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Preface

     This primary intent of this research report is to provide the reader with a gen-
eral understanding of what a heritage landscape is, how it is every changing, and why 
at least some heritage landscapes are particularly valuable and worthy of management 
and conservation.  

 Readers will hopefully formulate an understanding and an appreciation of how 
the landscape of this particular region of Manitoba was formed and how it has been, 
and continues, to be altered by human occupation and development.  Signifi cantly, the 
report will also show how settlement and development of the study region was itself 
affected and moulded by the natural environment.
 
 The relationship between the natural environment and the human environment 
is a two-way relationship, and a decreasing regard for the natural environment over the 
past few centuries of rapid technological development is today providing us with global 
warming, drastically reduced fi sh populations in our oceans, widespread deforesta-
tion, increasing rates of species extinction and generally unsustainable levels of natural 
resource development. Increasingly we are being warned that humanity must develop a 
better understanding and a greater appreciation of this human - natural relationship if 
there is to be much of a future for either.  

 This study hopefully will contribute in some small way to a better relation-
ship globally by examining and understanding what has been occured on a regional 
level here in the Province of Manitoba. As well, by identifying those areas and sites of 
particular regional heritage signifi cance, perhaps a greater shared responsibility and 
interest in their preservation and development may be generated.   
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Left. Figure 1.0:  Key Map 
of the Province of Manitoba 
with the location of the 
West Riding Mountain Study 
Region noted. 

The Heritage Landscape of the West Riding
 Mountain - Upper Assinibone River Study Region

1.0  Introduction

  Since the proclamation of The Heritage Resources 
Act (Manitoba) in 1986, the provincial Historic Resources 
Branch has focused much of its resources on the identifi ca-
tion, designation, and restoration of buildings and struc-
tures of historic or architectural signifi cance. The number 
of protected heritage sites in Manitoba increased from only 
six in 1985 to over 400 in 2006. The fact that two-thirds 
of these sites have been protected by municipal councils 
using enabling powers shows that heritage preservation is 
generally accepted as a legitimate responsibility of both 
municipal and provincial levels of government in Manitoba. 
Similarly, the general public accepts heritage preservation 
as an important social cause and economic opportunity, 
and therefore worthy of public tax dollars and government 
involvement. Clearly, heritage preservation in Manitoba has 
made great strides during the past twenty years. 

 In an attempt to build upon this success, in 2001 the 
Manitoba Heritage Council recommended that a pilot study 
be undertaken to investigate the feasibility of identifying 
landscapes, even entire regions, of special cultural/heri-
tage signifi cance for planning, policy, and public awareness 
purposes.  The Council felt that looking at heritage from a 
regional, rather than a localized perspective, might reveal 
new and potentially signifi cant types of heritage resources 
that were being overlooked in the thematic confi nes of 
site specifi c studies. As well, it was thought that special 
relationships between the physical environment and broad 
patterns of settlement and resource development might 
similarly be revealed through a regional investigation.

 It is well understood that heritage resources do not 
consist only of individual site-specifi c elements, such as a 
special bridge, building, or scenic lookout. Often combina-
tions of natural and man-made elements combine to create 
an entire landscape of heritage signifi cance and general 
public appeal.  Winnipeg’s Exchange District is Manitoba’s 
premier example of such a special heritage landscape 
incorporating a variety of physical elements. Such urban 
districts, like their rural landscape counterparts, cannot be 
protected, preserved, enhanced, or even properly appreci-
ated simply by protecting a few of their more noteworthy 
elements. It is often the sum of many types of sites and ele-
ments which gives a landscape its special quality and unique 
sense of place. 

 Clearly then, the protection of signifi cant rural-
based cultural landscapes requires a broad-based approach. 
Similar to the Exchange District, in addition to some indi-
vidual sites being designated to protect them, other types 
of controls and guidelines must be instituted to enhance and 
protect lesser elements, which together help to create the 
special look and feel of the area. In the Exchange District, 

these ancillary elements include building height, construc-
tion materials, signage design, setback, vegetation, etc. 
Rural districts possessing a special appeal are similarly made 
up of a combination of lesser ancillary elements, in addition 
to individually well-known landmark sites. Again, designa-
tion alone is not likely suffi cient to effectively protect and 
enhance the province’s special rural heritage regions. While 
rural Manitoba does not possess anything to rival the archi-
tectural richness of Winnipeg’s Exchange District, it never-
theless does possess many special places and districts, each 
with its own unique charm and heritage signifi cance.  Until 
recently, little attention has been given to the study of rural 
landscapes in Manitoba, or to alternatives to heritage site 
designation for the protection of heritage resources in rural 
areas.

  The recommended pilot project was intended as 
a fi rst step in developing a broader-based, heritage land-
scape perspective for heritage resource management in 
rural Manitoba.  Through the liberal use of visual materials, 
particularly maps, and through the use of short summary 
descriptions, that report, completed in 2003 and entitled  
The Heritage Landscape of the Crow Wing Study Region of 
Southeastern Manitoba, was intended to serve as an educa-
tional tool of broad application and public appeal. Since its 
release in printed and digital form it appears to have struck 
a cord among its readers, private citizens, academics and 
government employees alike. With the success of the pilot 
project, the Manitoba Heritage Council recommended that a 
similar follow study be undertaken. 
 
2.0  Project Objectives

 The Manitoba Heritage Council discussion paper 
produced in 2001 and entitled “Environmental Policy and 
Heritage Resources” identifi ed the Council’s main concerns 
and observations concerning cultural landscapes in Mani-
toba. One of its main conclusions was noted as follows:

 The interaction of people with their environment 
has resulted in various cultural uses and the creation of 
special places of social, cultural and economic value.  Such 
cultural resources, which are not necessarily associated 
with specifi c locations and can involve large geographic 
areas, are too numerous and ever evolving in their meaning 
to be easily classifi ed or systematically protected for all 
time as designated sites under The Heritage Resources Act.  
Given the breadth of this subject, it is necessary to develop 
greater public awareness of and responsibility for docu-
menting change in cultural heritage landscapes in order to 
create a permanent record and to guide future develop-
ment.

 Subsequently, Council recommended “the devel-
opment of a pilot project to create public awareness of 
and appreciation for the ways in which cultural heritage 
landscapes can be documented and incorporated into com-
munity life.”  In light of the above statements, four core 
objectives were devised to guide the initial pilot project.    

Simply stated, they were:

 -  To briefl y describe the development of the cultural 
     landscape of a selected test region. 
 - To identify sites and areas of potential signifi cance 
    for planning and policy purposes.
 - To involve and encourage the cooperation and participation  
    of various other government departments and local 
    agencies and contacts.
 - To produce a fi nal report with multimedia capabilities 
   for general public awareness. 

3.0 Study Methodology 
 
 In an attempt to attain a degree of success in each of 
the four objectives, a somewhat simplistic, yet experimental, 
approach to research and documentation was adopted. It is 
one that involves the liberal use of maps and other illustra-
tive materials, fi eld trip site photographs, and short capsulat-
ed histories. These elements were used to create a modular 
format, readily adaptable to a variety of multimedia presen-
tations, such as Power Point demonstrations, web sites, hard-
copy book form, CD-ROM’s, and stand-alone handouts.

1  -  Maps and illustrative materials.
 Much of Manitoba has been documented in map form. 
From the fi rst explorers, traders, and offi cials, to later gov-
ernment administrators, scientists and scholars, virtually ev-
erything, from the natural landscape, to settlement patterns, 
to economic activity and even the distribution of telephone 
lines has been recorded in cartographic form. As research 
source material, maps have also often been overlooked and 
under-utilized. It was felt that if photographs are said to be 
worth a thousand words, a good map should be worth consid-
erably more, particularly when seeking a regional perspec-
tive. The pilot study successfully showed that liberal use of 
maps and other illustrative material, such as archival photo-
graphs can speak volumes if used and read correctly and can 
lead to greater pubic interest and use of research reports 
such as The Heritage Landscape of the Crow Wing Study Re-
gion of Southeastern Manitoba. While the problem of locat-
ing sources of good archival maps and photographs and the 
technical challenges of digitally copying, identifying, fi ling 
and reproducing such illustrative materials involved some de-
gree of trial and error, a successful process was worked out. 

2 - Site photos.
 In spite of their complexity and ever-evolving na-
ture, all heritage landscapes are made up of a combination 
of individual natural and man-made elements. Among these, 
there are individual ‘landmark’ sites and sight lines that give 
a landscape its own set of unique characteristics. Locating 
and photographing examples of these ‘defi ning’ elements was 
the focus of several fi eld excursions into the study region. 
While time and resources did not permit the undertaking of 
a comprehensive systematic photographic inventory of all 
noteworthy sites, photographs of a good cross section of site 
types was successfully undertaken. 

3 - Capsulated histories.
 The pilot project experimented with simple ‘capsu-
lated histories’ of approximately one page in length for each 
subject heading discussed in the report.  Brevity, accuracy 
and a ‘big-picture’ perspective was the intent of each of the 
capsulated histories so as to lend themselves as easy reading 
and “stand alone” use for local interpretative purposes.  For 
this follow up report it was decided to increase the aver-
age discussion length for each subject heading to up to two 
pages, in effect doubling the length of the fi nal report.

Below. Figure 1.2:  X-ray statellite image of south 
western Manitoba showing major landforms and water 
bodies. The study region and provincial - national bound-
aries have been added. 
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The Study Region

 In selecting an appropriate region as the focus of 
this second heritage landscape research project, the same 
general prerequisites used in the pilot study were applied. 
By these guidelines the study region should:

1. Include at least two major physiographic zones or natu-
ral features, in order to determine if differences in the 
physical landscape might have affected patterns of human 
settlement and resource use in each of these physiographic 
areas.

 2. Include at least three distinct group settlement dis-
tricts, in order to identify possible relationships between 
the physical environment and chosen settlement areas.

 3. Be of suffi cient size to be largely self-contained in 
terms of its major cultural or physical characteristics but 
not so large that researching, assessing and describing the 
region’s natural and cultural history becomes unwieldy. 

 The region selected is located in the west central 
area of southern Manitoba. It is bounded roughly on the 
south by a straight line passing just south of the mouth of 
the Birdtail River and the Birdtail Sioux First Nations I.R. 
57. Its eastern boundary is located just east of Shoal Lake 
and passes through the community of Menzies on Provincial 
Trunk Highway (PTH) #45. Its northern boundary lies just 
north of the community of Lennard and Asessippi Provincial 
Park, and the Manitoba - Saskatchewan provincial boundary 
marks the western edge of the study region. 

 The West Riding Mountain - Upper Assiniboine 
River Study Region is approximately 100 by 75 kms (65 x 
45 miles), or 7500 square kilometers, (3,000 square miles) 
in size. The name selected for the study region is straight-
forward and geographically based, albeit somewhat long.  
Because of this, for the sake of brevity, it will be more 
frequently be referred as The West Riding Mountain Study 
Region in this report.
 
 The study region includes all or portions of eleven 
rural municipalities, including all of: Russell, Silver Creek, 
Rossburn, Ellice, Birtle and Shoal Lake, and portions of: 
Archie, Miniota, Hamiota, and the recently-merged Munici-
pality of Shellmouth-Boulton.  It also includes the extreme 
western portion of Riding Mountain National Park, (Figure 
1.4.3). 

  The study region’s incorporated communities in-
clude: Russell, Rossburn,  St. Lazare, Birtle and Shoal Lake. 
Non-incorporated communities and hamlets include: Inglis, 
Shellmouth, Millwood, Angusville, Vista, Oakburn, Men-
zies, Olha, Foxwarren, Solsgirth, McAuley, Bulah, Isabella, 
Decker, Lavinian and McConnell, (Figure 1.4.4).         

Figure 1.4.4: Detail of a 1999 Map of Manitoba illustrating the Rural Municipalities, incorporated 
Towns and Villages, unincorporated communities, Provincial Trunk Highways (PTHs) and Provin-
cial Roads (PRs), railway lines, waterways, provincial and national parks, First Nations Reserves 
and the boundaries of the West Riding Mountain Study Region noted. (Source: Manitoba Maps and 
Surveys Branch)

Figure 1.3:  Portion of a 2001 Province of Manitoba Highways Map showing the southwestern portion of the 
Province of Manitoba with the study region boundaries noted and a magnifi ed detail of the West Riding 
Mountain Study Region itself, showing the communities and major roadway. (Source: Manitoba Department of 
Highways)
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Cree Encampment, c1860.

HBC Fort Ellice #1, c1845.The Fur Trade

Steamboats on the Assiniboine, c1882. 

Regional Waterways

First Nations Land Use

Manitoba &
Northwestern Rail-
way 

Transportation Infrastructure

Inglis Elevator Row National Historic Site, Inglis

Agricultural Develop-

Métis Freighters, c1860.The Fur Trade

1920 Concrete Arch Bridge, MillwoodRoadway Infrastructure

Left. Figure 1.5:  Detail from a 1:500,000 scale 
Department of HIghways map produced in 1977 
showing the roadway system in the study region, 
including: Provincial Trunk Highways (PTH); 
Provincial Roads (PR); the municipal roads con-
structed along the section township grid; and 
cross-county trails and roadway.  Also protrayed 
are the region’s towns and villages, First Nations 
communities, rivers and lakes, railway lines, and 
Parks.  (Source: Province of Manitoba Roadways Map,  
Surveys and Mappping Branch, 1977.)
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The West Riding Mountain Study Region 
 Known Claims-to-fame

  In selecting the West Riding Mountain region as the 
study area for this research project, it was already known 
that this general region possessed a rich natural and cultural 
history which would lend itself to an enlightening analysis 
of the historical relationship between the two. Among the 
region’s known major ‘claims to fame’ are:

1. The region is home to a variety of aboriginal and settle-
ment groups, including Cree, Ojibwa, Sioux, Métis, Anglo-
Ontario, British, French, Ukrainian, and Romanian.

2. The region possessed a long fur-trade history, with a se-
ries of signifi cant posts having been established there by all 
the major fur trade companies. Among the more signifi cant 
posts were the North West Company’s Fort Espérance and 
Fort John, and the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Beaver Creek 
House, and Forts Ellice I and II. 

3. There is a continuous gradual increase in elevation from 
southwest to northeast across the study region. Though 
rather subtle to the human eye, the elevation change is 
fairly signifi cant, more than 150 meters (500 feet).  Such an 
elevation change had a marked impact on the natural envi-
ronment and consequently human occupation and resource 
use. The most obvious effect involved the region’s natural 
vegetation, which ranged from open tall grass prairie in the 
southwest corner of the study region to dense mixed forests 
of the northwestern highlands of the Riding Mountain pla-
teau.  Also many of the rivers and streams in this region fl ow 
southwest, contrary to the general pattern of prairie rivers.

4. The region possesses several major river valleys: the 
Assiniboine, the Qu’Appelle and the Shell. Gouged out by 
glacial melt waters 10,000 years ago, these are among the 
deepest and widest river valleys in Manitoba. Such major 
landforms also likely had a signifi cant impact on the human 
history of the study region.

5. Several branches of the fabled Saskatchewan Cart Trail 
traversed the study region, which was the longest and most 
signifi cant of the pre-settlement overland trails in western 
Canada. Consequently, most early fur traders, explorers, 
adventurers and government offi cials passed through and 
camped in the region on their way westward. 

6. The route of the Canadian Pacifi c Railway’s transconti-
nental rail line, constructed during the early 1880s, was 
expected by all to pass through this general region. When 
the railway route was suddenly and with little forewarning 
altered, the pattern and process of settlement and in west-
ern Manitoba was dramatically altered.

7. And fi nally, this region is one of Manitoba’s richest agricul-
tural areas, long known for the high quality of its livestock, 
particularly beef cattle, and also its barley and oat crops. 

Assiniboine River Valley  - Glacial Meltwater Spillway

1890s Fieldstone Commercial Block, Birtle

Paulencu House, Provincial Historic Site, Lennard

Romanian Settlement

The Fur Trade

Fall colours in Riding Mountain National Park - Glacial End Moraine.

Rolling Aspen Parkland - Glacial Till Plain

French Settlement

St. Lazare Convent

Anglo-Ontario Settlement French Settlement

Anglo-Ontario Settlement

Ukrainian Settlement

1885 North-West Rebellion 
Cairn, Russell

Steel Truss Roadbridge

Infrastructure Development Trail to Marconi School

Infrastructure 
Development
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1.0   Natural Environment

 The natural landscape of the West Riding 
Mountain Study Region - its geology and relief, surface 
materials and topography, soils and vegetation, water-
ways and wetlands - all infl uenced the manner in which 
the region’s heritage landscape later developed as hu-
man settlement and use of the land steadily increased. 
Thus, a study investigating past and current relation-
ships between the natural and human environment 
must necessarily begin with a close look at the purely 
natural aspects of the West Riding Mountain Study 
Region.

1.1  Geology & Relief

 The solid bedrock underlying the loose surface 
materials in the study region is but one of a series of 
zones or belts of different types of bedrock which lie 
in a northwest to southeast direction across the length 
of the province, (Figure 1.2.2).  Each band was origi-
nally laid down horizontally, layer upon layer, over 
the eons by the deposition of igneous materials from 
volcanic eruptions and seeping magma, and by sedi-
mentary deposition at the bottom of large inland seas 
which periodically formed over what is now the North 
American Midwest. Over the millennium, the slow 
drifting and collision of the various continental plates, 
combined with the weight of the above-noted inland 
oceans, caused these layers to tilt downward to the 
west and southwest. The outer edges of these layers 
were later exposed by wind, water, and ice erosion, 
(Figure 1.1.1). 

 The bedrock underlying most of southwestern 
Manitoba, is a rather broad layer of shale known as the 
Riding Mountain Shale Formation. Shale is quite simply 
compacted mud. The Riding Mountain shale formation 
was formed at the bottom of a large shallow sea during 
the Cretaceous Period which lasted from about 225 to 
65 million years ago. This was also the epoch when di-
nosaurs dominated the Earth. Fossils of marine reptiles 
and other organisms from that time are sometimes 
found in the study region at road cuts, and in places 
where streams have removed the glacial overburden. 
In 1935 a complete fossil skeleton of a  4.5 metre (15 
foot) mosasaur was found in a shale bed 40 feet below 
the surface in Riding Mountain National Park.1  
 
 While largely uniform in nature there are in 
fact three different types of shale in western Mani-
toba: grey, green-grey, and siliceous. These range from 
soft and loose textured to hard and fi ne textured. Sig-
nifi cantly, some of these shale beds do not extend all 
the way to the surface. One such “land-locked” layer 
is an oil-bearing “Mississippian” shale which lies some 
distance beneath the surface of the study region.2 Also, 
the area extent of this oil-bearing rock is limited to the 
extreme western portion of the province. This explains 
why Manitoba’s known oil reserves are all located only 

in the south western portion of the province. This 
tilted characteristic of the study region’s bedrock geol-
ogy is also the reason why the current potash explora-
tion activity is limited to the extreme western section 
of the study region. 

 The bedrock relief in the study area - its undu-
lations and proximity to the surface - is the product of 
the last great Ice Age, which ended about 10,000 years 
ago. The weight of the two kilometre (1.3 mile) thick, 
slowly moving, ice sheet was so great that it scoured 
the land right down to the bedrock, obliterating virtu-
ally all of the former regional topography.  As it ad-
vanced out of the northwest, the ice sheet passed over 
the various exposed bedrock belts described above. 
The softer limestone belt, which exists in a broad 
swath through the centre of Manitoba, was ground 
down more easily than the harder bedrock on either 
side of it. Eventually, over numerous ice advances and 
retreats, a large trough-like depression was created in 
this area. This is known today as the Manitoba Low-
lands physiographic region, and it is the area and level 
to which most of the rivers in western Canada fl ow 
before turning north and emptying into Hudson Bay. 

 The West Riding Mountain Study Region is 
located on the second prairie level, just to the west 
of the Manitoba Lowlands. The cliff-like formation 
marking the transition between the Manitoba Lowlands 
(or First Prairie Level), and the Saskatchewan Plains 
(Second Prairie Level) is the Manitoba Escapement. It 
is the remnant western edge of the Manitoba Lowlands 
‘trough’. The escarpment line is broken in places by 
broad pre-glacial valleys, and is thus characterized by 
a series of westward-sloping plateaus, known today as 
the Porcupine, Duck, Riding and Pembina mountains. 
Flowing eastward within the gaps separating these 
‘mountains’ are the Assiniboine, Valley, Swan, and Red 
Deer Rivers, (Figure 1.4.1).

 Exposed bedrock can be found in places along 
the steep east-facing escapement wall. However, the 
mountain summits, which rise some 500 meters (1,640 
feet) above the Manitoba Lowlands, and the rear 
slopes of these ‘plateau mountains’ are a relatively fl at 
and covered by a thick blanket of glacial meltwater 
deposits. These ‘outwash deposits’ are of particularly 
great thickness along the eastern margins of these 
plateaus, (reaching 250 metres in depth on Duck Moun-
tain), further adding to the height of land along the 
margins of the Manitoba Escarpment.3 Thus, while the 
general elevation steadily drops as one travels from 
west to east across the Canadian prairies, the eleva-
tion in the study region rises to the east and northeast. 
This is one of very few regions on the Canadian prai-
ries, and likely the only area in Manitoba, where the 
rivers and streams fl ow in a westerly direction.  It is a 
direct result of the region’s unique geology and surface 
relief.

Above and left. 1.1.2:  Manitoba Bedrock zones. The bedrock layers underlying the 
Province of Manitoba tilt towards the southwest. Natural erosion over the eons has 
exposed the outer edges of these layers, creating distinct bands or belts of differ-
ent bedrock types running northeast to southwest across the province. (HRB Map 
#194. Source: Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960. Page 9.)

Left. Figure 1.1.1: Bedrock Profi le & General Eleva-
tion of Southwestern Manitoba. The bedrock layers 
underlying the Province of Manitoba lie angularly over 
Precambrian rock, dipping to the west and southwest. 
The angle in this simplifi ed illustration is exaggerated 
— in reality the slope is only a few degrees. Note that 
not all the bedrock layers reach to the surface, nor 
extend beyond the western portions of the province. 
Some of these ‘buried’ rock layers contain potash 
while others contain reserves of oil and gas. 
(Source: The Land in the Middle (Manitoba’s Interlake), 
n.d., A.R.D.A. publication, page 5.) 
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Figure 1.1.3 :  Relief Profi le Map. Profi le through east-west between Townships 19 and 20, and passing nearby 
to the communities of Binsacarth, Rossburn and Wasagaming in the general study region. The profi le has ex-
aggerated the vertical scale by 100 times to better illustrate elevation. The illustration also fairly accurately 
shows Physiographic Divisions, Surface Materials and Natural Vegetation. The study region is located towards 
the left end of the profi le. (HRB Map #192.  Source: The Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960. Page 6.) 

Left. Figure 1.1.4: Relief Contour Map of Southern Manitoba.  Detail from a Relief Map 
of Manitoba produced by Thomas Weir in 1960. The contour lines and colour changes 
represent one hundred feet of elevation change. The ‘trough’ nature of the Manitoba 
Lowlands and the western uplands are clearly depicted on this map.  The location 
of the profi le shown in the fi gure above has been noted on this map. (HRB Map #186. 
Source: The Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960. Page 7.) 

Figure 1.1.5: Photo taken about 1925 in the Inglis area. This view shows the gradual, sometimes imperceptible, reduction in relief as one 
descends from the hummocky Riding Mountain highlands onto the gently rolling till plains to the south. (HRB Photo #450. Source: Archives of 
Manitoba: Inglis #1.)
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1.2  Surface Deposits & Topography

The Pleistocene 
 The topography of the study region was formed dur-
ing the waning of the last great Ice Age about 10,000 years 
ago, as were most of Canada’s surface landforms. There were 
at least a dozen periods of glaciation during the several mil-
lion years that made up the earth’s Ice Age or Pleistocene 
Epoch. During these periods, the earth’s northern and mid-
latitude climate cooled suffi ciently that snow and ice built 
up during the winter months exceeded the melting which 
occurred during the summer months. This continuous slow 
buildup eventually led to the creation of huge glaciers. Just 
as water seeks its lowest level, glacial ice will also try to 
form a level surface by the continuous pull of gravity upon its 
mass. Thus, as the northern glacial ice thickened by annual 
accumulation of snow, its outer margins were pushed from 
behind, causing the ice to fl ow outward in an ongoing  at-
tempt to reach common level equilibrium. As the northern 
continental ice sheets formed and expanded, they merged 
with alpine glaciers fl owing down from the Rocky Mountains, 
creating a single huge ice sheet that covered virtually all of 
what is now Canada for thousands of years. 

 When temperatures warmed suffi ciently that the 
southern glacier edges melted away faster than the ice 
could fl ow forward out of the north, the ice front would stop 
advancing, and even retreat for a time. Such advances and 
retreats were frequent occurrences during the Pleistocene. 
Throughout these advances and retreats, internally the ice 
was still continuously fl owing forward. Thus all the boulders, 
rocks and other materials picked up and carried by the ice 
were continuously being deposited, in conveyor belt fashion, 
all along the ice front as it slowly melted during the sum-
mer months. Depending upon the rate of ice melt, and how 
the materials were modifi ed by melt waters after they were 
deposited, different major types of glacial deposits were cre-
ated. 

 The last of the great Ice Ages began about two mil-
lion years ago, and consisted of four distinct phases of ad-
vance and retreat. The last of these phases has been named 
the ‘Wisconsinan”. It was responsible for creating the topog-
raphy of Manitoba as we know it today. The Wisconsinan ice 
sheet is estimated to have been approximately four kilome-
tres thick over Hudson Bay and two kilometres thick over the 
study region. It extended as far south as the Missouri River, 
prompting geographers in Manitoba to point out that all of 
Manitoba’s best soils are now located in the United States, 
and particularly in the State of Wisconsin.4 
 
 About 18,000 years ago the Wisconsin ice began to 
melt, and by 10,000 years ago it had fully retreated from 
what is now southern Manitoba. As this last continental ice 
sheet slowly melted away and the front steadily retreated 
northward, the whole of the study region was blanketed by 
a thick layer of mixed ‘glacial drift’. These materials ranged 
from fi ne sands and gravels, to stones, rocks, and even huge 
boulders. These primary deposits were added to, and modi-

fi ed by, the action of the glacial melt waters which accumu-
lated along the ice front, or issued forth from it. 

 The weight of the Wisconsinan Ice Sheet was so great 
that it actually caused the earth’s crust beneath it to com-
press and subside, thereby causing the land to slope north-
ward to where the ice was thickest. As a result, rather than 
draining away to the south, glacial melt waters collected 
along portions of the ice front, forming huge lakes. The 
largest of these glacial lakes was called Glacial Lake Agas-
siz, (named after Louis Agassiz, the Swiss advocate of glacial 
theory), but other shorter-lived and smaller glacial lakes also 
existed. These included Glacial Lake Souris in Manitoba, and 
Lake Assiniboine and Lake Elstow in Saskatchewan, (Figure 
1.2.1) 

 The rising waters of these glacial lakes had no natural 
outlet, so they simply rose and rose until a height of land 
was breached and temporary outlets were formed, fi rst to 
the south and then to the southeast.  Finally as the ice front 
retreated suffi ciently northward, the ice dam was broken 
and melt waters followed the natural slope of the land into 
Hudson Bay. Due to its relatively higher elevation, the study 
region is one of only a few regions in Manitoba which were 
not submerged under the waters of glacial melt water lakes. 
Consequently, the general topography and surface deposits 
in the study region are quite different from those found in 
other areas of the province. The topography is largely rolling 
and hummocky, with many potholes and sloughs, and several 
deeply-eroded river valleys. This is in stark contrast to the 
extremely fl at, silty and stone-free surface found in the Red 
River Valley, which was the lake bed in the deepest part of 
Lake Agassiz, (Figure 1.2.2). 

 There are four distinct types of glacial formations in 
the study region, making it an excellent area for the study 
and observation of glacial processes. In addition to creating 
the current surface topography, these ice-front’ laid materi-
als also served as the parent materials from which the top 
soil layers were later derived. They thus are signifi cant fac-
tors in the nature and distribution of agricultural production 
types in the region.  Illustrated in Figure 1.2.3, these glacial 
features and deposits include: 
 
1. End Moraine deposits of the Riding Mountain Uplands, 
characterized by rolling to hilly topography with numer-
ous ‘kettle’ lakes of one-half to four kilometers in size, and 
two secondary bands of end moraine deposits, one just east 
of the Assiniboine River, and the other near McAuley in the 
southwest corner of the study region, (“Type 2” in Figure 
1.2.3).

2. Ground Moraine deposits of the Minnedosa-Reston Till 
Plain, characterized by rolling swill and swale, (Type 3). 

3. Silty Flood Plain deposits located within the Assiniboine, 
Qu’Appelle and Shell River glacial spillways, (Type. 6).

4. Sand and gravel deposits in the Qu’Appelle and Shell River 
mouth areas, with fl at to undulating relief, (Type 1 and 2). 

 
 

,

Figure 1.2.1:.  Glacial Lake Agassiz basin, showing its cumula-
tive full extent, as well as the much smaller Glacial Lake Souris.  
(HRB Map #72.  Source: The Geography of Manitoba, Welsted, Everitt and 
Stadel, 1996, page 19.)

Right. Figure 1.2.2: Illustra-
tion showing the Wisconsinan 
Ice Sheet front at the time 
of the great glacial lakes 
and spillways about 14,5000 
years ago. (HRB Map #205. 
Source: Manitoba Conserva-
tion, Asessippi Interpretive 
Park Map.) 

Right. Figure 1.2.2: Glacial Deposits in the study region. (Map 
Title: Department of Mines, Geological Survey, Map 254A – Surface 
Deposits, Winnipeg Sheet, 1931. Source: Manitoba of Archives: un-
catalogued map #2068. HRB Map #160)
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1.2.1 Riding Mountain Moraine Deposits.  

 All manner of rocks, gravel, sand, silt and clay were 
plucked and carried by the undersurface of last great glaicier, 
and deposited many miles and many years further on. This 
mixed mass of debris is known by several names, the main 
terms being glacial till, glacial moraine and boulder clay. The 
unsorted material blankets the underlying bedrock surface 
across most of Manitoba. Some areas have thicker than oth-
ers, and in places these were modifi ed by meltwater and 
redeposited as sorted sand and gravel deposits.  

 When the rate of melting around the glaciers’ south-
ern edges was equal to its advance from the north, “station-
ary ice” features known as “end moraines” were created. 
With the ice front or a smaller lobe ‘stalled’ in one position 
there was a continuous deposition of material along the front.  
Also known as ‘terminal’ moraines, these deposits often con-
sist of chains of low hills, or a band of very rough topography 
with hills 30-60 metres (100-200 feet) high consisting of very 
stony material. One of the largest end moraines in Manitoba 
runs in an arc from Long Point on Lake Winnipeg to Cormorant 
Lake northeast of The Pas, (Figure 1.4.1). The Brandon and 

Arrow hills are other, smaller, examples. Like the Riding Moun-
tain highlands, the upper elevations of the Duck and Porcu-
pine mountains were also formed by end moraine deposits.5 

  This type of landscape is often referred to as ‘knob 
and kettle’ topography, referring to the sharp hillocks and 
water fi lled depressions. As run-off collects in the many 
surface depressions and between ridges, a multitude of 
ponds and lakes are formed, many without outlets except 
in times of high water levels.  The knob and kettle region 
located along the southern fl anks of the Riding Mountain is a 
superb example of this type of glacial landform. It is known 
as Manitoba’s “pot-hole” country, and is a highly signifi cant 
area for waterfowl populations. Some of the ‘kettle’ lakes, 
such as Clear Lake in Riding Mountain National Park, are fed 
by natural springs.  Many of the smaller lakes and sloughs in 
this region are sites of wetland conservation projects, funded 
by the Manitoba Government and by the privately operated, 
Ducks Unlimited.  More recently, local trout-farming efforts 
have turned many of the larger lakes into popular fi shing 
holes, which are now attracting fi shermen from outside the 
province. 
 

Figure 1.2.4: The hilly nature of the Riding Mountain end moraine deposit, is clearly seen in this road cut view in the Marco district. 
(Photo: Historic Resources Branch (HRB) staff photo.) 

Figure 1.2.5:  The rolling wooded countryside of the Riding Mountain 
upland areas, Marco district. (HRB Photo.) 

Figure 1.2.6:  A pot-hole lake located in the Riding Mountain 
uplands, near Olha. Stocked with fi sh, these lakes are increasingly 
frequented by avid fi shermen, such as these two intrepid outdoors 
men from Bismark, North Dakota. (HRB Photo.) 

Left. Figure 1.2.8: View from inside a typical 
till plain pothole, looking through the veg-
etation ring to the rolling crop land beyond. 
Note the muskrat lodge and ducks fl ying by. 
Such potholes provide important habitat for 
waterfowl and other wildlife and serve to 
replenish the water table. (HRB Photo.) 

Right. Figure 1.2.7: Aerial photograph showing 
the effect on cropping practices of the ‘swill 
and swale’ undulating topography found in 
the Minnedosa-Reston Till Plain region. Many 
of the low spots are left uncultivated due to 
the presence of open water during the spring 
seeding season. Increasingly these potholes 
are being drained to increase acreage and till-
age effi ciency. (Photo: Manitoba Tourism)

1.2.2  Minnedosa-Reston Till Plain 

 Located on the lower elevations, just to the south 
of the end moraine deposits of the Riding Mountain uplands, 
is the Minnedosa-Reston Till Plan. The surface here is much 
more gently rolling. This type of glacial deposit is known as 
‘till plain’ or ‘ground moraine. The gently undulating charac-
ter of the plain is due to the fairly even deposition of glacial 
till as the ice front steadily retreated. It survived largely in 
its ‘natural’ state, because this area was not subsequently 
modifi ed by fl owing melt waters, or more usually by impound-
ed meltwater lakes, as occurred in the present Souris Plains, 
Red River Valley and Interlake areas.

 The Minnedosa-Reston Till Plain fi eld extends south, 
beyond the Assiniboine River to the town of Reston, east to 
Minnedosa, and west to the Russell area.  The local relief 
in this region varies from 7.5 to 15 meters (25 to 50 feet), 
increasing to as much as 30 metres as the morainic uplands 
of Riding Mountain are reached. This type of landscape is also 
know as ‘hummocky’ or ‘swill and swale’.  This area also lies 
at lower elevations, and as a result, much of it is located in 
the open prairie or Aspen Parkland vegetation zone.

 As in the end moraine area to the north, the 
Minnedosa-Reston Till Plains are pock-marked in many areas 
by numerous small un-drained depressions or ‘swales’ fed by 
surface run-off. These water bodies are commonly referred 
to as sloughs or ‘potholes’ and are smaller in size and more 
numerous than the large kettle lakes found in the upland mo-
raine area. These potholes are frequently rimmed by willow 
and aspen and provide important habitat for a wide variety of 
wildlife. As well, these scattered islands of woodland help to 
create a very scenic ‘park-like’ natural landscape in this part 
of the study region. 
 
 The material composition of the till plain varies from 
medium-textured, nearly stone-free materials to coarse-tex-
tured and stony deposits making for some good farming areas 
and some marginal areas fi t only for natural pasture. Because 
of thickness and high porosity of the glacial till and the shale 
bedrock beneath it, well water in these areas is often dif-
fi cult to obtain. Also, wind and water erosion from the knoll 
tops in this region has been a problem with the removal of 
the protective natural vegetation since settlement. There 
is as well some farm tillage diffi culties due to the numerous 
non-ariable small depressions. 
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Left. Figure 1.2.9: Aerial view of the 
junction of the Assiniboine and Shell 
glacial spillways, just prior to the 
construction of the Shellmouth dam 
in 1965. (Photo. P.F.R.A. Manitoba Offi ce 
Archives.) 

Figure 1.2.11: View of the deeply eroded east wall  of the former Shell River spillway near Aessippi. 
(Photo: Historic Resources Branch.) 

Right. Figure 1.2.10: Illustration showing simplifi ed 
components of a river valley, with misfi t river and ter-
races. (HRB Map #206. Source: Manitoba Conservation, 
Asessippi Interpretive Park Map.)

1.2.3 Glacial Spillways - Assiniboine, 
Qu’Appelle, and Shell River Valleys. 

 As the last great ice sheet melted, torrents of 
melt water spilled from its surface and from within, form-
ing many short-lived glacial meltwater lakes along the ice 
front. Massive volumes of water also fl owed along spillways 
and channels, which carried the glacial melt waters from 
one ice-front lake to another, following the paths of least 
resistance to lower ground. In the process they carved 
deep, steep-sided channels and deposited huge loads 
of well-sorted sand silt, gravel and boulders along their 
courses. There are no less than four remnant glacial spill-
ways located in the study region. These spillway channels 
are now known as the Qu’Appelle, Assiniboine, Shell and 
Birdtail river valleys. 

 The Qu’Appelle River valley is the longest former 
spillway found on the Canadian prairies. It was formed as 
water drained meltwater lakes which developed in what 
is now central Saskatchewan, and merged with the Assini-
boine spillway near present-day St. Lazare, (Figure 1.2.3). 
The Assiniboine spillway was fed by melt waters from 
glacial lake Assiniboine which was created by a large mass 
of remnant ice that was left on Porcupine Mountain. The 
Shell and Birdtail river valleys are smaller former meltwa-
ter channels, created as water drained from similar large 
blocks of stagnant ice left by the receding glacier on Duck 
and Riding Mountains. F After taking in the waters of the 
Shell, Qu’Appelle and the Birdtail spillways, the Assiniboine 
spillway fi lled a channel two miles wide that swept its 
way south and then east before emptying into glacial Lake 
Agassiz near present-day Carberry, (Figure 1.2.1). The fi ne 

sands and gravels carried by the raging torrent settled out 
as the melt waters entered the cold deep waters of Glacial 
Lake Agassiz, creating a huge sandy delta now known as 
the Spruce Woods sand hills.  Similar smaller deltas were 
formed where the Shell and Qu’Appelle spillways entered 
the Assinboine, and at times overfl owed its banks. The 
study region is the only area of Manitoba to possess muilti-
ple former glacial spillway channels. 

 When the glacial melt waters disappeared from 
western Manitoba, the present Qu’Appelle, Assiniboine, and 
Shell rivers were left, fed only by precipitation and run-off 
in their drainage basins. Along with the Birdtail, they are 
now but mere trickles of water compared to their former 
selves. Because they occupy valleys that are much larger 
than they presently could carve with their water fl ow, 
they are known as ‘under-fi t’ or ‘mis-fi t’ rivers. The up-
per Assiniboine and lower Qu’Appelle rivers are among the 
fi nest examples of ‘misfi t streams’ to be found anywhere in 
Canada, (Figure 1.2.9) 

 The present Assiniboine, Qu’Appelle, Shell and 
Birdtail rivers, with their much smaller fl oodplains and 
confi ned to the spillway valleys as they are, carved step-
like terraces into the alluvial till left by their predecessors. 
(Figure 1.2.10)  As well, over the past 10,000 years, the 
steep valley walls have been altered by the slumping and 
creeping of its materials down the valley walls. Springs and 
run-offs have also carved prominent ravines into the valley 
walls side, (Figure 1.2.11). The beautiful fi eldstone church 
and rectory, constructed at the old Catholic mission site 
near St. Lazare in 1899, were badly damaged by soil creep 
and had be demolished only a few short years after they 
were constructed along the valley side.7

1.2.3  Outwash Deposits - Qu’Appelle and 
Shell River mouth areas

 End moraine and ground moraine deposits both 
consist largely of unsorted debris laid down in a somewhat 
uniform manner as the ice front steadily receded. Material 
deposited by the glacial meltwaters, however, consist of 
well-sorted, layered beds of gravels and sands. These ‘gla-
cial-fl uvial’ deposits were formed when a spillway entered 
a glacial lake and dropped its load of suspended materials 
in layers as different sized materials settled at different 
rates in the quieter deeper waters of the glacial lakes. 
Similar glacial-fl uvial deposits were formed when ice front 
melt water fl owed into smaller temporary lakes near the 
ice front. Sand and gravel beds were also deposited when 
ice-top or internal meltwater channels settled onto the 
earth’s surface when the ice melted away, leaving the 
sandy deposits behind.8 

 The distinct layering of glacial-fl uvial deposits 
occurred as the heaver materials, such as gravels, sank to 
the bottom of a water mass more quickly than the lighter, 
fi ner, sands, which settled out later, covering the coarser 
material. The lighter sands were also subject to re-sus-

pension and deposition in shallow waters as storms and 
winds churned up the water and redeposited the sands as 
beach ridges. After the land dried, the sand deltas and 
beach ridges were often wind-driven into drifting sand 
dunes which over time eventually stabilized into grass 
covered hills. Soils on outwash deposits are generally thin, 
low in natural fertility and have a sandy loam surface tex-
ture. 

 The Spruce Woods area, originally the Assiniboine 
Spillway delta, is the largest and best known sand delta 
in Manitoba. However, similar, albeit much smaller, areas 
of stratifi ed sands and gravel glacial-fl uvial deposits also 
exist in the Qu’Appelle River mouth and Shell River mouth 
areas, (See Figure 1.2.2). The presence of coarse textured 
sandy subsurface deposits in these areas directly affected 
the type of soils and vegetation which developed in these 
areas, and ultimately the type of agriculture which this 
area currently supports. These localized deposits of sands, 
and particularly gravels, have long been important sources 
of road and construction materials in the study region and 
are considered a valuable local natural resource.
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     In the study region the largest area of glacial-
fl uvial sand deposits is found west of the St. Lazare area 
on both side of the Qu’Appelle, (Figure 1.2.14). During the 
early 1880s settlers were initially attracted to the ‘sand 
plains’ because of the open meadows, level terrain and 
the good spring water available. However, the dstrict’s 
limited agricultural capabilities was soon discovered, and 
most early homesteaders quickly abandoned the area.

  The early settlers named the district “Pumpkin 
Plains” as, although very little wheat was successfully 
grown, vine plants grew exceptionally well, particularly 
pumpkins. The term Pumpkin Plains was ‘put on the map’ 
when a school district by that name was established in 
1892. E.R. Lewarton from England, moved to Pumpkin 
Plains in 1895 and established a post offi ce by that name. 
However, by 1896 the school was forced to close due to 
the large number of families laving the district.  Lewarton 
was the only Pumpkin Plains post master as the postal 
outlet closed three years after the school.  Because the 
land was left largely unsettled, it was to this area that 
many Métis families congregated after the turn of the 
century, taking up abandoned homestead claims, or simply 

squatting on unoccupied lands. During the 1920s some 
area homesteaders moved to the sand plains and pastured 
cattle for area farmers on rented land.9 
 
 During the drought and grasshopper infestations 
of the dust bowl years of the great depression, the lack of 
tax income coming from this area resulted in budget short 
falls within the Rural Municipality of Ellice. Like other 
municipalities during the depression, it was obliged to 
provide relief to its most needy residents. To help improve 
the fi nancial health of the municipality, the council at 
the time successfuly applied to the Federal Prairie Farm 
Rehabilitation Agcency (PFRA) programme to convert the 
sand plains area into a managed community pasture where 
farmers from the region could pasture their herds, thus 
allowing their own pastures to recover. The many Metis 
families on the sand plains were displaced with the estab-
lishement of the community pasture in 1938, making its 
creation highly contentious.10  While some of the lands in 
the southern part of the pasture have recently been sold 
to adjacent landowners, the bulk of the land continues to 
be used and operated as community pasture.

Left. Figure 1.2.14: Satellite Image of the Qu’Appelle 
Mouth Area Sand Plains. The un-cropped sand plains clearly 
stand out from the patch-work of quarter-section sized 
fi elds to the northeast and southwest. (Photo: Manitoba Land 
Initiative.)

1.3. Soils
           
 After the glacial melt waters drained away and the 
land dried, vegetation soon re-established itself on the land. 
Initially, this vegetation had to survive on what nutrients 
it could fi nd in the raw, infertile glacial surface materials. 
Over time the decaying plant material began to mix and be 
absorbed into the top layer of the glacial material, forming 
various basic types of soils.  Though similar in basic composi-
tion to the end moraine material found on the Riding Mountain 
highlands, much of the Minnedosa-Reston Till Plain in the study 
region occurs at suffi ciently lower elevations, up to 150 meters 
(500 feet). This elevation difference is enough to affect the 
nature of vegetation developing on top of this raw glacial ma-
terial. This in turn resulted in different soils being formed on 
what was essentially similiar parent material.11   

 In the still lower elevations of the southwestern por-
tion of the study region, the tall prairie grasses which devel-
oped there led to the formation of a thick rich layer of soils of 
the Black Soils group. At the opposite corner, the slow-growing 
largely coniferous forests that originally formed on the cooler 
higher upland elevations, resulted in the creation of thinner, 
more acidic soils of the Grey Wooded soil group.  Located be-

tween these two vastly different soil and vegetation types is a 
wide zone of transition soils known as the Black-Grey Wooded 
or “Northern Black” variety of soils. Thiee soils developed un-
der a Parkland type of ‘mixed woods and meadows’ vegetation 
cover. 

 Professor J.H. Ellis’ Manitoba Soil Survey conducted 
during the 1930s, clearly showed that the transition in soil 
zones correlate closely to the transition in natural vegetation 
types, as well as to the local effects of elevation and relief.  
This correlation, well known to soil specialists, is clearly seen 
in a comparision of maps of the study region, such as those 
reprinted in Figures 1.3.2, to 1.3.4. Other important soil de-
velopment factors Professor Ellice identifi ed as affecting both 
soil and vegetation development include: the temperature and 
moisture within the soil; the position in which the soil is found 
in relation to topography; the internal drainage and presence 
or absence of ground water; the length of time the soils have 
been developing; and in the case of cultivated soils, the modi-
fying effects of agricultural tillage and erosion.12 
 
 The study region possesses areas of all three of these 
basic soil types, the  Blacks, the Northern Blacks, and the Grey 
Wooded, (Figure 1.3.1).

Above. Figure 1.2.12: View of a ‘Texas Gate” and the open 
level pasture land in the sand plains area north of the 
Qu’Appelle River.  (Photo: Historic Resources Branch.) 

Right. Figure 1.2.13: View of a ‘Texas Gate” and the open 
level pasture land in the sand plains area north of the 
Qu’Appelle River.  (Photo: Historic Resources Branch.) 
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1.3.1 The Blacks Soils. 
  According the J.H. Ellis, the ‘Dean’ of Mani-
toba soils, the Black soil types are “dark and moderately 
deep, granular in structure, and high in organic matter.” F 
Throughout the province, the Black soil zone corresponds 
closely to the open grassland regions. It occurs in the ex-
treme southwestern corner of the study region, primarily 
west of the Assiniboine River in the rural municipalities 
of Russell and Ellice. These soils developed over till-plain 
parent material and under open grassland conditions. They 
are naturally fertile and fi ne textured. Because of this fi ne 
texture, without leaf litter, the tree canopy and root pro-
tection, during drought conditions, even temporary drought 
conditions, the Black soils are prone to wind erosion. Dur-
ing the ‘dust bowl’ years of the great depression, this area of 
Manitoba suffered particularly severe soil drifting. 

1.3.2 Northern Black Soils.
 The Northern Black type of soils are generally well-
drained dark soils.  Developed under a mix of grassland and 
aspen grove vegetation, they are naturally fertile and well 

suited to agriculture.  In the study region, the Northern 
Black zone occurs as a broad swath across the centre of the 
region from northwest to south east and lies roughly be-
tween the 1,550 and 1,900 foot contours. The Northern Black 
soils developed over top of till plain glacial materials, as did 
the Blacks, but the Northern Blacks formed under cooler lo-
cal conditions. This is because the air currents from the west 
cool as they rise to pass over the Riding Mountain highlands. 
This cooler local climate results in a higher ‘precipitation-
effi ciency’ rating than in the lower elevations, although 
the actual amount of rainfall is quite similar to that in the 
‘dryer’ southwestern portion of the study region.14  

 As is to be expected, the Northern Black soil zone 
geographically corresponds closely to the Minnedosa-Reston 
Till Plain surface deposit zone, which in turn corresponds 
closely to the ‘Parkland’ vegetation zone. For many years 
this part of the study region was known as Manitoba’s ‘oat 
country’, as excellent crops of oats and barley with heavy 
weight per bushel were grown, largely because of the cooler 
soil conditions. As indicated above, the Northern Black soils 
are generally fertile, but due to the undulating nature of 
much of the topography in this part of the study region, 
there are many areas of poorer agricultural lands.  Many ear-
ly homesteaders in the area northeast of Birtle complained 
about the “poor stony land, the many ravines and sloughs, 
and the diffi culty in obtaining good well water.”15

1.3.3 Grey Wooded Soils.
 The soils of the Riding Mountains uplands are of the 
‘Grey-Wooded’ or ‘Podzol’ classifi cation. Again, the underly-
ing glacial parent material is much the same as in the rest 
of the study region. However, the overall elevation is higher 
and the topography much more hilly, resulting in local soil 
climate conditions different from the rest of the region.  
Above the 1,900 foot contour line, the land is suffi ciently 
high enough so as to affect the basic nature of the vegeta-
tion cover. Here the natural vegetation was largely spruce 
and allied boreal forest tree species. Below the contour the 
natural vegetation was sparsely wooded grasslands, (Fig-
ures 1.3.2 and 1.3.4). The current forest cover is more of 
a mixed-woods classifi cation than boreal, due to lumbering 
activity and forest fi res. However, coniferous trees provided 
the primary forest cover prior to European settlement and 
resulted in the development of the Grey-Wooded soils in this 
area.  

 Because the Grey-Wooded soils were formed under 
heavily forested conditions, they are thin and tend to be 
slightly acidic, due to the leaching of acids from the pine 
and spruce needle litter on the forest fl oor.  Professor El-
lice noted that, as a result, these soils are naturally low in 
organic material and fertility.  However, he added that they 
are able to be built up into good productive agricultural soils 
with manure and fertilizes, added that many good farms 
were established on Grey Wooded soils in the study region.  
Although the boundary between the Grey-Wooded and the 
Northern Black soils correlated closely to the 1,900 foot 
elevation contour, islands of Grey-Wooded soils extend into 
the Northern Black, and some areas of Northern Black exist 
in the Grey-Wooded zone. 

         

1.4.0 Natural Vegetation Zones

1.4.1  Prairie Grasslands
 The southwestern portion of the study region pos-
sesses the lowest elevation in the study region, averaging be-
tween 1,550 and 1,600 feet above sea level, (Figure 1.4.1). 
Here the lower ‘precipitation-effi ciency’ conditions fostered 
grassland vegetation to develop, the area being too ‘dry’ 
for most tree species. Frequent prairie fi res also kept aspen 
bluffs from taking hold, even in small locally humid depres-
sions. The tall prairie grasses, some species of which grew 
over six feet high, dying off annually, eventually built up a 
thick rich layer of fertile Black soils. 

 Since European agricultural settlement, much of 
the original vegetation pattern in the study region has been 
altered, including the open prairie zone in the southwest 
corner of the region. The area around McAuley, during the 
early days of settlement, was part of the ‘treeless prairie’ 
zone, (Figure 1.4.1). However, as the frequency and size of 
prairie fi res slowly reduced and eventually ceased over the 
years, due in part to the development of the section grid 
roads which acted as fi re barriers, local stands of aspen and 
willow began to form in uncultivated areas and low spots 
throughout the formally ‘open’ prairie. This part of the study 
region now possesses a distinctively ‘Parkland’ character and 
there are few, if any, viewpoints offering an ‘open horizon’ 
view, (Figure 1.4.3). The grasslands which developed in the 
area west of the forks of the Assiniboine and Qu’appelle 
rivers continues to support an open grassland environment, 
but this is artifi cially maintained by grazing livestock as the 
sand plains area has been used as community pasture since 
the 1930s. Where the land is not intensely grazed, as in the 
northern and eastern portions of the sand plains, softwood 
forest bluffs of aspen, poplar and willow have taken hold and 
are now the dominant vegetation type.17

1.4.2 Aspen Parklands. 

 The prevailing original vegetation on the Minnedosa-
Reston till plains, in the central part of the study region was 
Aspen Parkland. This largely consisted of tall prairie grasses 
with islands of aspen and willow which established them-
selves around the many sloughs and depressions which occur 
throughout this region. These aspen groves tended to in-
crease in size and frequency as one approached the treeline 
in the higher elevations.  However, since European agricul-
tural settlement began in the late 1870s, this region has 
changed to more of an wooded parkland landscape than the 
sparsely wooded grassland it was prior to settlement. A Rus-
sell area pioneer NAME testifi ed to this change in the book 
Banner Country, recalling that during the 1880s prairie fi res 
were still quite common, and “because of these, the country 
was much more open than in later years, and the scattered 
bluffs were much smaller and with smaller trees.”18 He also 
noted that the natural prairie grasses were good quality and 
quick growing, which prompted most early settlers to earn 
their fi rst income from the land by raising cattle.   

Figure 1.3.1: Soils Map of South Western Manitoba.
Type 1. Grassland Soils - Shallow Black; Type 2. Grassland Soils 
2b- Medium Textures , 2c - Coarse Textured; Type 3. Transition Soils 
- Black/Grey Wooded; Type 4. Forest Soils - Grey Wooded. 
(HRB Map # 196.  Source: Weir, Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960. Soils 
Types, page 11.)

Figure 1.3.2 Detail from a 1968 topographic map showing townships 
19-24W and 19-23W in the Rossbusrn district, with the 2,000 foot 
elevation contour highlighted. (Map source: Maps and Surveys Branch.)

Figure 1.3.3:  Detail of Soil Zone Map, Rossbusrn district. 
Map showing Northern Black soils towards the southwest and Grey 
Wooded towards the northeast. Legend: Nc & N - Newdale Clay Loam 
sub-types, Northern Black type;  Ecl - Erickson Clay Loam, Grey-
Black Soil type; W - Waitville Clay Loam, Grey-Wooded Soil type. 
Note the close correlation between the 2000 foot elevation (above), 
and the transition boundary between the Newdale and the Erickson 
Clay Loam soil types.  (Map source:  Manitoba Soil Survey, 1956, Rossburn 
Mapsheet.) 

Left. Figure 1.3.4:  1881 
Dominion Survey Map of 
Township 19-24W. Note the 
‘tree-line’ in the northeast-
ern corner of the township, 
and its close correlation with 
both the 2,000 foot elevation 
contour and the boundary 
between the soil types shown 
on the above maps. The 
survey map for Twp 19-23W 
does not show the same level 
of detail, but undoubdetly 
the same correlation existed 
in that township. (HRB Map: 
Township Plan 19-24W.  Source: 
Archives of Manitoba.)
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Above. Figure 1.4.1: Vegetation Map of Soutwestern Manitoba.
1. Mixed Grass Prairie;  2. Sparsely Wooded Grassland;
3. Wooded Grassland; 4. Broadleaf Forest; 5. Mixed Woods. 
(HRB Map # 002.  Source: Weir, Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960. Natural 
Vegetation, page 11.)

Above-right. Figure 1.4.2: Detail from a vegetation map of 
Southern Manitoba prepared by famed naturalist Ernest Thomp-
son Seton in 1905. Note the aspen grove area south of the Riding 
Mountain and the forested river valleys. (HRB Map # 34. Source: 
Historical Atlas of Manitoba, page 456.)

  Well developed stands of aspen and black poplar also 
developed on the northern and eastern exposures of hills and 
river channels, with grassland vegetation developing on the 
southern and western exposures of these slopes.
 
 The expansion of the aspen grove vegetation cover 
into what had been sparsely wooded grasslands has resulted 
in the local soil climate becoming measurably more humid 
and cooler. This is due to the increased leaf mat and the 
deeper root system of trees. And as a result, some of the 
soils in this zone have begun to degrade and to change slowly 
to a Grey Wooded type. Also, within the Parkland vegetation 
zone, in locally dry areas such as steep banks of ravines or 
where soils are thin and overlay gravel or sand, scattered bur 
oak was and can still be frequently found, along with scrubby 
aspen.  

 Thus, in the current Parkland Vegetation zone, aspen 
bluffs are larger and more numerous than they once were, 
and natural prairie grasses can now only be found in areas 
not cultivated due to poor soil quality or steepness of the ter-
rain. 

