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ABSTRACT. Pre-Confederation missionary education was an attempt by missionaries from Europe to civi-
lize the Red River settlement in Rupert’s Land. The missionary societies arrived at Red River with an idea of
what the elements of a civilized community were. The missionaries then developed the concept of the ideal
child, and the pedagogy suitable to the rearing of the ideal child. The different denominations hoped that the
ideal child would then grow up to civilize the settlement. While the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal groups at
the settlement wanted their children instructed in the rudiments of reading, writing, and industry, not all
groups were ready to accept the Church’s vision of the civilized child. This paper explores why not all groups
accepted the Anglican and Roman Catholic view of the civilized child in 19th-century Red River, and why
missionary education, through the process of civilization, was not always successful.

SOMMAIRE. I’éducation missionnaire antérieure a la Confédération représentait une tentative européenne
de civiliser la colonie de la Rivicre Rouge, dans le Territoire de Rupert. Les communautés missionnaires
arriverent a la Riviere Rouge avec une idée bien arrétée sur la vie civilisée, puis développérent le concept de
Penfant idéal ainsi que la pédagogie appropriée a son éducation. Les différentes confessions espéraient alors
que cet enfant idéal, une fois adulte, civiliserait la colonie. Tandis que les groupes autochtones et non
autochtones souhaitaient que leurs enfants recoivent des rudiments de lecture, d’écriture et d’éducation
pratique, ils n’étaient pas tous préts 4 accepter la vision que I"Eglise avait de enfant civilisé. Cet article analyse
pourquoi certains groupes dans la Riviere Rouge du 19iéme siécle n’acceptaient pas la vision anglicane et
catholique, et pourquoi I’éducation missionnaire et son processus de civilisation ne réussissaient pas toujours.

In the early 1820s, a number of Protestant and Roman Catholic missionaries devel-
oped school systems in Red River that transmitted European civilization to the settle-
ment in Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC)—controlled Rupert’s Land. The settlement was
rife with tension between the indigenous First Nations and Métis peoples and the new
Canadian, British, and continental European colonizers. The development of denomi-
national schooling, designed by the missionaries to educate a next generation of “civi-
lized” children, exposed the cultural differences. The missionaries believed Christianity
to be the main pillar of European civilization, and also held that agriculture was essen-
tial to a civilized economy; they also believed that children would be most receptive to
their teachings of British civilization. Consequently, the missionaries concentrated their
efforts on establishing denominational school systems, and used then-current pedagogi-
cal theories to form the civilized child. The different denominations hoped that this edu-
cated child would then grow up to “civilize” the settlement. Overall, the formed child
was, to the missionaties, Christian, educated, and agrarian; but not all parents saw the
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need for this type of education. Consequently, all parents did not agree: this fundamen-
tal lack of consensus thus created two formidable challenges to education when its foun-
dations were being laid, in the period between 1820 and the late 1850s.

Civilization was the goal of the missionaries, but the ideal and the term itself are
problematic. By civilizing, the missionaries hoped to transplant 19th-century British cul-
ture—with its accumulated scientific and technical knowledge, its capitalist, industrializ-
ing and urbanizing economy, its literature and Christian religion—into the Red River set-
tlement. The missionaries perceived that children, especially the cross-cultured Métis
children, would be the best recipients and transmitters of civilization, and thus erected
churches and schools to disseminate the principles of civilization. Civilization implied
European superiority, and civilizing was the act of British “superior” education, religion,
industry, and economics into an “inferior” Aboriginal culture and settlement. For the
missionaries, a “productive” Aboriginal society would result from their teachings. They
considered working for the HBC freight brigades or buffalo hunting to be antithetical to
their concept of civilization; but transplanting their favoured mode of economic pro-
duction brought poor results for those who followed their religious and educational
plans.

From 1820 to 1870, the population of Red River was composed of a variety of eth-
nic and religious groups. The four most prominent ethnic groups were the Métis, the
Scots, the Canadiens, and the First Nations. The Métis formed the majority of the pop-
ulation at the settlement, but where members of this group lived depended on their eth-
nic parentage and religious affiliation. Persons of different religious affiliations clustered
in particular areas; most historians refer to these different areas as parishes with a par-
ticular religious affiliation. The majority of anglophone and Anglican Métis settled on the
west side of the Assiniboine and Red rivers, while the francophone and Catholic Métis
settled in the central area of the settlement, at St. Boniface and White Horse Plain, later
known as Saint-Frangois-Xavier." The divisions in ethnicity and religion were a result of
tension between Anglicans and Catholics from the 1840s to the 1860s; the pedagogues
differed in their opinion about what constituted the principles of civilization for children.?

