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Riel and Ihe' Rl'/l('lliol/ : 1885 Reconsidered ' occas ioned a minor
flurry of controversy . inc luding demands by the Metis Association of
Alberta. that the aut hor be fired from the Unive rsity of Calga ry ,' Several
reviewer.. ninde rather ex treme ..taremc tus about the hook. " For pu re
nasuncs-, and vengefulness. " wrote Murray Dobb in . "i t is unmatch ed in
recent literature. It is not simply flawed. hu t fundamenta lly fl awed . " .1

Ron Bou rgcault . calling II "a condem nation o f a people and thei r st ruggle
for democ racy and na t iunn l right s . " compa red the aut hors views to J im
Keegstra'« holocaust dc niul;' Dennis Duffy . o n the o the r han d . ca lled
Riot and 'hI' Re,/Jdfillll " a supe rh and timely wo rk. " , :\l ost reviewer s 1~11

between these extreme ... seeing some use fu l new informat ion in the hook
but finding thcmsctvc-, unable to ag ree wi th all the authors interpret ation s
and conclusionv. '

Pnlemio arc mome ntarily entertaining. but the 1110st im porta nt th ing
III the long run is ttl adv ance historical knowledge o f the Rebellion and
related events. T his brie f article takes another look 'II two aspect s of Met is
land c la ims at SI. Laurent : scrip and river lo ts . O n roth topic s , there has
been continued writing. and in some instances new doc umen ta ry evidence
has been discove red . Th is arti cle i-, thuv an a ttempt to update my cu rlier
analysis in the ligh t of ongoing resea rc h by myself and ot he rs . My
conc!u..ions have had to be modified in ce rtain respects . resulti ng III a clea rer
and more balance d ex planation o f why the Meti s took up a rms in 1885 .

Scrip

Rid and (he Rebellion argued essentia lly that. aft er ma ny delays and
adm inistrat ive errors. the govcrruucnr was proceedi ng to fulfill the substance
of Met is dema nds before the resort to ar ms. That is. plan s were be ing
made to adm iniste r a la nd grant in the No rth- West Terri tories simila r to
that wh ich took place in Manitoba pursuan t to Sect ion 3 1 of the Manitoba
Act. The chiefevidence for this view is the order in counc il 01'28 Janua ry



1885. which authorized the minister o f the interior 10 appoin t a commie-ion
o f three III enumerate the Nort h-West ~te l i-.

"',III ~ \1<-'" "I ....·uhn~ C'liull..t>I~ Ih.: d~lm, "j halt-brc-e·\h In \I .ln lh>N ~nJ Ilk- \: ,,11 11 We"
T..-rm " nc·, "'''', """,1<.1 ha,.., ec....n ..,nlllk.! I" l..no.! h.o.J 11k-~ r,"",,-'\I In \ 1 ~mhlh;t ..1 Ilk- limo:'

"I lhe 1,..n'I,:r ..no.! filoo lhe" d~'nl' In due ,,,.,,,,, u...Ie, lho: \I ..mhlh;t ' , 1. and ..1,,, " j ,"''''"'

",ho.•. I"'",):'h ".,ltIlnl! In \bnn" t.,) ~nJ ,....ult..hl~ "nl1ll"" h' rarl .... ,J'.It'· In lh...· ~'..nt ...hd Ikll
..... '" .

Several \', filer .. have con te nded. In the word.. of George woodcock,
thai ' 't hi.. d id not - a" Flanagan ..ccm.. to a....ume - promise a revolutio n
of ~1 ~ 1 i-. grievance..: it merely co n..tinned an undertaking to 1001.; into
them .... " , Ken Halt writ cv: " In this o rde r there wav no co mmitment
to cxtingui..h the claim.. of the ~1 ~ t "' ."~ Hall al-,o ..cc.. the orde r a,
defective ..ince it refe rred 10 the Manitoba Act rather than Sect ion I~5
o f the Dominion Land s Act. IH7lJ, wh ich had pro vided fo r a land grant
tothe "- 1 ~1i-. of the North -we..1. Hall and others go on 10 conclude tha i
not hing of ..ignifica ncc occurn..d until after the hatt ie of Duck Lake . thus
impl yin g that a res ort (0 anus wus nccc vvary to galvanill' the gove rnment
into ac tion . IF'

