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Abstract 

This study anal yzes the uneven process by which Blackfoot country became the 

Al berta-Montana borderlands, focussing speci ficall y on the years between 1862 and 1892. 

I t argues that despite constant attention by American and Canadian federd authorities, the 

transition was uneven because it relied on unstable categories like race, gender, and nation 

which were challenged by l o d  geographical and social conditions. This dissertation uses 

two main bodies of primary sources: the A M U ~  Reports of key departrnents in the 

Canadian and American governments from the mid- 1860s to the mid- l88Os, and the extant 

personal papers of white, English-speaking women who came to the region between 1862 

and 1892. There are three levels of comparative analysis: between the two federal 

governments, between the federal governrnents and locd communities, and between the 

two sets of local communities. The study draws on three overlapping bodies of theoretical 

literature - pst-stnicturalism, cultural geography and pst-colonialism - to interrogate and 

re-cast existing historical scholarship on the North Amencan West in the ni neteenth 

century. In doing so it draws attention to the discursive tools of mle, such as surveys, 

mapmaking, and census-taking, which were used by both governments to colonize their 

western empires. I t  then brings a close, comparative analysis of the Alberta-Montana 

borderlands to this framework as a case study, to argue that local topographical, 

geographical, economic and social conditions confounded federal categones and tmls of 

rule. 
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Introduction: From Blackfoot country to borderlands 

Two national parks lie on the east side of the Roc@ Mountains where the 

mountains bisect the 49Ih parallel: Waterton Lakes National Park on the north side of the 

line, and Glacier National Park on the south side. 1 have a vivid memory from a childhood 

trip to Waterton of looking south from the north end of the lake and thinking that if the 

other end of the lake was in a different country, it should look different. Years later, as 1 

cnss-crosse. the border between Alberta and Montana over the course of severai research 

trips, the imaginary nature of this "international" border was again brought home to me: if it 

were not for the Canada-U.S. Customs building (cailed "Coutts" on Canadian maps and 

"Sweetgrass" on Amencan ones), there would not be any way to tell when you had crossed 

the Iine. Al though sections of the line are visible frorn the air, on the ground the constants 

in these borderlands are more striking than the differences: mountains to the West, dry 

prairies to the east, and a big sky aiways above you. Econornic activities also seem similar 

- some grain fields and the few remaining grain elevators still standing, some cattle, some 

horses. In al1 l i k e l i h d ,  the only aboriginal people you will see as you travel from 

Calgary to Helena will be one or two staff mernbers at the border crossing itself. 

The geographical constants are the strongest reminder that this region was once part 

of a coherent temtory, aibeit one with its own shifting boundaries: the home of the three 

tribes of the Blackfoot Confederacy (the Piikuni o r  Peigan, Kainah or B l d ,  and Siksika 

or Blackfoot proper) and their close neighbours and allies the Tsuu T'ina or Sarcee and the 

Nakoda or Stoney. Although historians disagree as to  the appropnate use of thelabel 

"Confederacy" for the first three groups, there is general agreement that significant amounts 

of cultural and linguistic commonali ties existed, and at times these social and familial 



allegiances led to strong military alliances. l Amencan observers in the late nineteenth 

century referred to the three groups collectiveiy as the "Blackfeet," while Canadian wnters 

cadled them the "Blackfoot~' and included the Tsuu T'ina and Nakoda in that category.2 

Nonetheless, contempomy historians and nineteenth century commentators agree that these 

groups claimed the land east of the RocQ Mountains as their territorial horneland and 

aggressivel y defended i t agai ns t neighbouring aboriginal groups. This region, w hich 

became the Alberta-Montana borderlands, is the starting point of this dissertation. 

Between 1700 and 1850, before these communities had sustained contact with 

whites, Blackfmt culture had already undergone significant and rapid changes. In the first 

half of the eighteenth century the Confederacy had acquired horses from the Shoshoni and 

guns from the Cree. By 1800 they no longer needed intermediaries to acquire European 

trade goods, because Hudson's Bay Company posts had amiveci on the North 

Saskatchewan River near the upper end of their temi tory. They did not trap beaver in large 

quantities, so they traded buffalo meat, robes and horses to the whites of the Hudson's Bay 

Company and North West Company who were competing for their business. At the 

beginning of the nineteenth century the Confederacy was at its peak, and managed to 

squeeze the fur traders out of its temtory dtogether for a few decades. The Blaclaoot were 

regarded as formidabIe enemies by neighbouring aboriginal groups: the Cree and 

Assiniboine to the north and east, the Crow and Shoshoni to the south, and the Kutenais 

and Flatheads to the West .  By 1850, the Confederacy's on-again, off-again relationship 

1 Hana Sarnek uses the term 'Confederacy" to collectively describe the three groups and 
denote the close ties that existed among them, while Theodore Bimema rejects the term 
for implying a high level of political organization which did not e x i s ~  This study will 
use the km, but follows Sarnek's usage. Samek, nie Bhd$oot Confederacy 1880- 
1920: A Comparative Study of Canadian and U. S. Indian Policy (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1987); Theodore Bimema, "OId Swan, Big Man, 
and the Siksika Bands, 1794-1815," CanadianHkîoricalReview 77:l (1996): 1-32. 



with the American fur traders had pulled its temtory towards the south and away from the 

HBC posts. Blackfoot country extended from around present-day Edmonton, Alberta to 

south of present-day Great Falls, Montana. Its western edge was the foothills of the Rochy 

Mountains, and the eastern edge was around the 110th meridian, the present-day Alberta- 

Saskatchewan boundary.3 

Between 1850 and 1900 the Confederacy's contact with whites was more frequent 

and dramatic changes came more quickly. The 4gKh parallel was surveyed in the 1870s, and 

in the 1880s the railroads were completed, linking the borderlands to eastern markets. 

Montana became a temtory (which brought a degree of self-government) in 1û64 and a 

state in 1889, while the district of Al berta was carved out of the North-West Territones in 

1882 and remained a territory of Canada until it beame a province in 1905.4 By 1900 the 

Blackfoot had been reduced to eight reservations, tiny fractions of their former territory. 

One was in northern Montana and the rest were spread throughout southern Alberta, and 

their land had been re-drawn on national political maps as the Alberta-Montana 

borderlands. 1 n the span of a few decades the 49th parallel was on its way to beooming the 

2 This study uses "Blackfoot" except when "Blackfeet" appears in a quote, while other 
nation-speci fic terms will be used interchangeabl y: Canadian scholars, for example, use 
the terrn "First Nations" while "Indian" is standard in American writing. - 

T hese pre- I gM changes are discussed in greater leng th in Anthony Hendry 's joumal. 
re- published as A Fur-Trader 's Journey: York Factory ?O the Bhckfeet Country, 1 754- 
1 755 (Toronto: Canadiana House, 1973) ; John Ewers, The Blackfeet: Raiders on the 
Northwestern Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1958), and Robert M. 
Utley, The Indian Frontier of the Arnerican West 1846-1890 (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1 9%)- p. 26-29. 

4 Montana's narne cornes from the Spanish adjective meaning "mountainous," and was 
given to the new Territory in 1864. Michael Malone and Richard Roder,  Montana:A 
Hisrory of Two Centuries (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1976), pp. 95%. 
When the District of Al berta was created in 1882, Governor-General the Marquis of 
Lorne named it after his wife, Princes Louise Caroline Alberta, daughter of Queen 
Victoria. D. Blake McDougall, Pn'ncess Louise Caroline Alberta (Edmonton: 
Legislatue Li brary , 1988). See C hapter 1 of Paul Carter's The Road to Bomny Bay: 
An Enpiorution of L a d c a p e  and History, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987) for a fascinating anal ysis of the role of naming in the colonial endeavour, using 
Australia as his specific example. 



metonyrn for al1 the r e .  and imagined differences between the United States and Canada, 

even though more than half of Canada's citizens Iive south of that latitude. 

Richard White has written of the American West that such poli tical boundaries "are 

a series of doors pretending to be walls," and the 4gth parallel is j ust one of several 

"arbitrary lines drawn on the map." He argues that "[gleography did not determine the 

boundaries of the West; rather, history created them."5 This dissertation builds on White's 

observation about the historicai construction of political boundaries to analyze the 

discursive and institutionai tools govemments and settiers used to construst social 

boundaries. In the Iast four decades of the nineteenth century, the arbitrary and invisible 

49th parallel was only one of the doors which the Canadian and American govemments 

tried to pretend was a wall ; others include the walls between wilcUunsettied land and 

safe/domesticated land, aboriginal and newcomer, white and non-white, rancher and 

farmer, women and men. T o  the consternation of federal authorities, those walls were 

always more penneable than officials wanted h e m  to be. 

This study analyzes the uneven process by which Blacldoot country became the 

Alberta-Montana borderlands, focussing specifically on the years between 1862 and 1892. 

Historians have not studied these years as their own coherent time period, choosing to 

focus instead on one or more " turning points" which created "before" and "after" periods. 

Abonginai historians, for example, usualIy focus on the "pre-reserve" or "reservation life" 

of the Blacldoot; economic and political historians often begin with the completion of the 

railroads in the earl y 1880s; social historians have concentratecl on the first large wave of 

white settlers in the 1û9ûs and the impact of the arrivai of the first white women on local 

race relations. 1 challenge those demarcations by arguing that there was no single 

"moment" or  turning point in the creation of the borderlands. Surveying the 49"' parallel 



did not make it a functioning international border; creating reservations for the Blackfoot 

did not stop their mobility, and the arrivai of the first white women did not create an 

immediate shi f t  towards harsher racial segregation and hieruchies. Whi te communi ties and 

the nation-state 's presence and control were still tenuous at best in the borderlands by the 

start of the 1890s. The transition from Blackfoot country to borderland was uneven and 

never as successful as historians have suggested, because the process was forced to reiy on 

intangible and unstable categories like race, gender, and nation: categories which were 

repeatedly challenged and re-drawn at the local level. 

The closing decades of the nineteenth century were cri ticai in the history of this sub- 

region at the north-western corner of North Amencats Great Plains. Within fifty years the 

Blacldoot were dispossessed of their lands and decirnated by hunger and disease, and 

white settlement had its tentative toehold in the earîh. 1 argue that federal and i o c .  officials 

and local white communities relied upon socially-constructed bundaries to distinguish one 

country from the other, and various communities from each other. T o  divide a coherent 

region into two distinct national possessions, federal officials b t h  in the capitols and on 

the ground created a range of intangible dividing lines in the borderlands with the tools of 

surveying, rnapping and counting, discursively separating "oui' side and "our" land and 

  OU^" Indians from those on the "other" side of the line. 

Borderlands make obvious the fact that nations and their margins require a great 

deal of work to create and maintain, and when those borders are not even as tangible as a 

river or a wall, govemrnents turn easily to the use of already-existing social boundaries Iike 

race and gender. As Stuart Munay has argued, borders which are "colonial constmctions" 

attempt to overwrite pre-existing local political and cultural rnaps with the "national spaces" 

5 Richard White, 'Zt's Your MLÎJOrtune and None of My Own ": A History of the 
American West (Norman and London: University of Oklahoma Press, 199 I), p. 3. 



of the colonizers.6 I n the late nineteenth century , the American and Canadian governments 

were trying to forge the Montana- Alberta borderlands out of Blackfoot country, a di fficult 

ta& when these new places were so far removed from Ottawa and Washington. It was an 

uneven and highly contested process, and the 49'h parallel played a complicated role: 

federal officials struggled to make it visible and meaningful, the Piihni,  Kainah and 

Siksika sometimes ignored and sometimes exploited it, and early white women settlers paid 

little attention to it. E argue that by the time large numbers of whites began to settle the area 

around 1900, the first phase of western cotonization was ending, not beginning as much of 

the historiography has suggested, and the patterns of social and spatial division needed 

only to be reinforced, not created. 

At first glance the histories of the Canadian and Amencan wests look very different 

and each narrative has produced a rich and diverse "national" historiography. A merican 

historians have often debated where, exactly, "the west" begins and ends, and whether it is 

best understood as a place or a process.7 Frequentl y characterized as having had a violent 

and complex history, the Arnerican West has aiso grappled continua11 y wi th the idea of the 

"frontier" as the line of white settlement racing westward. While Frederick Jackson 

Turner's frontier thesis, with its heavy mythic baggage of white conquest and masculine 

political freedom, is inadequate for grasping the diverse history of the American West, it is 

very useful for understanding the ways in which late-nineteenth-century American officials 

perceived the West and its future place in the nation. The American daim to the land that 

6 Stuart Murray, "Introduction," Not On Any Map: Essays on Pmicoloniaiiîy and 
Culrural Nat iodism (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, lm, p. 12 
Recent scholarship on the American West as place and process, a debate started by 
Fredenck Jackson Turner, includes the introduction to Part One of White's "Zt's Your 
Misfortune and None of My Own", and the first two chapters of Donald Worster's 
Under Western Skies: Nature and History in the AmenCan West (New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

8 The classic essay 'The Significance of the Frontier in American History," and other key 
works, can be found in Frontier and Section: Selected Essays of Frederick Jackson 



would later include Montana was established by the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. If an 

aboriginal group became "American I ndians," the scholarshi p has often hinged upon 

themes of armed conflict with and dispossession by white settlers and the United States 

White settlement of the West was rapid and haphazard, and local politicd 

development followed quickly on the heels of eager and aggressive white settlers. The 

histonography of immigration and migration to the West often focuses on explaining the 

ways newcomers becarne Americans and assimilated American ideologies. Io The 

transcontinental railroads are seen as dynarnic engines of regionai growth, inspireci by 

individual entrepreneurs. l The work of the "New Western" historians has decisivel y 

shifted the direction of much of this scholarship by stressing the complexity of American 

Western history and insisting on the importance of race and gender for understanding that 

history. l2 

- - - - -- - -- - 

Twner, introduced by Ray Allen Billington (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice- 
Hall, Inc., 1 x 1 ) .  
I w o  excellent monographs on these conflicts are John Tebbel and Keith Jennison's 
The American Indian Wars (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1 960), and Utley 's The 
ZndiQn Frontier of the thericm West 1846-1890. 

10 See, for exarnple, Jon Gjerde's The Mi& of the West: Ethcultural Evolution in the 
Rural Middle West, 1830-191 7 (Chape1 Hill and London: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1997). An exceIIent recent addition to the Amencan historiography is 
Ronald Takaki's A Diflerent Minor, which compares the experiences of indigenous 
Americans who were not newcomers, with those of African Americans who did not 
choose to immigrate, and with those of a range of European and Asian immigrants. 
Takaki , A D~gerent Mirror: A History of Muiiiculturai America (Boston, New York, 
Toronto, London: Littie, Brown and Company, 1993). - - 

1 See. for example, James Ward's Railroadr and the Charac&r of America 1820-1887 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1986), The Man Who Found the Money: 
John Stewart Kennedy and the Financing of the Western Railma& by Saul Engelbourg 
and Leonard Bushkoff (East Lansing: Michigan S tate University Press, 1996)' and 
Beth LaDow's chapter on James Hill in The Medicine Line: Life and Death an a North 
American Borderland (New York and London: Routledge, 200 1 ) , pp.73-88. 

l2 Two of the b a t - h o w n  examples of New Western history are Patxicia Limerick's nie 
Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New York and 
London: W. W. Norton and Company. 1981) and White's *IFS Your Mkfortune and 
Nane of My Own." 