The missionary ideal of civilization for Métis children was that of a structured
becoming: they perceived that undisciplined, disobedient, and uneducated children
should be formed into Christian, literate, industrious, sedentary, polite, and obedient
adults. To the missionaries, this formative process would consist of instruction in scrip-
tural and doctrinal knowledge as well as in basic academic and industrial subjects.” In
order to mold children into the perceived ideal, the pedagogues would implant a more
conditioned personality.' Ideally, as civilized adults, the children would pursue activities
such as agriculture, and would also spread the faith of God both to their children and to
the non-Christian bands into which they were born.

The one group whose attitudes about childhood conflicted most with the missionary
ideal of the civilized child was the francophone Métis. In the first three decades of Red
River, the HBC and the governing Council of Assiniboia encouraged the francophone
Métis to abandon the hunt and become farmers. However, the hunt and the HBC freight
brigades proved more profitable for the francophone Métis—especially after 1849, when
the monopoly of the HBC on trade declined. From 1850 to 1870, the settlement relied
on imports for food, a need the francophone Métis helped to fulfill through the hunt; as
a result, the economic demands of these industries kept many of the children from



FORMING CIVILIZATION AT RED RIVER 3

becoming civilized.” In ordet to educate these Métis children, the missionaries believed
they would have to remove them from territory where their “heathen” behaviour was
encouraged and isolate them at Red River.

To ensure that students would learn virtue and good moral conduct, the teachers of
civilization would have to install discipline eatly, or all instruction that children had
received would run the risk of being lost. According to the missionaries, children were
inherently undisciplined, especially orphan Métis children who wandered around the fur
trade posts and Red River without purpose,® or Métis children who travelled with the
hunt. For the missionary societies, civilized children would have to learn order and virtue
eatly so that ideas like discipline would not be foreign to them.” Part of discipline was
good moral conduct: throughout the years of Red River, good moral conduct was an
important goal of civilization, because it enforced discipline and conformity to the rural
British Christian and agricultural landscape.

In order to Christianize and educate children, teachers were to provide them with
religious instruction and to ensure that they understood religious teaching; they would
also teach children basic academic skills such as reading and writing. These two objec-
tives were intertwined: the teachers would use the Bible to facilitate the development of
reading and writing; once a child was Christianized, disciplined, and literate, teaching top-
ics such as agriculture would be simple. While teaching students to be agriculturalists,
instructors would also reinforce the value of attendance and obedience: only by atten-
dance and obedience would childten be educated to fulfill a role in the civilized society,
as farmers, clergy, teachers, HBC officers or servants, or as wives to settlers, and HBC
officers or servants.

According to the missionaries, civilized male and female children would have differ-
ent roles; children would thus be prepared for these distinct roles in the classtooms of
Red River. Gender separation in the classtoom was the 19th-century British way of
preparing male and female children for their adult roles. The same picture developed at
Red River. Civilized male children would learn agriculture, husbandry, carpentry, and
weaving, or would receive an academic education; both industrial and agricultural
instruction would allow these adult men to financially support their families. Civilized
male children would also spread the word of God and the habits of industry to their
Aboriginal families. Civilized female children would become domestics, learning trades
such as spinning, knitting, sewing, milking, and making butter; in the home, civilized
women would also be the providers of comfort for their families.” In the domestic
sphere, civilized women would be the transmitters of morality and discipline to their chil-
dren, and would be the upholders of a good moral standard.” Therefore, women would
teach discipline and obedience to children, who then would be willing participants in the
Christianization and education provided at the schools.

The majority of the male and female children who would be Christianized, educated,
and agrarian were Métis, and both genders were being reared for the mission of trans-
mitting civilization to future generations. The missionaries thought of Métis children as
the bridge between the First Nations, or “heathen” orders, and the European or civilized
society: in sum, they hoped that their civilized Métis children would grow into adults and
parents who would demonstrate to their First Nations communities and children the
principles of a sedentary existence on a British cultural landscape."