1.4.3  Woodlands & Forests.
 The 1,900 foot contour is generally taken as demark-
ing the original timber line in the western part of Manitoba, 
(Figures 1.3.2 and 1.3.4).  Prior to agricultural settlement, 
coniferous species dominated the vegetation on the Rid-
ing Mountain plateau above this elevation. However, due to 
numerous forest fi res and intensive logging, the forest cover 
at the present time is dominantly broad leafed trees. Con-
sisting, in varying proportions, of aspen, white spruce, paper 
birch, and especially poplar, these species have come in as a 

well-established second growth.

 Small, scattered areas of prairie vegetation do ex-
ist on the highlands, but these are limited to small areas of 
sand and gravelly outwash deposits. In lower positions black 
spruce and tamarack and sphagnum bogs can also be found. 
As noted, in pre-settlement times, the tree line was kept 
back on the highlands by frequent prairie fi res, both natural 
and those deliberately set by the Native population in the 
spring. This was done to burn off the old grass and entice the 
buffalo herds to come and graze.

 During the late 1880s, several major fi res swept 
across the west half of the Riding Mountains as a result of 
logging operations, prompting the Dominion Government to 
declare the uplands as a protected Federal Forest Reserve in 
order to better regulate operations and preserve the timber 
resources.

 It is likely that, in the past, the wooded and aspen 
parkland zones expanded and contracted during extended 
periods of high moisture and drought. This is supported by 
a notation in a North West Company Fort Espérance journal 
during the early days of the fur trade, which indicated that 
an aboriginal elder recalled a time when the woodlands of 
both the Riding Mountain and Wood Mountain highlands ex-
tended far out onto what was at the time open prairie.19 

 When Henry Youle Hind explored the study region in 
1857 and 1858, for the British and Canadian governments, 
he provided glowing report of the timberlands on both the 
Riding and Duck Mountains. He wrote that: “The western and 
south-western slopes of the Riding and Duck Mountains sup-

Figure 1.4.5:  A detail from a 1923 Sectional Map showing, in addition to surface water, towns, roads, and railway lines, the vetetation cover 
in the southern part of the study area.  Items of interest on this map are: the large wooded area west of the Assiniboine River between 
Birdtail I.R. and HBC Fort Ellice Reserve; the wooded Birdtail River valley; and areas of expanding aspen parkland (light green) now invading 
territory once described as open prairie, due to the curtailment of the frequent prairie fi res which in years past suppressed widespread tree 
growth.  (HRB Map 173. Source: Archives of Manitoba. Map Title: Sectional Map No. 71, Virden Map Sheet, Offfi ce of the Surveyor General of Canada, Ot-
tawa, March 1923. Manitoba Maps & Surveys Branch, archival maps fi le, uncatalogued.)

Figure 1.4.4: The author photographed in 2002 overlooking the Beaver 
Creek valley near its confl uence with the Assiniboine and near the site 
of both Fort Ellice I and II. Such scenic vistas are common along the 
Assiniboine River, though frequently diffi cult to access.  (HRB Photo.)

Below. Figure 1.4.3:  Sparcely wood grasslands vegetation such 
as this scene near MacAuley, was typically found throughout the 
till plain portion of the study region, but in recent decades has 
extended into the southwest corner of the study region, in what 
had been open treeless prairie. (HRB Photo.)
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Figure 1.4.7 : Detail from a Dominion Land Disposition map printed in 
1914 showing the boundaries of the Riding Mountain Forest Reserve.  
When the forest reserve was converted into a national park in 1930, 
several areas in the northwestern and south central sections were 
opened up for settlement. The park’s current boundaries are shown 
in Figure 1.4.4. (HRB Map #139. Map title: Manitoba, Showing Dispositon 
of Lands Corrected to January 1, 1914. Department of the Interior, Canada.  
Source: Archives of Manitoba.)

Right. Figure 1.4.8: The western half of Riding 
Mountain National Park during the late 1980s. 
Several items of note are illustrated. First the 
clearing of the woodlands for agriculture right 
up to the park boundaries - in most areas. Also 
the extension of the Birdtail River valley right 
up to its headwaters in the Kay Lake area. The 
many hills and ridgelines located in the central 
portion of this view, in contrast to the relatively 
fl at land in the western section. Note also the 
many small lakes and the largely undeveloped 
nature of this portion of the park with only a 
single road providing motor vehicle access. (HRB 
Map #212–  National Topographic Map. 1:250,000 
scale.  Sheet 62K Riding Mountain Sheet.  (From 1986 
info sources.) Canada Centre For Mapping, Depart-
ment of Energy, Mines and Resources. Printed 1992.)

Figure 1.4.6: View of the current ‘tree-line’ along the south-
ern slopes of the Riding Mountain, no longer determined by 
climate and elevation, but by political boundaries and agri-
cultural practices. (Source:  Richard Caners.)

port heavy forests of white spruce, birch, aspen and pop-
lar… and often exceed 1 ½ and 2 feet in diameter with an 
available length of 30 to 50 feet. On the summit plateau of 
the Riding Mtn the white spruce is the largest tree; here it 
attains dimensions, and is found in quantity suffi cient to give 
this region a great economic value. The wooded area ..con-
sisting of the four kinds of trees… has a length of 120 miles 
and a breadth exceeding 30 miles.” 20   

 The Riding Mountain uplands was not the only area 
to support thick woodlands. The deep wide valley bottoms 
of the former glacial spillways were also heavily treed at the 
time of settlement. In this regard Hind noted: “In the valley 
of the Assiniboine is an extensive and valuable forest of oak, 
elm, ash, maple, poplar and aspen, with an average breath 
of 2 miles; its length is about 30 miles. ..this forest does 
not extend beyond the excavated valley of the river or its 
tributaries...(but) these narrow valleys are well clothed with 
timber.”21 Interestingly, in the lower reachs of these river val-
leys, such as the Birdtail, Shell and smaller watercourses, the 
woodlands tended to develop only on slopes having northern 
or eastern exposures. The south and west-facing slopes were 
more often than not covered by grassland vegetation. The 
resources and natural beauty of the wooded valleys attracted 
the earliest of the homesteaders to the study region, and 
were also a major factor in the selection of reserve sites by 
the local Aboriginal groups after the signing of Treaty No. 4 in 
1874.  

1.4.4 Riding Mountain Forest Reserve
 
 While the sparsely-wooded parkland areas south 
and west of Riding Mountain proved attractive to incoming 
settlers, the wooded highlands proved attractive to entrepre-
neurs and a thriving logging industry was quickly established, 
even ahead of most of the settlers. Beginning in the late 
1870s extensive logging of white spruce, bur oak, jack pine 
and balsam poplar began, and before long as many as ten 
large sawmills were operating in the wooded highlands, turn-
ing out huge volumes of timbers, milled lumber and railway 
ties for the railway and settlement boom then gearing up in 
the Canadian northwest.  As well, local settlers and entrepre-
neurs used the highlands as a source of personal timber for 
building and fi rewood. These early wood-cutting undertakings 
operated with little or no regulation, and the resultant ex-
tensive exploitation of the forest, combined with large fi res 
resulting from settlement and logging practices, depleted the 
white spruce stocks and destroyed much of the marketable 
timber in the whole region west of Clear Lake. 

 In 1895, to protect the remaining forests, the Riding 
Mountain Forest Reserve was announced (though not formally 
created until 1911), to supply the nearby settlements with a 
regulated source of lumber, fuel, pasture lands for livestock 
grazing, and public hunting grounds. Nevertheless, smaller 
mill operations continued to operate in the Forest Reserve 
until 1936. Although the forests have since regenerated, they 
are less diverse and contain more even-age stands than would 
have naturally occurred, and the forest composition has 
changed from predominantly mixed-wood to predominately 
deciduous. 

  The fur trade and subsequent rapid agricultural 
settlement in the study region had a considerable effect 
on wildlife poulations, both on the highlands and the lower 
parkland districts. Many fur-bearing species, such as beaver, 
muskrat, marten and fi sher, were virtually eliminated by 
1820. By 1850 bison which, in their tens of thousands, for 
millennia had sought the shelter of the wooded highlands 
during the winter months, had all but disappeared. By about 
1869 scarcity of all larger game began to affect the fur trade 
and the people of the area. At HBC Fort Pelly and HBC Riding 
Mountain House, traders were required to provide First Na-
tions people with food in order to entice them to remain over 
winter to harvest furs on the highlands. During the settle-
ment era of the 1880s and 1890s, hunting and trapping by 
settlers was intensive in and around Riding Mountain, leading 
to even more severe reductions in the wildlife populations.  
Cougar, wolverine and grizzly bear populations were soon 
completely eliminated. White-tailed deer began to replace 
the mule deer, which were more easily killed because of 
their tendency to watch approaching hunters rather than im-
mediately fl eeing.  As well, the largely migratory elk sought 
permanent refuge and became sedentary in the forested 
highlands. By 1914, the elk population was estimated to 
number only 500, and in 1917 elk hunting in Manitoba was 
made illegal. The Riding Mountain Forest Reserve was fi -
nally designated a wildlife preserve in 1926 in an attempt to 
conserve the remaining wildlife populations. During the late 
1920s, lobbists for establishment of a national park argued 
that Riding Mountain was home to the largest, and perhaps 
only remaining herd of elk on the American continent.22  

 Although its importance as a nationally signifi cant 
wildlife preserve may have tilted the scales in favour of hav-
ing Riding Mountain declared a national park, it was the rec-
reational potential that attracted local interest. The popular-
ity of the automobile in the early decades of the twentieth 
century helped to create a strong demand for recreational 
opportunities for the growing populations in the communities 
surrounding Riding Mountain, and from across the province. In 
1917, the Wasagaming site on the south shore of Clear Lake 
area was surveyed for a summer resort and the fi rst cottages 
built. The fi rst business opened in 1925.  Very quickly, pres-
sures on the federal government intensifi ed to reclassify the 
forest reserve as a national park “to preserve the wildlife”. 
By 1929 the resort area was receiving signifi cant numbers of 
tourists during the summer months. Finally, in January 1930, 
the Riding Mountain Forest Reserve became Riding Mountain 
National Park. The offi cial opening of the park took place on 
July 26, 1933.  Development along the south shore continued 
and by 1938, a second cottage subdivision was created on 
Clear Lake’s north shore. 

 Although the war years, 1939-1945 saw the curtailing 
of public recreational development in the park, conscientious 
objectors carried on the development work of the earlier re-
lief workers, and were responsible for constructing highways 
roads, and trails within the park. The end of the war, and 
rapid growth of the recreational tourism industry in Manitoba 
during the 1950s, brought a tremendous infl ux of visitors, 
cottage owners, and entrepreneurs to the park. 
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 This economic development was largely confi ned to the 
eastern half of Riding Mountain National Park. The western por-
tions, much of it lying within the West Riding Mountain Study 
Region, remained largely undeveloped. After 1950, park policies 
increasingly stressed non-consumptive uses of national park lands, 
and by the 1970s the issuing of permits for small scale logging, 
cattle grazing and haying operations on park land, was discon-
tinued. At the same time motorized use of the back country was 
phased out with the Central and Strathclair roads becoming hiking 
trails. Currently the western regions of Riding Mountain National 
Park are available to visitors only for ‘backwoods’ camping and 
hiking. 

 The Riding Mountain uplands region, is today an isolated 
island of woodland forests and protected wildlife habitat, com-
pletely surrounded by farmlands and rural communities. It is but 
a vestige of its former natural state, but is still a highly signifi cant 
natural landscape and important recreational area. 

1.5 Rivers And Natural Drainage

 The West Riding Mountain Study Region lies entirely within 
the watershed of the Assinibone River system. The region also pos-
sesses a large number of smaller tributary rivers and streams, pot-
hole lakes, marshes and wetlands. These streams and water bodies 
have always played a signifi cant role in the lives of the region’s 
residents and they are a major presence on the landscape. 

 The Assiniboine River’s largest tributary, the Qu’Appelle, 
merges with the Assiniboine near St.Lazare in the southwestern 
portion of the study region. The Shell River enters the Assiniboine 
near the appropriately-named, community of Shellmouth in the 
northern part of the region. The Birdtail River joins with the As-
siniboine in the extreme south part of region. While only the fi nal 
few kilometers of the lower reaches of both the Qu’Appelle and 
Shell Rivers are located within the stated boundaries of the study 
region, the Birdtail River’s drainage basin lies entirely within the 
region, (Figure 1.5.1). 

 In addition to these major watercourses, there are a large 
number of smaller creeks and ‘seasonally-fl owing’ coulees which 
connect with the Assiniboine in the study region. These trubutary 
creeks include Bear Creek, Thunder Creek and Conjouring Creek in 
the Russell area; Silver Creek near Binscarth; Snake Creek near St 
Lazare, and Minnewasta Creek near Beulah. Also, the headwaters 
and upper reaches of the Arrow amd Oak river drainage basins are 
located in the southeastern corner of the region.  

 Signifi cantly, and as noted earlier, almost all the tributar-
ies connecting on the left bank of the Assiniboine River fl ow in 
a southwestern, and even in a western direction. This is quite 
contrary to the general direction of waterways on the Canadian 
prairies, and is caused by the presence of the Riding Mountain 
highlands to the northeast. There are also many eastward fl ow-
ing creeks connecting with the Assiniboine along its right bank, 
such as Scissor, Beaver, Deerhorn and Smith Creeks. In the case of 
these creeks, only the last few kilometers are located in the study 
region, since the Asssiniboine River parellels and hugs the west 
boundary of the study region. 

 Many of the above noted streams are fed by numerous 
springs, marshes, potholes, ponds and small lakes located through-
out the entire northeastern half of the study region, but particu-
larly numerous in the area west of Shoal Lake. And there are also 
several shallow basin areas such as the Diamond Lakes area east 
of Binscarth. This abundance of surface water in the study region 
is important for both ground water aquifer recharge, waterfowl 
habitat, and more recently in the larger ponds, sport-fi shing sites. 
On the negative side, these wetlands are a serious impediment to 
effi cient cereal crop production practices. 

1.5.1 The Assiniboine River 

 The Assiniboine River and its tributaries drain a large por-
tion of south eastern Saskatchewan and south western Manitoba.  
Its headwaters are located on the southern slopes of the Porcu-
pine Hills in central Saskatchewan and it fl ows in a southeasterly 
direction for approximately 1,100 km before merging with the Red 
River at “The Forks” in the City of Winnipeg. It drains an area of 
approximately 100,000 square kilometres.25 

 The Assiniboine River’s fi rst major tributary downstream 
from its headwaters is Whitesand River, which merges with the 
Assiniboine near Kamsack, Saskatchewan, (Figure 1.5.3). Far-
ther downstream within the current study region are the Shell, 
Qu’Appelle and Birdtail rivers. Further downstream still are the 
Little Saskatchewan River which joins 10 km (6 miles) west of 
Brandon, and the Souris River with its large drainage basin, and 
confl uence approximately 30 km east of Brandon. Throughout most 
of its upper reaches the Assiniboine River fl ows in a two-kilome-
tre wide U-shaped glacial valley at a depth of approximatly 60 
metres (200 feet) below the surrounding prairie. A short distance 
downstream from the Souris River mouth area, the Assinboine 
cuts through the Manitoba escarpment and enters the fl at lands of 
the former Glacial Lake Agassiz lakebed, where it snakes its way 
across the fl atlands before merging with the Red. 

 Lake of the Prairies, formed by the Shellmouth Dam is by 
far the largest lake in the Assinibone River basin, but as a man-
made feature, it will be discussed in Chapter 6 - Infrastructure 
Development. The only other sizable lakes in the Assinibone River 
watershed are MacArthur, Spruce and Gunn lakes in the Riding 
Mountains, and Grassy Island, Black and Wellman lakes located in 
the Duck Mountains, northeast of the study region.  

 The fi rst recorded name applied to the waterway we now 
know as the Assiniboine was the “Assini-pou-lack”. It was given 
this name around 1737 by La Vérendrye, the noted French fur-
trader and explorer who, during the 1730s, set up trading posts in 
what is now south central Manitoba.  The term means “Those who 
cook by placing hot stones in water”26, in reference to the Aborigi-
nal peoples who lived in the region at the time. Later fur-traders 
used other terms to describe the waterway, including the “Stoney 
River“ and the “Upper Red River”. A map prepared in 1816 by the 
North West Company labelled the river as the “Assiniboin”, and 
this eventually became the commonly used term, with the “e” be-
ing added some years later. 

 

Figure 1.5.1: A section from an excellent map produced in 1973 by  the National Department of Energy, Mines & Resources, 
showing the location and distribution of surface water, streams and rivers in the study region. Also shown are railway lines, 
Provincial Trunk Highways, Provincial Roads, and the 1,500 and 2,000 foot elevation contour lines. (Map Title: Canada Depart-
ment of Energy, Mines & Resources, Surveys and Mapping Branch, NTS Map No. 62 MW, Broadview-Dauphin, Scale 1:500,000. 1973 Edition. 
Source: Manitoba Surveys & Mapping, general fi les, uncatalogued. HRB Map 82.)
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Below. Figure 1.5.5  The view looking west across the Assiniboine River 
Valley towards the mouth of Beaver Creek. Unfortunately, accessing this 
spectacular viewpoint involved driving on a badly rutted road to a local 
gravel pit and a fi ve minute hike along rough ground. This is one of many 
similar scenic vistas to be found in the study region. (HRB Photo.)

Figure 1.5.3: Assinibone River Drainage Basin. This detail of a map 
entitled  “Drainage Basins of Manitoba Rivers” produced by Thomas R. 
Wier, shows the Assiniboine River watershed (with the river course and 
study region highlighted), together with its two major tributary rivers 
systems, the Qu’Appelle and the Souris. Also illustrated at other major 
waterways and lakes in southern Manitoba, and the the location of the 
study region within the Assiniboine watershed. (HRB Map  #191.  Source 
map:  Drainage Basins of Manitoba Rivers by Thomas R Wier from the Economic 
Atlas of Manitoba, Published by the Province of Manitoba Department of Indus-
try and Commerce. 1960.)

 The Assiniboine River corridor is undoubtedly the 
most prominent and scenic natural landscape feature in the  
West Riding Mountain Study Region, if not in all of south-
western Manitoba. This is, of course, due in large part to the 
wide, deep, wooded valley which cradles the river through 
much of its length. As noted in section 1.3.2, this valley was 
created some 12,500 years ago by the rushing melt waters 
of the retreating Wisconsin continental glacier. With the 
retreat of the glacier, the exposed bedrock in the valley 
bottom began to be blanketed with successive layers of fi ne 
textured alluvial material deposited by the annual fl ood-
ing of the now much smaller precipitation-fed Assiniboine 
River. Over the centuries a thick layer of rich alluvial soils 
was built up and a fl at valley fl oor created in the areas near 
the river.  The valley bottom soils are generally highly fertile 
and have a high organic content - where properly drained. 
In the study region, there are also some sand soils on the 
levees bordering the river, and fi ner textured soils in depres-
sions and near the outer edges of the river fl ats, (Figure 
1.5.3).

 The side walls of the former glacial spillway were 
also modifi ed after the melt water levels fi nally subsided. 
Through the process of ‘slumping’ and by wind and water 
erosion the once steep sides have become softened and ter-
raced along much of the river’s length. The walls are now 
also broken by parallel local-erosion ridges, the more humid 
lower areas of which support aspen and poplar bluffs, while 
the exposed higher and dryers areas support only grass and 
scrub vegetaion. The soils along and near the side walls vary 
in quality and consist largely of stony, modifi ed till which is 
overlaid by a thin mantle of cobbles, gravel, sand or re-
worked till.  

 In addition to the many local erosion ridges along 
the valley sides, the many minor tributrary streams which 
fl ow into the low-lying Assiniboine River Valley have eroded 
deep steep-sided gullies in their last 10 to 15 kilometers, 
due to the sudden drop in elevation. While providing habitat 
and shelter for wildlife, and scenic vistas, these ravines and 
gullies also acted as signifi cant barriers to local transporta-
tion, including the early ox-cart brigades using the region’s 
fi rst overland trails, (Figure 1.5.4).  During the development 
of the local road system, the drainage problems associated 
with these channels resulted in frequent bridge washouts 
and frozen and plugged culverts. Some of these confl uence 
areas provide for spectacular scenic vistas, some of the best 
to be found in all of southern Manitoba. A journalist from 
Harper’s Daily Magazine, who visited Fort Ellice in in 1859, 
was also taken by the local scenery and noted in his travel-
logue that “the diffi cult journey from the fort was well 
worth the effort as the Qu’Appelle mouth area provided a 
splendid view.”27 

 Unfortunately, access to most scenic vista view-
points is difi cult in the study region. This is due in large 
part to the rigid grid nature of the Dominion Survey system, 
which made little or no compensation for natural land-
form features. As a result, very few roadways follow the 
Assinibone Valley either within the valley, or along its lip, 

for any great distance.  Most roads that provide access to 
valley-edge locations are ‘no-thru’ private driveways. And 
of the few roads that descend into the valley, most continue 
directly across and out the other side, with few if any pull-
over scenic lookout spots, (Figure 1.5.4).  This situation is in 
contrast to the situation along the Qu’Appelle River Val-
ley in Saskatchewan where a provincial road follows valley 
bottom from the Manitoba border west, “virtually all way 
to Regina,”  providing an abundance of scenic vistas. This 
is a point not lost on municipal offi cials in the RM of Ellice. 
At this time, Councillors are actively negotiating with their 
provincial and Saskatchewan counterparts to extend the 
Qu’Appelle valley road into St. Lazare and parts of the As-
siniboine Valley, to develop an inter-provincial scenic byway.  
In addition to the Qu’Appelle mouth area, there are several 
other areas along the Assiniboine River Valley in the study 
region which possess outstanding scenic vista qualities, in 
particular the Smith and Thunder Creek mouth areas north-
west of Russell, (Figure 1.5.5). 

 In addition to its outstanding natural beauty, the As
sinibone River is signifi cant for its long history as a trans-
portation route. The river is navigable for several hundred 
kilometers from its mouth at the Forks of the Red and for 
many years was part of an actively used and economically 
important water route in support of the fur trade. From the 
1780s to 1880s, it was used by various First Nations groups 
and fur-trade company employees who paddled canoes for 
travel and trade, at the early fur-trade posts established 
in the region.  At the larger more permanent posts, such 
as NWCo Fort Espérance, HBC Beaver Creek House and HBC 
Fort Ellice, the employees annually constructed fl at-bot-
tomed wooden scows to transport the winter’s intake of furs 
for a one-way journey down the Assiniboine to the Forks of 
the Red River and on to Lake Winnipeg, and from there to 
their respective company headquarters. At the end of their 
journey on the Assinibone and Red Rivers, the scows were 
burned and the nails and spikes collected to be returned 
overland to the posts with the fall supply brigades and used 
to build next year’s scows. 

 

Fiqure 1.5.6:  Sketch of the Assiniboine River Valley near Fort Ellice 
in 1882. Note the steamwheeler navagating the sinuous course of 
the river, which frequently made forward progress a fustrating slow 
affair for passengers and crew. (HRB PHoto #261. Source: Archives of 
Manitoba  Fort Ellice #15, 1882. Sketch by P.H. Dumais D.S.S.)

Figure 1.5.8:  Fishermen on Lake-of-the-Prairies landing a tasty lunch 
on a sunny summer afternoon. The man-made lake is renouned for its 
Walleye population. (Manitoba Tourism photo.)

Figure 1.5.7:  Shellmouth Dam and the resulting Lake-of-the Prairies 
was part of provincial fl ood protection measures taken following the 
devestating 1950 Red River Valley fl ood. The man-made lake provides 
the region with excellant recreational and fi shing opportunities. 
(Manitoba Tourism photo.) 
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Figure 1.5.10: View from the east lip of the Assiniboine River Valley looking west into the mouth of the Qu’Appelle River Valley. The 
photograph was taken from a vantage point on SW 16-17-28W in 1963. (HRB Map  #343.  Source: Archives of Manitoba. St. Lazare #2.)

Figure 1.5.9: Detail of a 1:50,000 scale topographic map showing the 
Assinibone River Valley west of Russell during the early 1960s.  This is 
one of the most picturesque districts in the study region largely be-
cause the municipal roads in this area stray from the section road grid 
and follows instead the local geography thereby providing for several 
scenic vistas of the Assiniboine River Valley and tributary mouths. (Map 
TItle: 1:50,000 Scale Dominion Topographic Map Series, Inglis Sheet. Source: 
Manitoba Archives: 1963 Topo, Inglis Sheet 62K/14 W 1/2f. HRB Map #152) 

In the years just preceding the arrival of the railway, from 
1878 to 1882 sternwheelers plied the Assiniboine between 
Winnipeg and Fort Ellice, transporting tons of supplies for 
the remaining trading posts. They also transported settlers, 
and their effects, headed to the new settlement areas such 
as the Birdtail Settlement and the Shell River Settlement. 
Some vessels reached as far as Fort Pelly, some 700 km up-
stream from the Forks of the Red.  However, because of the 
highly meandering, ‘switch-back’ nature of the Assiniboine 
River, riverboat transportation was frequently time-consum-
ing and diffi cult, (Figure 1.5.6). The steamboat captains 
often noted that the distance traveled by water was signi-
fanctly more that the distance traveled by horse and wagon 
which might have followed the river bank. But during this 
period the steamers were more effi cient than overland 
travel, especially when it came to hauling heavy or large 
loads. Riverboat navigation on the Assinibone remained 
economically viable until the Canadian Pacifi c Railway 
mainline was constructed across southern Manitoba in 1882. 
This coincided with the return to lower water levels on the 
Assinibone and the end of steamboat traffi c on the river 
was, therefore, sudden and permanent. The last of the nine 
riverboats to ply the waters of the Assiniboine River was the 
smallest vessel, the ALPHA, which reached Watts Landing 
near Fort Ellice in June of 1882.28 

 During the fi ve years that the riverboats were oper-
ating on the Assinibone, a series of steamboat landings were 
constructed where the boats could safely tie up and passen-
gers and goods off loaded. In the study area, such landings 
were built at Fort Ellice, at Watt’s Landing several miles 
downstream, and just south of the study region near Miniota 
at Doyle’s Landing. Most riverboat traffi c occurred during 
the high water spring season, during the months of April and 
May. At times the fl ood swollen waters of the Assiniboine 
would spill their banks and the riverboats could take a more 
direct upstream route. This was risky, as frequently the 
boats became mired on the levees, sandbars and riverbank 
vegetation, and would have to pull themselves off the 
obstruction using a variety of methods. In the study region 
none of the former steamboat landings are marked with 
commemoratives cairns or interpretative panels. However, 
near the former location of Doyle’s Landing there is a burial 
marker commemorating the drowning death of one of the 
riverboat captain’s sons in 1881.29

 With the completion of the CPR trans-continental, 
the collapse of the fur trade, and winding down of river-
boat transportation during the 1880s, the only water crafts 
left plying the waters of the Assiniboine River, were ferries 
which transported horse-drawn vehicles, riders, and pas-
sengers across the river, rather than along it. Ferry sites 
were located in several sites along the Assiniboine in the 
study region, including Fort Ellice/St. Lazare, Shellmouth, 
and Millwood. These are discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Six - Infrastructure. During the early decades of the twen-
tieth century, these public ferries ceased operation one by 
one, as roadway bridges were constructed at or near most 
of the ferry-crossing sites. With the closure of the ferries, 
navigation on the Assiniboine was restricted for many years 

to small recreational craft. However, with the construction 
of the Shellmouth dam during the 1960s, and the resultant 
man-made Lake-of-the-Prairies in the Assiniboine valley 
north of Shellmouth, fi shing and recreational boating has 
become increasingly popular on the new lake. This renewed 
activity, in terms of watercraft use, is but the latest in a 
long history of watercraft transportation of the Assiniboine.

1.5.2 The Qu’Appelle River

 The Qu’Appelle River originates in Lake Diefenbaker 
in west central Saskatchewan and fl ows in an easterly direc-
tion across southern Saskatchewan for 430 km before joining 
the Assiniboine River just east of the Manitoba border at 
St.Lazare.  Only the last 12 km of the river lie within Mani-
toba, and the study region; however the Qu’Appelle/Assini-
boine forks area is a major physical landmark in the region 
and served as a focal point of a great deal of activity during 
the 100-year history of the fur trade in the study region. 

 The Qu’Appelle River Valley was created, like the 
Assiniboine, Shell and Birdtail River valleys, as a glacial 
meltwater spillway about 10,000 year ago. And also like the 
Assiniboine, the valley is fl at-bottomed and deeply eroded 
into the glacial till deposits which fl ank it. The channel is 
also curvilinear in nature with many switch-backs and cut 
off oxbox-lakes, limiting its navigability. When Sandford 
Flemming conducted his exploratory survey for the route 
of the Canadian Pacifi c Railway in 1872, he visited the 
Assiniboine/Qu’Appelle forks area and noted the follow-
ing on a map accompanying his report, “The Assiniboine 
and Qu’Appelle RIvers fl ow in deeply cut and narrow 
valleys, their channels being so tortious as to unfi t them 
for navigation.” 30  While the Assiniboine did see a short 
period of steamboat navigation during the early 1880s, the 
Qu’Appelle River did not, due to its smaller channel size 
and highly meandering nature. Explorers, fur-traders and 
Aboriginals paddleing canoes were the only travellers on 
the waters of the Qu’Appelle. 

 The charming name comes from the fur-trade 
era. The legend goes that a young voyageur heard some-
one call his name three times as the crossed one of the 
valley lakes. He responded three times “Who Calls?” 

(Qu’Appelle), but only his echo answered. He learned later 
that his deathly-ill bride-to-be called out to him, three 
times, just before she passed.

 The Qu’Appelle’s broad, tranquil river valley pos-
sesses rich agricultural land, and is famous in Saskatch-
ewan for the berries that grow on the moist, north-facing 
slopes.  At Fort Qu’Appelle, about (100 km ?) upstream the 
it’s mouth, the river widens into a chain of pleasant lakes, 
today bordered by parks and cottages.
 
 When the Grand Trunk Pacifi c constructed its main-
line between Winnipeg and Edmonton in 1909, rather than 
constructing a massive trestle and ‘level’ grade crossings 
of the Assiniboine and Qu’Appelles valleys, the company 
chose to enter the Assiniboine River valley near Miniota, 
just south of the study region, follow its west side to the 
area just north of mouth of the Qu’Appelle. Turning west at 
this point, it then followed the north side of the Qu’Appelle 
valley until it found a gentle grade out to the valley. In this 
way the railway was able to avoid crossing the Qu’Appelle 
river, (Figure 1.5.10). The engineers, and for a time passen-
gers too, were treated to wonderful scenery as the trains 
made their way through the two river valleys. 

 

Figure 1.5.11: A map showing the fi nal 15 kilometers or so of the 
Qu’Appelle River, and its confl uence with the Assiniboine River. Also 
indicated shown are 100-foot elevations, the section survey grid, 
the Manitoba - Saskatchewan boundary, the Canadian Pacifi c Railway 
line, post offi ce outlets, and part of the “H.B.Co. Reserve. Note that 
the Qu’Appelle River is just as ‘meandering’ in nature as the Assini-
boine. (Map Title: Canada Sectional Map No.121. Source: Manitoba Archives: 
Sectional Map 121, 1919, Ed. 9 Riding Mtn. HRB Map  #153.)
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Figure 1.5.16:  Shell River mouth area in 1962. (HRB Map #152. 
Map Title: 1:50,000 Topographic Map, Inglis Sheet 62K.1963.)  

Figure 1.5.14:  A watercolour of a log drive on the Shell River painted by 
an early resident, likely during the late 1880s. The Shell River with its 
headwaters in the heavily forested Duck Mountains, was quickly rec-
ognized by surveyors and early settlers for its value in the lumberimg 
industry.  (HRB photo #263. Source Archives of Manitoba: Dunn Coll. #3.)

Figure 1.5.17: Shell River valley from Highway #83 in 2004. The Ases-
sippi townsite is located just to the left of this view. (HRB Photo.)

Left. Figure 1.5.13: Detail from a map produced by noted geologist 
J.B. Tyrrrell in 1891 showing the full length of the Shell River water-
way.  Dark green areas denote sold forest cover while lighter areas 
indicate   parkland vegetation.  (HRB Map #011. Map Title: Map Showing 
Forest Distribution in North Western Manitoba. HRBG Map # 001. Source: 
Archives of Manitoba “H3 614.3323 ccra 191”.)         

Figure 1.5.15: View of Asessippi townsite in 1900?. Note the steel truss 
bridge, constructed in 1893 at the cost of $5,000.00, in the fore-
ground. (HRB ##. Source. Source: Archives of Manitoba. ) 

Figure 1.5.12:  One of the ski runs at the Aessippi Win-
ter Park and Ski Hill located on the south slope of the 
Shell River valley near the former town of Aessippi. 
(Manitoba Parks Branch Photo.) 

1.5.3 The Shell RIver.

 The Shell River fl ows out of the highlands of the Duck 
Mountain, where creeks draining several small lakes, such as 
Childs, Gull, Grassy Island, and Laurie Lake come together to 
form the Shell River, (Figure 1.5.13). It possesses a twisted 
course, and fl ows directly south for some 100 km where it 
takes a hard right turn and merges with the Assiniboine just 
upstream from the community of Shellmouth. Like the region’s 
other major waterways, the Shell River is a glacial meltwater 
spillway.  And like the others, the current Shell River is an ex-
cellent example of a ‘mis-fi t stream’. It occupies a valley far 
too large for the erosive power of the current waterway.  

 The last 20 km of the Shell River lie in the far northern 
portion of the study region. This section of the Shell River pos-
sesses signifi cant historical and natural amenities. In addition 
to the scenic natural beauty of the Shell and the Assiniboine 
valley ‘forks’, the deeply eroded Bear Creek valley joins with 
the Shell in the immediate vicinity, (Figure 1.5.16). In recent 
decades, two major developments, the Aessippi Ski Area & 
Winter Park and Aessippi Provincial Park have been developed 
in this area for public access and use of some of it’s unique 
natural and historical resources.

 Historically, the Shell River mouth region has long at-
tracted human visitation and habitation. It is known that, in 
the late 1700s Aboriginal groups frequently camped in the area 
and used the surrounding high valley walls and ridges to ‘spot’ 
buffalo herds and other big game, and send smoke signals. 
There was also a known burial site on a nearby hilltop. During 
the early 1800s, Métis hunters and their families also hunted 
and camped in the area, and likely buried their dead nearby, 
when necessary.31

 When the Dominion sureyors reached the area in 1879, 
they gave glowing reports of the areas ideal conditions for a 
settlement and farming community. Some of the comments 
“Crp. Dennis” noted in his survey book concerning Section-4 
,Township-23, Range-28 included: “Excellent mill sight. Beauti-
ful level plateau almost perfectly level, sheltered by the higher 
hills...the soils of which is good...very suitable for a town sight...
trail leading to Pelly crosses river here... at ferry site river is about 
50 feet wide and 4 to 5 ft deep...some heavy poplar in the river bot-
tom. Plenty of timber...also nearby is excellent open Prairie land.32 

 Inspired by such glowing reports on the richness and 
beauty of the area, several groups of settlers from southern 
Ontario, such as the one led by Major Charles A. Boulton, 
moved to the district almost immediately after the surveyors’ 
reports became available in 1878. Boosted by the govern-
ment survey to possibly run the Canadian Pacifi c Railway (CPR) 
mainline through the Shell River mouth area, he and fellow 
settlers and promoters established a Colonization Company, 
acquired rights to much of the surrounding lands and es-
tablished the townsite of Asessippi in the Shell Valley near 
its mouth.  In the span of a few years a sawmill, grist mill, 
brick factory, store, boarding house and several homes were 
erected, (Figure 1.5.15). The CPR did not arrive in 1881; nor 

did the Manitoba & North Wesater Railway in 1886, as was also 
proposed. When the Canadian Northern Railway also changed 
its initial plans and by-passed the community in 1908, it was 
the fi nal ‘nail in the coffi n’ for what many had fully expected 
would become a large and thriving community. By 1915 the 
Aessippi townsite was completely abandoned. 

 The timber resources found along the upper reaches 
of the Shell River, prompted several early entrepenures to ac-
quired timber-cutting rights in the Duck Mountains. And, from 
1879 to 1915 log drives were commomplace on the Shell during 
the spring high water period, (Figure 1.5.14). Initially the logs 
were milled at a water powered sawmill located at Asessippi, 
but after 1900 the drives continued farther, via the Assini-
bone, all the way to the Hanbury Lumbering Company mill in 
Brandon. As well, supply trails were blazed along much of the 
course of the Shell River to supply the camps and to follow the 
log drives. After 1915, the log drives ended, but logging in the 
Duck Mountain continued using potable mills, with the fi nished 
lumber being hauled out.33 The lower Shell River area remains 
a popular area to live, work, and visit. 

 Despite this, the area’s natural attraction has spawned 
several recent developments. In 1970 the surviving structures 
in the Aessippi townsite were repaired and iterpretative mark-
ers erected as part of the Aessippi Provincial Park develop-
ment. Also, recently and in conjunction with the Aessippi ski 
hill development, tubing on the Shell is being tried as a new, 
summertime, tourism attraction. In the late 1990s, the Trans 
Canada Trail, the world’s longest hiking trail currently under 
development, was routed through Asessippi Shellmouth area. 
Thus, almost 100 years after it fi rst attracted the public’s at-
tention, the natural beauty of this area is fostering signifi cant 
economic and recreational development. ,
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Birdtail River

 The Birdtail River rises in the Riding Mountain in the 
north eastern portion of the study area and fl ows 160 kilo-
metres (100 miles) in a southwestern direction, merging with 
the Assiniboine 20 km (12 m) south of the confl uence of the 
Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle rivers, in the southwestern por-
tion of the study region, (Figure 1.5.2). The river fl ows with-
in a beautiful partly-wooded U-shaped valley. The Birdtail 
valley was a short-lived, minor glacial meltwater spillway, 
fed by the melting of a large ice block left behind on the 
highlands at the end of the last ice age.  As a spillway valley, 
it possesses a very fl at bottom, which causes the current 
river bed to develop many bends and loops, However, be-
cause the river valley is narrower than either the Assiniboine 
or the Qu’Appelle (1 km, as opposed to 2 or 3 km), there is 
less room for the formation of cut-offs or oxbow lakes. This 
permitted greater agricultural use of the Birdtail River Valley 
‘bottom land’. 

  There is a rather interesting Aboriginal 
legend that has been passed down concerning the origin of 
the name Birdtail. The BIrtle area local history “A View of 
the BIrdtail” recounted the tale in the following manner: “A 
band of Sioux Indians, following a herd of buffalo, camped 
beside a small river. The chief’s son noticed a lovely bird fl y-
ing over the water. It was bright blue, and the scarlet of its 
breast fl ashed in the sun. At that moment a hawk swooped 
in on the bird. The bird escaped, but a blue feather from 
its tail fl oated towards the boy.  He leaned over to grasp 
it, slipped into the river and was drowned. When his body 
was recovered, he was tightly clutching the blue feather in 
is tiny hand. From that time the Sioux spoke of the river as 
being the “Birdtail”.34 

 Because the Birdtail valley is relatively deep, 60 me-
tres, (200 feet), free fl owing groundwater springs fl ow from 
the valley sides in a number of locations. Such spring sites 
were favorite camping areas for local aboriginal residents in 
pre-settlement days, and where such springs co-incided with 
good ‘river fording’ locations these sites became important 

crossing sites for the region’s many overland trails.  One such 
site along the Birdtail River became the main crossing point 
of the Saskatchewan Trail. The site was known as “Birdtail 
Crossing” for many decades. This name shortened to “Birtle” 
when the campsite became a town site in 1878.

  The Birdtail River drainage basin is noteworthy 
because of its unusually narrow shape, (Figure 1.5.20). Once 
the river descends out of the park, virtually all of its tribu-
tary creeks and streams are consistently short, (only 10-20 
km long), and their courses run almost parallel to the course 
of the Birdtail. This is quite different from most of the 
region’s other water basins, which are fan-shaped, (Figure 
1.5.23). This waster shed confi guration is likely caused by the 
relative uniformity of the surface in the surrounding area, 
combined with its relatively steep elevation drop. 

 Also of some interest and note is the changing 
landscape one encounters along the length of the Birdtail. 
Its headwaters are located in a pristine hilly and heavily 
wooded district.  Its upper reaches, in the area just beyond 
the park boundary, fl ow through an attractive, rolling, par-
tially-wooded landscape. As the valley deepens in Its middle 
reaches, it fl ows through a more heavily developed farmland 
with a mix of fi elds and pasture lands, and numerous marshes 
and small pothole lakes.  The lower half of the river’s course 
fl ows through a much more open and gentle landscape with 
very few marshes and signifi cantly more crop land. In its fi nal 
approach to the Assiniboine, the valley widens and deepens, 
and as the surrounding land becomes more coarse and sandy, 
the crop lands turn to rough pasture lands.

 Finally, it is worth noting that much of the Birdtail 
River valley was heavily wooded for most of its length. It 
was this presence of forest cover in the valley which was one 
of the principal reasons the Santee Sioux chose the Birdtail 
mouth area as the site for their reserve in 1875; it possessed 
suffi cient trees for building material and fi rewood. Interest-
ingly, these wooded areas were largely restricted to the 
valley’s east and north facing slopes.      

Figure 1.5.18: A view of the Shell River on a misty morning in it headwaters’ 
area within the Riding Mountain National Park. (Manitoba Tourism Photo.)

Figure: 1.5.19:  View of the Birdtail River valley just south of Riding Mountain Na-
tional Park, in section 26-21-24 in the Mears district. Note the rugged nature of the 
landscape and the irregularly shaped fi elds which have been cleared in the mixed 
forest vegetation in the valley. (HRB Photo #283. Source: Archives of Manitoba)

Below. Figure  1.5.#22  A early photograph identifi ed 
only as a view of the “Valley from Birtleside, 1891”, 
suggesting it is a view is of the Birdtail River Valley 
near the community of Birtle.  The natural beauty of 
the Birdtail Valley, and the presence of fl owing springs 
in places along the valley sides, made it a popular 
area for homesteading among the region’s early set-
tlers. (Source: Archives of Manitoba. HRB Photo #071.)

Left. Figure  1.5.20:  A drainage watershed map of the lower 
BIrdtail River. Note the narrow enlongated nature of this section 
of the Birdtail. Most tributary waterways are relatively short and 
parallel the BIrdtail.  (Source: Province of Manitoba Water Stewart-
ship Branch)

Figure 1.5.21: View of the Birdtail River from the bridge cross-
ing in the community of Birtle in 2004. During the early years of 
settlement, the Birdtail, like the Shell, was used for log drives to 
feed the region’s early sawmills. ( HRB Photo.)                
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Right. Figure 1.5.24 : Detail of a 1:50,000 scale topographic 
map for the Shoal Lake area, showing the many slough and 
potholes in the area.  These, with their teaming waterfowl 
numbers, were highly praised in early reports designed to en-
tice settlers to the area. One settler was later to have noted 
in fustration that there was nothing but sloughs and water-
fowl in this area, making agriculture a diffi cult propositon to 
undertake.  (Source: HRB Map #156. 1:50,000 Scale Topographic 
Map, Shoal Lake Sheet, 62K/7 East ½, Edition 1.)

1.5.5 Wetlands

 While the rivers described above facilitate the fl ow 
of water through the study region, and provide for the es-
cape of excess run off from the Riding Mountain during spring 
thaws, much of the drainage in the study region is local in 
nature, particularly in its northern and central areas.  Run-
off from the knolls and ridges in these areas accumulates in 
the intervening depressions forming sloughs and marshes, or 
collects in larger basins to form intermittent or permanent 
lakes.  

 “Palustrine” wetlands and ponds are shallow basins 
which are isolated from surface water infl ow from other 
wetlands, and under normal conditions are not connected 
with the local drainage network. There are many such ponds 
in the study region. Some in the Russell district, such as Kli-
mack, Walkers, Mott, South Calcutt and Muszumanski Lakes 
are as large as one to two kilometres across, (Figure 1.5.5).  
In the areas of sandy deposits to the south and southwest, 
drainage is also somewhat undeveloped, as these coarser 
textured deposits have a fl at topography and are underlaid 
with fi ner sediments allowing water to seep into the ground 
more rapidly.35 

 The whole northeastern half of the study region con-
tains innumerable small, shallow depressions which fi ll with 

water from melting snow in early spring. Due to their shallow 
nature, usually less than ten centremetres in depth, these 
dry out rapidly soon after the thawing of the bottom ice seal. 
These shallow depressions may also hold water temporarily 
following heavy rains. Most are dry by the end of May and 
are often cultivated. If left undisturbed, they develop into 
wet meadows. Such temporary basins warm rapidly in early 
spring, resulting in early development of invertebrate popu-
lations which attract early migrating waterfowl. These shal-
low wetlands are important for wildlife since they are the 
fi rst wetland habitat in the prairie landscape to be released 
from winter’s frozen grip.36 

 Seasonal wetlands have maximum water depths of 
up to one metre and usually become dry by late July, and 
are only cultivated during cycles of prolonged drought.  An 
abundant variety of marsh-dwelling organisms inhabit such 
seasonal basins and attract breeding populations of various 
species of ducks, particularly those depressions surrounded 
by sedge meadows and bulrush and cat tails. When evapora-
tion from these shallow water basins exceeds input of water 
from runoff and precipitation, the perimeters of these ponds 
often develop into alkali fl ats which attract the many species 
of migrating shorebirds which favor brackish waters. 

 The study region also possesses many semi-per-
manent water basins which have surface water persisting 

well into the fall and over the winter in most years. 
Although ice cover of these basins melts later than 
the more shallow basins, nearly all the prairie-nest-
ing waterfowl use these basins for breeding activity. 
Woody vegetation, mainly willows, often develops 
around the edges of these wetlands and provides nest-
ing and foraging habitat for many species of birds in-
cluding wrens, blackbirds, grebes, warblers, sparrows, 
herons and cranes. Migrating whooping cranes were 
once numerous in the study region. However, wetland 
drainage and the chemical treatment of seed by early 
farmers with ‘bluestone’ to prevent disease, poisoned 
and killed off huge numbers of whooping cranes which 
once frequented the region’s wetlands.37 These well-
treed semi-permanent wetlands are also important to 
the regional deer population for food and shelter in 
fall and winter, and also during fawning season.  

 Permanent water basins retain surface water 
throughout the year and dry out only following periods 
of extended drought. Water permanence results in de-
creased plant species diversity when compared to the 
shallower wetlands. This reduction in habitat diver-
sity harbours fewer wildlife species. However if some 
shoreline vegetation is present, many nesting water-
birds and ducks can be found living along shoreline 
areas. With the relative deep water, such permanent 
basins, or ‘pothole lakes’ as they are know locally, fi sh 
populations can be supported.39 Recently many of the 
region’s deeper pothole lakes have been stocked with 
trout and are beginning to attract growing numbers of 
fi shermen, particularly fl y-fi shermen. Also depending 
upon the presence of aspen or balsam poplar along 
the perimeter of these lakes, semi-aquatic mammals 
such as mink, muskrat and beaver can be regularly 
found, as well as many other larger mammals who 
frequent the lakes for drinking and bathing. 

 Under natural conditions, water levels in 
the region’s wetlands are regulated by evaporation, 
transpiration, outfl ow and seepage into the groundwa-
ter. However, since settlement, many farm operators 
have drained their wetlands by constructing ditches 
and creating connections to the drainage network.  A 
provincial statute, The Water Rights Act, passed in 
1988, prevents unauthorized drainage between prop-
erties. In past decades confl icts often arose between 
downstream neighbours and landowners attempting 
to quickly drain their land in the spring to prepare for 
seeding. A permit system instituted by the provincial 
Water Stewartship Branch has helped to rationalize lo-
cal drainage and has helped reduce drainage confl icts.

  The study region’s abundant wetlands, its 
many sloughs, swamps, and pothole lakes are well 
known to Manitobans and visiting hunting and fi shing 
enthusiasts. The northern half of the region is fre-
quently referred to as ‘Manitoba’s Pothole Country’, 
and few areas in southern Manitoba can compete in 
terms of the huge variety of wetland basins and the 
wildlife populations. With agricultural development 
of the region during the early twentieth century, the 
variety and numbers of wildlife supported by these 
wetlands has been signifi cantly reduced, making the 
region’s surviving wetlands all the more important.  
There are many local, provincial and international 
(Ducks Unlimited)  initiatives in the region, attempt-
ing to preserve and enhance the region’s wetland 
habitats. 

 The region’s wetlands are also very signifi cant 
in terms of groundwater aquifer recharge, adding to 
the importance of conserving this natural landscape. 
Clearly, the study region’s water resources are among 
its most signifi cant natural resources.

Figure 1.5.23: Drainage map, Shellmouth - Asessippi area.  Note that most of the streams in this part of the study region fl ow in a westerly direction, 
further illustrating the point noted earlier concerning the region’s unusualo drainage patterns. Note also the ‘dis-connected’ pothole lakes in the south-
ern part of this map sheet.  (Water Stewartship Branch map.)                

Left.: Fiqure 1.5.25: One of many plaques to be found in the 
study region denoting a local waterfowl conservation Project. 
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2.0 Native Land Use - Historical Period
 
 The strategic location and varied geography of the 
West Riding Mountain Study Region resulted in a rich history 
of Native land use, during both the pre-contact period and 
the post-1738 fur-trade era.  Its bountiful and varied re-
sources would have been very attractive to Aboriginal groups. 
The northern portion of the region consisted of the heavily 
forested southern fl anks of the Riding Mountain plateau, with 
its shelter and fi rewood, woodland creatures and fi sh-fi lled 
lakes.  To the south lay the Parkland zone, with its many As-
pen bluffs, meadows and pothole lakes teaming with water-
fowl. A mere day’s journey to the south of that gave way to 
the great open prairie, and the eastern grazing lands of the 
great Saskatchewan bison herds.  Slicing like great swaths 
through the centre of the region were several major fl at-bot-
tomed river valleys, providing shelter, fi rewood and  game, 
as well as transportation corridors to other river systems 
and regions. The West Riding Mountain Study Region hosted 
a great diversity of Aboriginal groups, possibly more so than 
and other region in what is now the Province of Manitoba. 
This was  a result of different Aboriginal groups competing 
over the region’s resources, along with a general westward 
drift of most of the Native groups in North America in the 
post-contact years.

  The multi-cultural aspect of the region’s Aboriginal 
heritage was attested to in many fur-trade era journals and 
accounts. For example, in 1841 the local Native population 
in the Fort Ellice area petitioned authorities for a school and 
mission. That winter, James Settee, an Aboriginal school-
master was sent out and traveled over the winter with this 
Native band, and in the spring reported to his superiors that 
“Fort Ellice is a very desirable locality for the establishment 
of a new station. The Missionary might have access to the 
Sioux, the Assiniboine, the Mandans, the Crees and the Chip-
peways….Provisions are plentiful…so that the expenses of a 
station would not be near so great as in any of the places we 
at present occupy. Indians as may be expected under these 
circumstances are much more numerous than about any of 
our other stations… 5000 Indians come to trade in the course 
of a year.”1  Apparently a school/mission were established, 
but it was short lived due to the highly transient nature of 
the local Native population. A handful of European and Métis 
children from Fort Ellice were the mission school’s only regu-
lar students. 

 The many different Native groups frequenting Fort 
Ellice, as noted by Settee, were echoed by Post Factor John 
R. McKay in 1844 when he reported: “...the services of in-
terpreters speaking seven different languages were required 
at the fort.”2 A map of the northern Great Plains region, 
prepared during the 1820s for the Earl of Selkirk, denotes 
the various Native territories as they were preceived to be at 
the time, (Figure 2.0.1).  It suggests that what is now south-
western Manitoba was already a hub of overlaping Aboriginal 
territories, two decades before Chief Factor MacKay made 
his request for intrepteters.

 When the fi rst Europeans, led by Pierre Gaultier 
de Varennes Sieur de La Vérendrye, explored present-day 

southern Manitoba in the mid 1700s, they found it inhabited 
by the Assiniboin or Stone Indians. Vérendrye noted at the 
time that their territory extended south and west of the As-
siniboine River.  He added that north of the Assiniboine were 
the Woodland Cree who hunted and camped in the forested 
uplands of the Riding Mountan and Duck Mountains. Their 
cousins, the Plains Crees lived in the Parklands west of the 
upper Assiniboine, in the region between the Qu’Appelle and 
Saskatchewan Rivers. The Cree and the Assiniboin were close 
allies during the early decades of the fur-trade, a result of 
their common role as trading middlemen. Both groups made 
annual trips north to the trading posts located on the shores 
of Hudson Bay, and on returning, traded the white man’s 
goods with the First Nations in the interior. When Henry 
Kelsey journeyed into the interior from Hudson Bay in 1690, 
becoming the fi rst European to see bison grazing on the  
Great Plains, it was a group of Assiniboin returning to the 
interior who guided him. 

 Both the Plains Cree and Assiniboin frequently traded 
with the Mandan at their agricultural villages located along 
the upper Missouri River. Corn, beans, tobacco, and especial-
ly horses were exchanged for fi rearms and other manufac-
tured goods obtained from the northern posts. Later, when 
the fur-trade moved inland, the Cree and Assiniboin’s role 
changed from middlemen traders to fur-trade provisioners 
supplying the increasing number of posts being established. 
They provided pemmican, fresh game, and fi sh in exchange 
for the European trade goods, which at the time would have 
included items such as: kettles and pots, axes and knives, 
shirts, shoes, blankets, tobacco, thread, cloth, and especial-
ly fi rearms and gunpowder.   

 The other major Aboriginal group that came to reside 
in the study region, in more recent history, was the Sault-
eaux. Also known as the Ojibwa, they originated in the Sault 
Ste. Marie region, and began migrating west during the early 
1700s, settling fi rst in the Lake of the Woods and Whiteshell 
River areas. By 1790, the well-known and much respected, 
Chief Pequis led his band of 200 Saulteaux out of the forests 
and lakes of the Canadian Shield to the parkland and plains 
of the lower Red River valley. Here, he began an agricultural-
supplemented lifestyle, growing corn and potatoes. Other 
Saulteaux groups, from what is now the Red Lake, Minnesota 
district, soon followed Peguis to the Red River Valley, and 
during the early 1800s, both Saulteaux groups continued 
their slow westward migration, hunting and camping along 
the Parkland transition zone. 

 By the 1840s the Saulteaux were residing in the Rid-
ing Mountain area and were frequent traders at Fort Ellice. 
Also by the 1840s the Sioux, the traditional and often bitter 
enemy of the Saulteaux, were occupying a large territory 
which extended to the Souris River on the north, the Missouri 
to the south, and the Red River to the east. Sioux terri-
tory had earlier included the Mississippi headwaters region, 
but the Saulteaux had progressively driven them out of the 
region south of Lake Superior with their superior weapons 
obtained from the French and English in the east. Conse-
quently, the Sioux and Saulteaux remained hostile to one 
another right up to, and even after, the settlement period 

Figure 2.0.1:  Map of the northern Great Plains region as it was perceived about 1820, showing the region’s rivers and lakes, locations of 
several Hudson’s Bay Company posts, the Selkirk (Kildonan) Settlement, and the territories occupied at the time by the various Native 
populations. (Boundary lines added.) One hundred years earlier all of these Aboriginal groups occupied territories more to the east, but 
by the 1820s had been forced westward out of their traditional lands by the expanding European presence in the eastern regions of the 
continent. Most of the region is surprisingly quite accurately portrayed in this map, except for Lake “Manitow Boh” (Manitoba) which is 
but a fraction of its true size.  (Map Title: Map showing the Kildonan Settlement and Surrounding Region, c1820. Source: Historical Atlas of Manitoba, 
pg.403.  HRB Map 26.) 
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3.0   THE FUR TRADE IN THE UPPER ASSINI-
BOINE REGION 1787~1890

 The Assiniboine River region played a signifi cant 
and colourful role in the history and development of the 
fur trade in the Canadian Northwest. The area around 
the confl uence of the Qu’Appelle and Assiniboine Rivers 
was a popular location for trading posts for many decades 
because of its strategic location at the forks of two major 
east-fl owing rivers and its proximity to the southern edge 
of the Parkland vegetation zone. This afforded the local 
First Nation population and fur-trade employees easy ac-
cess to the bison-grazing lands of the open prairie to the 
southwest, and the fur-rich forests of the Riding, Duck, 
and Porcupine mountains to the north and northwest.  As 
a result, a long sequence of trading houses and forts were 
established in the area by the Hudson’s Bay Company 
(HBC), the North West Company (NWC), as well as several 
other smaller fi rms and individual entrepreneurs, (Figure 
3.1.4). The fur-trade era in this region began in the late 
1780s and became a signifi cant economic and physical 
presence for a century. 

