibault
wrot e on AprilS , 1846 that alco hol tu rn ed his neophytes of Edmonto n
into brutes.>' After thi s, the so urces are almost silent o n Ed mo nto n
until 1860 . We kn ow th at W illiam C hrist ie, in charge of the Fort, had
authorized the erect io n of a Catho lic chapel with in its con fines in
1859,55 while th e sa me privilege had been refu sed the We sleyans.

The arrival of gold seeke rs on th e Sask atchewan Ri ver near
Edmonton.w of wh ich th e missionarie s spea k for the fir st tim e in
September 1862,57 does not see m to ha ve had an y influen ce on th e
mission . The pri est s insisted on severa l occasions that the reports of th e
gold mining had been exagge ra ted. In 1864 , Lacombe sta ted that the
miners were lea ving a nd had fo und nothing but hardships."

T he main work a t the Fort, besides the administration of the
sacraments, seems to have been the schoo l, which wa s run by Father
Rernas and es pecia lly Brother Constantine Scollen from 1860 to 1868.
T he number of children , both Protestant and Ca tholic, attending this
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English school was never great, but reached about thirty in 1860. 59

Scollen seems to have had great success teaching the various subjects
until 1866, when he wrote that Christie was losing his interest in the
school.w The next year, Scollen stated that the school was now very
small.v' and finally, on February 2, 1868, he reported that he had left
the school and was now working in the prairies. The school, which
according to Morice was the first for both Protestants and Catholics
west of Red River, had been in operation for at least eight years. v-

St. Albert

Considering Lac Sainte Anne unsuitable for agriculture, Tache
decided during a visit in 1860 that a more convenient site should be
selected. He and Lacombe chose the place where St. Albert now
stands, naming the mission after Lacombe's patron saint. Lacombe
prepared the site on the Sturgeon River, building a bridge, houses and
a grist-mill. Everything seemed to be in good order as early as 1862,
and Lacombe boasted of his bridge, the first west of Hudson Bay,
which had "not moved one inch"63 and commented that the crop
looked very good. The hamlet was sufficiently developed in 1863 for
the transfer of the Grey Nuns from Lac Sainte Anne to St. Albert. It
has been said that the arrival of the Sisters in the region marked "a
milestone in the opening of the West" and that th-ey were "the first
educated women to come to the area."64 The mission developed satis
factorily and continued to prosper.

Lac La Biche

This can be considered as the last mission to be established in the
early days. It was first visited by Thibault in 1844 and attended from
Lac Sainte Anne until 1853, when Lacombe decided that the presence
of a resident priest was urgently needed.v since a Methodist minister
had been there several times and had appointed a schoolmaster, Henry
Steinhur, to act as a minister. When Tache visted Lac La Biche in 1854,
he ruled that it would become a residential mission.w

It was to be a kind of warehouse for the missions to the North, and
the area also seemed suitable for agriculture. Up to that time all
transportation had been done by the Hudson's Bay Company, but it
was easy to foresee that the increasing number of missions and the
exigencies of commerce would some day be a source of difficulties.
Navigation between Lac La Biche and Lake Athabasca was relatively
easy, and it was possible to reach the prairie by building a road for
about 100 miles through the forest between Lac La Biche and Fort Pitt.
By September 1856, the first cart road reached Fort Pitt, and the road
from Lac La Biche which had at first been considered an impossible
dream was now a realistic proposition. s?

The mission was attended by Saulteaux, Cree and Chipewyans.



OBLATES IN WESTERN CANADA 13

The task of the missionary was not an easy one, because the Metis
apparently thought that they could teach theology to the pastor.
Besides, the Indians were by no means constant in their faith. Father
Rernas wrote that "the words of the priest bore fruit while he was
present, but as soon as he left, the enemy sowed the cockle of oblivion,
routine and vice."68 Moreover, the Indians hoped to derive material
advantage from his presence and their motto was: "We do nothing for
nothing and we want everything for nothing." Nonetheless, through
patience and hard work the mission grew to be reasonably prosperous.
In 1862, the Grey Nuns came to Lac La Biche, but they also
encountered difficulties. The parents did not care to send their children
to school and when they did so they considered it as a service to the
mission. They also went as far as to complain about the food, the
clothing and the alleged ill-treatment received by the children. The
number of pupils varied between 18 and 36 and the parents often
complained that their offspring were becoming lazy.s?