In order to rear the first generation of Christianized, educated, and agrarian Métis
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children, the missionaries had to convince three different types of parents of the value
of education. The first group was the elite parents, or those adults who were retired HBC
and North West Company (NWC) officers and, in some cases, discharged servants.
These individuals made up the new middle class evolving in the settlement in the 1820s,
and were often adults who served on the governing Council of Assiniboia or worked as
merchants or farmers. The new middle class parents supported the missionaries in their
plans for civilization, as they desired that their Métis children be educated as Europeans,
and distanced from their First Nations and Métis cultural ties as well as from economic
activities like the hunt. These parents had the financial means to ensure that their chil-
dren received at least an elementary education, and often to send them to Canada or
Britain for secondary and post-secondary education. The second group consisted of set-
tler parents who came from Europe to engage in agricultural pursuits. These parents
appreciated the opportunities that education brought their children, but due to their eco-
nomic circumstances could not send their children to school on a regular basis—nor
could they not afford the education that the missionaries provided. They did want their
children to become farmers, however, and owned land on which their children could
learn industry. Finally, there were the hunter, gatherer, and trader parents. This group of
adults looked to these activities rather than to agriculture for subsistence, and they relied
on their children’s help for survival. When they were not hunting, they squatted in shacks
and engaged in subsistence agriculture; they were often illiterate, and in some cases saw
no benefit from the education that the missionaries proposed for their children: instead,
they taught their children the practical skills they needed to survive on the plains.
Consequently, they were the individuals who co-operated the least with the missionaries,
and their children were the least likely to attend school. The missionaries met all three
groups of parents at Red River, and the attitudes about child-rearing and education from
each group both advanced and stalled missionary plans to civilize the children.

The agricultural parents could not afford to educate their children, so the children
usually received education financed by the missionaries. In 1833, the Church Missionary
Society (CMS) granted £100 to the regular day schools at Upper Church, Frog Plain,
Image Plains/Middle Church, and Grand Rapids. The schools were established to
instruct the poor of the settlement, who were usually anglophone Métis, Scottish, or cen-
tral Buropean. Funding problems plagued these schools, and administrators could often
not afford qualified teachers. The CMS continually attempted to reduce costs, looking to
HBC Governor Sir George Simpson for extra funding or reducing teacher wages to bet-
ter provide education." The children were not the best students: Reverend William
Cockran, at Grand Rapids, noted that they were undisciplined and “read & play accord-
ing to their own weight & measure.”"> He believed that parents were to blame for the lack
of academic appreciation of their children in school®’; however, in the 19th century, edu-
cation for most children would be partial and incomplete."

Anglican missionary and schoolmaster Cockran disliked the economic pursuits of the
hunter, gatherer, and trader parents:

The Females being Natives & Half-Breeds, and consequently entirely ignorant
of the economy and industry necessary to make a family comfortable in civi-
lized life. And they are Naturely, so, indolent, ... and licentious, that it requires
a great deal, both of instruction and grace, to make them honest and virtuous
Christians."
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For Cockran and other missionaries, fur trade children and parents were of the most
concern, because nothing had conditioned them to absorbing the principles of civiliza-
tion and becoming either farmers or future missionaries.

The missionary societies planned to transmit their idea of the civilized child through
a curriculum that involved obedience, discipline, religion, reading, rote memorization,
writing, arithmetic, and industry. The attempt to form a civilized child through education
contradicted the undisciplined and roving education of the First Nations and Métis soci-
eties. While some First Nations and Métis welcomed the chance for their children to be
taught subjects such as reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as industrial pursuits like
agriculture, the two groups did not want this form of education to change the personal-
ity and culture of their children. The parents wanted to help themselves and their chil-
dren adapt, but they did not want to assimilate into a 19th-century Victorian British cul-
tural terrain.'” The missionaries, especially the Anglican missionaries, hoped to convert
Indian Schools into Schools of Industry, where First Nations children would learn weav-
ing, carpentry, agriculture, and any other pursuits the missionaries thought were civi-
lized.” Consequently, while parents welcomed the chance for education and were rea-
sonably co-operative, the implementation of the denominational system of education
and the plan for forming a civilized child met several challenges.

Two major factors seriously affected denominational civilization programs. First, par-
ents and guardians influenced their children; if they either did not initially support
denominational education, or withdrew their children from the program, then the poten-
tial for rearing civilized children was lost. Parents and guardians needed the help of their
children in industries like farming, hunting, gathering, and trading; as well, Métis hunter,
gatherer, and trader parents who were squatters during the off-season and often illiterate
saw little benefit from education. Secondly, financing the tools required for civilization—
schoolrooms, schoolbooks, and schoolmasters and schoolmistresses—was a continual
challenge. Parents and guardians rarely had the funds available, so missionary societies
usually had to finance most or all of the education provided to children. Overall these
two factors would always plague denominational efforts at civilizing the child.