 The European traders saw the region as a source 
of provisions such as pemmican, grease and cured meat, 
supplies which sustained the canoe brigades transporting 
goods between the lucrative northern posts, various supply 
and transportation depots and headquarters. Pemmican 
was made from dried pulverized bison meat mixed with 
grease and berries. It was a very durable and a high-en-
ergy food, though by many accounts barely palatable.  
Local areas of Aspen parkland, the wooded river valleys 
and highlands of the regon supported a rich diversity of 
wildlife, which the local Aboriginal residents trapped and 
hunted during the spring and winter months. Thus, in addi-
tion to pemmican and fresh meat, good quality furs were 
also taken in at the posts during the early decades of the 
fur trade in the region. 

 French fur traders never reached into the upper 
Assiniboine River region. Fort Dauphin on the northern 
shore of Lake Dauphin and Fort la Reine on the banks of 
the Assiniboine, near the present City of Portage la Prai-
rie, were the closest that the French fur traders came to 
the study area. According to Pierre Gaultier de Varennes, 
Sieur de la La Vérendrye’s journal, the Assiniboin or ‘Stone 
Indians’ inhabited most of what is now southern Manitoba. 
They obtained all they required from the plains bison and 
were not interested in participating in the fur trade. Nor 
did they have many furs to trade. As well, the relatively 
shallow waters of the Assiniboine River, and the lack of 
spruce and pine forests along its banks, made it easy to 
damage and diffi cult to repair the birch bark canoes used 
by the French at the time. The French fur-trade era in the 
northwest ended abruptly with the capture of New France 
by the British in 1759. 

 The economic void created by the collapse of the 
French trading network was soon fi lled by individuals and 
private trading companies established by the new busi-

ness elite taking up residence, and taking over business, 
in Quebec. These included the North West Company, the 
XY Company and a small host of other short-lived en-
terprises. During the 1770s and 1780s, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company still largely operated from forts or “factories” 
located along the Hudson Bay coastline, linked directly to 
England by sailing ship. It was not until the late 1780s that 
the Hudson’s Bay Company began to construct posts in the 
interior, to directly compete with the Montreal-based com-
panies that were increasingly diverting trade away from 
the Company’s posts on Hudson Bay.

Fur Trade Rivals
 It was the North West Company which built the 
fi rst semi-permanent fur-trading post in the West Rid-
ing Mountain Study Region. It was erected in 1787 on 
the banks of the Qu’Appelle River, about 25 kilometres 
upstream from its mouth, and named NWC Fort Espé-
rance.  The post served as the company headquarters for 
the whole upper Assiniboine River region.  Fort Espérance 
was the North West Company’s main source of pemmican 
needed to feed the men of the northern canoe brigades on 
their long journeys. The Hudson’s Bay Company’s fi rst post 
on the Assiniboine River system was Brandon House which 
was established in 1793 near the mouth of the Souris River. 
It was located directly opposite NWC Fort Souris, oper-
ated by Peter Grant. In the summer of 1793 a small NWC 
‘wintering house’ was constructed at the mouth of the 
Qu’Appelle as sub-post of Fort Espérance. Later that same 
year, the Chief Trader at HBC Brandon House sent some of 
his men to build and stock a competing wintering post in 
that area. As at Brandon House, they located it in close 
proximity to their rivals’ establishment. In the autumn of 
1794, a second North West Company sub-post was estab-
lished on the upper Assiniboine River, near the mouth of 
the Shell River.  The Hudson Bay Company joined them 
at this location in 1801.  Also in 1801, the XY Company, a 
breakaway faction of Nor’westers, entered the upper As-
siniboine area and constructed one post on the Qu’Appelle 
River near NWC Fort Espérance, and another two years 
later on the upper Assiniboine River, near a prominant 
‘switch back’ bend known as the “Elbow”, (Figure 3.0.4).  

 Before the Hudson’s Bay Company joined the 
inland fur trade, the two Montreal-based companies, the 
North West and the XY, often built trading posts near one 
another and were intensely competitive. In 1804, how-
ever, they merged their operations to take on the mighty 
Hudson’s Bay Company, which was now actively building 
posts throughout the interior, including along the Assini-
boine River and its tributaries. 

 For the next decade or more, the new North West 
Company and the Hudson’s Bay Company established and 
abandoned a series of adjacent post sites at various strate-
gic locations in and around the study region. These includ-
ed sites at the confl uence of the Assiniboine and Shell riv-
ers; at the Assinboine and Silver Creek; at the Assiniboine 
River “elbow’; at Qu’Appelle Lake; and at the confl uence 
of the Qu’Appelle and Big Cut Arm Creek. The companies 

Left. Figure 3.0.1: Sketch of Fort Ellice I, located 
near the mouth of Beaver Creek and the Assini-
boine River, as it was illustrated in 1859 by a visit-
ing sketch artist from Harper’s Weekly magazine.  
(Source Archives of Manitoba. Fort Ellice # 1. HRB 
Photo # 257.)

Above. Figure 3.0.2: View of the trading 
counter at a typical Hudson’s Bay company 
post. (Source:  Neuman, 1985: 201.)

Left. Figure 3.0.3: Map showing waterways 
and  NWCo posts in what is now southern 
Manitoba, c1819. The general boundaries of 
the study area are also shown. (Map Title: A 
Map of A Part of the Indian Territories in North 
America Exhibiting the Fur Trade Routes from 
Fort William to the Red River, and to other Trad-
ing Stations of the North West Company,  c1819. 
(Source: HBCA, G3/84, N6866., HRB Map #107.)
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Right. Figure 4.0.5:  Map detail showing the progress of the Dominion 
Survey to 1878, and the sequence of land sub-division. Note the Second 
Principal Meridian and correction lines were laid out ahead of  the four-town-
ship “block” survey, which itself was followed by the sub-division of individual 
townships into sections. Note also the roman numeral Township and Range 
numbering sequence and the 1878 Canadian Pacifi c Railway mainline 
survey through Fort Ellice.(Map Title: Part of the North West Territory Shewing 
the Operatons of the Special Survey of Standard Meridians & Parallels for Dominion 
Lands. Source: Archives of Manitoa: H7 610.3 bj 1878. HRB map #170.)

Above. Figure 4.0.1: Land Surveyors on the job on the open prairie near Bran-
don, Manitoba. Circa 1886. (Source: Archives of Manitoba.  Brandon #1. HRB photo 
#210.)

Right. Figure 4.0.2:  Surveying in the heavily wooded 
Riding Mountain upland area was made more diffi cult and 
complicated by the numerous pothole lakes and sloughs. 
(Source: Archives of Manitoba. Surveys #3. HRB photo #359.)

4.0 Land Surveys
 Land surveying involves largely invisible lines staked 
out on the landscape, with their intersections marked by small 
metal or wooden pegs.  As such, land surveying, in of itself, 
has little visible effect on the physical landscape, save perhaps 
for the occasional ‘slash’ or sight lines cleared of vegetation 
when surveying was undertaken in wooded areas. Never-
theless, the effect of these invisible lines on the subsequent 
pattern of land use is no less than monumental, in terms of the 
physical manifestation of the survey on the land. In the West 
Riding Mountain Study Region, as elsewhere on the prairies, 
all land use and development is defi ned by land surveys, be it 
by the Section/Township/Range system of the Dominion Sur-
vey, or the Lot/Block/Plan system of town surveys. An under-
standing of the evolution of the heritage landscape in the study 
region must therefore include a discussion of the history and 
process of land survey, (Figure 4.0.1).

 The Dominion Survey in western Canada began in 
the spring of 1869, in preparation for the transfer of control 
of “Rupert’s Land” from the Hudson’s Bay Company to the 
Dominion of Canada. In selecting a format for the western sur-
vey, the government desired, above all, a quick and effective 
system for partitioning and administering the land. The rapid 
settlement and development of the Canadian Prairies would 
generate revenues desperately needed by the government 
of the day to pay for the construction of the Canadian Pacifi c 
Railway. A railway link connecting the west coast and eastern 
Canada was a prerequisite for British Columbia agreeing to 
join the Canadian confederation. Also, rapid settlement of the 
west would help to secure Canadian claim to the British North-
west Territories in the face of the “Manifest Destiny” movement 
in the United States, which promoted expansion of the Union 
to the entire North American continent. 

The Dominion Survey
 The Dominion Government, after some delibera-
tion, chose a land survey system modeled after the American 
“Township” system, used extensively in the settlement of the 
Mid West. One major change was the inclusion of a 30.2 metre 
(99-foot) road allowance around each ‘section’ of land, in order 
that roadways could be established without having to expropri-
ate back land from the settlers. Under the Dominion Survey, 
the land was divided into six-mile square townships, each 
containing thirty-six one-mile square sections of land, each of 
which contained 640 acres. These sections were further subdi-
vided into quarter sections of 160 acres, (Figure 4.0.3). Under 
the current Metric system of measurement, townships are 9.65 
kilometres square, sections contain 259 hectares, and quarter 
sections contain 64.75 hectares. The Dominion Survey was 
conceived and implimented on the basis of  “miles and acres” 
under the Imperial system of measurements. For this reason, 
discussion in this particular chapter will largely refer to Impe-
rial measurements and not provide the, often fractional and 
cumbersome, Metric equivalents in all instances.

 The Dominion Survey, with its Section/Township/
Range coordinates, was quite different from the ‘County’ sys-
tem used at the time in Ontario, the ‘Long Lot’ system used in 

Québec, or the river-lot/parish system used in the older parts 
of the Red River Settlement, and based on the Quebec Long 
Lot system. It was initially intended that each Dominion Survey 
township would be eight miles square and contain 64 square-
mile sections, so that the townships would be large enough to 
serve as local government units.  After the Red River Upris-
ing of 1869-70 (which was largely precipitated by the unan-
nounced commencement of the Dominion Land Survey), and 
Manitoba’s subsequent entry into Confederation, the Dominion 
Survey began anew. This time the surveyors used the smaller 
36-square mile, American-style townships. It was believed 
that smaller-sized sections would result in a greater density 
of farms on the land, and therefore be better for business and 
therefore the general economy.1 

 Despite Prime Minister Sir John A. MacDonald’s boast 
of “one vast system of survey uniform over the whole of the 
western interior”, there were frequent changes made in imple-
menting the Dominion Survey.2  Most involved modifi cations to 
road allowance widths and confi gurations. These did not affect 
the survey in the West Riding Mountain Study Region which 
was undertaken entirely and uniformly under the “First” Domin-
ion Survey system during the early 1880s. 

Meridians, Townships and Sections 
 The fi rst survey line to be staked out under the Domin-
ion Survey was the ‘Winnipeg’ or ‘First Principal Meridian’. Also 
known as the Prime Meridian. It runs in a perfectly straight line 
north and south from a point selected somewhat arbitrarily 
by the Dominion Survey team some 23 kilometres (14 miles) 
west of Winnipeg in 1869. This initial line, at longitude 97 
degrees, 27 minutes and 28.4 seconds W,  was the baseline 
from which all of western Canada was subsequently ‘sectioned 
off’’.3 The Townships were numbered sequentially according 
to their position north of the international boundary at the 49th 
parallel. The “Range” coordinate referred to the townships 
position east or west of the Principal Meridian.  In Manitoba 
there are 29 ranges west of the Principal Winnipeg Meridian 
and 17 townships east of it. The quarter-section served as the 
principal unit   for land administration for virtually all of western 
Canada, be it as a homestead, sale, land grant or reserve, and 
it remains the most well known type of land parcel unit in rural 
areas throughout the prairies. More signifi cantly in terms of 
the physical landscape, the ‘checkerboard’ pattern created by 
the Dominion Survey is, without a doubt, the most dominant 
man-made feature on the prairie landscape. This is most dra-
matic when viewed from the air, but also clearly evident as one 
travels along the region’s municipal road system, (Figure. 4.0.6 
& Figure 4.0.8).

Correction Lines
 Despite its apparent simplicity and uniformity, the 
‘township’ survey possesses a fundamental fl aw. The earth is 
round, with all north-south meridians of longitude converging 
at the North and South Poles, while the Dominion Survey is 
based on various sizes of uniformly-shaped square parcels. 
Therefore, the effect is like trying to wrap a basketball with a 
square sheet of paper. It simply cannot be accomplished with-
out making certain accommodations. The Dominion Survey 
system used a system of correction lines and principal merid-

Above. Figure 4.0.3. Diagrom showing land grants and reserves in 
each township as of July 1879. Note at this time the long quarter sec-
tion was still being proposed. By October 1879 the decision had been 
made to use square ‘quarters’. (Source: Tyman, 1972 , p.22.) 
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5.0  SETTLEMENT GROUPS
 The West Riding Mountain - Upper Assiniboine River 
Study Region attracted several different cultural groups dur-
ing its pioneer-settlement era, which in this part of Manitoba 
occurred from approximately 1878 to 1914. In addition to the 
existing indigenous Native and Métis residents, at least four 
other major cultural groups settled in the region during this 
period. These included the dominant and mainstream Anglo-
Ontario group, who were the fi rst to arrive and occupied 
the bulk of the region, and smaller groups of Francophone, 
Romanian and Ukrainian settlers who, despite their later 
arrival, were nevertheless able to establish homogenous 
group-settlement enclaves in the region, (Figure 5.0.1). The 
Anglo-Ontario group included settlers of English, Irish and 
Scottish descent, some of whom came directly from the 
United Kingdom, but the majority of which came via southern 
Ontario, where they had fi rst immigrated to a decade or two 
earlier. There were as well, lesser numbers of Polish immi-
grants and settlers who came from various locations in the 
Unites States. However, these tended to consist of individu-
als or small family groupings, which had little infl uence on 
the development of the cultural landscape of the region.  

 These major settlement groups, through their 
architectural, institutional, religious and linguistic traditions, 
imbued the areas they settled with distinctive cultural and 
physical characteristics. For several decades after initial set-
tlement, these districts portrayed environments which very 
much resembled aspects of life as it had been ‘back home’. 
While only remnants of these cultural landscapes remain 
today, an understanding of their development, and eventual 
decline, is necessary in order to better appreciate, celebrate 
and possibly preserve some of what still survives.

5.1 ANGLO-ONTARIO SETTLEMENT.

 The study region lies at the eastern end of the so-
called ‘parkland belt” - a zone of rich soils and scattered 
woodland bluffs lying between the open prairie to the south 
and the boreal forests to the north, and stretching in a band 
about 200 kilometers wide from what is now south-central 
Manitoba to north-central Alberta. The natural beauty and 
fetility of the parklands was well noted by the many explorers 
and fur traders who criss-crossed the northwest territories 
in search of trade and profi t during the later 1700s and early 
1800s. The agricultural potential of the parklands prompted 
the Hudson’s Bay Company to increasingly promote small-
scale agricultural production at many of its western trading 
posts to reduce its reliance on imported provisions. However, 
widespread agricultural settlement was not even contemplat-
ed until access to eastern Canadian and American markets 
became a distinct possibility with fi rst, river boat connections  
via the Red River and overland trails to the US midwest dur-
ing the 1860s, and plans for a Canadian trans-continential 
railway during the 1870s.

 In preparation for the possible expansion of the 
Canadian Confederation into the British Northwest Territories 
the Canadian and British Exploration Expeditions of 1857 

and 1858 undertook a serious scientifi c assessment of the ag-
ricultural potential of the northwest territories. While the open 
prairies was judged at the time to be too dry to support an ag-
ricultural-based economy, the Parkland zone in general, and 
the area south and west of the Riding Mountains in particular, 
received high praise for its agricultural potential.

  Henry Youle Hind, who headed the Assiniboine & 
Saskatchewan Exploring Expedition of 1858 noted the fol-
lowing after travelling through the current study region: On 
the 26th of August we set out on our return, (to Red River from Fort 
Pelly) taking the trail on the east bank of the Assiniboine. Our route 
lay on the fl anks of the Duck and Riding Mountains, and through a 
country admirably adapted for farming purposes. Ponds and lakes 
are very numerous on the fl anks of the Riding Mountains, but as far 
as our opportunities enables us to judge, the whole country, with the 
exception of narrow ridges, possesses a rich black fertile mould, sup-
porting very luxuriant herbage, and on the mountain an ample supply 
of lumber, consisting chiefl y of aspen of large dimensions. Birds are 
very numerous throughout this region, and every lake contained duck 
and their young.1

The First Wave
 In 1870, with the formal acquisition of the lands 
governed by the Hudson’s Bay Company, followed shortly 
thereafter by Manitoba’s and then British Columbia’s entry into 
Confederation, plans for the building of the transcontinental 
railway fi nally began in earnest. One of the fi rst tasks was 
to survey possible routes for the railway, and to survey the 
adjacent and surrounding prairie lands into suitable farm-sized 
parcels. With both CPR and Dominion Survey crews criss-
crossing the western prairies, word of the unparalled natural 
beauty and richness of the Aspen Parkland region again 
became front pages news in eastern Canada. But this time, 
thousands took note, and hundreds soon began the long diffi -
cult journey to Manitoba and the Northwest. Among the earlies 
of the settlers arriving from eastern Canada were former 
members of the various survey crew members and their fami-
lies. When their tour of duty was completed, many of the ealy 
members of the North West Mounted Police also remained 
‘out west’ and encouraged family members back east to join 
them. The south and west Riding Mountain regon was singled 
out as being a particularly good region to settle, because of 
it natuiral richness and the fact that the CPR mainline would 
almost certainly pass through this region.  Many members of 
the Wosley Expedition, sent from eastern Canada to put down 
the Red River Resistance of 1870, similarily picked prime 
homestead sites and returned east to gather family members 
and possession before returning to the West.

The Manitoba Land Boom
 In 1879, with contracts for bulding of the various 
sections of the CPR mainline now being awarded and actual 
construction fi nally occuring, there was understandably a 
growing ‘buzz’ in eastern Canada about the golden opportuni-
ties to be found in Manitoba and the Canadian Northwest. The 
years 1879 to 1883 saw a huge ‘Boom’ of railway construc-
tion, and general economic activity and settlement in Manito-
ba, and particularly in real estate dealings. Eastern investor’s 
were buying farmland and building lots, sight unseen in towns 
and rural districts across the province.  Many towns existed 
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period’ and was a very active and exciting time. In the study re-
gion, as Fort Ellice shifted its role from fur trade post to country 
store and supply centre, fl edgling communities such as Asses-
sippi, Shellmouth, Birdtail Crossing, Binscarth Farms, all were 
developing into commercial centres in their own right. It was an 
active and exciting time. 
 
The Bubble Bursts
 As the 1881 construction season began, with little or 
no warning, the CPR main line route was altered. Instead of 
heading northwest from Portage la Prairie and crossing the 
Assiniboine River at Shellmouth, the line was instead directed 
went straight west, passing the study region some 60 km to the 
south and crossing the Assiniboine at Brandon, which became 
an ’instant city’. The result was the sudden and complete 
bursting of Manitoba’s real estate ‘Boom’, and particularly in 
the study region, as the railway and accompanying excitement 
and speculation quickly moved farther west. 

 There was, of course, much local protest to the CPR 
route change, but the “dye was cast”. Russell and Asses-
sippi which was expected to be on or near the mainline, now 
languished 60 km or so north of the constructed route. With 
the nearest railway head located at Virden or Moosomin, long 
distances had to be travelled to obtain supplies and for grain 
or livestock sales. Many of the study region’s early settlers 
abandoned their homesteads and moved farther west to new 
homesteads closer to the railway. Exasperating the situation, 
those families that had made improvements on their home-
steads, such as erecting homes and stables and plowing land, 
and wishing to cancel their claims, had to be compensated for 
these improvements by new claimants before they could obtain 
the homestead. As well, there was a fairly lengthy process of 
paperwork that was required. As a result, vacated homesteads 
were frequently avoided by new comers because of the im-
mediate added expense and the delay in obtaining registry on 
those lands.  For many years there was much good farmland 
still unoccupied in the study region. Being interspersed with 
scattered but quite prosperous farms of those who stayed on 
and persevered, this caused great concern for the residents of 
the area. Local offi cials and politicians made concerted efforts 
to attract a railway branch line and new settlers.  This general 
malaise continued for some time despite the construction in 
1886 of the Manitoba & Northwestern Railway, which passed 
through the study region spawining the communities of Shoal 
Lake, Birtle, and Binscarth, and with a short spur line running 
from Binscarth to Russell.  Assessippi, Shellmouth and the 
new districts farther north were left having to travel to Russell 
to supplies, services, and farm sales. 

 Just after the turn of the century, with the construction 
of several additional railway branch lines in the study region, 
by the Grand Trunk Pacifi c and the Canadian Northern Railway 
companies, the Anglo Ontario settled areas experience a sec-
ond, more subdued but sustained, settlement boom.  This peri-
od of growth lasted to 1914 and the outbreak of the First World 
War.  It was fueled by of new arrivals, but also by the grown up 
children of the fi rst wave of pioneers to Manitoba, now seeking 
farmlands of their own. By the 1920s most of the arable land 

largely only on paper. New communities such as Rapid City 
and Birdtail Crossing, were expected by many to become 
major railway divisional points on the CPR mainline, and huge 
townsites were surveyed.  Everbody expected by the route of 
the transcontinental railway to follow the general route of the 
Saskatchewan Trail through the rich Aspen Parkland vegeta-
tion zone, “the fertile belt”, to Fort Edmonton and across the 
Rocky Mountains to Prince Albert on the west coast.  Home-
steads were chosen and town sites surveyed all along the 
initial projected routes for the CPR during these Boom Years 
particularly in the area south of Riding Mountain.

Colonization Companies.
 Though every encouragement was given to individual 
settlers, staff from the Department of the Interior and real es-
tate promoters alike envisioned movement on a larger scale. 
They believed that, “The system of emigrating in small colo-
nies will be found very advantageous to the pioneers, as well 
as economical; neighbours in the old land may be neighbours 
in the new; friends may settle near each other; form commu-
nities and establish schools and, in short, aviod many of the 
traditional hardships which have attended pioneer life.”2  The 
Dominion government, who was very anxious to get settlers 
on the land and economies established to help pay for the 
construction of the CPR, encouraged the creation of so-called 
Colonization Companies by offering to reserve homestead 
lands for the exclusive use of their members.
 
 The Shell River Colonization Company and the Scot-
tish Ontario and Manitoba Land Company were two such 
agencies established in Ontario during the late 1870s to set 
up colonization districts in the west Riding Mountain region. 
The Shell River Colonization Co. was headed by a group 
which included Col. (later Major and Senator) (fi rst name) 
Boulton. It was granted lands near the forks of the Assiniboine 
and Shell rivers. The Scottish Ontario and Manitoba Land Co., 
managed by George M. Smellie was granted lands in what 
would the Binscarth area. Though these particular coloniza-
tion plans proved to be less than successful, these individuals 
remained in the region and would become successful and 
prominent entrepeneurs and long time community leaders. 

 At the conclusion of the 1880 construction season, 
‘end of track’ on the CPR transcontiental was located a short 
distance west of Portage la Prairie. Throughout the summer 
and autumn of 1880, and into the spring of 1881, settlers were 
pouring into Manitoba with large numbers travelling to the 
south Riding Mountain area to take up lands along the pro-
jected route fo the CPR.  In the autumn of 1880 the Dominion 
Survey had not yet reached the study region. Many home-
steaders were obliged to ‘squat’ on the land until the survey 
had been completed and the even-numbered sections could 
be registered as homesteads, or the odd-numbered sections 
could be legally purchased from the government. This oc-
curred mostly in areas with prime land near to the established 
trails, and particularly in the Birdtail Crossing (Birtle) district, 
Dow’s Crossing (Silverton) district, and the Shellmouth/As-
sessippi district.  This pre-railway period of Anglo-Ontario 
settlement, from 1878-1882, can be considered as the ‘frontier 
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in the study region had been occupied, and the many towns and 
villages that sprung up along the railway sidings were prosper-
ous and bustling. During the 1920s rural districts were at their 
height of population with rural school houses functioning every 
nine to twelve kilometers (six to eight miles) apart. 

 Most of the communities which were established along 
the various railway lines in the study region were populated 
by Anglo-Ontario settlers, and for decades these communities 
maintained a largely mainstream Anglo character.  Along the 
Manitoba & Northwestern Railway (constructed in 1886), these 
included: Shoal Lake, Solsgirth, Birtle, Foxwarren, Binscarth, 
Millwood and Harrowby.  Along the Canadian Northern Railway’s 
Rossburn branchline, (built in 1908), was Menzie, Oakborn, 
Vista, Rossburn, Birdtail, Angusville, Silverton, Russell, Shell-
mouth and Dropore.  Along the CNoR’s Bulah branchline (com-
pleted in 1909) was McConnell, Lavinia, Decker, Isabella, and 
Beulah.  And fi nally along the Grand Trunk Pacifi c Railway line 
(built in 1909) was Treat, St. Lazare, and Victoria. In and around 
St.Lazare, largely due to the efforts of Catholic Missionary Fa. 
Jules De Corby, a sizable Francphone community developed. 
Also, the Anglo-estblished communities of Rossburn and Angus-
ville later received many residents of eastern European descent. 
However the bulk of the railway towns in the study region were 
Anglo-Ontario in name and character. The more prominant of 
these many Anglo-Ontario established communities are dis-
cussed in greater detail in forthcoming duscussions. 

The Anglo-Ontario Cultural Landscape  
 The Southern-Ontario established towns and rural 
districts currently possess only subtle physical reminders of the 
districts’ development by this particular cultural group. Build-
ings erected during the 1880s and 1890 tended to be based on 
styles poplar back home. This meant Italianate, Gothic Revival 
and Second Empire style residences, and ornate-fronted com-
mercial blocks built of brick and stone in the communities.  In 
the rural areas, American Four Square and Gothic Revival style 
farmhouses, and Southern Ontario style bank barns with their 
timber framed hay lofts and fi eldstone stable levels, were once 
commonplace throughout the Anglo-Ontario settled areas.  

 Unfortunately, only a relatively small number of good 
characteristically ‘Anglo-Ontario’ structures still survive in the 
study region, most having been replaced over the years with 
more effi cient and larger modern structures with changes in 
building technologies and farming practices.  And among those 
surviving, very few have been protected as designated heri-
tage sites, although a good porortion of them continue to be 
well maintained by their current owners and would make good 
candidates for heritage designation. The former Smellie Bros 
store in Russell is an example of the former, and among the later 
are...??  and ??.  These buildings, along with other lesser Anglo-
Ontario indicators, such as town and street names, family names 
on businesses, and the presence of fraternal institutions such as 
Masons, Forresters, etc. still denote the Anglo Ontario cultural 
landscape. However, they apper to be not as well recognized or 
celebrated as as selected landmarks in the regions’ other ethnic 
settlement enclaves, particularly the Ukrainian and Romanian 
settled districts.      
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5.1.1  Birtle (Birdtail Crossing) 
 Birtle has the distinction of being the very fi rst sur-
veyed town site to be established in the study region. And 
although it never attained the size and prominence that was 
initially expected of it, Birtle did become a major commer-
cial and service centre for the residents of a large hinterland, 
particularly during its early decades. 

 The town’s origins, like that of many of the region’s 
others major communities, are quite interesting, and tied 
very much to local geography, natural resources and transpor-
tation connections. The Birtle town site area, was well known 
during the fur trade era, and had long been used as a major 
river crossing and camping site, most famously by the Hud-
son’s Bay Company ox-cart brigades traversing the Saskatch-
ewan Trail. However many other travelers, traders, hunters, 
explorers, adventurers, government employees, and settlers 
also forded the Birdtail River at this site, and many camped 
the night along its banks. 

 This particular site along the Birdtail River served as 
a good trail crossing area as the river at this spot was rela-
tively shallow, with a fi rm bottom, easy approaches, mead-
ows for grazing and timber for fi rewood and shelter.  Most 
notable, and appreciated by travelers, was the presence of a 
nearby spring offering fresh clean water for the draft animals 
and travelers alike. During the fur trade era the site was 
known simply as “Birdtail Crossing”.  

 Alfred Morton, a school teacher from Stratford, 
Ontario headed the fi rst small group of settlers to establish 
homesteads in the Birtle area. In the fall of 1877 Morton had 
requested and obtained copies of the latest surveyors’ fi eld 
notes, which were just being undertaken in the region at the 
time. The glowing descriptions of the area’s natural beauty 
so impressed him that he resolved to be among the fi rst to 
take up land in the district.  After several months of prepara-
tion, and a long arduous journey, he and two Stratford area 
friends, arrived at Birdtail Crossing on June 9th 1878. After 
taking their pick of the land and registering their claims, the 
men returned to Ontario to bring out bring out their families 
and worldly possessions.  Alfred Morton, would later become 
well know as a community leader and provincial historian.

 Soon after Morton’s return to Ontario in the autumn 
of 1878, the Hamilton Colonization Co. was established and 
chartered to organize and lead a larger group of settlers from 
the Stratford and Hamilton area to the Birdtail River country. 
The society was granted the odd-numbered sections in three 
townships, Township 17 Ranges 24, 17- 25 and 17-26, and J.H. 
Wood, a journalist from Woodstock, Ontario was selected to 
lead an excursion to prepare the groundwork for the settle-
ment. He and his group arrived at Birdtail Crossing in May 
1879, where upon, “Mr. Wood at once located Section 6-17-
26 as a colony town site, at the main trail crossing of Bird-
tail, where a light wooden bridge had just been fi nished by 
the Mounted Police, close to the famous spring and camping 
ground.”1 Mr. Wood laid out a draft town site survey of Sec-
tion 6 and lots, which he named St. Clair, and allocated lots 

to anyone ready to build. During the summer and fall of 1879 
a store, fi ve log houses and a log hostel were erected  in the 
new town site. 

 During the spring and summer of 1880, hundreds of 
land seekers from southern Ontario following the CPR survey 
came to the Birtle area, with small groups settling north and 
south along the Birdtail River and its tributary creeks. Anglo 
Ontario settlers preferred landscapes similar to what they 
left ‘back home’, with a mix of fl owing water, meadows and 
trees. The open prairie was avoided by the early homestead-
ers, as they felt it lack the natural resources needed for 
pioneer life. Communities later known as Beulah, Toddburn 
and Rossburn were all established at this time up and along 
the area’s creeks and rivers by the earliest arrivals. And Bird-
tail Crossing, or St. Clair, was the converging point for all. 
J.H. Wood applied to have St. Clair established as an offi cial 
postal outlet, but was informed that the name St. Clair had 
already been registered. A suggestion that the name “Birtle” 
be used, as a contraction of Birdtail, was accepted by the 
residents.  Buildins erected in the townsite in 1880 included 
a 20 X 30 town hall, a 18 x 50, much needed, boarding house, 
and several homes and stores. Of great signifi cance to the 
community was the establishment of a Dominion Land offi ce 
in town, for registering homesteads and issuing of patents. 
It was a signifi cant addition for the community and solidi-
fi ed Birtle’s position as a regional service. By the end of 1881 
three hotels, several blacksmiths shops and a handful more 
homes were erected. But, activities after 1881: “were largely 
confi ned to consolidating what had already been launched…
as the re-routing of the mainline had a dampening effect on 
new settlement”2.

 With assurances from the Dominion Government 
that a railway branch line would soon be built, following the 
original CPR survey line, some of the optimism for the town’s 
future was restored, and there was a renewed infl ux of set-
tlers and general progress during 1882 and 1883.  Settlers 
were arriving from Ontario, Eastern Canada and England and 
new businesses continued to be established, which included: 
a large stone livery barn; a real estate offi ce; a carpenter 
shop and meat store; a law offi ce, a blacksmith shop, several 
hotels and stores; a jewelry store, furniture store and repair 
shop, along with a number of homes.  Also signifi cantly at this 
time, contractors Nelson & McKenzie, acquired timber rights 
along the upper Shell River and prepared camps for a large 
winter cut to be fl oated down the Birdtail and Assiniboine 
rivers to a sawmill at the newly incorporated City of Brandon. 
The pair also undertook construction of an up-to-date steam-
powered fl our mill located at Birtle’s present riverside park 
site. A dam was built across the river, and the mill operated 
by a turbine whenever there was suffi cient water.  The fl our 
mill operated until the 1940s? and was a major draw of cus-
tomers and suppliers of fi rewood for the mill boiler. 

 Economic disaster was narrowly averted when the 
promised railway branch line, fi nally begun in 1885, almost 
by passed the community. The route had the railway crossing 
the Birdtail River near the present community of Solsgirth, 
six mile north, rather than following the Saskatchewan Trail 
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5.1.2  Asessippi

 The term “Asessippi” was fi rst noted by John Suther-
land who managed a nearby HBC trading post during the late 
1790s. He indicated that the Cree had a semi-permanent 
camp nearby at the mouth of Bear Creek which they called 
“Essa-seepy”, apparently meaning “stony river”.  Henry Youle 
Hind also referred to the locale by this name in his 1858 
expedition travelogue: “Near the confl uence of Shell River, 
or A-se-sepee as it is termed by the natives, with the As-
siniboine, some Indians graves are placed on the edge of the 
bank, sad memorials not infrequently met with in traveling 
through these beautiful wastes. Birds are very numerous 
throughout this region, and every lake contained duck and 
their young.1  When the fi rst European homesteaders arrived 
about 1879, they too noted the existence of a well estab-
lished camp of Cree/French Métis and natives at the loca-
tion, a settler later writing: “There were many small huts 
and teepees made of deer and buffalo skins. The natives 
trapped, hunted, and fi shed for a living.  Stories are told of 
the Indians, lighting fi res on “Old Baldy” the hill above Bear 
Creek, from which they spied the buffalo and deer. There 
was a good sized Indian cemetery which covered the face 
of the hill near the old school house. Unfortunately it was 
bulldozed out of existence when the fi rst highway was built 
in the 1920s.”2

Squatters and First Settlers
 Surveying of the Asessippi district was completed in 
1880, and a handful of settlers had already squatted there 
in anticipation of the surveyors’ arrival. Among these ini-
tial arrivals was William Kirkpatrick, the son of a Dominion 
government offi cial, who informed his son that the Canadian 
Pacifi c Railway would be crossing the Assiniboine River near 
the mouth of Shell River.  After arriving, the young Kirkpat-
rick selected section 4-23-28W, just east of the river mouth, 
as a homestead claim, and no doubt waited in great antici-
pation of the arrival of the railroad. The sudden altering of 
the route of the CPR mainline in the spring of 1881, to cross 
the Assiniboine far to the south at Grand Valley (Brandon) 
was a shock to everybody, including the two Mr. Kirkpatricks.  
There was much protesting and before long the CPR proposed 
that it would construct an “Assiniboine Branch Line” north 
from the mainline to provide the Shell River mouth area, and 
areas in between, with rail access to eastern markets. Thus, 
despite the change in the route of the transcontinental rail-
road, settlers arriving in 1881 and 1882 were equally as en-
thusiastic about the future possibilities for the area as were 
the fi rst arrivals. The land seemed well suited to agriculture, 
there were forests and meadows aplenty, and the Shell River 
provided for “not only good drainage, but ample and never 
failing water power for milling and general uses”. 

The Shell River Colonization Company
 In the spring of 1882 the Dominion government grant-
ed a group of men from Belleville, Ontario the odd-numbred 
sections in three townships of land in the Shell River mouth 
region for the purpose of colonizing the District. By Novem-
ber 1883, the Shell River Colonization Company had success-

and passing through Birtle. It required major incentives on 
the part of the town fathers to entice the railway to alter 
its course and pass through the community, (Figure 4.21.) 
Birtle’s gain was Russell and Shellmouth’s loss, as the re-
routed branch line now by-passed these communities many 
kilometers to the south, much to the dismay of the residents 
of those districts.

 When the railway did fi nallly arrive in Birtle, it 
avoided the existing built-up part of the town, and passed on 
the opposite side of the valley almost a kilometer away from 
Birtle’s mainstreet. This resulted in a the development of a 
somewhat unusual town plan. In most ‘railway communites’ 
on the prairies, the main commercial street parallels the 
railway with the town plan facing and oriented to the tracks.
In this case the tracks and station were quite removed from 
‘downtown’. Neepawa, Manitoba had a similar experience, 
and in that case two competing commercial areas developed, 
effectively splitting the town physically. In Bitle’s case, the 
vast majority of busineesses remained on the east bank, and 
only some businesses such as grain elevators, and petroleum 
storage facilities were built along the railway.

 Another signifi cant development in the Birtle town 
site was the establishment, in 1889, of an Indian Residen-
tial School on the opposite bank opposie the town, (section 
2.4).  With it’s compliment of teachers, administrators and 
students, the school was a major economic boost for the 
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community and a major physical landmark. The initial com-
plex was enlarged during the 1890s and the 1920s and was 
completely replaced in 1932 by a large modern facility. The 
school closed its doors permanently in 1970. Although several 
businesses whave attempted to develop a profi table alter-
native use for the structure, it has largely stood empty.  A 
recent proposal to preserve the former residential school as a 
heritage site was found to be unfeasible due to its large size 
and deteriorated condition, (Figure 3.#.#).

 Birtle’s population peaked at about 1,000 residents 
during the early 1930s. During the 1960s and 1970s, due to a 
combination of rapid farm mechanization and electrifi cation 
leading to rural depopulation, and the advent of all season 
roadways and highway transortation, the town’s popula-
tion and economic activity declined signifi cantly, as it did 
in most communities and rural districts on the prairies. It’s 
population fi nally stabilized at around 700 residents, but has 
increased slightly in recent years. In 2006 Birtle’s population 
was listed as 749.

 In terms of its cultural landscape, Birtle’s Anglo 
Ontario heritage is manifested largely by its surviving early 
architecture. Unfortunately these are relatively few in num-
ber,  though exceptional in quality, and none have yet been 
designated as protected either provincial or municipal sites. 
Picutursque physical setting......
 

fully settled fi fty-one people in the district, and established 
a town site at a scenic location in the Shell River valley near 
the mouth of Bear Creek. A post offi ce was opened under the 
Aboriginal name for the area, which now offi cially spelled as, 
“Asessippi”. That fi rst year, the “Asessippi Milling Company” 
was established by the Company.  A dam was built across 
the Shell River, equipment and machinery hauled overland 
from Moosomin on the CPR mainline, and a state-of-the-art 
turbine-powered roller-process grist mill was soon operat-
ing in the town site.  Once the turbine began operating, the 
Company also set up a portable sawmill, a planning mill and 
a shingle factory.  A small “pump and cabinet factory’ was 
also set up in the town site. The Company managers, Henry 
Gill and James Richardson, had also secured timber cutting 
berths in the Duck Mountains for the mill, and in the spring of 
1884 the fi rst of many log drives on the Shell River occurred. 
Initially the drives ended at the Asessippi sawmill, but later 
they went all the way to Brandon.  In conjunction with the 
sawmill, the Shell River Colonization Company also built a 
large wood-frame store, (Figure 5.1.#).  It had outside access 
to the second fl oor and was used extensively for meetings, 
church services, and entertainment. There was also a small 
boarding house in an addition at the back of the store. 

 In 1883 a wood and iron truss bridge was constructed 
across the Shell River at Asessippi, with the help of a provin-
cial grant, and thereafter the Pelly Trail, the main route to 
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the upper Shell River area, the east side Pelly Trail, was re-
routed slightly to pass directly through the community. The 
residents of Aessippi and the surrounding area were no doubt 
optimistic about the community’s future.

 But, in spite of the promises by railway offi cials, 
the CPR’s “Assiniboine Branch line” never appeared and the 
lack of transportation facilities soon began to plague the 
colony. In 1884 Company offi cials were negotiating with the 
Manitoba and North West Railway to have their proposed 
line built through Asessippi, which they felt provided a suit-
able location for a valley crossing point. About this time the 
Shell River Colonization Co. folded and its assets sold off, 
but its principals and many former members stayed on in 
the district, fully expecting the area to eventually become a 
business centre of great signifi cance. 

 In the meanwhile, being far from the Railway, there 
was an excess of milk in the area during these early years, 
and a cheese factory was started in the village in an at-
tempt to make use of it.  Also, a small but productive brick 
yard was established with a kiln built, “under the shadow 
of Mount Baldy”. The brick yard supplied brick for chim-
neys, basements and even whole buildings. The fl our mill 
was the only one in a large area, and teams from a 100 km 
away would haul wheat there for milling.  The dam and mills 
provided a good living for many families, and as a result, 
the boarding house was said to have been a very busy place. 
Local Natives also frequently came to trade at the store, and 
to fi sh nearby waters, and frequently “would go home with 
bags of fi sh”4.  

 However, as early as 1884 the colony was already 
encountering problems.  Some settlers had neglected to 
“improve” their lands, and others had ceased to keep up 
their residency. Also the steep slopes of the Assiniboine val-
ley forced several settlers to abandon their claims and move 
into the town of Asessippi, or out of the region. Then several 
years of bad crops occurred, adding the settlers’ economic 
woes. More signifi cantly, the Manitoba and Northwestern 
branch line failed to reach the community, as a last minute 
route change had it veer south through Birtle, and cross the 
Assiniboine some 30 kilometers south of the Shell mouth 
area, where Millwood was soon established.  

 Although a short M&MW branch line from Binscarth 
north was built in late 1886, it ran only as far as Russell, 
almost 20 km to the south of Aessippi. It was soon apparent 
that the town of Aessippi was not about to fl ourish, as its en-
terprises could not compete with the larger companies and 
railway ties which brought the same materials to Russell at 
lower prices. Before long the sawmill, brickyard and cheese 
factory closed down. The blacksmith, moved to Foxwarren, 
and those left without work as a result also moved on. 

 For another 15 years or so, the remaining Aessippi 
residents tried to keep their community alive.  In 1893 the 
bridge was replaced with a substantial stone and steel struc-
ture and a school was built nearby to accommodate pupils 
from the surrounding district. In 1896 a church was erected 

5.1.3  Shellmouth. 

 The origins of the community of Shellmouth, are 
largely due to the efforts and activities one Major Charles 
Arkall Boulton, who was also responsible for the establish-
ment of the nearby town of Russell during the same period. 

  Major Boulton led a very storied life and was an ac-
tive participant is several of Manitoba’s seminal events and 
was eventually appointed as a Senator. In 1869 he accom-
panied Colonel Dennis and his survey party commencing the 
Dominion survey in the Red River Colony and was caught up 
in the Red Rive Resistance of 1870 which the unannounced 
survey precipitated. He was arrested when he tried to free 
the prisoners Louis Riel held in Fort Garry, and then made a 
daring escape from his captors. He returned to Ontario, but 
returned in early 1880, leading a group of men heading to the 
Shell River country to select land and commence homesteads 
before sending for their families back in Ontario. They ar-
rived at the mouth of the Shell River and camped on SW-32-
22-29W(?) on the east bank of the Assiniboine River, which 
Boulton selected as his homestead. he men commenced to 
build log cabins, plow small fi eld, and plant vegetable gar-
dens. Families followed later in the year or the next spring. 
Many of these initial settlers spent the fi rst winter in a tent 
while the cabins were completed.  Major Boulton later noted 
that when he arrived in the area there were six “Irishmen” 
also establishing homesteads.

 In the spring of 1881 Major Boulton had a town site 
surveyed on a portion of his property and offered lots for sale 
for $450 each. He did the same at the site where the CPR 
main line survey crossed the Pelly Trail and established the 
community of Russell. Very soon after it was learned the CPR 
would not pass thorough the district, but a branch line had 
been  promised, so optimism and settlement activity in the 
‘Shell River Country’ was still high. The fi rst store in Shell-
mouth was established in 1881 and operated out of a tent. It 
as stocked, initially, with supplies brought upstream by the 
steamer “SS Alba”.

 In 1882, another store opened in a larger tent. By 1884 there 
were enough residents and nearby homesteaders to warrant 
the construction of a school.  Despite the new town site of 
Russell attracting much greater attention, by 1885 the ham-
let had become a thriving place, with “one large saw mill, 
a four storey hotel, a large stone livery barn, three stores, 
two blacksmith shops, a school, a large number of dwellings, 
and stopping houses. Population: 118 souls. Invested capital 
$70,000.00”  (Source: Shellmouth local history, page 19) In 
1885 a wooden swing bridge was built with federal and the 
new county council help. This made it easier and quicker for 
customers on the west side of the Assiniboine River to cross 
into town. 

That year the 1885 NorthWest Rebellion broke out in the 
Saskatchewan River forks area. Major Boulton organized a 
party of mounted volunteer militia men from Shell River, 
which distinguished themselves and took casualties during 

by volunteer labour. 

 In 1902, another branch line was built by the Ca-
nadian Northern Railway, north of the M&NW line, but it 
too by-passed Aessippi, routed instead through the nearby 
community of Shellmouth. With this fi nal blow, it was then 
fully apparent to all that Aessippi would never possess a rail 
link. The store and fl our mill were soon after sold to Thomas 
McLennan, the Municipal Reeve, along with several of the 
houses. The mill still operated and brought in some custom-
ers, as the quality of the fl our was high, but by 1911 business 
declined to such an extent that the mill, erected at such 
great cost and optimism, closed. That spring, a log jam dur-
ing the spring drive to the Hanbury sawmill in Brandon burst 
the Aessippi dam, and it was decided then not to repair it 
and reopen the mill. The milling equipment was sold and the 
building was dismantled in 1913. 

 The Asessippi Store had been a focal point of the 
community and district for several decades. It housed the 
Shell River Post Offi ce, and served as the Town Hall for the 
Municipality.  Even after the closure of most of the towns 
other businesses, it continued operate as a trading centre for 
furs and fi sh which the Métis and Indians brought in, as well 
as a supply centre for the districts farmers.  But soon after 
the mill closed, the store and Post Offi ce also shut down, and 
there remained only farming by which a living could be made 
in the area. 

 By the 1950s what remained of the old town site was 
a small cluster of deteriorating buildings. The steel bridge 
built in 1893 just below the dam, was one of only two bridges 
spanning the lower Shell River, so it continued to be used 
until severely damaged in the early 1960s. The loss of the 
bridge, thereafter effectively isolated the former town site 
from public access, except by a roundabout method.

 Currently, the land on which the pioneer village of 
Asessippi was situated is now owned by the Manitoba govern-
ment, and administered as part of Asessippi Provincial Park 
established in the early 1960s. The two last surviving build-
ings have been stabilized, interpretative signs erected, and 
the grass kept cut. The former town site, once an important 
commercial service and supply centre, is now but a quaint 
little ‘ghost town’ and a picturesque picnic location. If not 
for last minute changes in the announced plans of three 
different railway companies, Aessippi today might instead 
be the major regional centre that the Dominion Surveyors 
predicted the site would become. A favourable physical 
setting with abundant natural resources, and a major trail 
connection, was insuffi cient to save the community once 
the trails were surplanted by the railway. 

Note Trans Canada Trail runs along Bear Creek and passes 
nearby.....Ski Hill and river rafting growing in popularity 
and with these tourists and visitors the remains and memo-
ry of Asessippi townsite will likely live on....

FIgure 5.0.#. 

FIgure 5.0.#. 
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the summer’s hostilities. Boulton’s contribution and reputa-
tion may have secured him a rail spur line from Binscarth in 
1886, but Shellmouth would have to wait until 1908? before it 
fi nally acquired its railway connection. 

 From 1905 to 1908 the Canadian Northern railway 
laid track for its ‘Rossburn Sub’ branch line, following the 
‘tree line’ along the southern slopes of the Riding Mountain, 
through Rossburn and  Russell. The decent into the Assini-
boine River valley began at Shellmouth. The railway opened 
up easy access to distant suppliers and markets for the area’s 
residents, and spurred additional growth in the community. 
In terms of resident population and number of businesses, 
Shellmouth peaked during the late 1920s, as did most rural 
communities in Manitoba. A list of businesses and facilities in 
Shellmouth during the 1920s would have included: a bar-
bershop, blacksmith, boarding house, butcher shop, curling 

Above. FIgure 5.0.#. Shellmouth in 1905, the year before the arrival 
of the long anticipated railway connection. Note the at the extreme 
left part of the original 1885 wooden Swing bridgeis visible.The 
bridge was replaced in 1906 with a steel brige. (Source: Archives of 
Manitoba...) 

rink, doctor, creamery, grain elevator, garage, hall, hardware 
store, harness shop, hotel, hall, ice cream parlor and restau-
rant, lawyer, livery barn, lime-stone kiln, lumberyard, manse, 
pool hall, saw mill, veterinarian. 

 The Boulton family remained in Shellmouth until 
1894, despite Russell being the more prosperous and possess-
ing the all important railway connection.  That year “Senator 
Boulton, had a large two-storey residence built for his family 
on a hillock on the eastern edge of Russell, and departed the 
fi rst town site he established, for another he established.

 Shellmouth’s fortunes began its long slow decline 
during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Businesses slowly 
closed up people moved on. It remained a viable local farm 
service centre with a small but stable population until the 
post World War II period. Beginning in the early 1950s rapid 
farm mechanization and electrifi cation of rural Manitoba 
resulted larger farm sizes and fewer farm families. Added 
to this was the advent of all year all weather highway trans-
portation giving rise to the regional service centre and the 
decline in the size and vitality of the region’s hamlets and 
villages, and rural districts.  Shellmouth, like most of the 
region’s smaller communities, has become but a shadows 
of what it once was, and is today a sleeply little retirement 
community for area farmer’s and holders on, without a single 
service or business. School closed in 1968 and children bused 
to Inglis and Russell. Railway service stopped in late 1980s 
and track removed in the early 1990s,   

Several homes and former businesses attest to the communi-
ties past, the townsite has great views of the assinibon eval-
ley and 

FIgure 5.0.#. 

FIgure 5.0.#. 

FIgure 5.0.#. 

5.1.4   Russell
 Russell was established by one of the region’s earli-
est and best known residents Charles A. Boulton. Boulton  
initially homesteaded in what would later become the Inglis 
area, but early in 1881 he purchased property where the 
northern survey line of the C.P.R. crossed the Pelly Trail, the 
main route into the Shell River country and induced surveyors  
laying out a town site survey at HBCo Fort Ellice, to come and 
survey town site at this location. Boulton named the town 
after Lindsay Russell, who was then the Dominion’s Surveyor-
General, and soon moved his centre of operations south 
from the Sellmouth-Boulton area into the Russell, confi dent 
that the railway would soon arrive to create a boom in real 
estate.  

 Throughout 1880 and 1881 settlers were pouring 
into the district and the fl edgling town site became a hub 
of activity.  Rather suddenly, however, the CPR abandoned 
its northern survey and took instead a much more southern 
course, and it was soon apparent that Russell’s expected 
prosperity would not materialize, or at least would be 
postponed. For several years after 1882 the development of 
the town and surrounding district languished and many left, 
seeking homesteads and business opportunities nearer to the 
railroad, and now available “out west” along the CPR main-
line. 

 The railway problem was ‘put on hold’ in 1885 when 
a Métis uprising broke out in the Saskatchewan River coun-
try, the North West Rebellion” and Boulton and the district 
became more pre-occupied with protecting life and property. 
Boulton organized the local young men into a troop of mount-
ed infantry and “Boulton’s Scouts” served alongside General 
Middleton’s regular troops throughout the confl ict, losing two 
men in skirmishes. These casualties were commemorated 
with a monument erected a few years later on Mountain 
Avenue in Russel. The cairn still exists and is likely one of the 
oldest heritage markers in Manitoba. 

In 1886 when the Manitoba  & Northwest Railway deviated 
from its promised route along the CPR northern survey and 
by-passed Russell to the south, Boulton was able to use his 
service record to induce the government and M&NW railway 
to build a 12 mile spur-line from Binscarth into the communi-
ty. Opened for service early in 1887 the line gave Russell the 
boost it needed to develop into the  major market town for 
the Shell River country. By 1890 the Village of Russell had a 
population of over 200 with 15 businesses.  The establishment 
in 1887 of the Barnardo Industrial Farm with its 100 young 
inmates also gave the town an boost, providing a farm labour 
supply and the services of a creamery. 

In 1889 a modern steam-powered fl our mill was established 
in Russell, which induced many farmers in the region to make 
the trip to Russell rather than to the grist mills located at 
Asessippi or Millwood. By 1898 four grain elevators existed 
along the railway siding, as well as “the most complete 
stockyard in the western part of the province”  (Nichol-
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Photo caption. Smellie’s Store: Built in 1909. The main fl oor of the 
building served as the general store and central offi ces for Smellie 
Brothers. The second fl oor contained dress-making establishment 
and a millinery shop.  The structure still remains today and is owned 
an operated by Dale Brown as a clothing store. Smellie Bros estab-
lished a Creamer in Russell in June 1916. In 1917 the creamery won 
fi rst prize from the Dept of Agriculture’s seasonal score for butter. It’s 
success in its high percentage created the need for an expansion in 
1919. This success continued until 1959 when the Smellie Bros sold 
the creamery. It was closed in 1968 and the creamer building demol-
ished. Smellie Bros established a store in Binscarth in 1897 damaged 
by fi re in 1931 and sold. 

Above. Figure: ###: Boulton Manor. Built in 1894. Home of Major 
C.A. Boulton. Major Boulton was a settler, solider, and senator, who 
organized and led the Boulton Scouts during the North West Rebel-
lion.. A North West Rebellion monument was raised by the sale of 
Indian ponies captured during the fi ghting. It was erected in 1885 in 
memory of the Boulton Scouts who were killed during the Rebellion. 

the Aesissippi Ski Resort  near the Shellmouth Dam north of town, 
Russell is now able to increasingly bene  t from a growing tourism 
industry in the region.  In 2006 Russell’s residents numbered …..? 

Photo caption: “The Red House”. Home of Wm Barrett-Lennard. 
Is the oldest house in Russell still remaining.  Mr. Lennard hauled 
bricks from the kiln at Bear Creek near Asessipi to build this house. 
Later it became the home of Major Darcy Everett Boulton. 

Photo caption: W.J. Doig’s Store. Built in 1891. First Store in 
Russell. The brick for this store was made at Asessipi. This 
building is still being operated doday as a Home…..

son:43) The development of the village showed an unbroked 
record for slow but continuous progress, without any feverish 
haste characteristic of the boom times sweeping other area 
of Manitoba. Russell was incorporated as a village in 1907. Its 
population topped 425 in 1901 and it boasted organizations 
such as a tennis, cricket, and curling clubs, a brass band, the 
Russell Agricultural Society, numerous fraternal lodges and 
societies, three churches, and a modern school. By 1912 the 
village was experiencing a housing shortage, prompting the 
village fathers to petition to have Russell upgraded from a 
village to a town, thus giving the town council the power to 
issue debentures to raise money to provide for better facili-
ties, such as sidewalks, rinks, improved fi re-fi ghting equip-
ment, electric lighting, and even housing. Russell became a 
town in March 1913 by which time its population had sur-
passed 600. 

While a surrounding mixed-farming economy initially drove 
Russell’s prosperity, by 1915 dairying had become  a major 
industry, prompting the Smellie Brothers to erect a creamery 
in teh community. The extension of the Canadian Northern 
Railway line from Rossburn to Russell in 1908 improved the 
town’s local prominence, and its was made a divisional point 
with a new station house and a two-stall roundhouse added in 
1912. Finally, in 1920, the C.P.R., who were by then operat-
ing on the old N&NW track, extended the Binscarth to Russell 
branch line northward to Cracknell, and on to Inglis further 
boosting Russells business ties and dealings. 

While very little expansion of facilities took place in Russell 
during the slow years of the Depression, and during War Years 
that followed, its economy was stable enough to endure. In 
1950 the town had a population of 1100. In 1957  the popula-
tion reached 1227, and in 1967 it was nearly 1500, of which 
55% were still of Anglo-Saxon heritage. 

While the 1970s brought rail abandonment to most Mani-
toba towns, the presence of the town’s two major rail road 
lines temporarily protected the community from its effects. 
However by the late 1990s both of Russell rail line had been 
abandoned and the track removed with obviously negative 
effects to local business, causing among others the closure of 

the town’s grain elevators and stockyards.  However, being 
located at the crossroads of the Yellowhead Highway and PTH 
#83, and near recreational facilities provided by the creation 
of Lake of the Prairies, Asessippi Provincial Park, and the 
Aesissippi Ski Resort near the Shellmouth Dam north of town, 
Russell is increasingly benefi tting from a growing tourism 
industry in the region. Is population has remained steady in 
recent years at about around 1,500 residents. 