Saint Paul des Cris

The final mission established before 1870 was that of Saint Paul
des Cris (Brosseau-Saddle Lake). When Lacombe was relieved of his
post as Superior of S1. Albert in 1864, he devoted his life to the welfare
of the Indians of the prairies. He was convinced that the Indians would
make more rapid and serious progress if they were united in villages.
This was the idea behind his agricultural venture at Brosseau on the
banks of the Saskatchewan River, a hundred miles or so downstream
from Edmonton.

During his regular visit to the Cree in 1865, Lacombe invited them
for the next spring to a place where they liked to assemble, On the first
days of May 1866, more than one thousand Indians were faithful to the
rendezvous. He offered to settle them on farms in order that they could
be self-supporting should the buffalo disappear. They agreed, a nd the
priest gave them the first lesson in agriculture. He ploughed furrows in
which the Indians sowed barley and po tatoes. He then divided the la nd
into small plots which he allotted to each family. W hile the parents
were working on the farm, the missionary gathered the children to
teach them catechism.

Lacombe spent a great deal of his time on the prairie with the
hunters, and stayed at the mission only in the intervals between the
hunts. However, a companion missionary was soon allocated to him.
As long as war continued between the Crees and the Black fo ot, there
was always a good number of huts around the mission site wh ere the
Indians felt more secure; their enemies wou ld never come near th a t
holy place. As soon as the wars between the va rious nations ended, the
colony suffered a serious set-back . Hunters p referred to live in bands
and run the prairie for buffalo . T hus it was decided to a ba nd o n the
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experiment in 1873, and the mission was transferred to Saddle Lake,
considered a more advantageous location, in 1879.70 Although the
ex periment in agriculture had not been a success, the gathering oflarge
groups of Indians over a prolonged period brought them Christia n
education, and according to the baptismal records a great number of
them were baptized and many marriages were solemnized .

Irrespective of the location of the mission, the work of the Oblate
p riests was simi lar throughout the West. In a Directory for Foreign
Missions in 1853, the founder of the Oblates issued guidelines on the
conduct of the missionaries. Some of the more important directions,
proba bly inspired by de Mazenod's consultations with Tache during
the latter's visit to Marseilles in 1851-52, were: that the younge r
missiona ries mu st be put under the guidance of more experienced men;
tha t baptism must be administered only to those sufficiently instructed
and givi ng guarantee of perseverance; that catechisms must be
prepared in the language of each nation; that the teaching of religion
would be helped by the singing of hymns; that the missionaries must try
to cha nge the nomad ic life of the population to a more sedentary one.
To tha t end they were to use, among others, the following means: to
show their neophytes how to build houses and till the land , to teach
the most elementary crafts of civilization and to establish schools in
every miss ion whenever possible. Finally the zeal of the missionary was
to cover everything wh ich related to the temporal welfare of his flock."

THE OBLATES AND THE INDIAN LANGUAGES

The Oblate fat hers understood from the outset that their missionary
endeavours wou ld be sterile without a knowledge of the local
languages . Their efforts to master them did not bring equal success to
all of them but, in general, they were soon able to carry out th eir
ministry without the help of interpreters.

Tache himself had great difficulty with thi s aspect of his work. In a
lett er to Louis, his brother, on June 15, 1846, he complained. "

Of all studies, I think that of the Indian languages is the most
d isagreeable. It contains nothing that can nourish the mind and
the heart; all is so dry and arid that on e resign s him self to their
study only for the love of God. This is one of the true miseries of
the missionary and very certainly the most laborious part of our
life. If only the gift of the gab could give that of the tongues or
languages;" but It is not so, and like all others, I have to ove rcome
great difficulties. .