Let u, e xamine these con tentions . Fir..t , "" to timing . there i-, evidence
that the government wu.. mo ving ••head even before the Rebellion broke
out. We " now from the memoi r.. o f \ \ ·.P.R . Stree t. cha irman of the
Cmn mi....ion. thai he wa.. approached by the gove mmcm in the ..ccond
WCI,."" o f March . The other member.. - Roger Goulet . a ~tcl i ....urneyor
from 51. Boniface , and A .-E . Forget. ..ccretary ofthe Legislative Council
of the No rth-We..t Temtonc-, - were approached on 18 and 19 ~ta fl.: h . tl

This i-, well be fore the bailie (11' Due" Lake on ~ 6 March and is consistent
'" ith the Imly prac tical plan . i.c. . ((I put the Conumvvion in the field after
the ..pring thaw .

Haus query about the wording of the o rder can al-,o he an ..wc rcd.
Sect ion J I o f the Manitoba Act had -cr as ide 1.-l millio n acres in the
prov ince for di stributio n "among the child ren of the half- breed head .. o f
fam ilies rc ..idin g in the province at the lime o f the ..aid tran..fe r 10 Ca nada
[15 Ju ly 18701.. . . . ' t ~ This meant thut "- l ~ t i ~ residin g out vidc the province
ut that dale were not eligible fo r the gra nt. A second group o f :" l eli ~ excluded
from the grant aro..c in the course of the actual distribution in the year,
IK75-HO. for by that time "OI11e Met i" who were legally eligible had moved
away and co uld not receive the!r ullouucnr... Anulyvis Ill' the order in t'tumcil
of :!~ January 1885 chows that it wa-, intt' nded to addre"," the need~ of
oot h group,. Thl,." ·' half-hrecd, in .\ laniloha and Ihl.' t'tlrth,\V I."1 T l'rritorll.' ''
who would have bee n cnlil lcd 10 land had Ihey n..... idl,."d III :-' l ani tuh ;1at the
t ime oflran..fer· · "'c re the tir , t group. i.e . . Ihe ~kli .. who had heen oll",ide
~l an il tlha un 15 Jul y 1870 . " Tho,c whn, lho ugh re..iding In :-' la nitob'l and
equi lably entilled to partil:ipale in Ihe gra nt. did not do '0" ",ere lh..: -...:cond
group. i.e .. tho"e who wen: umined for admini..tratiw rca' o n... . t.'hiel1y
for hc ing ab"l'nt when the di,triolltion "' .., at'lUally made .



Hall is correctthat it would han: been bette r 10 refer III Section 1::! 5
of the Dominion Land s Act , IS79, \\ hich .... a .. the ..tarurorv authority lor
di ..tributing land to the North-We..t \ 1t.'l is : " and thi.. nu-, take \\a..
subsequently co rrected in an o rder in cou nci l of 30 March 18x5 , Hutt here
is Oil reason 10 sec in the oversight anylhing more mal ign than admini..trutive
confusion, Analysis o f the .... ordi ng {If the order of::!8 January ..hll\\ .. thai
it wu.. intended to reach the r ight target group...

Finally , it is clear that the Commiss ion \\'1" more than anothe r
inn:..uganon that r nigfu have no tangible re..uh. I" mandate .... <.1 .. not merely
to invcstigutc ma ilers . Rat her . it wa.. appointed "\\ ith a \ ie\\ of ..cttlmg
eq uitably the cla ims" o f the \h~t i ... It wa.. in..tructed to "enumerate' them.
i.c. . 10conduct a census and collect the inform atio n nccc....aryto determine
clig ibiluy for each individual. Thi.. was an e xact repetition (If thc procedure
foll o wed in \ Iani toba . whe re a com miss ion com posed o f J . l\l . Mach ar
and Mutthcw Ryan had enum erated the Metis p rior til eli ..trib ution o f the
land grunt." By way of im prove ment , twomembe rs of the North -we st
Co mm ission were to hc French-..peaki ng and o nc a \ k tiv