The cultural landscape of the Town of Russell is rather inter-
esting. The town plan clearly shows the impact of the two 
railway lines on the original pre-existing survey causing many 
previous through streets to be truncated or diverted, and 
an unusual amount of railway crossings located within the 
community. The construction and subsequent widening and 
re-routing of the PTH #5 and PTH #16 had a similar effect on 
eh street plan at the south end of the community, (Figure ). 
Another somewhat unusual landscape-related aspect of the 
Town of Russell relates to it’s elevation change. Although 
not readily apparent to the naked eye, there is a substantial 
drop in elevation as one travels from east to west within the 
community. The fact that the landscape surrounding the com-
munity is gently rolling results in a bit of a surprise when one 
encounters the many sloping streets and sidewalks within the 
community.        
     
The Town of Russell retains a good number of early residen-
tial and commercial structures that belay the community’s 
Anglo-Ontario heritage, several of which are protected 
heritage sites, including the former Smellie Bros Store and 
Boulton Mannor (Figures ## & ##). As well there are several 
well-preserved Gothic-Revival and Side-hall plan residences, 
which were popular residential styles among the region’s 
early Anglo settlers.
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5.1.5  Millwood

 Millwood is located on the east slope of the Assini-
boine River valley, approximately 14 kilometers (9 miles) 
southwest of Russell. The community was created by the 
Manitoba and Northwestern railway in 1886 when its origi-
nally intended route was diverted south from Foxwarren, in 
order to pass though Birtle, resulting in the line crossing the 
Assinboine River at Millwood rather than at Shellmouth as 
originally planned. 

 Millwood was likely named by H.B. Mitchell and J.L. 
Bucknell who had established a large sawmill operation at 
Shellmouth several years earlier.  While construction of the 
railway was still underway, Mitchell and Bucknell moved 
their sawmill operation from Shellmouth to the new crossing 
site to take advantage of the railway connection.  After re-
ceiving a bonus from Russell municipality, the two business-
men erected a fl our mill near the sawmill, laid out a 200 lot 
town site, and waited expectantly for the hamlet to boom. 

 The M&NW railway had planned to make Millwood a 
divisional point with a siding and station, a roundhouse and 
a spur line to Mitchell’s mill.  However, these plans were ap-
parently altered when a make shift cricket match organized 
between Mitchell and his Millwood team and Mr. Baker the 
railway superintendent, and his employees went awry. “A 
dispute during the game led to the passing of words such as 
“liar’ and “cheat”, prompting the indignant Baker to move 
the proposed divisional point further west to Bredenburg, 
Saskatchewan. Baker also denied the construction of the all 
important spur line into the mill site, or a siding and sta-
tion house in the town site. This seriously crippled their mill 
operations since, as without a spur line or nearby siding, 
everything had to be hauled by wagon from both the mills to 
the siding and loading docks located at Binscarth. (Nichol-
son, 1987:52)

 Despite the lack of cooperation on the part of the M. 
& NW. Railway, Millwood still initially fl ourished, due to the 
presence of the two mills, particularly the boarding houses 
and livery barns which catered to the mills customers and 
employees. By 1890 the village had a population of 80 per-
manent residences, and with a proper road linking Millwood 
and Binscarth then under construction, optimism remained 
high. The logs sawn at the Millwood were purchased from 
the Hanbury Mill of Brandon which cut timber along the up-
per Shell River and on Duck Mountain, and fl oated the logs 
down the Shell and the Assiniboine each spring to their mill 
in Brandon.  In 1896, frustrated by the lack of a spur line to 
the mill, Mitchell moved the large sawmill to Selkirk and set 
up a smaller mill in its place. The community fi nally received 
its siding and loading dock in 1898 after the C.P.R. leased the 
M&NW rail line and soon after constructed a station, sid-
ing and a water tower near the village. A description of the 
village in the July 22, 1899  edition of the Russell Banner, 
provided a detailed description of the 150 barrel fl our mill 
and its grain storage elevator, and went on to note. “There 
are two good hotels, post offi ce, general store, telegraph 
offi ce, blacksmith shop, butcher shop, livery stables, and 

grain warehouses, an a number of private dwellings besides a 
fi rst class school house and an Episcopalian church (source).  
However, the station did not have the desired effect on Mill-
wood’ seconomic fortunes and it soon closed due to insuffi -
cient business, and functioned only intermittently thereafter.  

  Weather and geography also played a factor in Mill-
wood’s developmental woes. Often the railway line through 
the valley and hills was blocked by snowstorms, rainstorms 
or fl oods. On one occasion in March 1904, a snow blockade 
kept the train from running for more than a week and the 
town’s stores ran out of most necessities.  Besides the section 
crew stationed in Millwood to maintain the local stretch of 
tracks, a pumper engine and crew had to be stationed there 
to help pull the freight trains up out of the Assiniboine Valley, 
sometimes requiring as many as four at one time. Later these 
‘pusher cars’ were stationed down the line at Binscarth, 

 The fi nal log drive to the Handbury mills in Brandon 
occurred in 1910, and without a reliable source of logs Mill-
wood’s saw mill ceased operations. It had operated almost 
continuously for 24 seasons, and provided most of the lumber 
for buildings erected in the region.  That same year the grist 
mill also shut down its operations. In 1912 as new owners 
were preparing to start up the grist mill again, high spring 
water levels weakened the river bank, undermining the dam 
which burst violently and carried the mill building down river 
in several large sections and bringing a dramatic end to one 
of Millwood’s last remaining enterprises. 

 In 1901 the Arctic Ice Company of Winnipeg had 
begun cutting ice in Millwood upstream of the mill dam, and 
hauled the ice blocks by team and sled to the newly installed 
railway siding in the village, but after the destruction of the 
mill dam in 1912 and the subsequent loss of the mill pond, 
the company cut back, and in 1915, completely shut down its 
ice harvesting operation in Millwood. However, local ice-mak-
ers continued to harvest ice blocks in Millwood until well into 

the 1930s. 

 For decades the village site was kept alive by its 
store/post offi ce, the school and the Pool elevator. By the 
1960s however, farm population decline driven in part by all-
season highway transportation and the rise of regional service 
centres, spelled the demise of even these few local institu-
tions in MIllwood - as it did in many villages and hamlets 
throughout the prairies. Millwood’s last store closed it doors 
in 1960.  It’s school was shut down in 1968, followed by the 
Pool elevator in 1971. The fi nal blow occurred in 1977 when 
the post offi ce was closed.  Millwood today offers as beautiful 
a natural setting as when the early pioneers discovered it 125 
years ago.  All that remains of this once thriving little ham-
let, are the crumbling foundations of the mill, dam and horse 
stables near the riverbank, the old school house, a couple 
of residences, the striking concrete-arch road bridge built in 
1924, and a commemorative cairn erected as a Centennial 
project.    (Sources: Nicholson 1987: 51-56.)
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carpenter Frank MacPherson, who later became a promi-
nent contractor, lumber merchant and ”the Binscarth Mil-
lionaire”. Meanwhile a number of arrivals joined the initial 
homesteaders at the Colony Farm including other members 
of the Smellie family, and some of the carpenters hired to 
work on the Colony Farm buildings.  The Binscarth Farm 
hamlet site quickly became a sort for centre for the dis-
trict. Smellie was a great socializer and  organized many 
sporting activities, picnics, and horse races which the local 
natives frequently attended “adding greatly to the gaiety 
and picturesqueness of the day”. 

 When the long awaited railway came through in 
1886, the Manitoba North Western CO. starting at Portage 
la Prairie, the focus of the district and PO moved to the 
new townsite 4.5 km ? SE of the farm site. To NE 10-19-28. 
where the railway built a siding with a stockyard and a 
station house named Binscarth.. The fi rst business man in 
the new BInscarth was Mr. Robt Anderson who moved in a 
small building from Silver Creek in1886 and set up a store. 
The Post offi ce was soon after transferred from the Colony 
Farm and Binscarth was offi cially on the map. 

 Within a few years several of the Colony Farm 
structures were moved into town, including Presbyterian 
Manse, and the hall, and other area settlers soon estab-
lished businesses, such as various types of stores, livery 
barns and stopping houses, a hotel and grain warehouses; 
lumberyard, fl our and feed store, and building contractors. 
By 1890 the town was becoming well established and had a 
population of 100. 

 With its mainline connection, Binscarth’s initial 
prospects were rosy. However it did not have an infl uen-
tial resident like Major Boulton to promote its interests. 
Although grain was originally hauled top its four elevators 
from the Angusville and Seeburn district 25 miles (24 m to 
the NE and from St. Lazare to the south, the subsequently 
building of rail facilities to these areas decreased Bins-
carth’s importance as a grain shipping center. 

5.1.7  Binscarth 

 Binscarth is the name of an Estate in the Orkney 
Islands north of Scotland. The name is said to mean “Farm 
in the Cleft of the Hill” and is from the Norse language. 
Binscarth’s origins lay with the Scottish Ontario and Mani-
toba Land Corporation, one of a number of ‘colonization 
societies” established in Ontario and the Maritimes during 
the late 1870s and early 1880s to establish a headquarters 
for a colony of settlers which the society intended to place 
on land acquired from the Dominion Government. The name 
Binscarth was apparently selected by William Bain Scarth, 
a descendant of the Binscarths of the Orkney Islands and a 
director of the Land Company

 In May 1882 G.L. Smellie was asked by its direc-
tors to manage the Scottish Ontario and Manitoba Land 
Corporation’s settlement project and in the spring of 1882 
in the company of fi ve associates in the society he left for 
Manitoba to ”Get the Colony Going”. After arriving in Win-
nipeg the group purchased a host of implements, vehicles, 
provisions, and stock which were shipped to Brandon on 
board the sternwheeler “Assiniboine”. They went by train as 
far as Brandon and joined the boat there for the passage up 
to Fort Ellice. After disembarking and spending three days 
hauling the outfi t to the southern limit of their tract of land, 
they camped, in the valley, just where the railway trestle 
was later build, until they could inspect the townships and 
fi nd a site for the colony farm which took three weeks.  The 
site was located on 35-19-28, about half a mile off the main 
trail used as a mail route from Fort Ellice to Fort Pelly where 
there was plenty of water for stock and good wood in the 
valley for fuel.  

 Mr. Smellie then journeyed to the newly established 
Dominion Land Offi ce in Birtle to enquire about their tract, 
and found the government had failed to inform the land 
offi ce about the land grant and that practically all the odd-
numbered government lands in their tract had already been 
granted to individual homesteaders. This changed all their 
plans, and the Company decided instead to found a Stock 
Farm with Mr. Smellie as manager of the colony, generally 
known as the “Scotch Colony”. By the end of 1882 they 
broke a considerable acreage, and erected a large “farm 
House’ and a smaller one, as well as a log barn and stable. 
Over the winter of 1882-83 Mr. Smellie returned to Ontario 
to purchase stock, and applied for a Post Offi ce outlet for 
The Farm, which was granted, with Smellie appointed as 
post master. Apparently he wished to have an “old country’ 
name and Binscarth was agreed to by Mr. Smellie and Mr. 
Scarth, being that both their families were originally natives 
from an area of Orkney Islands near the well known Bins-
carth Estate. 

 In May 1883 Mr. Smellie left Ontario with ten railcars 
of stock, horses, high grade Shorthorn cattle, and a few pure 
breds, traveling by train via Chicago, Minneapolis, Emerson 
to Moosoimin. While in Minneapolis he also arranged to ship 
to Moosomin 300,000 ft of lumber and 300,000 shingles and a 

 In 1900 The line was taken over by the CPR and a 
number of new buildings erected, including a freight shed, 
section house, sock yard, coaling plant and 40,000 gallon wa-
ter tank with supply from Silver Creek. Station elevation 1710 
feet above sea level.

 In 1891 the Scottish Ontario and Manitoba Corp. 
found that the farm was not a paying concern and decided to 
break it up, with the displenishing sale being a great success, 
with everything sold. Mr. G.L. Smellie accepted a position 
with the Canada Permanent Land Corp and moved to Win-
nipeg.  In the spring of 1891 the Manse was hauled from the 
farm in town by Parker Smellie. 

 Smellie Bros Strore was erected in 1897. Partially 
burned in 1931 and sold. In 1900 CPR station constructed. 
Porter’s General Store built in 1915, replaced in 1928 with 
brick structure, sold in 1955. Binscarth was incorporated in 
1917. Barber Shop and Pool Hall, (corner of Russell and Third) 
was originally on Colony Farm, has been used as a school, 
theatre, and fi nally pool hall and barbershop, now the Drop-
In Centre. St. Mathew’s Anglican Church was also moved in 
from Colony Farm.
Town water system built in 1964.  The CPR station agency 
closed in 1971 and station closed and building  removed in 
1976, replaced by a small offi ce structure.

 In the 1970s the town had a population of 500.  North 
American Lumber Col store shut down in 1974.  The town’s 
current major enterprise is the NAME? inland grain termi-
nat constructed in DATE 1just outside the community. Grain 
from  farms within a 50 mile and more radius is transported 
to this facility for export on long “unit trains”. And with this 
new terminal BInscarth’s early importance as a grain shipping 
center was regained.
(Source, Binscarth: 1. The Silver Chief, Lord Selkirk,by,L..H. 
Campey,. Page 155 & 205) 
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1.5.8 Shoal Lake. 

Shoal Lake Narrows in 1879 boasted a Mounted Police Armory 
for 30 to 40 men, a pony and dog team relaying station for 
mail and other government services,a small store and half a 
dozen settlers who had located the previous year (1879).

 and the North West Mounted Police (of which some 30 men 
and offi cers were stationed at Shoal Lake Narrows, a relay 
post for the government mail and express service from Fort 
Garry to Fort Edmonton and intermediate trading posts.)  

5.1.6  Silver Creek Settlement - Angusville

 Silver creek district received its fi rst settlers from, 
Ontario in 1880. IN spring of 1881 a train coat full of people 
with two boxcars of settlers effects left Shakespeare and 
Stratford for the Silver Creek district.  Took train to Portage, 
end of rail that spring, followed the Sask trail to Shoal lake 
and then split into two groups, one taking the Pelly Trail from 
Shoal lake and the other via Birtle, crossing the Birdtail on 
the “police bridge’” Both arrive in Silver Creek on May 14, 
1881. In summer 1882 a group of men traveled to Big Bend 
settlement to a saw mill for lumber for fl ooring, shingles, 
and lumber.  A four-corners settlement existed NW of pres-
ent townsite.  Jim Kappen built a blacksmith and kept some 
groceries, R. Anderson’s homestead was across the road and 
in 1883 he put up a building with a store below and living 
quarters above. James Hammond lived nearby and had a 
lime kiln near Anderson’s store. John Brown of Russell built 
a cheese factory 2 miles NW and made good cheese and had 
a thriving business for a few years.  But after Anderson store 
burnt down the factory lost its (mill?) trade to the creamers 
at the Dr. Barnardo Home, and in 1898 it was old and dis-
mantled. A school was built in 1884. As settlement expanteed 
a second school was needed and built in 1886 on 30-20-26W. 
Seeburn school also started in 1886 on SW4-20-26. A Presbyte-
rian church was built in 1892 on 22-20-27W.

Most of the settlers who arrived in 1880-1890 period were 
Huron and Bruce Counties, Ontario. 

 Cleared land produced excellent crops, but was 25 
years before railway fi nally came through, lots of oats grown 
as wheat tended to freeze, excess grainfed to cattle which 
led to profi table herds for export and growing reputation for 
high quality fi nished beef.  For years grain hauled in winter in 
sleds to Russell, Rossburn or Binscarth. Snake Creek P.O. and 
store in Adam Newton farmhouse and a store at Walters Pow-
ers. Railway reached Rossburn district in 1905. Two year later 
constructed began extending thhrolugh Silver Creek district. 
Cdn Northern reached current Angusville townsite in 1908, 
opening up country to “thousands of new settlers”.  Angus-
ville town site established in 1908 by F. Graham Union Bank 
Manager and Dr. Wright both of Russell, when they purchased 
land from Mr. Angus on W22-20-26W. CNoR secured interest 
in 21-2026W on other side of line, big rivalry as to which side 
of the tracks the town would establish itself. Russell inter-
ests also had option on 10 acres from Mr. Angus NE of their 
chosen site and had it surveyed into lots in June 1908. Site 
named Angus after landowner and all other Angus families in 
the area. First structure was a shanty erected by E.M. Wil-
liam a lumber dealer from Russell. Dr. Wright erected the 
second bultind, a livery, using lumber from Donald McTavish’s 
mill.  Mr Stitt purchased the former Powers store at Seeburn 
and moved it into town. Dr Wright erected a 9-room boarding 
house near the livery stable and rented both to Fergesons of 
Russell. Adam Newton who ran the Snake Creek post of-
fi ce had run a peddling wagon up and down the Silver Creek 

settlement district, built himself a store on Main Street the 
same year. 1909 was an acative bulding year and the town 
attracted business from district settlers and new businesses 
were set up: two Implement agencies;National Elveva-
tor built, several homes, Methodist church. (Source RM of 
Silver Crek local history)
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5.2  FRANCOPHONE SETTLEMENT 

 Francophone settlement in the West Riding Mountain 
Study Region occurred focused in the St. Lazare area, and the 
nearby districts of Ste. Marthe, Ste. Madeleine, and St. Jo-
seph. While many individual French speaking families settled 
and homesteaded throughout the greater study region, many 
of these gravitated to the St. Lazare area where French lan-
guage education and Roman Catholic religious upbringing was 
possible.

5.2.1  St. Lazare Mission Site
 The French Roman Catholic presence in the St. Laz-
are dis trict owes its beginnings to the missionary work of 
Reverend Father Jules DeCorby O.M.I who had been sent 
out in 1868 by Bishop Taché to minister to the Metis of the 
Qu’Appelle River region .From his main mission site of  St. 
Florent  located on the shores of Qu’Appelle Lake, and near 
present day Lebret, Saskatchewan, Fa. DeCorby established 
a number of simple mission ‘houses’ at selected locations 
across the prairies wherever the Metis hunted, wintered or 
frequented.

 By 1879 he could frequently be found ministering 
to the growing numbers of Metis frequenting, working at 
living seasonally in the vicinity of HBC Fort Ellice.  In 1880 
a log chapel and mission house was built, with volunteer 
Métis help, in the Assiniboine River valley just north of the 
Qu’Appelle mouth, two kilometers north of present day St. 
Lazare. He named it St. Lazare after the Cathedral and his 
home village in France. This mission attracted a growing 
number of Métis suddenly out of work and disenfranchised 
with the rapid demise of the fur trade and the disappearance 
of the buffalo herds from the western plains.

 The number of Metis families living and frequenting 
the immediate and surrounding had been increasing slowly 
from 1870 to about 1880, when the ‘frontier’ of “Canadian” 
settlement reached the study region. The completion of the 
Dominion Survey and the arrival of the fi rst ‘white’ settlers in 
the region spelled the end of the traditional Métis lifestyles 
as hunters and transporters on the ‘open land’, just as it had 
occurred in 1870 at Red River.  Although Métis Script land 
grants were awarded to most of the region’s Métis, by 1885 
a vast majority of them had sold their land or were cheated 
of their lands by speculators, and had moved to unsettled 
districts farther west and north - despite the urging of Fa. 
DeCorby to stay and become farmers and workers. In 1885 
Fa. DeCorby convinced Bishop Tache to allow him to make his 
seasonal St. Lazare post a permanent posting.

 During the early 1880s, as the Métis departed in 
increasing numbers, growing numbers of French-Canadian and 
European-French settlers began arriving in the study region, 
along with much greater numbers of Canadian, English and 
Scottish settlers and workers.

 The desire for access to a Roman Catholic church and 
a French language education for their children caused many 

of the incoming Francophone settlers to be drawn to the 
St. Laurent mission area - after settling or working in other 
areas of Manitoba and the west.  In an attempt to increase 
the French Roman Catholic presence in the Qu’Appelle mouth 
area. on his frequent and far fl ung travels, Father DeCorby 
encouraged many newly arrived Francophone settlers to 
move to the St. Lazare district. Among the earliest was his 
own brother Joseph who arrived with a few of his friends in 
1883. By 1887 most of their families and in-laws had joined 
them in the Qu’Appelle mouth area.  Joseph Decorby soon 
built and operated a small store located at the Mission site.

 Other very early French homesteaders included 
Chartier Delphis who arrived from St. Jacque l’Achign PQ in 
1884, and chose a homestead only few kilometers east of the 
mission.  A decade later, he sold his farm and built and moved 
into a stone house in the little townsite beginning to develop 
at the mission. Other such families included the J.M. Fouil-
lard family, who had originally homesteaded in the Saltcoats 
area about 1893 and in 1897, at Fa. DeCorbys suggestion, 
moved to the St. Lazare area. The family eventually became 
prominent community leaders, landowners, and business-
men. Other early French families such as the Tremblay’s and 
Simard’s came in 1886 after family members who had worked 
on the Dominions Survey crews and took homesteads in the 
Birtle and Rossburn areas, and encouraged family members 
back home in Baie St. Paul, Quebec to join them. On Fa. 
DeCorby’s advice many from this group also moved to the St. 
Lazare area.

 Other arriving French settlers settled in adjacent 
regions such as Ste Marthe and…
Also, many individual men and youth working on railway, in 
timber camps and lumber mills, farm workers, etc, to earn 
enough money to homestead or purchase land or their own 
or to set up a business. A number of French workers were in-
volved in the Shellmouth - Assiniboine River log drives of the 
later 1880s. The late 1890s and early 1900s were the time of 
most French settlement in the study region. Although settle-
ment initially started in early 1880s it was held up somewhat 
by the absence of a railway connection.  However by 1905 
Francophone settlement in the St. Lazare area had reach a 
point that the community was solidly French in nature. 

 The focal point for community was Fa. DeCorby’s 
mission site, which by this time had begun to develop into a 
village that included a stone church and rectory completed 
in 1899, Fa DeCorby was transferred to the Fort Pelly area in 
1895.. There was also a school, a butcher shop run by Isreal 
Tremblay; blacksmith shop, as well as three small stores, 
operated by Luc Tremblay, Jules DeCorby and Delphis Chart-
ier.  Delphois Chartier had a stone house for himself and his 
family in 1894, within a year he had applied for was offi cially 
assigned to be the fi rst St. Lazare postmaster. E. Herbert and 
D. Chartier “had a foundry in partnership and built stoves at 
the mission. Mrs. Jean-Marie Fouillard kept a small store at 
the mission, tea, tobacco mostly. Lepine family also had a 
house at the mission site. In 1903 a  the RM of Ellice munici-

pal building and stable were also constructed near the mis-
sion site. As well there were a small number of Metis families 
living in the mission house area making use of the school and 
church. (pg241;234;280;Ellice)
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5.2.2  St Lazare ‘siding’ townsite. 

 In 1905 the Grand Trunk Pacifi c Railway commenced 
construction of their Winnipeg to Edmonton main line. By 
1906 the survey for the route had been completed and con-
struction was progressing in 1907 of the rail bed or ‘grade’ 
which was built two kilometers south of the mission site.  
When GTP RR grade was being built JM Fouillard was fi rst to 
erect a store in the village in 1906 catering to the RR work-
ers, food an dlodgings. Steel was laid through St. Lazare in 
1908 and fi rst regular passenger service commenced in Janu-
ary 1909. 

 Jules DeCorby moved his store into town in 1907 or 
07.  Joeseph Tremblay also moved his store into town, and his 
building was used as a municipal offi ce, store and post offi ce. 
After regular passenger train service was instituted in 1909 
a number of busineses were relocated from the old mission 
site to the new ‘siding’ one mile (2 km) south of the mission 
site and new ones established, including Pool Room built by 
L’Heureux in about 1908; 1915: E. Fouillard built shop for 
Massy Harris agency and blacksmithing; 1911: Atlas Grain 
Co elevator built. Security Grain Co built a second elevator 
shortly after; 1909 Delphis Chartier built a hotel in town, 
which he sold to Mr. Lavallee in 1912, and built a 2 story 
building next to it, and sold it to the Hebert’s who called 
it the Accommodation Hotel.  Followed by restaurant and 
café’s, boarding houses, blacksmiths, general stores. Cremery 
built and operated from 1925 to 1945.   Several garages bult 
in 1920s. Sisters of  arrived in 1930 and convent built in 1932.
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5.1 Ukrainian Settlement

 In the years immediately following the completion 
of the C.P.R. transcontinental, the Liberal government of 
Sir. Wilfred Laurier’ realized that the economic prosperity of 
Canada depended greatly upon the prairie farmers, as produc-
ers of grain and consumers of eastern manufactured prod-
ucts, and in 1896 initiated an aggressive immigration policy, 
under the new  Minister of the Interior, Sir Clifford Sifton. 
SIfton solicited new settlers not only from Great Britain and 
eastern Canada, as in the 1880s but also from the peasant 
and tenant farming populations of eastern Europe, people 
previously considered as undesirable classes of immigrants.  
Sifton however believed that these people, who had always 
extracted their living out of the soil would adapt immediately 
to the hardships of homesteading and would provide a solid 
industrious and domestic base for a new agricultural economy 
in the Canadian west.  Many of the gentile class of gentlemen 
farmers and shop keepers who had immigrated to the prairies 
during the initial boom years of the early 1880s proved to be 
ill-prepared for the rigours of homesteading on the Canadian 
prairies, and the rate of new settlement had slowed consid-
erable by the early 1990s. Sifton’s approach to entice farm 
stock from eastern Europe was intended to reinvigorate the 
development of western Canada into the “World’s Breadbas-
ket”.

A People Eager for Land and Freedom
 The Ukrainians and Poles who settled in the study 
region, and other areas of Manitoba, came predominantly 
form the Austro-Hungarian provinces of Galician (Halychyna) 
and Bukovyna in western Ukraine. Virtually all these settlers  
were of peasant stock.  To them, emigrating to Canada meant 
freedom.  In their native land they were both politically and 
socially oppressed. More than half of the land in Ukraine was 
in the hands of the landlords and foreign owners. Most peas-
ants possessed meagre holdings of only a few acres or more. 
Their strong motive to come to Canada also included from 
mandatory conscription into the Austrian Army, high taxes, 
high prices for industrial products such as for machinery, and 
low prices for their own farm commodities. Peasants were 
also obligated to work several days each week for their land-
lord, and weren’t allowed, without permission to transfer to 
another place.  

 By the early 1890s, the peasant operated farms in 
Galicia and Bukovyna had become uneconomical, ineffi cient, 
and small because of constant subdivision over the genera-
tions and the economics and political conditions of both prov-
inces showed little hope for improvement. These conditions in 
Western Ukraine and southwestern Poland, and the advertis-
ing of free land ($10 homesteads) to Canada in combined to 
spawn what would become one of the greatest mass-migra-
tions of people in all of history. 

Settlement Districts 
 Ukrainian immigration to Manitoba began in earnest 
in 1896, when immigration agents in Winnipeg directed newly 
arrived groups of settlers to the Gardenton area of southeast-

ern Manitoba, to the eastern slopes of the Duck Mountains 
northwest of Dauphin, and to the Interlake region. At the 
time the Dominion government encouraged group settlement 
for the often penniless Ukrainian settlers. Settling near one’s 
own people was seen as providing a social support mecha-
nism, where by friends and neighbours would support each 
other during the diffi cult fi rst years, where and when needed. 
However, as the number of Ukrainian immigrants arriving rap-
idly increased, government offi cials began to fear that these 
rapidly growing Ukrainian settlement districts would result 
in cultural enclaves that were largely immune to integration 
and assimilation of the Ukrainians into mainstream Anglo 
society. New districts had to be established to reduce the size 
of these initial settlement districts.

Spruce, Swamp & Stone
 Although homesteads were but only $10, the Ukrai-
nian and settlers paid dearly for them in other ways.  Their 
hardships were many as they settled on heavily bushed, 
swampy, and rocky marginal land.  Many passed up the 
chance to settle on the open prairies because most of them 
were penniless.  On the open prairies, homesteaders needed 
money for putting up buildings, digging wells and to purchase 
fuel for heating their homes and cooking.  As well, by the late 
1890s the vast majority of the good quality farmland on the 
prairies had already been taken up, leaving the Ukrainians 
with little choice but to take up homesteads within the Park-
land fridge zone – a largely marginal strip of land described 
by noted Ukrainian historian Michael Ewanchuk as consisting 
entirely of “Spruce, Swamp and Stone.”   

 Most Ukrainians however, did not lament the scarcity 
of farmland on the southern prairies, and in fact actively 
sought out the wooded districts of the Parkland fringe. In 
these areas they could survive practically without any money.  
In the Parkland, there was usually a good supply of timber for 
erecting buildings, and readily available clay for plastering 
them. The region also generally possessed plenty of open hay 
meadows and a water table that was very high with numerous 
creeks or sloughs to water their stock.  The land also provid-
ed them with an abundance of wild fruit, and was full of wild 
animals: moose, deer and wild fowl, berries, mushrooms, 
and sencea root which could be sold or traded at the nearest 
stores. Nevertheless, despite such readily available natural 
resources, having settled on heavily bushed, swampy, and 
rocky marginal land, their initial hardships were many and 
signifi cant. All work was undertaken using simple hand tools 
and one or two draft animals, including the diffi cult task of 
clearing the land of its dense forest cover.

 Ukrainian settlement of the wooded bush country 
along the southwestern fl anks of the Riding Mountain plateau 
commenced in 1899.  At the time, these heavily wooded 
townships remained largely unsettled. Some of the town-
ships had already been subdivided into quarter sections and 
opened to homesteaders and buyers, but due to the heavy 
forest covers and the diffi culty in clearing the land, the 
region remained largely unsettled, except for a scattered few 

CAPTION: IMMIGRATION POSTER. Sir 
Cliford Sifton who initiated an aggressive 
immigration policy in 1896 was quoted as 
saying:  “I think a stalwart peasant in a 
sheepskin coat, born of the soil, whose 
forefathers have been farmers for genera-
tions, with a stout wife and half a dozen 
children, is good quality”.  To him experi-
ence as hardy farmers was important and 
it didn’t have to be English-speaking.   
(Source Cross of Freedom booklet, or, 
Garland History.  

Right: Detail from a map show-
ing lands  available along the 
the proposed general  route of 
the Canadian Northern railway 
in 1908?. This is much the same 
area eventually settled and 
developed by the study regions 
Ukrainian settlers. 

Above: A group of newly arrived Ukrainian 
immigrants photographed in Winnipeg at 
the turn of the century. Their time in the 
big city would be brief before they head-
ed out for their homesteads and a often  
diffi cult start in the isolated wildernes of 
the then unsettled Parkland zone.  
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ranches, and portable saw mill operations. 
In the spring of 1899 the Department of the Interior wished 
to start a new Ukrainian settlement district and instructed its 
agents to direct newly arrived groups of Ukrainian settlers to 
the unsettled woodlands of the south Riding Mountain region. 
The fi rst group of settlers to be directed to the south Riding 
Mountain region consisted of a company of approximately 400 
men, women and children. They departed the Winnipeg CPR 
station on May 9th 1899, looking forward to setting settled on 
the land and starting a new life in Canada. They were joined 
by colonization agent C.W. Speers who was to accompany 
them to a prepared temporary campsite located near Rog-
ers Lake in Township 19-23W, some 25 miles (km?) northwest 
of Stratclair, and where they were to await the subdivision 
of the surrounding townships in sections and quarter sec-
tions. This unfortunate group would endure one of the worst 
tragedies to befall any group of immigrants to settle on the 
Canadian prairies.

The Rogers Lake Tragedy. 
 Shortly after arriving in Canada only days earlier, one 
of the children in the group contracted scarlet fever, likely 
through interaction with a sick child at the dockside immigra-
tion processing centre in Quebec City prior to boarding the 
train taking them west.  During the train trip west several 
of the children took ill, and by the time the group disem-
barked at Strathclair, several children had died and more 
were falling ill. Despite quarantining and caring for the ill in 
a livery barn in Strathclair, the disease continued to spread 
to the children within the group. The residents of Strathclair 
understandably were concerned, and pressured C.W. Speers 
to have the group moved to their camp at Rogers Lake. While 
resting briefl y at “Old Straithclair”, an early Anglo settlement 
located at “The Bend” of the Little Saskatchewan River some 
10 km north of Straithclair, the bodies of 13 children were 
interred in the local cemetery.  

 The main group then continued on to the Rogers 
Lake campsite, which consisted of three large tents and a log 
house. While camped there, a late spring snowstorm swept 
the Riding Mountain region. In the wet and cold conditions 
of the that followed the storm, and weakened by exposure, 
fatigue, and the hardships of a long journey, the group was 
further ravaged by the disease. By the time it had run its 
course, over 40 more children and 3 adults had sumcommed 
to the disease. All of the children in the original group, save 
for three, were lost. One mother witnessing the death of her 
fi ve daughters, did not recover from the experience, her grief 
leading to her death in a matter of months. Due to the frozen 
ground the dead were interned in a single mass grave, near 
the shores of Rogers Lake.  

 After the quarantee was lifted the grief-struck 
survivors of the tragedy were fi nally allowed to select their 
homesteads and start their lives anew. Six years later, in 1905 
the settlers build St. Michael the Archangel Ukrainian Catho-
lic Church nearby, in what later became the hamlet of Olha. 
The site of the mass grave was marked by a single wooden 

cross until 1948 when small more permanent stone marker 
was erected at the site. In 1998? The Parkland Pioneers As-
sociation erected a large black granite monument listing 
the names of those who had died, and instituted an annual 
outdoor mass at the at the site to commemorate the event, 
those who lost their lives during it, and those survivers who 
were forever effected by it. 

Settlement Expands
 Although accustomed to village settlement in their 
homeland, Ukrainian settlers were prevented from settling 
together in villages by the requirements of the Dominion 
Lands Act which dictated that each settler had to reside upon 
the claimed homestead land for three years before patent 
was granted.  Because the Canadian Northern railway, when 
it was built in 1908-10, passed south of the Ukrainian settled 
areas, no towns of any size were   established in the region, 
save a few simple crossroads hamlets made up by a school,  
a combination store/ post offi ce, and a church and parish 
hall. In the study region, such cross-road hamlets formed at 
Ohla, Marco, and Glen Elmo. Ohla is one of the last crossroad 
hamlets still surviving in Manitoba. It consists of the Kultosky 
Country Store with Ohla P.O. boxes outside, the newly re-
stored St. Michaels’s Church, a municipally protected heri-
tage site, and the Olha parish hall. Other rural postal districts 
established by Ukrainian settlers included: Mears, Marco, and 
Ruthernia district, and just to the east of the study region 
were the rural districts of: Seech, Wisla, and Horod. 

 By 1920s farmers were prosperous enough to pur-
chase farm land in areas further south, and a general move-
ment ‘down from the mountain’ into the older more-es-
tablished Anglo settled areas occurred into such rail-side 
communities, such as Russell, Angusville, Rossburn, Vista, and 
Oakburn. 

The Ukrainian Cultural Landscape. 
 Like most of the immigrant groups the Ukrainians 
brought with them a rich variety of cultural traditions. In the 
early decades of the century, one would fi nd on farmsteads 
throughout the Ukrainian settled areas, the traditional and 
picturesque that-roofed and mud-plastered cottages with 
their brightly whitewashed walls; several small log barns; 
storage sheds or komoras; large gardens protected by wil-
low lath fences; and distinctive crib wells with their buckets 
attached to long wooden sweeps .  The most visible, and in-
teresting of their architectural traditions was the distinctive 
churches. 

 Ukrainian churches are easily recognizable with their 
Byzantine onion-shaped domes (banyas), tripartite confi gura-
tion and the separate free-standing bell tower. The Orthodox 
churches are further distinguished by the presence of the 
Orthodox cross.  The interiors of these churches are rich in 
symbolism.  Many of these Ukrainian churches have been 
designated as protected municipal heritage sites by the local 
and provincial levels of government and have been lovingly 
restored with the funding assistance by government and pri-
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vate agencies and societies, and local contribution. In addi-
tion to the districts many churches, other Ukrainian heritage 
sites such as the former Marconi School, the Rogers Lake Mass 
Grave site, the Swystun’s Buddas, the Ukrainian National 
Home of Ivan Franko in Angusville, among others, together 
form a signifi cant collection of sites and structures and make 
this a signifi cant cultural landscape. In addition, the pictur-
esque rolling “pothole” nature of the countryside adds an 
appealing natural setting to the Ukrainian-Canadian cultural 
presence . 

 1n 2001 Alex Shoumatoff, noted journalist, former 
contributing editor to Vanity Fair magazine, and frequent 
writer on world cultures, toured the Ukrainian settled regions 
of western Canada in 2001, including two days in the South 
Riding Mountain region, boldly noted later in a ‘dispatch’ de-
scribing the trip, that: “The South Riding Mountain area has 
the most intense pocket of rural Ukrainian culture in the New 
World. This is high praise from a well traveled and learned 
man. The region is a marvelous heritage landscape, in both 
natural and human terms.

 While Ukrainian religious structures are still seen 
widely and highly in the study region,  domestic forms have 
not survived so well. There are currently no preserved ex-
amples of a traditional Ukrainian farmstead. There are a few 
houses built in the Ukrainian traditional style, but most are 
abandoned and rapidly deteriorating.  By the late 1920s most 
settlers began to modify the traditional residential forms, 
with the use of wooden shingles for roofi ng instead of grass 
thatch; the sheathing of the exterior wall with wooden drop 
siding, and the expansion of the attic areas into living spaces. 
By  the late 1930s wood frame houses of plan book design 
began to appear in the Ukrainian settled area, devoid of any 
traditional elements. Few of the earlier traditional style 
homes survive, and there is some urgency to locating and 
preserving a good representative Ukrainian farmstead in this 
area to more fully represent the wide range of Ukrainian Ca-
nadian architectural types in the region, and provide an even 
superior attraction to visitors, tourists, and residents alike.  

Currently…..
 Second and third generation Ukrainians now fully 
integrated into all aspects mainstream society, however, the 
cultural landscape of the Ukrainian settled districts is still im-
pressed on the landscape. Shoumatoff quote: \. .

Ukrainian Settlement: Sources: 
1. “History of Garland and District, 1874-1985”. pgs 16-18. 
2. “Memory of our Pioneers – History of Garland and District, 
1874-1985”. Pages 16-18  
3. Dispatch #8: The Prairie Churches of Manitoba, Saskatch-
ewan, and North Dakota: A Report for the J.M.Kaplan Fund in 
dispatchesfromthevanishingworld.com
4,
   

Olha
Ohla is a rare surviving cross roads rural community, and 
considts of a store/post offi ce, a church, a community 
hall, and a residence or two. Marilan and ? Kultowski 
own and operate the store. the Post Offi ce function was 
recently coverted to rural postal box outlet. Church is a 
signifi cant structure, built by survivers of the Rogers Lake 
Tragedy. It is a designated municipal heritge site, and was 
re-shingled and restored during the 1990s. The community 
hall is still used by local residents for social function, wed-
ings, socials, etc, and the popular annual fall supper.

There are several notable sites of Ukrainian heritage 
located nearby to Olha, including the Swystun Buddas (a 
former site a group of simple temporary dwellings built 
to temporatily house arriving settlers, and containing two 
budda reconstructions. Also located nearby is the Rogers 
lake Mass Grave site, the where the Scarlett Fever tragegy 
occured and the bodies of 42 children and 3 adults are 
buried.

MORE.....  
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The Seech Survey.
 During the summer of 1977, in one of its fi rst projects as as a new and seperate government 
branch within the then Department of Parks & Recreation, an intensive fi eld survey was undertaken 
buy three branch staff members. The resultant internal report document was labelled simple as the 
Seech Report. The western half of that study area, coincides with the north eastern portions of the 
current study region, providing the opportunity for a basis of comparision through the intervein-
ing 29 years as to the area’s architectural heritage resources. A portion of the original 1997 survey 
area was selected to be revisited  in 2006 in the Olha district.  Within this area 81 individual sites 
were visited in 1977. In 2004 and 2006 ? a total of 29  sites were revisited to acertain the effect of 
almost three decades of natural weathering and regional economic development.
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Byrd School No 2212. Located on SW 5-20-23W. Photo 1977. 
Used from 1929 to 1966. No longer in existance? HRB 624-E1.

The ‘old’ store in Ohla in 1977.  Unfortunately, this quaint 
‘boomtown’ style structure has not survived. HRB 626-D1.

Kultowski’s General Store and Ohla Post Offi ce in 2004. Since 
then, exterior postal boxes installed near the store.    

HRB 624-B1. Sts. Peter & Paul Ukrainian Catholic Church, also known as 
the  ‘Rossburn Farms Church’. Constructed in 1904 it was offi cially closed 
in 1960 with the congregation thereafter attending the Rossburn church. 
Photo 1 taken during the 1977 inventory shows a slightly forelorn build-
ing with deteriorating wood shingle roof and peeling paint; Photo 2 was 
taken during the mid-1980s? and shows repairs undertaken in 1978-79 by 
the Parkland Ukrainian Pioneer Association, which included exterior paint-
ing and asphalt shingles. The third photo, taken in the autumn of 2004, 
shows yet another a fresh coat of paint and the building is now sporting tin 
roofi ng. Still a well-known and maintained for local religious and cultural 
landmark 45 years after it closed. 

St. Micheal’s Ukrainian Catholic Church and Bell Tower, Olha. A protected municipal heritage 
site, the church and tower have been faithfully restored with a wood shingle roofs and original 
exteior colours. Photo 1 shows the original building, unpainted and without the vestibule visible 
in the second image, taken during the summer of 1925. Note also in the 1925 photo the priest’s 
house just visible behing the church. The two colour images taken in 2004 show further site 
changes, a growing cemetery and a double-line of mature spruces leading up to the church. HRB 
626-B1.

HRB 624-E2. Marconi School, NW 23-20-23W. 1977 photo. In service 
from 1921 to 1965. Good condition despite broken windows.   

Marconi School in 2004, during a Manitoba Historical Society bus tour 
stopover. Designated by RM of Rossburn in 1990 and restored by ??

St. Michael’s Parish Hall, Olha in 1977. HRB 626-J1. Bell-cast 
gambrel roof and interesting interplay of windows with roof. 

St. Michael’s Parish Hall 2004. Front vestibule added, asphalt 
shingles. Used for annual fall supper and ?.
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5.5 Romanian Settlement 

 The Lennard district is Manitoba’s only Romanian 
‘cultural enclave’ settlement district. While Romanian Family 
names are still common, much of the district is little dif-
ferent than the Ukrainian or older Anglo areas, in terms of 
buildings and lifestyles of the residents. That is  except for 
several superbly restored and maintained local landmarks. In 
particular the St. Elijah Roman Orthodox church site, with its 
old and new churches, the Paulencu House museum, priest’s 
house, and attractive grounds. The site is one of Manitoba’s 
best heritage gems. Other notable local landmarks include 
the nearby, uniquely designed and beautiful Ukrainian Catho-
lic Church of the ???, and the historical markers at the former 
Lennard crossroads. With it proximity to the Inglis Elevator 
row and the outstanding natural beauty of the land the Len-
nard district is a signifi cant heritage tourism asset for the 
study region and the province. 

 As were the growing numbers of Ukrainian speaking 
immigrants, these Romanian families were trying to escape 
a life of proverty and oppression by the gentry and foreign 
landholders in much of eastern Europe. Dominated by the 
gentry class and foreign landowners, farm land was almost 
impossible to obtain. Individual landholding had shrunk to 
average 2 Hectages per family. Wood in short supply, It was a 
crime to cut down a tree on the estates. The future for young 
families was bleak in Bocuvena 

 Fortunately they were also good hard working farm-
ers, just what the new Minister of the Interior Clifford Sifton 
was looking for to fi ll the still empty prairies of western Can-
ada.  After the completion of the CPR in 1885 settlers did not 
fl ood onto the land as expected. The previous government 
had been very selective in who was allowed into Canada, 
seeking ‘a higher class of people’ where nationality over road 
skills and experience.  Northern Europeans were the pre-
ferred class of immigrants. This policy produced immigrants 
that proved not very inclined to the riguors of  homesteading 
on the prairies. England was accused of using the opportunity 
to rid itself of the poor and scandal tainted. (in 1896 only 16, 
835 immigrants entered Canada. Immigration numbers had to 
be improved, and Sifton turned to eastern Europe for “stal-
wart farmers in sheepskin clothing, with a stout wife and half 
a dozen children”.The bulk of eastern European immigrants 
were Ukrainian but less numbers of Polish and Romanian im-
migrants were caught up in the great wave of eastern Euro-
pean settlemt in the Parklands of western Canada. 

  The settlement of the district occurred via Saskatch-
ewan. It began in May of 1899, when the fi rst small group of 
Romanian settlers arrived in Winnipeg, They were Dominica 
Paulencu and their sons Ion and Gheorghe, Nicolai Pentelicuic 
and his wife and 3 children, having departed on March 31, 
1899 the fi rst from their village of Voloca in Austro-Hungar-
ian province  of Bucovina. This fi rst group was directed to the 
Saltcoats district of SK. where there was still homesteads un-
claimed. There was also a Immigration agent and immigration 
barracks.  However, the only available unclaimed lands were 

of very poor quality, and the settlers struggled just to survive 
the fi rst few years. They built themselves a temporary ‘semi-
subterranean”, shelter  (budda or bordie in Romanian, and 
as the women and children and older men prepared initial 
gardens and establish a farmstead yard, the able bodied men 
went seeking work 60 miles away in the established Anglo 
area on the east side of the Ass R. In spring of 1900 twenty 
more settlers from the village of Voloca arrived and joined 
the struggling initial group. The fi rst few years were diffi cult, 
but the settlers survived by snaring and hunting rabbits and 
the produce from the garden, and fi sh from the Assiniboine R 
( a ten mile walk) together with some small earnings the men 
brought in from their jobs. 

 In 1900 while working for Tom McLennon,  new owner 
of the Assessippi the fl our and saw mills,  store  and P.O. and 
cattle rancher, Elie Burla learned that land was newly avail-
able to the east of Assessippi. The township had been part of 
the Riding Mountain Forest Reserve, est’d in DATE?, but had 
recently been thrown open for homesteading and purchase. 
As well, some homesteads in Township 23-28W remained un-
claimed because of the solid forest cover.  Later in the year 
Elie, the Paulencu brothers and Nicolia Pentelicuic scouted 
the area McLennan had described to them, eventually se-
lecting fi ne looking land with bush and numerous small lakes 
and good sized Poplar trees 8 km (fi ve miles) NE of Asessippi. 
They then walked the 20 miles to Russell and entered their 
homestead applications, which included all of section 24-23-
28W and returned to Saltcoats to inform the families and to 
prepare to move. 

 Very soon many immigrants from Voloca and neigh-
bouring villages n Bucovina joined those this early group,  
occupying every last quarter section of land that was still 
available. South to Bear Creek, west to Shell River, east and 
north to Riding Mountain forest (more slowly).  A new com-
munity at the edge of the Canadian wilderness was estab-
lished.  It would be the only largely homogeneous Romanian 
settlement district in Manitob a.   By 1903 there were suf-
fi cient setters to organize a parish, called St. Elijah after the 
old testament prophet and to honor Elie Burla on whole land 
the church was to be located. By 1907 there were 30 families 
in the parish and a church constructed or sawed timbers. A 
manse was later constructed for accommodations for visiting 
priests, It was destroyed by fi re in 1939 but replaced with a 
new residence, which still exists. The fi rst one-room school, 
Shellbank School, was constructed in 1910 mile north of 
where Lennard hamlet later developed. By 1920 there were 
65 pupils in grades 1 to 8. IN 1922 a new two room school was 
constructed on NE 13-23-28W in the hamlet of Lennard. The 
original school was soon mov ed to the same site and used for 
beginners to grade three.  Enrollment peaked in 1926 with 93 
students.  By 1943 there were only 30 pupils and enrollment 
was down to 20 in 1951. At the conclusion of 1960-61 school 
years, the school was formally closed.

 In 1912 aspiring entrepreneurs were beginning to eye 
the district as a promising location for a business. Joseph L. 
Norquay built and operated a general store on the SW cor-

Detail from a 1:50,000 scale topographic map  showing 
the Lennard district in 1950?. Showing building foot-
prints, roadways elevations and surface water. Except for 
the two churches, virtually all of the buildings noted on 
this map now longer exit. 

By 1901 the pioneers bagan to miss the dedicated religious life. Burials had to be made in the Asessippi 
cemetery, as there was not yet a proper burial place in the new community.  The 4 original homeseaders 
constructed a wooded cross and raised it in a clearing  which served as a place in which to meet and pray 
during the warmer months of the year.  By 1903 there were enough settlers I the area to organize a parish 
and construct a church, called St. Elijah after the Old Testament prophet and also to honor Elie Burla on 
whose land the church was to be located.  Literate members of the community conducted services using 
bibles brought from the old country but the liturgy could not be conducted as none in the communite were 
ordained. The fi rst ordained priest arrived in 1907 
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rner of the crossroads, petitioned for a post offi ce and named 
it Lennard after Wm Barrett Lennard, a pioneer settler in 
Boulton municipality.  Geo Romalis opened a store kitty-cor-
ner to the Norquay store. A blacksmith shop opened on the 
SE corner. Elie Burla built a community hall on this quarter 
at the NE corner of the crossroads. During the twenties it 
had 3 general stores, a blacksmith, poolroom, two halls, two 
schools, a teacherage, a church and a manse.  Pg.79.  Despite 
the branch line construction in 1922 which spawned the com-
munity of Inglis the hamlet of Lennard continued to thrive, 
the residents of the district  preferring to conduct business 
in their own language with people they known.  A Jewish 
merchant, who spoke Romanian and Ukrainian purchased the 
Smellie Bros store in Inglis, and soon won the patronage of 
many Lennard area customers, and marking the beginning of 
Lennard’s economic decline. 

 In 1938 the Ukrainian residents of the district built 
a church and hall of their own west of the crossroads. But 
by this time the town was slowly ding as more and more 
business was conducted in Inglis and Russell. Businesses and 
farms failed during the great depression and many families 
departed the area. In 1966 the hamlet consisted of one store, 
two churches and two residences.  The post offi ce and store 
at Lennard permanently closed in 1966. The last store burned 
in 1993. 

 Lennard served as a social and commercial center for 
more than 30 years. Its rise and decline followed the same 
pattern as many other communities across  the prairies.  
Flourished during the late teens and 1920s and slowly lost its 
reason to exist in the thirties and forties. Except for rem-
nants of traditions, old religious practices and Eastern Euro-
pean family names, everyone now has become the same.  The 
Romanian residents of Lennard, however,, have preserved the 
Romanian physical presence with the St. Elijah church site. It 
is a model that other district should, and in some cases have 
copied. 

Construction of the new St Elijah 
church occurred in 1952, and old 
church closed.  Apparently a design 
based on the Lutheran church in 
Inglis was adopted. 

Below: St. George Romanian Orthodox Church, Blue WIng Lake.
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4.0 Land Surveys

Figure 4.0.6:  Detail from a 1 Inch to 3 Mile Series Sectional Map published in 1923. This wonderfully detailed, full colour map shows a 
section of the Fourth Correction Line along the southern edge of the study region. Note that the correction ’jog’ lines up exactly to the 
one mile mark along the section line one mile east of Lavina. Section roads to the east from that line, jog slightly to the right. Roads to 
the west jog slightly to the left. Along this line the roadway grid may well be perfectly straight, as it is along principal meridians, but the 
township line and the section numbering are a full mile off alignment.  Before the correction line reached the two mile mark, the Sec-
ond Principal Meridian was demarked, and in effect re-setting the correction job to zero. (Map Title: Sectional Map No. 71, Virden Sheet. Scale 
1:190,080 or 1 Inch to 3 Miles, March 1923 Edition. Offi ce of the Surveyor General. HRB map #213.) 

Right. Figure 4.0.7: The standard tool of the Dominion Survey was the sur-
veyor’s chain.  A Surveyor’s or Gunter’s chain is precisely that, a chain sixty-
six feet (20.12 meters) long and comprised of one hundred links, each 7.92 
inches (20.1 cm) long. Exactly eighty chains equaled a mile.  When the Do-
minion Land Surveyors were temporarily headquartered at Fort Ellice during 
the later 1870s, they installed three granite survey pedestals, six feet deep, 
near the fort. The pedestals marked out a triangle of land exactly one-half 
mile to a side, and were used to calibrate the chains the various survey 
teams were using, as they tended to wear and loose their accuracy with 
constant use.  When area residents erected a commemorative cairn near the 
site of Fort Ellice II in 1935, two of these survey pedestals, complete with 
their bronze inlays, were moved to the site of marker, where they still exist 
today. The third marker had by that time disappeared.8  (HRB Photo) 

Left: Figure 4.0.8 A colourful patchwork of one-half 
mile square quarter sections near Lake-of-the-Prairies 
in the extreme northern portion of the study region. 
In many cases farms have been consolidated, creating 
fi elds a half and full section in size. (Photo Brian Sytnyk) 

ians achieve these necessary accommodations. When lay-
ing out the townships, surveyors made the northern edge 61 
feet shorter than the southern boundary. This allowance was 
cumulative, meaning that the northern edge of each township 
became progressively narrower as one traveled northward. 
To compensate, a series of east-west ‘corrections lines’ were 
instituted and laid out every fourth township north, (except for 
the First Correction Line, which is only two townships north 
of the US border). Townships located immediately north of a 
correction line were ‘full-width’, that is with six one-mile-wide 
sections plus six 99-foot road allowances. These townships 
deviated in width from those located immediately south of the 
correction line by 244 feet.4  In this way, townships could be 
made uniformly ‘square”, although they could not be uniformly 
‘stacked’ in perfectly vertical columns.  
 
 East of the principal meridian, townships located along 
a correction line ‘jog’ to the right, and west of the Principal 
Meridian they ‘jog’ to the left. The Principal Meridian is the only 
perfectly straight north/south township line in Manitoba.  All 
others are broken by correction line jogs, which as noted, are 
cumulative in their effect. The greater the distance from the 
Principal Meridian, the greater the ‘jog’ or alignment correc-
tion. At the Saskatchewan boundary, the left-handed jog is off 
set by almost 1.5 miles (2.5 kilometres), (Figure 4.0.9). It is 
for this reason that the Manitoba - Saskatchewan boundary is 
‘stepped’ in nature, rather than a straight north/south survey 
line. 

 To address the accumulative misalignment in the town-
ship grid, a “Second Principal Meridian” was laid out a short 
distance west of the Manitoba-Saskatchewan boundary, along 
the 102 longitudinal Meridian, (Figure 4.0.4). To accommodate 
the establishment of the Second Principal Meridian, virtually all 
townships located immediately to the east contain less than 36 
sections, and many sections contain less than 640 acres, (Fig-
ure 3.3.7).  From the Second Principal Meridian, the 61 foot 
accumulative jog per range begins anew, eventually requiring 

the establishment of additional Principal Meridians to realign 
the township grid in each case.5   It is this necessity for survey 
correction lines that results in situations in the study region, 
and elsewhere, where one can be traveling a straight north-
south road, on obstacle-free fl at level land, where the road 
comes to a “T-junction” dead-end, jogs a hundred feet or so left 
or right and then continues on. There are three correction lines 
located in the South Riding Mountain Study Region where this 
occurs. The Fourth ‘base’ line passes along the southern edge 
of the Birdtail Sioux I.R.; the Fifth through the Gambler I.R. and 
the Sixth passes one mile north of the community of Shell-
mouth. Along each of these three survey lines, the townships 
located in Range 29 exhibit the largest correction “jog” to be 
found anywhere in the Province of Manitoba.         

Survey Process
 The Dominion Land Survey was undertaken in three 
principal stages, The preliminary step was to establish base 
lines and principal meridians. In the study region these were 
completed by 1876.  From these initial guide lines the land was 
surveyed into blocks 12 miles square, composed of four town-
ships and enclosed between standard meridians and base, or 
correction, lines. The 24-mile square block parcels were in the 
process of being demarked in the study region when the map 
portrayed in Figure 4.0.5 was prepared. Along the block perim-
eters, all township, section, and quarter-section corners were 
marked by metal and wooden stakes.  After the block outlines 
had been completed, a third survey crew subdivided the blocks 
into four townships and each township into 36 sections. The 
majority of the townships in the study region were sub-divided 
into sections during 1881 and 1882. The various survey crews 
undertaking these tasks were headquartered at Fort Ellice, 
when they were in the area, as were the various crews running 
exploratory surveys for the Canadian Pacifi c Railway mainline.  
While being billeted at Fort Ellice in 1878, the Dominion survey 
crews staked out survey chain “calibration markers” to help in-
sure that measurements remained accurate as the metal links 
wore down with constant daily use, (Figure 4.0.8).