The history of Canada's west is generall y sketched as a slow and orderl y transition 

from the fur trade to white settlement, with the 1870 and 1885 Rebellions frarned as the 

two exceptions which prove the nile. The Canadian Pacific Railroad and the North West 

Mounted Police usuall y play the lead roles in the narrative transition, and both are usually 

studied as tools of the Canadian state.13 Land surveyors are given key supporting rolesJ4 

Canadian histonans have not spent much time debating where "the west" begins; it is taken 

for granted that the border between Manitoba and Ontario marks the eastem boundary of 

the west, and that the 4gth and parallels are the southem and northern edges. The land 

which became Alberta was purchased in 1869 frorn the Hudson's Bay Company, which 

had managed most of Canada's north and west as its own commercial enterprise since 

1670. If an aboriginal group became one of western Canada's "First Nations" peoples, the 

writing has focused on their relationship to the fur trade and to the North West Mounted 

Police, devoting more time to the p e n d  of cooperation between natives and newcomers, as 

well as the various coercive strategies the Canadian government used which stopped short 

of direct armed violence. ls White settlement of the prairie west has been framed as graduai 

and centrally-controlled, followed by the slow but steady evolution of locai political 

13 See the anthology edited by Hugh Dempsey, IXe CPR West: nie Iron Roaà and the 
Making of a Natwn (Vancouver and Toronto: Douglas and McIntyre, 1984), John 
Eagle's The Canadiun Pmific Railwuy and the Developmnt of Western Canada, 1896- 
1914 (Kingston and Montreal: McGili-Queen's University Press, 1989) and A. A. Den 
Otter's The Phillosophy of Raiiwuys: Ttre Tramcontinenîal Raiiwuy Idea in British 
North AmericQ (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 29!37). R. C. Macleod's The 
Norîh- West Mounted Poiice and Law Enforcement, 1873-I905 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1976) is a good study of the role of the Mounties in the west, as is the 
recent collection Tire Mounted Police and Prairie Society, 1873-19I 9, edi ted by 
William Baker (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, 1998). - 

14 For the history of surveying in Canada, including numerous chapters on the wesf see 
both volumes of Don W. Thomson's Men and Mendians: The Histo'y of Su~veying 
and Mapping in Canada (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1967). 

15 The most complete single-volume study of abonginal people in Canada is J. R Miller's 
Skyscrapers Hide the Heavens: A History of Native- White Relations in Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989). 



institutions. l6 Canada's immigration histonography has k e n  strongest in the areas of 

policy and diversity, and studies of migrants to the West have often mirrored this trend.17 

1 t is clear from these abbreviated narratives that Canadian and Amencan historians 

have generally chosen to see the "wall" of the border instead of the swinging doors of 

human experiences in the west. Indeed, many maps included in scholarly works abruptly 

end at the 4gth parallel as if the rivers and mountains have k e n  cut off. Nonetheless, there 

have been some important exceptions to this histonographical architecture, which 

emphasize the cornmon histories of these two wests. Some topics, like land policy, have 

received similar treatrnent on each side of the border, reflecting the importance of the public 

lands to the history of the two nations and their govemments.18 Other subjects have been 

the subject of direct cornparison, and such classic works as Paul S harp's 1955 study 

Whoap-Up Country: The Canadian-American West. 1865-1885, have been joined by more 

recent studies such as  John Bennett and Seena Kohl's 1995 monograph Settling the 

16 See, for example, Paul Voisey's Vdcan: rite Moking of a Prairie Community (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1988) ; John Bennett and Seena Kohl, Seltfing the 
Cdian-American West, 1890-1 915: Pioneer Adaplation and Comunity  Building 
(Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1993,  and the second edi tion of 
Lewis Thomas, nte Struggfe for Respomible Governmenf in the North- West 
Territuries, 1870-97 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 19%). 

l7 See, for example, R O ~  h w e n  's ~ m i l ~ , - ~ h u r c h  and Mmket: A Mennonite 
Community in the Old and New Worlds, 1850- 29.30 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1993) ; Frances Sw yri pa' s Wedded to the Cause: Ukranian-Canadiun Women 
and Ethnic Zdentity, 1891 -1 991 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993) ; David 
DeBrou and AiIeen Moffatt's "Other" Voices: HistoricaCEssqs on Saskatchewan 
Women (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, University of Regina, 19%) ; 
Catherine Cavanaugh and Jerem y Mouat 's Making Western Canada: Essays on 
European Colanization and Setîlemenf (Toronto: Garamond Press, l9%), and Ninette 
Kelley and MichaeI Trebilcock's The Making ofthe Mosaic: A History of C d i u n  
Immigration Policy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998). 

18 See, for exarnple, the two works which have been of the rnost use for this study: 
Evereît Dick, I3.e Lure of the Land= A Social Hbtory of the Public Lads f iom the 
Articles of Confederation to the New Deal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
IWO), and Chester Martin, "Dominion Lands " Polzky, edi ted and with an introduction 
by Lewis Thomas (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973 ; first published in 1938). 



Canadian-American West, l89O-I9lS: Pioneer Adaptation and Community BuiMing. 19 

Ranching and Indian policy are two areas which have witnessed particularly fruitfui 

comparative historical analyses. The hi stonography of Canadian and American ranching 

includes Terry Jordan's 1993 work North Arnerican Cank Ranching Frontiers: Origins, 

Dimion,  and Differenticttwn, Richard Slatta's Comparing Cowboys and Frontiers, 

published in 1997, and the outstanding 2000 collection Cowhys, Ranchers and the Cattle 

Business: Cross-Border Perspectives on Ranching Hirstory edited by Simon Evans, Sarah 

Carter, and Bill Y eo.20 Three of the best examples of recent scholarship in North American 

Indian policy are Hana Samek's The Blackfoot Confederacy 1880-1 920: A Comparative 

Study of Canadian and U. S. Indian Policy published in 1987, Roger Nichols' 1998 

study, Indiam in the United States and Canada: A Comparative History, and Carol 

Higham 's 2000 monograph Noble, Wre fched and Redeemable: botesrani Missiomries to 

the Indians in Canada and the United States, 1820-1900. 21 Each of these works has added 

immeasureably to our knowledge of the history of the Great Plains portion of the Canadian- 

American borderlands, but they often stopped short of activeIy interrogating the process by 

which the 49& parallel became a national, political border. 

'9 Paul Sharp, Whoop- Up C o u m :  The Canadian-American West, 1865-1885 
(Minneapolis: University of M i ~ e s o t a  Press, 1955); Bennett and Kohl, Senling the 
Canadian-American West. 

20 Terry Jordan, North Amencan C' Ranching Frontiers: Origins, D ~ m i o n ,  wd 
D~gerenricuion (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993) ; Richard W. 
Slatta, Comparing Cowboys and Fronîiers (Norman and London: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1997) ; Cowboys, Ranchers and the Ca ftle Busines: Cross-Border 
Perspectives on Ranching Hktory edi ted by  Simon Evans, Sarah Carter, and Bill Y eo 
(Caigary, AB and Boulder, CO: University of Calgary Press and University Press of 
Colorado: 2000). 

21 Samek. The Bladfoot Confedèracy 1880-1920; Nichols, Indians in the United States 
and Canada: A Comparuîive Hisiory (Lincoln, Nebras ka: Uni versi ty of Nebraska 
Press, 1 998) ; Hi gham , Noble, Wretched and Redeemable : Protestant Mbsioruzries to 
the Indians in Canada and the United States, 182O-Nûû (Albuquerque and Calgaqc 
University of New Mexico Press and University of Calgary Press, 2000). 



This dissertation joins the scholarship which employs the explici tl y comparative 

bbborderlands" approach by studying the border as a social construction. While al1 

borderlands studies are by their nature comparative, not al1 comparative studies take a 

borderlands approach, which is a more recent but overlapping historiographical shift. 

Included in this trend are such works as the 199 1 collection edited by Victor Konrad, 

BorderlQnds: Essays in Canadian-Amen'can Relations; and Beth LaDow's 200 1 work on 

the Montana-Saskatchewan borderlands, The Medicine Line: L@e and Death on a North 

Amen'can Barderland.= Instead of taking the border as a given, these scholars have 

questioned how it came to be, and how it shaped the people, places, and processes on both 

sides. 

My study makes several specific contributions to this histonography. 1 analyze 

how Canadian and Amencan policy makers struggled to gain control over western North 

America, and the regulatory tools they used to try and bnng regions of the west into the 

federai body politic. This dissertation focuses in particular on three tools: the surveying 

and mapmakmg through which federal authori ties sought to "re-imagine" the west in terms 

of European agricultural production; the spatial, social, and sexual regulation of western 

aboriginal peoples, especially the Blackfoot; and immigration policies to "people" the west 

w ith newmmers dedicated to Euro-North American agricultural, spatial, and gender 

practices. Each of these regulatory tools was built upon particular notions of how space, 

race, gender and sexuality were to be organized and expressed. Together, these tools 

helped federal authonties define the political boundaries of Canada and the United States, 

and bring about their national visions. 

This dissertation thus departs from the existing historiography in i ts emphasis on 

discursive and ideological tmls, rather than the physicai mechanisms of rule that have b e n  

22 Robert Lecker, ed. Borderhnds: EÎsays in Canadim-Amencm Rehtiom (Toronto: 



the focus of many historical studies. By offering a national comparison, 1 argue that in 

spite of the significant differences between the two nations, both federal governments used 

similar discursive tools in their efforts to extend their nations "from sea to s a "  This 

emphasis is supported throughout the study by evidence of federal authorities tracking the 

successes and failures of their colleagues across the line. 1 further wmplicate existing 

historical scholarship by interrogating federal beliefs in the hornogeneity of "the west" as a 

cohesive region. By focusing on one sub-region of the North American West, this 

dissertation reveais how the shared topographical features of the Alberta-Montana 

borderlands, the Biackfoot Confederacy's use of the sub-region, and the economic 

development of and immigration to the borderlands, corn pl icated and underrnined federal 

visions of a coherent, integrated "west." The tension between local developments and 

events and federal efforts to deploy their tools of mie is addressed throughout this 

dissertation. For example, his torians of the "cattie kingdorns" in northern Montana and 

southern Alberta have paid close attention to the geographic, political, economic and social 

development of ranching and ranching communities in the region. My dissertation builds 

on this work by anal yzing the colonial rmts of ranching in the region and the powerful 

discursive connections and disjunctions between federal policies that facilitated ranching, 

discouraged the mo bili ty of aborigi nai people, and encouraged immigration. Where the 

existing scholarshi p has em phasized the environmental conditions w hich made the region 

"naturally" suited to grazing large herds, my study suggests that the willingness of federal 

officiais to encourage ranching did not rnean they ever abandoned their visions of 16û acre 

f m s  blanketing every corner of the west. The establishment of ranching as the key 

enterprise in the borderlands was not inevitable, and instead was the result of larger 

colonial processes. 

- - - -- 

ECW Press, 1991), and LaDow7s The Medicine Line. 



A final addition to the existing historiography is my inclusion of race and gender as 

categories of anal ysis wi thin a border1 ands framework. Feminist scholars have long 

acknowledged variations in the construction of race and gender norms over time, and this 

study examines how those norms may or  may not Vary across space even when they do not 

Vary in time. 

My focus on three transitional decades in one borderlands region allows me to bring 

together topics (such as land and abonginai policy) and perspectives (such as federal 

officiais and locai white women) which have rarely been given equal space within the same 

work By bringing a comparative historical anaiysis to these topics, this region, and these 

decades, specific analytical questions can be pursued that a more in-depth study of a single 

topic couid not. This dissertation challenges "national" histonographical narratives which 

are based on such demarcations as treaties and railroads, which assume that white 

setîlement to the region did not really begin until thc late 189ûs, or  assume that whites and 

aboriginais were the only two racial groups present in the borderlands in the latter decades 

of the century. Borderlands scholarship demands that the similarities as well as the 

differences, in how people live their lives and view their places in the nation, be accounted 

for. Focusing on these decades as their own unit of time ailows me to highlight the agency 

and resistance of the Blackfoot during these years, as  well as the agency of white, Chinese, 

and black men and women in the creation of these borderlands. 1 apply the insights of the 

existing scholarship to a particular region and time period in an attempt to re-cast the history 

of this region as k i n g  about more than just the surn of its parts. I highlight what is 

uniquely Canadian or  Amencan in this part of the west, as well as the powerful 

commonaiities. 

This dissertation strikes a balance between Canadian and American sources, 

between national narratives and international theones, between federal and locai 

perceptions, between the state and the individual. It stands where a rich body of historical 



writing rneets three overlapping bodies of theoretical literature which have each taken up the 

issue of political and social borders in their own way. Post-stnictural scholarship, 

particularly Michel Foucault on the production of categories of knowledge and discursive 

t w l s  of rule, and Benedict Anderson on the ways nations are imagined wmmunities, has 

k e n  particularly influential.23 The 49" parallel was defined by an "our sideltheir side" 

view on the part of the federal governments, al though that binary vision was rarely shared 

by the Blackfoot or articulated by the white women who lived in the region. Given that 

there were no physicaJ barriers between nations or  racial groups in these borderlands, each 

state relied on such categories as "Canadian" and "American," "native" and "white," to give 

meaning to the differences they were trying to create. 

The second body of theoretical scholarship which has shaped this study is the work 

of cultural geographers on the social production of gendered and racialized space. In terms 

of its physical and social geography these borderlands occupied a particular place in the 

eyes of North American bureaucrats as one of the last portions of the Northern Great Plains 

to be settled by whites. Each governrnent was solidifying its control of the region at  a 

particular time in the history of its development as a nation-state. To  colonize and 

nationalize the region and i ts original peuples, each government had to impose the border 

and make it stick; its maps and its categories had to be the accepted ones. By stressing that 

their side of the 4gth was better suited for particular settlement or that "their" Blackfmt were 

better-behaved, officiais were using language, in the words of Derek Gregory, as "an 

instrument of physcal colonization.. . " The landscape of the borderiands "had to be 

dif feren tiated through naming in order to be brought into an existence that was meaningful 

- 

23 See in particular Michel Foucault, Power/Kmwledge (New York: Pantheon, 1980) 
and The History of Sexuality. Volume 1: An Inîroduction (New York: Vintage Books, 
1990) ; Benedict Anderson, Zmagined Communities: Reflectiom on the Origin and 
Spread of Natiortczlism, Revised ed., (London: Verso, 199 1). 



for the colonilers and within which they could f'e their own actions."24 For exarnple, 

this dissertation shows that by describing some land as better-suited for agriculture and 

other land better for stock, officiais were imposing economic patterns that made sense to 

them and mapped out the econornic future of the region. And by insisting that "their" side 

contained better fannland, officials reinforcd their belief that their side could be used for 

farmland at  al1 - a contention that was not always self-evident. 