If everything was fine , why were thc Metis of St . Laurent not pa...-ifcd"
The answe r seems to lie in fau hy com munica tion. The mini..tcr uf the
inter io r. Sir David Macpherson. tclep raph cd to Gover nor Dewdn ...,y on
~ Feb ruary IXX5: " Government has decid ed to invc..tigarc claim.. o f halt
breed s and wit h that view ha .. directed enumeration of tho ..e \\ ho did nor
participate in grant under Manitoba Act ... " 1< Th i.. \\'1" a \ cry weak
cxpre .... ion of the contents of the order 111 council of ::!8 January , a" ..ho\\ n
above. Riel ami the Rd 'ell;ol/ erroneously states that Dcwdncy ....cnt a
copy of the Id e-gram 10 C harles Nolin." ~ In fact. Dcwdncy realized that
the bricftclcgrurn from Macpherson would not ..a li..fy the ~kt i s . H..: wrote
back 1\) Sir Joh n A . Macdonald : " I feared til send the Telegram as \\llrded
by Sir David as it would at this season when they have nothing cl ..c III
do seem 10 the bulk of the French Half Breeds who arc making demand ..
thai they have nothing 10 l' .'I. PCl,:I.' ' I In..tcad . Dewdncy "cnt a 11l'\\
tele gram to D.H. Macdo wall of Prince Albert. a mcmb...T o f the No rth
West Territories Counci l. who had becn adi ng as an informal int...-rmcdiary
betwee n Riel and the government: " G(lVCrn llll'nt ha.. dl't:itkd tIl il1 \ t:..tlgatc
cl ai ms o f the Half Hrel'ds and wi th thai vil'w has alr l'ady I;d, ...' n the
preli mina ry stcpS." I'

Dewd ney hao made tw o impo rtanl cha ngl''' in nmtl'llt. f ir..t hl' had
removcd the slatl' lllcnl that the gllvCTIlmCllt would d C-OIl with " Iho"",' who
did nol partic ipall' in grant undl' r ~ lan i tllha Act. · ' lk\\ on...·y knc\\ full wl'll
thai l1Iosl (If Ihl' \1..:lis o f SI. La un.:nl h'ld l'mig raled only rel' ..."nlly fn lm
~1anilOba . had pa rticipatcd in Ihl' di ..lr ibul ion of land ano ..nip in Ih;ll
provincc . ano Ihus \\oulu no l hc digiblc for l·on..idcration hy Ihis
com mi ....ion. He oid not bdie\-l' thc\ ..hlluld re ...·ei\'e am thin!! fu n hcr , and
he was not trying to do anyt hing- lilr th...' m : he mer-dy \~;tntco nOI to



disappoint thei r hopes until they had -caucred for the fre ighting -ca-on
and were nn longer capable Il l"uniting to make a distu rbance. This alteration
In the teleg ram \~ a" no t particula rly hone-a. hut it v. a" :11 lea ... t consonant
v. ith hi" goal of preventing trouble O'er the w inter. HO'\ ever. hi... second
alte ratio n wo rked aga ln"t hi" ow n objective ... : for III omitting to mention
in his tele gram that there woul d be an enumeration. he had made the
govcrnmcnt'v initiative seem like a mer e investigat ion . I'lI..-rhaps only another
delayi ng tac tic .

