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ABSTRACT. In 1873 prom inent Quebec jou rnalist J.A.N. Provencher becam e com miss ione r of
Indian affairs in Manitoba. In this capaci ty he wa s res po ns ible for the Indians who were
signa tories to Treaties 1, 2 and 3, supe rvising their transition to se tt led life. A politi cal
appointee, he wa s a poor administrator and his un suitability for the job soo n became apparent.
By 1877 incompetence was no longer the government's main con cern; se rious crim inal
allegations had been made against the Indian commissioner, and an inquiry into these charges
began. Wh en the inquiry conclude d in March 1878, Provencher wa s found guilty of fraudulent
use of public fund s. He had been supp lying the Indians with inferior goo ds in collus ion w ith
local bu sinessm en wh o had granted him certain cred its and cons ide ra tions in return.
Provencher was dism issed but the go ve rn ment see me d to learn little from th e exe rcise; as it
expa nded its presence in the prairie West , the Indian Departme nt continued to be littl e more
than a source of pat ron age appointm ents at the d isp osal of those in power.

SOMMA IRE. En 1873 l'eminent journal iste qu ebecois J.A.N . Provencher devint commissai re
d es affai res indi ennes pou r Ie Manitoba. A ce titr e il etait resp onsabl e des Indiens s igna ta ires
d es Traites 1, 2et 3, et de leur ad aptation a la vie sedentaire. No mrne a ce poste pour des raison s
politiques, il s' ave ra mediocre administrateur. En 1877 ce n'etait plu s so n incompetence qui
inquietait Ie go uvc rne rnent, mais les se rieuses allegations qui pesaient contre lui et qui
d evai ent faire l'obj et d 'une enque te. A la fin de ladite enque te, en mars 1878, Provencher fut
reconnu coupable d 'u sag e frauduleu x de fonds publics: de conniven ce avec d es hommes
d 'affaires d e la region qui lui offrai ent certaines faveurs en retour, il avait fourni aux Indiens
d es d enrees de qua lite inferieure. Provencher fut licencie, mai s Ie gouve rne me nt n' avait pas
retenu sa lecon : tandis qu 'il etendait sa zone d 'influence sur les prairies, Ie d eparternent d es
affair es indi enn es poursuivit ses relati ons de copinage avec les personnes au pouvoir.

[e ne veux p as y croire! lu i, s i fort, s i robuste, s i gai, s i ca useur, s i rernua n t, lui
l'ho mme d 'esprit par excelle nce, l'ecriv ain d istingue et cor re ct, Ie journaliste
sans fie l, ni haine, l'arni s i devone, plein de coeur e t d e m ots encouragea n ts,
ce t a p p u i d es jeunes, lu i toujours jeune e t toujours brillant. . . . II est tombe. '

The effus ive tone of the panegyrics which littered the Quebec press
following the premature death of Joseph Alfred Norbert Provencher in
October 1887 wa s predictable. French Canada had lost one of its foremost
journalists. In recounting the details of his distinguished career, his an
gui shed admirers paid homage to the clarity of his prose, the superiority of
his intellect, his prodigious memory, his energy and enthusiasm - traits
whi ch set his work apart from the pedestrian efforts of most new spaper
reporters.

But the arcan e details of one significan t episode in his life were silen tly,
if not conveniently, omitted: Provencher's role as "comm issaire de s Sau
vages" in Manitoba between 1873 and 1878.2 It is difficult not to believe that
this omission aro se from the ignominious manner in which he left the

1 Leon Led ieu , "J.A.N. Provencher," Lc Ivumde lliu stre 12 November 1887, P: 221.

2 Ibid. , 222.See also La Minerue,29 Octobe r 1887, p. 1; I.eMOllde (Mo ntrea l), 29 Oc tobe r 1887,
p. 4; t» Pressc, 29 Oc tobe r 1887, p. 2.
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government service at the end of that period, a fact which, while not widely
publicized, was hardly a state secret. Respect for the recently departed may
have been a consideration, of course, but such an excuse cannot be claimed
by those who have broached the subject in this century.' The purpose here,
however, is not to tarnish the image of one so revered in a spirit of malicious
revisionism, but rather to examine the critical years in the mid-1870s in
which the stru cture of Indian administration was created in Manitoba
under the unsteady guidance of Monsieur Provencher.

Provencher was born on 6 January 1843 in Baie-du-Febvre, Lower Can
ada . His father, a farmer, died when he was young but the generosity of hi s
uncle, the bishop of St. Boniface, enabled him to study in the classical
program offered at the College de Nicolet. A diligent and capable student,
he completed this phase of his education at the age of sixteen. He then
moved to Trois-Rivieres where he articled in law . While thus engaged he
founded his own newspaper, La Scntinelle, which survived for only a few
months. His legal studies came to a successful conclusion in 1864, and he
wa s called to the Montreal bar. For a man of intellect, ambition and with a
creative di sposition a career in law, understandably enough, proved unap
petizing. Instead, he turned to journalism, a craft which he had already
practiced as an enthusiastic amateur.

Provencher wa s invited to become night editor of La Mincrvc, a leading
conservative newspaper. He entered fervently into the vibrant cultural and
intellectual life and wa s one of the founders of La Reoue canadienne. To this
journal he contributed a number of well-received articles on constitutional
and economic questions. Among his collaborators in La Reoue was Joseph
Royal, a man of similar background whose career would also lead to the
West.

In physical appearance, Provencher wa s large and ungainly. His gener
ou s no se, abundant hair, bu sh y beard and general unkempt exterior were a
cartoonist's delight. Thi s was a bohemian, perhaps, but certainly no peas
ant, for his tastes were decidedly patrician. Poli tics, litera ture and art were
his pa ssions, although music left him unmoved. And for good conversa
tion, preferably stim ulated by wine, cigars and haute cuisine, there was no
substitute. The cafe subculture of Montreal was the mecca of this gregarious
bonvivant whose exuberance and infectious good humour won him a wide
circle of friends . As one admirer observed: "II etait ne pour Ie boulevard.?"

3 For example, Donati en Fremont, "Alfred-Norbert Prov encher, 1843-1887," Mellloiresde la
sociit« Royale du Canada, Tome 51, Troisiem e Serie , juin 1957 (Ottawa: lrnprime pour la
Societe Royale du Canad a, 1957), 29-41; Kenn eth Landry, "Provencher, j.A.N .," in Frances
Halpenn y, ge n. ed. , Dictionarf of Canadian Biography, Vol. 11, 1881-1980 (Toront o:
Unive rsity of Toronto Press, 1982),716; A.-G. Mori ce, O.M.I., Diciionnairc Historique des
Canadiens et des Metis[rancaisde l'Oucsi (Qu ebec: Laflamme et Proulx, 19(8), 235-36.

4 Henri d e Lamothe, quoted in Fremont, "Provencher," 36.
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In 1866 Evariste Gelinas resigned as editor-in-chief of La Minerve and
Provencher succeeded him. But even this rapid advancement was insuffi
cient to satiate the ambition of the young journalist. In the following year
Provencher was chosen as the Conservative candidate for Yamaska, a
Liberal stronghold, in the first federal election after Confederation. He lost
by thirty-eight votes in a contest marred by fraud and intimidation.'

To be defeated in politics is not always to be disappointed; the faithful
are inevitably compensated, although sometimes in surprising ways. In
1869, Provencher received his reward: he was appointed secretary of the
North-West Council. This was the governing body that was to be estab
lished in the West when the Hudson's Bay Company lands were transferred
to the Dominion on 1 December. The new lieutenant governor of the region,
Ontario politician William McDougall, had apparently not been consulted
in the selection of the secretary, and there is evidence that he never ap
proved of the candidate chosen. "

Nevertheless, Provencher was among McDougall's ill-fated entourage
that set out for the West in the autumn of 1869. Passing through American
territory, this vanguard of Canadian authority arrived at Pembina on the
boundary of the North-West on 30 October. But the Metis of Red River had
already resolved to resist incorporation into the Dominion until certain
rights were assured, and the Canadians were warned at Pembina not to
proceed any further. McDougall was indignant at this rebuff, but accepted
the inevitable. Provencher, believing perhaps that his religious and linguis
tic affinity with the disaffected might render negotiations possible, pressed
onwards with McDougall's approval. He got no further than St. Norbert,
the Metis headquarters, where he was detained by Louis Riel and his
henchmen. He informed his hosts that many local residents representative
of the diverse elements in the community would be placed on the North
West Council? This assurance was insufficient to assuage Metis skepticism
and Provencher was advised that the inhabitants of Red River would work
out their own arrangements first, and later enter into dialogue with Ottawa.
He wa s then escorted back to the border by armed horsemen." There the

5 These early details of Prov encher' s career are gleaned from the articl es by Fremont,
Landry and Ledieu cited above.

6 Lewis H. Thomas, The Strugg le f or Responsible Government in the North-West Territories,
1870-97, 2nd ed . (Toronto: University of Toronto Press , 1978), 18. W.L. Morton suggests
that Prov encher's appointment wa s in accordance with the usual Canadian custom of
balancing Eng lish-speaking officeholders with a proportionate number of Fren ch
speakers. He noted, how ever, that Provencher was not a man of McDougall's calibre and
that had Prim e Mini ster J.A. Macdonald been bett er informed of the situation at Red River,
a French-Canadian of greater stature would have been selected. " Introd uction" to W.L.
Morton, ed ., Alexander Begg's Red River [ournal and other papers relative to the Red River
resistance of 1869-1870 (Toronto: Champlain Society, 1956),43.