As a community remote from trade, Red River was suitable for the evolution of a sys-
tem of denominational education that imposed the 19th-century European model of the
civilized child on what the missionaries perceived as a primitive Méts society. The
Anglicans and the Catholics developed this denominational system, and key individuals
in each group were responsible for its formation. The education contained religious, aca-
demic, and industrial components, and its implementation resulted in divisions based on
race, class, and gender. All education would begin with lessons from the Bible, which
would allow children to acquire spoken and written English and would serve as the basic
textbook of instruction. Once Christianized and literate, these children could embark on
a path of academic and industrial instruction.

The Reverend John West laid the foundation for the CMS’s program of civilization."
West came to Rupert’s Land from his native Britain after the HBC appointed him chap-
lain and the CMS appointed him as a missionary. He arrived at Red River in October,
1820. Prior to his arrival, West lived at York Factory, where he used his British training
to come up with a plan for educating the children at the post. West’s philosophy of edu-
cating First Nations and Métis children focused on removing them from the fur trade,
the industry that in his view had negatively changed their culture. West planned to
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remove First Nations and Métis children from York Factory to Red River, where they
would “be educated in white man’s knowledge and religion.”"” He planned to educate a
generation of agriculturalists who could return to their families and teach them the value
of agticulture.”” The children would be taught to read the Bible, or “Book which the
Great Spirit had given to White people...which would show them how to live well and
die happy.” The First Nations and the Métis seemed to like what West proposed, as he
noted that “the Indians were willing to part with their children for the purpose of their
being instructed.”” At Red River, West established a day school in November 1820 in the
area of what would later be known as Kildonan, and instructed children taken from trad-
ing posts in Rupert’s Land. The children were educated at the expense of the CMS at a
cost of £12 per annum.”

To better carry out his plans for civilization, West would soon receive a helper.
Reverend David Jones arrived at Red River in January 1822. Prior to his arrival, he had
studied for two years at the Lampeter Seminary in Wales, and after completing his stud-
ies there, was accepted by the CMS as a missionary candidate. Jones was ordained dea-
con in December 1822 and became a priest in April 1823. He assumed West’s position
as HBC chaplain in 1823 after serving as West’s assistant for one year. Upon assuming
West’s position, he commenced a large-scale project of schoolroom erection. Jones
attempted to increase the number of students attending schools by including the Métis
in the Anglican school system. He also initiated the first recorded schools for First
Nations and Métis children, as well as a training school for future missionaries. In 1824,
he established a day school at Middle Church in St. Paul’s parish, a few miles down the
river from St. John’s parish. He also formalized religious and industrial instruction in the
schools, and developed schools that segregated groups of students.

From 1822 to 1823, Jones worked to expand the number of individuals the CMS
reached in its mission efforts. Jones and his schoolmasters went door to door in parish
or settler communities, and obtained almost 50 children.* By going door to door, Jones
recognized the importance of educating “a numerous race of Half-caste children, [who]
equally claim the attention of the Christian Philanthropist.”” He was especially con-
cerned about orphaned or abandoned anglophone Métis children at HBC posts, and
wanted to remove them to the settlement™ or to one of the HBC posts.”” For the fran-
cophone Métis, Jones hoped that failures in the hunt would motivate them to receive
instruction in agriculture and separate them from what he considered “uncivilized” and
“semi-nomadic” pursuits.” Overall, education was very important for Jones, especially
the education of Métis children left orphaned by the 1821 merger of the HBC and the
NWGC, or by fur trader fathers.

Jones quickly became frustrated with the HBC, a company which he thought ignored
his plans for a formal solution to the civilization of Métis children.” Consequently, by
the end of the 1820s he had done little to remove the orphan children from the HBC
posts or the hunt. Jones was not alone in his pleas, as all CMS personnel, from mission-
aries to teachers, advocated that at least orphaned Métis children be removed from the
HBC posts and placed at Red River. The question of how to civilize them was not
answered until 1829, when the CMS officially decided to include amongst its students
orphan Métis children who drifted around the settlement.”

Jones’ system of education paralleled 19th-century British educational principles:
although education in Britain was becoming more accessible, students in school were still



FORMING CIVILIZATION AT RED RIVER 7

separated by gender and social status. Male and female children were thus to be trained
for different roles in the civilized agricultural landscape. In 1827, Jones entered into “an
engagement with some of the gentlemen of the Compy’s Service, [to] commence a
Female School under the charge of Mr. Cockran,” with female students to arrive in the
summer of 1827 If female children were educated in the same classroom as male chil-
dren, they were segregated. For example, in CMS schoolmaster Reverend Alfred C.
Garrioch’s schoolhouse, “the chimney end of the building was reserved for the girls, of
whom in the school’s best days, there were from twenty-five to thirty. The other and
more frigid zone, was allocated to the boys, of whom there were about an equal num-
ber.”* In the schools, male children were educated as the next generation of family
providers, learning trades like husbandry and carpentry; the female students were taught
to transmit morality, obedience, and discipline to their children, as well as domestic sub-
jects like spinning, knitting, sewing, milking, and making butter.” Jones thought that “the
bearing...which female education is calculated to have on the moral and spiritual
improvement of a country, will urge us to prosecute this object [the education of female
children] with unremitting attention.”* In accordance with British principles of educa-
tion, students were separated not only by gender, but also by social status.