Tache also added that he was study ing under the direction of Belcourt
and that he had to go to Saint Paul des Sauteux with his mentor.
Unfortunately the Ind ians at lie ala Crosse, where he was to be sent the
following summer, were mainly Chipewyans and the remainder were
Cree; thus the lessons of the winter were almost in va in. He was some-
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what con soled by his view that "Saulteaux will no t be useless becau se I
believe that the grammatical parts of all these languages are almost
alike." Nevertheless he experienced great difficulty at firs t at lie a la
Crosse, neither he nor Lafleche knowing a single word of eith er Chipe
wyan or Cree. Writing to his mo ther on J anua ry 6, 1847, Tache
mentioned that a month or so after his arrival a certain number of
Indians began to come to the fort. Ignorant of the language and lacking
an interpreter, his instruction of them was limited to teaching the
prayers in French . But he soon began to learn the languages.

For the past three mo nths we have been studyi ng Chi pewyan
and Cree. Our only help is a blind man who does no t und erstand
one word of French; you can easily guess th e delig ht of such a n
occupation. With time and perseverance we shall succeed, I hop e.
Cree is not very difficult, but Chipewyan, as far as pron unciation
is concerned, surpasses all I had imagined in d ifficul ties of th is
sort. 74

Tache's feelings on the Chi pewyan ton gue were expressed at
greater length in the letter to his mo the r dat ed January 4, 1851. 75

Faraud ex pressed sim ilar views when writing to a confrere in Orego n in
1849. Aft er speaking of the Cree language , he added the following:

The language of the Chipewyans is less agreea ble, a lthough
bearing the marks of an ancient type; it offers almost insur mo unt
able difficulties. After nine mon ths of intensive study, I have
succeeded in understandi ng them a litt le, an d I ca n make myself
understood with difficulty. Neverth eless, I hope tha t with a litt le
patience I will succeed in overcoming the greatest obstacles. I am
co nvinced that I will never speak this language perfect ly.?«

Faraud was being modest, beca use he becam e an authority on
Chipewyan and trained ma ny yo ung missionaries in that difficult
lan guage. Several years la ter he rema rked that the missiona ries had
used the sylla bic characters with great success in teaching th e Chipe
wyan s. Without printed books, th e missiona ries copied hym ns as the
best means of teaching th e nati ves to read. After frequent repeti tion of
t he words , they soon recogn ized the signs and in less than a year they
could read a nd wri te. Their zeal rep laced the lack of schools, and each
person became his br other's teacher.

T he Cree lan guage was another matter. Fara ud found it one of the
most pleasant and mos t ingen iou s oflanguages, and mo reo ver offering
no difficulty in p ronunciat ion."? As for th e Blackfoot language ,
Lacom be found it poorer than Cree, bu t appa rently more lyrical and
suited to the character of those who spoke it. He thought it to be
derived fro m the Algon kian language.t!

Fi nally the day ca me when th e first printed bo ok appea red in the
missions. In 1857, Tache su pervised the production of a small book
pr inted in Montreal, Prieres cantiques et catechisme en langue
montagnaise au Chipewyan, of which th ree thousand copies were pub-
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lished. The book had only 144 pages, and Tache explained the difficul
ties of such an undertaking to Faraud on December 4 , 1857:

One has to have done such a work to know what difficulties it has
and how time consuming it is. You can ea sily imagine what the
first proofs written in such a language a nd with such a writing are
like. I?

In the same yea r of 1857, T ache su pe rvised the printing of a prayer
book in the Cree language, a m uch eas ier ta sk . Th ree thousand copies
of this 288-page book wer e p ublish ed .w

Besides writing books, each mi ssionary made it a st rict rul e for
himself to copy the works of his pred ecessors as a means of learning the
language before composing his own dictionary. This wo rk of pr eparing
manuscripts and printing gra m mars, di cti onaries a nd prayer boo ks in
the Indian languages co nt in ues to this day. In a recent but ce rta inly
incomplete survey coveri ng only grammars and d ict iona ries," I fo un d
257 manuscripts and 23 pri nted books in 26 di ffere nt languages of th e
Canadian West and Oregon, which wa s th en consid ered as a Western
mission. A bibliography of a ll the o the r manuscripts- sermons, ca te
chisms, prayer books, eve n medicinal te rms-would be much more
impressive and would show tha t th e O blate missionaries made eve ry
effort to learn and use th e India n langu age in the ir dai ly re lations with
the Indians and in th eir church mi nistry.