7 The council was to hav e betw een seven and fifteen members.

8 Thomas, The Strugglef or Responsible Government, 35.
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Canadians lingered for a few months in a futile sojourn while momentous
events enveloped Red River. 9 McDougall and most of his party left for
Canada on 18 December but Provencher remained until the end of February.
Then he , too, retraced his steps. 10

Another role in the federal service awaited Provencher the following
year. He was appointed immigration commissioner in Manitoba with a
mandate to encourage French-speaking settlemen t in the new province. He
arrived in Winnipeg on 25 October 1871 to find that a semblance of order
had been restored. Armed men no longer barred his way; in fact his
we lcome wa s exceedingly cordial. An old friend, Joseph Royal, had already
established himself as a leading personage in the community: he was
provincial secretary and proprietor of Le Metis, the mouthpiece of the
Francophone inhabitants. '

Provencher remained in the West until April 1872, attempting to identify
suitable locations for the establishment of French-speaking settlements. At
the end of this period he wa s sen t to Paris to encourage immigration to
Canada from Fran ce, neglected for over a century. His joy in undertaking
this assignment can only be imagined, since his European destination wa s
the very centre of all he valued highly. And he ensured that his responsibili
ties did not deprive him of the leisure "de poursuivre des etudes person
nelles, de frequenter des gens de lettres, de visiter les bibliotheques et les
musees, d 'admirer les livres rares et les peintures des maitres.,,12

These delights were brusquely interrupted before even a year had

9 Enos Stu tsman, an American lawy er and land specu la tor, visit ed the beleaguered
McDou gall party at Pembina in No vember and d escrib ed Prov en cher as "a pleasant sor t
of man wh o had come lip altoge ther wrongly informed regarding this country" and wh o
did not appea r to be in McDougall's confide nce. Morton, Aicxandcr Begg's Journal, 176.
Dale Gibson, Att orneyfor the Frontier: E,IOS Stuntsman (Winnipeg, Univ ersit y of Manitoba
Press, 1983), 1-7, 117. The d etail s of the Red River resistance are too well kn own to require
rep eating here. See G.F.G. Stan ley, Tile Birth of Western Canada (Toro nto: Unive rsity of
Toro nto Press, 1960), 67-106.

]() Mort on , Alexander Begg's Journal, 233. The reason for Prov encher 's extended stay in the
West is not clear. It may have been to report to Ottawa on development s at Red River or,
as he suggested him self, to assure the Indians of Canad ian goodwill. Much of what he
reported wa s either rumour or opinion since he wa s hardly in an advantageou s po sition
to gathe r intelligence. He seems to hav e expected contact with Col. J.5. Dennis, who had
come to Red River heading a su rvey party and wa s still there trying to stir up resistance to
Riel am ong Ind ian s and Ca nadians. He appeared concerne d that he had lost the
confidence of the cabine t. Nati onal Archiv es of Canada (NA), MG 26F, Sir Charles Tupper
Pap ers, vo l, 3, p. 1385, Provencher to C. Tuppe r, 24 January 1870, p. 1404, Provencher to
Tupper, 3 February 11>70.

11 Royal 's new spaper wa s not sparing in its prai se for the new immigration commissione r:
"Par ses hautes capacites et son intelligence pratique, M. Prov en cher est emine rnen t
propre a l'importante tache dont l'a charge Ie gouverne me nt d 'Ottawa." Lc Metis, vol. I,
no. 21, 26 Octobe r 11>71, p. 2, "sa ns titre."

12 Fremo nt, "P rovencher," 36.
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passed. Early in 1873 Provencher learned that he had been appointed
commissioner of Indian affairs in Manitoba and that the Red River Valley
would once more become his home. A salary of $2,000 and considerable
prestige went with the position; he would be the principal official of the
federal Indian Department in the prairie West. 13 And yet it can only have
been with heavy heart that he abandoned the boulevards of Paris for the
mud of Main Street, where wooden sidewalks were still a rare luxury.

The vacancy in Manitoba was created by the resignation, in January
1873, of the incumbent commissioner, Wemyss Simpson. Simpson had
presided at the signing ofTreaties 1 and 2 in 1871, and since then had served
the Indian Department in administering those agreements on a part-time
basis. In October 1872, the Manitoba Executive Council urged the appoint
ment of a permanent commissioner who would reside in Winnipeg
throughout the year. Ottawa concurred and when Simpson, who had
business interests in Sault Ste. Marie, was asked to devote himself fully to
the job, he resigned. "

Provencher arrived in Manitoba to take up his new posting on 2 June.
Shortly afterwards he was named a lieutenant colonel of the militia; the title
was purely honorary and was designed to lend him an aura of authority
when dealing with the Indians.IS His headquarters were in Winnipeg, a
thriving garrison town and government centre. Its population was less than
3,000 at the time, but it wa s growing rapidly as new settlers swarmed in,
mainly from Ontario. The unpaved streets and wooden buildings were
unimpressive, but the lively hotels and saloons meant that it was anything
but a dull place. In

Nor was the Indian Department an impressive operation. There was one
employee in addition to Provencher, Molyneux St. John. St. John had been

13 NA, RG 10, Record s of the Department of Indian Affairs , vol. 3583, f. 1084 PI. 2, LI. Gov .
Alexander Morri s to Joseph How e, secretary of state for the provinces, 26 October 1872;
Howe to W. Simpso n, 12 November 1872;Simpson to How e, 29 Novemb er 1872. Ibid ., vo l.
3590, f. 1356,Simpson to Howe, 27January 1873. TI1is file also contains the orde r in council
of 28 February 1873 (No . 229) accepting Simpso n's resignation and appointing
Provencher in his place.

14 NA, RG 10, Record s of the Department of Indian Affairs , vol. 3583, f. 1084 PI. 2, LI. Gov .
Alexander Morri s to Joseph Howe, secretary of state for the provinces, 26 October 1872;
How e to W.Simpson, 12Nov emb er 1872;Simpson to Howe, 29 Nov emb er 1872. Ibid ., vol.
3590, f. 1356, Simpson to How e, 27 January 1873. This file also contains the ord er in council
of 28 February 1873 (No. 229) accepting Simpson's resignation and appointing
Provencher in his place.

15 Fremont , "Provencher," 37. See also Le M etis, vo l. 3, no. 2, 7 juin 1873, p. 2, "No uveau
Commissaire des Sauvages" and "Nouve lles Canad iennes ." Royal' s new spaper wa s as
enthus iastic as ever: "M. Provencher a deja beau coup etudie Ie Nord Oues t et ses
connaissances et ses talent s nous assurent des services precieux. "

16 W.L. Morton, Mallit oba: A Hision], 2nd ed . (Toronto: Univ ersit y of Toronto Press, 1967),
166-71.
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present at the treaty negotiations of 1871 and styled himself "Indian
agent."!7 These two men formed the nucleus of a bureaucracy that would
grow inexorably in the decades that followed, until the lives of all Indians
in Manitoba and the North-West were circumscribed by its dictates. In
itially, however, its responsibilities merely extended to the signatories of
Treaties 1 and 2.

The arrival of the new commissioner in Manitoba coincided with a major
reorganization of federal administrative structures relating to the West. In
July the Department of the Interior was created and it took over the
management of Dominion Lands and Indian affairs, matters which until
then had been within the purview of the Department of the Secretary of
State. The first minister of the Interior was Senator Alexander Campbell,
although his term of office was short-lived. IS When the Liberals came to
power some months later, David Laird, a newspaper man from Prince
Edward Island, was given responsibility for the interior portfolio.

The government was also giving thought to the structure most appropri
ate for Indian administration in the West, since the superintendency system
of Quebec and Ontario was not considered suitable." An order in council of
16 June authorized the establishment of a Board of Indian Commissioners
for Manitoba and the North-West Territories composed of the lieutenant
governor, the resident Indian commissioner, and the chief officer of the
Dominion Lands Granting Department in Winnipeg.20 The Board was to
determine the general policy with respect to Indians in the West under
instructions from Ottawa, although routine administration was to be the
prerogative of the resident commissioner, Provencher."

This meant that Provencher would have to work closely with Lieutenant
Governor Alexander Morris. Had a mutual respect developed between the

17 When Molyneu x St. John heard of Prov encher 's appointment, he expressed some
resentment at being pas sed over for the position him self. NA RG 10, vol. 3603, f. 1987, M.
St. John to W. Spragge, deputy superintendent gen eral of Indian Affairs, 30 May 1873.

18 Thomas, The Strugglefor Responsible Govemlllent, 60-61.

19 Joseph Howe suggested that the administrative machin ery in use in the older provinces
would be inappropriate becau se of the formidable d istan ces involved and because
missionary work in the West had not been proportionate to the "mass of ignorance and
pagan superstition to be encountered ." Report of the Department of Secretary of State, Indian
Branch.for the yearending 30 June 1872, p. 2.