A final di ... rupuon of commu nica tion occurred when Macdowall gave
the telegram In Churle .. Nolin . It IS not clear \\ h~ Macdowall pa....cd it
on III Xolin. bUI the explanation i.. pmhably not <mi-ter. 'c oli n and his
brother-in-law .\b.\.iml' Lepine. u..ing money advanced hy Macdow all. hid
In ...upplv telegrap h pole.. for a telegrap h line between Dud . Lake and
Edm ont on . Nol in wa .. trcqucr ulv III Prince Albert III connccnon with
thi s bus incs.. deal. and .\lan hlv.all pcrh up -, guvc him till' telegram (I11 1 of
sheer convenience. In any case. Riel . who was '11"0 in co ntact with
Macdowall ove r his claim.. I'm an indemnit y from the gove rnment. probabl y
felt sl ighted hy the way the teleg ram \\:1" nun...milled . we know he react ed
e mo tionally \\ hen he ..:1\\ It on 8 February. >'

The net rc..ult of the-e ..uccc....ivc lap..c.. in communication wa.. tha t
the govenmrcnr' .. deci ..ion In proceed with the long-del ayed .\t et i.. land
grant in the ;-':urth-We..t v. a.. pe rceived h) Rid and the .\Ielis a... yet another
eva-, ion and dcfuy . It wa-, t ragil'a l l ~ like the cla-,..ic cxpcn mcru in which
peopl e arc a..ked to v. hi..pe r a b it of nl' \~ " to the ir ne ighbour... around a
circle. What emerges at the end ruay he unrecognizable or 1."\'1."11 the " PI)o. »it c
o f what wa .. fir..1 said.

I{i\'er Lotv

O n the question o f river Ill " at SI. Lau rent. Rid und rl1(' Rd ,d lim/
argued that. a" wi th ..c rip. the federa l government wa.. gui lty of
udminisrrutivc mistakes and dda~ s bUI did ultimately accede 10the "un..ranee
of \ k-li.. demand.. before the Rebellion. However. 1\\0 important que ..lion"
could nOI be fully answered on the bavis o f the evidence present ed at the
time : I) \\"h~ '-'a.. onl) one ..trctch o f land on the Sou th Branch ..urveycd
into rive r lots . produ cing -cve ntv-onc -,uch lot-, at 51. Lau rent '? \\'h) were
othe r area " -,ur veycd on the recta ngular pr inciple" ::!) On what terms did
the Dcparuncnt of Interior offer entry to the Metis of Sl . Laurent in early
Ixx)? Since the o fficial schedule o f rccon uucndauons had not been found
at the time ot \\ri ting of Rid al/d 'he Rebellio" . thl' DI,.·panml'lll ·... dl'l"j"ion"
had In he infcrrl'd fmlllia ter rl'cnrd". leaving oren Ihe p'hsi h i lit ~ that lhe
rclali\d~ ~encrou .. tre.tUl\\,.·nt ultim;]ld~ .lCcorded h'ld nof hl'en l'nn" illnl'd
lx·lore Ih.... Rehellinn ,

Stlrn' \ '\

Suhdl\I"lon o f th.... 51. Laufl'nt af!..";] hl'gan in Ihl,.· "um me r of IK78.
Working on the 1',l\ t ..idl' ,, ( the rive r. \ 1onl ague Aldou.. mark ed OUI ;]



river-lor rc...crvc embraci ng all of T .·O . R.I . \\ ' ..1 and hal f o f TA-l . R. I .
\\"..1. thu... c rcaung "'1'\l' nt~~IH11' nvcr 101\. Standing in...uucnon... for
...urveyor- were to create river Il lb wherever rhcv fou nd ...ub... tantia! number...
of cenlc r... alre ady o n rhe land " bo de... ired thi... ~) ... tcm. Aldou ... · notebook
...h.w.... thai he regarded only I" t,.'nly-four I l f the seventy-iH1C lotv a occupied .
almost all o f the...1' I ~ ing toward ... the northern end of the ...cnlcmcnt . : Hy
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In 'I ~ 1 and I JJ M I. \\ ~, Thc' ""'I "d,' " l lh.· IIH'1 ,,~, ",u~n..- ,un ~ ~ ,..I. even 1h<>Uj:h ,"m.,
Fr.-.l<h \te ll' ""rc al"....,j~ -enled Ihn e hcl",~ ,ut\,·~ Arnu lkl SI 1.<....". ""I~ Ih" north "..I" ,,1' lhoe
nvcr ......nl«l h~ l-nJ!lt, h hall-hrcc..h. rcccocd nvcr l<~, (l J ~ . K zs. K~~ . ~n..t K ~n. \\ 11 Thoe
....... th "de."."""Ie h~l1I:h \tell' "CTc' ",,,1m!! m "ulllhc" a........l lt...,lime tIt ,un ~~ 111(1(~) "a, J,'lk'
on !he r...:t.o"j!ular pnlk",ple rt..., map " ...t.l'l.-.t Ir"'" PuN" \,.h,,,·, "I ('al1.l<ll ' AI,,, na l \lap
(' " 11.-.;,,,," . \ I ....(J~ 11 .....1.1)