Jones responded to the request from HBC officers that their children receive an ele-
mentary and high school education superior to that of other children at the settlement:
he proposed that their children needed to be educated separately from the other Métis
and non-Métis groups at the settlement. From 1832 to 1833, he established a respectable
seminary for the sons and daughters of Chief Factors of the HBC. The seminary was
known as the Red River Academy,” and its teachers had the goals of moral improvement,
religious instruction, and general education for the sons and daughters of settlers in the
fur trade. The Academy was the first high school in Red River. In an attempt to dis-
courage individuals who were socially unqualified from attending, Jones charged £30 per
year per student; he also hired a schoolmistress to instruct all children in the ornamental
branches of education, such as music and drawing, Overall, the school was Jones’
response to the fear of fur trade officers that their sons and daughters would associate
with their First Nations ties. Former traders hoped that their children, if distanced from
their First Nations and Métis ties at a young age, would forget their First Nations or
Métis ancestry. For Jones, the Academy was the institution to prevent cultural contact.”

Throughout the 1830s and 1840s, the Anglicans continued to use education to sepa-
rate groups on the basis of social status. Inevitably, these forms of class separation
resulted in the separation of racial groups: the poorer Métis, especially anglophone Métis
elements and continental European settler children, were separated from the affluent
anglophone Métis children of the retired HBC officers. CMS-educated Peter Garrioch,
former NWC officer John Pritchard, principal settler Donald Gunn, and CMS mission-
ary Reverend William Cockran taught the poorer anglophone Métis at Upper Church,
Frog Plain, Middle Church, and Grand Rapids respectively. Those who taught poorer
anglophone Métis and settler children often had less education than schoolmasters at the
Academy established by Jones.” Therefore, the Academy or Boarding School served to
separate the Europeans from the First Nations and Anglican Métis of the settlement.”

Jones was a motivator for civilization who found a follower in Alexander Ross and a
teacher of religion and industry in his successor, Cockran. Cockran arrived at Red River
in 1825 and was initially a co-worker of Jones. The two men modified their liturgy to
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attract the settlement’s Presbyterian and Gaelic-speaking settlers. Jones and Cockran also
ran the Academy, and after the departure of Jones in 1838 Cockran assumed complete
responsibility for the Academy and for Jones” ministry. Through instruction and exami-
nation in religion, academics and industry, as well as in discipline and obedience, Cockran
formalized the curriculum for the schools that Jones had established.

Cockran employed harsh discipline to ensure the compliance of his students. This
practice was in accordance with 19th-century pedagogy. As historians of education such
as Ellen Key and Alice Miller have observed, a will and wickedness common in all young
children had to be eradicated before children participated in learning; Key and Miller
both agree that physical discipline, laced with concern for conformity and discipline in
children, was a form of “poisonous pedagogy.”™ In the 1820s and 1830s, the missionar-
ies perceived themselves as not only responsible for the education of children, but also
as teachers of discipline and obedience—rtoles usually fulfilled by parents. Cockran
believed in the use of corporal punishment to enforce conformity and discipline in chil-
dren; he thought that children would conform to the civilized society by becoming vir-
tuous adults who maintained and developed the community.” While West removed chil-
dren from their parents and Jones provided the first curriculum and increased the num-
ber of schools, Cockran had the clearest vision of what defined the civilized child and
used a combination of discipline, industry, and religious instruction to accomplish this
task.

Cockran also thought that industrial instruction was necessary for rearing self-suffi-
cient adults. Like his predecessors, West and Jones, Cockran continually advocated the
founding of a school of industry that would train students to fulfill industrial roles in the
growing settlement”: he wanted to convert the existing Indian School at the Rapids into
a school of industry, where there would be “5 distinct apartments, for the bovs and girls
to learn to read and write in, one to weave in, and one to learn the trade of carpenters.”*
At the proposed school, children would learn farming by practice and the agricultural
products they produced, such as grain, potatoes, and hogs, would feed them while they
learned to farm.”