20 The Dominion Lands officer was Lindsay Russell and he refused to serve on the Indian
Board. His place wa s taken by S.J. Dawson of the Publi c Works Department. Reportof the
Interiorfor tile yearended 30 June 1874, report of Deputy Supe rintende nt Gene ral of Indi an
Affair s, Lawrence Vankoughnet, p . 8.

21 Thomas, TheStrugglefor ResponsibleGovernment, 69. A similar struc ture was author ized for
British Columbia at the sam e time. In that province, however, Lieut enant Governo r Joseph
Trutch refused to serve on the Board and the direction of policy wa s left in the hands of
I.W. Pow ell and James Lenihan, the principal officers of the Indian Department. NA, RG
10, vol. 3625, f. 5506, mem orandum of David Laird , 11 Octobe r 1875.
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two men, the Board might have functioned effectively. But it was quite the
opposite. Provencher ignored Morris after he had established himself in
Winnipeg, and only called upon the lieutenant governor when asked to do
so. Morris's fragile sense of dignity was thus offended and the relationship
was a strained one thereafter. When Chief Henry Prince of St. Peter's
Reserve complained that the commissioner had not kept an appointment
with himself and his Indians, Morris eagerly forwarded the letter to Ottawa
adding, "This sort of thing cannot go on, and we are really with Provencher,
as compared with his predecessor, 'out of the frying pan into the fire,,', 22

It irritated Morris that he was obliged to work with a man who failed to
display an appropriate defence to the representative of the Queen and who
appeared to be shou ldering his responsibilities rather lightly. The Indian
Board as a triumvirate of equals was unacceptable to him as he might be
outvoted by subordinate officers. Were he, as lieutenant governor, declared
head of the Board with ve to powers, it migh t be a workab le arrangement.
He also felt that the responsibilities of the Board should be confined to
administering the terms of existing treaties; new trea ties should be negoti
ated by special commissioners appointed for the occasion, possibly from
the membership of the North-West Council.23

Because of Morris's objections, the Indian Board never functioned prop
erly. The lieutenant governor relied for advice on matters of general policy
on the North-West Council; Provencher's role was limited mainly to fulfill
ing the terms of treaties already agreed to. With the exception of Treaty 3,
Provencher pla yed no part in the negotiation of the treaties conducted by
Morris between 1873 and 1876.24

The failure of the Board of Indian Commissioners convinced Interior
Minister Laird that it would be best abolished and a system of superinten
dencies and agencies created in its stead . By October 1875 he and his
advisers had devised a scheme whereby the prairie region would be di 
vided into two supe rintendencies. The Manitoba Superintendency, with its
headquarters in Winnipeg, was to contain the area encompassed by Treaties
1,2, and 5 and in addition, that part ofTreaty 3 not included in Ontario when

22 NA, RG 10, vol. 3590, f. 1356, A. Morri s to A. Campbell, 26 Jun e 1873. Prov en cher wa s
reprimanded for his dereliction ofduty. Ibid ., vol. 3603, f. 21181 /2, Provencher to Ottawa,
10 July 1873.

23 Ibid. , vol. 3605, f. 2903, A. Morris to A. Campbell, 23 June 1873; ibid. , f. 2946, Morri s to
Laird , 24 January 1874.

24 While Morri s wished 10 have no role in mundane administra tive matters associated with
the Indian Department such as the requi sition and distribu tion of su pplies, he tried to
establish him self in the role of watchdog or ombudsman in ord er to ensure that the
Indians received what wa s du e them . His willingness to lis ten to the complaints of Indians
wa s resent ed by Prov ench er, who felt that this resulted in manipulation and undermined
his abilit y to make laugh decisions . NA, MG 27 1 C 8, Alexander Morri s Pap ers, p. 556,
Prov encher to Morri s, 7 July 1875.
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the provincial boundaries were settled. The North-West Superintendency
was to be confined initially to the area of Treaty 4, but would later extend its
jurisdiction to lands ceded in subsequent treaties between Manitoba and the
Rockies. Its headquarters were to be located in the capital of the North-West
Territories, when that site was selected. Up to five Indian agents were to be
appointed in each superintendency. Laird's plan was approved by an orde r
in council of 7 December and it was instituted at the beginning of 1876.25

Morris objected vehemently to the new arrangements, preferring the
Indian Board with veto powers accruing to himself. He pointed out that
Indians insisted on taking their grievances to the lieutenant governor as the
chief representative of the Crown. If all authority in such matters wa s now
transferred to the superintenden t, great difficulties and embarrassmen t
would arise. So insistent was he in advancing this view that Laird felt it
expedient, although with "serious misgivings," to seek a comp romise. An
order in council of 12 May 1876 granted Morris the honorary title of chief
su pe rin tende n t of Indian affairs in Manitoba, with power to receive depu
tations of Indians bearing gri evances and the right to exam ine books and
documents relating to Indian administration in the hands of the "local
su pe rin tende nt." Provencher had to content himself with the title of acting
superintendent of Indian affairs in Manitoba, a designation he retained
until his departure from the department."

The Board of Indian Commissioners, then , never functioned as intended
by its creators. Its only accomplishment, working as a unit, appears to ha ve
been Treaty 3. Towards the end of September 1873, the Board members,
Morris, Provencher, and S.J. Dawson, made their wa y to the North-West
Angle of Lake of the Woods to negotiate a treaty with its Ojibwa inhabitants.
Th ese Indians had refu sed to give up their lands in 1871 and 1872. The area
in question was critical to the success of the Dominion's expans ionist
d esigns: it con tained the Dawson road and the route of the planned Pacific
railway. It also contained fertile land and, it was believed, mineral wealth.
In all, 55,000 square miles of territory were at stake.

Because of the importance of the region and the fact that the Indian s we re
reluctant to part with their lands, the terms offered were cons iderably more
genero us than those offere d in Treaties 1 and 2. Ann ui ties of $5 per capi ta
were proposed rather than $3, and reser ves of one squa re mile per fami ly of
five rather than 160 acres . Nevertheless, the negoti ation s were diffic ult and
protrac ted . Gifts of ca ttle, impleme nts and grain were promised by the

25 NA, MG 271 D 10, Dav id Laird Papers, Letterbook 1875-76, Laird to Morri s, 10Decemb er
1875. See also, NA, RG 10, vol. 3625, f. 5506, mem orandum of D. Laird, 11 October 1875.
The system of superintendencies was also created in British Co lumbia at this time.

26 NA RG 10, vo l. 3625, f. 5506, Morr is to Laird, 18 February 1876; ibid ., vol. 3634, f. 6464,
order in council, 12 May 1876, No . 420; confiden tial memoran dum, 11 Janua ry 1877
(probably by L. Vankoug hne t). See also, Thomas , The Strugglefor Responsible GOllI'rnmellt,
70-71.
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commissioners as additional inducements to the recalcitrant. And, at
Provencher's suggestion, an annual grant of ammunition and twine to the
value of $1,500 was offered. The commissioners also agreed that the chiefs
be given medals made of silver, whereas base metal had been used in the
medals of the earlier treaties. B~ 5 October the reticence of the Indians had
faded and Treaty 3 was signed. 7

This wa s the only treaty at which Provencher officiated. He would,
however, be responsible for fulfilling Ottawa's obligations under a number
of these agreements, and his thoughts on the subject are therefore worth
recording. Provencher accepted that treaties were necessary because of the
Native title to the soil based on occupancy. He believed that when these
agreements were entered into in future, the government ought to determine
precisely the terms beforehand, thereby avoiding the charade of negotia
tions between equal partners. But Ottawa's obligations should not end with
the signing and gift giving; to abandon the Indians at this stage would
condemn them to the status of a mendicant class. Rather, an active program
of civilization should be pursued. Attaching the Natives to agriculture was
the key to releasing them from dependency upon public charity. Equip
ment, animals and instruction would therefore have to be supplied, but it
should be done cau tiously in order to avoid "useless expense." The ap
pointment of local agents would provide the constant supervision required
. hi 28in t IS program.

There was nothing particularly original in what Provencher proposed.
The promotion of civilization and economic self-sufficiency through agri
culture and education had been going on in central Canada long before
Confederation. Nonetheless, the commissioner's observations outlined the
general principles of the policy that wa s to be applied in the West in
succeeding decades.

Estimating, ordering and distributing the supp lies to which the Indians
were entitled under the treaties were Provencher's principal responsibili
ties as commissioner. These seemingly mundane tasks were complicated by
a number of factors. No censu s of the Indian populations in question existed
at the time, nor wa s one carried out in those early years. The number of
Indians present at the original treaty signing was an unreliable guide. New
adherents to the agreements continued to tum up at the annual treaty day

27 Alexand er Morri s, The Trea ties of Canada with the Indians of Manitoba and the North-West
Territories (1880; reprint, Toro nto: Coles Publi shin g, 1971),4 5-65.See also, NA, MG 29 C67,
S.j. Dawso n Pape rs, "Notes on Proceed ings of the N.W. Angle Indi an Treaty." In fact,
be fore embarking on the negotiations, Interior Minister Campbell autho rized Morri s to
offer up to $7.00 in annuities shou ld it be necessary to secure adhesion . Pro vincial
Archives of Manit oba (PAM), MG 12 B2 K, Alexande r Morri s Pap ers; 38, A. Campbe ll to
A. Morri s, 5 Augus t 1873.