hi, 0\\ n -randardv. he \\a, apparently toleran t in recognit ion of claim".
For example. he en tered the claim-, of the Cumcrc family 1Il hi-, book.
while notmg : " Lot" ~(I, . ~() In ~7 tmcluvivct arc on ly claimed b) the
Ca mcr-, fl/Cl - they arc nut OI l pre-ern in occupation. ": AIJtm, may
hav e uu vscd come claimants : several other ~ICl i " stated III nnw that they
we re cult ivat ing land th ere a' carl) a, IX7 7. ~ ' HUI such oral.
rcuo-pccuvc «atcmcnt-, are nlll nl'ce"aril) accurate 10 the exact year. and
In any ca -c the ivcuc here i-, W hal degree of settlement had In IlC perceived
h) the surveyor in order to ju"lif) a river-lot "urw) . Th e answer in this
mctancc vccmv 10 be about one-thi rd .

Th e varm- su rnrncr , DunC.1Il Sinclai r \\a" "ur\'l') ing north o f the rive r
ca-t of the great bend <TA·) ;IIlJ T All. R . ~ S . \\' . ~ : T A5. R . ~ 7 . w.z: T A 5,
R .~6 . \\' .~1. i.e .. aero", from whal would become the parish otSt . Lo uis
de l .anpcvin. This area. III the extent that it wa ... 'enkd OI l all in I K7R.
\\a, inhabited only by a few Scouivh mixed bloods. Sinc lai r', notebook
for T.45 and T At) . R . ~ K , W , ~ ...tatcd: "There are live ...eulers t ill it a lready
thatmade a begi nning ]a, l )'t,.'ar and arc do ing well": it mentioned the name
Met .can . ~1r.:Kay . and Cameron. ' Hi... map" , how no pr ior cculc r-, at all
in T.45 . R.n. W .2 and o nly fi ve in T A b. R . ~6 . w . ~ , aga in with Engli...h
or Scottish name ... .:- In -pitc o f this thin occupancy. Sinclai r ohligingly
drew ri ver IlIh throughout the townshipv. Thi-, generous trcanucnt o f an
Engti-h-spcaking area wo uld late r -ccm like unfa ir partiality to French
~kl i , \\ h,l d id nOI receive the carne privilege .

River lot-, were nOI '0 readil) grunted in IR79. ln thut yt,.'a r J. Lecrock
Reid vurv t,.') cd TA~ . R.I , \\' ,J (the Fish Creek area ) {In both ,idt,.', of the
river a' \~..:II a ' T ,-l-J and T.-l--l- , R, I. \\ ' .J 110 the \\..:,t bank , directly acro-e,
fro m the 51. Laurent river-lot rc-crv c created the preceding <uuuner hy
..\ Id"u, . Regarding T.-l-~ . Reid noted :

lh..r.. ~r,' ~ 1<.... I.muh,·, "I hl"ll<h Ib ll h r....•..h ~1 rr '111 h ..,"~ ,n Ih,. '"...n,h'lI ~nJ lrom
lh, numlx'r "I rl,....~h IUITo"''' nlill~,"~ "ut 111.- ""u I.o[l ... "I <Ian". I ~1l1 kJ 10' .ulll"'...... ~

I~r~c nUll1h.:r ~r" ~",.tJ1 hr,,~~,"~ h,'re

In spnc of this observation. he rnuvt have used a ctrict cmcnon for
recognition of claims. for hi, <kctchc and final map 'ho\\ only tour claim':
Dubois Po it r,l' . Vandal. ami Dumont .