Like West and Jones, Cockran combined religious and secular objectives with his cur-
riculum of industry. He hoped that through religious instruction teachers and students
would learn to worship God together, and that students would be faithful to the lessons
of the Scriptures.” He observed that through instruction in the Bible, the schools “afford
them [the students| the means of obtaining a scriptural education... [and one] embraces
the whole bible, thus by its precepts, they are taught their duty to God...[and] are allured
to 2 willing obedience.” The full integration of spiritual and practical objectives was
illustrated by the regular visitations and examinations that Cockran and other missionar-
ies conducted. An example of such an examination was one conducted at the Middle
Church School on October 3, 1842. The examiner, schoolmaster John Roberts, report-
ed that “after examining the first and second class in Arithmetic, Geography, History &
c. I directed their attention to the sacred Scriptures and told them to read in the books
of Liviticus [s].”*

For Cockran, providing religious instruction was a challenge. He had not failed in
teaching the rudiments of religion to children, as they could read, write, sing psalms,
hymns, spiritual songs, and say prayers; but he noted that the students made little
progress in the knowledge they acquired. He blamed Aboriginal mothers for the lack of
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comprehension in children, noting that these women had no use for the lessons of the
Sunday schools and therefore did not encourage their children to remember the lessons
they learned.”

From 1820 until 1850, the Anglicans laid the foundations for a system of education
that became firmly implanted. West first removed children from what he perceived made
them “uncivilized,” the fur trade; then Jones followed West and established the schools
that West had envisioned; finally, Cockran worked with Jones” curriculum of obedience,
discipline, religion, basic academics, and industry to train a generation of virtuous adults.
The Catholics followed a similar plan, and by the end of the 1850s had developed an
education system similar to that of the Anglicans.

Several individuals contributed to the formation of Catholic education at Red River.
Joseph-Octave Plessis, Bishop of Quebec, brought the Catholic Church to the settle-
ment. In the late 1810s, Plessis requested that Joseph-Norbert Provencher, Sévére
Dumoulin, and William Edge bring religion and schools to Red River. As well, Plessis
wanted the three men to legitimize European marriages to First Nations wives through
Christian instruction, erect schools, and develop catechism classes for children.
Subsequently, Georges-Antoine Belcourt came to Red River in 1830 as an assistant to
Provencher. The two Nolin sisters, Angélique and Marguerite, provided female children
with primary education and separated them from the male children. The Grey Sisters,
who arrived in the late 1850s, continued this gender-separated education. Other impor-
tant Catholics were Reverend L. Lafléche, who established year-round schooling at Saint-
Francois-Xavier, and Provencher’s successor, Alexandre-Antonin Taché, who focused on
agricultural instruction. Overall, all of these Catholic missionaries saw the Métis as the
bridge that connected European and First Nations societies at Red River.

Plessis established a mission at Red River around 1818. He wanted to educate the
First Nations at the settlement, as well as French Canadians and Métis Christians who
lived amongst the First Nations. For Plessis, instructing potential converts and converts
in marriage customs, family life, and the education of children sowed the seeds for grow-
ing cultural change.*

Otrdained Bishop of Juliopolis, and coadjutor Bishop of Quebec in 1822, Provencher
made several contributions to Catholic education. He became a schoolmaster at St.
Boniface, a parish on the east side of the settdement, composed of French Canadian
families who travelled with the Catholic missionaries from Montreal to Red River.”
However, his attempts at education were informal at best, and focused on training in
industry. He brought in two weaving instructors from Quebec to teach Métis women; the
students attended class in an older chapel that he provided. However, a fire destroyed
this quasi-school of industry and the industrial machinery in March 1839 and left him
without a residence for the schoolmistresses and the children.* Provencher also instruct-
ed a Latin class geared toward preparing six male children for the priesthood. However,
none of them succeeded when they went on to Montreal or Quebec for higher educa-
tion. Provencher’s initiatives were costly, and moreover the Catholic ideologies for edu-
cation, which involved taking their mission and their education to the Métis, conflicted
with the theory of civilization: to rear a sedentary generation of Métis child industrial-
ists and missionaries.

As an assistant to Provencher, Belcourt was very involved in the education of
Catholic children. In 1834 he was stationed at Baie St. Paul, where he acted as a pastor,



10 ANUIK

teacher, advisor, and confidant to the First Nations and the Métis there and at various
other missions from Lake Winnipegosis to Fort Francis. Finally, Belcourt wrote text-
books that he used as curriculum in the schools.”” When Belcourt commenced his school
at Baie St. Paul, he hired the Nolin sisters as teachers. The francophone Métis daughters
of former NWC officer Louis Nolin, they had been educated in Quebec as teachers, and
in 1825 arrived at St. Boniface to teach school. In 1829, the two sisters opened the first
girls’ school in St. Boniface,” providing the first Catholic education to female children.