THE M ISSIONARI ES A S P EAC E MA KE RS

Besid es their wo rk o f evangelizing the Ind ians a nd Metis, th e
Oblates, like the other mi ssionaries, a lways tr ied to ma intain peace
among the va rious e lements of th e popula t ion . In 1857 , wh en th e
Hudson's Bay Company ha d some d iff icul ty in ma inta ini ng its
authority, the missionaries were a n ins t rument of peace as S ir Ge orge
Simpson himself acknowledged:

The who le population of R ed River, wit h very few exceptio ns,
is unfriendly to us, and I regret to sa y the protest ant Clergy ha ve
frequently taken part with th e malco ntented. The Roman Catho lic
C lergy have been more dis posed to up hold the Company,
probably under the impression t ha t a ny change in the government
of the Colony, especially its tra nsfer to Cana da, wo uld weaken
their influence .V

Whatever th e motives of th e Catholic clergy, the fac t remains tha t the
priests were trying to keep the peace. Simpson had a lready written to
the Governor and C ommittee of the C om pa ny on J une 30 of the same
year:

The Roman Catholic portion of the population, guided I
believe by the advice of th eir priests, d id not join in the movemen t,
which was principally co nfined to the Ha lfb reed , Scotc h a nd
Orkney settlers who acted upon the advice of their clergy.P
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After 1859 especially, the missionaries used thei r infl uence among
the Indians to help them live in peace among themselves and with the
white sett lers. From a letter of Si ster Lamy dated at Lac Sainte Anne,
December 20, 1860, we find that a party of Metis accompanied by
Father Rernas wa s attacked by th e Blackfoot Indians. The pries t went
to the enemy camp with a few of his companions who spoke Blackfoot
and convinced th e chief to make peace. The India ns shook hands with
the prie st and thefighting ceased .s- In January 1861 Lacombe, lea rning
that Cree and Blackfoot were fighting, sent letters to the warriors and
the co mbat wa s e nded .s> This was only on e of the numerous occasions
when Lacombe int ervened to bring about a cessation of hosti lities. The
foll owin g yea r, Fa the r Alex is A ndre of Pembina, who was attached to
the diocese of S t. Boniface, was commiss io ned by the America n
Government to act as a n offic ial age nt o f peace between the Sioux and
the United Sta tes .ss

In December 1862 , F a t her Caer succeeded in bringing about
peace between th e C ree, Blackfoot , Sarcees and Bloods.sr In t he winter
of 1865, when Lacombe wa s a mong th e Cree, the Blackfoot fell upon
them and th e mission a ry's tent wa s hit by bullets. T he priest later said:
"T he assa ilants did not know that the priest was in the camp. Other
wise th ey wo uld not have a ttacked, th ey respect him too much. "88
Lacombe was thus prepa ring hi mself for his peace missions, at Black
foot Crossing in 1883,89 and during the Metis uprising of 1885.90

Bisho p Tache was ask ed in 1867 , by a correspondent whose identity is
unkno wn, to use his influe nce or that of his clergymen to ind uce
Standing Buffa lo to submit to the United States. The bishop repl ied
tha t he was told that the Chief was at Moose M ounta in, fa r fr om Red
River, but tha t he thought one of his priests wo uld go in that di rectio n
in the course of the winter, and that he would give the man ins t ru ctions
to tr y to influence the Chief.9 1