A vimi lur cont radiction marked Rcid'v su rveying a, he worked hi ~

way lip the \~l"l ban k. In T A 3 he noted: "Both bun ks of the River arc
...cnlcd hy French halfbrccdv'";" ye t be recorded the presence of llnly two
c!;lIn:'lIlh . In T.-l- -l- he wrote:

111,' .... ,,,lh "'~.blcl1,,"~n R,,,'r run' ,h~~"n~ll~ Ih",u~h lh,. I"" n.h'lI tJ.,thh~nh " I the
r "'" Ix'mc ",ukJ h' Fr..,....h 11.,11 hr..""I. "h.,,,, dll,'1 ....... "1'-'1'.,11 h~, "'...·n lr~J,"~ ~nJ hUfIl,"~

.." lhe 1·1~,n. t>UI "II" ~t,· 'M'" ',,'nln~ lll.-,r "n,'nt"," IIk"c' '" l~",,,n~ "

1: \ 1.'11 Ih,Illgh hi, ckctchc-,and map , ht1\\ hal f a dozen 1Il,1~1Ilt,.' t,." Ilf ~1tlt.'Illt,.'nl.

l"I l~l'flng <l lmo't all 'l.'t." tlon, fron lLng onlhc \~ e, 1 hank ofthl.' fl\er . he , till
did ,I '{lu,lrt,.' ,unt,.'\ rather Ih~ln ri\ cr 101\.
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Although one cunnot give a precise quantitative measurement. it seems
clear that Reid was operating on a different ha,i, than Aldous, and that
Aldous would certainly have created river lots in T.4-l and probably in
'1'.43 and T .-l2. Unfortunately. the availabledocuments do not explain thi-,

difference between the survevorx: hut since there IS no evidence of a shirt
in official ins tructions. one can only infer tha t it was a personal difference
in outlook.

Roughly the same situation occurred in 51. Louis de Langevin. Whereas
til 1878 Duncan Sinclair had surveyed the north hank nf the river into rivet'
lots. in IIHt'! Hugh Wilson surveyed the south side into quartcr-sccnonv.
even though he encountered a higher incidence of sell lcmcnt than S inclai r
had found in 1878. W ilson encountered four river-front claimants in hoth
T A 5 . R..:!8. W. .:! and T,45. R.27. W.2. not as many as in the SI. Laurent
area hut <till far from negligible. Also there is other evidence that Mcti-,
were coming in to settle in SI. LOlli, precisely at this nmc. > They Illay
not have had a chance tomake visible improvements by the time PI' survey.
hut Wilson should have known what wa-, happening.

All thiv evidence -ubstarui.ucs the conclusion reached in Rh'/IIIII/the
Rctwttion: "It was an error nut \I) have extended the river-lot survey tl)
comprise the \\ hole 51. Laurent colony in the first pl'ICC. "~I There is no
evidence In ...how the mistake wa-, other than a matter of surl·eyor... ·
judgement in the field, hut it nonetheless had serious lung-term
consequences.

EmIT

ln pile otmanv requests. the government refused to n- ...UrI'ey quarter-
section along the river into river lots . Instead it proposed the administrative
compromivc of ullowing squatter... 10 make entry for ric [acto river lot ...
by ,ldJing together twenty -acre legal ...ubdivisions. In May IRH-l. Prince
Albert land ... agent George Duck collected evidence from ninety-nine Men ...
claimams at St. Laurent. and on the bJsj.., of these submissions made
recommendations to the Dominion La nds Huard . After <omc further delays .
the :-.10ti .. were notified between 211 February and 7 March IRXS of the
tcnn -, on which they could make entry. Riel and tne Rebellion depicted
thi-, procc-,.. a ... a reasonable solution to the difficulties created by the original
mistake of not having surveyed all of 51. Luurcnt into river Ill".