Two other individuals and one group also played roles in the development of
Catholic education during the foundation years. Lafleche established a school at Saint
Francois-Xavier in the early 1850s for the boys; the school operated throughout the year,
but was suspended during the bi-annual hunts, when Lafleche left to educate and minis-
ter to adults and children who travelled with the hunt. Taché arrived in the Catholic
parish of St. Boniface on August 25, 1845; he was ordained deacon on August 31, and
priest on October 12 of the same year. On October 13, 1845, he entered the Oblate
order.”® As 2 member of the Oblate order, Taché ministered to the French-Canadian and
Métis population at Saint-Francois-Xavier.” In the late 1850s, he succeeded Provencher
as the Bishop of St. Boniface; in this capacity he proposed that the reason why Anglican
missions experienced success in the 1840s was that they provided food and clothing for
the students they educated. He wanted to establish a model farm similar to the Anglican
one in order to educate children in agriculture and different branches of industry.” He,
like Provencher, also wanted to train francophone Métis children for the priesthood; in
1858, he sent Louis Riel and two other students to Quebec for classical education.”
Finally, the Grey Sisters at Saint Francois-Xavier established a convent school; they were
well received at Saint Francois, and in their first year of operation their school had 80
students.”

After 1845, the Catholics too concluded that the only way that students could be civ-
ilized through education was by being removed from their parents. The Catholics had
allowed the Métis to continue with their ancestral pursuits, and consequently had not
attained much success with projects of Christianization and education in religion and
industry. The missionaries wanted First Nations and Métis children to interact, so that
First Nations children could pattern their behaviour after the more civilized Méts chil-
dren.® However, even post-1845 missionaries like Lafleche, Taché, and the Grey Sisters
were not very successful in rearing civilized children: their lack of success was caused by
their habit of bringing education to the Métis hunters, gatherers and traders, and their
reluctance to remove them to the mission schools on a permanent basis.

Overall, Anglicans and Catholics contributed significantly to the development of civ-
ilization at Red River. The mission groups provided academic and industrial instruction,
directed toward rearing a generation of civilized individuals who farmed and worshiped
God, and spread the example of civilization to other First Nations and Métis groups.
However, two factors conspired to interfere with each missionary group’s plan for civi-
lization: attendance and funding. As a result, educators became convinced that only with
compulsion would the program of civilization function properly, and a Christian and
agricultural Red River take shape.

Attendance fluctuated in the schools: attitude of parents, place of residence, illness,
whether children were fed and clothed, the availability of textbooks, and children’s par-
ticipation in the rural economy all played a part. In the first place, parents had the option
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not to send children to school, as education was not compulsory. Secondly, many chil-
dren lived far away from the schools: isolation affected attendance, especially during the
winter months, when many children did not have warm enough clothing for travel.
Thirdly, illness affected attendance: one of the epidemics that plagued the settlement in
the early years was scarlet fever, and when such an epidemic afflicted students, atten-
dance declined,” not only because of fatalities but also because parents refused to send
healthy children to school.” Fourthly, the Anglicans recruited several of their students by
promising parents that their children would be fed and clothed. However, parents some-
times took advantage of the CMS’s promise: many children attended only to receive food
and clothing, and then left the schools.”” The only type of education that children and
families received was Sabbath School instruction, where attendance numbers, on average,
were higher than in the day schools.”” Consequently, the fluctuation in student attendance
resulted in marginal student success, primarily because of the remunerative work their
parents performed and the apathy of these parents to their education.

The occupations of parents was another factor that greatly affected attendance of
children. Only the discharged fur trade officers, and servants and the individuals con-
nected to the governing Council of Assiniboia, really encouraged school attendance.
These children attended the school regularly because their parents did not need them to
survive.” Although the settler parents valued missionary education, most were farmers
who needed the assistance of their children on their farms®: seeding and harvesting took
precedence over education. In 1848, Anglican missionary Reverend Robert James, who
had arrived in Red River in 1845, allowing Cockran to retire temporarily to Toronto,
reported that by the age of 12 to 14 years children had left school because their help was
required in the home. Gunn thought that the need for child labour during the months of
August and September, in conjunction with the cold weather of the winter months, con-
tributed to a drastic decline in student success.” However, the Anglicans were not as con-
cerned about the settler children, some of whom were anglophone Métis, because they
knew that agricultural parents would be good role models to their children and would
ensure that they grew into sedentary and civilized farmers who attended church.*