In the case of these borderlands, their distance from the national seats of 

government meant that most federai f o m s  of differentiation were initially indirect and 

imaginary; for one official to write that his country's side of the border was more 

conducive to economic development or more attractive to immigrants, he had to rely on 

nationalist dreams more than any physical reality. Al1 maps, as Peter Jackson has argued, 

"are ideological instruments in the sense that they project a preferred reading of the material 

world." This "ideological" nature of maps and mapping means that some of the meanings 

they project are dominant, while others "result from stmggle against the dominant order" 

because "resistance is always possible."2~ This dissertation will show that the Alberta- 

Montana borderlands, its indigenous people, newcomers of various racial groups, and even 

some of the officiais responsible for enforcing the maps, repeatedly chdlenged the 

dominant readings which federal maps were trying to embed. 

The work of feminist geographers has also highlighted, as Doreen Massey 

explains, the fact that "geographicai variation in gender relations . . . is a significant element 

in the production and reproduction of b t h  imaginative geographies and uneven 

development" She adds that "[p Jarticular ways of thinking about space and place are tied 

24 Derek Gregory, Ge~graphicailmagi~ons (Cam bridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 
1994L P. 172. 

25 ~e te r .  ;&son, Mops of Meanutg: An inhoduction to cultural geography (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1989) p. 186. 



up with, both directly and indirectly, particular soc ia l  constnictions of gender  relation^."*^ 

This dissertation argues that in the Alberta-Montana borderlands the construction of spaces 

of masculinity and ferninini ty were complicated and generall y unspoken, yet were 

absolutely fundamental to the national projects of consolidating state control over western 

spaces. For Canadian and American officiais, for example, "the west" was a 

fundamentally masculine space where white men conquered native men and developed 

westem resources, at the same time as the land itself was feminized as a thing to be 

possessed. Y et women were not entirely absent from national dreams about the west; 

Amencan women could access land directIy through the Homestead Act, and the Canadian 

govenunent made an effort to attract white immigrant women to settle and populate the 

west. Each country, therefore, did implicitly imagine that a certain kind of white, 

heterosexual femininity had at Ieast a small place in their west, and white women 

themselves created their own spaces in this western borderlands region. 

The third bcdy of work which has informed this dissertation is feminist p s t -  

colonial scholarship on the production and regulation of race, gender, and sexuality in 

colonial contexts. The transition from Blacldoot country to AI berta-Montana borderlands 

was clearly a colonial process, whereby a "new" land, empty and yet not ernpty, was in 

need of claiming/taming, and white farmers and ranchers were just the ones to do it. 

Possession and control of western lands were expected to add to the wealth and prestige of 

the federal governments back east, and play a cri tical role in creating and strengthening 

nationalist rhetoric. Colonizing the borderlands required more than just the differentiation 

of the Canadian and American sides of the 4gth parallel, and AM Stoler has argued that 

"Europeans in the coIonies imagined themselves and constructeci communities built on 

- -- -- - 

26 Doreen Massey, Space, place and gender (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) p. 2. 



asymmetries of race, class, and gender ... ,937 bb  White" was privileged over 'bIndian" and 

"male" over "fernale" on both sides of the border, and yet there were subtle differences in 

these "asymmetries" on either side. Stoler adds that the "exclusionary politics of 

colonialism demarcated not just extemal boundaries but interior frontiers, specifying 

interna1 conformi ty and order among Europeans themselves."28 The spatial, racial, and 

gendered lines between coloniser and colonised, although supposedly self-evident, in fact 

required a great deal of policing. 

Racial distinctions, increasingly irnbued with new meanings in the nineteenth 

cenhuy, were critical to western seîtiement and the creation of the Alberta-Montana 

borderlands. The inseparability of discourses of gender and race has been highlighted by 

recent work in a range of disciplines. Histonan Gail Bederman argues that towards the end 

of the century in the United States, the white middle class increasingly employed race to 

make their claims for superiority. Like gender, race links "bodies, identities, and power", 

and "[iln a variety of ways, Amencans who were uying to reformulate gender explained 

their ideas about manhood by drawing connections between male power and white 

supremacy ..." 29 Bederman is not just concerneci with the particularly American 

juxtaposition of whiteness and blackness; she also discusses the ways in which whiteness 

and white masculinity were juxtaposed in the West against Indimess  and Indian 

masculini ty, and it is these aspects of her anal ysis whch have much to offer to this study. 

27 Ann Laura S tolet, "Making Empire Respectable: The Poli tics of Race and Sexual 
Morality in Twentieth-Century Colonial Cultures," in Dangerou Liaisons: Gender, 
Nation, and Pastcolonial Perspectives, eds. Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella 
Shohat, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997) p. 344. 

28 Ibid. D. 365. 
A 

29 Gail Bedeman, Mcu~Ziness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in 
the United States, 1880-191 7 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1995), p. 20. 



This comection between whiteness and m a n h d  was hardly new, but in the last 

decades of the nineteenth century North Amencan whites "were discovering an 

extraordinary variety of ways to link male power to race." Sometimes "manly power" was 

linked "with the racial supremacy of civilized white men," and at other times it was Iinked 

to "the 'savagery' and 'primitivism' of dark-skinned races, whose masculinity [white men] 

clai med to share." A 1 though these "s trategies rnay seem con tradictory, they appeared 

coherent at the time because they both drew on the powerful discourse of civilization." For 

Americans and Canadians, the word "simultaneousiy denoted attributes" of race, class, and 

gender. One had to be white to be civilized, for example, but k i n g  white was not a 

suffïcient precondition; one also had to adhere to particular gender and class noms. In 

addition, the discourse of "civilization" could also be used by the people left at its margins 

to make competing claims, and thus it was never as totalizing as its adherents 

Real and discursive stmggles between aboriginal and European manhood in 

western North Amenca were never just about establishing the supremacy of a particular 

kind of white masculini ty, because in the late nineteenth century Ottawa and Washington 

were also struggling to establish their national supremacy in the west. As Ruth 

Frankenberg has noted, particular definitions of whiteness became inseparable from 

notions of North American "nationhood." Although Arnencanness, Canadiamess, and 

whiteness are "by no means coterminous," categories of race, nation, gender and landscape 

"are profoundly shaped by" and "CO-produce" each other.3 The possible range of "'CO- 

constructions" remains "f undamen tall y as yrnmetrical ," however, because "the term 

'whiteness' signals the production and reproduction of dominance rather than 

subordination, normativity cather than marginality, and privilege rather than 

Ibid. pp. 21-23. 
Ruth Frankenberg, White women, Race mtters:  The Social Construction of W t e m s s  
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993) p. 233. 



disadvantage."32 In North America. as in many other colonial contexts, the dominance of 

"whiteness" was reinforceci by its associations with masculine nationhood and the nghtful 

possession of feminized land. 

This cornplex, contradictory discourse was easily deployed by North American 

governments when they looked at western lands and abriginai communities. For 

exarnple, western lands needed to be civilized through cultivation to make them profi table, 

but both govemments believed that the west's "wildness" and vast expanses would make 

the land attractive to white settlers. Similarly, United States Secretary of the Intenor 

Samuel Kirkwood could praise the strong attachments indigenous farnilies had to their kin 

and hornelands,33 at the same time as those attachments were attacked for thwarting federal 

efforts to remake aboriginal people into nuclear farnilies and yeoman farmers. In the end, 

every complicated facet of the federal govemments' relationships with western land and 

western natives could be used to justify their conquest. 

This dissertation offers a case study of a particular borderlands region to this 

international and interdisciplinary literature on gender, race, frontiers, and colonialisrn. A 

key strength of borderlands scholarship is the way it can illuminate larger national and 

international processes, from settlement and colonization to l d i z e d  constructions of race 

and gender. Firrnly grounded in a sense of place and the material realities of the region, 

this work applies a discursive and ysis to a range of sources to get at a broader 

understanding of the colonization of this particular sub-region, and of the creation of the 

Alberta-Montana borderlands in relation to the rest of "the west" and broader national 

processes. 

- -- - -- 

3* Ibid. pp. 236-237. 
33 United States, Department of the Interior. Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, House Executive Documents #1, Part 5. 4Th congres, 1" session. Nov. 1, 
1881. 



1 relied on two main bodies of sources for my research: the papers of the Canadian 

and American governments from the mid- 1860s to the rnid- 188Os, particularl y the Annual 

Reports of both countries' Departments of the Interior and Canada's Deparmient of 

Agriculture, and the extant personal papers of white, English-speakmg women who came 

to the region between 1862 and 1892. 1 chose these sources for several rasons.  The 

Annual Reports of the Departments of the Interior were my main sources because in both 

countries that one Department was responsible for land and Indian policy. The United 

States' Department of the 1 nterior contained the Bureau of 1 ndian Affairs, the Land Office, 

and the Geological Survey, and after 1873 Canada's newly-created Department of the 

Interior was responsible for the administration of the North-West Temtories, the 

Dominion's aboriginal population, Crown lands, and the Geological Survey. Canada's 

Depariment of Agriculture was responsible for immigration issues throughout this time 

period. The Annual Reports from these departrnents were particularly useful b u s e  they 

contained so many different kinds of reports and correspondence from every level and 

location of the departmental hierarchy, from the Ministers and Secretaries at the top to the 

lowest-ranking Indian agents and surveyors in the field, and from officials who worked in 

Ottawa and Washington to those who worked in the borderlands. 1 concentrated on the 

late- 1860s to mid- 1880s because these were the years in which much of the policy 

groundwork was laid, and in which the borderlands received specific attention as objects of 

colonization as  opposed to the les-specific idormation-gathering efforts of the 1850s and 

the large influx of white sealers which began after the mid-1890s. 

There is no doubt that these govemment reports, while certain1 y "public" 

documents in that they were submitted to the elected houses of each govemrnent and 

published annually, normally had an audience limited to the other officials whose job it was 

to read them and a few other elected politicians who chose to read them for their own 



purposes.34 While other works have focused on the opinions of eastem politicians, 

authors and newspaper men about the West, 1 was more interested in the information 

available to, and generated by, the officiais responsible for actuaily managing the West, 

whether it be Ministers in Ottawa and Secretaries in Washington who adrninistered land 

policies, or low-ranking 1 ndian agents who worked in the borderlands reporting on the 

"progress" of the Blackfoot. For the sarne reason 1 did not examine private correspondence 

between gove rnen t  officiais: 1 wanted to know what information and opinions were 

deemed important enough from a political and policy standpoint to make it into the Annual 

Reports. 

There are three layers in each Report first, the report of the Minister or  Secretary 

responsible for the Department, in which he provided a lengthy overview of the 

Department's activities for the year; second, the reports of the Deputy Ministers and 

Commissioners responsible for individuai bureaus o r  departrnents, such as "Indian Affairs" 

or  the "General Land Office," in which they would sum up their activities and those of their 

staff for the year; and third, massive appendices which reproduced the reports of the 

dozens of individual agents working around the country or, in the case of Canada's 

immigration agents, around the world. What made these Reports particularly useful and 

fascinating sources was this multiplici ty of voices. For example, the reports of local Indian 

agents were often deeply sympathetic to the hardships of the aboriginal communities those 

agents were supposai to be helping, and, just as often, were implicitly or explicitly critical 

34 Although, as Debora Rindge has noted in her study of the role of photography in the 
United States Geological Survey, copies of the annual reports of the Survey were also 
distributeci by the Smithsonian to education and scientific institutions to meet public 
demand for the information and images. It is possible that the Canadian reports aiso 
found a lirnited distri bution outside of the halls of government. Debora Rindge, 
"Picturing an Expedition: Three Roles of Men in Landscape Photographs from the U.S. 
Geological and Geographical Survey of the T e m  tories (1867- 1879)," Gendered 
im&capes: An Interdiscipliuuy Exploration of Part Place and Space, edi ted by Bon. 



of federal policy decisions which were not based on such sympathy. As a result, they 

produced a very different narrative than the introductory remarks a Minister or  Secretary 

may have made a few hundred pages earlier at the very beginning of the same report. 

Conversely, l o d  surveyors were generall y far more enthusiastic boosters for their region 

than higher-ranking officials who had to keep the entire nation in mind, and the surveyors 

would frequentl y urge their distant eastem govemments to move more quicki y to 

incorporate the West within the nation. 

At first r a d ,  the inclusion of the local agents' reports seems to fracture the unity 

and authonty of the Minister's or Secretary 's summary report. Y et, upon closer 

examination, the A M U ~  Reports reflect the structure of information-production, and make 

visible the process w hereby diverse pieces of local information were hammered into 

broder  perceptions of and policies for managing the west. As such, the appended reports, 

many of which included information or opinions which challenged federal policies, did not 

undermine the legitimacy and authority of the Minister or Secretary but in fact served to 

underscore that legi timacy by demonstrating that higher-ranking officials were keeping the 

needs of the whole nation in mind. 

1 was explici tly interested in contrasting the perceptions of local women wi th those 

of local and federal male authorities to test the currency of "national" or  "official" visions of 

the west against the perceptions of individual white women who came to the borderlands 

with the intention of setrling there. As a feminist historian 1 am keenly interested in the 

active roles these women played in making the borderlands, and wanted to test their 

perceptions of the borderlands against pst-coionid literature which stresses the critical 

roles white women have played in other colonial contexts. 1 therefore compare and contrast 

the Annual Reports with the persond papers of white, English-speaking women who 

Szczygiel, Josephine Carubia and Lorraine Dowler (University Park, PA: Center for 
Studies in Landscape History, 2ûO), pp. 100- 1 f 2. 



migrated to the borderlands before the major turn-of-the-century influx of white settlement. 

Federal officiais and local white women in both countrîes shared many assumptions about 

the connections among race, space and gender, but a close analysis of these two different 

groups of sources also revealed a few telling differences. 1 was able to find diaries, 

memoirs, and reminiscences of thirteen women in north-western Montana and five women 

in southem Alberta dealing with the years between 1862 and 1892. 1 had hoped to find 

more diaries, fewer reminiscences, and more Canadian sources, but a careful search of five 

archival collections (three in Alberta and two in Montana) made i t clear that for the 

borderlands region before the l m s ,  extant personal papers were few. 