The re I~a .., hllwcvcr. a weak link in the honk's evidence . Since the
...chcdulc III' ca ... L'", invcvtigatcd by Duck had not been located. it wa'"
necessary to infer the ... ub ... ranee ufthc Lands Board decisions from ucrion-,
recorded in later horncstc.ul filcv. D,:-.J , Sprague used 'his lacuna in the
cv idcncc to prorO"'L' an aIIL'rn,ltl' interpretation. ac('ord ing to I~ hiL'h "\\ hat
mn,t rL'npk rl.'cl·i\'l'd was a provnc:ttivl' denial nf thL'ir dL'tll,lIld for tilk
to lhe lands thL'y had (l(L'upil.'d for year...... 'I Sprague pointl'd out that
mo,t claims tn de!i/( 'ttl ri\l.'r 10" on l[uartC'r-'l'ctinn... invoh'C'd ndJ-lIlunbl'rl'd



sections: indeed thi-, wa-, inevitable. since crcuung a river lot by mcuns
of lega l subdivision me-ant that it had ttl cruvs two or sometimes th ree
contiguous sccuons. at leas t one- of which had to be odd -numbered. Nov.
according to Dominion Lands regulations . odd-numbered sec tio ns were
not open for homestead hut were rese rved for preem ption. i.c .. purchase
at a favourable fixed price. vn that successful homesteaders could ex pand
thcir landholdings . Reasoning from prcccderu- III other part-, otthc west.
Sprague argued tha t the SI. Laurent Metis would have been informed that
they could make homestead entry on odd-numbered vcction-, hut would
have 10 purchase the-Ill outright. at one dollar or 1\\'0 dollars per acre.
depending on the dale of fi rs t occupation. '

The mi ....ing schedule of St. Laurent ca"e" invcsugutcd by Duck has
now been fou nd. and u \htl\~" unequivocally tha t Spragucs theory is
wrong. " Squatte r" v.hO\L' claims involved odd-numbered vccuon-, we re
indeed allowed til make homestead entry for up to 16() ac res . lf the ir claim
encornpa....cd more than 160 acres. as sometimes hap pened wi th river 10'"
because of the rivcrv irregular course. they could purchase the surplus
at Oils' dollar or two dollar" pe r acre. depending nil the date of firvt
nCl.:llpancy. All o f thi-, \\'a" recommended in ISH..k long before the re was
any question 0 1 taking up artuv.

Spragucs criticism hac . however. been fruitfu l in another rcvpcct.
II has d rawn atte ntion to the fuct that. while the \ kt is had uvkcd for
immediate free patc r nv. the Departmen t tl l" IhL' Inte rior oft'e rl'd in a lmn,,!
all casl'\ onlv the r ight ofentry. By IRR:'i, the \ 1t;II\ had generally been
o n IhL' la nd mort.' than the requisite three Yl.'ars, hUI thei r improvement
were not usu ally sufficient to quality for patents. Rid lilli/the Re/J ellioll
did not lake sufficient note of thi-, important distinction. Enu v required
a fee of ten doltarv. Ill)! in itsctf an insupe rable oh"I'1L'1e for most 1\1cti".
RUI entry did run carry wi th it the righl\ to mortgugc or sell the land: the-e
rights cams' only with patent . With the end PI' the buffalo hu nt. the \1Cli\
we re [poking fur new vourcc- of cach ro increase the IT ink'n\i t~ of farming
or 1(1 invest III businccvcs "UL'h '1\ wood -cutting and freighting . There may
have been mallY who were disappoin ted \\ ith rccciv lllg nnly entry rather
than pate nt. rhu-, helping to explain \\ hv the not ificurion between 26
Feb ruary and 7 March did nothing to prevent ;1 resort Itl urmv.