4.1 Land Distribution Mechanisms

 The entire West Riding Mountain Study Region was uni-
formly subdivided under the standard Dominion “section” survey, 
with few deviations - which was exactly the intent of the Domin-
ion Survey planners. Nevertheless, there are several items and 
sites of special interest, in terms of the history and effects of the 
Dominion Survey on the landscape. Most of these pertain to the 
various types of land distribution mechanisms instituted by the 
Dominion Government to facilitate the rapid settlement and ef-
fi cient administration lands in the newly acquired West.

  Lands were to be reserved, or otherwise made avail-
able, for purposes such as: homesteads and preemption lands 
for settlers; school and university endowment lands; Hudson’s 
Bay Company lands; “Mixed Blood” (Métis and Country Born) 
Script lands; grants to railway and colonization companies; 
special grants to North West Mounted Police, North West Rebel-
lion, and later Boer War Veterans; charitable institutions, such as 
the “Barnardo Home of Boys” located near the Town of Russell 
(and discussed in Chapter 5); and the already discussed, Indian 
Reserve lands. Notably, the West Riding Mountain Study Re-
gion possesses past examples of the vast majority of the vari-
ous types of land grant mechanisms instituted by the Dominion 
Government during the settlement era on the Canadian prairies. 
This was largely because the region was one of the earliest in 
the province to receive settlers from eastern Canada, who were 
attracted by the high praise given to the region by the various 
Dominion Land Surveyors, railway crews, and other government 

offi cials who traveled in the area during the course of their work. 
Settlers, businessmen, and speculators alike used whatever 
means available to them to acquire select parcels of land in the 
region at the lowest price possible. Although these various land 
distribution mechanisms had little effect on the physical land-
scape in the study region, they did infl uence the nature and tim-
ing of settlement and development, and thus merits at least brief 
discussion.

Hudson Bay Company Lands 
 The Hudson’s Bay Company was compensated for ced-
ing its British North American territory to the Crown by allowing 
it to retain a maximum of 1/20 of the land. This amounted to 
seven quarter-sections per township. In order to standardize the 
land which the Company could select, all of Section 8 and 3/4 of 
Section 26 were set aside for the Company in four consecutive 
townships; in every fi fth township, the Company received all of 
section 26, (Figure 4.0.3).  In addition, the Company was allowed 
to keep land at all of its post sites, as it did at HBC Fort Ellice. 
This 1,215 hectare (3,000 acre) parcel is the largest of the HBC 
post reserves in all of southern Manitoba, refl ecting its perceived 
economic signifi cance and potential at the time. It was surveyed 
prior to the arrival of the “section” survey parties. As such, it does 
not correspond to the grid boundaries associated with the Do-
minion Survey. Also of signifi cance is that it consists of a single 
undivided parcel of land, (Figure: 4.1.1). Nowhere else in the 
study region is there a comparable parcel of land, of any size, 
that exists independent of the Dominion Section Survey in this 
manner.
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Below. Figure 4.1.3. Manitoba and North Western Rail-
way advertisement offering lands for sale in ‘the “Park 
Lands of the Fertile Belt”. (Source: Archives of Manitoba: 
Advertising #57, HRB Photo HRR 766) 

Above. Figure 4.1.2: Portion of a Manitoba and North-Western Rail-
way map showing railway lands for sale in 1886 in the upper Assini-
bone River region. Note the partial townships and sections located 
along the east side of the “Second Initial Meridian”, which slices 
through Range 33 along the 110th longitude.  The map shows several 
areas where the M&NW railway did not hold rights to the land, hav-
ing been previousy granted to other agencies.  The odd-mumbered 
sections in the Asessippi district were reserved for the Shell River 
Colonization Company; the block south of Russell was held by the 
Scottish, Ontario and Manitoba Land Company; and the area south 
of Township 19, at the bottom of the map, was granted to the Great 
North West Central Railway, which was bought out by the CPR in 
1887. (Source: Guide Book to the Lands of the Manitoba and North Western 
Railway. 1886. HRB Photo HRR766) 

Figure 4.1.1: North half of Township 16 Range 
28 WPM showing the Hudson’s Bay Company Re-
serve at Fort Ellice. Note that the reserve is not 
a clean ‘fi t’ with the Dominion Section Survey. 
The demarkation of the reserve pre-dated the 
Dominion survey. As a result of this, and the 
fact that the west bank of the Assiniboine River 
served as the reserve’s eastern boundary, there 
are parcels of various sizes and shapes along the 
perimeter of the reserve. Some of these parcels 
are quite diffi cult to access. Note also that 
little topographic information is shown within 
the reserve, particularly the course of Beaver 
Creek, and its steep-sided valley. Even outside 
the HBC Reserve, this particular surveyor tend-
ed only to record landscape information laying 
directly along his section lines, such as the lip 
and sides of the mile-wide Assiniboine River Val-
ley. Yet, the routes of most of the trails in the 
area are well noted. (Map Title: Department of the 
Interior, Topographical Surveys Branch, Township Plan 
16-28 WPM. April 18th, 1903 edition. HRB map #215) 

 
 The Hudson’s Bay Company received other lands as 
substitute for acreage lost to lakes and rivers. A number of 
sections were granted under this provision in the study region, 
such as on the western side of the Assiniboine River in the 
Rural Municipality of Russell.  One of these, 2-20-29W, later 
became the town site of Millwood. In Russell municipality, the 
Hudson’s Bay Company held title to a total of 18.25 sections 
of land, (Figure: 4.0.18). The Company began offering it lands 
for sale in 1879 at prices ranging from $3.00-$6.00 per acre 
($7.50 -$15.00 per hectare), depending upon location and 
other circumstances. Since the Company’s own conditions 
for sale were never strictly enforced, much of the Company’s 
land in the study region was quickly purchased by specula-
tors, particularly during the 1881-82 Manitoba land “Boom”. 
During this period of intense excitement and speculation, the 
Company disposed of an average of 20,000 acres (8,094 ha) 
monthly.  After the “Crash of 1882”, when land prices plum-
meted, the price of HBC land dropped considerably, but very 
little of it was disposed of until the early twentieth century. The 
Company saw no value in disposing of its land at low prices in 
order to encourage the establishment of a prosperous agricul-
tural economy. It was more profi table to wait until a prosperous 
agricultural economy developed on its own, driving up land 
prices, particularly when it paid no municipal taxes on that 
land. Further delaying settlement in the study region was the 
fact that much of the land purchased in 1881-81 by speculators 
remained unoccupied and undeveloped for many years.6

Homesteads and Pre-emptions.
 The Dominion Lands Act of 1870 set the framework 
for the agricultural settlement of the entire western interior. 
Although The Act was amended several times and the regu-
lations affecting homestead settlement differed in matters of 
detail, the broad terms and conditions of The Act remained 
constant. It established that the 160-acre (64.8 hectare) home-
stead was to be the basic unit of settlement, that entry for a 
homestead could be made for a nominal administration fee of 
$10, and that full and clear title - the patent to the homestead 
- would be awarded after three years if the settler had fulfi lled 

certain obligations. The settler had to: reside upon this home-
stead for at least six months every year for a minimum of three 
years; to build a house of specifi ed minimum dimensions with 
windows and a door; and break and cultivate a specifi ed area 
- usually about 30 acres (12 hectares) was suffi cient - before 
applying for patent.  In heavy bush country, as an alternative to 
clearing land, the settler was required to keep a certain number 
of cattle upon the homestead for three years. Finally, before 
the patent was awarded, the applicant had to obtain or prove 
British citizenship. These duties were designed to ensure that 
the applicant was indeed a bona fi de settler and not a land 
speculator who would not make a contribution to the devel-
opment of the country.7  Only even-numbered sections were 
available for homesteading, (Figure 4.0.3).  The homestead-
ers could also fi le for a pre-emption, which permitted them to 
buy a neighbouring odd-numbered quarter for $1.00 an acre, 
if available, once they obtained title to their own homestead. 
Also for a limited time, between 1882-89, in order to better at-
tract potential settlers from taking up lands in America, home-
steaders who had obtained patents for their homesteads were 
allowed to apply for a second homestead. This system proved 
impractical however, because it offered no limit to the number 
of entries a person could make, and encouraged people to 
grab more land than they could properly farm. Quite a number 
of second homesteads are known to have been registered in 
the Russell area.9 

School Lands 
 The allocation of a land grant for educational purposes 
was considered at the beginning of the Dominion Lands era. 
Like the standard Hudson’s Bay Company lands reserved in 
each township, two sections of land (11 and 29) were reserved 
in each township for school development. The sale of these 
lands went directly toward the fi nancing of educational facilities 
in each township. In 1898 the government also set aside land 
for the support of the University of Manitoba. Three and three-
quarter sections were set aside as university endowment lands 
in Russell municipality alone.

Railway Lands
   The odd-numbered sections in each township original-
ly retained by the Crown for pre-emption purposes, in 1881 were 
made available to railway companies as inducement for build-
ing tracks across northwestern Ontario, the Prairies and British 
Columbia. The various railway companies, many of them short-
lived ‘paper companies’, were granted some 32 million acres 
(about 13 million hectares) of government land in areas deemed 
suitable for settlement. The Canadian Pacifi c Railway (CPR) re-
ceived the lion’s share of this, which  amounted to 12,500 acres 
(5,059 ha) per mile of track built. The CPR was free to select 
their land from a 20-mile (32 km) belt on either side of the track, 
but tended to select only the best land; thus it chose not to take 
land in northwestern Ontario, but rather selected prairie land. 
Like the Hudson’s Bay Company, the railways found it in their 
interest to delay selecting land and to avoid paying taxes until 
there was pressure for more land to be opened for settlement. 
Only then would they select the most promising areas and sell 
land to settlers and speculators alike. The railway company’s 
strategy delayed the course of settlement and acted against the 
best interests of districts where they had rights to select land.10  
In the study region, land was granted to the, Canadian Pacifi c, 
the Manitoba and Northwestern, Grand Trunk Pacifi c and the 
Canadian Northern railways, (Figure 4.15, Figure 4.16).  

Colonization Companies
 In 1872 The Immigration and Colonization Act was 
passed, prompting the establishment of various schemes for 
attracting settlers to the prairies. Agents in Europe (mainly Great 
Britain), armed with publicity pamphlets and a massive propa-
ganda campaign, began to work with the various steamship 
companies providing passage to land hungry immigrants. In 
eastern Canada, various Colonization companies and associa-
tions were established. Several such companies were awarded 
land in the West Riding Mountain Study Region. The Shell River 
Colonization Company was allocated three townships on the 
lower Shell River; the Hamilton and Northwest Colonization 
Company received lands northwest of Birtle, and the Scottish 
Ontario and Manitoba Land Company received land in the Bins-
carth district. 

Métis Script Land
 According to the The Manitoba Act of 1870, land to the 
extent of 1,400,000 acres (566,500 ha) was set aside to be dis-
tributed “among the children of the Half Breed heads of families” 
residing in the new province. Each was the receive 240 acres.  
Four years later, the heads of “half-breed” families themselves 
were provided with grants of 160 acres (65 ha) each or $160.00. 
Most chose the money.11 Frequently the recipients of Script sold 
their certifi cates to land speculators for 60-80% of its value or 
less. Both the original allotment and subsequent issues of script 
frequently had unfortunate effects on the Métis as well as on the 
process of settlement. 
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 Since the study region lay outside of the province 
as originally constituted, it was spared the frustrations and 
complexities associated with the block Métis reserves located 
in the Red River valley, but not the abuse. Whereas assign-
ments of military and police grants had to be endorsed and 
properly witnessed by a Justice of the Peace or Commis-
sioner for Oaths, Script lands were exempt from this provi-
sion. “This script is a personality, and there is no assignment 
thereof necessary to transfer of ownership. The bearer for 
the time being is held to be the owner, and we accept it in the 
Dominion Lands Offi ce, in payment for Dominion Lands, the 
same as cash.”12 Hence, there was little or no mechanism to 
control, or even monitor, dealings between land speculators 
and unsuspecting holders of Métis script.

  A number of half-breed grants were taken out in the 
study region, particularly in the area between the Pelly Trail 
and the Assiniboine River, but in other scattered locations 
as well, (Figure 4.0.19). This general area contained a fair 
number of Métis families, the heads of which were engaged 
in either cartage of provisions or in food production for the fur 
brigades. The Métis community of Ste. Madeline later devel-
oped in this same district.

Special Grants
 Special land grants were given to veterans of either 
the 1870 or 1885 rebellions, as well as to former members of 
the North West Mounted Police. Several North West Mounted 
Police stationed at the Shoal Lake detachment took special 
grants in the Russell area immediately after their terms of 
duty expired. The reputation of the fi ne lands to be found in 
the study region prompted former “Scarlet Riders” from as 
far away as Fort McLeod to cash in their military scrip for 
land in the region.13  Another special grant was awarded to 
Thomas Barnardo in 1888 as encouragement to establish his 
Farm Home for orphaned boys in Russell Municipality. These 
special grants were usually allotted on unclaimed homestead 
sections. The study region also possessed areas reserved 
by the Dominion Government as Timber Reserves, for both 
commercial purposes and as settler woodlots.  Located in the 
northeastern portion of the study region, most of the areas 
set aside as timber reserve later became part Riding Moun-
tain National Park.
 The era of Dominion Land administration, which 
began in 1870 came to an end in 1930. By the 1920s the 
Federal Government recognized that there was little justifi -
cation for continuing to administer the lands and resources 
of the Prairie Provinces. It concluded that “the purposes for 
which the Dominion retained the agricultural lands have now 
been achieved; the railways have been built and the lands 
settled.”14 The transfer of natural resources to provincial 
control took effect, in the case of Manitoba, on July 15, 1930.  
With that, the great Dominion Survey and ‘land distribution’ 
initiative formally came to an end.

Paper Cities
 One fi nal noteworthy, survey-related item, in the 
study region involves several “Paper City” instances.  During 
the great Manitoba land boom of 1880-81, many fl edgling 
communities and ‘proposed’ communities were actively pro-
moted as towns on the verge of becoming large bustling cit-
ies.  Locations such as Dominion City, Crystal City and Rapid 
City, which were barely hamlets at the time, let alone cities, 
changed their names to increase their attractiveness to east-
ern investors. Real estate speculators frequently purchased 
town lots, sight unseen, hoping to cash in when these towns 
became important commercial and transportation centres. 

 Town sites located along the proposed CPR mainline 
were particularly attractive to investors. In 1880, a survey for 
the CPR was laid out directly through the south Riding Moun-
tain region, following the north branch of the Saskatchewan 
Trail, and passing through Birdtail Crossing and Fort Ellice, 
(Figure 4.0.5). In anticipation, landowners at these sites con-
tracted private surveyors to stake out large town sites, and 
quickly offered lots for sale in eastern brokerage houses. A 
mile square townsite was laid out at Birdtail Crossing, which 
was renamed Birtle in the process, (Figure 4.1.5). 

 Similarly, at Fort Ellice, the HBC laid out the a large 
town site of their own, which it named Colevile. It also sur-
veyed a large town site at HBC Fort Carlton, and succeeded 
in selling many of the lots in these ‘paper’ communities before 
the route of the CPR mainline was altered in the summer of 
1881 - much to the dismay of the Company and fi nancial ruin 
of many individual investors. Birtle, of course, did develop 
into an important local commercial centre, but never attained 
the size and importance anticipated in 1880. The commu-
nities of Shellmouth and Russell experienced similar birth 
pangs, and disappointment.  Despite its very scenic setting, 
not a single structure was ever constructed along the streets 
of Colvile.  As speculators in such “paper cities” had little 
chance of recouping their losses for the high prices they origi-
nally paid, many kept themselves hidden, lest they be called 
upon to pay further installments or taxes on plots which were 
now worth less than the initial installment already paid. Such 
lands, both in town and in the countryside, lay dormant for 
years holding back development and progress in the region.     

  The Dominion ‘section’ Survey had a profound impact 
on both physical landscape and subsequent land use pat-
terns on the prairies. The ‘checker-board’ fi eld pattern created 
by the survey is clearly the most dominant cultural feature on 
the landscape, and most rural roadways, settlement sites, 
and land use pattern continue to be shaped by the survey. On 
the other hand, the various mechanisms used by the federal 
government to distribute and divest itself of these lands, in of 
themselves, had little physical impact on the landscape. They 
are nevertheless important to this discussion, as virtually the 
whole history and process of land distribution, through federal 
land grants and reserves, was played out in the study region. 
This is a claim that few other regions in Manitoba share, and 
it had a major impact on the cultural landscape of the study 
region, if not its physical landscape. 

Above. Figure 4.1.4: Townsite plan for the proposed community of Covile at HBC Fort Elllice. As shown by the crossed-out parcels on the 
plan, a signifi cant number of lots were sold before the Canadian Pacifi c Railway announced that the route of the mainline had been altered 
and would pass far to the south of the proposed community. Other communities in the study region, such as Shellmouth and Russell, had 
simlar experiences with the railway companies, although those communities eventually did secure their all-important railway connection.  
(Source: HRB Photo) 

Left. Figure 4.1.5:   Survey for the 
town of Birtle undertaken in December 
1880. The townsite was selected with 
communications in mind at the crossing 
of the Saskatchewan Trail and close to 
the 1879 survey for the transcontinen-
tal railway line.  Refl ecting the heady 
optimism of the time, all of Section six 
was subdivided into lots. The adoption 
of a more southerly route for the CPR 
in 1881 was a serious setback for the 
community.  In 1886, when it appeared 
that the railway would again by-pass 
the town, it took “the offering of 
about 225 lots in some of the choice 
blocks of the town“ to pursuade the 
Manitoba and North Western Railway 
to change its route - in the interst of 
all parties cocerned.15  Most of the lots 
south of the Birdtail River were eventu-
ally developed, but not until well into 
the twentieth century. (Source: Tyman, 
1972. p.96.) 
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frequently built near to each other by mutual agreement, 
and engaged in a competitive but friendly economic rivalry. 
However, the good relations between the two competing 
posts at Big Cut Arm Creek, and other locations, came to an 
abrupt end during the winter of 1814, as events culminating 
in the Pemmican Wars began to unfold.

The Pemmican Wars  
 Pemmican was the staple food of the inland canoe 
brigades, and as such was critically important. The study 
region’s importance as a major source of pemmican led to 
fi erce competition between the various early fur-trade com-
panies and free traders. In 1795 there were no less than 21 
trading posts operating on the Assiniboine, all vying for the 
precious commodity. In 1812, Lord Selkirk, a share-holder of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company, established the Selkirk Settle-
ment at the confl uence of the Assiniboine and Red rivers 
for the destitute victims of Scotland’s Highland clearances, 
(Figure 3.0.5). It was supported by the Company directors 
since it was seen as a potentially valuable source of agricul-
tural provisions, new Company employees, and as a place 
for its retiring ‘servants’. 

 The settlers at the new ‘Red River Colony’ almost 
immediately faced a serious food shortage. This was due in 
part to the failure of the ‘Red River Herd’ of bison to ap-
pear in their usual numbers, and the failure of the settlers’ 
fi rst crops. In 1814, with new settlers soon to arrive, Colony 
Governor Miles Macdonell forbad the export of pemmican 
from the colony’s territory for a full year, and the ‘running’ 
of buffalo on horseback in areas near the settlement, (Fig-
ure 3.0.6). In the eyes of the North West Company offi cials, 
their all-important provision supply system had come under 
open attack. With its suspicions about the real purpose for 
the colony now apparently confi rmed, the offi cers of the 
North West Company incited its Métis employees to open 
hostilities.

  A fairly rapid series of events ensued, which includ-
ing: back and forth confi scation of pemmican; the burning 
of the Selkirk settlers’ crops and homes in the summer of 
1815, the arresting of the Colony Governor; the sacking 
of HBC Brandon House; and the destruction of NWC Fort 
Gibraltar. During one incident, after mustering at NWC Fort 
John on Big Cut Arm Creek, Cuthbert Grant and 60 Métis at-
tacked and plundered several Hudson’s Bay Company posts, 
including its previously amicable neighbor at Big Cut Arm 
Creek. Hostilities culminated at the Battle of Seven Oaks 
near the colony. On June 16, 1816, a verbal confrontation 
between Grant’s party and a group of 28 colonists, led by 
the new Governor Robert Semple, suddenly erupted into 
open gunfi re. After a short but intense battle, twenty-one 
settlers and one Métis laid dead, including Governor Sem-
ple. In the battle’s aftermath, the colonists were once again 
driven away. However, within the year the settlement had 
been re-established under the protection of the De Meuron 
Regiment of Swiss mercenariesoldiers hired by Lord Selkirk, 
(Figure 3.0.7). 

 In the autumn of 1816 the North West Company 

abandoned Fort John at Big Cut Arm Creek, and erected Fort 
Espérance II further down stream near the original NWC Fort 
Espérance.  After almost two years’ absence the Hudson’S 
Bay Company also returned to the Qu’Appelle mouth area, 
and built a fairly substantial fort in the Assiniboine River 
valley just upstream from the mouth of Beaver Creek.  Two 
years later, after the end of open hostilities between the 
two companies and due to the constant presence of hostile 
groups of Cree and Assiniboin, the North West Company 
abandoned Fort Espérance II and built a replacement post 
within 200 yards of HBC Beaver Creek House. This would be 
the last North West Company post in the study region, and 
the last instance of ‘old era’ side-by-side competing posts.

 The main Native populations living in the upper As-
siniboine region and trading at its various posts during this 
early period of the fur trade were the Assiniboin, with lesser 
numbers of Plains Cree. The Ojibwa, also known as the  
Saulteaux, were then concentrated in the lower Red and 
Winnipeg rivers regions, and only later came to reside and 
trade in the upper Assiniboine region. During these early 
years there were frequent skirmishes reported between the 
Dakota Sioux, Mandan and Cree, and their allies, the Sault-
eaux. Fur traders were often the target of Sioux hostilities, 
because of their trading associations with the Cree and 
Saulteaux. During periods of hostilities, trading was often 
conducted through portals in the post palisades for fear of 
being attacked and looted by renegade groups or hostile 
bands.  

The New Order 
 In 1821 the Hudson’s Bay and North West compa-
nies merged under the Hudson Bay Company banner, and 
the great rivalry suddenly ended. NWC Beaver Creek House 
was immediately closed, leaving HBC Beaver Creek House 
without local competition.  Despite this, in 1824 it too was 
closed, as part of the mass reorganization of the trade 
districts after union. Despite the merger, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company did not possess a monopoly, and still faced compe-
tition from the American Fur Company working out of posts 
along the Missouri River and from independent ‘freemen’ 
- usually former company employees dismissed as a result of 
the merger. 

 In 1831, seven years after abandoning Beaver Creek 
House, the new Hudson’s Bay Company returned to the 
mouth of the Qu’Appelle River.  The Company resolution 
calling for its construction, cited that a post was needed in 
that district: “in order to protect the trade of the Assi-
noboine and Crees of Upper Red (Assiniboine) River from 
American opposition on the Missouri” who were actively 
trading in the  area.1  It was noted also that the interven-
ing years had allowed the area to suffi ciently regenerate its 
fur resources and that it would be economically profi table 
to re-establish a post there. The new post was called Fort 
Ellice, and was operated as a sub-post of the new district 
headquarters, Fort Pelly, (Figure 3.0.1). While the fur intake 
at this site never returned to earlier levels, Fort Ellice soon 
became an important provision post where pemmican and 
hides, rather than furs, were the valued trade commodity.

Figure 3.0.4: Map showing the known locations of former fur-trade posts and trails in the upper Assiniboine River region. 
(Source: Post locations from Smyth, 1968: page 105.  Base map adapted from map titled: Map of the North West Territory Shewing 
Dominion Land Surveys to 31 Dec 1881. HRB Map #175. Archives of Manitoba: H7 610.3 gbbc 1881.) 

   

   1.  NWC Fort Espérance I, 1787-1810
   2.  NWC Grant’s House, 1791-1799
   3.  HBC Marlboro House, 1793
   4.  NWC Qu’Appelle Mouth Wintering Post, 1793
   5.  HBC John Sutherland’s Wintering Post, 1793
   6.  HBC Shell River House 1794-1810
   7.  NWC Rivière la Coquille 1794-1811
   8.  HBC Albany House I, 1795-1798
   9.  HBC Elbow Lakes Post 1795-1796
  10. NWC Elbow Lakes Post, 1795-1796
  11. NWC Fort Alexandria, 1795-1821
  12. HBC Carlton House, 1795-1800
  13. NWC Montagne à Bosse 1797c-1805
  14. HBC Albany House II, 1799-1803
  15. XYC Qu’Appelle River Post, 1801-1804c
  16. XYC Upper Assiniboine House, 1803-1804
  17. HBC Fort Hibernia I,  1807.
  18. HBC Fort Hibernia II, 1808-1821
  19. NWC McDonald’s Qu’Appelle Fort, 1808
  20. HBC Fort Qu’Appelle I, 1814,  
  21. NWC Fort John, 1814-1816
  22. HBC Big Cut Arm Creek Post 1814-1816
  23. NWC Fort Espérance II, 1816-1819
  24. HBC Beaver Creek Post 1816-24.
  25. NWC Beaver Creek Post, 1819-21
  26. HBC Fort Pelly 1, 1824-1856
  27. HBC Fort Ellice I 1831-1862
  28. HBC Riding Mountain House, 1850c-1878
  29. HBC Moose Mountain House, 1850c-1875c
  30. HBC Fort Pelly II, 1856-1900
  31. HBC Fort Ellice II, 1862-1890.
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 In addition to their importance as provision posts 
for the Hudson’s Bay Company during the 1830s and 
1840s, both Fort Ellice and Fort Pelly increasingly gained 
prominence as transportation hubs. This was due in large 
part to their strategic geographic setting far upstream 
on the Assiniboine River. For many years the annual 
spring delivery of furs and provisions were simply fl oated 
downstream on wooden fl at-bottomed scows or ‘bateaux’ 
to the Company inland headquarters at Fort Garry. From 
there they were transported by York Boat to York Factory 
on the Hudson Bay coastline and then by sailing ship to 
England, (Figure 3.1.1). The return trip from Fort Garry 
to the western posts with trade goods and supplies was 
increasingly undertaken overland by ox-cart brigade. 
Forts Pelly and Ellice were both located on major main 
water and overland transportation routes. As a result, 
the duties of the post carpenters and employees at these 
locations included bateaux and Red River cart construc-
tion, and assisting the annual water and overland sup-
ply brigades traveling between the inland posts, (Figure 
3.0.8). 

 During the later 1840s, as the trail network grew 
in length and usage, the use of canoe and bateaux for 
transporting goods declined signifi cantly. By the early 
1850s most goods going to and from the parkland posts 
were transported from Fort Garry by ox-cart brigade. 
Initially, a somewhat northern trail route was used, 
which followed the course of the upper Assiniboine River 
to Fort Pelly, then proceeded west skirting the ‘tree line’ 
to Fort Carlton near the forks of the Saskatchewan River, 
and from there along the North Saskatchewan River to 
Fort Edmonton, (Figure 3.3.1). By the mid-1850s, as the 
open prairie became more well known, a more direct 
overland route emerged.  This new route ran west from 
Fort Ellice, across the open prairie to the Touchwood 
Hills and from there to Carlton House, eliminating Fort 
Pelly as a trail stop.  The growing strategic importance of 
Fort Ellice as a supply and service centre for the overland 
brigades resulted in the replacement of Fort Ellice dur-
ing the early 1860s with a much needed larger post. The 
new post was built a kilometer east of the original post, 
overlooking the banks of the Assiniboine River. Fort Ellice 
II would go on to become the region’s largest and fi nal 
trading post. 

 In 1863 the Hudson’s Bay Company was bought by 
the International Financial Society. The new ownership 
brought new ideas to the company. The former policy 
which discouraged agriculture and settlement, except 
in small quantities to cut down the cost of outfi tting the 
forts with food stuffs, was abandoned. The new Governor 
and Committee now openly encouraged settlement and 
colonization of the so-called “Fertile Belt” on the prai-
ries.  The new directors believed that if the new Com-
pany was to weather the now fl oundering fur trade, a 
new economic base was needed. They resolved that real 
estate and agriculture would be the attempted solution 

for the maintenance of economic solvency. While the de-
velopment of agriculture at the study region’s posts pre-
dated the new ownership, the date of 1863 marks the 
initial point of offi cial Hudson’s Bay Company interest in 
agriculture.  With this new company policy, the staff at 
Fort Ellice II increasingly became involved in agriculture 
and animal husbandry. Its strategic location on the trail 
and river transportation network allowed Fort Ellice II to 
weather the slow decline of the fur and pemmican trade 
by becoming an important source of agricultural produce 
and livestock for the company.  

 Throughout the 1860s and 1870s Fort Ellice 
remained a prominent regional landmark. In its role 
as a stop-over for the overland cart brigades, the post 
supplied fresh draft animals, carts, as well as provi-
sions to these and other travellers. The fort increasingly 
maintained large gardens and sowed fi eld cereal crops. 
Related to this role were activities such as raising horses 
and cattle, building roads, small ferries and bridges. The 
construction and repairing of Red River carts continued 
to be an important and ongoing activity for the post 
carpenters.  By 1872, Fort Ellice’s growing dominance in 
the region resulted in the transfer of the offi ce of the 
Hudson’s Bay Company’s ‘Swan River District’ headquar-
ters from Fort Pelly to Fort Ellice II. 

The End of the Fur Trade 
 With the rapid demise of the bison herds during 
the later 1870s, the pemmican supplies dried up just as 
the fur trade itself ran out of steam - for silk was in-
creasingly becoming THE material of choice for hats and 
head gear throughout Europe. The fur trade in the study 
region continued to be a viable business operation, on 
a small scale, until the mid 1880’s with a few Aboriginal 
groups continuing to bring what furs they were able to 
obtain to Fort Ellice. After construction of the Canadian 
Pacifi c Railway across what is now southern Manitoba 
in 1882-1883, land survey, homesteading and general 
agricultural development of the region soon began, and 
rapidly increased until the later 1880s. The closing years 
at Fort Ellice II were characterized by a growing mercan-
tile trade with Anglo-European settlers establishing farms 
and businesses throughout the region, and less to do with 
overland transportation, agriculture and trading for furs. 

 One of the early route surveys for the CPR had  
the mainline passing directly through Fort Ellice, and 
much local excitement and speculation resulted.  When 
a more southern route was chosen in 1882, the local real 
estate bubble suddenly burst. Without an all-important 
railway connection, Fort Ellice quickly lost its signifi -
cance as an economic center, and in 1890 the Hudson’s 
Bay Company sold its Fort Ellice property to the post 
storekeeper. While the Company went on to establish a 
handful of short-lived general stores in the region, nota-
bly at Russell and Shoal Lake, the sale of the Fort Ellice 
site in 1890 effectively marked the conclusion of more 
than 100 years of fur-trade history in the Upper Assini-

Left. Figure 3.0.5: Arrival of the Selkirk settlers at Red River in 1812. 
The establishment of the colony precipitated open confl ict between the 
HBC and the NWC as the Nor’westers viewed it as a direct threat to the 
pemmican trade which ‘fueled’ the companies canoe brigades.   (Source: 
HRB Photo: 238.)

Figure 3.0.6: Map prepared to illustrate the route traveled by 
the Selkirk settlers from Hudson Bay to Red River, and showing 
among other items the extent of Lord Selkirk’s land grant, and 
the location of the North West Company’s major supply and ad-
ministrative posts at Fort Alexander and Fort William. (Source: 
HRB Photo: HRR 13.)Figure 3.0.7: A somewhat fanciful artist’s rendition of the Battle of 

Seven Oaks. (Source: Archives of Manitoba)

Left. Figure 3.0.8: Photo of part 
of a Red River Cart brigade, in 
this case pulled by Indian ponies.  
(Source: HRB Photo: HRR 13.)
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3.0 Fur Trade Era Posts

 Most of the trading posts in the upper Assiniboine - low-
er Qu’Appelle river region were part of a continuous sequence 
of forts and posts built by the various fur-trading enterprises. As 
one site was abandoned, another was erected. Therefore, the 
post sites located just beyond the boundaries of the West Riding 
Mountain Study Region are relevant to an understanding of the 
development and the cultural landscape of the fur-trade era. 
These warrant inclusion in the following brief histories. 

3.1 North West Company Posts

3.1.1  NWC Fort Espérance I, 1787-1810
 Fort Espérance was the very fi rst fur-trading post to 
be constructed in the upper Assiniboine River region.  It was 
built in 1787 by a well-known North West Company employee, 
Robert Grant, at a location along the Qu’Appelle River about 25 
kilometers upstream from its confl uence with the Assiniboine.  
Fort Espérance was the most important and longest-lived of 
the North West Company’s many Assiniboine basin posts. For 13 
years it served as the regional headquarters for Robert Grant 
when he was the superintendent or “bourgeois” of the North 
West Company’s “Red River” trading district.  

 The post was considered an impressive establishment 
for its time. It possessed blacksmith and cooper workshops, and 
was said to have housed a ‘substantial’ library of books.  Al-
though during its early years it took in a good number of quality 
furs and hides, it’s primarily importance was as a major source 
of pemmican for the company’s canoe brigade. 

 From the outset, Fort Espérance was a highly produc-
tive pemmican post because the river valleys in the region were 
a favourite wintering site for the “Saskatchewan” bison herd. 
For a short time this post enjoyed exclusive trade for the furs 
and pemmican produced by the several thousand Cree and As-
siniboin living in the region. The North West Company required 
large numbers of staff to transport furs and trade goods over 
the lengthy water route between Montreal and the lucrative 
Athabaskan territory, (Figure 3.2.1).  Every spring the post sent 
out large numbers of tareaux — hide sacks fi lled with pemmican 
— down the Assiniboine and Red rivers and across the lower part 
of Lake Winnipeg to the Nor’Westers’ main provisioning depot at 
Bas de la Rivière at the mouth of the Winnipeg River.  Beginning 
in 1810, in response to the establishment of competing posts by 
both the XY Company and the Hudson’s Bay Company, a quick 
series of moves occurred before the company re-established the 
post near its original location in 1816.  

3.1.2 NWC Rivière Tremblate, 1791-1799
 Fort Riviére Tremblante was built as an outpost or ‘sub-
post’ of Fort Espérance in 1791. It was located on the banks of 
the Assiniboine River, approximately 20 kilometers northwest of 
present-day Roblin, Manitoba.  In its day, it was referred to by 
various names, including: Grant’s House, the Upper Fort, and 
Aspen House. The location was within easy reach of the rich fur 
country around Swan River, as well as the open plains to the 
southwest. Therefore, it took in a good quantity of furs, as well 
as pemmican.  

 In 1793, Robert Grant was succeeded as bourgeois by 
Cuthbert Grant Sr., father of the noted Métis leader of the same 
name. It was Cuthbert Grant Sr. who was most closely associ-
ated with NWC Riviére Tremblante. John MacDonald, while 
stationed at Fort Espérance in 1795, referred to Grant’s Post in 
his journal: “Rivière Tremblate has been Mr.. Cuthbert Grant’s 
favourite residence since he came to Red River. This, and the 
temporary posts established above it, furnish most of the bea-
ver and otter in the Red River returns, but this trade has been 
almost ruined since the Hudson’s Bay Company entered the 
Assiniboine River by way of the Swan River.” 2  Famed explorer 
and map maker, David Thompson, visited NWC Riviére Tremblan-
te in September 1797, and noted in his journal: “Aspin House, 
the Settlement of Mr. Cuthbert Grant of the NW Co, is pleas-
antly situated on the Banks of the Stone Indian River, watered 
by 5 or 6 fi ne small Rills of excellent cold water springing from 
the fl oor or banks a little interior of the River.”3  By the time 
Cuthbert Grant Sr. passed away in 1799, growing competition 
prompted the North West Company to concentrate its activi-
ties farther upriver near the “Elbow”. Dominion Geologist J.B. 
Tyrrell, reported in 1890, that the post ruins could still be seen 
near the mouth of Aspen Creek.

3.1.3  NWC Qu’Appelle Mouth wintering house, 1793-1794
 In 1793, the Chief Factor at Fort Espérance sent some 
of this men to construct a second sub-post or ‘wintering house’ 
in the Assiniboine River Valley, located only 25 kilometers east 
of Fort Espérance near the confl uence of the Qu’Appelle and 
Assiniboine rivers.  It was a simple outpost intended to take 
in furs brought down the Assiniboine River from the Duck and 
Riding mountain areas. The distance between the two posts, 
though minor, amounted to a two-day’s journey by canoe due to 
the meandering nature of the Qu’Appelle River. It was built in 
order to save the Aboriginals living in the area east of the post 
the extra two-days travel. The establishment of this sub-post 
proved timely, as later that year the Hudson’s Bay Company 
entered the Qu’Appelle mouth area for the fi rst time and built a 
competing post in the same general vicinity.  
 
3.1.4  NWC Rivière la Coquille, 1794-c1810
 The fi rst post located near the junction of the Shell and 
Assiniboine Rivers was constructed in the spring of 1794 by Pe-
ter Grant, a former NWC employee operating at the time as an 
independent free-trader. In the autumn of that same year, Cuth-
bert Grant (no relation) of the North West Company was sent 
out from Fort Espérance to re-establish the wintering post con-
structed the previous year at the Qu’Appelle mouth. However, 
he chose instead to establish the sub-post up-river at “Rivière 
La Coquille” near Peter Grant’s independent post. At the end of 
the 1895 trading season Peter Grant re-joined the North West 
Company and his Shell River post, being the better constructed, 
was taken over by his employers. In 1800, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company established a competing post nearby. Both posts re-
mained operating until at least 1808, as Peter Fidler’s survey of 
that year placed these posts on the left bank of the Assiniboine 
about two kilometers below the Shell River mouth.4

Above. Figure 3.1.2: Illustration of a canoe brigade pulling ashore. Due to the great distances NWCo employees had to trav-
el between the interior headquarters at Fort William on Lake Superior and the many far fl ung trading posts of the interior, 
there was little or no time available to hunt or trade for food while traveling. A constant and secure supply of pemmican 
was needed to sustain the many trippers, traders, translators and company administrators working for the company. (Source: 
Historic Resources Branch, HRR 5969.)

Figure 3.1.1: Map of part of North America, showing some of the sites and locations involved in the inland fur trade, the dis-
tances between them and the study area along the upper Assiniboine. Note: the Selkirk Land Grant at the Forks of the Red and 
Assiniboine Rivers;  the North West Company headquarters in Montreal; their inland headquarters at Fort William; the Hudson’s 
Bay Company headquarters at York Factory and their secondary depots Moose Factory and Rupert’s House - all on Hudson Bay.  
(Source: Campbell, Susan, 1980:14.)
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3.1.5  NWC Fort Qu’Appelle-by-the-Lakes, 1812-1814
 In 1810, the North West Company moved its de-
partment headquarters from Fort Espérance upstream on 
the Qu’Appelle River to a site on “the lakes”, (likely at 
the eastern end of what is now known as Round Lake, Sas-
katchewan). Two years later, the Hudson’s Bay Company 
established a competing wintering post “within 30 yards” 
of the new fort. HBC factor John McKay noted that on his 
arrival, “Mr. Pritchard lent us a couple of old houses to 
keep our goods into until we built others,” suggesting the 
two rivals enjoyed good relations. 5  

 Trade at this location was primarily with the 
Assiniboin and Cree, and pemmican was the main trade 
item.  Post records indicate that over the fi rst winter, in 
addition to trading, the men at NWC Fort Qu’Appelle-by-
the-Lakes were kept busy fi nishing the dwelling house, 
a trading store and two warehouses. They were also 
employed in constructing bateaux (river scows) and kegs 
for the outgoing spring fur brigade. During the spring 
and summer, the post was maintained by a skeleton staff 
as the winter return of furs and pemmican were fl oated 
downstream to the company’s main provisioning post 
“Bas-de-la Rivière” on the Winnipeg River. From there 
the furs were relayed to the NWC’s interior headquarters 
at Fort William, (Figure 3.1.3).  Fort Qu’Appelle-by-the-
Lakes was abandoned in 1814 after only four seasons at 
that location.

3.1.6  NWC Fort John,  1814-1816 
 After vacating the Qu’Appelle-by-the-Lakes site, 
the North West Company moved their regional headquar-
ters back downstream to a location near the mouth of the 
Big Cut Arm Creek. The location was only ten kilometers 
upstream from the original site of NWC Fort Espérance. 
This new post, the company’s third on the Qu’Appelle 
River, was referred to by various names, as were many 
of the posts at the time. This site was alternately known 
as: Qu’Appelle House, Big Cut Arm Creek House, and Fort 
John, with the later being the most frequently used.  It 
was quite a substantial post with as many as 15 to 20 
individual structures. And as at the previous site, it was 
constructed in close proximity to a Hudson’s Bay Company 
post erected at about the same time. 

 The peaceful and cooperative climate at this site 
did not last. After the establishment of the Red River 
Colony in 1812 relations between the HBC and the NWC 
began deteriorating rapidly, and fi nally exploded into 
open hostilities during the Pemmican Wars of 1815-19.  

 In the fall of 1815 Chief Trader Alexander Mac-
donald and the 36 employees of NWC Fort John burned 
their neighbour’s post to the ground, after they had left 
for the season. They also attempted, unsuccessfully, to 
prevent its reconstruction when McKay and 12 men from 
HBC Brandon House returned to reoccupy the site for 
the winter. The resident Cree population intervened and 
insisted that the HBC be allowed to rebuild. Nevertheless, 
at the end of the 1815-16 winter trading season, the em-

ployees of NWC Fort John again sacked and destroyed the 
post and then ambushed and plundered McKay’s outgoing 
spring fur brigade. 

3.1.7  NWC Fort Espérance II, 1816-1819
 At the beginning of the fall 1816 trade season, 
the North West Company abandoned their Big Cut Arm 
Creek location and rebuilt farther downstream on the 
Qu’Appelle River, near the original site of Fort Espérance. 
The new post was constructed a mere 300 metres to the 
west of the original, but on a prominent knoll, which 
provided a more easily defendable position.  Despite 
functioning for only three seasons, Fort Espérance II 
was known by as many as seven names, including: NWC 
Fort Qu’Appelle, Fort Catapoi  (for “Ca-ta-buy-se-pu”), 
The River That Calls, Calling River, Thorburn’s Fort, and 
McDonnell’s Fort.  

 Three years after its establishment, after the end 
of open hostilities between the two companies, the NWC 
abandoned Fort Espérance II, and replaced it with a post 
23 kilometers (14 miles) east, at the confl uence of Beaver 
Creek and the Assiniboine River, close to HBC Beaver 
Creek House. During the 1930s noted Manitoba historians, 
A.S. Morton and V.A. Vigfusson, located and inspected the 
remnants of both Fort Espérance I and II, and estimated 
the stockade dimensions of each to have been about 45 x 
45 meters, (150 x 150 feet) in size. The site is currently 
marked by a wayside park and a Historic Sites and Monu-
ments Board of Canada commemorative plaque.

3.1.8  NWC Beaver Creek House, 1819-1821 
 The North West Company’s post at Beaver Creek 
would be the their last in the entire lower Qu’Appelle 
River region, and it was the fi nal instance in the study 
region of competing trading posts operating concurrently 
at the same location. 

 The Fort Espérance II site was abandoned in large 
response to the hostility of some local Aboriginal groups. 
Peter Fidler made reference to the situation at NWC 
Fort Espérance II in a notation in his HBC Brandon House 
journal:  “(The NWC) have been alone there these three 
last winters and summers and the Indians have been so 
troublesome and daring that this spring they are going 
totally to abandon it and erect new buildings at Beaver 
Creek, within 200 yards of our house, and not a man of 
them would agree to remain inland at their old place.” 6 

 After the merger of the Hudson’s Bay and North 
West companies three years later, NWC Beaver Creek 
House was closed, leaving the nearby more substantial 
HBC Beaver Creek House as the only trading house in the 
region.  The Natives in the area were thereafter obliged 
to trade out of HBC Fort Pelly, located upriver near the 
Assiniboine River “Elbow” or at HBC Brandon House III 
near the mouth of the Souris River. 

Figure 3.1.3: The North West Company’s huge complex at Fort William was built to accommodate the Company’s goods and labour force at 
summer rendezvous: partners, clerks, tradesmen, guides, interpreters, canoe men and miscellaneous workers all participated. During the 
rest of the year it was maintained by a fairly small staff of 20 to 25 staff.  As soon as the ice left the waterways, the winter staff began to 
anticipate the arrival of the fi rst canoe brigades from Montreal and the interior posts.  As summer approached, a steady fl ow of traffi c would 
boost the Fort’s population to at least 2,000 employees, freemen and First Nations. During the rendezvous, packs of furs and bales of goods 
were sorted and prepared to go to Montreal or inland, after which the brigades set off again, leaving the small maintenance staff at Fort 
William behind.  After the Company’s merger with the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1821 the major supply routes of the fur trade changed. Fort 
William was largely replaced by York Factory and Moose Factory on Hudson Bay, which were the HBC’s depots for exchange of goods between 
Europe and the fur country.  The entire Fort William complex was destroyed by fi re in 1900, including most post journals.  (Source: Campbell, 
Susan,1980:14.)

Figure 3.1.4: View of a trader visiting First Nation’s villages by dog sled during the winter months. The Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany frequently faced stiff competition from freemen based in the Missouri territory, and later in the district. These traders 
had the advantage of mobility. With trade goods packed in a Red River cart or dog sled, the freemen roamed among the 
First Nation settlements, while the Company had to wait for the Natives to journey to its posts.  The Company soon adopted 
some of the freemen’s methods.  In 1852, the Company began to regularly send out Métis middlemen with Company trade 
goods onto the plains and then to winter at Turtle, Moose and Riding mountains. These outposts were initially kept open 
for trade throughout the winter and abandoned each summer, but for some years they were staffed year round.  (Source: 
Archives of Manitoba, Still Images Col.  Stovel Col. #278. HRB Photo #150.)  
- JUST FIGURED OUT THIS FELLOW IS A  MISSIONARY NOT A TRADER...
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3.2 Hudson’s Bay Company Posts

3.2.1 HBC Sutherland’s House / Kapell House, 1793-1801
 The Hudson’s Bay Company’s fi rst trading post 
in the upper Assiniboine region was a modest wintering 
outpost staffed and supplied out of HBC Brandon House I. It 
was constructed in October of 1793 by a team lead by John 
Sutherland.  Also known as “Kapell River House”, this short-
lived post was said to have been located a short distance 
above the confl uence of the Qu’Appelle and Assiniboine 
Rivers. Sutherland and his men erected only one building 
with fl ooring and chimney, and without the protection of a 
stockade enclosure. NWC Cuthbert Grant visited the post 
in February 1794 and told Sutherland that he should not 
have built his post in such an indefensible position since he 
had such a large quantity of trade goods in his possession,  
a small post and too few men.  Apparently, if the risk was 
small enough and the rewards were great enough, trading 
posts at this time ran the risk of being plundered by First 
Nations or even competing traders. To counteract this risk, 
in early March 1794 Sutherland and his men cleared the 
brush away from around the house and between the house 
and the riverbank.  

 At the end of April 1794 the post was vacated for 
the summer. Sutherland with his fi ve men, and Grant with 
of his 12 men, set out together for their respective ‘moth-
er’ posts near the mouth of the Souris River.  The following 
autumn Sutherland and his men returned to the vicinity 
of the Qu’Appelle River to again set up a wintering post.  
However, his time he chose an alternate location ‘about 
six miles’ above his old house, likely at the mouth of Silver 
Creek. That post functioned for about six years until it was 
abandoned in favor of a site near Shell River.  

3.2.2 HBC Shell River wintering post, 1801-1812 
 The fi rst post at “Rivière la Coquille” was con-
structed in the spring of 1794 by the free-trader Peter 
Grant. The same year the North West Company established 
a competing post nearby. The following season Grant joined 
the NWC and his post was taken over by his new employ-
ers. In the autumn of 1801, the Hudson’s Bay Company 
relocated their Qu’Appelle mouth ‘wintering post’ to a site 
in close proximity to the NWC post at Shell River, (Figure 
3.2.2).  

 HBC Shell River House was said to have been a 
fairly minor post. Most Natives in the region preferred to 
trade at NWC Riviére Tremblate or NWC Qu’Appelle House, 
despite having to travel farther. In spite of this, both Shell 
River posts were still operating in 1808, as a trading post 
survey by Peter Fidler’s in that year noted their location in 
the Assiniboine River Valley about two kilometers below its 
confl uence with the Shell. HBC Shell River House was aban-
doned  in 1812, after operating at that site for a little more 
than a decade.

3.2.3 HBC Qu’Appelle-by-the-Lakes, 1812-1814
 The Hudson’s Bay Company established its fi rst 
post on the Qu’Appelle River in the autumn of 1812, as a 
winter sub-post of Brandon House. It was constructed by 
John R. McKay and his men “within 30 meters” of the NWC 
Fort Qu’Appelle-by-the-Lakes. McKay’s journal reveals that 
at this location he traded with the Assiniboin and Cree. 
Some of the duties his men were employed at over the fi rst 
winter included erecting a dwelling house, bateaux (river 
scow), kegs, and a saw pit to produce lumber. As with their 
NWC neighbours, the post was vacated during the summer 
while the winter return of furs was taken to the ‘mother 
post’, Brandon House. From there, the district’s fur returns 
were conducted to York Factory on the shores of Hudson 
Bay, via Lake Winnipeg and the Hayes River.  

 HBC Qu’Appelle-by-the-Lakes site was abandoned 
after only two years of operation. A lack of wood, for fi re 
wood and construction was cited as one of the principle 
reasons cited for vacating the site.

3.2.4  HBC Big Cut Arm Creek post, 1814-1816 
 When the competing posts at Qu’Appelle-by-the-
Lakes were abandoned, both companies rebuilt farther 
downstream at a location about one kilometer west of the 
mouth of the Big Cut Arm Creek. This location ( now on NE 
5-17-31W) is only a short distance west of the Manitoba 
- Saskatchewan boundary. On February 28, 1815, James 
Sutherland wrote in the HBC Brandon House Journal “At 
Qu’Appelle, Mr. McKay and the Canadians have by mutual 
consent abandoned their old houses and erected new ones 
in the vicinity of each other, and have agreed not to inter-
rupt molest the Indians in bringing their trade to whatever 
House they may be inclined.” 7 

 The good relations did not last beyond the fi rst 
season. When McKay returned to the Big Cut Arm Creek 
site with his brigade of 12 men in the autumn of 1815, he 
found that the post had been burned to the ground by his 
competitors. He immediately began rebuilding, but after 
eight days Alexander Macdonald of the NWC arrived with 
his brigade of 36 men to occupy Fort John for the season. 
McDonald demanded that McKay leave the area. When 
McKay refused, Macdonald threatened to train fi eld guns 
captured from Selkirk’s Fort Douglas the previous summer, 
on the HBC post. They might have succeeded in driving out 
the Nor’ Westers, “but for the assistance which the Indians 
gave to the threatened party”.8 However, at the end of the 
trading season in the spring of 1817, McDonald and his men 
again destroyed the HBC post, and plundered McKay’s out-
going canoe brigade. As a result of these, and similar, hos-
tilities the HBC chose not to return to Big Cut Arm Creek.

Figure 3.2.1: An artist’s rendition of HBC Beaver Creek House, before the watchtowers were added during the tribal wars of 1823.  
Note the depiction of the Red River frame log construction method used to build both the buildings and the stockade. The escarpment 
in the background correctly refl ects the post’s described location on the Assiniboine River ‘fl ats’, just north of the confl uence of the 
Qu’Appelle and Assiniboine river valleys.  (Source: HHR Col.)

Figure 3.2.2: The various fur-trading companies and independent operators often constructed posts adjacent to each other, such as 
depicted in this ca.1822 sketch by Peter Rindisbacher of adjacent posts located at the junction of the Pembina and Red rivers.  (Source: 
Archives of Manitoba, Stovel Col.#4., HRB Photo 104.)



3.0 The Fur Trade

36

3.2.5  HBC Beaver Creek House, 1816-1824 

 HBC Beaver Creek House was established in the 
autumn of 1816, after the Company’s previous post on the 
Qu’Appelle river was twice destroyed by the NWC. It was 
said to have been located on the tongue of land between 
the mouth of the creek and the Assiniboine River. The post 
was also referred to as HBC Qu’Appelle House, as were 
some of its predecessors in the region. Beaver Creek House 
was larger than the company’s previous posts  and was 
staffed year round. It was still administered as an outpost of 
HBC Brandon House, despite it larger size, and was supplied 
and staffed from there. The post journal entries describe 
a number of structures, gardens and other items, most of 
which were contained within a stockade about 35 meters 
square, constructed of polar pickets.  Figure 3.2.1 provides 
an artist’s impression of what the establishment may have 
looked like.

 As was usually the case, the employee accommoda-
tions were located in a single enlongated structure. Each 
room or ‘house’ was part of the same long building, but 
with its own entrance. The journal notes that at HBC Beaver 
Creek, one room was set aside to be used as a common mess 
room, and another was used as a cook room, complete with 
a hearth and chimney. In addition to the dwelling house, the 
journals also mention a store house, and an ice house which 
was constructed in 1818. The ice house was one of the more 
important post structures. It had to be well-constructed 
and maintained in order to preserve fresh meat during the 
spring, summer and fall. A fur press was set up in the centre 
of the yard, and outside the stockade, a short distance form 
the post, was a saw pit where boards and planks were cut 
for construction purposes. In addition to the stockade, the 
post also possessed at least two bastions. These were ap-
parently constructed in response to inter-tribal hostilities 
which broke out during the early 1820s between the Sioux 
and Mandan and the Saulteaux and their allies the Cree.  
These were armed with small fi eld pieces, as evidenced by a 
May 1823 journal entry noting that the men were construct-
ing “two chests to contain guns to be placed in each Watch 
House”.9

 Surviving records also refer to a vegetable garden, 
as well as a stock yard and stables - for oxen, horses and 
perhaps even hogs. From these fi rst modest gardens and 
stables, agriculture would play an increasingly important 
role in the day-to-day operations of the region’s trading 
posts. While many previous posts maintained small veg-
etable gardens, HBC Beaver Creek and HBC Brandon House 
shared the distinction of being among the fi rst posts to suc-
cessfully cultivate fi eld crops. The river ‘fl ats’ near the post 
were said to have been cultivated throughout the Beaver 
Creek House occupation. In 1819 Peter Fidler noted that at 
Beaver Creek a one-half acre enclosed garden successfully 
produced potatoes and other vegetables, along with several 
kegs of barley - likely used to feed the company horses. Po-
tatoes were generally the earliest and most attended crops 
at the trading establishments, but cabbage and turnips are 
known to have also been planted. 

 Coopering was also another major activity at Beaver 
Creek House. Casks were made for storing commodities such 
as salt meat, gun powder, grease, and for a time, watered-
down liquor. The 1822 staff compliment included two coo-
pers, who, due to the amount of work to be done, enlarged 
the cooper’s workshop shortly after arriving in the fall of 
that year. A major problem for the post carpenters was the 
scarcity of hardwood to make the cask ‘staves’ and ‘heads’ 
(sides, tops and bottoms). ‘Hoops’ for holding the staves 
together were made from locally obtained willow. But the 
hardwood had to be obtained from the Oak Lake area, a 
full day’s journey to the south. The blacksmith was respon-
sible for repairing tools, gun-smithing, nail production, and 
making harnesses and saddles, and was another important 
individual at Beaver Creek House. 

 Trade items taken at Beaver Creek House were 
primarily provisions, bison robes, wolf and fox pelts.  A 
few prime fur-bearing animals were trapped during winter 
months by the small band of resident Cree. The provisions 
consisted mostly of pemmican, dried meat, grease, and dur-
ing the winter months, fresh game. Beaver Creek House was 
one of the HBC’s primary sources for canoe brigade provi-
sions. Some idea of the quantity produced can be gained 
from a notation in Fidler’s 1817-18 Brandon House Journal. 
“Dec 27, 1817: We have already got at Beaver Creek fat for 
700 bags of pemmican, 2,200 pieces of dry meat of about 
eight pounds each, and 8,000 pounds of Bear Meat, but very 
few furs, nearly all the Cree in that quarter trading with 
the North West Company.” 10

 After the merger of the NWC and HBC in 1821, the 
neighbouring NWC Beaver Creek post was deemed redun-
dant and abandoned. Its structures and stockade were 
dismantled and used by the staff at HBC Beaver Creek House 
as salvage building material, to erect bastions, improve the 
stockade at their post, and for fi rewood. Despite the lack of 
local competition, in June 1824 Governor Simpson reported 
to the London Committee that the region had been depleted 
of its furs and that the Beaver Creek post no longer paid its 
way. It was closed later that year as part of a large reorga-
nization of the trade districts after union. Brandon House III 
was kept open to protect the pemmican trade in the region 
south of the Assiniboine River from the intrusion of Ameri-
can free-traders. Fort Pelly was constructed at the Assini-
boine River Elbow area to serve the Natives of the Riding 
and Duck Mountain regions. This left the Qu’Appelle mouth 
region without a post for the fi rst time since 1787. 