During the difficulties of 1870 , the Government beseeched Tache,
then in Rome to a tt end the fir st Vatican Council, to return to Ca nada
an d use his influence to pacify the inha bitants of Red R iver. Tache left
Rome on January 3 1 and reached Red R iver o n March 3. On April
2, he wrote to Bisho p Fara ud that everyone regarded it as a true
miracle tha t the colony had not seen all the horrors ofa civil wa r.92 T he
respect in which Tache was he ld is also ind ica ted by th e words written
by the Anglica n bishop Robert Macray two days before Tache arrived
at Red R iver:

Bisho p Tache, th e Roma n Catho lic Bishop, is daily looked
for fro m R ome. We ho pe for muc h from his influence and sense.
We tru st th at by his help a pro pe r se ttleme nt may be made.v'

As a final example of the va lue of the missionaries as peace ma kers
amo ng both Ind ians a nd whites, we may recall that in 1870 the Black
foot were ready to a tt ack F ort Ed monton when Lacom be was ca lled by
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Chief Facto r W.J . Ch ristie. The pr iest spoke to the Blackfoot, and by
the next morning they had all dispersed.v'

THE MISS IONARIES' VIEWS O F THE INDIANS

The writings of the missiona ries offer interesting insights into the
way the Oblates saw the Indian peo ples to whom they devoted thei r
lives. Tache' s detai led description of the Chipewyans is contained in a
letter to his mother which was included in full in English transla tion in
th e Fall, 1978 issue of Prairie Forum:": It is therefore not reviewed
here ; we will restrict ourselves to the Cree and the Blackfoot.

The Cree

The first missionaries do not seem to have left much info rmation
about the Cree. As early as 1845, Thibault noted that the Cree of the
pra iries were corru pted by liquor an d stealing, and engaged in war with
their neighbo urs which occ upied them part of the year. 96

Speaking of th e Cree of lie it la Crosse in 1849, Faraud wrote tha t
they were fu lly per suaded that religion was a goo d thing, but remained
a ttached to their old superstitions and were relucta nt to relinquish
their d issolut e ways. ?? They never had a good reputa tion among the
first pri ests. Tache, who spoke so highl y of the Chipewyan s, wrote to
de Mazenod in 1854 that among the Cree he encountered at Fort Pi tt
he found th e evils of stea ling, murder and drunkenness, and the most
profound moral degradation. He also stressed their ferocity in their
wa rs against the Blackfoot.98

An insight into the religiou s beliefs of the Cree is found in a report
by Faraud in 1864:

Real religio us principles are to be found among the Cree;
they have fo rms of worship and ceremonies to which the y are
st rongl y attached. We have not observed real idolatry among
them; they cou ld be called de ists. Their elders, whom they ca ll
med icine-men or th ose "who act as God"99 have these two titles:
doctor and sacrificer. T hey prove by their deed s that the y act
unde r the influence of the devils even if they are not possessed by
the m. As doct ors, the y pretend to cure all kind s of illness by
na tural d rugs ad mini stered with the accompaniment of the
beating of the drum and magic invocations.

As sac rificers , they offer the sacrifice of a dog to the demon to
prevent him fro m ha rming them; to God the y offer a nobler
animal such as a deer, in order that He may do them good . T he
good th ey desire is very limited; th ey ask for a good hunt and good
fishin g. In the few prayers th ey make to God a nd who se formula
we have in our hands I ha ve up to now made useless efforts to
discover some trace of their fai th in the immortality of the so ul; a
more profound stud y might permit us to discover this fundamen
tal dogma among their beliefs .100

Faraud commented that th e Cree had a somewhat confused idea of
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the creation of man, of his downfa ll, and especially of the flood . He
added that they were intelligent and that they easily understood
teachings about God. T hey were active and energetic, but unfortuna tely
they were also vindictive and inclined to steal. They had great courage
and would rarely retreat before the enemy, taking a barbarous pleasure
in scalping their victims and devouring their bleeding hearts. According
to Faraud, the Cree were obstinate in their beliefs and had many vices;
they thus had difficulty in accepting the Christian religion because they
would have had to change their lives.