A not hcr quesuon that <rill n.lg\. eVL'1l if it i\ nr secondary importance.
i" what fo rm the noufic.uion took . Rid und till" Rl'/Jdlio/l usvc rtcd th:u
"a let ter was vent tn each of the claimants \taling the ter m" on which he
could make ent ry.·' " hUI this lIlay have bL's'11 an ove rstatement . If "n
many IettL'r" wers' al·ttwlly "enl. il is (ldd lh'lt no t L'\"S'11 nils' ha\ t'\'er been
found . T wo hnllle"tead ti le" contain spes'i fic nlllatinlls Ihal ktler\ \~ere

"en\. " bUI nthcr\ mercly rc purl that s'laimanh WL'rc Illltifil'd tn lllal.:e
enlr~. I', Evel1 if leltcr" \\'cl"e "en l to L'\er~{ll1e. il is po\\ibk thai many
\ !cli" Jid Illlt lull y gra\p Ihl.'lr sigrll tkans'e, \i Ill's' hardl~ any pf tht'Ill s'(luld
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read . with the advaruugc of hindsight . it S("("IllS too had that a French
speaking employee o f the Prince Albe rt Lands O ffice did not make a trip
to St. Laurent 10 explain precisely what was bei ng conceded .

Cunclu... ion

Although cliches arc always vuvpcct as explanations . it tru ly Sl'l'lllS

that a "breakdown in conuuunicauon- '. was crucial to the outbreak of
the North- west Rebellion. On the two main grievances of scrip am] river
lots. slow and awkward governmental attempts at explanation we re vitiated
even further by the intri nsic diffic ulties o f conununicaung in mid-winter
with a non- literate francophonc group living in a remote place . If
government is to he faulted. it is pr imarily till' not taking extra effort to
explai n its ucuons rathe r than till' tho: substance of its acuons .

Collateral su pport for this interpretation come- from Andre Lalonde ' s
care fu l study uf the Pr ince Albe rt Colonization Company. Lalonde has
shown tha t. III spite of many allegations , the Prince Albert Colonizatio n
Company did nut present till' s lightest threat 10 the Metis living on the
South Branch ," T he parish of 51. Louis LIe Langevin did grow up on land
bough t by the Com pany , but the latter had no power to evict settlers and
no steps were ever ta ken rn that direction . AmI ye t at least some Metis
had the impression tha t the Company \~as a threat 10 their lands , Louis
Riel wrote after the Rebellion:

I" I~ll"<l n"c <lrm;':1 n<' pi", ."drd ,>r "lk:""C IT kIO.k r"II' ''' Elk \ "ndi l ~ 1I1lC ""-' J~k de coloruvm.m
I,n,' p,,,,, ,,,e n1l'm , e I""ll<' ronde. Ie pr~t re d~ Lt b U k h'nd LI L< P~I""'" de SI L<>u" de
l .dl1 ."e ' ln ~ \e<' b le rre .1,'1'<"."1 ,,<" , 'III lxqucllc ctan unc ,:h"I"' lk en \'''1,' ,k ,',m ,lm,'II,>n: elk
\Tl1dll I" tc rre lk l"<'cnir d I,' , 1" .'pf l<"I~' de trcruc-cmq I"milk , "

Eve n if in reality the re was l1\1 threat to the Mcti... from the Company.
the perception n f a th reat may have reinforced the feelin g that ;1 resort
to arms "as necessary.

T he re are cvscmially three views abou tt he federal govcrmncnts roll'
in the origin otthc Rebellion. Pir-a.fhut Sir John A . Macdonald deliberately
provoked the Ml;tis into taking up arruv so that he could crush their power
in the wes t while vimultancou-Jy securing funding for the Canadian Pacific
Railw ay . T his is the conspiracy theory suggested by A. -H. de
T rcm auda n. '" sketched hy Howard Adams ." and expanded to great
lengths by Dun Mct.cun. " Second, that the government unintcruionally
drove the \-letis intu rebellion hy grave delays and mistakes III lands policy.
T his is the sta ndard view in the trad ition of George F .G. Stanley. Third.
that the gove rnment ", policy should have sat isfied the \ l ctis but did not
because it wa -, not prope rly communicated to them. This is the \ 'il'\\

developed in Rid find the Rt'},elfioll and presented here with certa in
re tinemerus and new information .
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