28 Report of the Department of the Interior for the year ende d 30 june 1874, report of
Prov ench er, 31 Decemb er 1873, pp . 55-57.
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payments for several years. They claimed not only annuities, but arrears on
the same."

To make matters worse, an undetermined number of mixed bloods were
resident on reserves and had the option of either participating in the Metis
land settlement provision of the Manitoba Act , or choosing Indian status.
This choice had to be made, however, prior to the treaty pa ym ents of 1874.
Those accepting annuities from the federal governme n t in that yea r came
under the jurisdiction of the Indian Department and were excluded from
the Metis land grant scheme."

In the years immediately following the signing of Treaties 1, 2 and 3, the
Indians complained frequently at the tardiness with which the gov ernment
was fulfilling its obligations. The supply of tools and livestock, for instance,
was but a trickle.31 The ponderous pace wa s deliberate; Ottawa's policy was
to supp ly goods to the Indians only wh en they were ready to use them.
Rumours that ploughs and harrows granted in 1874 had been bartered
illegally by their recipients were hardly encouraging. Until such time as
local agents were in place to take cus tody of such equipment, the depart
ment was reluctant to incur much expenditure."

A further source of Indian grievance was the sluggish speed with which
their reserves were laid out. Surveys had been dela yed until Pro ven cher 's
arrival in Manitoba in 1873. Most bands had selected the location of their
reserves, but until surveys were completed , the precise limits of their
property would remain in question. Squatters were taking advantage of this
ambiguity by se ttling on lands claimed by Indians or helping themselves to
the timber resources. The surveys did proceed and by 1877 Proven cher was
able to report that they were completed or almost so for the rese rves under
Treaties 1 and 2.33

One of the most persistent difficulties that plagued Ind ian adminis tration
in Manitoba during Pro vencher's incumbency was that of the "ou tside
promises" - a list of goods contained in a memorandum attached to the
written terms of Treaties 1 and 2 and offered to the Indians as an inducement

29 Ibid., p. 54. Pay ments made to Ind ians in Treaties 1 and 2 amounted to $H,913 in 1871;
$16,905 in 1872; and $14,169 in 1873. The estimate for 1874 was $IH,780.

30 Ibid. , p. 54. See also NA, RG 10, vol. 1922, f. 2970, Provencher to Laird, 20 July 1875; Laird
to Proven cher, 13 Aug us t 1875.

31 NA, RG 10, vol. 3613. f. 4057, Hen ry Prince to Laird, 28 Septembe r IH74.

32 Ibid ., vol. 1966, f. 5111, Departme nt of the Interior (Ottawa) to Provencher, 26 Ju ly 1H75.

33 Report of the Departme nt of the Interior for the year ended 30 June 1H77, report of
Provencher, 1 February 1877, p. 37 (this should have been in the 1876 Annual Report bu t
Provencher did not submit it on time; thu s, two of his reports appear in the 1877 vo lume);
rep ort of Provencher, 10 October 1877, p. 39. See also, NA, RG 10, vol. 3603, f. 2120,
Provencher to W. Spragge, deputy su perintende nt ge nera l of Indian affairs, 5 Ju ly 1873;
Spragge to Provencher, 18 July 1873.
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to sign ." The value of these goods - clothes, buggies, livestock and
agricultural implements - was not great considering what the Indians had
surrendered in return. Ottawa, however, was reluctant to fulfill these
promises arguing that they were not officially part of the treaties.

By the time Provencher was appointed commissioner, two years had
elapsed since the signing of the treaties and little had been done about the
outside promises. He found upon his arrival in Manitoba that there was
widespread dissatisfaction among the Indians as a result. Chiefs, such as
Henry Prince, refused to accept their treaty money and payment time
dragged on for several days in some instances because of the heated
di scussion.f Prince (also known as Red Eagle) was arguably the most
prominent Native leader in the province and was respected by the federal
authorities. Head of the Saulteaux Band at St. Peter's, he was a son of the
legendary Chief Peguis. In 1869 Prince had opposed Riel's government at
Red River and had even volunteered to assist Ottawa in suppressing it.36 He
was not a man who could easily be ignored.

As the substantially more generous terms offered in Treaty 3 became
known to Manitoba Natives, their sense of grievance grew accordingly.
Provencher and Morris, cognizant of the tide of discontent lapping at their
doorsteps, urged their masters in Ottawa to provide at least some supple
mentary benefits lest Indians begin to withdraw from the treaties."

The gov ernment was predictably slow in responding. But when Laird
visited the West during the summer of 1874, he experienced the intensity of
Native disenchantment personally." He gave the matter further considera
tion over the following winter and in April 1875 he was finally ready to act.
At that time he recommended that the outside promises be regarded as
integral parts of Treaties 1 and 2 and that they be fulfilled. He also proposed

34 TIle out side promises were as follow s: A su it of cloth es and a buggy for each chief and two
councillors; a bull for each reserve and a cow for each chief; a boar for each reserv e and a
sow for each chief;a male and femal e of each typ e of farm animal for every chief; a plough
and harrow for each sett ler cultivating the land. The memorandum containing these
promises wa s signed by A. Archibald, J. McKay, W. Simpson and M. St. John. NA, RG 10,
vol. 3621, f. 4767, D. Laird to the Governor-General-in-Council, 27 April 1875.

35 Report of the Department of the Interior for the year ended 30 Jun e 1874, report of
Prov encher, 31 Decemb er 1873, p. 55. See also, NA , RG 10, vol. 3603, f. 2118 1/2,
Prov encher to W. Spragge, 16 July 1873.

36 Chief Albert Ed ward Thompson, Chief Peguis and His Descendants (Winnipeg: Peguis
Publishers, 1973), 35-38.

37 NA, RG 10, vol. 3608, F.3117, "Resolu tion adopted by the Board of Indian Commissioners
at Government House, Fort Garry, 13 March 1874"; ibid ., vol. 3607, f. 3008, Provencher to
Laird, 21 April 1874.

38 Ibid., vol. 3613J 4058, "Memorandum of a conference held on the 15th of August 1874
between the Honourable the Minister of the Interior, and certain Indians residing on the
Brokenhead River Reserve."
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that the annuities be raised from $3 to $5. An order in council of 30 April
J91875 endorsed these proposals:

Provencher and Morris were informed of this deci sion and were asked to
secure the Indians' agreement to the new terms. This they accomplished
before the year was out, all bands signifying their satisfaction with the
revised treaties, with one exception."

The annuity increase became effective immediately; the other promises
were not so forthcoming. Provencher believed that there wa s no urgency in
supplying the livestock and implements con tained in the agre em ent, and
once again the funereal plodding which characterized all of the depart
ment's transactions made itself conspicuous." Morris, however, wa s indig
nant at the procrastination and urged on a number of occas ions that the
terms be fulfilled to the letter without delay." These were futile ges tures, it
seems.f the department's pathological abhorrence at spending money on
Indians, in spite of agreements entered into, could not easily be cas t aside.44

This parsimony was reflected in the manpower allocated to Indian
administration in the West. While Native people in the twentieth century
would complain of the burgeoning army of bureaucrats that directed their
lives, in the 1870s it was quite the opposite. The en tire Manitoba operation
was in the hands of Provencher and one assistant, Molyneux St. John. When

39 Ibid ., vo l. 3621, f. 4767, Laird to the Gove rno r-Genera l-in-Counci l, 27 April 1875; order in
council No . 427, 30 April 1875.

40 Morri s, Trea ties, 126-32. The Portage Band un der Chief Yellow Quill was the troubl esome
exception. These Indi ans were dissatisfied w ith the size of their reserve and d issentien t
groups opposed the lead ership of the chief. In the followin g year they sp lit into thr ee
bands, were given sepa rate reserves, and eventua lly accep ted the revised treaty term s.

41 NA , RG 10, vol. 3621, f. 4767, Prov encher to the minister of the Interior, 2 Decemb er 1876.

42 Ibid ., Morris to the mini ster of the Interior, 26 Octobe r 1876. Mo rris noted that he had
give n his personal pledge to the Ind ians in 1875 that the new terms would be strictly
ad he red to, "but I regret to say that anothe r season has been allowed to pass without any
effor t to carry out the new promises, and I am exposed to rep roaches from the Indi ans on
this account."

43 Ibid ., Commissione r Edg ar Dewdn ey to the superintendent genera l of Indian affairs, 24
April 1880. Dewd ney observed that the ou tside promises did not appear to have bee n
carried out and that the Indians we re still d iscon tente d. The SI. Peter 's Indi ans, for
exa mple, had received very few of the working cat tle they were pro mised . Thir teen had
been delivered, of which twelve were still alive and there were continua l disputes abo ut
w ho shou ld use them . There were p lenty of ploughs on the reserve, but not eno ugh
animals to work them.