The Blackfoot

In 1866, Father Albert Lacombe sent a long letter to his Superior
General in which he spoke at length of the Blackfoot India ns. He stated
that the information given mostly concerned the Blackfoot but was
also almost equally true of the Cree and Stoney (Assiniboine) Indians.

The moral standards of the Prairie Indians were described as very
bad, due to two problems which are difficult to solve:

1) idleness: living from day to day by the spoils of their hunt,
the Indians think of nothing other than playing and smoking
unless hunger presses them to chase the buffalo; 2) the crowded
state in which so many persons bound by no feelings of religion,
modesty or fear are ga thered. Indians who live in small groups are
certainly much more moral and of a more gentle character than
those who are used to living in large camps. Among the Blackfoot
conversations are licentious, and th is applies equally among men
and women and even children. The most daring conversations are
quite normal for them. On this count, at least, moral sense is
totally lacking among them.

Lacombe said that the women were modestly dressed while me n, and
children especially, seemed to ignore the obligation of clothing them
selves. Women, he said, were in the most abject state; indeed they were
slaves, but did not seem to realize it. Polygamy was a common practice
among all the tribes of the prairies; it was not only one of the greatest
obstacles to conversion to Christianity, but also a source of much
quarreling and suffering.

Lacombe felt that one of the main vices of the Blackfoot was their
inabi lity to forget an insult: "A Blackfoot can wait years to avenge
himself without giving a ny external sign of his state of mind, but when
the occasion arises, woe to the man who insulted him ." He also
described the Blackfoot as being prone to stealing and very fond of
alcoholic beverages. They also had much free time to gamble, which
was a source of disagreements and fights, even murders. Nevertheless
they were not without good qual ities:

... they are hospita ble: it is a glory to rece ive, as well as they can,
any stranger who visits the m. Besides they have a great respect for
the pries t, the man of prayer, whom they consider as powerful
with God. T hey also have great regard fo r all the whites. I
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rem ember o n th a t acc ount what an old chief told me one day:
"God has completed his ta sk of ma king th e whites ... they are a
fully finished work; as for us, we have been made only in part, we
are just half-finished .

Chiefs were chiefs in name only; they had no authority. Although
there was no real government among the Blackfoot, there was a certain
military hierarchy with seven different classes of sold iers and including
a type of priest as well as the warriors. Initiation into a given level of the
hierarchy involved a great deal of ceremony, some of which, Lacombe
said , strangely resembled the ceremonies "of our hol y religion." He
explained that these various institutions seemed to exi st to keep alive
the nation's love for war and its very complicated pol ytheism which in
no way resembled the religion of other Indian nations of the country.

Concerning religion, it seems certain that th e Blackfoot had no
concept of God or the Supreme Being. Contrary to other languages ,
there is no word for God in Blackfoot. The only divinity they know is
Natus, the material and visible sun, " t heir father and founder." After
the arrival of the missionaries the Blackfoot knew of God and called
Him "Our Father who is above," but their fir st di vinity has alw ays been
Natus, the sun , or Napi, the Old, to whom they offer bloody sacrifices
and sacred offerings. Lying, anger and murder or stea ling a mo ng
relatives and allies were:;, the only sins they recognized . Lu st , revenge
and pride were things which they boasted about. They had no kn owl 
edge of the rewards or punishments of the life hereafter; they regarded
death as simply the passage from this land to another hunting ground
where they would be happier. In closing, Lacombe described the
funeral ceremonies and the Sun Dance. 101

Mission work was always very difficult and, many years later,
writing in his Journal in 1890, Lacombe remarked that the Indians
were still not Christians. Although less nomadic than in the pa st , they
were perhaps farther than ever from the faith. Their only Christianity
consisted in being friends with th e missionary, and ha ving confidence
in him, but no thing more.tv-