1 chose the years 1862 and 1892 as the beginning and ending of the p e n d  1 wanted 

to examine for three reasons. 1 wanted to analyze the decades before the major influx of 

white settlers in the 1890s b u s e  little attention had been paîd to those years and 1 knew 

that the whites who arrived around the turn of the century had not corne to an "empty" place 

with no history. 1 also wanted to complicate histories of the West that took the reservations 

of the 1870s o r  the railroads of the 1880s as their opening or closing dates. The final factor 

in my choice of dates was the limited number of suwiving sources written by white women 

during or about the borderlands in the late nineteenth century. The earliest diary 1 found 

was written in 1862, which gave me my starting date, and a reminiscence w h c h  began in 

1892 seemed to be the latest 1 could go without using sources written during or about the 

beginning of the large influx of white settlement into the region. 

There are two striking differences between the American and Canadian women's 

papers: the Amencan sources are mostly from or about the 1860s and 70s and include a 

significant number of memoirs and reminiscences, while the Canadian sources are al1 

diaries or  letters wntten during the 1880s and 90s. The temporal difference is easier to 

explain than the different kinds of sources: the slow trickle of white women into northem 

Montana took place earlier than in southem Alberta because of easier access via the 



Missouri River. The different kinds of sources are more puuling; Sandra Myres found the 

exact oppsi te  in her research on "frontierswomen" in Canada, the United States, Australia 

and New ZeaIand, uncovering more Canadian reminiscences and American diaries, and 

speculated that it rnight be perhaps "most of the material for the Canadian West is from the 

pst-1870 period when there was less emphasis on keeping diaries and daybooks." 

Although my research contradicts hers in this respect, 1 share her caution when using 

reminiscences because of the way "Details of the past becorne blurred and hardships 

softened by the rose-colored tints of nostalgia and longing for 'the good old days."'35 

While mindful of the signifiant differences in tone, objective, context and audience 

between a diary written at the time and a memoir written later, 1 found few differences 

between these types of sources when it came to the categories of analysis I was pursuing - 

specifically ideas of race, space, gender and nation. The sirnilarities in the content of these 

sources and the discursive anal ysis pursued in this dissertation thus allowed me to treat 

these different genres as subsets of a single, "sources written by women" category. 

There are clearly several other kinds of sources that could be studied for the 

mediating roles they played between the federal and local levels, and between the male 

officiais and female settlers. The railroad companies performed a wide range of 

administrative functions in the west, particularly in the areas of land policy and promoting 

immigration, but they did not begin to play this kind of direct role in the Montana-Alberta 

borderlands until after the mid- 1880s. Montana's territorial govemment was more 

developed and powerfuI than that of the North- West Temtones, but responsi bility over 

land and Indian policy remained with the federal governments. Indeed, Montana's 

territorial legislature devoted m a t  of i ts attention to local financial issues and economic 

35 Sandra Myres, "Victoria's Daughters: English Speahng Wornen on Nineteenth Century 
Frontiers," in Western Women: Their Land, m i r  Lives, eds. Lillian Schlissel, Vicki 



development in the 1860s, 70s and ûûs.36 Local newspapers would have been another 

possible source, given their poteniid for shaping local perceptions and opinions, but there 

was little local press until the 1880s and 1 wanted to get at the perceptions of women 

without the di fficulty of trying to confirm whether a woman had read a particular paper at a 

particular tirne. Nor did 1 include any extended discussion of the North West Mounted 

Police o r  the United States A m y ,  particularly in the area of controlling aboriginal peoples, 

because this dissertation was focused primarily on such less-coercive technologies of state 

power as mapping and census-taking. On many of the key questions which have driven 

this study, therefore, these sources had little to say until the 1 s t  few years of the time 

period being discussed. 

The movement in this dissertation is from largest to srnailest, in that the first chapter 

analyzes federal perceptions of immense western spaces and the final chapter discusses the 

personal papers of a smdl number of white women in the borderlands. Within each 

chapkr there is a similar thematic movement, from federd to local perspectives for 

example, or from land policy to the perceptions of a single woman or  agent. 

Chapter 1, "Mapping the limitless: North Amencan govemments look West in the 

nineteenth century" compares Canadian and American land policy and surveyors' reports to 

discuss the earliest state-sponsored demarcations of the land east of the Rockies and the 

difficulties both sides faced when trying to get these new lines to stick. The invisible lines 

of a survey and the impermanent markers left behind seemed to have little meaning in this 

wide-open region. Although Canada and the United States were a t  very different stages in 

their national political development, they had remarkably sirnilar ideas about "the west" and 

Ruiz and Janice Monk, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 19ûû) p. 
263. 

36 This observation stems frorn my sarnpling of the records of the Legislative Assembly in 
1866, 186û-71, 1876, 1881, and 1885. Montana Historical Society, Journals of the 
Legislative Assembl y of Montana. 



what it would mean to further development: "the west" was a place of raciaI and political 

purity, physically removed from older political conflicts, and the space where the true 

destiny of both countries would unfold. At the same time, both countries used tools like 

surveying that undermined "the west" as a coherent space by revealing both the diversity of 

the land and the difficulty of enforcing spatial demarcations. Canadian and American 

discourses about "the West" were based on the ideal of 160-acre farms and male-headed 

families, for example, but ranching dominated the borderlands econom y and i t entailed 

different assumptions about race, gender, and land: fewer men and no women were 

needed to manage cattle over much larger areas of land. 

Each govemment relied heavily on the knowtedge it collected and created about the 

West to feed its imagination and its policies. The 1£36ûs, 70s and 80s were busy decades of 

mapping, surveying, counting. and reporting. 1 analyze the discursive construction of 

knowledge about the West on the part of the governments, and the ways in which they used 

the knowledge thus produced to reinforce and justify their tools of rule. 

The people of the Blackfoot Confederacy were an even bigger threat to the 

rneaningfulness of the border, and their ongoing cross-border mobility and resistance to 

official boundaries is examineci in Chapter 2, '"Their own country': Drawing lines in 

Blackfoot Territory." Each government stmggled to keep "their" Blackfoot on "their" side 

of the border and within the invisible boundaries of reservations, and reinforced these 

attempts at physical containment by attempting to re-shape the Blaclooot's cultural and 

gender patterns. The continueci mobility across the 4gth parallel by the southem Blackfoot 

trîbes (particulady the Piikuni and Kainah) represented both a chailenge to and a way to 

reinforce the border, demonstrating that it was just an invisible line while giving officiais 

on each side the opportunity to blame the "other" side's Indians and Indian policy for 

ongoing problems. 



Chapter 3, "'A land where there is room for dl': Official views of immigration to 

North Arnerica's West," compares Canadian and Amencan immigration policy to argue that 

although their policies and degrees of authority were quite different, there were powerful 

discursive similarities in their views of immigration and immigrants. For example, both 

govemments placed their views of and hopes for an agricultural W e s t  at the centre of their 

discussions of immigration, and agreed that a particular kind of white man was needed to 

settle and develop westem resources. They had different opinions about the sort of role 

white female immigrants should play in western development, and often did not recognize 

the diversity of the non-aboriginal communi ties which were established in the Al berta- 

Montana borderlands before the 1890s. By examining those communities, this chapter 

argues that not only was the region more racially diverse than federal officiais wanted "the 

west" to be, but the dominance of ranching placed the region outside of official discourses 

of western expansion, migration and settlement. 

Chapter 4, "When You Have None But Indians": White Women in the 

Borderlands," draws on the diaries, memoirs and reminiscences of some of the first white 

women to settle in the borderlands to analyze their role in the region's colonization and to 

compare their perceptions of the land and aboriginal people with the perceptions of the 

federal govemments. Much of the existing historiographicai and post-colonial literature on 

the place of white wornen in settler societies suggests that these women, no matter how 

small their numbers, played critical "civilizing" roles from the moment they arrived on the 

"frontier. " 1 challenge this view by arguing that in the borderlands before the major influx 

of white settlers, the role of white women was more cornplicated and drawn-out due to 

their srnall nurnbers and their own spatial isolation on large ranches. These supposed 

Linchpins of national and racial civilization had their own perceptions of race and gender to 

create local communities which did not necessarily accord with national goals, and thus 

these women played complex roles in the process of colonizing the borderlands. For 



exarnple, where the federal govemments saw only whites and Indians in western spaces, 

and only limited ideas of the kinds of places white women would occupy, white women 

saw a complex racial and gender hierarchy which included black and Chinese people, and a 

signifiant amount of physical and social space for themselves. White women also paid 

little explici t attention to the real or sym bolic meanings which Ottawa and Washington had 

tried to attach to the international border. 

1 conclude with a discussion of the 1890s, when the Alberta-Montana bordertands 

final1 y began to resemble w hat federal officiais had in mind for over 30 years: white 

settlement in the region increased, lines between white and aboriginal hardeneci, and 

irrigation and dry-farming techniques held out the hope that even here agriculture could 

triumph. Yet in southern Alberta it was Amencan-born Mormons who began the first 

imgation experirnents, and a rail line linking Lethbridge and Great Falls added a new 

challenge to the meaning of the 49* parallel. 



Chapter 1 

Mapping the limitless: 

North American governments look west in the nineteenth century 

In 1872 Professor Cyrus Thomas of the United States Geological Survey penned a 

description of his first impression of Montana Temtory: 

Passing over the broad plains which spread out westward from the Missouri River, 
the first objects to attract Our attention are the mountains. We enter upon o u  
western joumey with a desire to see them, and the long monotonous ride across this 
broad expanse, even though sweeping dong at railroad speed, intensifies that 
desire. And when we first catch a giimpse of some lofty peak or  range, especially 
if it has a crown of snow upon its summit, glittering in the bright sunshne of that 
limpid atmosphere, al1 other objects for the time are forgotten .... 

In the eyes of this would-be colonizer, the mountains' beauty was matched by their utility: 

those snowy crests were "the great reservoirs upon which the hopes of the agriculturalist 

depend .... the sure harbingers of a plenteous harvest the following season."' Such 

romantic prose may have seemed out of piace in Thomas' technical report on the 

agricultural resources of Montana. Yet this passage includes most of the conventional 

elements of a colonial journey and text - the anticipation; the long distance between "here" 

and "there"; the assistance of technology; some "never-seen-before" scenery at the end; the 

blend of beauty and utiiity; and a landscape conveniently empty of other people to dlow the 

gaze of the white, male, writer to enjoy unimpeded vistas of his desired object. Indeed, 

1 United States, Department of the Interior, Reporî on the Geological Survey of 
Montma, Part II, "Agncultural Resources" by Prof. Cyrus Thomas, House Executive 
Documents, #326,42nd Congress, 2nd session, 29 Febmary 1872, p. 205. David 
Emmons notes that Thomas was the principal assistant of Ferdinand V. Hayden, one of 
the more unabashed boosters of a highly romanticized American West in the late 
nineteenth century, and Hayden's influence in this regard is evident in Thomas' work. 
Emmons, 'The Influence of Ideology in Changing Environmentai Images: The Case of 
Six Gazetteers," in h g e s  of the Phim: The Role of Human Nature in Settlement, eds. 
Brian W. Blouet and Merlin P. Lawson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1975) 



even Thomas's supposed reliance on the technology of rail travel was more metaphorical 

than r d :  in 1872 the on1 y way to get to Montana Tem tory was by boat up the Missouri 

River or overland on a home. He may have travelled part of the way on the Union Pacific 

raihoad which ran from Chicago through Illinois, Missouri, Nebraska, Wyoming and then 

on to the Coast, but no railroad would reach Montana for another decade. The "railroad 

speed" of his journey referred as much to his optimism for the future of the region's 

development as it did to the real experience of a trip by rail. 

This blend of romanticism and science, imagination and u tilitarianism, was typical 

of the multiple ways Canadian and American authonties viewed the western domains which 

they claimed as their own durj ng the latter half of the nineteenth century. This chapter 

expIores the ways officiais in the American and Canadian Departments of the Interior 

perceived and tried to manage the Alberta-Montana borderlands from the 1860s to the mid- 

1880s. In doing so, the chapter accomplishes two things. First it traces the development 

of federai discourses of western spaces, from "unlimiteci", unknown and far-away, to 

known, nationalized, and accessible. It builds on the existing historiography of the re- 

imagining of the North American west in the nineteenth century to show how post- 

stnicturalisrn, cultural geography, and pst-colonial scholarship complicate and extend Our 

understanding of this process. The chapter then turns to federal records to show how the 

AI berta-Montana borderlands confounded new federal visions of the West as an agricul tural 

paradise, and of the Canadian and Arnerican wests as two distinct and different places. 

Historiographie re-imaginings of 'Yhe West9' in the nineteenth century 

The re-visioning of the North Amencan west and the various roles the West played 

in both countries' national nanatives and drearns of the future has been discussed at length 



by such scholars as Doug Owram and Douglas Francis in Canada and Henry Nash Smith 

and William Goetvnann in the United States. Drawing on the writing of eastern boosters, 

fiction and art, traveller's texts and surveyors' reports, these studies show how the idea of 

the West as an agricultural paradise was produced in the latter decades of the nineteenth 

century. Their work traces the successive re-imaginings of the west, from desert and 

wasteland to garden and h d a n d ,  and demonstrates that these images were b t h  the 

justification for and necessary precursor of military and economic domination. Owrarn, for 

example, analyzes the writing of a range of English-speahng expansionists in central 

Canada, to trace how wri ters as diverse as ministers and joumalists constructed and 

deployed an image of the North- West as the breadbasket of the future, while Nash focusses 

on nineteenth-century fiction and poeüy to examine the creation of the American West as 

the "garden of the world.'" 

1 use these works as a jumping-off point to consider one aspect of the re-visioning 

process which has received less scholarly attention: narnely, how the officiais charged with 

administering the West translated popular images of the West into policy, and how the 

A1 berta-Montana borderlands in particular were re-visioned as a sub-region of the West.  

The govenunent reports discussed below reflect the pattern of change established by 

Owrarn, Goetzmann, and others, and 1 argue that the multiple re-visionings of the 

borderlands were characterized by an ongoing tension between w hat the officiais in Ottawa 

and Washington wanted "the west" to be, and l d  topographical , geographical, climatic, 

and social conditions. Uniike non-governmental boosters or Iow-Ievel officiais and agents, 

2 Doug Owram, Promise of Eden: The CaMdiM Expansionist Movement and the Idea of 
the West, 1856-1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992, 1 si. ed 1980) ; 
Douglas Francis, Zrnuges of the West: Responses to the Canadian Prairies (Saskatoon: 
Western Producer Prairie Books, 1989); Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The 
American West as Syrnbol and Myth (New York: Vintage Books, 1950); William 



however, high-ranking federal authonties had to confront the 'failures' of their much- 

lauded tools. 