44 One problem that the departme n t d id attend to wit h some success in the mid-1870s was
that posed by the Sioux. These refugees from Amer ican terri tory had arrived at Red River
in 1862-63 and those who remained north of the boundary were perceived as a potential
menace to settlers. The government refused to let them participa te in the treaties, but in
1875 and 1877 they we re granted rese rves at Oak River, Bird Tail Creek and Pipestone
Creek. See G.F.G. Stan ley, "Displaced Red Men: The Sioux in Canada," in 1.A.L.Getty and
Donald B. Smith, eds., One Century Later: Western Canadian Reserve Indians SinceTreaty 7
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press , 1978),61-68.
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St. John resigned in May 1875 Provencher was obliged to engage the
services of James F. Graham of the Dominion Survey on a temporary basis.
Graham's appointment as clerk in the Winnipeg office was not confirmed
by Ottawa until February 1876.45

Nor were the physical facilities available of an elaborate nature. The
Indian office wa s located in a poorly heated Winnipeg house. Provencher
lived in the rooms not needed for departmental business - the sitting
room, dining room, kitchen and bedroom. During the intense cold of the
winter, only the bedroom was suitable for occupation. As department
accountant Robert Sinclair observed upon visiting the West, "indeed it
would be difficult to conceive of more comfortless quarters than tho se
offer ed by the official premises in winter.T '"

Provencher complained frequently of being understaffed and over
worked. And he claimed that his office routine was constantly interrupted
by delegations of Indians seeking interviews. There was undoubtedly an
element of truth in these assertions, but ultimately they failed to convince
department headquarters that there were no serious problems with the
management of the Winnipeg office ." Sinclair noticed with some concern
that accounts were not always accurately kept. And evidence that the
lowest tenders for supplies were not always accepted raised doubts of a
more serious nature in his mind. In a memorandum to the minister on 2
April 1875 he pointed out the possibility of abuse in the prevailing financial
arrangements. Large sums of money were placed to Provencher's credit in
a Winnipeg bank and he could draw cheques on them as he pleased. These
funds could be converted to the commissioner's own use "if he were so
disposed." Rather than allowing Provencher to deal with local merchants
directly, as had hitherto been the case, Sinclair proposed that all accounts be
sent to headquarters for approval and pa yment. These new arrangements
became effective on 1 July 1875. Provencher protested at the inconvenience
and delay that this would entail, but in vain. 48

45 NA, RG 10, vol. 3622, f. 4879, Prov encher to the mini ster of the Interior, 13 May 1875;
memorandum of D. Laird , 5 Jun e 1875; Provencher to the minister of the Interior, 9
Decemb er 1875; ibid., vol. 3627, f. 5946, R. Sinclair to E.A. Meredith, deputy mini ster of the
Interior, 5 April 1876.

46 Ibid ., vol. 3627, f. 5972, R. Sinclair to Laird , 29 January 1876. It could be argued, of course,
that in comparison with the cabin s then being cons tru cted by the Indians on their reserves,
Prov encher's accommodation wa s palatial.

47 Royal' s newspaper persisted in proclaiming that all was well . In reporting on a visit of
Interior Minister Laird to Provencher's office in October 1874, it announced: "La mani ere
economique, systematique, reguli ere et intelligente avec laqu elle le Col. Prov encher a
organise ce bureau depuis son arrivee dans Ie pays doit etre un sujet de felicitati ons pour
l 'Hon, M. Laird et pour Ie titulaire." LeMetis,vo l.4, no. 17, 3 Octob er 1874, p.3. "Nouvelles
locales."

48 NA, RG 10, vol. 3621, f. 4719, Sinclai r to Laird , 2 April 1875; headquarters to Prov encher ,
22 April 1875; Pro ven cher to Laird , 7 May 1875; memorandum of Sinclair , 30 May 1875.
Provencher was allowed a continge ncy fund of $600.
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The commissioner's administrative ineptitude remained a source of
growing concern in Ottawa. In December 1875 Laird confessed to Morris
that he was anxious to get rid of Provencher. "Not that I have anything
personal against the man," he observed, "but he is generally unfit for the
position.... I need scarcely ask your opinion as to his unsuitableness. The
difficulty is to know what to do with the man.',49

A closer scrutiny of Provencher's modus operandi was called for; per
haps the situation could be salvaged without the removal of the incumbent.
At Laird's insistence, Sinclair spent a week in Winnipeg early in 1876
examining procedures in the Indian office. His accountant's eye for detail
was appalled at the disarray that lay before him. No ledger records of the
monies disbursed in annuities during the previous year had been kept. And
records of other expenditures - provisions, seed grain, implements and
cattle - were more in the nature of memoranda than of regular accounts.
Such procedures were "very objectionable and unbusiness like." As Sinclair
reported to Laird:

However good Mr. Provencher may be as an administrator of Indian
Affairs there can be no possible doubt as to his incapacity as a mere
office man for he is destitute of regular and methodical business habits
of application and is most erratic in his manner of transacting business
affairs.

The accountant laid out specific instructions on the procedures of record
keeping that were to be followed from then on and which might help
Provencher to manage in spite of "his total ignorance of even the simplest
method of bookkeeping." The commissioner, or acting superintendent as
he was now called, admitted his shortcomings in such matters.

While in Winnipeg, Sinclair called upon Morris and discovered that the
lieutenant governor was "not by any means favourably impressed by Mr.
Provencher's administrative ability as an Indian agent even while admit
ting his talent as a writer." Morris's contention that Provencher was mis
placed in his present position was not, however, readily accepted by
Sinclair. The accountant observed that the acting superintendent was able
to deal firmly with Indians while maintaining their esteem. Sinclair left the
West recommending strongly the appointment of a permanent efficient
clerk in the Winnipeg office and local agents in different parts of the

. d 50supermten ency.

The appointment of agents had long been advocated by Provencher and
in 1876 this recommendation was finally acted upon. In June of that year
three agents were provisionally appointed, one each for the St. Peter's area,

49 NA, Laird Papers, Letterbook 1875-1876, Laird to Morris, 10 December 1875.

50 NA, RG 10, vol. 3627, f. 5972, Sinclair to Laird, 29January, 3 February and 4 February 1876;
Sinclair to Provencher, 14 February 1876.



TH E BEGINNINGS OF INDIAN ADMINISTRAnON IN MANITOBA 35

Treaty 2, and the North-West Angle. This experiment proved satisfactory
and in May 1877 the aPRointments were confirmed and three additional
agents were also hired. 1 The Indians themselves had been demanding
agents for some time and Provencher believed that the appointments
would remove many of their pretexts for complaining. And there would be
a further advantage: "Their (the Indians') frequent visits to this office have
been a source of great annoyance for the population of the city and its
surroundings, and of demoralization for the Indians." They would now see
h . . 11 S2t err agents m a matter s:

As already alluded to, in 1876 the prairie region was divided into two
superintendencies. In October, David Laird resigned his cabinet post and
seat in Parliament to become lieutenant governor and Indian superinten
dent of the North-West Territories.53 His successor as minister of the Interior
was David Mills, a prominent Ontario Liberal.

Thi s was also the year in which existing Indian legislation was revised
and consolidated in the new Indian Act - a comprehensive piece of
legislation which confirmed the Indians' status as minors and wards of the
state, imposed restrictions on their civil liberties and created a mechanism
whereby they could cast off these disabilities." It was assumed that the
Native peoples would ultimately acquire full citizenship, but that could
only take place when they had become "civilized" - a transformation
which would make them culturally indistinguishable from the white popu
lation. Agriculture and education were viewed by the authorities as the key
mechanisms whereby this transformation would be effected.

Agriculture was not promoted with any great vigour or consistency on
Manitoba reserves during the 1870s. Although his father had been a farmer,
Provencher himself knew little about tilling the soil. Nor does the available

51 The thr ee original appointees were as follows : Dr. David Young, located at SI. Peter 's, was
respons ible for the Indi ans of that reserve and also those of For t Alexander and Brokenhead
River; H. Martineau , located at Oak Point, supe rv ised the Lake Manitob a bands; Geo rge
McPherson, located at Assaba skang, was in charge of the Lake of the Woods area.
McPherson actually sha red the Treaty 3 Indians with Rob ert Pither , an age n t who had
been stationed at Thunder Bay for a number of years. Only on e of the new agent s wa s
appoint ed on a full-time basis: Willoughby Clarke. With headquarters at Norway House,
he supervi sed the Treaty 5 Ind ians. Francis Ogl etr ee, at Portage fa Prairie, was given
charge of the Yellow Quill, Short Bear and Riding Mountain bands; George Newcombe,
the Dominion Lands agent at Eme rson, becam e resp onsible for the Roseau River band.
The full-time agent s received annual sa la ries of $1,000; Ogletree's remuneration was $300
and Newcombe 's $150. NA, RG 10, vol. 3648, f. 8162 - 1, order in council No . 476, 11 May
1877; Provencher to the minister of the Interior, 7 June 1877. See also, Report of the
Department of the Interiorfor theyearended 30 June 1877, xii.

52 Report of the Department of the Interiorfor the year ended 30 JUli e 1877, report of Proven cher ,
10 October 1877, p. 40.