T HE CONTRIBUTION OF THE OBLATES
T O THE NORTH WEST

In concluding this broad description of the work of the Oblate
missionaries in the North West from 1845 to 1870, it is necessary to
examine their achievements, which were indeed significant in view of
the difficulties under which the Church worked in those early days. As
Tache put it in 1888: " . .. nowhere in the world have priests been so
bad ly lodged, so poorly clothed or ill-fed as those who planted the
Cross o n the shores of Red River or along the rivers of the North
We st. "103 Isolation was another difficulty, and a more dreadful one.
News from the outer world came but twice a year and some of the
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priests went years without seei ng a co nfrere . It is imposs ible to under
stand the bitterness of this solit ude without having ex perienced it; it
was one of the greatest sufferings of the missio naries. Mastery of th e
languages was a nother problem, as we have see n. But the greatest
frustration was the feeling of fai lure which sometimes gripped the
missionaries despite the advancement that stemmed from their efforts.

From the point of view of the Catho lic Church, considerable
progress had been made. There had been one bishop and four priest s at
Red River in 1818, but by 1870 there were th ree dioceses, S t. Boni face,
St. Albert and Mackenzie, with four bishops , more than forty Oblate
priests and fifteen brothers.t '" Education was prospering , with a
college at St. Boniface and a number of scho ols throughout the North
West , run by the Grey Nuns of Montreal or by the Oblate br oth ers.
Th ere were also a convent and an orphanage. l OS The missiona ries had
worked with so me success among the Indians, the.Q!ime object of th eir
activities in the West, converting some to C hrist ianity, imbuing them
with Christian morals, obliterating so me of the barbaric acts directed
against the elderly, the women and th e children, and a tt empting to
incr ease respect fo r human life and to inst il the habit of temperance.

F ro m the point of view of others in the North West, the Oblates
had played an important role because th e de velopment of the Catholic
Church in the West had coincided with the development of the
cou ntry. t'" Th e Oblat es introduced agriculture to many of the Indians,
erected gristmills in severa l places and were the first to show th e
Indians how to "bake stones" or make lime. Lacombe built th e first
bridge in the North West, a t St. Albert, while Faraud opened
nav igation bet ween Lac La Biche and Athabasca. Oth ers built a road
fro m Lac La Biche to Fort Pitt and crossed the prairies with their carts.
So me of the missio n schools were expanded a nd tra nsformed in t<*~Y"\

Indian reside ntial schools. The role of the priest as peace maker -\' 7I'~
became more im portant, especially du ring the difficult period of th e
1880s; the mission a ries saw to it th at the India ns were justly tr eated a t
the time of the T rea ties and that th eir rights were safegua rde d agains t
the encroachments of th e whites .

Thus we ma y support Bish op T ache's co nclus io n to his lon g letter
to the Propagation of the Faith in Paris in 1888, in wh ich he outlined
the seventy yea rs of missionary work in th e North West:

Th e results a re not all tha t Ch ristian ambition might desire ,
but I can affirm unhesitat ingl y that these results have exceeded the
hopes of those who assured th em.

The light of th e Gospe l does no t shine everywhere; neverthe
less it has sho ne on a ll point s of thi s immense territory. The
knowledge of God was offered to the various tribes of these
regions, even unto the mo st inhosp itable extremities. Well
disposed hearts opened th em selves to th e inspiration of grace and
no-one was found obstinate enough to elude completely the
influence of Christianity.
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The most savage and barbarous customs have been softened .
The most ferocious nations have given up their cruel habits .
Trad itio nal wars among the enemy tribes have ceased . There is no
more fighting, no more scalping, no more enemy whose blood is
desired.!??

Many would consider that this in itself is enough to justify the ex iste nce
of the missions and the hard work of the missionaries. Only a full study
of the history of the Oblates from the time of their arrival on the
prairies to the present day would give a complete picture. One Catholic
from the early twentieth century went so far as to sa y that two
influences had made the Canadian West, the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate and the Canadian Pacific Railway.l '" Notwithstanding his
exaggeration, his comment shows that some Canadians held the
Oblates in very high es tee m. This esteem mu st certainly ex tend to
Bish op Tache himself, of whom Beckles Willson wrote:

Monseigneur Alexandre Tache was a prelate of unusual
sagacity, ability, and enlightenment, and exerted a specia l influence
upon his co religionists throughout the whole of Rupert's Land
and the far N orth.!"?