As the existing historiography has established, Canadian and American perceptions 

of "the west" in general shifted severaI times over the course of the nineteenth century, 

aided largely by the reports of numerous mapping and surveying expedrtions. As Don 

Thomson has observed, European mapping of Canada's western interior had begun long 

before the first government-sponsored expeditions of the 18%, and Herman Friis has 

examined the close relationship between the military and mapping anns of the Amerkan 

govenunent in the nineteenth century, beginning most famously with the Lewis and CIark 

expedition up the Missouri River in 1804-06.3 Scholars have demonstrated that certain key 

expeditions produced the framework upon which both governments built their perceptions 

of the western interior in the nineteenth century. For example, Captain Stephen Long's 

expedition to the Yellowstone region in 1820 gave the phrase "Great American Desert" to 

the lexicon and mental maps of future white writerse4 Douglas Francis notes that Dr. 

Edwin James, author of the chronicle of the Long expedition, wrote "Great Desert" on the 

rnap accompanying his report on "a region that extended from the Mississippi to the 

Rockies and from the Gulf of Mexico to the Parkland belt"5 In 1853 Congress authonzed 

Goetzmann, Exploratwn and Empire: The Explorer and the Scientist in the Winning of 
the American West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966). 
See Don Thomson, "The Early Penetration of Canada's Western Interior," Ch. 14 of 
Men and Meridians.. The History of Surveying and Mapping in Canada, 2 Volumes, 
(Ottawa: Queen's Printer 1x7'). h r  a detailed history of the contributions of the 
American topographical engineers, and reproductions of rnany of their maps, see 
Herman Friis, 'The Role of the United States Topographical Engineers in Compiling a 
Cartographie Image of the Plains Region," in Blouet and Lawson, Images of the 
P kzin.9, pp. 59-74. 
B. H. Baltensperger, "Plains boomers and the creation of the Great American Desert 
myth," Journal of Historieal Geography, 18: 1 (1992) p. 61. 
R. Douglas Francis, "The Ideal and the Real: The Image of the Canadian West in the 
Setuement Period, " in Rupert's Land= A Cultural Tapestry (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press for the Calgary Institute for the Humanities, 1988), p. 256. 



the Secretary of War to survey each of four possible routes for a transcontinental railroad, 

and Isaac Stevens, newly-appointed Govemor of Washington Tenitory, led the northem- 

most s w e y  in 1853- 1854.6 His party travelled through present-day North Dakota, 

Montana and Idaho, and dong the way he signed various treaties wïth aboriginal groups 

(including the Blackfoot) and assessed the area's potential for agriculture and white 

settlement. His results were first published by the United States government in 1855 and 

his glowing account of the potentiai of the northern Great Plains became a government 

publication in 1860.7 

1857 proved to be the key year for the Canadian government in shaping its visions 

of the land east of the Rockies. No less than two government-sponsored expeditions 

travelled to the western interior that year, marking the decisive shift away from the era of 

fur-company exploration and mapping and towards government exploration and mapping 

for the purpose of agricultural settlement. H e n v  YouIe Hind's group was backed by the 

Canadian government and Captain John Palliser's was supported by the British 

government, and their expeditions generated a wealth of information the goveniments could 

use to produce and fil1 in their real and imagined maps of the West. As Doug Owram 

concluded, their reports "reassembled the geographical picture of the North West into a 

clear and dramatic outline . . . based on the potential of the region rather than its actual 

state." Their expeditions also created the two terms which became the standard descriptive 

categories for the land east of the Rockies: "the fertile belt" a strip extending eastward 

through central Alberta into Saskatchewan which siowly drifted south into Manitoba, and 

"Palliser ' s triangle," the northern edge of the great plains encompassing roughl y the bottom 

third of southern Al berta and south western Saskatchewan. Both phrases "made sense 

6 Fnis, T h e  Role of the United States Topographical Engineers," pp. 64-65 
7 John Warkentin, The Western Interior of Canada: A Record of Geographicol DLrcovery 



oniy in terms of agriculture and settlement," and Owram argues that proving the existence 

of the fertile belt was particularly important if agriculhiral settlement was to be 

encouraged. * 
Scholars like Suzanne Zeller, John Warkentin, and William Goetzmann have aiso 

highlighted the role played by the growing fascination with science in the nineteenth 

century production of images of the west. Zeller has emphasized the "utili tarian" nature of 

nineteenth century Canadian science, and i ts belief in the practical appIication of scientific 

knowledge.9 The work of Warkentin and Goetvnann has demonstrated how this belief in 

science as the way to understand and affect the world shaped scientific approaches to the 

west. Warkentin, for example, describes the nineteenth century development of 

geographical knowledge about the westem interior of Canada as evolving "from simple 

description, to classification, and final1 y to i nterpretation and explanation of the 

geographical features of the region."lo William Goetzmann traces the same pattern in the 

United States, noting that when the "professional explorer and scientist" began to head 

West in the 184ûs, it marked "a new and significant refinement, not only in the scientific 

approach to the West, but in al 1 aspects of the search for knowledge." Geographicd 

"discovery" shifted away from the "simple notation" of western landmarks and trails 

towards resource-assessrnent and the application of "engineer's calculations" to the 

West.ll As each nation embraced science as the way to know and therefore dominate its 

1612-191 7 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1964) p. 150 
8 Owram, Promise of Eiien, p. 67. Indeed, Owram notes ihat the "fertile bel t" made i t 

easy for Canadians to transplant the image of the garden into the West, while Smith has 
pointed out that in the United States the myth of the garden "had to confront and 
overcome another myth of exactly opposecl rneaning, aithough of inferior strength - the 
myth of the Great American Desert" Smith, Virgin Land, p. 202. 

9 Suzanne Zeller, Imenting C d a :  Emly Victorian Science und the Idea of a 
Trmcontirzental Nation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 198T). 

10 Warkentin, Western Interior of Canadn, p. 3 
1 1 Goeîzmann, Exploration and Empire, p. 232. 



land, people, and resources, the immense spaces of the west could be seen as ready-made 

laboratones. 

Taken together, these authors have demonstrated that in the United States and what 

would become Canada, eastem promoters, Iike the bureaucrats described in the following 

pages, produced new visions of the West which blended science and romance. The 

region's agncultural potential and its future as "the garden of the nation" could be "proven" 

by the new tools of science. SchoIars like Owram and Nash have ably demonstrated that 

the romanticized process of re-visioning the North American West in nineteenth century 

was crucial to each government's dreams of national destiny, while Warkentin and 

Goetvnann have shown that Canada and the United States forged their dreams with similar 

sets of scientific tools. 

The "missing link": the 49" parallel, post-structuralism, and the production 

of North American nations 

Important as these historians ' insights have k e n ,  their emphasis on expansionist 

rhetonc and the development of scientific knowledge about the West h a  not consistently 

included a cri tical appraisd of how such expansion enhanced the power of the central 

govemment, or the ways in which temtorial expansion and nation-building helped produce 

the discursive bols of rule needed to make the nation itself "real." One exception is 

historian Richard White, who has described the Amencan W e s t  as "the kindergarîen of the 

American state," in which federal power and institutions "took on modern forms."l2 This 

description is equally me,  if not more so, for the Canadian west. For both governrnents, 

every aspect of western exploration and land policy was rooted in the production of "the 

12 Richard White, "It's Your MLFfortune and Nune of My Own ": A History of the 
American West (Norman and London: University of Oklahoma Press, 199 1)' p. 58. 



nation" as much as the production of "the west." Canada and the United States were not 

self-evident "nations" because their borders and political institutions were very new on the 

world stage, and they could not claim a unique language or cultures. 13 As a result, both 

became highly invested in the other tools nineteenth century governments could use to 

assert their naüonhood. 

Michel Foucault has argued that in the late eighteenth and earl y nineteenth century 

modem govemments came to rely on an unprecedented array of technologies of power to 

classify and manipulate their populations, using new technologies such as surveillance to 

generate state power. l4 This idea of the gaze of the state as a key facet of a state's power 

has been used by pst-structuralist scholars to re-evaluate the nature of govermnentai 

power in the modem era. Foremost among these scholars is Benedict Anderson, who 

argued in Imgined C m u n i t i e s  that this interlocking grid of knowledge and control was a 

desired end in itself because its thoroughness would allow each state "to always be able to 

say of anything that it was this, not that; it belonged here, not there."'s Knowledge itself, 

particularl y the kinds of knowledge (like survey and census data) which govemments 

began to produce, became a key way for those governments to imagine and create the 

nations they wanted to be. 

In a similar vein Thomas Richards has dernonstrated that a fascination with 

collecting and organizing different kinds of knowledge to both enhance and demonstrate 

national power was by no means Iimited to North American governments; the collection of 

13 See E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and NationalLÎm Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality 
(Cambridge: Canto Press, 1992, I st edition 1990). for a thorough anal ysis of the role 
of language in the nineteenth century's obsession with nationdism. 

l4 See in particular Dhrcipline and Punish: The Birth ofthe M o n ,  translated by Alan 
Sheridan (London: A. Lane, 1977) and The History of Sexuality. Volume 1: An 
Introduction, translated by Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990). 

15 Benedict Anderson, Z~lgined  Communities: RejIectwnr on the Origin and S'ead of 
N a t i o d i m t ,  revised edi tion (London: Verso, 1991) p. 184. 



information, whether or not anything could be done with it, was also a preoccupation for 

European colonial nations in the nineteenth century. l6 Like the "imperial archives" studied 

by Richards, records from the Amencan and Canadian Departments of the Interior reveal 

efforts by their governments to gain control over westem land through the production and 

collection of knowledge. In the process both governments deployed certain technologies of 

power, like surveying, mapmaking, and census-taking, that defined those governments as 

modem, scientific, and rational. The apparent coherence and unity of the knowledge k i n g  

produced about North America's western interior, as embodied in the annual reports of the 

Departments of the Interior, was both a fiction and function of empire. It was easier for 

officiais to unify data than it was for them to actually "unify an empire made of temtory," 

and yet even the data had a tendency to refuse to hang together, challenged by competing 

information and corn peting perspectives. l7 Nevertheless, the fantasy of complete and 

coherent knowtedge aided the p d l e l  fantasy that each state was slowly and surely 

consolidating its control of the W e s t  in general and the liminal borderlands in particular. As 

my discussion of the Alberta-Montana borderlands will show, surveys and mapmaking 

were not about producing "real" knowledge of the West as much as they were about 

producing the idea of the West as a function of the nation. In short, these two North 

American nations provide perhaps the strongest examples of Anderson's "imagined 

cornmuni ties," and the West was at the heart of those communi ties. What went on there 

was of no small importance for the future of the nation. 

As well as k i n g  the scienti fic laboratories of the nation's imagined future, i t is clear 

that the west also acted as a romantic stage for those imaginings. J. L. Allen has noted that 

"the vastnesses of the Plains and the Rockies" of the American West became a "natural 

16 Thomas Richards, The Zmperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire 
(London & New York: Verso, 1993). 



stage that offered boundless potential for the American imagination, already stimulated by 

the European Age of Romance."lg Professor Thomas' choice of language, in the quote that 

opened this chapter, was typicd of the ways officials romanticized and eroticized those vast 

western spaces. He speaks of his "desire" to "catch a glimpse" of the mountains, and "a 

crown of snow" can cause a viewer to forget other "objects," which can be read as both 

"things" and "goals." As Paul Carter has argued in his study of the colonization of 

Australia, the "landscape that emerges from the explorer's pen is not a physical object: i t is 

an object of desire, a figure of speech outlining the writer's exploratory impulse."lg 

Professor Thomas was one of the "professional scientists" whom Goetvnann described as 

"taking the field" in the nineteenth century, but he is also a man in love with the beauty of 

the west, an explorer and conqueror who is in a position to express his love and claim that 

which is loved. Indeed, his desire causes him to forget - for a moment at least - the 

utilitarian reasons for his joumey and observations. Western spaces were big enough to be 

boih laboratory and stage for Canadian and American national destinies, but i t was as 

romantic "stage" that the west achieved its highest value. 

Constxucting that stage required that its precise limits bedetermined. The  p r m s  

whereby the 4gth parallel was surveyed in the earty 1870s shows the tools of surveying 

k i n g  used to create the image of coherent national borders, and thus not just "the garden" 

but "their garden" took shape in their rninds. As tronomical calculations and piles of rocks 

on the ground allowed federal officials to draw the line on their maps. Britain and the 

UN ted States first agreed that the 491h parallel would be the line dividing their respective 

western tem tories in 1818 - a quiet, bloodless division of an enormous amount of 

17 Ibid., p. 4 
18 J. L. Allen, "Horizons of the sublime: the invention of the romantic west," Journal of 

Historical Geography, 18: 1 ( 1992) p. 27. 



temtory. Don Thomson notes that in its "length and durability the 49th parallel across the 

western intenor of North America" is "unique as an international boundary" because it is 

based on an astronomical concept instead of "naturd features" like rivers.20 The line had to 

be surveyed because it could not be perceived through local expenential howIedge, yet 

more than half a century would pass before the two govemments got around to actually 

surveying it. In December of 1870, one year after Britain and the United States finally 

agreed on the most westerly portion of the border in the Pacific Northwest, President 

Ul ysses S. Grant proposed "a joint United States-Bri tish project to mark the boundary 

between the Lake of the Woods and the summi t of the Rocky Mountains." The 1871 

Fenian raids into Manitoba and confusion over the "precise location of the border" in 

certain locations helped "to expedite survey preparations." Congress agreed to spend 

$50,000 to get the American survey undenvay, while the British and Canadian 

govemments agreed to split the costs of surveying the Canadian side? The two halves of 

the North American Boundary Commission Survey, cdled the "International Boundary 

Commission" by the Canadian government and the "Northern Boundary Commission" by 

the Americans, were in operation from 1872 to 1874. The precise astronomical location of 

the 4gth parallel was marked wi th cairns every few miles. 

Although it had been proposed by the American governrnent, the completion of the 

survey was particularly gratifying for the Canadian govement .  David Laird, Canada's 

Minister of the Interior, was pleased to announce in his annual report for la74 that the 

work of the Boundary Commission had been completed and the line West  of Manitoba was 

"indicated by cairns, generall y about three miles apart." Unceriainty about the exact 

- 

19 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Eqvlororion of londscape and HLrtory 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 81. 

20 Thomson, Men and Meridians, vol. 2, p. 176. 
21 Ibid., p. 164 



location of the international boundary line had, in the past, led to "difficulties and disputes, 

which might have led to grave international complications," so "in the interests of peace as 

well as on other grounds, the authoritative determination of this missing link in our 

international boundary line cannot but be a source of satisfaction to the Imperia1 and 

Dominion Governments."" The "missing link" in the border between Canada and the 

United States had been found and agreed-upon, finally confirming the separateness and 

distinctness of their two countries. Both governments could now look West and know, if 

nothing else, when they were loolcing at their own territory Yet this accomplishment 

tumed out to be Iess defini tive than expected because the invisible border had limi ted 

symbolic value to people actuall y traversing it. Having drawn the line between their two 

western spaces, Ottawa and Washington had to make that line meaningful wi th other kinds 

of categories. 