53 John W. Chalme rs, Laird of the West (Calga ry: Detselig , 1981), 61-64.

54 The Indi an Act, 1876. S.c. 1876, c. 18. (39 Vicl.).
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evidence suggest that the agents appointed in 1876 and 1877 were experi
enced agriculturalists. Provencher, in fact, did not regard knowledge of
farming as a necessary qualification for the job. Nor did he see any need to
instruct the Indians in their new way of life: their reserves were sufficiently
close to white settlement for them to observe agriculture and industry for
themselves. And he believed that the government wa s under no obligation
to establish model farms or mills: once the Indians received the sti~ulated

number of livestock and implements, the rest would be up to them. 5

According to Provencher, the Indians practiced a "rather primitive
system of agriculture," cultivating small plots rather than entire fields.
Sustenance could still be obtained from fishing and the cha se: tillage was a
supp lemen tary activity. Nev ertheless, when the harvest of 1875 wa s de
stroyed by grasshoppers, con siderable hardship ens ued and the dep art
ment was obliged to distribute emergency provisions." This suggests that
reserve residents were developing some dep endenc y on the products of the
soil. And their constant protests at the tardiness with which they were given
the animals and implements promised in the treaties is one indication that
they were serious about adapting to the sede n tary way of Iife.57

Th e Indians were also generally supportive of schooling for their chil
dren. Indeed education wa s one of the services offered to them in the
treaties, and it is likely that the y wished the younger gene ration to acquire
the skills of the whites in orde r to survive in the new order. There were four
reserve schools in ope ration in the yea r of Provencher 's appointment as
"commissaire des Sauvaqes. "58 This number stead ily increased until it
reached nineteen in 1877. 9 These were primitive one-room, one-teache r
institutions: it was not until the following decad e that the more elabora te

55 Report of the Department of the Interiorfor theyearended30 [unc 1875, report of Prove ncher,
30 October 1875, pp . 32-33.

56 NA, RGI0, vol. 3623, f. 5091, Provenche r to the minister of the Interior, 4 November 1875.
Sarah Carter's LostHarvests: Prairie IndianReserveFarmers andGovenlmCllt Policv (Montrea l
and Kings ton: McGill-Qu een 's Unive rsity Press, 1990) bea rs ou t this con ten tion in a larger
context.

57 A tabular sta tement giving agricultura l statistics does not appear in the annual report of
the department until 1877 and even then, figures for the Manitoba and North-West
superintende ncies appea r to be lum ped togeth er. "Progress," therefore, is difficu lt to
discern . In Provencher 's report for 1875, he menti oned that the 51. Peter's and Fort
Alexa nder bands were cul tivati ng 2,000and 1,000acres respectively. No other bands were
sufficiently involved in ag ricu ltu re to merit statistical reference. Reportof tileDepartment of
the Interiorfor theyearended30 [une 1875, repor t of Provencher, 30 October 1875, pp . 38-39.

58 Report of the Department of tire Interiorfor the year ended30 [unc 1874, report of Prove ncher,
31 December 1873, P: 58. The schools referred to were at 51. Peter's, Fort Alexander,
Pembi na, and Fairford.

59 Report of the Department of the Interior for the year ended 30 [unc 1877, report of L.
Vankoug hne t, p. 7.
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boarding and industrial schools would appear. In fact, Provencher believed
that industrial schools would not work in the West, at least at this stage."

The department showed little initiative in promoting education. Schools
were invariably established at the instigation of missionaries, the Anglicans
and Catholics being particularly active. The Indians of the reserve on which
a school was to be opened, of course, had to be supportive of the idea. The
Brokenhead River Indians, for example, were steadfast in their paganism
and opposed a school as an insidious instrument of proselytism." Teachers
in reserve schools were usually missionaries or their nominees; their sala
ries, around $300 per annum, were paid by the department.

While the Indians persisted in a nomadic or seminomadic way of life,
school attendance was understandably irregular and erratic. Provencher
observed, however, that even when the parents were settled the problems
did not evaporate. During the long Manitoba winters the bitter cold, lack of
proper clothing, and the distance to school all contributed to a high absentee
rate. 62

Provencher con sidered education as an essential accoutrement of suc
cessful adaptation to a sedentary existence; but it was not necessarily the
agent of cultur al annihilation. Teachers in reserve schools should know the
native tongue spoken by the children , he believed, so that the y might give
readily intelligible explanations. Nor was he sympathetic with the view that
Indian languages ought to be obliterated:

Now, if we go back to philosophical, ethnographical and historical
reasons, we have the right to enquire whether every language has not
its reasons to subsist, and whether it is the duty of a civilizing Govern
ment to use its influence to extinguish a language spoken by thousands,
- a language well -formed, and well adapted for its purposes; the study
of which ma y one day contribute to throw light on the darkest and most
interesting points in the history of half a world.63

These were enlightened views for the age. Such sentiments were rarely
heard from the generation of officials and mi ssionaries that arrived in the
West during the 1880s determined to accelerate the process of civilization.

The makeshift approach that characterized department policy in agricul
ture and education was also evident in its dealings with Native health
problems. Hunger was an ever-present fact of life for many Indians: its
spectre appeared whenever crops, fishing or hunting failed - and this

60 Reportof tireDepartment of the interiorfor the year elided 30 [une 1875, rep ort of Prov encher,
30 October 1875, p. 26.

61 Ibid ., p. 40.

62 Ibid, p. 35.

63 Ibid., p. 36. Prov encher was fluently bilingual in English and French and saw no reason
why Indians could not acquire one of the official languages while retaining their own.
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happened frequently enough. Fearful that a dependency upon its largesse
might develop, the government only interfered "in cases of unusual desti
tution.v" Relief measures were sufficient to prevent death by starvation,
but not to restore the afflicted to good health. Weakened by a diet that was
often inadequate, many Indians were in poor shape to resist the ravages of
new diseases introduced by settlers. When Dr. J.5. Lynch visited St. Peter's
Reserve in March 1875 he was shocked to discover "so large a number of
consumptive cases, spinal diseases and other serious chronic complaints
scarcely a family without a bed-ridden invalid. T" It appears that nothing
was done about the se problems; health care wa s a private, not a public
concern.

Epidemics, of course, were another matter. In fact, Lyn ch 's visit to St.
Peter's was precipitated by an outbreak of measles. As Provencher reported
to his minister, prompt action had to be taken to deal with the pestilence,lest
it spread to adjoining settlements." Likewise, when a smallpox epidemic
afflicted the Icelandic colony in the newly created District of Keewatin in the
autumn of 1876, swift measures were again called for. Provencher was a
member of the Council of Keewatin which tried to control the contagion by
establishing a quarantine around the area. Nevertheles s, the malady
reached a number of Native communities and forty Indians peri shed from
it. Food, medicine , physicians' fees, and the cost of replacing infected
possessions brought the department's share in dealing with thi s eme rge ncy
to $9,000 - an "e xtravag ance" in the opinion of Int erior Minister David
Mill s.67

Crises of this nature were rare enough and Provencher was able to keep
his office functioning at a relatively leisurely pace; 68 this was especially true
when James Graham's appointment as clerk in the WinniReg office was
confirmed and agents were placed in a number of locations. 9 Hunting wa s
one of Provencher's passions and Indians protested at his frequent absences
in pursuit of this pastime." Nor did the coarse environmen t prevent him

64 NA, RG 10, vol. 3616, f. 4540, headquarters to Prove ncher, 15 Apr il l1175.

65 Ibid ., vo l. 3621, f. 4723, Dr. J.5. Lynch to Provencher, 8 March 1875.

66 Ibid ., Provencher to the min ister of the Interior, 6 April 1875.

67 Rep ort of the Departm ent of the Interior for the yea r ende d 30 June 1877, report of David
Mills, xi-xii: rep ort of Provenche r, p . 38.

68 In fact, Lieut enant Gove rno r Morri s wa s continuing to receive complaints from Indians
abo ut Pro vencher 's neglect of his duties and he never hesitated to make his d ispleasure
known. For example, PAM, MG 12 Bl, Alexand er Morri s Pap ers, Letterbo ok M: p. 52,
Morris to Proven cher, 21 Octobe r 1876; p. 57, Morris to Provencher, 4 November 1876; p.
105, Morri s to Prov encher, 14 March 1877.

69 In fact, in May 1876 Provencher was granted a month 's leave ofabsence . He mad e his way
back to Qu ebec wh ere he marri ed Marie-Loui se Delag rave. Two child ren we re born of the
uni on : Norbert , wh o died at a young age, and Loui se. See Fremont, "Provencher," p. 38;
NA, MG 30 01 , F.J. Audet's Biographica l No tes, vo l. 25, pp . 477-78.
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from attempting to recreate some semblance of the cafe life that he had once
enjoyed in Montreal and Paris. Au Grand Vatel, a French restaurant, was
located near his Winnipeg residence and he became one of its habitues.
There he would gather with his friends in the evenings; liquor flowed and
witty conversation was conjured up." Le bonheur was not destined to last:
Ottawa had silently endured Provencher's administrative incompetence
over the years, but by 1877 its patience was on the verge of exhaustion.
Indeed, incompetence was no longer the major issue: disturbing allegations
of fraud and corruption in the allocation of government contracts in Mani
toba began to reach the ear of the minister.