NOT ES
I Two earlier atte mpts to esta blish the Ca tho lic Churc h in Red River, by the Ear l of Se lkirk

him self in 1811 and by Bishop Plessis in 1816, had come to nau ght.
T he difficulties of a historical study of this earl y period a re accentua ted by the disa strous

fire at the Bishop's residence in St. Boniface on December 14, 1860 which destroyed the
diocesan ar chives. The onl y general work on the subject is Moric e, Adri an Gabriel, O.M .I. ,
History of the Catho lic Church in Western Canada. Toronto, Musson Book Co mpa ny,
1910. 2 vol umes; it is by no mea ns co mprehensive since Mor ice made litt le use of archiva l
material. Thus in or der to ga the r the infor mat ion presen ted in thi s pap er, I have been forced
to visit document co llections sca tte red across Canada a nd even abroad .

2 Archives of the Diocese of Qu ebe c, Registre des Lettres. Vol. 4, pp. 190-191; Nut e, Grace
Lee, Docum ents Re/ating to North-west Missions, /8/5-/827. S t. Paul , Minn esota Histori
cal So ciety, 1942, pp. 60-61.

3 Benoit , Paul , C. R .I.C.. Vie de Monseigneur Tache. Ar cheveque de St. Boniface. " , Mon
treal , Librairie Beauchemin, 1904 , Vol. I, p. 53.

4 Morice, op. cit.. Vol. I, p . 303. T here was an exce ption for a few months in 1844 when
Fathers Th ibault, Belcourt , Lafleche, Bou rassa a nd Mayrand were in Red River at the sa me
time , but Lafleche a nd Bourassa had a rrived tha t same year.

S On J anuary 5, 1819 Dumoulin wrote fro m Pembina that Edge was teachin g sixty students
(Dumoulin to Plessis, Archive s of the Diocese of Quebec, RR . 11-117), Provencher a lso
wro te of the schoo l to Bishop Bern ard Panet on Nove mber 24, 1819 (Provencher to Pan et,
Ar chi ves of the Diocese of Qu ebec, R R. 1-20,21).

6 Th e schoo l sta rted in January 1829 (Provencher to Panet, J une 6, 1829, Archives of the Dio
cese o f Qu ebec, RR . 1-68; Les Cloches de Saint- Boniface. 12, 1913, p. 307; Bulletin de /a
Sod h i historique de Saint- Boniface. 3. 1913, p. 127).

7 Pr ovench er to Plessis, July 16, 1823 (A rchives of the Diocese of Q uebec, RR . 1-49,50; Les
Cloches de S aint-Boniface. 12, 1913, p. 223; Bulletin de /a Societe historiqu e de Saint
Bonifa ce. 3, 1913, p. 89).

K Pr ovench er to Plessis, June I, 1824 (Archives of the Diocese of Quebec, RR. I-51; Les
Cloches de Sa int -Boniface. 12, 1913, p. 227; Bulletin de /a Societe historique de Saint
Boniface. 3, 1913, p. 93).

9 Pro vencher to Plessis, May 18. 18 18 (Bulletin de /a Soc iete historique de Saint-Boniface. 3,
1913. p. 8; Les Cloches de Saint Bon iface. 12. 1913. p. 53; Nute, op . cit.. p. 10I; Archives of
th e Diocese of Quebec, RR . 1-4).

10 On the Saint Paul des Sauteux mission , see Provencher' s pamphlet Mem oire ou noti ce sur
l'etoblissement de /a mission de /a Ri viere Rouge et ses progres depuis /8/8. presente iJ /a
Propagande le / 2 mars /836. It is in the Archives of the Prop agati on de la Foi, Paris, File
F.193: SI. Bon iface; th e full text, with minor variatio ns, is avai lable in Les Cloches de Saint
Boniface. 29, 1930, p. 233.
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