160 acres: cultural geography, homestead Iegislation and the production of 

western spaces 

The theoretical frarnework es tablished by pst-structuralist scholars has been used 

by cultural geographers to argue that rnapping and surveying were not just about more 

' ' a~~urate"  measurements but about new ways of conceiving and valuing colonial and 

western spaces. The work of scholars li ke Paul Carter, Allison Blunt and Gillian Rose has 

urged historians to think about space, li ke nations, as "imagineci." Blunt and Rose note the 

explicit conneetion between Foucault's pst-stmcturalist theories and cultural geography by 

22 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for year ending 30 June 1874, 
Sessional Papers 1875, Volume 7, #û, p. 5. 



srating that "spaces are constituted through struggles over powerlknowledge.'~ As a 

result, the ways in which different spaces are constmcted reflect contemporary cultural 

beliefs and social categories like race and gender. Authors like Owrarn and Goetzmann 

certainly understand the new ways western spaces were k i n g  imagined in the nineteenth 

century, but assume the existence of categories like "the nation" rather than focussing on 

the productive capacity of such categories. 

The best illustration of this is the land policies each government crafted to organize 

their western empires. Federal authorities produced their vision of western spaces through 

categories of race and gender: land policies were premised upon notions of yeoman 

farmers, patriarchal house holds. and agricultural civil ization. Both governmen ts had laid 

the foundations for their dreams of an agncultural future with two template Acts: the United 

States' 1862 Homestead Act and Canada's 1872 Dominion b n d s  Act. These Acts provide 

clear evidence of the ways both governments wanted to organize spatial, gender, and race 

relations in the West, and formed the basis for al1 subsequent land policy. By 

institutionalizing the 16û-acre farm, it is clear that each government expected and wanted its 

future in the West to duplicate its past in the east.24 For the Canadian govemment, 

entrenching the section grid with its 160-acre nom was also a clear rejection of the much 

older francophone land use pattern of narrow strips set next to each other d o n g  river 

banks. After d l ,  the survey system of base lines and 36 square-mile sections which would 

be used across North America's plains and prairies as the foudation for agncultural 

settlement had been established by the United States in 1785 with the eastem States in 

23 Alison Blunt and Gillian Rose, "Introduction" to Wnrutg Wumen and S ' c e :  Colonid 
and Postcoloniai Geographies (New York and London: the Guildford Press, 1994), p. 
5. 

24 White, "It1s Your Mi.$iortune and None of My Own. p. 142. 



mind.25 In Ontario or Ohio ample rainfall and timber meant that 160 acres was a good size 

for a "family farm." In the northern great plains West of the l0OLh meridian (which nuis 

through Manitoba and the Dakotas), 160 acres was too small to be a profitable ranch and 

too large to be a profitable non-irrigated fann, and yet the 160 n o m  remained.26 

In 1862 the Republican Congress in Washington under President Lincoln passed 

the Homestead Act, and it had as much to do with political considerations as it did with 

land distribution. Scholars have noted that the future of the West, how it would be settled 

and by whom, was an ideological and politicai football in the years preceding and during 

the Civil War. The Homestead Act was meant to settle the debate by enshrining "the 

myth of the garden and the symbol of the hardy yeoman" in legislation, thus assunng the 

dominance of Northem institutions in the we.sî.9 The act allowed any male or femaie 

person twenty-one years of age or older, or any person who was the head of a farnily, who 

was a citizen or intended to become one, to claim 160 acres of public land? More than 

any other piece of legislation, the Act shaped what the American West looked like and how 

western land was distributed in the late nineteenth century. 

Likewise, Canada's 1872 Dominion Lands Act, as Chester Martin argues in his 

classic study of the Act, was intended to "vindicate" the Macdonald government's 

25 Everett Dick, The Lure of the Land: A Social HLstory of the Public Landrfrom the 
Articles of Confederation to the New Deal (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1970), p. 19 

26 Ibid. p. 158 
27 See, for exarnple, Chester Martin, "Dominion Lands" Policy, edi ted and with an 

introduction by Lewis H. Thomas, (Toronto: McCleIland and Stewart, 1973, orig. 
published 1938), pp. 15- 16; Smith, Virgin Land, pp. 194-200; Emmon, 'The 
Influence of Ideology on Changing Environmentai Images," pp. 127- 13 1 ; Eric Foner, 
Free mil, fiee labor, fiee men: the ideology of t h  Repubikan Party be fore the Civil 
W m  (New York: Oxford University Press 1970). 

28 Smith, Virgin hnd ,  p. 194. 
29 United States, An Act to Secure Homesteah tu AcZual Settlers on the Public Domin, 

3 f  Congress, 1862. 



"assertive nationai policy.'"O But w here Martin claims that the policy 's "origin is to be 

f o n d  not in provincial politics but in the race for the Pacific with the United States,'91 he 

misses the fact that cultural disagreements were being settled in the Dominion Lands Act no 

less than in the United States Homestead Act. Sandwiched between sections on the survey 

system and grazing lands, the homestead provisions entrenched English land-use patterns 

and the 36 square-mile sectional grid instead of French land-use policy which was based on 

the seigneurial system's long, thin, river lots. It was the Canadian government's survey 

tearn which sparked the 1869-70 Red River Rebellion by attempting to impose the grid 

system on the community, and the 1872 Iegislation ensured that a square 160 acres would 

be the base unit for western Canadian land use. 

These Acts were clearly about far more than distributing western lands because they 

spell out what each country did and did not want its future to look like. What Washington 

and Ottawa did want was for agriculture and independent land-ownership to be the 

foundation of westem and national development, a common and explicit goal demonstrateci 

in the easy terms offered for 160 acres of public land. However, Washington also wanted 

to ensure that its West was not Southern, and Ottawa wanted to ensure that its west was not 

French. Canadian scholars have noted that Prime Minister John A. Macdonald' s "national 

policy" was also designed to ensure that the Canadian West rernained Canadian? Behind 

30 Martin, Dominion Landr, p. 127. 
3 1 I bid. p. 1 17. A strong challenge to this view of the CPR's "technological nationalism" 

can be found in A. A. den Otter's The Philosophy ofRaiZways: The Trmcon~inental  
RaiZwq Z&a in British North America (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997). 

32 See, for example, Donald Creighton. "John A. Macdonald, Confederation, and the 
Canadian West," in Hisiorid Ersqs on the Prairie Provinces, ed. Donald Swainson 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1970) p. 63, R. Douglas Francis, "The Ideal and 
the Red: The Image of the Canadian West in the Settlement Pend," Rupert's Land: A 
Cultural Tupesny (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press for the Calgary 
Institute for the Humani ties, 1988), p. 257, and Martin, ''Dominion LancIs" Poky. 



each Act were additional assumptions about the kind of person each government wanted to 

homestead the west. 

Both Acts originally offered similar terms to any person who was the head of a 

family or 21 years of age. The United States stuck to this language, but there was still a 

definite assumption that the people heading West and staking their claims wodd be men and 

a particular kind of men. To some degree the yeoman farmer was conceived of as  an 

independent economic actor, but in fact he represented a household of economic 

production. Uniike the southem planter, who relied on coerced labour, the yeoman farmer 

depended on the bbconsensual" labour of his wife and children. Thus when Commissioner 

of the General Land Office Joseph Wilson stated in his 1û67 report that the purpose of the 

Homestead Act "is to hold out incentives for immigrants to identify themselves with the 

broad fields of the west, and secure their labour for such a period in the strength of 

manhood or maturity of life as will insure stability in settlements, development of arable 

resources, and steady increase of agricultural wealth,'q3 he envisioned a West that would 

"make men." This comection between masculinity, land ownership, and economic 

development was hardy new, but it is interesting that he chose the word "immigrants" to 

denote what he perceived as the target group of the legislation. The men k i n g  made may 

have been foreign-bom or Euro-Amencan men migrating westward, but in ei ther case i t 

would not be aboriginal men who would settie and develop America's western lands. 

33 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of the General Land Office, Joseph Wilson for 
1867, House Executive Document, #1,3gth Congress, 2"d Session, p. 378. The fact 
that small numbers of women were taking advantage of the Homestead Act was never 
mentioned in the reports 1 examined. Nancy Taniguchi suggests in her review of the 
selected decisions of the General Land Office from 188 1 - 1920 that Montana turned out 
to be one of the most favourable locations for women homesteaders, in that women in 
Montana won more cases than they lost (17 wins and 10 losses between 1881 and 
1900) when they brought a complaint to the GLO. Taniguchi, "Lands, L a w ,  and 
Women: Decisions of the Generd Land Office, 1881- 1920, a Preliminary Report," 



Canada's Dominion Lands Act did no& limit women's access to hornesteading 

privileges until 1876, and after that date the most significant difference between the 

Canadian and American legislation was that single women were barred from homesteading 

by the Dominion Lands Act. The 1812 Act çimply stated "[alny person who is the head of 

a family, or has attained the age of twenty-one years, shall be entitled to be entered for one 

quarter section or a less quantity of unappropriated Dominion lands, for a purpose of 

securing a homestead right in respect there0f."3~ In 1873 the minimum age was dropped 

to 18. In his report for 1875, Surveyor-General J. S. Demis stated that he wanted "[tlo 

render fernales, not being heads of families, ineligible to enter for homesteads" under the 

Dominion Lands Act35 He did not offer any further explanation for his recommendation, 

but he got his wish: the Act was amended the following y m  to specify "[alny person, male 

or femde, who is the sole head of a family, or any male, who has attained the age of 

eighteen years, shall be entitled to be entered for one quater-section, or a Iess quantity, of 

unappropriated Dominion lands, for the purpose of securing a homestead right in respect 

thereof?6 This revision entrenched the govemrnent's belief that men and women should 

have different relationships to western land, unless a woman was the head of a family and 

could therefore corne close to replicating the household structure deemed necessary for 

settlement. Thus where the American legislation focused on the class dimension of land 

ownership by encouxaging independent yeoman farmers and not affluent planters, the 

- - -- 

GreaZPIQimQuar@dy, Volume 13, Fall 1993, pp. 223-36. 
34 Canada, Dominion La& Act 1872, Section 33. 
35 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for year ending 30 June 1875, 

Sessional Papers 1876, Volume 7, #9, p. 6. 
36 Canada, An Act to amend the Dominion Landr Act, Section 4, 1876. It is telling that 

the same gender division did not appl y to tim ber cd ture - the 1876 revisions explici tly 
stated that any 18-year old male or female could appl y for up to one quarter section of 
land "as a claim for forest tree phnting." The other anomaly between the homesteading 
and timber culture provisions was that the latter required an applicant to be a British 
citizen, which the former did not. 



Canadian legislation em phasized the patriarchal structure of land ownershi p through gender 

exclusion. Property ownership had a long history in British law as a fundamentally 

masculine trait and right with fundamental links to citizenship and nation-building, and the 

ownership of large parcels of land which required hard physical labour to develop was a 

particularl y masculine kind of property ownershi p. The Homestead Act and Dominion 

Lands Act were formally and informally designed to ensure that western spaces were 

organized and distnbuted to support these powerful cultural noms.  

"Buffalo country": post-colonial scholarship and mapping as the production 

of meaning 

Where pt-structuralists have emphasized the discursive production of tools of rule 

by modem nation-states, and cultural geographers have pushed us to see the ideological 

production of space as reflechve of social categories like race and gender, pst-colonial 

scholars have insisted that temtorial expansion was secured with the tools of colonial 

conquest. Here again much of the existing historiography on the nineteenth century West 

has tended to interpret westward expansion as an integrai part of unique national narratives, 

wi thout al ways recognizing that in doing so Canadian and Amencan governrnents used the 

same discursive strategies k i n g  employed by European empires around the globe. Even 

much "New Western" historical scholarship in the United States, which has insisted on  re- 

thinking nineteenth century westem expansion as conquest and has included race and 

gender as centrai to that process. has done so without acknowledging the larger 

international framework of European-style coIonization.37 In Canada, scholars li ke Sarah 

Carter and Adele Perry have been more willing to analyze the colonial and imperial aspects 

37 See, for example, Patricia Limerick's The L e g a y  of Conqust: nie Unbroken Pust of 
the American West (New York and London: W. W. Norton and Company, 1987). 



of nineteenth century Canadian expansion and colonization.38 The "imperialist" history of 

the North American West, that is, did not end when such European imperial powers as 

France, Spain, or England retreated from the continent. With this perspective the Canadian 

and American wests can be seen as white settler colonies akin to Australia and South 

Africa 

International scholars of colonialism have argued that mapping and surveying and 

scienti fic information-gatherin were not j us t tools of North American exploration and 

nation-building, but also of international empire building, and that the act and process of 

mapping are more important than the maps which are produceci. Anne McClintock, for 

example, notes that "the knowledge consti tuted by the map both preceded and legiti mized 

the conquest of territory." The map is also "a technology of possession, promising that 

those with the capacity to make such perfect representations must also have the right of 

territorial control.''39 Scholars like McClintock borrow from Benedict Anderson's insights 

to analyze maps and mapmaking, and see them as working to produce not just "the nation" 

but aiso "the empire." 

Maps produced by colonial governments thus contrast sharply with maps produced 

by aboriginal groups for their own use, because the former are meant to be read as 

assertions of national and imperial ownership.* Three maps from the mid- 1870s provide 

vivid evidence of the ways in which Washington's and Ottawa's irnperialist agendas were 

38 Sarah Carter, Caphuing Women: Tite Manipulation of Culîural I m g e r y  in Canudalr 
Prairie West (Toronto and Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1997) ; Adele 
Perry, On the Edge of Empire: Genàer, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 
1849-1 871 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001). 

39 Arne McClintock, ZmperioCLeathec Race, Gender Md Sexualiiy in the Colanial 
Contest (New York and London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 27-28. 
See Theodore B i ~ e m a ' s  article, "How Does a Map Mean? Old Swan's Map of 1801 
and the Blackfoot World," in From Rupert's Land to Canada, eds. T heodore B innema, 
Gerhard J. Ens, and R. C. Macleod (Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 



used to re-imagine their wests, and show how multiple categories of meaning overlapped 

on the same terrain: the 1876 rnap of the Territory of Montana, the 1876 "Map of the 

Country to be Traversed by the Canadian Pacific Railway, To Accompany Progress Report 

on the Exploratory Surveys," and the lû78 "Map of Part of the North West Temtory," 

showing the first 7 numbered treaties (see Figures 1 -3).4' The forrn and content of these 

maps show a crowded and complicated West, where a newly-dominant national narrative 

has not yet erased older patterns. 