At the end of August, Interior Minister David Mills arrived in Winnipeg
to examine the operation of the various branches of his department. On 8
September he visited St. Peter's Reserve accompanied by Provencher. There
the visitors were treated to a speech of almost five hours' duration by Chief
Henry Prince. It was mainly a litany of grievances delivered with the chief's
"rugged eloquence and quaint illustrations." Provencher, presumably to
his embarrassment, was accused of being invisible when called upon and of
treating the Indians "like dogs." n

Mills remained in the West until 20 September. The barrage of com
plaints about the activities of the Winnipeg office which greeted him during
this time convinced him that a closer examination was warranted. The man
chosen to undertake this task was a fellow Ontarian, Ebenezer McColl, who
was then resident in Winnipeg. He was given the title of inspector of Indian
agencies and proceeded to make some discreet lnqulries." His findings
were submitted to Mills on 15 October.

The inspector's report contained accusations that could not be over
looked. The Indians claimed that annuities frequently went unpaid, that
they were given inferior livestock, equipment and provisions, and that
Provencher was rarely available when they wished to see him. Many of
these grievances were transmitted to McColl on behalf of the Indians by
missionaries and prominent local politicians such as A.G.M. Bannatyne,
W.F. Luxton and John Norquay. Norquay asserted that no amount of
sophistry or white-washing would restore the Indians' confidence in
Provencher and that unless he was replaced by an honourable man, trouble
might ensue. Bannatyne was convinced that the management of Indian

70 See, for example, NA, RG 10, vol. 3613, f. 4057, Enjekapow, Indegous, Miskoopenais, and
others to Laird , 28 September 1874.

71 Fremont , "Provencher," p. 38.

72 Manitoba Daily Free Press, 10Sept ember 1877.

73 McColl wa s born on 13 August 1835 to Scottish immigrants at Brock's Creek near Eagle
P.O., Upp er Canada. He wa s a Primitive Baptist in religion. NA, RG 10, vol. 3582, f. 957,
Department of Indian Affairs information form, 28 February 1882; minister of the Interior
to McColl, 19 Nov ember 1877. PAM, MG 14 C29, Ebenezer McColl Papers, "Biographical
Sketch. "
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affairs was "a perfect swindle." His father-in-law, Andrew McDermot, one
of the original Selkirk settlers, held similar views: he believed that the
transactions of the Indian office "were carried on in a most reprehensible
and disgraceful manner," and he warned that unless their grievances were
resolved, the Indians might join forces with "the warlike Sioux" to avenge
their wrongs. Some local businessmen added to the chorus of discontent.
Winnipeg's "merchant prince," J.H. Ashdown, felt that government con
tracts were unfairly awarded to his competitors in spite of his lower tenders
and superior goods. There were even suggestions that accounts were
falsified to Provencher's pecuniary advantage."

McDermot's reference to the Sioux evidently struck a nervous chord.
Earlier in the year Sitting Bull and thousands of his followers had crossed to
the safety of Canadian territory after their triumph at Little Big Horn. Mills
noted that the hostility of these Indians to the American government arose
from "the dishonesty of Indian agents" and Washington's failure to protect
reservations from "an adventuresome and somewhat lawless white popu
lation." Ottawa, he proclaimed, would learn from the American experience
and would root out abuses in Indian administration in Manitoba, should
they be found. 75

On 12 November a commission composed of McColl and Winnipeg
barrister W.H. Ross was appointed by the federal government to investi
gate the charges made against Provencher. Shortly afterwards the acting
superintendent was suspended from office and Graham was placed in
charge pending the outcome of the inquiry." The commissioners began
their deliberations on 18 December at the Indian office in Winnipeg.

Provencher had gathered about him a loyal coterie of friends, many of
whom were prominent French-Canadians. They now rallied to his defence.
Joseph Royal, Manitoba's attorney general, and Joseph Dubuc, speaker of
the Legislative Assembly, served as his lawyers. But they were excluded
from the hearings after three days when Provencher chose a private rather
than a public inquiry. Royal could still help and he showed no hesitation in
using, or perhaps abusing, his position in the cabinet to salvage the career
of his embattled friend. He readily advised witnesses that the commission
had no power to compel them to give evidence (this was not true, in fact)
and he pressured the provincial justice system not to cooperate with the
inquiry. As a result of these obstructions, the commission failed to hear the
testimony of five witnesses, including Royal himself. Devotion to a friend
was not the attorney general's only motivation in these machinations, for he

74 Ibid ., vol. 3654, f. 8863, E. McColl to D. Mills, 15October 1877.

75 Report of tile Department of tile Interiorfor the yearended 30 [unc 1877, report of the mini ster
of the Interior, pp . xii and xviii.

76 NA, RG 10, vol. 3654, f. 8900, order in council, 12 November 1877 (No. 1004); headquarters
to J.F. Graham, 20 November 1877; headquarters to Prov encher, 20 Nov emb er 1877.
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was implicated personally in the shady business dealings of the hapless
Indian superintendent.

Provencher was also adept at obstructionist tactics. Throughout the
course of the inquiry he appealed regularly for adjournments, which were
sometimes granted, but never with the frequency he demanded. Illness, or
rather feigned illness, was another of his strategies; while thus indisposed,
the commissioners allowed Provencher to be represented by anyone of his
choosin g. He declined this right, arguing that only he could conduct the
cross-examination of his accusers. And cross-examine he did, but often in a
frivolous and time-consuming manner which infuriated the commission
ers. 77 He also wrote numerous letters to the federal Justice minister, Rodol
phe Laflamme, objecting to certain aspects of the proceedings. He protested
that he wa s not placed in possession of all the charges against him at the
outset of the inquiry; that he was not allowed sufficient preparation time
prior to the cross-examination of witnesses; that he was not granted ready
access to documents in the Indian Office; and that evidence was recorded by
the commissioners themselves, not by a neutral party."

These objections were transmitted to the Interior Department. There was
no problem, the department insisted, since no one was on trial; the purpose
of the inquiry wa s merely to gather information. Nevertheless, McColl and
Ross were cautioned that Proven cher's rights should be protected."

In all, sixty-four witnesses were called to the hearings: fifty-six were
summoned by the commissioners; eight came at Provencher's behest. The
inquiry concluded on 13 March 1878 and the commissioners proceeded to
draw up a report for Ottawa.

The acting superintendent wa s found guilty of sixteen charges, the most
serious of which are hereby recounted. Outright fraud was the principal
problem, rather than mere incompetence or neglect, and Provencher's
relationship with the hardware company of McMicken and Taylor was the
major source of corruption. In examining the records, the commissioners
di scovered that the tenders for goods supplied to the department by that
company were invariably higher and less specific regarding quality than
those submitted by the rival firm of J.H. Ashdown, and yet were accepted
in most cases. In fact, the manufacturer of the harrows supplied by
McMicken and Taylor admitted that they were of poor quality. And a
former clerk with the company confessed that it was standard practice to
furnish the Indian department with "the most inferior articles." Even more
curious was the fact that when many of these contracts were entered into,

77 lbid ., vo l. 3677, f. 11,451, "Repo rt of W.H. Ross and E. McColl to the Secre tary ofState:' 21
March 1878.

78 lbid., vo l. 3654, f. 8900, Provenche r to the mini ster of Justice, 19, 22, 29, 31 December 1877.

79 Ibid ., headquarters to McColl and Ross, 7 January 1878.
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the company was in serious financial difficulty - a fact known to
Provencher - and it was doubtful whether it could uphold its part of the
transactions. Indeed, it became insolvent in October 1877.~o

To compound matters, an examination of the books of McMicken and
Taylor showed that the department had paid the company between $2,800
and $3,000 for goods which were never supplied. And there was a further
discrepancy of $1,600 which was unaccounted for. In fact, Provencher had
tried to cover up this problem by inventing fictitious accounts.

Nevertheless, the investigation unearthed no direct evidence that the
acting superintendent had accepted commissions from McMicken and
Taylor or from anyone else. There were some perquisites, however. He had
been allowed to run up a large personal account with the firm between
February 1875 and the time of its bankruptcy; during this time he had only
remitted $13.50 while the balance stood at $528.50. The former bookkeeper
with McMicken and Taylor confessed that he had been instructed not to
press Provencher for payment; it was understood that the debt would not
be collected.

An arrangement of a similar nature existed with the firm of C.W.
Radiger, an importer of wine, Guinness stout, and other necessities. In that
instance, the department was charged for greater quantities of tea and
tobacco than were actually supplied. The balance was often transferred into
Provencher's private account with the finn, which he drew upon when in
need of wine, liquor or "potted meats." This information was divulged by a
former bookkeeper; Radiger himself was one of those who had avoided
appearing before the commission with Royal's assistance.