The occupations of the third group of parents, the hunters, gatherers and traders,
also affected student attendance at school. In this case, the Anglicans believed that these
children were being led astray from civilization, and quickly became frustrated with a
group of children whom they could not civilize. The Catholics, who were most often
responsible for educating this group of Métis, were very concerned about their children.
Unlike anglophone parents, francophone Métis parents demonstrated less regard for
Catholic schools.” When the Catholic Church arrived at Red River, the francophone
Métis were totally dependent on the hunt, whose migratory nature complicated educa-
tion. In addition, the HBC’s demand for furs and provisions meant that parents were
unwilling to settle.”” Finally, after 1849 the francophone Métis looked to the hunt as a
profit-generating business, and as less of a means of feeding their families®; this result-
ed in the removal of children from school for long periods of the year. As in agriculture,
in this traditional economy children were an economic asset whose help was required;
the only difference was that the missionaties looked down on the participation of chil-
dren in this traditional pursuit.”

Although parental attitudes toward education were a major problem with the success
of civilization, financial pressures always undermined the civilizing attempts of the CMS
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and the Catholic Church, primarily because parents could not afford to educate their chil-
dren. Schoolhouses required maintenance and stretched the budgets of missionary soci-
eties. Throughout the 1850s, missionaries and schoolmasters appealed to the CMS for
increases in their grants so that they could afford to maintain their buildings, but the
grants provided were never enough.”

For the Catholics, funding was also an ongoing problem. Frustrated by the cost of
educating poor children, Provencher asked the Grey Nuns to erect an English-language
school that took both Catholic and non-Catholic students. Provencher hoped that he
would be able to use the school fees paid by the wealthy fur traders to cover the expense
of educating children who could not afford school.” Although Taché hoped to establish
a model farming school, he thought that the plan would be impossible because of
money;” consequently, for the Catholics, keeping the schoolrooms operational while pay-
ing for the education of children proved to be a challenge.

Although attendance and funding were significant problems for denominational edu-
cation, by the 1840s and 1850s the problems were growing pains of a system that was,
for Anglicans and Catholics, planted firmly. Problems such as attendance, student isola-
tion, and epidemics represented continuous social issues in education that would take
years to overcome. Each missionary group provided at least a partial education in class-
rooms ranging from 10 to 120 students. However, the over-arching goal of forming civ-
ilized children continued to be a challenge, regardless of how developed the curriculum
was, how many textbooks were in the schoolroom, and how many schoolrooms were
erected. The missionary societies failed to convince many Métis that their ancestral eco-
nomic activities, and the involvement of their children in these enterprises, were anti-
thetical to their being civilized. Most francophone Métis never shared the missionary
goal of civilization or perceived the benefits that the missionaries thought civilization
had for their children most likely because throughout this period, hunting, gathering, and
trading remained more profitable than agriculture.

For 20 to 30 years, the missionaries transmitted a concept of civilized childhood
through their burgeoning system of education. However, the civilization of children had
only been partally accomplished by 1870, because the missionary societies could not
compel children to remain away from their traditional culture. While many Métis children
attended school, the missionaries believed that the effectiveness of the lessons depend-
ed on how long and how often the children stayed in missionary schools and away from
their ancestral economy.

The missionaries experienced trouble transmitting their concept of childhood
because the traditional economy prevented the regular attendance of children at school.
The francophone Métis hunters, gatherers, small-scale agriculturalists, and traders saw
their children as participants in their subsistence family economy, not as large-scale farm-
ers, a pursuit the missionaries equated with civilization. However, the HBC officer, ser-
vant, and settler parents were more inclined to accept the teachings of civilization
through Christianity and agriculture. According to the missionaries, many students did
not become civilized because their parents or guardians did not understand or did not
want to understand what the missionaries wanted to accomplish.” In response, the mis-
sionaries wanted to completely remove students from First Nations and Métis commu-
nities and place them in an environment where missionary principles of discipline, obe-
dience, Christianity, academics, and industry predominated over trading, hunting, and



FORMING CIVILIZATION AT RED RIVER 13

gathering, The missionaries thought that cultural confusion would be alleviated only if
the removal of children from First Nations and Métis communities was mandatory and
permanent.” However, the post-Confederation period proved the civilizing missionaries
wrong: the federal government justified missionary education and politicians would
develop legislation that compelled children to attend schools designed to disassociate
them from their Aboriginal cultural ties. However, Aboriginal children would resist these
systematic attempts to erode their culture and identity, and reject the ideology of
Victorian civilization.
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