For exarnple, each of the three maps shows multiple economic agendas, from the 

much older system of trading posts to the coal deposits, land surveys and railroad lines of a 

capitalist economy. The 1876 map of Montana shows "Baker's Post" on the MiIk River, 

one of many posts established throughout the borderlands in the 1860s and 70s by Fort 

Benton trader 1. G. Baker, and an "Old Trading Post" further south on the Judith River. 

The 1876 and 1878 Canadian maps show a network of faint dotted lines labelled 'Traders 

Roads," which run from east to West throughout the region, and at least three cross the 

border between southern Al berta and Saskatchewan and northern Montana Y et even as 

these maps signai the presence of older regionai economies, they also erase much of the 

economic history of the West .  Here the Canadian maps are most telling. In spite of nearly 

2001), pp. 201-224, for a fascinating analysis of a map produced and used by the 
Siksika in the early nineteenth century. 

41 United States, Department of the Interior, General Land Office, 'Temtory of 
Montana," 1876, reproduced in Gd, Gu& and Gurta: A Hisr~ry of HiCI Comîy, ed. 
Edna Gunderson, (Havre, Montana: Hill County Bicentennial Commission, 1976) pp. 
470-7 1. 
Canada, Department of the Interior, "Map of the Country to be Traversed by the 
Canadian Pacific Railway, To Accompany Progress Report on the Exploratory 
Surveys," 1876. 
Canada, Department of the Interior, Dominion Lands Office, "Map of Part of the North 
West Temtory, Including the Province of Manitoba, Exhibiting the several Tracts of 
Counîry Ceded by the Indian Treaties 1 ,2 ,3 ,4 ,5 ,6  and 7, T o  accompany Report of 
Hon. D. Mills, Minister of the Interior, 3 1" Decernber, 1877," 1878. 
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200 years of European-First Nations made throughout the watershed of Hudson's Bay, the 

detailed cartographie knowledge of northern latitudes is largely absent h m  the maps of the 

1870s. The northern reaches of Canada's "west" fade away from view, while the new 

economic developmenis south of the 54'" parallel are foregrounded. 

I t is the lines of the new economy which dominate these maps and invite viewers to 

see them as maps of the future. The precise grids of local surveys appear, implying 

settlement and political development. On the Canadian maps the surveyed areas appear 

only in Manitoba although the basic grid of latitude and longitude is evident, while the 

Montana map shows several patches of surveyed land. A closer look at the rich 

topographical details of the Montana map shows the Sweet Grass Hills and other hills and 

mountain ranges drawn in relief, with the survey grids nestled in the valleys below them, 

creating the illusion that the surveyed land is flat and arable. One portion of surveyed land 

begins immediately south of the Marias River, which then marked the southern edge of the 

Blackfoot reserve, and "Coal" is recorded at the northern edge of this surveyed ares The 

projected route of the Northern Pacific Railroad and its "Forty Mile Limits" have been 

drawn as if the line was already completed, when i t had not even k n  buil t to Montana's 

eastern border yet. Similady, the route of the Canadian Pacific Railway is firmly etched on 

the 1876 and 1878 maps, although the northern route would be abandoned a few years later 

in favour of a more southerly line, and the 1878 map also chooses to note only the portions 

of the Northern Pacific Railway that have been completed. By displaying these survey 

grids and the rail lines of the future as if they were fact, or, in the case of the 1878 

Canadian map, as if the CPR was done and the Northern Pacific was not, viewers of the 

map are asked to look to the prosperous agncultural future of the region and of the nation. 

The two Canadian maps also demonstrate Paul Carter's assertion about the maps of 

colonial Austraiia as k i n g  "littered" with highly textureci features and descriptive comments 



"which, far from k i n g  authori tative, recorded nothing more than the traveller's distant, 

one-sided impression as he reined in his home and focused his glasses on the haze."42 The 

1876 map, for example, shows a faint smudgy line, labelled "Northem Limit of tme Prairie 

Land," running in an arc eastward from the rnountains, through what would become central 

Alberta and Saskatchewan, and dropping to the border West of Manitoba South of that 

line, most of what would become southern Alberta is labelled "PIains" (in contrast to the 

"Great Plains" and "Extensive Plains More or less Barren" which appear slightly to the 

east), and finaiIy, just north of the border, "Buffalo Country" and "Cactus Plain" appear as 

descriptions of the kind of land to be found. On the 1878 map the descriptions of "Plains," 

"Buffalo country" and "Cactus Plain" are still in place, and "Said to be a Region of great 

Fertility" has been added to the relativeIy empty area of Peace River Country. This latter 

description reinforces the new economic narrative of the 1878 map; it appears above and to 

the left of the planned route of the CPR, implying that one reason for running the line to the 

north is to extract the products of that fertility for eastern markets. By appearing on maps 

signed by the Surveyor-General himself, these descriptive, subjective, and romantic 

impressions are discursively granted the weight of scientific authority and suggest that only 

a small part of Canada's west is too dry or barren to be cul tivated. At the sarne time, the 

"li tter" on these maps reminded nineteenth century viewers that there was still much to be 

learned about this romantic space, presenting just enough detail to whet the viewer's 

appetite. Maps of western North America were dotted with fragments of information, 

signaliing the exotic unknown which was fuelling the imperial vision. For example, the 

1876 map of the North-West Territories shows individual points labelled "Blackfwt 

Camp" and "Slaughter Camp," while "Blackfoot Ind," "Peigan Ind" and "Blood Ind" also 

appear as individual points with what looks Iike an exclamation mark after each one. 

42 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, p. 7 1. 



Aboriginal people are very present in al1 three maps, but each one displays that 

presence differently. The 1876 map of the Temtory of Montana shows four Indian 

reservations and the dates of the treaties or executive orders which set their barely-visible 

boundaries. The long thin strip dong the top of the Territory is described as the "Gros 

Ventre, Piegan, Blood, Blackfeet and River Crow Reservation," a label which is duplicated 

on the 1878 Canadian map. The 1876 Canadian map does not indicate any reserve 

boundaries anywhere in the West, and the presence of aboriginal people is noted with single 

points. The 1878 Canadian map used a different d o u r  to indicate the territory covered by 

each Treaty, and the names of signatory aboriginal groups are Iisted below each Treaty's 

number. Although the "Blackfmt Camp" is still in evidence, the individual points marking 

"Blackfoot 1 nd" and so on are gone. The maps make i t clear that aboriginal people are 

k i n g  superviseci: the Montana map shows one "Agency" near the north-west corner of the 

Temtory on the Marias River, and the "Milk River Agency (Abandoned)." The 1878 

Canadian map even shows the old location of the "Blackloot Agency" south of the Teton 

River in northem Montana, instead of its newer location closer to the border on the Marias 

River. The supervisory authonty of these agencies is reinforced by the regulatory authority 

of the military forts shown throughout in southern Al berta and northern Montana The 

1878 Canadian map goes so far as to indicate the "Route of Mounted Police Force 1874" 

because that map's narrative was focused on the treaties, but the line did not appear on the 

1876 map, which was focused on the narrative of the CPR. 

With the use of finn lines and faint ones, large text and small, these maps were 

meant to be bold statements about the west's place in the national politicai economy. They 

show a clear blend of science and romance, from the scienti fic projections of township 

surveys and railroad routes, to the romance of uncharted land and aboriginal groups with 

exclamation marks after their names. There is no doubt that the firm lines of scienœ are to 



be seen as triumphant, but there is just enough of the exotic left to keep the West an exciting 

object of study. 

"No trace of survey remains": the borderlands confound national maps 

These federally-produced maps and the information used to constmct them create 

the impression that by the mid- 1870s the 4gth paralle1 was a political reality, although it is 

striking to note that where the Montana map shows nothing north of the border and 

describes the northern land as "British," the two Canadian maps include a significant 

amount of topographical and poli tical information about the land south of the border. The 

1876 map describes the 4gth as the "Boundary between the Dominion of Canada and the 

Untied States," and the 1878 map includes everything down to the 46" parallel, to show 

the line of the Northem Pacific Railway and the northern half of Minnesota, Dakota 

Temtory and Mon tana Terri tory. 

A closer look at  these maps also shows complex locaI conditions which would 

challenge dominant federal visions and undercut the meaningfuiness of the 49'h parallel as a 

political border. "Buffalo country" and b4cactus plain" do not present much incentive to 

agricul tural settlement, and railroads that are firml y drawn but not yet constructed are 

unable to reorient a I d  economy towards a national one. Federal officiais did not waver 

from their faith in the power of knowledge, however, and with the borderline firmly drawn 

on their maps could focus on producing information about "their side." 

There was a handful of obstacles which made it more difficult to generate accurate 

information about the Montana-Al berta borderlands: their distance from the national 

capi tols, the mountains on their western edge which made surveying di fficul t, and the 

presence of mobile B l a c b t  cornmuni ties. These difficul ties were regularl y used by 

surveyors and officiah alike to explain and justify the Iack of information o r  the inability to 

collect better information. There can be no doubt that these difficulties were more 



irnmediate and ovenvhelming for American officiais because white settlers headed to the 

Amencan West more quickly than the surveyors and in greater numbers than in Canada. 

For exarnple, in 1867 Joseph Wilson, Commissioner of the United States General Land 

Office, wrote that because Montana Territory was "remote from the seat of the swveyor 

general's office" and because of "the unsettled condition of the plains, growing out of 

Indian incursions, it has been deemed proper to defer surveys in that Territory until the 

ensuing season."43 When the surveys did begin in Montana, they moved quickly: by 

1870 Wilson was able to report that about 1.5 million of the Temtory's 92 million acres 

had k e n  surveyed. He added that the temtory was larger than the States of New York, 

Pennsylvania and Ohio combined, and its " m a t  striking feature" was the Rocky 

~ountains .44 

The mountainous topography of western Montana gave the surveyors several 

problems in the early 1870s. In 187 1 for example, Willis Drummond, WiIson's successor 

as Commissioner of the General Land Office, wrote that "owing to the abrupt and 

mountainous character" of western Montana the surveys were "to a considerable extent, 

discomected, and have been restricted mainly to those detached bodies of lands available 

for actual settlemen t..." He assured his readers, however, that "great care" had k e n  taken 

"to make the projection as regular as practicabl e."45 The goal of the survey was to impose 

43 United States, Department of the Interior, Artnual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of the General Land Office, Joseph Wilson for 
1867, House of Representatives Executive Document #1, 3gth Congress, 2nd Session, 
p. 369. 

44 United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of the General Land Office, Joseph Wilson, 
House Executive Documents, #1, Part 4,41st Congress, 3rd session, 3 1 October 
1870, p. 129. 

45 United States. Department of the Intenor, Annual Repori of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of the General Land Office for 1871, House of 
Representatives Executive Documents #1, 42nd Congress, znd session, p. 42. This 



the fixed and connected grid of the survey on discomecteci and unstable landscapes, on the 

assumption that the invisible grid itself would act to settle the land. 

Surveyor-General for Montana John Blaine adrnitted in his 1872 report that the 

surveys were "very irregular" because of the mountains, but were "al1 properfy comected 

by standard and rneridian lines, and projected according to the regular system of public land 

surveys."46 The real and irregular terrain could be imaginatively forced to confonn to the 

regularity and purity of the geographicai grid, but it was not easy or  cheap. The following 

year, Professor Ferdinand V. Hayden, Geologist to the United States Department of the 

Interior, wrote that he wanted to defer any further surveys around the headwaters of the 

Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers, because "the expenses of transportation, subsistence, 

and labor are so great, that it seems desirable to delay the further prosecution of the work in 

the Northwest until railroad communication shall be established. The Indians, also, are in a 

state of hostility over the greater portion of the country which remains to be explored." He 

recornrnended moving the Survey's focus further south for the next season, and indeed the 

1873 season was spent in Colorado.47 

This hiatus did not last long. The growing influx of white settiers meant that by the 

late 1870s surveyors were again doing their best to impose regularity on Montana's 

troublesome topography. In his report for 1883, Surveyor-General of Montana John S. 

- - -  --- - - - 

perception that the surveyed sections were "discomected" from the rest of the temtory 
is understandable when one considers the 1816 map of the Temtory of Montana, 
discussed above, where the surveyed sections begin and end abruptîy and are 
surmunded by land which, if not quite blank, does not yet have the dense discipline of 
the grid imposed on it. 
uniteci sraies, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Surveyor-General of Montana, John E. Blaine for 1872, House 
Executive Documents #1, Part 5,42nd Congress. 3rd session, p. 143. 

47 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Letter from B. R. Cowen, Acting Secretary of the Interior to James Blaine, 
Speaker of the House of Representatives, containing a Letter from Prof. F. V. Hayden, 
US Geologist, House Executive Documents #166,42nd Congress, 3rd Session, 27 



Harris pleaded for more money to be spent surveyng the Temtory. The "agricultural 

valleys of the ûastem portion" were k i n g  settled quickly, "'and if surveys could only be 

extended to keep pace with the demand the immigration would be still larger." If more 

money was spent on surveying, "the principal lines might be extended over the whole 

Temtory and the greater portion of the township lines run," allowing more setuers "to 

secure subdivisional surveys by the special deposit system." A larger appropriation would 

dso allow the deputy surveyors to be paid more, an urgent necessity because "the 

unsurveyed portion of Montana is so rough and broken a character that it cannot be 

surveyed at the present rates."48 In short, it took a great deal of hard work to  project the 

invisible lines of the survey across Montana's uneven landscape. 

Canadian officials had fewer problems keeping the surveys ahead of settlernent 

because the much slower pace of westem settlement north of the 4gth parallel gave less 

cause for urgency, and the violence which surveying had sparked in 1869 at Red River 

encouraged caution.49 In spite of the Canadian government's desire to nationalize western 

spaces as quickl y as possible, Macdonald's National Policy did not include large 

expenditures for surveying. When Canadian officials did look farther West than Manitoba, 

it was with the same kind of fractured vision American officials had. Surveyor-General 

Lindsay Russe11 noted in 1878 that the surveys of Manitoba and Keewatin were proceeding 

- satisfactorily, but "various settlements" were "springing up" in more remote parts of the 

North-West, requinng "detached surveys of townships and of river frontage farm lots."50 

January 1873. 
48 United States, Deparnent of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, Report of Surveyor-General of Montana John S. Hams, House Executive 
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49 A good overview of the Riel Rebellion and the role played by Canadian surveyors can 
be found in Gerald Fnesen, nie Cunaàian Prairies: A History (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1987) pp. 1 17- 128. 
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The government certainly wanted to encourage settlement, but local surveys that were not 

properly ~ 0 ~ e c t e d  to the larger national grid or river lots that did not connect at al1 were 

still problematic. 