Royal, it seems, had not been above attempting to profit from his
friendship with Provencher by taking a hand in supplying cattle to the
department. The investigators could not discern the exact role he played in
these transactions, however, since the accounts were in a state of confusion.
Nevertheless, the evidence of J.B. Lapointe was particularly damaging.
Lapointe looked after a herd of cattle owned by Royal, and late in 1876 was
instructed to send forty of them to the North-West Angle. Upon arrival
there, the Indians would only accept four of the beasts and the remainder
were driven back to Winnipeg in the depths of winter, a number being lost

80 J.H. Ashdown did rather well from the bankruptcy. He picked up the stock of McMicken
and Taylor for 62 1/2¢ on the dollar. Ashdown was one of Provencher's principal critics
and he evidently appreciated McColl's investigative zeal. On5 January 1878 he treated his
employees to an oyster supper at the Bodega and the inspector of Indian agencies was
invited as a special guest. McColl's efforts were also appreciated by the Indians. On 19
January a Saulteaux group conferred the title of chief upon him -the English translation
of the sobriquet he thus acquired was "The Bald-Headed Man." Manitoba Daily FreePress,
"City and Provincial News," p. 1, 27 December 1877; 7 and 19 January 1878. For a
biographical sketch of Ashdown, see Alan F.J. Artibise, Winnipeg:A Social Histon)ofUrbatl
Growth, 1874-1914 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1975),29.
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along the way. The thirty-two cattle that survived the return journey
perished in the next few months. Provencher's explanation for this debacle
was that the Indians had not been prepared to accept the cattle - neither
shelter nor fodder being ready. But the Indians claimed, and this was
corroborated by agents McPherson and Pither, that the cattle were wild and
unmanageable. Royal had bought the creatures from T.J. Demers, a large
scale dealer who had imported them from Montana. Those who knew the
herd estimated that the forty head supplied by Royal were worth about
$1,045, whereas the department had been charged $2,004 for them. From
this transaction the Indians had acquired four unruly beasts, Royal a tidy
profit, and the public purse a gaping hole.

Accounts for cattle and carts amounting to $5,000 were made out to a
mysterious J. Tremblay. Try as they might, the commissioners failed to
discover the identity of this man and they concluded that if he did exist, he
could not possibly be a cattle dealer.

These were the most glaring instances of fraud and corruption implicat
ing Provencher that came to light as a result of the inquiry. He was also
found guilty of extravagance in official expenditure, of being "indifferent
and inattentive towards Indians seekin g interviews with him," of supply
ing poor quality provisions, and of being generally neglectful of the duties
attendant upon his position."

There could be no second chances when the catalogue of damning
testimony was weighed in the balance. On 2 May 1878 Mills informed the
governor general that the charges against Provencher had been "subs tan
tially borne out by the evidence elicited in the investigation" and recom
mended dismissal of the acting Indian superintendent. An order in council
of 9 May approved this course of action." Provencher's successor was
Molyneux St.John, who had left the Indian department some years earlier."
McColl remained in Manitoba as inspector of agencies.

Provencher's fall was reported in the local newspapers and fraud was
given as the reason. Royal's role in the affair was also duly noted and some
of those who resented his influence in the provincial governments of R.A.
Davis and John Norquay tried to use the scandal to destroy him. The most
uncompromising attacks came from an old rival, Henry J. Clarke, who wa s
hoping to make a political comeback by pandering to incipient anti-French
feelings among English-speaking settlers recently arrived from Ontario.84

81 NA, RG 10, vol. 3677, f. 11,451, "Report of W.H. Ross and E. McColl to the Secretary of
State," and "Summary of Evidence," 21 March 1878.

82 Ibid., vol. 3654, f. 8900, Mills to the govern or gen eral , 2 May 1878; orde r in council, 9 May
1878 (No. 361).

83 Ibid ., vol. 3668, f. 10,491, ord er in council, 8 October 1878 (No. 891).

84 "Clarke, Henry Joseph," Dictionary ofCanadian Biography, Vol. 11 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1982), 192-94.
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In the pages of his short-lived Manitoba Gazette, Clarke de scribed Royal as
"a man plunged in corruption to the lips, steeped in the dark stream of
selfish greed that he has been swimming in for years," and demanded that
the federal government make public the details of the "Indian frauds.?"

John A. Macdonald, leader of the opposition at the time of Provencher's
di smissal, was advised not to press the government on the scandal since
those embroiled in it were mainly Conservatives." And when he returned
to power some months later, Royal and Joseph Dubuc reportedly lobbied
him successfully not to relea se the McColl and Ross rep ort. "

Even so, Royal's reputation wa s seriously damaged. His leadership of
the "French party" in the legislature wa s undermined and his unpopularity
with the English-sp eaking population made rapid progress." These de vel
opments undoubtedly contributed to his ous ter from the cabine t in Ma y
1879.89

What future now awaited Provencher? He was still a prominent member
of the community. When the University of Manitoba wa s established in
1878, he had been appointed to its gov erning body as on e of the repre
sen tatives of St. Boniface College. This honorary po sition was not affected
by his fall from grace. He now tried his hand at the pract ice of law in
partnership with an Irishman, Micha el Ca rey, and it seems that he did some
w riting for LeMetis. But polit ics also att racted him. The Yamaska defeat was
a fading m emory and in the provincial election of December 1879 he en tered
the list s for St. Boniface. The result wa s disastrous: Proven cher secured a
mere four votes; his opponent, experienced politician Alphonse Lakiviere.
recei ved 122.90

Thi s humiliation prompted Proven cher 's dep arture from the West. Early
in 1880 he made his wa y back to Montreal where the world of journalism
again beckoned. He wrote extensively for La Minervein the following years,
and also served briefly as editor of Le Monde (1883) and of La Presse
(1884-85). His penchant for self-indulgence and high living remained undi
minished and he suffered the ultimate consequence : on 28 Octob er 1887 the

85 ManitobaGazette,edi tor ials, 19 October, 9 Nov emb er 1878.

86 NA, MG 26A, John A. Macdona ld Papers, vol. 252A, pp . 114259-66, C.W. Allen to J. A.
Macdona ld, 8 March 1878.

87 ManitobaGazette, 15 February 1879.

88 NA , Macdonald Pap ers, vol. 354, p. 163341, C.W. Allen to J.A. Macdonald, 11 January
1879. PAM, MG 14 26,Joseph Dub uc Papers, vo l. 23, "Me moires d'un Manitobain" (1912).

89 TIle com plex eve nts su rrounding Royal's fall are analyzed percept ively by Gerald Friesen
in his "Ho meland to Hinterland: Political Transi tion in Manitoba, 1870 to 1879," Historical
Papers/Communications Historiques, 1979, pp . 33-41. Friesen , however, makes no reference
to the Indi an fraud scandal and to its effect on Royal 's reputat ion.

90 Fremont, "Provenche r," 39; Manitoba Weekly Free Press and Standard, 20 Decembe r 1879,
"Local Elections," p. 8.
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ravages of cirrhosis of the liver brought his life to an end at the relatively
early age of 44.9 1

The administration of Indian affairs in Manitoba underJ.A.N. Provencher
illustrates clearly that the federal government treated its obligations to the
Native population rather lightly. To the Indians their treaties were binding
agreements; Ottawa regarded them as a necessary nuisance. Once the ink of
the signatories was dry on the page, the government was in no hurry to
fulfill its part of the bargain. Surveys of reserves dragged on for several
years while squatters exploited the lands claimed by Indians. Schools were
gradually created, but upon the initiative of missionaries rather than the
state. The wherewithal to engage in farming was slow in coming, and when
it did, it wa s rarely sufficient in either quality or quantity. Scrawny oxen and
inferior ploughs were no match for the unbroken prairie sod . To make
matters worse, there was little or no instruction in this new way of life. It is
small wonder that economic self-sufficiency through agriculture remained
an elusive dream for Indians.

Provencher's administrative incompetence and corrupt practices bear
much of the responsibility for this malaise. Yet the government which
appointed him and its successor which kept him in office for so long cannot
be absolved of blame, for Ottawa regarded the Indian department as little
more than a sour ce of patronage. Complaints about Provencher's perform
ance filtered back to the capital almost as soon as he had tak en up his
po sition, but they were overlooked for many years. Indians were chronic
complainers after all, it wa s rea soned, and since they lacked the franchise
they could be safely ignored.

If inefficiency was a failing that might be condoned, the fraudulent
misuse of public funds was not. As evidence of the latter came to light in
1877, the government was forced to examine matters more closely; the
magnitude of the corruption that was revealed in the inquiry meant that
Provencher had to go. His departure, however, did not usher in a new era
of honesty and dedication in Indian administration in the West: as the
service expanded rapidly in the following decade, it continued to provide
jobs for men whose most conspicuous qualification was allegiance to the
party in power.

The fall of Provencher can also be seen as a symptom of the declining
fortunes of the French-Canadian community in Manitoba as Ontarian
newcomers came to dominate the province and its politics; one of his
principal accusers was W.F. Luxton, editor of the Free Press and a noted
opponent of French rights. The Indian fraud scandal was a regrettable gift
to those who sought to overthrow the tolerant bilingual principles upon
which the province was founded.

91 Frem ont , "Prove nche r," 39-41; Ledi eu , "Pro venche r," 221-22.
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In his essay in the Dictionarq of Canadian Biography, Kenneth Landry
observes that Provencher was remembered "a s a journalist of superior
talent and a conscientious and honest administrator." The evidence for the
latter contention would be interesting to see.92

92 Landry, "Provencher," 716.
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