  Despite being a relatively modest and short lived 
post, Beaver Creek House was one of the fi rst sites of suc-
cessful agriculture in Western Canada, and one of the last 
posts where the sometimes violent competition between the 
North West Company and the Hudson’s Bay Company was a 
major factor in its daily operation.

Aboriginal Tribal Wars and The Fur Trade

 Life at HBC Beaver Creek, as with the previous posts 
along the Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle rivers, was not without 
the danger of attacks from hostile First Nations. This was 
particularly evident during the early decades of the 19th cen-
tury. The hostility was not necessarily directed at the trad-
ing posts because of the presence of the traders, but rather 
because the posts were often associated with a particular 
tribe, who at the time was at war with other groups.  In 1809 
a spring canoe  brigade departing from NWC Ft. Qu’Appelle 
for Fort William, was ambushed by a party of Sioux. Five peo-
ple were killed, including a six-month old Métis child.  The 
child’s mother, Marguerite Jutras, although seriously wound-
ed, survived and went on to be come a well-known Métis folk 
heroine.

 The 1822-23 post journal for HBC Beaver Creek House 
makes several references to a war between the Mandan and 
the Cree and their allies the Assiniboin, such as the follow-
ing: “The Assiniboin fell upon a party of 60 tents of Missouri 
(Mandan) Indians and massacred the whole. The consequence 
of this was that a large body of the enemy were in pursuit 
of them the whole summer and as the Assiniboine were in 
the habit of trading at Beaver Creek, they made their ap-
proaches to that place and committed some acts by way of 
retaliation.  Favel, a half breed and son to Thomas Favel, 
Interpreter at Beaver Creek, was killed and scalped within 
100 yards of the stockades.” 11  The hostilities appear to have 
continued into the winter and following spring: “March 19, 
1823. Two Cree arrived from Brandon House. They inform us 
that all the Cree are assembling towards the Saskatchewan 
to go to war.”  After being informed of this, the inhabitants 
at Beaver Creek made preparations for renewed warfare and 
reported that “...seven men are cutting fi rewood upon the 
hill fronting the Fort. This is done with the view of clearing 
the hill, so that Indians may not be able to conceal them-
selves and surprise people during the summer.” 12   

 In addition to the obvious danger of ambushes and 
skirmishes, the friction between Native groups had a detri-
mental effect on trade. Traders could not move freely out-
side the relative safety of their forts. Furthermore, the First 
Nations, when not engaged in raiding territories of their en-
emies, had to be constantly vigilant in case of raids into their 
territory. The 1822-23 Brandon House Journal testifi ed to 
the problems caused by inter-tribal confl ict: “Of later years 
these Indians (Assinibon) as well as the Cree wage a contin-
ual war against the tribes of the Missouri which proved very 
injurious to the trade of the district, as they cannot with 
safety hunt on the lands between the Assiniboine River and 
the Missouri without being subject to the attacks of their 
enemies.” 13  

 During the years following the 1862 Sioux uprising in 
Minnesota, several hundred Sioux sought refuge in the British 
Northwest territories. At least four separate groups set up 
tepee villages in districts near Turtle Mountain, along the 
Assiniboine River, and on the south shore of Lake Manitoba 
where they hunted and fi shed to survive.  Their presence 
alarmed many traders, and residents of the Red and Assini-
boine river region, European, Métis, and First Nations alike.  
Although no longer posing a direct threat, acts of retribution 
by the Ojibwa and Cree for past Sioux deeds, and the pres-
ence of Chippewa bounty hunters from Red Lake, Minnesota, 
who attacked the Dakota camps in the Portage la Prairie 
area, made for unsettled times. In 1874 after the Battle of 
Little Big Horn, even more Sioux refugees established camps 
in the Turtle Mountains, before moving farther west into 
what is now southeastern Saskatchewan. Inter-tribal confl icts 
in what is now Manitoba, largely ended after the Dominion 
government granted the Sioux refugees in Manitoba several 
reserves and the United States authorities stopped attempt-
ing to extradite the Sioux back to American territories. 

Figure 3.2.3: Inter-tibal warfare. 
(Source: HRB image #HRR490)

Needs a longer caption...
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3.2.6  HBC Fort Pelly and the Assiniboine River 
‘Elbow’ posts.

  The ‘Elbow’ district of the upper Assiniboine River 
area was long a favourite location for trading houses, being 
strategically located in terms of river transportation con-
nections and its proximity to the prairie/woodland “tree 
line”. From the forests north and east of the Elbow, the 
posts at this location could take in excellent furs. From 
the prairies to the southwest it could similarly harvest an 
abundant supply of pemmican for the northern transport 
brigades.   

 The Elbow’s strategic location also made it an ideal 
site for a supply and distribution centre. From the north 
bank of the river, a short overland portage connected the 
Assiniboine River valley with the Swan River valley, (Figure 
3.2.4).  From there, goods could be sent via the northern 
lakes and the Hayes River to York Factory on Hudson Bay. 
Due to this relatively direct connection to the Company’s 
main depot at York Factory, the posts in the region enjoyed 
a distinct advantage over the Montreal-based posts. A NWC 
trader once complained that, because of the long distances 
they had to travel to reach the district, quite frequent-
ly,“...the HBC had been there and traded before our spring 
canoe brigades could arrive”, (Figure 3.1.1).14  

 By the early 1820s, the Swan River fur-trade region 
had become one of the HBC’s most important regions, in 
terms of both furs and provisions. After its merger with the 
NWC in 1824, the new HBC re-structured it’s network of 
posts and outposts.  One of the major new facilities to be 
built was Fort Pelly, named after Company Governor J.H. 
Pelly. The new post, located at the Elbow, would serve as 
headquarters and main distribution center for all the posts 
of the Swan River trading district, (Figure 3.2.6). Prior to 
the merger, Brandon House had served as district headquar-
ters.

 Construction of Fort Pelly proceeded rapidly. Jour-
nal entries note that by mid-October, 1824, a store, trading 
shop, and Offi cers’ house had all been completed. Another 
building, measuring 20 by 40 feet and divided into four 
rooms, was under construction to serve as a hall and stor-
age areas.  During the winter, a small kitchen was complet-
ed and work begun on a forge, workshop, stable, and a boat 
yard.  Surviving journal accounts suggest that while trading 
company goods for furs, leather and provisions was a major 
activity, a great deal of time and effort was also dedicated 
to more domestic duties, such as hunting and fi shing, plant-
ing gardens and raising a few farm animals, such as chick-
ens and pigs. As well, many items such as tables, chairs,  
benches, bedsteads and other furniture had to be built, 
along with Red River carts, sledges, bateaux, kegs, snow-
shoes, even a kiln, to list but a few of the posts operational 
needs.

  Fort Pelly journals also reveal that during its fi rst 
year of operation, in 1824, both the bateaux and the Red 
River cart were in common use at Fort Pelly, and likely at 

other HBC posts.  A September 15, 1824 entry in a Swan 
River journal noted that “Mr. G. Linton, 18 men and nine 
carts had left with the (winter) outfi t for Fort Pelly.”  On 
April 25, 1825 it noted “16 men were hauling the season’s 
accumulation of furs and buffalo products in three boats 
and seven carts to the Swan River post for delivery to York 
Factory.” 15  Signifi cantly, these are among the earliest writ-
ten references to the routine use of Red River carts by the 
HBC. 

 During the early 1830s the HBC faced increased 
competition from American and free traders working in the 
upper Assiniboine River region.  In reaction to this chal-
lenge, the company established three new outposts in its 
southern territory: at Beaver Creek; in the Touchwood Hills; 
and in the Qu’Appelle Valley. The Beaver Creek outpost was 
named Fort Ellice, and it would eventually become a highly 
signifi cant post, but during the 1830s it functioned as a mi-
nor Fort Pelly outpost. Furs and buffalo products collected 
at the outposts were hauled overland to Fort Pelly. Once a 
year the entire annual intake was forwarded by ox-cart and 
bateaux from Fort Pelly to its Swan River outpost, where it 
was all transferred to York boats and transported via Swan 
Lake, Cedar lake, Lake Winnipeg and the Haye’s River to 
York Factory. This major annual undertaking resulted in a 
much greater range of activities and responsibilities for the 
employees at Fort Pelly, than at any of the previous ‘Elbow’ 
area posts.

 During the 1850s, after HBC Fort Garry became 
the Company’s administrative and supply centre for all the 
posts of the western interior, the Elbow district’s strate-
gic location again served it well. Furs and provisions could 
easily be fl oated all the way down the Assiniboine River on 
“bateaux” to Fort Garry during the spring high water, and 
supplies either sledded up across Lakes Manitoba and Win-
nipegosis during the winter, or in the summer, using ox-carts 
on the rapidly expanding overland trail network. 

 During the 1856-67 season, Fort Pelly was replaced 
with a larger post, built nearby on higher and dryer ground, 
(Figure 3.2.7). Fort Pelly II functioned as district headquar-
ters only for another fi ve years. In 1872, the offi ce was 
moved to Fort Ellice. Fort Ellice I was built as a minor sub-
post; however it was strategically located on the develop-
ing overland trail network and had become an important 
transportation hub. After the headquarters move, Fort Pelly 
continued to function as a store and trading centre for 
the resident Natives and incoming settlers. The store was 
closed and the site abandoned in 1912.   

Above. Figure 3.2.5: Photograph of HBC Fort Pelly around 1900, showing sev-
eral of the buildings and the ‘open-slat’ palisade. The post store functioned 
unti 1912.  (Source: Archives of Manitoba...  .)

Below. Figure 3.2.4: Part of a map prepared by the Cana-
dian Exploring Expeditions of 1857 and 1858. Hind noted the 
following of the Fort Pelly area: “On leaving the Swan River 
to cross to Fort Pelly, the land rises rapidly to a plateau 
elevated about 250 feet above the level of the stream.  The 
road then follows for some distance a tributary of Swan 
River, which runs in a beautiful valley, with alternate slopes 
of wood-land and prairie. Numbers of horses were quietly 
feeding on the rich pasture of this valley when we passed, 
and what with the clumps of trees on the rising ground, and 
the stream winding among green meadows, it seemed as if it 
wanted but the presence of human habitations to give it the 
appearance of a highly cultivated country. The Hudson’s Bay 
Company keep a guard here to take care of the numerous 
horses attached to their establishment of Fort Pelly”. 16

(Source:   .)

Above. Figure 3.2.6: Map showing trading districts  (Source:   )

Figure 3.2.7: A sketch of HBC Fort Pelly in 1882. Note the fenced 
garden in the near corner inside the stockade, the fi eld with 
‘stooks’ of oats or barley in the area immediately outside the 
stockade, and the Assiniboine River valley in the background. At 
the time the post stockade was more of a ‘slated’ fence than a 
palisade. (Source: Hudson’s Bay Archives. HRB Photo - 372.)
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3.2.7  HBC Fort Ellice I, 1831-1862

 In the autumn of 1831, seven years after the closure 
of Beaver Creek House, the HBC decided to return to the 
Qu’Appelle mouth region, and constructed a new fort named 
in honour of Edward Ellice. Known as “Bear Ellice” he was a 
former partner in the NWC, a Deputy Governor of the new 
Hudson’s Bay Company, and a prime mover in amalgamat-
ing the opposing fur companies.  The company resolution 
establishing the Fort read: “In order to protect the trade of 
the Assinoboin and Crees of Upper Red River (Assiniboine) 
from American opposition on the Missouri, be it is resolved 
that a new Post be established at or in the neighborhood of 
Beaver Creek to be called Fort Ellice.” 17  It was noted also 
that the intervening years after the 1824 abandonment al-
lowed the area to restock or regenerate, to some extent, its 
fur resources, so that it was deemed economically practical 
to once again operate a post in the area. 

 Coinciding with the opening of Fort Ellice in 1832, 
the long-functioning Brandon House site was permanently 
abandoned. Up to the time Fort Ellice was built, Brandon 
House had served the Cree and Assiniboin, as well as the 
Mandan of the upper Missouri, who traded buffalo meat and 
corn. During this period of Amercian competition, Company 
traders from Fort Pelly, Fort Ellice and other sub-posts in 
the southern districts of the Swan River trading district, 
vigorously pursued the trade war with the Fort Union traders 
until most of the Cree and Assiniboin returned to trading at 
the HBC posts around 1835. 

 As in the case of HBC Beaver Creek House, the Fort 
Ellice site was in a constant state of change, with individual 
buildings being added, replaced and relocated due to dam-
age and natural deterioration. Even the stockade walls were 
replaced and enlarged several times over the post’s 30-year 
lifespan.  As a result of the changes and the loss of many of 
the post’s annual journals, there are only a few surviving 
descriptions of the fort.  

 In 1857, Captain Palliser, leader of the Canadian 
Exploring Expedition, visited the fort and described it thus: 
“Fort Ellice is situated near the junction of the Assiniboine 
and Qu’Appelle rivers, one to the east, the other to the 
north, both distant about two miles. It is built on a steep 
thickly-wooded bank, at the foot of which fl ows the Beaver 
Creek at a depth of about 200 feet. Like most of the Hud-
son Bay trading posts, it is built of wood and surrounded by 
pickets. Once it was a very lucrative emporium, but now 
its principal value is derived from its importance as a post 
for trading provisions; two excellent ferry-boats have been 
placed one on each of the rivers above mentioned; thus the 
whole of the trade in the country, both that of the Hudson 
Bay Company and also of those engaged in opposition, pass 
by the fort, so that the HBC often obtain considerable ad-
vantage from their rivals in the trade, who are frequently 
obliged to exchange the furs traded by them from the 
Indians for the common necessaries of life, which can only 
be obtained at this fort. 18 

 While there may be few surviving detailed descrip-
tions of Fort Ellice I, there is an excellent plan and pencil 
sketch prepared by Lieutenant M. Vavasour, one of two Brit-
ish military offi cers who visited the post in 1846 on route to 
Oregon, (Figures 2.2.7 and 2.2.8).  The two offi cers were on 
a secret reconnaissance mission to ascertain how defensible 
British territories were from American attacks or takeovers.  
Lieutenant Vavasour’s plan and accompanying notes indi-
cate that at the time, the post consisted of eight structures 
protected by a stockade about 50 by 60 meters, (170 by 
200 feet) in size. There was one gate along the south wall, 
a second gate along the east wall, and bastions at each 
corner. There was a large dwelling house for the company 
offi cers, and a separate men’s house for the general em-
ployees. This structure was similar to the men’s quarters at 
Beaver Creek House, a long building broken up into a series 
of compartments. There was also a company store, and a 
warehouse for furs, provisions and trade items.  A workshop, 
forge and blacksmith’s shop, as well as carpenter’s and 
cooper’s shops also existed at the time. There were also two 
unlabeled structures located in the stockade to the west of 
the offi cers’ house, one of which was likely an ice house,  
the presence of which was also noted in the post journals. 

 A stable was located in the north east corner of the 
stockade, which appears to have been fenced off from the 
rest of the fort, permitting animals to move between this 
stable and the cattle yard located outside the stockade. A 
large garden, 50 meters (170 feet) square, was fenced off to 
the north of the stockade. Adjacent to the garden, north-
east of the fort, was a large fenced fi eld, with a small build-
ing or watch tower in one corner. Not included in Vavasour’s 
plan, but mentioned in the post journal, were several 
“byres” or barns, constructed a short distance from the 
fort. The stables nearest to the fort were used for prized 
horses or milk cows, and the draft oxen and older horses 
were housed in the outer “byres”.  

 Among the growing number of employees at Fort 
Ellice, the blacksmith and cooper were among of the most 
important. The blacksmith was responsible for making nails, 
shoeing horses, repairing harnesses, and the repairing of 
fi rearms and tools. A lack of coal in the area forced the post 
inhabitants to make charcoal in order to produce fuel for 
the forge. Wood was stacked in a cone-shaped mound and 
covered with sod. The mound was burnt, then quenched 
when the wood was reduced to charcoal. Coopers fash-
ioned casks, kegs and barrels used to store provisions, like 
salt meat and grease, and trade liquor. Despite a move to 
discourage trade in liquor, the practice continued when the 
company had to compete with the less scrupulous Ameri-
can and Free Traders, particularly when trading out on the 
plains for horses.    

  Surviving written accounts indicate that a large 
scattered settlement of Métis, freemen, independent trad-
ers, and local First Nations surrounded Fort Ellice at times. 
Some of them found seasonal employment at the post, as 
workers and hunters. Many were independent bison hunters 
who provided pemmican and other provisions for the post. 

Temporary camps of First Nations who came to the post to 
trade also were scattered around within walking distance of 
the fort. English adventurers Milton and Cheadle visited the 
fort in 1862 on their journey across the prairies, and while at 
Fort Ellice Milton noted in his diary that: “We amused our-
selves by visiting the half-breeds and Indians whose lodges 
were erected in considerable numbers round the fort.” 19  

 During the later years of Fort Ellice I, in waning days 
of the ‘old order’, the post become an important transpor-
tation service centre and rest stop for the Red River Cart 
Brigades, and other trail travelers. Here they could rest their 
horses or oxen, or exchange their animals for fresh stock, 
and obtain supplies and provisions.  During this later period, 
agriculture production at the post was became increasingly 
important, and the employees spent more time caring for 

and feeding the stock than actively involved in the fur trade. 
These trends continued with the occupation of Fort Ellice II.  

 Fort Ellice was closed in 1862 with the completion 
of Fort Ellice II about two kilometres to the east. The surviv-
ing journals are unclear as to whether the old fort was torn 
down and the materials reused, whether it was burnt, or 
simply allowed to fall apart on it own accord.  It was more 
likely a combination of all three.

Left. Figure 3.2.8: A Sketch Fort El-
lice I, 1846, by M. Vavasour.  
(Source: HRB photo #.) 

Below. Figure 3.2.9: Plan of Fort 
Ellice on Beaver Creek, prepared 
1846, by M. Vavasour. (Source: HBCA  
G.1/190 Photo # 3707, Neg # N3722. 
HRB map #105.) 
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3.2.8  HBC Fort Ellice II.  1862-1890

 HBC Fort Ellice II was the most important, largest and best 
documented of all the posts in the study area.  It replaced the aging 
Fort Ellice I and was constructed about two kilometers to the east of 
the original, just back from the top lip on the west side of the As-
siniboine River valley.  It was erected ‘as time permitted’, and work 
extended from approximately 1859 to 1864. Fort Ellice II was formally 
occupied in the spring of 1863. However, some of the structures in 
the old fort continued to be used as storage, a boarding house, and 
a source of usable building materials until approximately 1867.  Post 
journal notations throughout 1863 made reverence to moving items to 
the new location: “1863 April 1: …hauling hides from the old estab-
lishment. 1863 April 11: …went to the old establishment for a birch 
canoe. 1863 October 20: 6 men arrived today with the last of the Fort 
Ellice outfi t.” 20 

 N.M.W.J. McKenzie, the fort’s carpenter during the late 1870s, 
wrote a good description of Fort Ellice II and its surroundings in the 
summer of 1876: He noted, in part, that the post: “...was built on the 
top level on a beautiful plain dotted with little poplar bluffs, high 
and dry, with numerous springs of beautiful cold water gushing up at 
the top of the level in the face of the banks…The fort was built in a 
large square, the big front gates being about thirty yards from the 
brow of the bank which was very precipitous at this point. 

 On one side of the square was a long row of one storey log 
buildings with thatched roofs all joining each other. The carpenter’s 
shop was at one end of this row and blacksmith’s shop at the other. 
The doors or entrances all facing to the Fort. There was also the 
men’s house, the mechanic’s house, the native servants and dog 
driver’s houses, also the married servants’ houses. On the other side 
of the square, in an equally long row, built in the same style, were 
warehouses, the ration house, and a well appointed dairy, with a 
good cellar and lots of ice. On one side of the big gate in front was 
the trading store and district offi ce, each of these buildings were 
very long and substantial. The main building in the Fort was the 
Boss’s or the Big House as it was called. It stood well back in the 
square, its front being in line with the end of the long rows 
of buildings on either side.  A splendid mud oven stood 
outside for baking bread and cooking extra large roasts.  
There was also a fi ne well close at hand with the prover-
bial oaken bucket attached to a rope and chain.  All the 
houses were mudded and whitewashed with lime, alto-
gether they presented a good appearance from a distance.  

 A four-foot side walk ran all around the square, 
and another one from the front gate to the front door of 
the Big House. There was a nice vegetable, fl ower, and 
kitchen garden of about an acre behind the house.  The 
fl agstaff stood at the front gate, and the belfry stood 
outside the Boss’s private offi ce.  A high stockade enclosed 
the whole square, so that when the big gates were locked 
at night there was no danger of losing any scalps before 
morning.” 21 

 Over the 28-year occupation of Fort Ellice II, there was almost 
continuous building, tearing down and rebuilding, so that no single 
accurate description can be provided.  The following summary of the 
post’s major structures offers a suggestion of the on-going hive of 
building activity that was Fort Ellice II.

The Big House.  
 Construction of the ‘Big House’ was begun in 1859, and its was 
completed and occupied in the fall of 1862.  It was described as a 2 ½ 
story, 12 by 18 metres (40 x 60 feet) building, with a large kitchen be-
hind, built from the same plan as the offi cer’s dwellings in Fort Garry. 
It was made of 20 centimeter (8 inch) wide logs, using the Red River 
frame construction technique. The main entrance was located in the 
center of the building and it possessed a small balcony and verandah, 
(Figure 3.2.11). 

 The interior of the Big House was said to have been very 
spacious and well fi nished. The main entrance opened into a large 
recreation and council hall.  The Chief Factor’s private offi ce was to 
the right, and the parlor or sitting room to the left of the main hall.  A 
large mess room, a dining room, and private bedrooms were located 
in the rear.  

 Upstairs was another large hall, a reading room, and bed 
rooms for the clerks. The downstairs reception hall doubled as a large 
recreation room used to hold dances, church services and at times 
also housed visiting First Nations for a few nights, as noted by Walter 
E. Traill, a post clerk who wrote: “…I have slept in my room at Fort 
Ellice with the door unlocked between me and the Indian Hall where 
there were some 30 Sioux sleeping, all armed, and some of the very 
same that took part in the Minnesota massacre of 1862”. 22  The re-
ception hall was also used occasionally to conduct trade when it was 
too cold in the trade shop.  During the late autumn of 1863, after the 
Big House was already occupied, a rear kitchen addition was con-
structed, as indicated by journal notations which noted that the post 
carpenter was erecting a chimney, installing glass windows, laying 
down a fl oor and a constructing a door in the new  kitchen.  

Above. Figure 3.2.10: A composite site plan based on a map illustrating a overview of the development and 
growth of the Fort Ellice II. Building sizes and placement are largely conjecture based on contemporary de-
scriptions, as systematic archaeological digs have not  occurred at the site.  (Source: Hamilton, 1978:,114.)

Right. Figure 3.2.10: An artist’s impression of Fort Ellice II as 
it might have appeared shortly after its completion in 1865. 
By 1869 the post stockage was being enlarged and several 
structures replaced.  (Source: Western Canadian Pictorial Index)
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The Men’s House.  
 The Men’s House provided quarters for the common 
Company servants. The fi rst Men’s House was completed in 
October 1863 and journal notations suggest that the men’s 
dwelling at Fort Ellice I was dismantled and re-erected at 
the new site as temporary quarters. As was usually the case, 
the Men’s House was a long narrow structure with a series of 
compartments, each of which housed a married employee 
and his family, or a group of unmarried men. These compart-
ments were fl oored with rough planks and heated by means 
of an open fi replace with a clay chimney. Initially, windows 
consisted of scraped animal skins drawn taut across the win-
dow opens. The interior walls were lined with a double tier 
of rough bunks. The Men’s House accommodated the bulk of 
the approximately 35 whites and numerous Métis and Native 
workers living at the post. 23  

 Plans for a new Men’s House were in place as early as 
June of 1866 when staff were sent to Fort Pelly for rafts of 
logs for the frame of the new structure.  It was fi nished and 
occupied by the summer of 1869.

The District Offi ce. 
 The District Offi ce was a room or building in which 
the clerks worked on the account books, read, wrote, 
forwarded correspondence, and generally handled all the 
book-work involved in running the fur trade in the district. 
In the early days of the fort, when Walter Traill was a clerk, 
this offi ce was located within the Factor’s offi ce in the Big 
House. However, as the complexity of the trade grew in the 
early 1870s, this offi ce was moved into the trading store near 
the main gate. Finally, in the fall of 1876, a separate offi ce 
building was built a short distance north of the Big House for 
sole use of the district clerks.   

The Long Warehouse.  
 The Long Warehouse was a building located on the 
left (south) side of the fort, facing the Men’s House across 
the courtyard. Issac Cowie, a clerk stationed at the fort in 
1867 noted that provisions, harness, furs and trading goods 
were stored in the Long Warehouse. Post carpenter, M.N.W.J. 
McKenzie, described the building: “On the other side of the 
square (from the Men’s House) in a equally long row, built in 
the same style, were warehouses, ration houses, dry meat 
and pemmican house, fl our, port and beef house, and a 
well-appointed dairy with a good cellar with lots of ice.” 24  
Beeston, another post employee, indicated that this building 
was 28 by 7.5 metres (90 x 25 feet) in size, one and a half 
stories high and constructed of logs. No date of construction 
was defi nitely determined, but it was noted that in 1866 the 
thatched roof caved in and had to be repaired.  Around 1878 
the thatch roof was replaced with a proper wood shingled 
roof. 

Reserve Stock and Fur Warehouse. 
 This warehouse was constructed sometime around 
1867 and was described as being 15 x 7.5 metres (48 by 25 
feet) in size, one and a half stories high, and constructed of 

logs in the Red River frame style. It was located to the right 
(north) of the main gate. McKenzie noted that this building 
was shingled in 1875 with shingles produced in the carpen-
ter’s shop within the fort, using axes and draw knifes. This 
building was used to store reserved trade goods as well as 
furs gathered in the trade. During the later days of the post, 
the fur press was moved from the courtyard into this build-
ing. 

The Trading Store. 
 This structure was built sometime around 1870, likely 
right after the completion of fur warehouse, and was almost 
identical to that structure, being described as 15 by 7.5 
metres in size, one and a half stories high, and constructed 
of logs using the Red River Frame technique. On the fi rst 
fl oor along the north wall was a centrally located door with 
a window on each side.  McIan, a clerk at the post during the 
1875-76 season, indicated that there was also a back door 
on the west side, facing the end wall of the long warehouse. 
The Trading Store was shingled in 1875 at the same time as 
the Reserved Stock and Fur Warehouse, (Figure 3.3.10).

Married Offi cers House.
 Erected in 1878, the Married Offi cer’s House was a 
one and a half story structure, 15 by 11 metres (50 by 36 
feet) in size, not including the attached kitchen, and con-
tained seven rooms. The kitchen was connected to the main 
dwelling by means of an enclosed walkway. In 1889 it was 
noted that this structure was the only one that was in suf-
fi ciently good condition to be worth maintaining.  After the 
property was sold by the Hudson Bay Company, the Married 
Offi cer’s House was used as a boarding house, then a farm-
house.  A 1911 photograph of the fort site shows this building 
still in existence at the time, thus it clearly was the last sur-
viving structure at the site of Fort Ellice II, (Figure 3.2.12).

Other Minor Structures.   
 A variety of other minor buildings and structures 
existed for a time at Fort Ellice II.  In January of 1865, Jacob 
Beads, the fi rst post carpenter at Fort Ellice II, constructed 
a pemmican storage shed, and a pigsty and several ‘byer’s or 
stables or oxen, cattle and horses. In the summer of 1871, 
an out-of-door bake oven was added. Constructed of stone 
and clay, it stood near the kitchen and was used to bake 
bread and cook oversized roasts. A belfry was located within 
the stockade just north of the factors offi ce. The bell was 
removed when the fort was sold and went to Qu’Appelle to 
become the church bell there. When that church was torn 
down, it was returned to St. Lazare where it was mounted on 
a cairn, where it still sits.  A saw-pit for sawing planks was 
located in the fort “behind the store”, and another outside 
the fort on the opposite bank close to the lower byres. Saw-
dust from the saw pits were used to insulate the ice house.  
In April of 1866, a new frame was erected for the construc-
tion of ‘bateaux’ - fl at-bottomed barges - indicating that the 
HBC was still using bateaux to transport goods on the Assini-
boine River at this time. 

 In addition to ‘byers’ located near the post, sev-
eral others were erected at various locations down on the 
valley fl oor near good pasture and hay making areas.  

 A fur-packing press was fi rst installed in March 
of 1863. In 1865 it was moved into the workshop, but by 
1867 it was back in the centre of the square. The typical 
fur-press consisted of a series of anchor posts to which 
a long lever was attached, (Figure 3.1.2.). However, this 
system proved to be faulty since the levers broke regu-
larly, so various types of screw-driven presses were also 
experimented with. 

 The fi rst well at Fort Ellice II was dug outside the 
stockade. In Oct 1868 it was described by post carpenter 
McKenzie as: “a fi ne well with the proverbial oaken buck-
et attached to a rope and chain.” 25 It was later replaced 
with one inside the fort, possibly in response to the more 
frequent presence, after 1865, of the notorious Sioux.  

The Stockade.   
 The fort stockade was fi rst erected in 1864.  Work 
stopped abruptly on June 1st, 1864 when the trading 
store exploded, killing two men and injuring fi ve. While 
slightly different versions of the incident exist most ver-
sions agree that the explosion occurred as a result of a 
spark falling into an open keg of gunpowder when one 
of a group of Métis buffalo hunters who were equipping 

themselves for the summer hunt, “got behind the counter 
where he had no business to be” and attempted to light 
his pipe by striking fl int and steel. After the explosion, 
all work on the new stockade temporarily stopped, as 
efforts were re-focused on erecting a new trading shop. 
Post journals indicate that during the winter of 1868-69 
logs were being cut and hauled in preparation for replac-
ing and expanding the fort’s stockade. “1869 June 28: 
…pulling down the stockades and preparing to remove 
the men’s house. 1869 July 6: …working at the new men’s 
house, taking down the north side of the stockade. 1869 
July 9: …all the men putting up pickets on the south side 
of the fort. 26 

 Contemporary accounts suggest that the original 
1860s stockade was about 5 metres (16 feet in height 
and included an elevated walkway, corner bastions, and 
a gallery over the main gate. With the expansion of the 
compound in the early 1870s the bastions and walkway 
were removed and the stockade height reduced to ap-
proximately 2.5 to 3 metres (8-10 feet) in height. Sub-
sequently, during the mid-1880s, the stockade was torn 
down and replaced by a picket fence no more than two 
metres (fi ve or six feet) in height, as the threat of attack 
from unfriendly Natives was reduced to the point where 
the effort to maintain a stockade was unwarranted. 

Figure 3.2.11: A detailed sketch of Fort Ellice II with the Assiniboine River valley in the background made in August of 1882 by P.H. 
Dumais, a Dominion Surveyor working in the region at the time. Note the two steamboats on the Assiniboine, one nearing the post 
in the centre of the image, and another several miles downstream at the extreme right, at the approximate location of the ‘Birtle 
Landing’ wharf. During the high water years of 1879 to 1883, steamboats regularly plied the Assiniboine as far as Fort Ellice and Fort 
Pelly.  (Source: Archives of Manitoba, Fort Ellice #15.)
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Gardens and Agriculture.
 Agriculture was encouraged by the company in 
the form of small garden plots as a means of reducing the 
amount of food stuffs which had to be imported via York 
Factory at great expense by the company.  As the supply of 
pemmican became harder to procure with the decline of the 
bison herds, the production of ‘country produce’ became 
increasingly important. Fort Ellice I and II both cultivated 
large vegetable gardens, wheat and barley fi elds, raised 
dairy cows, oxen and horses  as well as hogs and chickens. 
Even dogs were raised for use as for sled animals.  In later 
years, some agricultural activities also occurred at the fort’s 
outposts, notably at Riding Mountain House. Journal nota-
tions of the late 1860s and early 1870s stated that staff at 
Fort Ellice II frequently spent more time with agricultural-
related activities than with trade-related duties. The subject 
of agriculture in the study region during the fur trade era is 
discussed in greater detail later in this report.  

1863-1883 - The Golden Years of Fort Ellice. 
 In 1872, as a result of Fort Ellice’s growing economic 
dominance in the region, The Hudson’s Bay Company trans-
ferred the Swan River district headquarters to Fort Ellice 
from Fort Pelly, where it had been located since 1824. During 
the 1870s Fort Ellice also served as temporary headquarters 
for Dominion and CPR survey parties, and as a station for a 
contingent of the North West Mounted Police. It functioned 
as a postal distribution centre, and was the site of an Angli-
can mission and school.  It also served as a treaty-paying post 
for several First Nation communities in the region. Fanny 
Copper, a wife of one of the company servants wrote that, 
during the early 1880s, she had seen the plain adjacent to 
the fort covered with First Nation tepees, camped and wait-
ing for their treaty money.  

 According to Company clerk Issac Cowie, in 1867 the 
fort had a permanent staff of 30 men. By 1875 the number 
had grown to over 50.  Fort Ellice II reached its peak in terms 
of size and economic signifi cance around 1880. At that time, 

it was easily the most dominant physical and commercial site 
in all of what is now southwestern Manitoba. However, the 
post’s heady days ended quite rapidly after 1881. The declin-
ing demand for fur in Europe, the disappearance of the bison 
herds, and the arrival of the railroad all served to undermine 
the strategic advantage Fort Ellice enjoyed as a transporta-
tion and service centre, and as a general commercial outlet. 
The fur trade was winding down and the old way’s were 
about to end. 

 There was a fi nal great fl utter of excitement at Fort 
Ellice in 1880 when a survey line for the Canadian Pacifi c 
Railway transcontinental was laid down along the route of 
the Saskatchewan Trail straight to Fort Ellice. The Hudson’s 
Bay Company surveyed the area around the post into a town 
site, which it named “Colevile”, and offered the lots for sale 
in eastern Canada and the United States, (Figure 3.2.14).  To 
everybody’s dismay, when construction began in the spring of 
1881, the CPR main line was routed some 48 kilometers (30 
miles) to the south. Thereafter, the fort slowly but steadily 
lost its importance as an economic centre. Settlement and 
trade had so declined by 1890 that the Company sold the 
entire site to the Company storekeeper, T. Wheeler. He 
operated it for a few years as a country store and depot for 
a stagecoach route connecting Moosomin and the emerging 
Birdtail Settlement (Birtle).  E.R. Lewareton, of Foxwarren, 
later purchased the store and operated it until 1904 when 
the Grand Trunk Pacifi c Railway came to St. Lazar. But it 
passed on the opposite side of the valley, effectively end-
ing any chance of the Fort Ellice site ever becoming a town 
site.  Mr. Lewarton then sold the site and retired. Most of the 
structures were dismantled for salvage materials, except for 
the former Married Offi cer’s house which served as a farm-
house until 1912 when it too was dismantled for its material. 

 Little remains to be seen today of Fort Ellice II, ex-
cept a commemorative cairn, the remains of two cemeteries, 
a great view of the Assiniboine River Valley.

Above. Figure 3.2.12: A photo of Fort Ellice II taken in the spring of 1890 showing some of the structures and the simple picket fence 
which replaced the high stockade about 1885. Note the somewhat deteriorated condition of the buildings, in particular the missing pas-
ter fi nish on the warehouse and the north wall of the Big House. Later in 1890 the Hudson’s Bay Company sold the post and accompany-
ing 3,000 acre parcel of land to the post store-keeper, and permanmently vacated the site. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, Fort ELlice #3.)

Left. Figure 3.2.13: Married Offi cers House at Fort 
Ellice II. In 1889 it was noted that this structure was 
the only one that was in suffi ciently good condition 
to be worth maintaining.  After the property was 
sold by the HBC, it was used as a boarding house, 
then a farmhouse.  A 1911 photograph of the fort 
site shows this building still in existence at the 
time, thus it clearly was the last surviving structure 
at the site of Fort Ellice II. (Source: HRB Photo, HRR 
Col. #5810.)

Left. Figure 3.2.15: Sketch plan of the 3,000 
acre HBC reserve at Fort Ellice. This block of 
land was set aside by Dominion Surveyors in 
1881 as they laid down the formal section-town-
ship-rage grid in the upper Assiniboine region. 
Note the location of the proposed Colevile town 
site in the area of Fort Ellice II. (Source: HBCA 
Rg.1/87/F/1/iv/6. Neg #15165.)

Right: Figure 3.2.14: Aerial view of the Beaver 
Creek Mouth area, with the former sites of Fort 
Ellice I and II indicated. The Fouillard family, 
who purchased the former HBC Reserve, dammed 
Beaver Creek near its confl uence with the Assini-
boine River creating the small lake visible in the 
foreground. (HRB Photo)
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3.2.9 Fort Ellice Outposts

 Not all the furs and provisions collected at Fort Ellice 
I and II were sold by the Aboriginal hunters at the post store. 
The offi cials at Fort Ellice established and staffed several 
outposts from which goods were locally traded and then 
relayed to Fort Ellice. The most permanent of these were 
Moose Mountain House and Riding Mountain House. 

 It was also  a common practice, when free traders 
were operating in the area to send out men with dog teams 
to Native encampments to trade directly for goods and provi-
sions. On such short trips, of a few days to a week duration, 
furs could be collected before they could be purchased by 
the “Freemen”. Another method to combat free-traders 
was to set up temporary winter camps staffed by one or two 
traders. There are a number of references to such temporary 
winter camps in the surviving Fort Ellice journals, such as 
the following: “1864 Dec 10: Henderson went to the Birdtail 
Creek to see Indians there. 1865 Jan 4: Sent off 2 men to the 
Sandy Hills to trade with the freemen. 1866 Mar 23: putting 
up goods to send off to Crushed Shell (Shell River) as the 
goods sent out last time were quite insuffi cient. 1866, Mar 
26: Started 5 men with 6 trains of dogs to Crushed Shell with 
a supply of goods for Prince. 1868 Nov 17: Pelly sent to the 
Riding Mountain up the Birdtail Creek to trade for furs. 1866 
Nov 22: packed goods for one man to trade over the winter 
at Long Creek. 1868 Jan 29: 2 Men went off this evening to 
travel all night with 2 trains of Dogs going to Mosquito’s 
camp to try and get their furs. 1868 Dec 7: sent two men to 
Shell River quarter to trade. 1869 Mar 26: sent Pelly off to 
Michis’ tent up the Birdtail Creek.” 27 

 Neither of these outreach systems was favoured by 
the Hudson’s Bay Company. They preferred to have the Na-
tives bring the furs to a central post. Such practices were 
used only when a suffi cient number of free traders were in 
the area and a substantial proportion of the furs were being 
diverted from the company’s main posts. Nevertheless, the 
Riding Mountain and Moose Mountain outposts were long-term 
establishments.

Riding Mountain House
 During the time of Fort Ellice I, fur trapping and 
hunting were generally very good in the woodlands of the 
Riding Mountain plateau. About 1850, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company constructed a semi-permanent outpost on the shore 
of what is now known as Lake Audy, about 95 kilometers (60 
miles) northeast of Fort Ellice. The lake was known to the 
newly-arrived Saulteaux as “Poneeakesakaekun” (Bird Land-
ing Lake), but it came to be better known as Lake Audy, after 
James Audy, the long-serving Company servant in charge. In 
1854, the post site was moved about 15 kilometers south into 
the Little Saskatchewan River Valley. The new outpost was 
said to have consisted of a company store, a small ware-
house, cabins for the employees, a stable, and several other 
ancillary log buildings. Initially it was open for trading only 
during the winter months, and usually two or three Métis with 
their families were employed. In later years, two or three 
of the men were left to look after the post during the sum-

mer off-season. Their duties included putting in a vegetable 
garden, sowing two or three acres of barley and wheat, and 
caring for several oxen, and up to 25 saddle horses, which 
were stationed and pastured there. 

 Walter J.S. Traill, Apprentice Clerk, once noted in his 
Fort Ellice journal that the outpost “was located in good rat 
country” and generally received “large quantities of fi nes 
furs, which were trapped by the splendid hunters of the 
Saulteaux tribe. We traded between three and four thousand 
pounds of pemmican at two shilling per pound, and can put 
all the fur on one dog sled, but mink, martens and fi shers 
are nearly worth their weight in gold. Can you imagine put-
ting seven hundred martens and fi shers in a pack two feet 
square? Each of these skins is worth 30 to 40 shillings so that 
a boat of cargo is a very valuable thing.” 28  

 Despite the availability of good quality furs, fi nding 
suffi cient provisions for the post employees was often a sig-
nifi cant problem in later years. In 1867 for reasons of “poor 
provisioning,” the post was closed for the season before all 
the spring trading was concluded. Some of the Native hunt-
ers regarded the closure as an unfriendly act on the part of 
the Company. Some were so annoyed when they had to take 
their furs so much farther to Fort Ellice, that they burned 
the vacated post to the ground in retaliation. The next year 
the post was rebuilt nearby, and to appease the resident 
Aboriginals, was made a year-round outpost. However, the 
task of securing enough provisions to last all year for the 
staff, as well as livestock and dogs, continued to be a seri-
ous problem. In earlier times Lake Audy had been a favorite 
bison wintering ground because of the expansive meadows 
surrounding the lake and the shelter provided by the nearby 
forests. However, by the mid-1860s, very few bison could 
be found in the old wintering grounds at Riding Mountains 
and bison meat could no longer be procured locally. Thus 
provisioning also became a problem for the local Aboriginal 
residents. 

 Riding Mountain House functioned until 1878, when 
the area was surveyed and settlers began arriving. At that 
time the post site was sold to former Swan River District 
Chief Factor, Robert Campbell, who set it up as the head-
quarters of a large retirement cattle ranch. A new company 
store, with a steam-powered  gristmill and sawmill, was con-
structed lower down the river near the fl edgling town site of 
Elphinstone.  In 1885, development activity in the little town 
largely ended when the Manitoba and North-Western Rail-
road by-passed it, some 15 kilometers to the south.  On May 
19th 1886, the mill-complex was destroyed by fi re, and not 
rebuilt. In 1895, the Company sold its store at Elphinstone to 
a local settler, and with that so ended 45 years of Hudson’s 
Bay Company presence in the Riding Mountain House district.

Moose Mountain House. 
 Moose Mountain House was located on the northeast-
ern slope of the Moose Mountain plateau, and was a one-day 
ride, or about 60 kilometers (38 miles) southwest of Fort El-
lice, (Figure 3.0.4).  The outpost was an important source of 
bison meat and pemmican, as well as of wolf and bison hides.  
At times it also took in small quantities of good quality furs, 

Left. Figure 3.2.15: A sketch, dated June 25, 
1879, showing some of the structures in existence 
at the time at Riding Mountain House on the 
banks of the Little Saskatchewan River. (Source: 
Golden Thread...)

such as mink, lynx, and fi shers. The Métis and Aboriginal resi-
dents of that area considered the post as a well-positioned, 
and well-wooded base for their bison-hunting excursions and a 
convenient place to return to sell the products of the hunt.
  
 From their camps at Moose Mountain House, the Métis 
bison hunters would take their brigades far out onto the 
prairie to hunt and process the bison. After a month or two 
of hunting the carts would usually be fi lled to capacity, and 
the brigades, returned to Moose Mountain to sell the pemmi-
can, grease, and hides at the outpost. Aboriginal groups who 
frequented Moose Mountain area followed much that same 
seasonal routine. Moose Mountain House was normally closed 
in the spring and left vacant until the fall when the wintering 
crew arrived back at the post with a supply of goods or ‘winter 
outfi t’ for the coming winter. Not all the pemmican and other 
provisions consumed at Fort Ellice II were collected at Moose 
Mountain. For a time Riding Mountain House also took in much 
pemmican and game. 

 Rather than to depend entirely upon non-Company 
hunters to provide for domestic provisions, the post factor at 
Fort Ellice often sent out a few of the staff to hunt bison and 
procure provisions for the staff in the Moose Mountain district. 
And, even though Moose Mountain House was located well 
into the open prairie and close to the favored grazing areas 
of the ‘Saskatchewan’ bison herd, the area was not always a 
reliable source of provisions for the Company, or the staff at 
Fort Ellice. In the winter of 1858-59, bison and provisions in 
general, were particularly scarce, as indicated by the follow-

ing Fort Ellice journal entries: “January 13, 1859: Two Indians 
arrived starving from the mountain.” “Feb 12: sent men to 
Moose Mountain to fetch meat.” “Feb 16: Men returned from 
Moose Mountain: no meat available.” “March 1: sent one 
man to Qu’Appelle to see if there were any buffalo there.” 29  
The situation seemed to change for the better by the sum-
mer of 1860, and for the next few years hunting continued to 
be good: “August 3, 1860: men catching provisions at Moose 
Mountain. 1863 May 17: 2 men came on horse back from 
Moose Mtn, brought news the buffalo were not very far from 
the mouth of Moose Mountain Creek. 1864 Jan 11: sent off 2 
men to the Moose Mountain to trade. 1864 Jan 23: sent two 
men to Moose Mountain for fresh meat.” 30

 
 By the later 1860s however, fewer and fewer journal 
references were made to bison products, refl ecting a steady 
reduction in bison numbers, although furs were still being 
trapped on the Moose Mountain highlands at that time.  There 
was increased mention in the Fort Ellice journals of Sioux be-
ing in the area. “1866 Mar 25: The men returned from Moose 
Mountain, brought back all the stuff from that place which 
as follows: 250 bison robes, 10 wolves, 2 kegs grease, 3 bags 
pemmican. 1866 Dec 17: Sent 2 men to Moose Mountain to 
bring back furs. 1868 Oct 17: went off to trade to the Sioux at 
Moose Mountain. 1868: Cook arrived from Moose Mountain…
brought a good haul of fi ne furs, consisting of 16 bear, 26 
mink, 2 Lynx, 3 Fishers, 202 Rats.” 31 Moose Mountain House 
appears to have been closed around 1880, about the same 
time as Riding Mountain House ceased operating.

Right: Figure 3.2.16: Detail from a map produced in 1913 showing the 
location of HBC Riding Mountain House on the east bank of the Little 
Saskatchewan River, and the overland trail from Shoal Lake to the 
trading post. By this time the Riding Mountain House site was known 
as the Merchantson Ranch, and was owned and operated by the well-
known HBC explorer and post factor Robert Campbell in retirement. He 
noted that the area was the most beautiful he had seen in all his years 
of travel with the HBC. The Riding Mt. I.R. No.61 is now known as the 
Keeseekoowenin First Nation.  (Source: Manitoba Maps and Surveys, Riding 
Mountain Sheet, 1913 Sectional Map.)       
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3.3.0  Fur Trade Era Supply & Transporta-
tion Routes

 The west Riding Mountain region played a 
prominent role in the development of the interior 
fur trade supply and transportation networks. Thus, 
a discussion of the fur trade era in the study region 
would not be complete without noting the signifi cant 
part regional transportation routes played in its de-
velopment.

The Great Inland Water Routes
   The two great rivals in the fur trade, the 
Hudson’s Bay Company and the North West Company, 
entered the western territory from different direc-
tions, (Figure 3.1.1).  The HBC’s main arterial route 
ran from York Factory on the shores of Hudson Bay via 
the Hayes River to Norway House. From there along 
Lake Winnipeg to the Red River country and posts 
such as Fort Garry, Brandon House, Beaver House and 
the many lesser posts located along the Red, Assini-
boine, Souris, and Qu’Appelle rivers. The other main 
HBC water route ran from Norway House, along the 
northern shore of Lake Winnipeg to Grand Rapids at 
the mouth of the Saskatchewan River, then west, 
upstream along the river, to Cumberland House, 
Carlton House, Battleford, and on to Fort Edmonton, 
a distance of nearly 2,400 kilometers (1,500 miles).  

 The North West Company’s trunk route ran 
from Montreal via the Ottawa River, Lake Huron and 
Lake Superior to its inland headquarters at Fort Wil-
liam. From there the route followed the Rainy River, 
Lake of the Woods, Winnipeg River route to their 
main provision post at Bas de la Rivière post near 
the mouth of the Winnipeg River.  From there, the 
main northern route followed the eastern shore of 
Lake Winnipeg north to the ‘Narrows’, where it then 
crossed over to the western shore, to Grand Rapids, 
and then west to Cumberland Lake and from there 
to the lucrative Athabaska country. The North West 
Company’s southern trunk route ran from Bas de la 
Rivière to the Red River and its tributaries, including 
the Assiniboine, Souris and Qu’appelle rivers.  

  European traders and explorers were pad-
dling the waters of the study region as early as the 
1780s, and river transport continued, in one form or 
another, for the next 100 years.  Canoes of various 
sizes, fl at-bottomed scows or bateaux, and near the 
end of the fur trade, steamboats, were all used by 
the various trading companies for travel and trans-
port on the region’s rivers. During the early decades 
of its operation, when the HBC posts located in the 
upper Assiniboine River region were outfi tted from 
Brandon House, both the spring and fall brigades used 

canoes on the Assiniboine River to transport their 
trade goods and furs, (Figure 3.3.2). 

 When the district became part of the large 
and lucrative Swan River trading district, HBC Fort 
Pelly, as the new headquarters, thereafter received 
and sent bundles of goods directly to York Factory. 
The York Boat brigades from Fort Pelly used the Swan 
River to reach Lake Winnipegosis, portaged over to 
Cedar Lake, entering Lake Winnipeg at Grand Rapids, 
and then north to Norway House and the Hayes Rivers 
to York Factory.  

 The NWC employees posted in the upper As-
siniboine River region, also frequently constructed 
and used bateaux to transport furs and pemmican. 
From posts in the region, the loaded bateaux would 
be carried downstream by the Qu’Appelle and Assini-
boine rivers to the Red River and Lake Winnipeg, (Fig-
ure 3.3.3). At Bas de la Rivière, at the mouth of the 
Winnipeg River, the brigades transferred the goods 
to large freighter canoes which continued along the 
Winnipeg and Rainy rivers to Fort William, and fi nally  
the long leg east to Montreal.  
 
 After Fort Garry became the main HBC inland 
distribution centre in 1836, the spring fur brigades 
departing the Swan River district stopped using the 
northern waterway route to Norway House in favour 
of the relatively easy downstream route on the Assini-
boine River directly to Lower Fort Garry. From there 
all the goods from the interior trade were ferried to 
Norway House and hence to York Factory using York 
Boats, (Figure 3.3.4).  The more arduous upstream 
journey on the Assiniboine from Fort Garry was ini-
tially undertaken by canoe, but in the years leading 
up to merger, the HBC increasingly used Red River 
carts to transport the fall ‘outfi ts’ to the out-lying 
district headquarters, including Fort Pelly and later 
Fort Ellice. 

 The North West Company is generally cred-
ited as having introduced the Red River cart to the 
prairies, but it was soon adopted by their rivals, the 
Hudson’s Bay Company, and most of the inhabitants 
of the northern Great Plains region, (Figure 3.3.6). As 
the overland trail networks grew in use and complex-
ity, the importance of water transportation declined 
accordingly.  However, the use of bateaux for down-
stream transport from the Upper Assiniboine region 
continued, albeit on a smaller scale, almost to the 
fi nal years of the fur trade during the late 1870s.   

Above. Figure 3.3.1: Map showing the route of the Saskatchewan 
Trail and its spur trails. The distance from Fort Garry to Fort Carlton 
was 550 miles and to Fort Edmonton over 900 miles. A round trip 
between Red River and Carlton too 80 to 90 days and to Fort Edmon-
ton, all summer. (Map title: Early Trails to Carlton House, map prepared by 
J.F. Klaus for article of the same title appearing in The Beaver, Autumn, 1966  
HRB map #203.)  
 

Figure 3.3.3: The wooden scow or “bateaux” was the preferred 
water craft on the Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle rivers during much of 
the fur trade. It possessed a shallow draft, was capable of support-
ing heavy loads, and was relatively easy to construct using sawn 
timbers and metal spikes. The upstream location of both HBC Forts 
Ellice and Pelly on the Assinbioine River made the bateaux a popu-
lar watercraft as it could be simply fl oated downstream on the river 
current to regional depots on the Red River and ake Winnipeg.  At 
the end of its journey, the craft was simply dismantled, or burned, 
and the metal spikes transported overland back to the posts where 
they would be used in the construction of new new bateaux.  
(Source: Archives of Manitoba: Transportation, Bateaux, #3.)  

Figure 3.3.2: Large ‘freighter’ canoes were normally used for transporting 
supplies on the larger waterways, such as the Winnipeg and Saskatchewan 
rivers, and for transporting important company personal on business trips - as 
illustrated above. The Assinibone River and its tributaries were too shallow 
and rocky for such canoes, except during the spring highwater levels. Smaller 
four-man canoes and fl at-bottomed timber scows, were the most commonly 
used watercraft on the Assinibone.  (Source: Archives of Manitoba, Transportation 
- Canoeing #1.1872.) 

Figure 3.3.4: Like the friegher canoes, the York Boat was too large and heavy for 
use on smaller rivers such as the Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle. They tended to be 
used on lakes and major rivers such as the Hayes, Red, and Saskatchewan. There 
is no mention of its use on the Assiniboine or Qu’Appelle rivers in the records con-
sulted. (Photo: HRB #017 Source: Archives of Manitoba: Transportation, Canoeing 1, 1872.)
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3.3.1 Steamboats on the Assiniboine

 The fi rst steamboat to navigate the Red River was 
the SS Anson Northup, launched in 1859 by a Captain Rus-
sell Blakley. It was built in response to a prize offered by the 
St. Paul, Minnesota, Chamber of Commerce to help initiate 
increased trade links between Fort Garry and St. Paul. The 
Hudson’s Bay Company, free-traders and merchants at Red 
River had begun shipping goods via oxcart train to and from 
St Paul as early as 1852. But the HBC quickly recognized the 
economic benefi ts of adding steamboat transportation as an 
option, and in 1861 became partners in the construction and 
operation of the SS International, (Figure 3.3.4). In 1858 the 
Company made an arrangement with Washington allowing 
for sealed and bonded transport of goods through American 
territory. From St. Paul the goods were forwarded by steam-
boat on the upper Mississippi and then by railway to eastern 
seaports, and by ship to England. 

  In 1864 the HBC bought into the ownership of the 
newly-constructed sister ships, SS Manitoba and SS Min-
nesota. Because of generally low water levels, and several 
sets of rapids, these, and other steamboats, rarely ventured 
onto the Assiniboine beyond Portage la Prairie and the HBC 
continued to supply its western posts via ox cart brigade.  By 
1875 all company ‘outfi ts’ for the interior came to Fort Garry 
via the United States. The arduous and more-expensive, but 
time-honoured, journey by York boat brigade from Fort Garry 
to York Factory soon faded into history, putting many Natives 
and Métis ‘trippers’ out of employment.

 Beginning in 1879, several years of unusually high 
water levels were experienced on the Assiniboine River. This 
permitted many of the smaller steamboats to successfully 
navigate up the river, fi rst as far as the new community of 
Millford at the mouth of the Souris River, and soon up to 
Currie’s Rapids and Grand Valley (near Brandon). On the 
morning of May 18, 1879 the fi rst steamer, the SS Marquette, 
arrived at Fort Ellice II, (Figure 3.3.5).  For the next four and 
a half years, a handful of stern wheelers, including the SS 
North West, the SS Cheyenne, SS Dakota and the SS Alpha, all 
plied the Assiniboine between Winnipeg, Portage la Prairie, 
Brandon, Fort Ellice and, on occasion, up to Fort Pelly.  At 

Fort Ellice, two warehouses and a wharf were constructed 
on the west bank of the Assiniboine to store Company goods 
transported by steamer. 
 
 The years of high water levels on the Assiniboine 
coincided with extremely poor travel conditions on the 
overland trails between Fort Garry and the upper Assiniboine 
region. This made for extremely slow and diffi cult travel for 
the increasing numbers of settlers making their way to the 
south and west Riding Mountain regions. This also created a 
short but intense period of riverboat activity on the Assini-
boine. Many hundreds of settlers and thousands of tons of 
supplies were shipped by steamboat during these years. In 
addition to the one at Fort Ellice, another wharf and ware-
house was constructed at Doyle’s Landing, about 15 km south 
of the posts, for passengers and goods bound for the new 
Birdtail Valley settlement.  

 The highly meandering ‘switch-back’ nature of the 
Assiniboine River, required steamboats to travel up to 100 
kilometers of river to make 20 kms of forward progress.  This 
was ineffi cient and costly. With the completion of the Canadi-
an Pacifi c Railway mainline though Manitoba in 1882, the HBC 
quickly turned to the railway and local overland transporta-
tion to move most of its goods to and from stores and posts, 
including those in the Fort Ellice and Fort Pelly districts.  
Therefore, once the CPR railway construction pushed west 
from the new ‘instant city’ of Brandon, most stern wheelers 
were pulled from the Assiniboine. The three HBC-owned stern 
wheelers were piloted down the Red River, up Lake Winnipeg 
and over the treacherous Grand Rapids to spend the remain-
der of their days in service on the Saskatchewan River. Others 
lived out their days as pleasure craft on the Red River and 
Lake Winnipeg. With the fi nal departure of the SS Alpha from 
Fort Ellice II in June 1883, a century of fur-trade-related 
river transportation in the study region ended. 

 There are no known surviving landmarks or mark-
ers relating to water transport in the study area. However, 
just south of the region, near Miniota, a stone-cairn near the 
riverbank, marks the grave of the 18 year-old son of Admiral 
Hillyar who drowned after falling off the SS Alpha in 1883. 

Above. Figure 3.3.4: The stern wheeler International moored 
near Upper Fort Garry. Circa 1879. (Photo: HRB #368. Source: 
Archives of Manitoba #???)

Above. Figure 3.3.5: The SS Marquette, the fi rst stern wheeler to 
reach Fort Ellice II, arriving on the morning of May 18, 1879. (Photo: 
HRB #001, Source: Archives of Manitoba. HRB photo 031.)

3.3.2 The Rise of the Overland Trails

 Just as the location made Fort Ellice a natural de-
pot for river transportation, its strategic siting also made 
it a natural centre for the overland cart trail network, 
which began to develop during the early 1830s. Undoubt-
edly there were many local tracks and pack trails already 
in use by the early 1800s in the study region. Once either 
the HBC or NWC or free-traders built a fort or trading post, 
it wasn’t long before the network of local native trails and 
footpaths in the area became connected with this central 
point of commerce. As more posts were established or 
relocated to new sites, these local trails connected with 
trails in the adjoining areas. Eventually a general series 
of overland trails came into being, connecting established 
forts and Native camping sites. Long distance trails gen-
erally followed the course of the major rivers to provide 
access to shelter, water, and fi rewood. The vast expanse of 
the open prairie was generally avoided by freighters and 
traders until well into the 1830s, except for areas within 
‘sight’ of the southern tree line.
 
 The Red River cart had been developed for use in 
the buffalo hunt and for hauling supplies and furs between 
trading posts and nearby sub-posts. First mention of such a 
cart was in a post journal in 1801 at NWCo Fort Pembina. 
As the cart was improved and more widely used in the 
lower Red River region, many of the earlier foot paths and 
pack-horse trails gradually developed into well-used multi-
tracked cart trails. The upper Assiniboine region was most 
likely fi rst connected by cart track to Fort Garry during the 
early 1820s. It is a well documented fact that in the spring 
of 1816 Cuthbert Grant and 60 of his men rode out from 
NWCo Fort John, raiding HBC posts and supply brigades all 
along the Assiniboine River, giving evidence that there had 
to have been in existence at least some sort of pack trail 
connecting the Qu’Appelle mouth area with the forks of 
the Red and Assiniboine. 

 Peter Fidler’s 1819 map of the Red River region 
records established cart trails running south from Fort 
Garry to Fort Pembina, and also west along the north bank 
of the Assiniboine to Brandon House.  A Fort Pelly journal 
entry from 1824 noted that Red River carts were being 
used to help transport the winter and spring outfi ts be-
tween Swan River House and Fort Pelly.  At this same time, 
cart and bateaux were also being used to haul the goods 
and supplies south from Fort Pelly to its outposts on the 
Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle rivers. 

 While long haul trails were beginning to be used 
between Fort Pelly and Fort Garry, post journals of the 
early 1820s make no mention of any overland trail connec-
tions between the Assiniboine and Saskatchewan Rivers.  
Even the Métis, and many First Nation hunters trading at 
the Assiniboine River posts at the time, noted that they 
rarely traveled beyond two or three days journey onto the 
open prairie during their buffalo-hunting expeditions, for 
fear of becoming hopelessly lost on the boundless open 
prairie. The fi rst documented overland trek from the 
Saskatchewan to the Assiniboine rivers, occurred in 1825. 
Within a few short years HBC Governor George Simpson in-
stituted the “Northern Express” dog-sled mail run between 
Fort Garry and Fort Edmonton, using this new all-overland 
route, (Figure 3.3.1).  

 In addition to this new long distance ‘Saskatche-
wan Trail’ connecting Fort Garry and Fort Edmonton, many 
new local trails continued to be established and used by 
the HBC. And increasingly, large cart ‘brigades’ or trains, 
often consisting of scores of carts and their Métis driv-
ers, were used to transport tons of material between Fort 
Garry and the posts of the prairie fur-trade. Thereafter 
traffi c on the northern waterways decreased substantially. 
Fur-trade goods were also increasingly being transported 
overland between Fort Garry and St Paul Minnesota. With 
its access, via riverboat and railway connections, to the 
eastern seaboard of the United States, the Company found 
that route less arduous and cheaper than using the north-
ern waterways to York Factory on Hudson Bay.

  Travel conditions on the prairie cart trails varied 
with the weather, and seems to have ranged from gener-
ally poor to indescribable. The trails generally followed 
the track of least resistance and the shortest distance be-
tween two points, so that many of trails developed in the 
1840s were still in use in the 1870s. They crossed rivers 
at points where the water was relatively shallow and the 
bottom was relatively fi rm. Such crossings often developed 
into important camping sites or pre-railway communities, 
such as Birtle and Asessippi in the study region. Similarly, 
the sites of many of the region’s earliest bridges and ferry 
crossings, such as those at Fort Ellice and Aessippi, were 
established at trail-crossing sites. 

Left. Figure 3.3.6: Photograph 
of a line of Red River carts on 
the trail during the late 1870s. 
(Photo HRB #???. Source: Archives 
of Manitoba #.)



3.0  The Fur Trade

45

Above. Figure 3.3.7: The many trails of the fur-trade era in the upper Assiniboine River region, as depicted on a map 
printed in 1882.  These include: 1. several branches of Fort Garry to Fort Carlton Trail; 2. the two branches of the Fort El-
lice to Fort Pelly Trail, the west branch of which also was used as an early branch of the Fort Garry to Fort Edmonton Trail; 
3. Shoal Lake to Shellmouth ‘cutoff’ trail established by the North West Mounted Police in 1874 and used extensively by the 
HBC. and early settlers. Also depicted are several former buffalo-hunting trails running southwest from Fort Ellice to Moose 
Mountain and the Souris Plains area, and the newly constructed Canadian Pacifi c Railway mainline which was originally 
intended to run through.  (HRB Map #175 )

3.531  The Saskatchewan Trail

 The Saskatchewan Trail was the main overland ship-
ping route to trading posts in the Northwest, from the late 
1820s until the demise of the plains fur trade in the early 
1880s. The main trail connected Fort Garry and Fort Edmon-
ton and at 1,450 kilometres long, was the main highway dur-
ing the pre-railway era on the prairies. Millions of hides, pelts 
and furs, and thousands of tons of pemmican and trade goods 
were transported over this trail, usually by the now-famous 
ox-drawn, Métis-driven, Red River Cart Brigades. The larger 
trains consisted of hundreds of carts which stretched out for 
several miles along the trail,  (Figure 3.3.6).

Route Origins.
 The Saskatchewan Trail developed over many years 
from Native footpaths and bison-hunting routes, to pack-horse 
trails, and fi nally to multi-rutted ox-cart trails. Overland cart 
traffi c between local posts and district supply depots was 
already occurring in some areas by the early 1820s. However, 
long distance journeys, and most offi cial supply and communi-
cation routes to the posts of the interior parklands still came 
by way of the York Boat, directly from York Factory using the 
Hayes River and Lake Winnipeg, or Saskatchewan River route.

 The fi nal leg in a direct overland trail route connect-
ing Fort Edmonton and Red River was established by none 
other than the Governor of the HBC, George Simpson, him-
self.  After its merger with the North West Company in 1821, 
the Company owners appointed Simpson to reorganize and 
downsize the fur-trade infrastructure. In the course of his du-
ties he made several inspection trips by canoe brigade to the 
Company’s Columbia and Athabaska trading districts in the far 
west. While returning to Red River during his 1825 inspection 
tour, Simpson proposed to cross, on horseback, more than 900 
kilometers (550 miles) of open country from Fort Carlton to 
Fort Garry. 

 The open plains were not well known at the time and 
travel out of sight of the parkland tree line was generally 
avoided. According to Simpson it was “...a plan the bold-
ness of which induced the people to believe my senses had 
taken leave of me.” 32  Simpson prevailed, and accompanied 
by Chief Trader Manes McMillan and eight Company employ-
ees, he set out from Fort Carlton on the afternoon of May 
12, 1825. Only 15 days later, on May 28th, the party of riders 
arrived at the gates of Fort Garry, having stopped in at Fort 
Pelly, Beaver Creek House and Brandon House. This was the 
fi rst documented traverse over what later would become the 
Saskatchewan Trail. Simpson twice repeated his Fort Carlton 
to Fort Garry journey, both in new record times by staging 
fresh horses at selected posts located along the route.  

Alternate Routes
 The route of the Saskatchewan Trail changed several 
times over the course of its history. Alternate branches, and 
short cuts, of varying lengths were frequently tried over the 
years, particularly in the eastern section between Fort Garry 
and the upper Assiniboine, but also in the central section be-
tween the Assiniboine and Carlton House, (Figure 3.3.1). The 

fi nal leg, from Fort Carlton, followed the left (north) bank of 
the North Saskatchewan River all the way to Fort Edmonton, 
and the track only deviated in minor instances along this par-
ticular section. 

 Traveling west from Fort Garry, the earliest route 
of the eastern (Manitoba) section of the Saskatchewan Trail 
fi rst followed the north (left) bank of the Assiniboine until it 
reached the area of the Souris River mouth. Here it crossed to 
the south side and then followed the right bank the remainder 
of the way to Fort Pelly. From there, it headed in a northwest-
erly direction, following the treeline until it reached the forks 
of the Saskatchewan River and Fort Carlton. 

 The fi rst alternate branch, known as the “Middle 
Route”, was a short cut that veered off from the main trail, 
about 32 kilometers (20 miles) west of Portage la Prairie near 
the northern edge of the ‘Big Bush’ (Carberry Sand Hills) area, 
and headed northwest, crossing the Little Saskatchewan River 
about 6.5 kilometers (4 miles) west of the present commu-
nity of Minnedosa. From the crossing it then headed due west 
reaching the Assiniboine River near the Qu’Appelle mouth. 
This was a much shorter route that the original ‘Assiniboine 
River’ track and in short order it became the ‘preferred’ 
route.  A third alternate route, the “Northern Branch”, ran 
northwest from Portage la Prairie, passing close to the pres-
ent communities of Westbourne, Woodside, Gladstone, and 
Neepawa. This branch crossed the Little Saskatchewan River 
about fi ve kilometers northeast of Minnedosa and joined 
the Middle Branch about 32 kilometers (20 miles) west of 
Minnedosa near what in now Newdale. 

 The middle section of the Saskatchewan Trail, lying 
between the Assiniboine and Saskatchewan rivers, similarly 
possessed several alternate routes, (Figure 3.3.1). The ear-
liest route, established after Simpson’s exploratory trip in 
1825, went west from Fort Pelly to the Whitesand River. It 
then skirted the north shores of the Quill Lakes, continuing on 
to the Birch Hills near the South Saskatchewan River, and from 
there took a short fi nal leg to Carlton House on the North Sas-
katchewan. In 1852, the HBC established a trading post in the 
Touchwood Hills south of the Quill Lakes. Within a few short 
years, a trail developed between Fort Pelly and Fort Carlton, 
via the Touchwood Hills post, although the original route was 
still frequently used by virtue of being a shorter route. 

 A more signifi cant route change occurred around 
1860. Free traders had discovered that, by cutting across the 
open prairie directly west from Fort Ellice to the Touchwood 
Hills Post, and avoiding the upper Assiniboine and Fort Pelly 
completely, the route to Fort Carlton could be reduced by 
more than 95 kilometers (60 miles), or a three-day journey by 
ox-cart. This new route quickly became the new ‘preferred’ 
route for the Company’s cart brigades traveling from Fort 
Garry to Carlton House, and led to the rise in signifi cance for 
Fort Ellice.  
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 With the rise in economic signifi cance of the over-
land trail network in general, and the Saskatchewan Trail 
in particular, Fort Ellice soon developed into an important 
stopover and service centre. Strategically located on the 
trail halfway between Fort Garry and Fort Carlton, it acted 
as a major source of provisions and supplies, and as a stop-
over where carts were repaired or replaced, and oxen or 
ponies traded. 

 There was one major round trip made each summer 
between Fort Garry and Fort Edmonton on the Saskatchewan 
Trail, a distance of almost 1,500 kilometers (900 miles).33 
This journey was usually undertaken in two legs, by two 
separate cart trains, which met at Fort Carlton where they 
exchanged loads and returned to their respective ‘mother’ 
posts. The round trip between Fort Garry and Fort Carlton 
was about 900 kilometres and ook 70 to 80 days to complete 
by cart train. Because most of the annual cart brigades de-
parting Fort Garry only travelled as far as Fort Carlton, the 
eastern half of the Saskatchewan Trail was more commonly 
referred to as the “Carlton Trail” by HBC ‘trekkers’.
  
  The rutted, stony, and often rain-soaked and multi-
tracked Saskatchewan Trail was also known by several other 
names.  Each usually depended on what your destination 
was and which direction you were going. If you were headed 
west, it could be referred to as the Ellice Trail, Pelly Trail, 
Carlton Trail, Battleford Trail, or Edmonton Trail. If you were 
traveling east, it was most often referred to as the Fort 
Garry Trail, but also as the Carlton Trail. The most common 
name applied by historians to the entire route from Fort 
Garry to Fort Edmonton, was the Saskatchewan Trail.

 The 1860s and 1870s were the ‘Golden Years’ of the 
Saskatchewan Trail and of the Hudson’s Bay Company Red 
River Cart Brigades. The trail became THE popular choice of 
access into the interior for fur traders, frontiersmen, map 
makers, and hunting parties. The intrepid travelers of the 
time, men and even a few women and children, made their 
way along the Saskatchewan Trail in all seasons and weather, 
for reasons economic, political, religious, or adventurous. 
Some of the more noteworthy tail-users included: Captain 
John Palliser and Prof. Henry Youle Hind of the British and 
Canadian Exploring Expeditions of 1857-58; The Earl of 
Southesk hunting big game; Dr. Cheadle and Lord Milton 
- “European tourists on horseback”; the “Overlanders” of 
1862 headed to the Kootnay goldfi elds of British Columbia 
and many, many others. The great engineer Sandford Flem-

ing, accompanied by botanist John Macoun, used the Sas-
katchewan trail while laying out the early surveys for the 
projected transcontinental railroad in 1872. They, like many 
of the others, used Fort Ellice as a base or stop over while in 
that district.  

 With the completion of the railroad to St. Paul 
Minnesota in 1859, and prior to that with its earlier steam-
boat connection to the middle Mississippi, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company found it increasingly cheaper to transport trade 
goods from England to Fort Garry via St. Paul, rather than 
through York Factory, and increasingly the Red River Cart bri-
gades traveling south to St. Paul usurped the transport role 
that the York Boat traveling north to York Factory previously 
enjoyed.  From Fort Garry most of these goods continued to 
be transported by cart brigade via the Saskatchewan Trail to 
the posts of the northwest.  However, the trail’s signifi cance 
ended rather suddenly during the late-1870s/early-1880s 
when fi rst steamboat transportation on the Assiniboine, and 
shortly thereafter railway transportation, usurped the role 
of the cart brigades and the Saskatchewan Trail as the main 
transportation route on the Canadian prairies.  

 In 1879, in one of its fi nal years as the main highway 
in the Canadian west, 1,871 carts, 227 wagons, and 35 buck-
boards, were recorded as having passed through Fort Ellice 
on their way west on the Saskatchewan Trail. 34  During the 
1880s and 1890s portions of the Saskatchewan Trail contin-
ued to be used by settlers, and for short-haul livery service. 
However, as farmers began to fence their fi elds and pasture 
lands during the early decades of the twentieth century, 
trail users were increasingly forced to use the section-grid 
road allowances. Eventually, in the study region, the route 
of the trail was largely plowed over and turned into crop-
land, or allowed to grow over as pasture land. Currently, 
there are no known surviving remnants of the Saskatchewan 
Trail in the study region. However, there are a small number 
of locally-erected ‘fence-line’ plaques indicating approxi-
mately where the  trail once ran. 

Right. Figure 3.3.12. Fort Ellice Trail  
commerative plaque, erected in 
Neepawa Park in 1962. This marker 
also no longer exists. (Source: Archives 
of Manitoba, Historic Sites - Fort Ellice 
Trail #2.)

Left. Figure 3.3.9: Painting of the 
Hudson’s Bay Company Red River 
cart brigade departing Lower Fort 
Garry on its summer-long annual 
trek along the Saskatchewan Trail 
to Fort Edmonton in 1863. (Source 
Hudson’s Bay Company Archives P-393.) 

Left. Figure 3.3.8: An early photograph of part of a 
Hudson’s Bay Company dog-sled train about to depart 
on a winter journey.  Note the decorative symbols 
and HBC logo bead-work on the sled sides, and the 
‘jingle-bell’ belts on the harnesses. This same scene 
have could have been witnessed on the HBC’s “General 
Winter Express” run, instituted in 1832, as it made 
it’s annual February run across the parkland fringe 
zone between Fort Garry and Fort Edmonton. (Source: 
Archives of Manitoba.)

Above. Figure 3.3.10: Illustration of the last 
ox-cart train to pass through Portage la Prairie, 
c1880. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, Portage la Prairie 
Collection: #2-2.) 

Above. Figure 3.3.11. Fort Ellice 
Trail commerative plaque, erected 
at the junction of Highway No.1 
and Highway No. 4 in 1967. The sign 
no longer exists. (Source: Archives of 
Manitoba, Historic Sites - Fort Ellice 
Trail #1.)

Above. Figure 3.3.13. In the Shoal Lake 
district, a local heritage organization 
has erected small ‘fence-line’ markers 
at a few selected sites along the local 
municipal roads indicating where the 
former trail used to exist. (HRB Photo.)
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4.4 The Pelly Trail
 
 The overland route known as the Pelly Trail actually con-
sisted of several different trails all leading to Fort Pelly, (Figure 
3.3.14). As with the Saskatchewan Trail, the Pelly Trail(s) also was 
a long-used and fairly signifi cant trail during the fur-trade era, and 
for a time during the early years of the settlement era. 

The Pelly Trail, in the study region, was initially developed as a 
minor supply trail connecting and HBC Fort Pelly and it prede-
cessors in the ‘Assiniboine Elbow’ district, with the posts of the 
Qu’Apppelle mouth area, (Figure 3.3.7). For more than a quarter of 
a century, between 1825 and 1852, the Pelly Trail served as a sec-
tion of the main route of the Saskatchewan Trail linking forts Garry 
and Edmonton, (Figure 3.3.9). During the 1850s, as the preferred 
route of the Saskatchewan Trail shifted to run directly west from 
Fort Ellice, bypassing Fort Pelly, this section of the trail became a 
secondary route. It was at this time that the term Pelly Trail came 
into use. 

 HBC Fort Pelly I was constructed in 1824 to act as the head-
quarters and distribution centre for all the posts of the HBC Swan 
River district, a function previously served by Swan River House, 
(Figure 3.2.5).  In September of that same year the post journal 
noted that the annual winter outfi t was transported from Swan 
River House to Fort Pelly in nine Red River carts, while the spring 
brigade of furs and buffalo was transported back to Swan River 
House using seven carts and three bateaux. That trail following the 
course of the Swan River, was also known as the Pelly Trail. At this 
same period, Red River carts were also being used to haul supplies 
and goods between Fort Pelly and its southern outposts, such as 
Beaver Creek House, and Qu’Appelle House.  With the construction 
of Fort Ellice I in 1831, regular trips between forts Ellice and Pelly 
began, occurring almost on a weekly basis.  After Fort Ellice be-
came Swan River District headquarters in 1872, goods and supplies 
went from Fort Ellice to Fort Pelly, as the ‘mother-post/out-post’ 
functions were reversed. 

  The Pelly Trail connecting forts Pelly and Ellice, actually 
consisted of two completely separate trails, one on each side of 
the Assiniboine River. The Pelly trail on the west bank of the river 
was generally considered as the main trunk. It was the route taken 
by Governor Simpson in 1825, and it functioned as section of the 
Saskatchewan Trail until 1852. The Pelly Trail on the east bank of 
the Assiniboine traversed country which was much more forested 
and necessitated a crossing of the Shell River, making it a more dif-
fi cult route. This east side route served primarily as a travel route 
for traders and Aboriginals operating in the Swan River and Riding 
Mountains and provided access to forts Ellice and Pelly without hav-
ing to undertake an even more diffi cult Assiniboine River crossing. 

 The Pelly Trail east of the Assiniboine River came into 
greater prominence after Fort Livingstone was created near HBC 
Fort Pelly, in 1874, to serve as the headquarters of the North West 
Mounted Police. During the early years of general settlement in the 
study region, in the late 1870s and early 1880s, this trail was much 
used by the incoming homesteaders, and a number of stopping 
houses were established along its route, (Figure 3.3.15).  

 After 1874, a third Pelly Trail came into existence in the 
study region. It connected Shoal Lake with the Shellmouth area and 
was established, or more likely ‘offi cially’ established, by the North 
West Mounted Police. Traveling south from Fort Pelly, this branch 
departed from the east side Pelly Trail near the present community 
of Russell and continued directly southeast until it connected with 
the Saskatchewan Trail at the south end of Shoal Lake. Shoal Lake 
was approximately 50 kilometers (30 miles) east of Fort Ellice and 
was an important camping site for the cart trains. For several years 
after 1874 a regional post of the North West Mounted Police was 
located there. The trail was developed as a more direct connection 
between NWMP Headquarters at Fort Livingston and its Shoal Lake 
detachment, (Figure 3.3.7). It was a convenient shortcut which 
quickly came into common use by both the Hudson’s Bay Company 
and Anglo-Ontario settlers who were beginning to make their way 
to the district.  

 All three of these trails in the study region were known 
at one time or another as “The Pelly Trail”, as were other smaller 
local trails leading to Fort Pelly from the surrounding hinterland. 
These, however, were the most prominent of the various Pelly trails 
in the region.

End of the Era of Overland Trails.
 After the arrival of the transcontinental railway in 1882, 
and general agricultural settlement of the region, the fur trade 
in the study region quickly wound down. With it, the old overland 
trail networks slowly but surely became obsolete. The Canadian 
Pacifi c Railway, expected by many to follow the long-established 
route of the Saskatchewan Trail and to make Fort Ellice a divi-
sional depot, by-passed the region some distance to the south. This 
disastrous turn of events for the residents and settlers of the region 
actually served to delay the decline of the old trails - but only for a 
short time. Several railway branch lines were constructed through 
the southern portion of the study region during the mid 1880s, and 
the railroad thereafter completely usurped the once signifi cant role 
played by the Saskatchewan and Pelly Trails as major transporta-
tion routes in the study region. 

 Undoubtedly, smaller cart trains and settlers’ wagons for 
some time continued to traverse these trails on shorter hauls from 
railway heads. The Pelly Trail in particular, continued to function as 
an important north-south trail route.  By the early 1900s, however, 
the region’s many cross-country trails began to be systematically 
ploughed under as the regional landscape was slowly converted 
from open prairie to fenced farmland. With the development of the 
municipal road system in the 1920s, all traffi c on surviving sections 
of these trails was soon redirected onto the graded roads, and the 
once pervasive network of overland trails, including the Pelly Trail, 
all but disappeared from the landscape.  
   
 There are no known commemorative or route markers in 
the study region denoting the routes or past signifi cance of the 
Pelly Trail. Short remnants likely exist in scattered locations where 
the land was too steep or poor to cultivate.  However, few if any of 
these sites have been identifi ed and marked as such. 

Left. Figure 3.3.14: A map prepared during 
the Hind Expedition of 1857 showing the upper 
Assiniboine River region, including waterways, 
landforms, trails and the site for Fort Ellice I. 
Note the two branches of the Fort Ellice to Fort 
Pelly Trail, clearly indicated on either side of 
the river valley. The Shellmouth to Shoal Lake 
trail was not included, supporting the suggested 
contention that the branch was not yet in exis-
tence at the time, at least not as a major trial.

Above. Figure 3.3.15. A Pelly Trail stop-
ping house, as it was on November 3, 1887. 
(Source: HRB Photo 459. Source Archives of Mani-
toba, Pelly Trail #2.)
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of the 1870s and 1880s.  The Saulteaux similarly forced the 
Assiniboin from their traditional forest home in the Lake of 
the Woods region. Thus the Assiniboine were also hostile to 
the Saulteaux.3  

Lifstyles and Wildlife Poplations, 1780-1850
 During the early decades of the fur-trade, the Rid-
ing Mountain plateau was rich in buffalo, moose, elk, fi sh 
and fur-bearing animals. There was also maple sugar, fruit, 
natural herbs and medicines to be obtained on the high-
lands. The forests provided shelter during the cold prairie 
winters. The meadows of the river valleys and along the 
lake shores, provided excellant grazing for buffalo and elk - 
as well as for horses, the most prized of possessions.  There 
was abundant waterfowl in the wetlands of the Parkland 
zone just to the south. Lake Audy was noted for the abun-
dance of waterfowl found there in the autumn, when ducks 
and geese stopped during their annual migration south.  
The abundant waterfowl prompted the Saulteaux to call 
the lake “Po nee ake sakaekun” (Bird Landing Lake). The 
Saulteaux band led by “Okeneas” (Little Bones) referred to 
the Riding Mountain plateau as “Wow wasa jicus” (The Hill 
of the Buffalo Chase), in reference to the large number of 
bison which annually wintered on the southern slopes of 
Riding Mountain, as late as the 1850s. 

 In the summer the Native bands living on the 
highlands would follow the bison herds southwest out onto 
the plains. Like the Assiniboin before them, the Saulteaux 
pounded the dried bison meat and mixed it with tallow and 
wild fruit to make “pem eek kesegun” or pemmican. This 
protien-rich food was packed into birch bark cartons and in 
animal-skin bundles and would keep for many months, even 
years. Pemmican was highly sought after by the fur-traders 
to feed the men of the transport brigades. As the Riding 
Mountain uplands were slowly depleted of their fur-bearing 
wildlife, hunting meat for personal provisions and for trad-
ing at the nearby posts became the main economic activity 
of the local Aboriginal population. With this constant pres-
sure, many species, including the cougar, grizzerly bear, 
and mule deer were completedly eradicated from the Rid-
ing Mountain highlands. So badly depleted was the wildlife, 
that near the end of the fur-trade, traders were offering 
food to the local Saulteaux groups to entice them to hunt 
and trap in the uplands for the few remaining furs available 
there.

The Great Epidemics
 Fur-trade records suggest that during the fi rst half 
of the 1700s, the Native populations in the Hudson’s Bay 
Company’s trading territories increased signifi cantly, almost 
quadrupling in size in the space of two generations. This 
was likely due in part to the superior weapons and tools 
available by the expanding fur-trade economy, and the 
growing number of horses, which were especially useful 
in hunting bison and large game.  Traders have suggested 
that during the 1780s the Mandan and Assiniboin were each 
capable of mustering 25,000 fi ghting men. Alexander Henry 
noted in 1809 that between eight and ten thousand Assini-
boins lived in the Turtle Mountain region alone, and could 

easily muster two thousand fi ghting men if called upon.4   

During the 1830s, it was estimated that the Plains Cree 
band who hunted along the Qu’Appelle and South Saskatch-
ewan rivers and traded at Fort Ellice, easily numbered 
about 500 tents or about 4,000 individuals. At the time the 
whole tribe would approach Fort Ellice to receive their sup-
plies, preceded by 800 mounted warriors in full ceremonial 
dress chanting and singing songs.5

 Tragically, the First Nation populations of the 
northern Great Plains lacked a natural resistance to many 
diseases commonly found in Europe, having never before 
been exposed to them.  They suffered terribly when dis-
eases, particularly measles and smallpox, found their way 
into the region. The fi rst great epidemic of smallpox to 
strike the northern plains occurred in 1786-92, spreading 
north from Mexico and devastating the whole Great Plains 
region. A generation later, in 1836-38, the Mandan, Crow, 
Blackfoot and Assiniboin again suffered terribly from small 
pox.  Fortunately for the “200 tents of Assiniboin” living in 
the Fort Ellice district at the time, Chief Factor McKay and 
his staff were able to vaccinate the entire local population, 
“all of whom constituted the bulk of the Assiniboin tribe 
once the disease had run its course.”6  Twenty-fi ve years 
earlier in 1809, Alexander Henry had reported that there 
were between 8,000-10,000 Assiniboin living in the Turtle 
Mountain region. In the aftermath of the 1838 epidemic, 
the remnant of the Assiniboine tribe was easily pushed west 
under pressure from the Cree and Saulteaux.  At this time, 
the remnants of the Mandan First Nation increasingly came 
north to trade at Fort Ellice. In doing so they risked the 
danger of attack by their traditional enemies, the Cree and 
Assiniboin, but often chose that over the danger of expo-
sure to the dreaded smallpox when trading with the Ameri-
cans. 

 In 1856 smallpox again appeared on the plains. This 
outbreak was traced to an infected shipment of supplies 
ferried up the Missouri River to Fort Union on the steam-
boat “St. Peter’s”.  An estimated 18,000 Assiniboin, Cree, 
Mandan and Blackfoot perished before this outbreak fi nally 
subsided.  The last major outbreak of small pox occurred in 
1869-70, affecting fi rst the Sioux in the Dakota territories, 
then spreading to the northwest and striking the Assini-
boin and Plains Cree in the Saskatchewan territory.  By the 
end of the 19th century, these epidemics, combined with 
war, disease, famine and migration, had reduced the total 
estimated Assiniboin population in what is now Manitoba 
and Saskatchewan to only about 2,500.  The population 
of the Plains Cree had similarly been drastically reduced 
in numbers, which by the 1860s did not exceed 120 tents, 
representing a population of less than 1000 individuals.7  

Inter-tribal Hostilities
 Inter-tribal wars in the upper Assiniboine River re-
gion also had a signifi cant impact on Aboriginal populations, 
hunting territories and fur-trade activities. During the 
1820s in particular, the Sioux and Mandan frequently sent 
raiding parties against the Assiniboin and Cree in the Turtle 
Mountain, Souris Plains and Qu’Appelle mouth regions. 

Right. Figure 2.0.3: A photograph of a Cree 
camp in the Duck Mountain region, in 1899. 
The Cree were a branch of the eastern Algon-
quin race and were known as the Naynaytha-
ways (Natives of the Bay), but were misnamed 
Crees by the early French traders. The Cree 
were divided by the traders into several 
branchs: the Mountain Cree, who inhabited 
the Riding, Duck and Porcupine Mountians; the 
Swampy Cree or Muskegoes,who resided in the 
Manitoba lowlands to the east and north; and 
the Plains Cree who moved out of the wood-
lands along the Saskatchewan River and onto 
the plains. By the early 1800s the Plains Cree 
had become a fully equestrian Plains culture, 
heavily dependent upon the Mandan for horses 
and learning the skills of the buffalo hunt from 
their allies, the Assiniboin.  (Photo: Archives of 
Manitoba, Tyrrell, J.B. Coll. #7.) 

Above. Figure 2.0.4: A photograph of a Sioux camp on the open prairie of what is now southwestern Manitoba, about 1873.  In the later 
decades of the fur trade, Turtle Mountain marked the northern edge of Sioux territories, having pushed the Assiniboine from this area 
after the 1838 smallpox epidemic.  An 1862 uprising by the Sioux in Minnesota brought a brutal response from the American MIlitary and 
Sioux refugees fl ed north to the Red River Settlement in British Territory.  After the Battle of Little Big Horn in 1876 more Sioux escaped 
northward to seek British protection, this time in southwestern Saskatchewan. For those Sioux who remained in Manitoba, Turtle Moun-
tain area was a favoured wintering location from the early 1860s to the time reserves were created for them in 1874. (Photo: Archives of 
Manitoba, Boundary Commission #206)

Left. Figure 2.0.2:  Sketch of Assiniboin 
First Nations using a buffalo pound to hunt 
buffalo during the winter. The explorer 
Alexander Henry the Elder noted that dur-
ing the 1770s the Assiniboin had become 
so accustomed to using the buffalo to sup-
ply all their needs that they had all they 
needed in the buffalo and were indifferent 
to the White Man’s trade goods. Buffalo 
meat provided them with their staple food, 
buffalo hides gave them clothing, shelter, 
horse and dog harness, warshields and 
boats, the buffalo sinew provided thread 
for sewing and string for their bows. Ribs 
were used to make bows and other buffalo 
bones were used to make short spears and 
knives. Buffalo “bellies” were kettles to 
carry and boil water, and buffalo dung pro-
vided an important fuel supply.8  (Source: 
Archives of Manitoba: Buffalo Hunting # 3, 
Buffalo Pound)   
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2.1  Wawayseecappo First Nation #62

 The Waywayseecappo First Nation is located fi ve 
kilometers west of the town of Rossburn. The Birdtail River 
serves as the reserve’s eastern boundary, and Provincial Trunk 
Highway #45 runs diagionally through the extreme north-
eastern corner of the reserve (see Figure 2.2.4). The Way-
wayseecappo I.R. is the largest of the study region’s three 
First Nation communities.  The band was formally established 
with the signing of Treaty No. 4 in 1874. The reserve itself, 
originally known as the Lizard Point Indian Reserve, was fi rst 
settled by the band members in 1877.  The land base of the 
Waywayseecappo First Nation currently consists of 10,062 
hectares (24,864 acres) in a block about 11x9 kilometers (7x6 
miles) in size. The offi cial Native language is Ojibwa with 
English also in everyday use. Chief of Waywayseecappo First 
Nation in 2007 was Murray Clearsky. Total population in 2007 
was 2,318 with 1,353 living on-reserve in 329 private dwell-
ings and 960 living off-reserve, according to Northern and 
Indian Affairs statistics. 
    
 In addition to the main reserve, the Waywaysee-
cappo band also possesses a three hectare (eight acre) site 
near Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan. It was here, at HBC Fort 
Qu’Appelle that Treaty No. 4 was negotiated and signed 
on September 15, 1874. Treaty No. 4 settled the claims of 
the Cree, Ojibwa (Saulteaux), and Assiniboin living in west 
central Manitoba and southern Saskatchewan at the time. 
Each of the bands at the treaty site requested and received a 
campsite near to the main negotiating site.  Under the terms 
of the Treaty, these sites would forever remain band prop-
erty.  As well, the 13 bands represented each received land 
grants of 259 hectares (640 acres) for each family of fi ve. 
Each individual was to be given an annual annuity of fi ve dol-

lars per person, which continues today, with no adjustment 
for infl ation. The bands on each reserve were to receive 
hunting supplies equal to $750 annually, and an original grant 
of agricultural implements, cattle, and seed.12

 Waywayseecappo (man standing in readiness) was 
the Chief of a group of Saulteaux from the Qu’Appelle Lakes 
area. His band was grouped together with several other 
bands from the area around Fort Ellice for the purpose of 
treaty negotiations and were referred to in the proceedings 
as the “Fort Ellice Saulteaux Band”. Waywayseecappo’s group 
was the largest of the bands grouped into the artifi cial ‘Fort 
Ellice band’. The offi cial report for Treaty No. 4  indicates 
that Chief Waywayseecappo and the new Fort Ellice Sault-
eaux Band initially did not accept the terms of Treaty No. 4 
and he was not an original signatory to the treaty. It was not 
until six days after the offi cial signing, at Fort Ellice II that he 
and his headsmen signed the treaty, after further meetings 
and negotiations. History records that Chief Waywayseecappo 
petitioned Lieutenant-Governor Morris to have the annui-
ties for his band raised from $5 to $12 per person; a store 
established on the reserve; and extra provisions and cattle 
for the coming winter.  Morris apparently met some of these 
requests, and the Fort Ellice Band were sent some of the 
provisions left over from the settlement of Treaty No. 5.13  

 In 1877, the Dominion surveyor arrived to formally 
survey the reserve while Chief Waywayseecappo and most 
of his headmen were out hunting. Under the direction of 
Waywayseecappo’s son-in-law, the reserve was laid out at a 
location known as Lizard Point. This was just north of Doyle’s 
Crossing, one of the main waypoints on the Pelly Trail con-
necting Shoal Lake and HBC Fort Pelly on the upper Assini-
boine River. The site is on the southern slopes of the Riding 

During this period trading posts were sometimes attacked, 
prompting trading through portholes in the stockade.  At 
HBC Beaver Creek House, traders were constantly on the 
alert for hostile groups. The practice of trading through 
portholes became necessary when competition from the 
North West Company required a heavy trade in liquor. It 
was recorded that trading in liquor often resulted in violent 
behavior on the Native’s part, which was more often di-
rected at each other rather than at the traders.

  The liquor trade largely ended with the merger 
of the Hudson’s Bay and North West companies in 1826. 
During the time of HBC Fort Ellice I, from the 1830s to the 
1860s, the threat of attack had almost disappered entirely. 
Undoubtedly even after the liquor trade ended, some fric-
tion between Native groups did occur while trading at the 
post, but hostilities at trading posts were never again a 
serious problem. British military agents Vavasour and Warre 
travelling through the British northwest in 1845, stayed for 
a time at Fort Ellice and noted: “The Indians seldom attack 
a fort now, having accustomed to trade, and fi nding their 
utility for this purpose they do not wish to destroy them. 
Since such a great number of tribal groups visited the fort, 
it is highly unlikely that one group would try and destroy 
the post to spite their enemies since they themselves 
traded there.” 9  

Settling Into Reserve Life 
 By the early 1880s, all the Native groups living in 
the West Riding Mountain Study Region had treatied and 
settled onto reserves.  The region’s Saulteaux located their 
reserve on the upper Birdtail River. The Sioux, who moved 
north of the international boundary during the 1860s and 
1870s, chose a site at the confl uence of the Birdtail and 
Assiniboine rivers. The region’s Cree/Métis chose a reserve 
site at the forks of Silver Creek and the Assiniboine. Al-
though all three groups took up permanent residence on 
their respective reserves, they did not necessarily take up 
farming as a way of life. The region was slow to be settled 
by homesteaders, largely due to the change in the route of 
the Canadian Pacifi c Railway in 1881.  The local Aboriginal 
population was able to continue to hunt and trap for a liv-
ing until well after the turn of the twentieth century. 

 With the establishment of the various reserves, 
Federal Indian Agents and Farm Instructors were sent out to 
help “in the transition from living off the natural bounty 
of land, to living by working the land.”10  Accounts by the 
region’s early pioneers suggest that, despite evidence of 
early mismanagment and un-necessary interference on the 
part of Federal Indian Affairs agents, the region’s Aborigi-
nal populations remained fairly content. They kept their 
identity as First Nation people, and were independent and 
industrious. They frequently worked with the white settlers 
and were well respected for their hard work. During the 
early years of reserve live, Natives and settlers frequently 
participated in each others social and sporting events, such 
as powwows and agricultural fairs. First Nation homes were 
very much the same as the settler’s hewn log house, with 

lumber fl oors and board and shingle roofs.  They too had 
large gardens and root houses for winter storage, and store 
houses for cured meats and fi sh, grew crops and raised 
large herds of cattle and horses. The fi rst generation of 
reserve residents were said to have had little need for the 
Indian Agent, and met with him only at Treaty time when 
council elections were held and annual Treaty payments 
were made. Churches were quite active and there were 
frequent house parties with good food, singing and danc-
ing. Among the Native residents were many good musicians 
who played fi ddle and mouth organ and who were expert at 
the Red River jig.  During the early 1920s the Birdtail Sioux 
reserve had their own threshing outfi t and steam engine. 
Threshing time on the Birdtail Reserve was said to have 
been a large community affair.  When the reserve grain was 
threshed the outfi t did custom threshing for area settlers. 
Both Europeans and Aboriginals seemed to possess all the 
basic necessities of life. 

 Life was not all pleasant on the reserves, however. 
One great hardship during the early years of reserve life 
was the lack of health services. Tuberculosis in particular 
was rampant at times and some families were desimated by 
this dreaded disease. Also, many bands in Manitoba were 
talked into “surrendering” portions of their original reserve 
lands, prompting many land claim petitions which continue 
to the present time.

 By the later 1920s, the economic and cultural 
well-being of the region’s Natives began to change signifi -
cantly.  The old timers became too old to work and soon 
most had passed away. With the loss of the old timers, and 
the constant interference on the part of federal Indian 
Agents, the grain fi elds soon were no longer worked, and 
the many well-tended herds of cattle and horses began to 
disappear.  In his website overview of the Keeseekoowein 
Indian Reserve (“I.R.” hereafter), located just east of the 
study region, Aboriginal historian Walter Scott echoed these 
occcurences when he noted simply, “The Depression of the 
1930s seemed to fi nish the happy life that was know among 
the people of the Okanase Band.”11 The Great Depression, 
of course, severely affected white and Native residents 
alike. However, when economic growth and prosperity 
returned during the 1940s and 1950s the economic disparity 
between the two groups increased signifi cantly. 

 During the 1950s and 1960s, increasing dependence 
on government assistance combined with continued micro-
management on the part of the Department of Indian Af-
fairs, eroded most of the old culture of self-reliance in the 
region’s Native population. Recent years have seen steady 
progress among First Nation communities concerning land 
claim settlements and integration into mainstream agri-
cultural and professional based economy through improved 
provision of health and education services.                            

Figure 2.2.1:  Chief Waywaysacappo in 
1881. (Source: Archives of Manitoba; Archives 
Canada Series 3, #19, Marquis of Lorne trip, 
1881, sketch, Chief Waywaysacapo.)

Figure 2.1.2:  Detail from a 1908 map showing trails in and around Lizard Point 
I.R. 62. Note at the time the railway had been completed as far as Rossburn.   
(Source: Archives of Manitoba, Map H5 614.2 fbed. Map Title:  Manitoba, 1908, Department 
of the Interior. HRB Map 145. )
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Figure 2.2.3: Detail from a 1961 topographic map showing the Lizard 
Point I.R. area. Note the roadway system and widely scattered building 
locations. The heart of the community, the band offi ce, school, church, 
etc, is centrally located within the reserve.  The roads only roughly fol-
low the survey grid and in many instances still track cross country. (Map 
Title: 1:50,000 scale National Topographic Map, Rossburn Sheet. 62/K10. Depart-
ment of Energy, Mines and Resources. 1961. HRB Map 209).

Figure 2.2.4: Detail from a 1985 topographic map. Note the change in 
the roadway system within the reserve with that shown in the 1964 
map. With the construction of the new PTH #45 through the northeast 
corner of the reserve new development in the reserve focused on this 
area to take advantage of the new highway connection. (Map Title: 
1:50,000 scale National Topographic Map, Rossburn Sheet, 1985. 62/K10.  Dep-
tartment of Energy, Mines and Resources. HRB Map 211).

Figure 2.2.5: The Waywayseecappo Community Complex on the left 
and the Convention Centre on the right. Constructed during the 
mid-1990s along PTH #45, these community service structures are 
the core buildings at the reserve’s new social, and economic centre. 
(HRB Photo.)

Figure 2.2.6.: The Waywayseecappo Food Mart building located just west 
of the Community Complex along PTH #45. An otherwise simple building 
is dramatically enhanced by the teepee motif atrium. The teepee symbol 
also serves as an important physical and cultural landmark.  Along with 
the tell-tale ‘scattered’ nature of the nearby residential development, 
this structure is one of the more signifi cant cultural landscape compo-
nents of the WayWayseecappo First Nation.  (HRB Photo.)

Mountain plateau. It straddled the Birdtail River and con-
tained many potholes, meadows, and poplar bluffs. It most 
likely appeared to possess, or to be near to, a wide variety 
of natural resources and wildlife habitat.  However, because 
the Fort Ellice Band was an artifi cial creation, divisions in its 
leadership were apparent from the onset. When Chief Way-
waysacappo and the men returned, one of the more promi-
nent of them, John Tanner “The Gambler”, who had brought 
many followers with him into the band, disagreed with the 
choice of reserve lands. Apparently the amount of woodland 
on the reserve was not to his liking. He repeatedly peti-
tioned the Dominion Government and in 1883 was granted 
permission to take his band to a new site. It was located at 
the mouth of Silver Creek, and called Gambler Reserve No. 
63.14  The size of the Lizard Point I.R. #62 was then reduced 
in size accordingly, with all of the land east of the Birdail 
River being removed, (Figure 2.3.1).

 In terms of the development of the cultural land-
scape of the reserve, a review of available maps of the Way-
wayseecappo I.R. over the years offers an interesting evolu-
tion of its physical environment. The maps show that the 
siting of homes and other band structures, such as churches, 
schools, band offi ces, etc., and trail/road network were not 
infl uenced by the one-mile-square grid of the Dominion Sur-
vey until well into the 20th century. They also demonstrate a 
trend away from wildly dispersed residential locations during 
the early years, to the more recent pattern of dispersed 
loose-concentrations of residential development alligned to 
the grid and natural features. This is different from either 
the widly-dispersed but survey-grid-aligned home and road 
pattern in the surrounding rural areas, and from the tight 
lot/block/plan residential grid plan seen in most of the 
study region’s towns and villages. This may be explained 
by the fact that, while the band received a full 260 hect-
are-(640-acre) ‘section’ of land for each family of fi ve, the 
property was not privately owned. Residential building sites 
were assigned by the band without subdividing the land 
into lots. Consequently homes could be located as close or 
as distant as one wished. Figure 2.2.3 shows that as late as 
1961 most of the roads in the reserve were ‘cross-country’ in 
nature, and house locations were widely scattered without 
concentrations. It also shows a single ‘grid-road’, enter-
ing the reserve from the north and exiting to the west. The 
two churches and the reserve school were centrally located 
within the reserve. 

 The landscape of the reserve 24 years later, in 
1985, is shown in Figure 2.2.4. It reveals a signifi cantly 
altered roadway and residential pattern. There are fewer 
cross-country trails. Several new roads have been built, all 
oriented to the Dominion Survey road allowance grid with 
only a few deviations around small water bodies. In the 1985 
map, the locations of its school, church, band offi ce, store, 
etc. continues to be situated near the physical centre of the 
reserve, providing equal distant access to its services by the 
residents. There is a noticable concentration of homes lo-
cated along the new section roads, particularly in the centre 
part of the reserve. This may have been in response to the 
location of hydro electric lines erected about this time. The 

newly completed Provincial Trunk Highway #45 cuts through 
the extreme northeast corner of the reserve. At this time, 
this corner of the reserve only has a scattering of residential 
development and nothing located along the new highway.  
Aerial photographs taken of this section of the reserve dur-
ing the 1990s shows a major transfer of focus to locations 
near and along the new highway, (Figure 2.2.7). The aerial 
photographs also show concentrations of new residential 
development close to geographic features, such as the 
Birdtail Valley side, Stoney Lake and many other small lakes 
and ponds located on the reserve (Figure 2.2.8). As well, 
the homes are rarely located within a hundred yards of each 
other, which Band Council Member Harvey Clovel suggested 
is probably a universal trait of First Nation communities in 
the study region.  

 The Waywayseecappo First Nation Business Center 
currently provides a number of services and facilities for the 
residents of the reserve.  Located adjacent to PTH #45, it 
includes a large arena complex.  Built in 1996, it hosts many 
sporting events, bingos, cultural and traditional events, and 
concerts.  Nearby are the offi ces of the Waywayseecappo 
Band Council Building, the Wayway Food Mart, gift store, 
Gas Bar, and the Waywayseecappo Recreation Centre which 
houses a gaming room, restaurant, conference rooms, Post 
Offi ce and pharmacy. Expansion of the recreation centre is 
currently in the planning stage. Picnics and pow-wows have 
long been annual events at Waywayseecappo First Nation. 
One of the band’s very fi rst developments was a race track 
located near the north shore of Stoney Lake where sport-
ing and cultural events are still commonly staged. The race 
track can be seen on the attached maps and aerial photo-
graphs. Finally, of some note, the route of the old Canadian 
Northern Railway, in the extreme northeastern corner of the 
reserve, is now being used as a section of the Trans Canada 
Trail, and the band is planning a loop around the reserve to 
showcase the community and increase tourism.

 In recent years the reserve population has increased 
rapidly. Offi cial population fi gures for December 1995, stated 
1,658 Registered Treaty Band Members, with 1,124 living 
on-reserve and 534 off-reserve. In 2001, the population had 
increased to 2,006, with an on-reserve population of 1,459 
individuals and 547 living off-reserve. The Department of 
Northern and Aboriginal Affairs website states that in 1999 
mixed farming was the predominant activity on reserve land, 
with some non-Native farmers holding leases to band land. 
The current school was built in 1992, but due to a growing 
population it currently only accommodates students from 
nursery level to grade eight. Older students are bused to 
Major Pratt School in nearby Russell. Total student enrolment 
including high school students for the 1998-99 school year 
was 375.  

 Some of the reserve’s families, as indicated on a 
1981 voters list, include: Bird, Blackie, Bone, Brandon, 
Clearsky, Cloud, Cote, Flatfeet, Fox, Keewatincappo, Long-
claws, McKay, Mecas, Mentuck, Oudie, Rattlesnake, Seaton, 
Shingoose, Spence, Sutherland, Tanner, Twovoice and Wa-
bash.15 
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2.2 Gamblers First Nation #63
 

 Gamblers First Nation No.63 is located about fi ve 
kilometers southwest of Binscarth adjacent to the Assini-
boine River Valley near the mouth of Silver Creek, (Figure 
2.3.2).  Created in 1881 as an offshoot of Waywayseecappo 
I.R. 62, it is the smallest of the study region’s three First 
Nation communities. Although the reserve was originally 
considerably larger in size, the land base currently consists 
of only 420 hectares (1,045 acres) in fi ve small scattered 
parcels of land. As with other signatories of Treaty No. 4, 
the Gambler I.R. also possesses a small parcel of land at 
the Treaty No. 4 treaty grounds located at the former site 
of HBC Fort Qu’Appelle, in Saskatchewan. The offi cial Na-
tive language of the Gambler I.R. is Cree with English also 
in daily use. Its population in 2007, according to  Indian & 
Northern Affairs statistics, was 157 registered band mem-
bers, with 59 living on-reserve, and 98 living-off reserve. 
The band’s Chief in 2007 was George Tanner.  The reserve 
currently contains about 30 dwellings, in addition to the 
school, Band Council Offi ce, and sundary service stuctures. 
They are located on the main portion of the reserve, near a 
locally well-known site “The Corners”, (Figure 2.3.5).16 

 The Corners, also known as “Fouillard Corner”, was 
a scattered settlement of Métis families displaced from 
their homes during the 1930s by the creation of community 
pasturelands on the west side of the Assiniboine River in 
the former Ste. Madeline district. Many of the Métis fami-
lies in the region were closely associated and intermarried 
with members of Gambler First Nation. Soon after the 
Gambler reserve was fi rst established, a number of dissat-
isfi ed families traded in their Aboriginal status for a Métis 
classifi cation; they exchanged their reserve entitlements 
for Métis script lands, and moved off the reserve onto 
nearby privately-owned property. Selby Town was another 
Métis settlement site that was located nearby on part of 
the original Gambler reserve at the mouth of Silver Creek. 
The district’s Métis and First Nation residents erected and 
attended a small Roman Catholic church, which still exists 
just west of the ‘main’ parcel. Athough no longer in use, it 
is a signifi cant landmark to both the local Métis and Gam-
bler residents, (Figure 2.3.8).  

 The largest of the fi ve parcels which makes up the 
Gambler First Nation is a 36.5 hectare (90 acre) parcel 
straddling the east side of the Assiniboine River Valley, 
extending down to the river bank. From the valley lip there 
is a beautiful vista of the Assiniboine Valley and the west-
ern horizon. Because the northwest corner of this parcel 
barely extends beyond the lip of the valley wall, and has 
poor road access to the lower bottom-land portions of the 
parcel within the valley, there is currently only a single 
residence located on this sizable and picturesque parcel 
of land (see Figure 2.3.4). The other satellite parcels, 
which include two in the Silver Creek valley, contain only 
a handful of homes. These later parcel don’t appear on 
many of the maps from the 1950s and 1960s and were 
likely recently added to the reserve. Located alongside the 
municipal road linking the main reserve parcel with that 

single building site, on non-reserve land, sits a St. Hubert 
Roman Catholic Mission Church. It is vacant but still stand-
ing straight and proud, attesting to the close ties between 
the local First Nation and Métis population and the Roman 
Catholic Church. It is a signifi cant landmark in the history 
and development, not only of the Gambler I.R. but of the 
whole study region. 
  
 The early history of the Gambler reserve is some-
what of a mystery.  It is known that the Gambler I.R. No. 
63 was created for the followers of John Tanner Jr., known 
among his people simply as “The Gambler”. He was a 
mixed-blood of Saulteaux heritage and a grandson of the 
famous John ‘Falcon’ Tanner. The Falcon was the son of a 
Baptist minister who was kidnapped as a child in Kentucky, 
later adopted by the Red Lake Saulteaux, and then went on 
to lead a storied life in what is now the Dakotas, Manitoba 
and northwestern Ontario. This included acting as the 
principal guide for the Des Meurons Regiment which Lord 
Selkirk sent to Red River to recapture Fort Douglas follow-
ing the Battle of Seven Oaks with the Métis in 1816. Falcon 
and his two sons lived for many years in Manitoba and were 
prominent individuals within the First Nations and Métis 
community.17 
 
 During the early 1870s John Tanner Jr. was the 
leader of a group of plains-living Saulteaux and Cree from 
the Qu’Appelle Lakes area. They were grouped together 
with other bands in the area around Fort Ellice by the 
Dominion Government during the lead up to the signing 
of Treaty No. 4, which occurred on September 15, 1874 at 
HBC Fort Qu’Appelle.  The major Band in the grouping were 
‘the fur hunters’ led by the Saulteaux Chief Waywaysee-
cappo.  Tanner was one of Waywayseecappo’s “headmen” 
at the negotiations and showed himself to be a vigorous 
opponent of the HBC infl uence in the treaty-making pro-
cess. The Gambler disagreed with the choice of reserve 
location at Lizard Point northeast of Birtle on the Bird-
tail River, which was selected in his absence. After much 
petitioning, in 1881 the government agreed to grant the 
Gambler, whose Saulteaux Indian name was O-ta-ha-o-man, 
and his followers their own reserve. The reserve was laid 
out in 1883 on a 77.6 square kilometre (30 square mile) site 
at the mouth of Silver Creek. Unfortunately, many of the 
Gambler’s followers soonafter became disenchanted with 
the site, claiming it had insuffi cient wood.  Despite peti-
tioning the government to rectify the situation, there was 
no redress and many returned to the Lizard Point Reserve, 
including briefl y the Gambler himself.  Others went to the 
Black Bear and Swan Lake reserves. Still others, including 
many of John Tanner’s family, left the reserve and fi led for 
script as Métis.18 

 After 1885, many former residents of the Gambler 
Reserve were living near the headwaters of the Valley River 
east of present-day Russell. As a result, the government 
eventually agreed to surrender 39 square kilometres (15 
square miles) of the Gambler Reserve for an equal amount 
of land at Valley River. Here, part of the original Fort El-
lice band, led by Chief John Rattlesnake, settled.19 The 

Above. Figure 2.2.9: Residential development anong the east lip of the Birdtail River Valley near the new community centre. 
There were few homes located in this northeastern corner of the reserve prior to the construction of the new PTH #45. With 
easy access to the highway this area is now one of the more popular locations for new home construction. The Trans Canada Trail 
(TCT), national recreational trail, which uses the former Canadian Northern Railway grade, passes just below the ridge top. Trail 
users are afforded a good view of this uniquely Aboriginal residential development pattern. This section of the TCT in the study 
region possesses noteworthy natural and cultural elements and is well worth treking.  (HRB Photo.)

Left. Figure 2.2.8: An enlargement of the area lo-
cated just to the south of the above aerial view. The 
horizontal line is a road located on a Dominion Survey 
grid road allowance. The diagional lines are roads 
following natural features, the Birdtail valley wall and 
the shoreline areas of Stony Lake. Note that in this 
area, the sites near the valley lip and near Stony Lake 
are the more popular residential building sites, as 
indicated by the presence of driveways. This type of 
clustered residential development is not as evident in 
the 1961 map. (Source: Manitoba Maps & Surveys.)

Right. Figure 2.2.7 : A high altitude aerial 
photograph of the northeastern portion 
of the Waywayseecappo, taken during the 
early 1990s. New community centre devel-
opment is clearly visible along PTH #45 in 
the centre of the image, 1. as is new resi-
dential development in the area between 
new PTH #45 and the former Canadian 
Northern Railway grade.  2. At the time of 
this aerial photo, the railway line was just 
recently abandoned. 3. It currently serves 
as the route of the Trans Canada Trail 
which passes through the region. (Source: 
Manitoba Maps & Surveys.)
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Figure 2.3.7: View of some of the 
homes located in Gambler I.R. 63 in 
2006. Most of the homes are either 
Ranch Style bungalows or Split-level 
house designs.  (HRB Photo)

Left. Figure 2.3.8: View of the band 
offi ce and community centre in Gam-
bler I.R. 63 in 2006. (HRB Photo)

Right. Figure 2.3.9:  View of St. Hubert  
Roman Catholic church,  located adja-
cent to the current Gambler I.R. No. 
63 in 2006.  Constructed in 1947, the 
congregation of this church included 
First Nation as well as Métis famili es 
who moved to this site after the Ste. 
Madeline area was converted into com-
munity pasture in the late 1930s. (HRB 
Photo)

only families to remain on the now small reserve at Silver 
Creek were all members of the Tanner family. However, they 
too continued to drift away to take up script as Métis. One 
of these was Ambroise Fisher, who in 1900 was granted 32.4 
hectares (80 acres) of Métis Script on SE16 20-28W, a short 
distance north of the reserve. A number of farm families in 
the district and in the district’s towns and villages are de-
scendants of these early residents of the Gambler Reserve 
who re-registered themselves as Métis.

 By 1900 the population of Gambler Reserve was so 
small that pressure was exerted by local farmers, politicians, 

and land speculators to break up the reserve and open it to 
European settlement. Tanner was eventually persuaded to 
surrender all but 330 hectares (825 acres). In 1910 John Tan-
ner and his 103-year old aunt “Poopie”, were the only resi-
dents of the “old Tanner Reserve”.  Years later, several unsold 
sections were reincorporated into the Gambler Reserve, 
increasing it to its present size. 

 John Tanner continued to farm the lands of the small 
reserve until his death in 1937.20 He and his wife, May, who 
died in 1922, left several sons to carry on the family tradition 
as leaders among the Aboriginal residents of Manitoba.  

Figure 2.3.3: A photograph of John Tanner 
Jr. taken during a Treaty Days event around 
1890. Tanner’s Aboriginal name was “Otaha-
oman” but he was most commonly known 
simply as “The Gambler”. He was one of 
the main Aboriginal spokespearsons at 
the Treaty No. 4 negotiations, despite not 
having status as a Chief. Note the beaded 
tobacco pouch in his hand.  (Source: Archives 
of Manitoba.)   

Figure 2.3.2: Map detail from a 1919 Do-
minion Sectional Map showing the size and 
confi guration of the Gambler I.R. No.63. (Map 
Title: Dominion Of Canada Sectional Map 121, Edi-
tion 9. 1919 Riding Mountain Sheet, Updated 1942.
Source Archives of Manitoba. HRB Map 155.)

Left. Figure 2.3.4: Detail  from a 1956 
1:50,000 scale topographic map showing the 
three parcel confi guration of the Gambler 
I.R at the time. Note the single structure 
located near the lip of the east bank of the 
Assiniboine River Valley. In this map the 
orientation of the central parcel is different 
than that shown in Figure 2.3.5 above. (Map 
Title 1:50,000 scale topographic map, 1956, Se-
ries Edition 1, 62K/11 west half. HRB Map #157.)  

Figure 2.3.1: 1883 map detail showing the 
original size and confi guration of the Gambler 
I.R. No.63, and Waywayscccappo I.R. No 62. 
(Title: Map of Part of the Province of Manitoba 
Shewing Dominion Lands Surveyed, and Lands 
Disposed of. 1883. Source: Archives of Manitoba: H7 
614.2 fbb. HRB Map 164.) 

Left.  Figure 2.3.5: Detail from a 1989 1:50,000 scale topo-
graphic map showing the current fi ve parcel confi guration of 
the Gambler I.R.  (Map Title 1:50,000 scale National Topographic 
Series, 1989 Edition 1, 62K/11. HRB Map 157.) 

Figure 2.3.6: Detail from a 1912 map showing Gambler I.R. 
63A in the Shortdale district. It was later renamed Valley River 
I.R. 63A, and more recently Tootinaowazibeeng First Nation  
(Map Title: Manitoba Peat Bogs. Canada Department of Mines, 1912. 
Archives of Manitoba: H3 614.23 cd 1912. HRB Map 151.) 
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Left. Figure 2.4.1: Illustration showing 
Sioux refugees from the 1862 Minnesota 
Uprising in the United States seeking safe 
haven in the British Northwest Territo-
ries. (Source: Archives of Manitoba: Indians 
#6. “Sioux on the move, NWT.” from Canadian 
Illustrated News, 1874. HRB Photo 429.)  

Figure 2.4.2: Photograph of a Sioux camp on the open prairie near Turtle Mountain in southern Manitoba.  Note the horses grazing in the dis-
tance. (Source: Archives of Manitoba: Boundary Commission #206, Sioux Indian Camp #2. c1874. HRB Photo 209.)  

Figure 2.4.3: Photograph of a Sioux gathering held in Virden in 1887. Note that while some of the men still wore traditional attire, the major-
ity had adopted the European form of dress. (Source: Archives of Manitoba: Indians #17, N7569. HRB Photo 609.)

2.3 Birdtail Sioux First Nation #57 

 The Birdtail Sioux First Nation No.57, is located at 
the extreme south end of the study region at the junction 
of the Assiniboine and Birdtail Rivers. The band’s land base 
consists of three properties: the main reserve 2,736 hect-
ares (6,760 acres) in size, the nearby Birdtail Hay Lands I.R. 
No. 57A  consisting of 120 hectares (296 acres) located in 
the Assiniboine Valley, and  the Fishing Station I.R. 62A at 
Rossman Lake just south of Riding Mountain National Park 
which consists of 65 hectares and is held jointly with Sioux 
Valley and Canupawakpa Dakota First Nation. The offi cial 
language is Dakota. In 2007 the chief of the Birdtail Sioux 
First Nation was Ken Chalmers. The total number of band 
members in 2007, according to Indian & Northern Affairs 
Canada, was 723 with 454 individuals living on-reserve in 
101 private dwellings and 269 members living off-reserve.21 

 The residents of the Birdtail Sioux First Nation, 
along with most Natives of Sioux background in Manitoba, 
are descendants of the Santee Sioux who fl ed their home 
territory in eastern Minnesota after the Sioux uprising of 
1862.  Members of the Long Plains, Oak Lake, and Sioux 
Valley bands are similarily all descendants of the Minnesota 
Santee. The Santee were the eastern cousins of the Teton 
and Yankton Sioux. Years earlier they had been forced by 
the Ojibwa from their woodland home in the Lake Superior 
region onto the open plains east and west of the Red River.  
The Santee Nation consisted of four major bands, which 
found themselves embroiled in a struggle with the Ameri-
can authorities and incoming settlers.  The American Indian 
Agency authorities had been constantly reneging on treaty 
promises and forcing the Sioux to move into an ever smaller 
territory. Tension was growing throughout the whole Santee 
Naton in Minnesota. 

 On August 17, 1862, upset with the broken prom-
ises, four young warriors killed a group of settlers.  A hastily 
called Santee tribal council deciding how to respond, ended 
in pandemonium. Those favouring war, attacked the nearby 
settlement at day break. Those who did not favour war, 
hastily departed. Before the Army could respond, several 
hundred settlers were killed.  When they did respond, the 
regrouped troops and militia evoked a terrible vengeance 
and any Santee encountered were shot on sight, regard-
less of their complicity.  Some fl ed west to join the Yankton 
and Teton tribes on the Missouri River. One group, some 
2,000 strong, escaped north into British territory, fi rst into 
the Lake of the Woods region and then west onto the open 
prairie. 

 In November and December of 1863, the residents 
of the Red River Settlement witnessed a disturbing site, 600 
Sioux men women and children straggled into the settle-
ment in a state of “utmost destitution”, and requested aid, 
citing their help to the British during the War of 1812 and 
British promises of protection. Hudson’s Bay Company Gov-
ernor Dallas provided food and aid to the group, in return 
for a promise to move farther from the settlement and its 
nervous residents.  Moving west to White Horse Plains, they 
separated into smaller groups in order to hunt and fi sh. One 

party was able to obtain an abundant supply of jackfi sh by 
fi shing through the ice of Lake Manitoba. But their hard-
ships were hardly over.  In May 1864, a party of Ojibwa 
from Red Lake Minnesota attacked this same Sioux fi shing 
party and killed 20 of them.22  

 In 1864 another large group of Dakota Sioux, who 
had fl ed to the Devil’s Lake area, crossed the border seek-
ing sanctuary from the wrath of the American troops who 
were now pursuing all Sioux. Under Chief Standing Buffalo, 
this group of nearly 3,000 set up camp near Portage la 
Prairie. The Dakota Sioux eventually headed west onto the 
open plains in hopes of fi nding buffalo. Some settled in the 
vicinity of Fort Ellice; a small number found employment 
at the post.  After the furor over the uprising had subsided 
and the American authorities stopped extradition requests, 
some Sioux groups returned to the United States.  Most of 
those who did not return remained in the vicinity of Por-
tage la Prairie in four separate camps: at High Bluff, Poplar 
Point, Portage, and Rat Creek. At times, they worked for 
white settlers as labourers and suppliers of fi rewood and 
fi sh. In working for the settlers, the Dakota quickly proved 
themselves to be hard working and honest, and gradually 
came to be trusted and respected. During the winters all 
four camps moved to the Turtle Mountain region to hunt 
and trap.23  

 By the early 1870s, the Sioux living north of the 
border petitioned for a treaty. However, when Treaty 
Number One was signed at Fort Garry in 1874, it included 
only the Cree and Ojibwa of southern Manitoba. The Sioux 
were viewed by Canadian authorities as being Americans.  
However, having been in Canada since 1863 and numbering 
about 5,000, Indian Commissioner Simpson petitioned and 
convinced the Canadian offi cials to set aside land for the 
Sioux...“as a matter of grace, not right.” The land grant to 
the Sioux would consist of 33 hectares (80 acres) of farm 
land for each family of fi ve. (The Cree and Saulteaux re-
ceived 65 hectares for each family.)  A reserve site at Turtle 
Mountain was the Sioux’s fi rst choice, but Canadian au-
thorities considered a site so near the American border as 
potentially problematic, given the growing tension between 
the American authorities and the Teton Sioux led by Sitting 
Bull. 

 Two years later, in 1876, the Teton Sioux battled 
and defeated the 7th Cavalry and General Custer at the 
Battle of Little Big Horn. The Santee, however, promised 
not to become involved with any of the troubles occuring 
just across the border. A recommended reserve site was 
chosen for the Santee on the west shore of Lake Manitoba, 
but was rejected as it was located in the heart of Ojibwa 
territory and the Sioux feared trouble. An alternate site 
for part of this group was laid out at the confl uence of the 
Little Saskatchewan and Assiniboine rivers.  However, soon 
after arriving there, the Sioux expressed their dissatisfac-
tion over the the insuffi ciency of wood. It was surrendered 
on May 22, 1875 in exchange for two smaller reserves lo-
cated farther up along the Assiniboine River, at the mouths 
of the Oak and Birdtail rivers.24  
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Left. Figure 2.4.4:  Detail of a map printed in 1923 
showing Birdtail Creek I.R. No 57 and two adjoining 
smaller parcels No. 57A, a short distance to the south-
east. Although diffi cult to see, note the string of homes 
(black squares) situated along the east lip of the Birdtail 
River Valley, while the centre of the reserve remains 
largely undeveloped. (Map Title: Sectional Map No.71, 
Virden Map Sheet. Offi ce of the Surveyor General of Canada, 
Ottawa, March 1923, Scale: 1 inch to 3 miles. Source: Manitoba 
Maps & Surveys Branch, archival maps fi le, uncatalogued. HRB 
Map 173. )

Left. Figure 2.4.6:  Detail of a 1988 topographic 
map showing part of Birdtail Creek I.R. No 57. 
Note the road confi guration and the location of the 
majority of the buildings along the lip of the As-
siniboine and Birdtail valleys at the time. Residen-
tial development in areas away from the valley is 
just beginning at the time this map was produced 
as seen in the northeast (upper right) corner of 
the reserve.  There are no buildings in the Birdtail 
or Assiniboine river valleys or in the area on the 
west side of the Birdtail River.  (Map Title: National 
Topographic Map Series 1:50,000 Scale. Ed.3. Sheet 62 
K/6 Birtle  Sheet. 1988. Department of Energy, Mines and 
Resources Canada. HRB Map 183.)

 The Birdtail Sioux I.R. No.57 became home to 
the followers of Chief Mahpiyahinape (Cloud Appears) 
and Chief Mahpiyaduta (Red Cloud) and their followers. 
Mahpiyahinape was also commonly known as ‘Enoch’. 
The reserve was surveyed in June 1875 with a total area 
of 2,785 hectares (6,880 acres), of which 325 hectares 
(800 acres) were said to contain good quality wood. At 
the time, Enoch’s band consisted of just over 100 adult 
men, about 20 of whom had taken part in the 1862 con-
fl ict in southern Minnesota. This fact may have troubled 
some of the incoming settlers, but not all, as suggested 
by the following passage written by Bernard Miller, an 
early pioneer of Solsgirth: “When the writer fi rst saw 
them in 1879 it would be hard to fi nd a fi ner bunch of 
men anywhere. Lithe, supple, alert, straight, several 
of them six feet or over in their mocassins. Pioneers 
will recall Solomon, Sioux Jack, Big Hunter, Honihan 
Bros, Sioux Benn, Thunder, Shonkaho and Moses Bun Sr, 
the latter about 60. The women too, were active and 
prepared for every emergency.”25  Lillian Ridout Allen of 
Solgirth noted that it was quite usual in the early years 
to have Native visitors, bringing freshly caught fi sh from 
the creek and baskets made of willow to exchange for 
fl our, bread, bacon and eggs. She noted that the baskets 
were well made and strong, lasting for many years.

 The Birdtail Sioux were especially fortunate in 
that Enoch could read and write English, putting him at 
an advantage in negotiations. The band was also for-
tunate to fi nd 12 head of livestock on the open prairie 
near the reserve in 1877. When no one claimed them, 
they were allowed to keep them and began to build a 
herd. By the early 1880s, when the fi rst settlers began 
homesteading the surrounding districts, records show 
that there were 16 families at Birdtail, living in newly-
constructed log homes and with crops doing well enough 
to make them nearly self-suffi cient, although they still 
regularily supplemented their diet with fi sh and game, 
as most pioneers did. 

 Their agricultural pursuits continued to progress 
and they soon increased their livestock to more than 
100 head of cattle, 30 horses, and 20 sheep. However, 
they had little need, liking or trust for L.W. Herchimer, 
who was sent up from Ottawa to teach them “civilized” 
life and farming. The Sioux did not  agree with the 
directions provided by Herchimer. They preferred to 
cultivate their gardens, grow corn, cut hay, aid settlers 
near and far in search for strayed stock, fi sh and hunt 
game and live in a manner more along the lines of their 
custom. In the early days of agriculture on the prairies, 
this type of mixed economy proved the most success-
ful.26   

 From 1877 to 1892 Birdtail and nearby Oak River 
reserves made outstanding advances in agriculture.  In 
1891, Indian Inspector Wadsworth, reporting on the 
Birtle Agency region, that included all four of the Sioux 
reserves, praised the Sioux as being “in the van of Indi-
an farmers in this country.” Unfortunately for the Sioux, 

some members of the Department of Indian Affairs, 
far from being impressed with their accomplishments, 
strongly discouraged the success. Despite Inspector 
Wadsworth’s petition in 1892 to “let well enough alone, 
as they are doing so well”27,  Assistant Commissioner 
Hayter Reed insisted that the purchase of labour-sav-
ing devices such as binders was to be totally opposed. 
In order to prevent the Sioux from selling their stock or 
crops and purchasing any more machinery, W.R. Scott, 
the newly appointed Farm Instructor implemented a 
strict permit system. Under this system, the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs could “prohibit or regulate the 
sale, barter, or exchange by any Indian or Indian band 
of any grain, or root crop or other produce grown on 
any reserve in western Canada.”28 Scott was instructed 
to see that no grain left the reserve without a permit.  
Two band members were once jailed for selling cattle 
without the required permit. Protestors were labeled 
as troublemakers. The government dismissed repeated 
complaints and grievances without serious consid-
eration. Finally in 1892, “due to some very unusual 
circumstances”, Indian Affairs took control of the band 
fi nances.  After losing control of their own fi nances the 
Dakota bands were never again to be independent of 
government control. Most reserves in Manitoba were far 
too small and poorly located for its residents to support 
themselves by farming alone. Birdtail and Oak River ap-
pear to have been among the few exceptions. However, 
given the added disadvantage of poor management by 
Indian Affairs, it is hardly surprising that self-suffi ciency 
on the reserves was soon impossible.

  The Birdtail Sioux First Nation possesses an 
interesting physical environment and developmental 
history.  A review of available maps from different eras 
and recent visits to the community reveal a somewhat 
different residential and roadway pattern from that 
developed in the study region’s two other First Nation 
communities. Unlike Waywaycappo and Gambler, the 
Birdtail reserve was subdivided into a series of “long 
lots” with road allowances located between each. 
There was originally a linear roadway skirting the entire 
length of the lip of the Birdtail and Assiniboine valleys 
in the main southeast section of the reserve, (Figure 
2.4.4).  Unlike in other reserves, the Domionion Survey 
grid appears to have been completely ignored when 
the Birdtail Reserve was surveyed. Only portions of 
the valley edge trail remains today, and not all of the 
long-lot roadway grid has been developed. Residential 
development on the Birtail First Nation shows a strong 
affi nity to valley edge locations. This preference is 
evident on early maps and continues to the present day. 
With recent growth in the on-reserve population, some 
residential development has begun in an area back from 
the valley edge, in the open northeastern part of the re-
serve. With views along both the Assiniboine and Birdtail 
River valleys, the Birdtail First Nation is located in one 
of the most scenic areas of the study region.

Right. Figure 2.4.5:  Right: Detail from an undated Water Stewart-
ship map of the Birdtail Creek I.R. 57 area showing the normal 
extent of spring fl ooding in the Assiniboine River Valley. Note 
in particular the roadway grid survey and remnants of a valley 
edge tail following the lip of the Birdtail valley. Note the unusual 
roadway grid which does not appear to be a subdivision of the 
prevailing Dominion ‘Township” survey.  (Map source: Manitoba Water 
Stewartship Branch.)
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2.4 BIRTLE INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL

  The Presbyterian Mission Society opened a day 
school on Birdtail Sioux reserve in 1888, but expanded this 
into a boarding school in nearby Birtle in 1889. The church 
rented a greystone building, erected in 1882, which was 
suitable for a school but not necessarily for a boarding 
school. Principal, George McLaren reported that there was 
“considerable opposition against it by the Indians at fi rst, 
but this quickly disappeared.” 29 The day school at Birdtail 
Reserve was closed because of its proximity to the board-
ing school. There were 24 students attending the boarding 
school in 1891, including 11 children from Waywayseecappo 
reserve. 
 
  By 1892, Birtle was drawing children from four re-
serves, although children from the region also attended in-
dustrial schools at Elkhorn and Qu’Appelle. The bestowing 
of a government per capita grant of $60 to $72 a student 
encouraged the church to construct its own building when 
the rented quarters proved too small. In 1894, the Pres-
byterian church constructed a new school building on the 
hill overlooking Birtle. The stone structure, 24x10 metres 
(80x30 feet) in size, was three storeys plus a basement, 
with accommodation for 45-50 students. By 1897, the sur-
rounding school farm consisted of a large barn with a stone 
foundation, 10-12 head of stock, and one and a half hect-
ares (four acres) under cultivation. The school farm fl our-
ished, bringing its 12 hectares (30 acres) under cultivation 
and renting an additional 10 hectares. A 9x11 metre (30x36 
foot) addition was made to the school in 1899, to increase 
accommodation to 60 children. The addition cost roughly 
$4,500 and was paid for by the Women’s Foreign Mission 
Society (W.F.M.S.) of the Presbyterian Church. It provided 
an upstairs dining room, and more dormitory and classroom 
space. 

 In 1900, there were four teachers for the 40-45 
students. Five pupils were working for local families and 
earning wages. There was a hennery and a two and a half 
hectare (six-acre) garden. Classroom teaching of reading, 
writing and English was accompanied with religious instruc-
tion, morning and evening prayers, with church and Sunday 
School attendance in town. Recreation included football 
and baseball, with two large indoor gyms for winter activi-
ties. The school children enjoyed good health in these 
early years, although the school suffered from a chronic 
poor water supply during its early years. Water had to be 
hauled from a spring in Birtle, across the Birdtail River.  
The Indian Agent reported that: “This institution is do-
ing splendid work and its infl uence for good is felt on the 
reserves represented.”30 
 

 By 1910, 15% of the students had progressed to 
Grade 5 level academically, which was a fairly high per-
centage. The school increased its livestock and poultry 
holdings but the school’s land was too hilly to be cropped 
successfully. Older students frequently transferred from 
Birtle boarding school to industrial schools after a few 
years attendance. 

 The school administration at Birtle encouraged the 
students to stay connected with their home community 
- a practise not repeated in many of the other residential 
schools on the prairies. This was probably easier at the 
Birtle school because most of it’s students came from the 
local area. Many of the students’ parents visited the school 
on weekends and the children were often allowed to sleep 
in their parents’ tents during these visits. Annual Victoria 
Day picnics were held north of town for students and par-
ents. The female students made beadwork belts and chains 
and sold them for pocket money. Boys raised individual gar-
dens and competed for prizes from the Birtle Agricultural 
Society. The girls entered the local fairs as well, winning 
cooking and needlework competitions. If the children sold 
the produce from their garden plots, the money was placed 
to their credit in trust accounts. 
 
 In 1906, a plumbing system was installed, the 
ventilation system was improved and more land was 
brought under cultivation. Although the W.F.M.S. contrib-
uted greatly to these improvements, the cost of which was 
shared with the government, the school ended up with 
a $757 debt in 1907. This had to be eliminated. One way 
to improve the school’s fi nancial status was to grow more 
agricultural produce for food and sale, but the school had 
only limited arable land. In 1908, school administrators 
purchased an additional 65 hectares (160 acres) two miles 
north of the school. 
 
 The upswing in agricultural produce was evident 
the following year, when the land under cultivation jumped 
to 26 hectares (65 acres), with a corresponding increase in 
the amount of livestock. New equipment, including a wag-
on, buggy, fanning mill, steel rake, and a team of horses, 
were purchased. That year the school produced 70 cords of 
wood and 15 tons of hay. This was likely sold locally. With 
its new sources of revenue, the W.F.M.S. was able to add 
two porches to the main building and improve the lighting 
system. 
 
 Inspector S. Swinford gave the school a glowing 
report in 1910, saying, “The children showed considerable 
advancement over last year, the pupils speaking out well 
and plainly.”31 Seventy-fi ve percent of the students were 
in Grades 4-6.  The school’s good work was refl ected in the 
fact that students rarely transferred to an industrial school 
anymore, preferring to spend their time at Birtle. In 1911, 
seven students transferred from Regina Industrial School 
to Birtle. The Indian agent reported that he could see the 
effects of the boarding school experience on the nearby 
reserves. He reported in 1912 the graduated pupils affect-
ed life on the reserves because they could read and write, 
built better homes and knew up-to-date farming   meth-
ods. Former students included successful farmers, band 
councillors, a steam engineer, a teacher, two girls in health 
service, and a seamstress who made clothing for people on 
her reserve.  

Figure 2.4.9:  Valley edge locations for dwellings have been popular 
since the earliest days of the Birdtail SIoux I.R.  In this view the rail 
fence used to construct a horse corral adds a touch of nostaliga to the 
landscape. (HRB photo.)

Above. Figure 2.4.7:  View of the BIrdtail Sioux First Nation offi ce 
building. (HRB photo.)

Figure 2.4.12:  Approach to one of the many homes located near  the 
valley edge. This style of two-story residence is one of a small number 
of ‘standard’ housing types. (HRB photo.)

Figure 2.4.8:  View of the BIrdtail Sioux First Nation school. (HRB 
photo.)

Below. Figure 2.4.11:  A typical view enjoyed by the residents of 
those homes located along the edge of the Assiniboine River Val-
ley.  Similar views exist elsewhere on the reserve along the Birdtail 
River valley, which joins with the Assiniboine just to the right of 
this view. (HRB photo.)

Figure 2.4.10:  View of more recent residential development, this area 
possesses dwellings more closely spaced than normally seen on the 
study region’s reserves. (HRB photo.)
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  The change in government regulations in 1910 
reduced the capacity of Birtle school from 60 to 40 stu-
dents. For health reasons, each student was now required 
to have 500 cubic feet of space. Birtle’s children were 
generally healthy, in part because the district’s Indian 
Agency hospital was located beside the school, and its 
presence helped eliminate tuberculosis in the school. The 
band at Rolling River I.R. asked the Indian agent to press 
the Department to enlarge the Birtle boarding school 
so that they could continue to send their children there 
rather than being forced to send them as far away as 
Regina. At least Birtle was close enough for them to visit 
their children. Birtle School graduates seemed to do well. 
They returned to the reserves to establish homes and 
farms. A number of them subscribed to farm papers and 
Winnipeg weekly newspapers. 

  The school was altered to accommodate new 
government regulations, and included additional plumb-
ing, a new heating plant, and increased ventilation.  The 
water supply was connected to the Canadian Pacifi c 
Railway pumping plant in Birtle. An addition of new 
classrooms, and a 12x14 metre (40x45 foot) gymnasium, 
was completed by the Presbyterian Church. The school 
was reclassifi ed as a Class A school, which then entitled 
it to receive a $125 per capita grant.  In 1914, the old 
attic was replaced by a one-storey addition. During the 
mid-1920s, negotiations began between the Presbyterian 
Church and the Department of Indian Affairs concerning 
the acquisition of a new site, with more agricultural land, 
on which to build a new school building.  By 1929, Prin-
cipal H.B. Currie, tired of the dithering about the choice 
of a site, stated emphatically that he would “...not 
spend another winter in this building. It is nothing short 
of criminal. The children have had pneumonia due to 
the worn out heating plant which gives uneven heat.”32 
Finally, in May 1930, the Indian Agent reported that he 
had negotiated the purchase of  SE7-17-26W and NW5-
17-26W, as well as Blocks 211-214 in Birtle’s town limits. 
Indian Affairs Secretary, Duncan Scott authorized him to 
purchase W8-17-16W as well, making a 253 hectare (625-
acre) plot. 

 In July 1930, the Department awarded the con-
tract to build the new school to Clayden Co. Ltd of Win-
nipeg. The structure, located between the Birdtail River 
and the CPR tracks, faced south towards the town. The 
barns and stable faced east.  The water was still piped 
from the CPR tank by gravity but the school had the same 
up-to-date water tank system as the new Brandon school. 
The red brick main building was completed in 1932. The 
expansion of the arable land owned by the school made 
the farm an integral part of the institution where the 
children “learned by doing.”

  In 1945, a new principal, N. Martin Rusaw ar-
rived with his wife who served as matron. He reported 
that “not only must we educate the Indian children, but 
we must educate white people to accept them in their 
world.”33 One way to do this was to integrate the chil-

dren into the local school system. This was instituted in 
1951, when the children who had reached high school 
level began attending the Birtle high school, while con-
tinuing to board at the residential school. Even though 
the high school students could no longer spend half the 
day working on the farm, agricultural production at the 
school continued. By 1960, the farm had 900 acres of 
land, 42 swine, 600 chickens, and 90 Holsteins.  Major 
renovations were undertaken on the school building in 
1959. In 1962, integration into the Birtle local schools 
was expanded to include Grades 7 and 8. The last stu-
dents left Birtle School in 1970. The building has sat 
abandoned since then and is rapidly deteriorating.  

  There were many successful students from Birtle 
Residential School, including Gordon Williams and Stan 
MacKay who became ministers, William Thomas who 
served as Regional Superintendent of Indian Affairs in 
Manitoba, several teachers and nurses, a photographer, a 
graphic designer, and a music teacher. The music program 
at Birtle School was always very strong, with the school’s 
choirs performing all over Canada. 

 The quality of the education at residential 
schools was often not “as advertised”. A language bar-
rier, inappropriate curricula, inadequate school supplies, 
and poorly trained teachers all put the residential school 
children at a disadvantage. Added to this was a half-day 
system that saw most of the children receive inadequate 
time in classrooms, due to long hours working on the 
school farm. Whether there was ever any merit in an edu-
cational system that separated children from parents for 
up to ten months of the year, for twelve years, is highly 
debatable. Unhappy, lonely children, with no family to 
support them, were unlikely to be in a mindset to learn, 
even if the knowledge was being presented by highly 
skilled teachers, which was rarely the case.

  The effect of residential schooling on young 
Native children is best summed up by Cree leader and 
residential school graduate, John Tootoosis:

  When an Indian comes out of one 
of these places it is like being put between 
two walls in a room and left hanging in the 
middle. On one side are all the things he 
learned from his people and their way of 
life and their way of life was being wiped 
out, and on the other are the whiteman’s 
ways which he could never fully under-
stand since he never had the right amount 
of education and could not be part of it. 
There he is hanging in the middle of the 
two cultures and he is not a white man and 
he is not an Indian.”34

Left. Figure 2.5.3: Students at 
the Birtle School in 1925. (Source: 
Archives of Manitoba - Birtle, Indian 
School #5. HRB Photo 201)                  

Left. Figure 2.5.1: First Birtle 
Residential School as it appeared 
in 1904, showing parents await-
ing the start of summer vacation 
so they can take the children 
back home. (Source: Archives of 
Manitoba-  Birtle, Indian School #3.) 

Right. Figure 2.5.2: The Birtle Residential 
School as it appeared shortly after the 
1910-1914 renovations. (Source: Archives of 
Manitoba - Birtle, Indian School #5.                 
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Right. Figure 2.5.4: Birtle Residential School 
as it appeared in 1957. The school closed 
in 1970 after which it was sold to a local 
farmer who had planned to convert the 
facility into a seed plant. Those plans fell 
through and the building has sat vacant and 
deterioratiing ever since. (Source: Archives of 
Manitoba: Birtle – Indian School 1. HRB Photo # 
198)

Left. Figure 2.5.5t: Birtle Residential School as 
it appeared in the summer of 2006.  (HRB Photo)

Right. Figure 2.5.6: View of the rear of the Birtle Residential 
School in 2006. Despite its solid brick and concrete construction 
the building is in a dilapidated and rapidly-deteriorating state.   
(HRB Photo)

Left. Figure 2.5.7: Part of the Birtle 
Residential School grounds in 2006 
including several barns, an equipment 
shed, a staff cottage and a large retain-
ing wall built of fi eldstone. (HRB Photo)

2.5 The Métis of the Upper Assiniboine Region

 Among the earliest occupants of the study area, in 
addition to the Europeans engaged in the fur trade and the 
local Native populations, were two bi-racial groups, the Mé-
tis and the Country-born. Both groups were in effect ”chil-
dren of the fur trade”. The earliest and largest group was 
the French-speaking Roman Catholic Métis, of French-Aborig-
inal (usually Saulteaux) ancestry. The “County-born” were 
the offspring of Native women (usually Cree) and Hudson’s 
Bay Company employees, and were English-speaking and of 
the Protestant faith.  Both groups gained their livelihood 
from the fur trade as traders, interpreters, boatmen, cart 
drivers, and provisioners, but especially so the Métis. By 
the early 19th century the Métis were already identifying 
themselves as a distinctive group or “New Nation” and had 
developed their own social and cultural identity, their own 
customs and traditions. This included their own language, a 
patois that combined elements of both French and Ojibwa 
which came to be known as Michif.

 During the highly competitive years prior to the 1821 
merger of the Hudson’s Bay Company and the North West 
Company, the Métis had largely allied themselves with the 
North West Company, who employed French fur traders and 
their bi-racial offspring to set up posts and trade directly 
with local Native populations. In contrast, the Hudson’s 
Bay Company initially insisted that the Aboriginals travel to 
their posts or ‘factories’ located on Hudson Bay to trade. 
The Hudson’s Bay Company discouraged its employees from 
conjugal relationships with Aboriginal women. It was not 
until after the Pemmican Wars of 1814-17 and the subse-
quent merger of the North West Company with the Hudson’s 
Bay Company in 1821 that the Métis came to be closely 
associated with the new Hudson’s Bay Company, most often 
as provisioners and freighters, but also employed at forts as 
hunters and labourers, carpenters, etc. 

The Métis Buffalo Hunts & Lifestyles 
 With the merger of the two former fur trade rivals in 
1821 numerous posts across the west were closed. Between 
1821 and 1826, 1,233 men, or just short of 60 percent of the 

company’s labour force were laid off.35  Many of the Euro-
peans returned to the British Isles, but most of the Métis 
settled along the Red River, particularly in the area of the 
Pembina and Assiniboine rivers.  Since many of the Métis 
had served at the parkland provision posts they were quite 
familiar with the way of the buffalo hunt. The meat of the 
buffalo was an important part of their lifestyle and economy 
due to the demand for pemmican as a fur-trade provision. 
In summer the Métis organized the famous Red River buffalo 
hunts, for their own use and for trading with the Hudson’s 
Bay Company. Prior to 1816, the bison hunts were small-
scale, the activity of small family groups.  After this, due to 
the increased demand for fresh meat, pemmican, and hides 
in the fur trade, the hunts became larger and more complex 
and soon became a central feature of the Métis way of life 
and provided them with its principal source of income.  

 As the annual summer and fall hunts increased in 
importance, their scale also increased.  In 1820, 540 carts 
were involved.  By 1830 the the number had risen to 820, 
and by 1840 to 1,210.#36 By the early-1840s the Métis hunt 
had grown to the point where they had to split into two 
groups. One continued hunting in the south, in the Pembina 
and Cheyenne rivers’ regions in what is now North Dakota. 
The other hunted to the west in the Saskatchewan region. 
The two groups sometimes met in the Pembina Hills where 
they democratically organized themselves. In 1849 a Roman 
Catholic Missionary, Father Tissot, accompanied the sum-
mer hunt, which travelled some 400 to 500 kilometers to the 
south into the Dakota lands. The hunting party consisted of 
1500 people, including 200 Sauteaux, with 700 carts, 1000 
horses and 400 dogs.37  During this hunt, the Dakota Sioux 
were encountered and an eight-day battle ensued in which a 
number of the Saulteaux hunters were killed. 

 The Métis bison hunters had a different way of hunt-
ing bison than their First Nation relatives, who relied on buf-
falo pounds and buffalo runs to entrap the animals,   (Figure 
2.0.2). The Métis hunt was highly organized and executed 
with military-like precision, where only the more valued 
animals were selected and shot while riding within a stam-
peding bison herd. Holding the lead shot in their mouths, 

Right. Figure 2.6.1: Métis buffalo hunting 
scene. The Métis were major provisioners of 
pemmican for the Hudson’s Bay Company. 
From the 1820s to the 1870s their twice an-
nual hunting excursions were highly organized 
major events in Métis society, often involving 
hundreds, and even thousands of individu-
als and Red River carts.  Rules of the hunt 
were strictly enforced and included: 1. No 
buffalo were to be run on the Sabbath Day, 
2. No party was to fork off, lag behind or go 
before the expedition, without permission; 3. 
No person or party was to run buffalo before 
the general order. 4. Offenders against these 
laws, could have coats and hats cut up, or 
their saddle and bridle cut up, or even be 
fl ogged.40 (Source: Archives of Manitoba Currier & 
Ives Coll. #18. HRB Photo 777) 
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Right. Figure 2.6.2: A York Boat on an in-land waterway. 
While the plains-living Métis were involved in hunting and 
Red River cart freighting, in the wooded northlands the 
Métis were more frequently employed as oarsmen with 
the York Boat brigades.  The boat brigades carried goods 
inland from Hudson Bay to the main forwarding base 
at Norway House, north of Lake Winnipeg. The Atha-
basca, Peace River, and Mackenzie River district brigades 
brought their returns out to this post, and picked up 
their inbound outfi ts there. Much pageantry accompanied 
the departure of the boat brigades for York Factory each 
spring.  The completion of the railroad to St. Paul in 1859 
made it cheaper for the HBC to bring goods to Fort Garry 
through St. Paul via ox carts and later by steamboats on 
the Red River, rather than by York Boat from York Fac-
tory.  Fort Garry thereafter became the main forwarding 
base and, as the use of cart brigades on the developing 
overland trails increased, the signifi cance of the York 
Boat decreased.  (Archives of Manitoba: Stovel Coll. #249. 
HRB Photo 145.)

Left. Figure 2.6.3: A Métis cart train.  Louis Gouilet, a 
Métis member of several hunting expeditions described 
a typical expedition in the following terms: The hunters 
brought their wives and children with them, in carts cov-
ered with leather or canvas hoods to protect them from 
sun, rain, wind and even snow. We used to call those 
covered carts carrachetehounes. It was an awe-inspiring 
and unforgetable sight to see hundreds of oxcarts loaded 
with human clusters, making their way towards the buf-
falo country in three or more parallel lines. What made 
this scene of an entire population on the march even 
more picturesque was a noisy assembly of dogs, hundreds 
of them, who always tagged along with the travelers. 
Their barking made a chorus for the incessant din of 
wooden hubs thirsty for grease, squealing all day long 
and announcing our presence for miles around.”40  The 
growth of the buffalo robe market in the United States 
in the 1850s had important implications for Métis and 
Aboriginal women. Because they processed the robes, the 
production capacity of the hunter’s wives and daughters 
determined how many robes he could trade annually. 
This crucial role women played in generating wealth was 
one of the reasons many Plains men took more than one 
wife.41  (Source: Hudson’s Bay Company Archives.)

Right. Figure 2.6.4: A photograph of the Métis 
guides hired by the International Boundary 
Commission as hunters, interpreters and  
liaisons between the First Nations and the 
Boundary Commission offi cials, circa 1872. 
Renowned for their hunting and tracking 
skills, the Métis were frequently employed 
as guides and provisioners for groups travel-
ling across the Canadian prairies. The Métis 
developed a specifi c technique for hunting 
bison, which was called ‘running the herd’.  
The hunters would approach a distant herd 
slowly and quietly ride side by side in a wide 
straight line. At a signal from the Captain, 
they would charge, causing a stampede. 
Upon reaching the thundering herd, they 
would drop their reins and, steering their 
horses with their legs, fi red and reloaded 
their muzzle-loading guns as they rode along 
at full gallop. (Photo: Archives of Manitoba: 
Boundary Commission Coll.#97 )

the Métis hunters would pour powder into their guns while 
riding at full gallop and guiding their horses with only their 
legs. They would spit a ball into the muzzle and pound the 
gun butt on the saddle to compact the powder and set the 
ball. They would then ride up along side their speeding 
quarry and, resting the muzzle on the saddle so that the 
ball would not roll down the barrel, shoot it in the heart 
and repeat the gun-loading exercise until all the lead shot 
had been discharged. The Métis were considered the fi nest 
buffalo hunters on the Prairies, and were respected by 
First Nation, Euro-Canadian, and American observers for 
their courage and skill during the hunt.38 

 Because of the growing scarcity and value of the 
bison after the 1840s, the Métis defended their hunting 
territory, which often led to confl ict with other Aboriginal 
nations. In the 1830s and 1840s, the Métis and the Dakota 
Sioux engaged in a number of skirmishes for control of the 
rich bison hunting grounds in the Dakotas. After the Battle 
of Grand Coteau, fought on July 13 and 14, 1851 near 
present-day Minot, North Dakota, where a small band of 
Métis buffalo hunters succeeded in routing several hun-
dred Dakota warriors, the Dakota thereafter avoided the 
the Métis, and the two never again made war against each 
other.

 During the period when bison were abundant, 
farming was largely unimportant in the Michif-speaking 
and Francophone parishes of the Red River Settlement. Bi-
son hunting was more lucrative and practical than agricul-
ture. Cereal grain production was a failing industry at the 
time, due to early frosts, fl oods, droughts, insect depriva-
tion, unsuitable strains of grain, and lack of stable export 
markets.

  It was diffi cunt to even consider that the majestic 
bison, which numbered in the tens of millions a short time 
earlier, would nearly become extinct by the mid-1870s. 
The decimation of the bison occurred due to massive 
provisioning hunts, free hunters, sport hunting, the market 
for bison hides to make machinery belts, and the American 
military initiative to destroy the American Indian’s food 
source. Due to this incredible decimation and the migra-
tion of the bison into more distant and isolated pockets, 
the Métis were increasingly forced to abandon the hunt 
and take up a more sedentary lifestyle by which to earn a 
living. 

 By the late 1870s, the Métis and First Nation 
peoples were rapidly becoming destitute because of the 
disappearance of the bison herds. Some Métis were able to 
maintain their lifestyle for a few more years by collecting 
bison bones on their former hunting grounds and shipping 
them to fertilizer companies in the eastern United States. 
Several groups turned to commercial fi shing and trapping 
as a main source of food, spawning such communities as 
St. Laurent and Grand Marias. Small family groups “squat-
ted” on, or were fortunate enough to receive Script land, 
in the vicinity of the Turtle, Riding, and Duck Mountain 
plateaus where hunting of deer, elk and fi shing could still 

provide a subsistence livelihood for the Métis, as it did 
for the Native populations. Others made a living by hiring 
themselves out to the incoming settlers.

 The established home land of the emerging Métis 
nation was the Red River valley. In settlements such as 
St. Norbert, St. Francios-Xavier, and Ste. Anne, they built 
homes and planted gardens and small fi eld crops. During 
the winter months they moved to locales where hunting 
was good, such as Turtle Mountain, Pembina Hills, and Rid-
ing Mountain.  However, during the 1860s, as the buffalo 
herds decreased in size and receded farther and farther 
to the west and southwest, many Métis left southern 
Manitoba for sparsely populated Saskatchewan country. 
This movement increased as settlers poured into Manitoba 
during the 1870s. Sites near former fur-trade posts, such 
as Fort Ellice and Fort Pelly, had long associations with 
Métis and a number of families took homesteads or script 
in these areas.  

 As previously noted, the Saulteaux/Ojibwa bands 
living and trading in the study area during the latter half 
of the 19th century were not all pure-blood Aboriginals, 
and after being settled on reserves, became dissatisfi ed 
with their situation. Some gave up their treaty-Indian sta-
tus and applied for Métis “Script” land. Because the Sault-
eaux had the longest sustained contact with the European 
traders, these bi-racial bands were more common with the 
Saulteaux than the other Native peoples around Fort El-
lice. These included members of the band headed by O-ka-
na-sis (Little Bone) who hunted in Riding Mountain plateau 
and regularly traded at Fort Ellice during the mid-1860s. 
Members of this band were employed regularly at the Fort, 
either by contract or casual arrangement. At least two, 
Antoine Okaness and George Okaness were formally hired 
between 1863 and 1872. 

 One of the most celebrated of Métis employees at 
Fort Ellice was Jacob Beads, “a carpenter of great skill” 
who built boats and carts as well as buildings at Fort El-
lice I. He was also involved in the construction of most of 
the structures at Fort Ellice II, which was started in 1862. 
When N. M. McKenzie arrived at Fort Ellice II in 1876 to 
take over as head carpenter, his assistants were three 
Aboriginals who had worked with Jacob Beads. “They had 
been taught by the highly respected servant of the Com-
pany to hew logs, build York Boats, scows, Red River carts, 
make snowshoes, dog sleds and to do other work in wood. 
Jocob was the great authority in all these lines and a fi rst-
class workman as could be seen in the many samples of 
his handiwork at the fort.”39 The name of Jacob Beads is 
still well known in the St. Lazare area more than a century 
after his death.  
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Left. Figure 2.6.8: Detail of a 1956 topographic map of the 
Gambler / Ste. Madeline district. Annotations show the 
former locations of the Ste. Madeline church and the nearby 
Métis hamlets of Fouillard Corner and Selby Town. These 
settlements, along with another near St. Lazare called 
China Town, were created by former residents of the Ste. 
Madeline area after they were expropriated during the late 
1930s to allow for the development of the sand plains area 
into community pasture. The roadway located along the 
east side of the valley and linking the two settlements no 
longer exists, along with most of the structures that made 
up these communities. (Map Title 1:50,000 scale topographic 
map, 1956 series Edition 1, 62K/11 west half. Source: Archives of 
Manitoba:1 Ed 17 1921 CC.1. HRB Map #157. )

2.6 Ste. Madeleine

 Métis presence in the study region dates back to 
the earliest days of the fur trade, and the establishment of 
the North West Company’s Fort Espérance in 1787. Dur-
ing the fi nal decades of the trade, in the 1860s and 1870s, 
the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Fort Ellice II employed many 
Métis, as contract hunters, casual labourers and craftsmen. 
Temporary, and even semi-permanent Métis campsites were 
frequently found throughout the region, usually at strategic 
locations along the region’s waterways and overland trails, 
such as at Asessippi and the Silver Creek mouth area. How-
ever, it was not until after the turn of the twentieth century 
that a permanent Métis settlement came to be established 
in the study region. The settlement occured on the sand 
plains, north of the Qu’Appelle river and west of the As-
siniboine, in an area known at the time as ‘Pumpkin Plains’, 
and consisted of most of Township 18 Range 29. The settle-
ment centre, with a small Roman Catholic church, a school-
house and for a time also a store and post offi ce, came to 
be known as Ste. Madeleine. 

 When Anglo-Ontario settlers began staking home-
steads in this general district during the late 1870s, the 
sand plains area seemed a quite attractive locale, due to 
its level topograpy, lush open grasslands, and close proxim-
ity to the wooded Assiniboine and Qu’Appelle river valleys 
and HBC Fort Ellice - the commercial centre of the entire 
region.  However, it was soon discovered that the district 
was ill-suited for crop production due to the sand soil.  Most 
of the early Anglo homesteaders gave up attempting to farm 
the land, leaving it open to ranchers and Métis homestead-
ers who were not as concerned about its potential for com-
mercial agriculture. The Métis residing in the upper Assini-
boine and lower Qu’Appelle river basins at this time were 
still living a largely subsistence lifestyle of hunting, and 
raising small numbers of horses and cattle. In the aftermath 
of the North West Rebellion, the once proud and powerful 
Métis Nation was all but destroyed, and its people scattered 
to isolated pockets of wilderness where hunting for a living 
was still possible. As the Canadian Pacifi c and other railways 
continued to be built across the prairies, opening up more 
and more districts to settlement, the Métis were forced to 
become even more sedentary, and to try to earn a living 
from agricultural pursuits. Some chose to return to Manitoba 
and the familiarity of the Fort Ellice area, where land was 
available and they could live together and away from the 
discrimination and menial jobs on the fringes of the new 
mainstream ‘white’ society. 

 In 1880, a well-known French missionary, Father 
Jules DeCorby, O.M.I. established a Catholic mission in the 
Qu’Appelle mouth area, as an outpost of the large mission 
site at Qu’Appelle Lake. By 1895, due largely to his efforts, 
there were suffi cient Métis and French-speaking Roman 
Catholic settlers in the district to warrant the establishment 
of a formal parish, which was named St. Lazare.  In 1902 an 
auxiliary mission was set up at Ste. Madeleine, effectively 
putting that community on the map. The residents, how-
ever, had to travel to St. Lazare to attend church services. 

In 1913 the residents of the district constructed a small 
log chapel on SW 32-18-29W, which thereafter became the 
focal point for the community. In later years the church at-
tracted Catholics from other districts, including the nearby 
Gambler Reserve, of which several families assisted in the 
construction of the chapel. Not long after the church was 
completed, a store/Post Offi ce was constructed nearby and 
operated by Roger Flammand. In 1922, the one-roomed Bel-
liveau School was built.  Trapping, hunting, and selling of 
cordwood in St. Lazare and Binscarth were principal occupa-
tions, as was working for farmers in the surrounding areas. 
In 1910 there were only about ten families, or about 60-70 
people in the community. However in the 1920s and 1930s 
the community thrived, and at its height consisted of about 
25 to 30 families or about 250 individuals.43 Family members 
from Saskatchewan and Alberta often visited, making Ste. 
Madeleine a well-known Métis community throughout west-
ern Canada. The Infl uenza epidemic of 1918 hit the com-
munity particularly hard, and former residents noted that it 
was common to see coffi ns piled up in the cemetery await-
ing burial, and in some cases, whole families were buried in 
one grave.

 During the Great Depression of the 1930s life in 
Ste. Madeleine became extremely hard, and even a bare 
subsistence living was diffi cult to maintain. With the sandy 
soils and drought conditions there was little or no pasture 
to be had, and the stock began to starve. Wild game, fruits 
and berries became scare, and there was little or no em-
ployment on the neighbouring farms or communities. As an 
attempt to solve the serious problem of drought and soil 
drifting across the prairies, in 1935 the Prairie Farm Reha-
bilitation Act (P.F.R.A.) was passed in Ottawa. The perceived 
solution was to seed the drought stricken lands with grass to 
be used for grazing in order to conserve the moisture in the 
soil. The region northwest and southwest of St. Lazare was 
identifi ed as land that should never have been homesteaded 
and used for farmland. Between 1935 and 1938 it was sys-
tematically converted to community pasture. 

 Under P.F.R.A. provisions, people living in affected 
areas were entitled to compensation and were offered their 
choice of available Crown Land in return - as long as all 
municipal taxes were paid.  Unfortunately, only a few Ste. 
Madeline families were able to keep up with the taxes dur-
ing the hard years of the early thirties. The rest were tech-
nically squatters on their own land and were forced to move 
without government compensation.  Due to their extreme fi -
nancial situation, some families, who were forced off, were 
given cash settlements of varying amounts as compensation, 
but few received more than $150.00.  After vacating their 
homes, most of the buildings were burned, the church was 
dismantled for its timbers, the school and Post Offi ce were 
closed.  By 1940 the once small, but vital community of Ste. 
Madeleine had virtually vanished from the landscape. Some 
families moved to more northern districts, where hunting 
and trapping were likely to be better. Boggy Creek, Win-
nipegosis, and Crane River were popular choices, as were 
St. Rose du Lac and Oak River. Four or fi ve families stayed 
on until 1941, but since the school had already closed, the 

Left. Figure 2.6.5: A group of Ste. Madeline Métis 
poses for a photograph near the log church during 
the 1920s. (Photo: Victoria Genaille, Binscarth.)

Figure 2.6.6: A pencil sketch made on May 28, 1883 by homesteader, H. Gill, 
showing a Métis cart brigade passing through the Asessippi area on the Pelly 
Trail. Métis presence in the upper Assinniboine River region extended back to 
the earliest days of the fur trade. (Source: Historic Resoures Branch research fi les. 
HRB Photo 617.) Figure 2.6.7: Detail of a map produced in 1921 show-

ing land occupancy in the RM of Ellice distrct.  Blue 
denoted unoccupied privately owned land; red denot-
ed land entered for or reserved, but unpatented; and 
yellow, vacant Dominion lands. Note most of the sand 
plains area was offi cially considered as unoccupied at 
this time. (Source: Archives of Manitoba. H7 614.3 Series 
1 Ed.17  1921 CC.1. Map Title: Manitoba, Showing Disposi-
tion of Lands, 1921. Department of the Interior. Natural 
Resources Intelligence Branch. HRB Map 167.)
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Left. Figure 2.6.10: RM of Ellice 
Councillor, and former student of the 
Ste. Madeline school, George LAST 
NAME COMING stands on the founda-
tion of the former Belliveau school 
house. Summer, 2006.  (HRB Photo)

Left & Below: Figure 2.6.9: Monument and plaque marking the former site 
of the Ste. Madeline Roman Catholic Church. Part of the cemetery is visible 
in the background.  Note the stylized Red River cart wheel incorporated into 
the design of the cross. (HRB Photo)

Figure 2.6.13: This dwelling is the last surviving structure at the 
former site of the Métis hamlet known as China Town, located in the 
Assiniboine River valley about 5 km southeast of St. Lazare. (HRB Photo)

Figure 2.6.14 This abandoned dwelling at the former site of the 
Fouillard Corner settlement is the sole surviver of what was once a 
bustling little hamlet. (HRB Photo)

Below. Figure 2.6.12  Views of the St. 
Madeline Cemetery. The church was 
located on top of the knoll located 
in the centre of the photo. The spot 
is marked with a cairn and  cross.   
(HRB Photo)

children were forced to attend Gambler School across the 
Assiniboine River. By the end of 1941 all the residents of the 
Ste. Madeline district had departed.

 Those who preferred to remain in the region were al-
lowed to re-establish themselves, as squatters, on small lots 
on Crown Land as an interim measure.  Two sites were for-
mally established by the municipality for this purpose, both 
located almost directly across the Assiniboine River from Ste. 
Madeline.  The Secretary for the Rural Municipality of Ellice, 
John Selby, and Councilor Ben Fouillard were the principal 
municipal offi cials involved in facilitating the establishment 
of the P.F.R.A. community pasture, and to whom families in 
need of ‘government relief’ would appeal.  Consequently, 
in deference to these individuals, and the power they held 
over the Métis families, these hamlet settlements came to 
be know as Selby Town and Fouillard’s Corner by the former 
Ste. Madeleine residents resettling there.  Fouillard’s Corner, 
later known simply as The Corners, was located just across 
the road from the main Gambler’s I.R. land parcel, and Selby 
Town was located in the valley at the mouth of Silver Creek 
(see Figure 2.6.8).  John Selby was noted as being personally 
committed to helping the most desperate of the dispossesed 
families, and arranged to have several log houses constructed 
at Selby Town. A third hamlet, known as China Town existed 

for a time about fi ve kilometers south of St. Lazare on the 
east slope of the Assiniboine valley. The location had appar-
ently been the site of a railway construction camp occupied 
by Chinese workers, and the reference remained when sev-
eral local Métis families built homes on the site.44 

 Despite the long history of Métis occupation in the 
Qu’Appelle mouth district, there are few landmarks surviving 
to attest to their presence. At the former site of Fouillard’s 
Corner, there is but a single surviving and long abandoned 
plywood and timber structure, and a few crumbing founda-
tions. Nothing remains at Selby Town.  At China Town there 
remains a single surviving structure, which appears to be 
used as a summer home. The most impressive landmark is 
Ste. Madeline Cemetery. Surrounded by woodland and with 
a rolling topography, the site is well maintained and sprawl-
ing. On a hillock, a three-meter wooden cross with a stylized 
Red River Cart wheel and a nearby cairn mark the location of 
the former church, and the heart of the community (Figure 
2.6.9). The picturesque and isolated site exudes a sense of 
history and one cannot but be humbled by the view. A short 
distance away is a sheltered campground, which is the venue 
for an annual Métis homecoming, where for four days in July, 
music, sports and socializing occurs, and for a brief time the 
community of Ste. Madeline once again comes alive.

Right. Figure 2.6.15 View of the confl uence of the 
Silver Creek and Assiniboine River valleys. This 
picturesque valley was the location of the Métis 
hemlet know as Selby Town. Nothing of this settle-
ment remains. (HRB Photo)

Right. Figure 2.6.11: View of the 
main entrance to the Ste.Madeline 
cemetery.  (HRB Photo)