Once surveyors had k e n  in the borderlands and left again, the impermanence of 

their markers worrïed I d  and nationai officiais in both countries. Implicit in this constant 

fear over the fate of the survey markers was the recognition that if the govemments could 

not get their markers, which were the only physical representation of official, national, 

white control, to endure after the surveyor had left, federal possession of and wntrol over 

the land was going to remain tenuous at  ba t .  In 1874 for example Montana's Surveyor- 

General Andrew Smith complained that a better way of marking the corners of the surveys 

was needed because the system of supporting posts in mounds of earth was proving to be 

quite inadequate in stock-raising t em tory. The posts "stand but a few hours, in some 

instances but a few moments," before the cattle paw the m o u d  away and rub down the 

p s t .  In time, the posts are "either picked up and burned, used as a picket-pin, or removed 

far from its original position." Without fixed markers to "perpetuate" the corners of a 

survey, the purpose and integrity of the survey itself was at risk.3 Commissioner of the 

General Land Office S. S. Burdett took this cornplaint a step further, declaring in 1875 that 

the survey system west of the lûOth meridian was "a great waste of the public money" 

because there the markers were not going to survive long enough for whites to want to 

settle in such "barren conditions.. . ." Wooden co rne r -p t s  "yield to decay," while 

"settlement and cultivation conspire with the elements to obliterate pits and mounds ..." He 

Report of Surveyor-General Lindsay Russell, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 6, #7, 
p. 6. 
United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Surveyor-General of Montana, Andrew J. Smith for 1874, 
House of Representatives Executive Documents #1, Part 5,43rd congress, 2nd 
session, p. 133. 



recommended that "indestructible monuments ... of Stone or iron" should be erected at the 

corners of the principal mendian and base lines." Nearl y 10 yûars later, one of Burdett's 

successors was frustrated enough with the impermanence of the survey markers that he 

called for legislation to protect them.9 

Canada's Surveyor-General Lindsay Russell had similar problems, stating in 1883 

that everything from the elements to cattle to First Nations peoples were conspiring against 

the markers' survival. Prairie fires burned the posts, cattle demolished the mounds, and 

then "the melting snows in spring float the posts away and IittIe or no trace of survey 

remains. They are even subject to being effaced through the ignorance or perversity of the 

natives of the prairie region, who, if hearsay is to be credited, have when travelling across 

a stretch of prairie, where other wood for fire couId not easil y be obtained, been seen 

provided with a goodly cart load of fuel consisting of township survey posts, gathered on 

their way." Iron posts had always been used to mark the corners of blocks of townships, 

but the "additional expense ... of placing iron posts at every township corner" was now 

being incurred to try and solve the problem.9 

Despite the challenges created by great distances, irregular terrain and markers that 

would not last, the amount of information being produced about northem Montana and 

sou thern Al k r t a  increased rapidl y. Each government ' s satisfaction wi th the 

meaningfulness and utili ty of the information grew accordingl y. The increased volume in 

surveyors' reports did not just signify that more information was available, but also that the 

52 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
lar ior ,  Report of Comrnissioner of General Land Office, S. S. Burdetî, House 
Executive Documents #1, Part 5 4 4 t h  Congress, 1st Session, 28 October 1875, p. 13. 
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information was more "accurate" and thus could be used for more complete control over the 

region. In 1872 for example, Montana's Surveyor-General John Blaine praised the 

accuracy of the maps his office in Helena was producing. The temtorial map was finished 

and "no pains o r  time has been spared to make its compilation as complete, correct, and full 

as possible for publication." Patience and ski11 had been required, as well as "truthfuiness" 

in the "projection and del ineation of the ever-vqing topography of nvers, mountains, 

creeks, and valleys." Accuracy and truthfulness were vital because the Northem Pacific 

Railroad was sure to bring "thousands of immigmts to Our rich Terri tory, who will settle 

in Our fertile vdleys, and wish to obtain titles to their lands and be forever a t  rest about their 

homes."Ss Maps might be abstract depictions of the land and symbols of national poli tical 

control, but they had to be "accurate" to attract settlers and their d e  in the protection of 

property rights also made them vital tools for promoting economic development. 

Blaine's successor, Andrew Smith, shared this functiond view of the concrete 

economic benefits of the abstract process of surveying, noting in 1877 that earlier 

skepticism about the value of surveying Moniana was k i n g  proved wrong, largely as a 

result of the sheep and cattle industries increasingly demanding "vast tracts" of land? Six 

years later Tem t o r d  Governor John S. Crosby insisted that still more money for surveys 

was needed if Montana's development was to continue because settlement was "already 

much in advance of the surveys, and will be seriously retarded unless the appropriations 

54 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report, Report of Surveyor General 
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for the public surveys are large1 y increased." 57 American officials had a much harder time 

than Canadian officials keeping the "legitimate" subdivision of land through surveying 

ahead of the "illegitimate" division of land through squatting. 

Canadian officiais had the same fai th that a direct link existed between surveying, 

settlement, and economic prosperity. For example, Minister of the Interior David Laird 

stated in 1874 that being able to accurateIy track the progress of western settlement would 

justify the amount of money and legislation involved "in opening up the country," and act 

"as an encouragement to the intending immigrant."58 Nead y ten years later Deputy 

Minister of the Interior A. M. Burgess was pleased to note that 27 million acres had been 

surveyed and subdivided in the West that year, "equal to 16&750 farms of 160 acres each." 

He calculated that this translatai into an area "capable of accommodating a purely 

agiculturai population of 506,250, allowing an average of only three souls per farm - a 

result, I venture to submit, never before attained within a similar period of time in the 

history of any country, and one which is well calculated to exemplify the determination of 

the Govemment and the readiness of the people of Canada to spare neither energy nor 

money in order to open up the fertile lands of the North-West and make them available for 

settlementW59 His equations tumed abstract acres into f m s  and people, and justifieci 

federai efforts in terms of domestic prosperity and international stature. 

Burgess' words demonstrate the lofty opinion some North American officids had 

of the higher value of surveying. Commissioner of the United States General Land Office 

57 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Governor of Montana John S. Crosby, House Executive 
Documents # 1, Part 5,48th Congress 1st session, 3 1 October 1883, pp. 54243. 
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S. S. Burdett wrote eloquently in his 1875 report about the potential of the surveys, linking 

them with what he saw as a global destiny of "civilized" nations to know and therefore 

conquer the earth. He stated that "dl the civilized peoples of the earth" paid attention to the 

geographical and geologid sciences, for the "love of leaming" and "a desire for the 

mastery of the secrets of nature," as well as for their "utilitarian purposes." He went on to 

declare that "[i]n no country is this more tnie than in our own." He called for a greater 

integration of the land surveys and the geological suweys so that the most cornplete and 

scientifically accurate information could "be furnished ready to the hand of the 

explorer ..."a To have "scientific" knowledge about something was to have power over it, 

and both goveniments were eager to have that kind of power over western spaces. 

Truthfui maps and surveys were so crucial to the project of nation-building that in 

the early 1880s two Canadian officiais took particular pains to assert that their survey 

system was more efficient and accurate than that of the Americans. Inspecter of Dominion 

Lands Agencies William Pearce declareci in his report for 1883 that the annuai reports of the 

Commissioner of the General Land Office of the United States, "wholly disprove[d]" the 

idea that Canada's laws were inferior to those of the United States. "In no country in the 

world," he continued, "and at no time, has there been so much energy, outlay and labour 

expended in surveys, as in the North- West Tem tories during the past three years." The 

Canadian and American systems were "similar in most respects, and where they differ, the 

difference is in favour of Canada"61 Two years later Deputy Minister Burgess also 

praised the accuracy and efficiency of the Dominion Survey, insisting that the Dominion's 

60 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annul Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Commissioner of General Land Office, S. S. Burdett, Home 
Executive Documents #1, Pwt 5,44th Congress, 1st Session, 28 October 1875, pp. 
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emphasis on precision over expediency had forestalled much land specuiation and potential 

"litigation" over property rights. He added that the Director of the United States Geological 

and Topographical Surveys, Major Powell himself, had testified before a Joint 

Commission of the Senate and House appointed to discuss ways of improving the 

efficiency and economy of the surveys, that while Canada had adopted the American 

system, the Canadian survey had produced "superior work ... at less expense than the 

corresponding work in the United States."62 Burgess took i t as a point of national pride 

that no less a figure than the head of the American surveys said that the Canadian survey 

was better and cheaper, and was happy to irnply that this was also good news for settlers 

who chose Canada's West over that of the United States. 

66The settlement of that extreme plain": making the 'desert' arable 

Department of the Interior officials in both countries never lost sight of the fact that 

the bigger goal of the surveys, above and beyond the goai of knowledge for the sake of 

knowledge, was to "open" and settle distant western land. When Secretaries, Ministers, 

and other officials wanted to b o a t  about the results of their surveys or  justify their cost, 

they used the language of farming and settlernent. They even used that kind of language to 

talk about the Alberta-Montana borderlands, dways trying to make the region fit into 

national visions of farnily farms even while they were adrnitting that its potential lay in 

ranching. Officiais were happy with the information they were getting about the region 

because most of it could be re-interpreted to support the dominant vision of the West as a 

place of agricultural bounty, firrnly integrated into each nation's economic agenda 

Canada, Department of the Interior, Annzial Report for 1883, Report of Inspecter of 
Dominion Lands Agencies William Pearce, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 7, #12, p. 
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Competing visions, of a coherent region with more similarities than differences. or of land 

that was more suited to stock raising than agriculture, were present in many of the reports 

but never foregrounded. 

A clear shift in federal perceptions of northem Montana and southem Alberta away 

from arid infertility towards agricultural bounty can be seen by the early 1870s for Montana 

and the late 1870s for Alberta. Local surveyors were carefd to note that although the 

region was not dominated by fertile land, it was not completely infertile either and had 

many other advantages. In his report for 1870, for example, the Commissioner of the 

United States Land Office wrote that Montana's altitude, dry air, rich soi1 and pure 

mountain streams gave it "a climate of wonderful salubrity." The dry air "renders the 

winters more agreeable than many of the climates in Iower latitudes."63 The following yeâr 

Commissioner of Agricul ture Frederick Watts noted that w hile Mon tana's topography was 

not perfect for agriculture it did have other useful attributes. There was a strip of well- 

watered "arable land'' dong the base of the Rockies "from the British possessions south to 

the Sun River.. . . As yet it is wholly unoccupied except by roving Indian bands; hence no 

experiments in farming have been made." A local resident had informed Watts "that the 

seasons are not severe, and . . . that the hardier cereals and vegetables can be raised wi thou t 

any climatic difficulty."64 Watts' comment about "roving Indian bands" was his only 

acknowledgement that the region he was discussing was still Blackfoot temtory. as  it was 

not stripped from the Blackfoot until an executive order in 1875. 

62 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report, Report of Deputy-Minister A. M. 
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Professor Cyrus Thomas, whose praise for Montana Tem tory opened this chapter, 

noted in the same report that the region contained "a much larger area of arable land" than 

he had anticipated. He conceded that "the agricultural lands are separateci into 

comparative1 y small areas," but re-framed this as  an advantage by stating that each mal1 

area could have its own "ample supply of water for imgating purposes." He insisted that 

the chmate was "more favorable for agriculture than would be anticipated from its northern 

and elevated p s i  tion", and the grasses would provide "excellent pasturage for stock.. ." 

Nevertheless, he had to admit that the lack of good tirnber West of the hundredth meridian 

was "a serious drawback." 65 The lack of trees as compared to eastem parts of the 

continent womed most observers in the 1870s, because of their unspoken assumption that 

white people needed timber to build homes, and a lack of timber rnight slow the rate of 

settlement and Iimit the number of whites who could Iive in the area. 

Ottawa was not able to get more detailed surveyors' reports about southem Alberta 

until after Treaty 7 was signed with the Blackfoot in 1877, and one of the earliest reports 

dates from the summer of 1878 when A. P. Patrick was in southern Alberta with the 

purporteci goal of surveying the Piegan and Stoney reserves. Most of his report, however, 

deals with the region's agricultural potential, the farming endeavours of local white settlers, 

and the frequent coal searns. He wrote that p r  soi1 in some areas was balanceci by "very 

fine" soi1 in others. Several farrns had been established in the region by white settlers, and 

most of the settlers were "raising some good crops" and were "perfectly satisfied with the 

result of their farming operations." He too noted that timber was scarce, but stated that the 

real economic advantage of the south-eastem portion of the Temtory was the frequent coal 

G5 United States, Report on the Geological Survey of Montana, Part II, "Agriculhiral 
Resources" by Prof. Cyrus Thomas. House Executive Documents, #326,42nd 
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seams. One settler was already working a mine and selling the coal to Fort Benton in 

Montana as well as Fort Macleod. 66 

By the early 1880s Canadian and Amencan views of the borderlands continued to 

shift towards an irnagined future where agriculture could dominate, at the sarne time as 

Interior reports were recognizing that ranching was becoming the acknowledged economic 

activity. New information about the region which was making its way into federal hands 

seemed to suggest that earlier reports about the relative lack of good land, water, and timber 

were inaccurate, and that the earlier advantages (like coal seams and healthful winters) were 

actually the icing on the cake. As a result, the boosterism language in the reports from the 

1880s hit new heights. For example, Suweyor-General Roswell H. Mason wrote in 1881 

that "the day is not far distant when the wheat fields of Montana will be as famous as those 

of Minnesota and Dakota."67 In 1883 Territorial Govemor John S. Crosby boasted that 

"Montana has no cause to envy her sister Temtories in any respect. She is better watered, 

has a more healthful and equable dimate, richer mines and of greater variety, and a home 

market for al1 her bountiful soi1 can produce." The residents were "prosperous and 

peaceful, and . . . have a kindIy welcorne for immigration from the old States and Europe." 

He concluded that even "the hardships which met the early settlers at every step are among 

the things of the past-.."a Although the Temtory was still six years away from statehood, 

Crosby's choice of language made it clear that Montana was no longer at the margins of the 

nation's economy or social development, but well established in the mainstream. 
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Official views of southem Alberta also changed significantly in the early 1 8 8 0 ~ ~  as 

"new" information seemed to indicate that the region had more good land, water, and 

timber than the late 1870s reports had suggested. The 1880 and 1881 reports of Canada's 

Prime Minister and Minister of the Interior John A. Macdonald demonstrate how quickly 

and easily federal visions of the borderlands could change. In the first report he stated that 

"the portion of the socalled American Desert which extends northerly into Canadian 

temtory, is proved to have no existence as such, for in the very worst parts of the country 

many tracts of good soi1 were found, and aimost invariably the g r a s  was rich and 

nutritive, offering excellent facili ties for stock raising." Once again, the on1 y real 

"drawback" was the lack of wood, * but one year later he was pleased to correct himseIf: 

"in districts formerly supposed to consist exclusively of prairie, groves of timber in river 

bottoms and on certain wooded hills [will] ensure a fair suppl y to meet the need of in-going 

settlers for fuel and building timber.''70 As long as the amount of fertile land and timber 

continued to be larger than expected, the Canadian govemrnent could hold on to its vision 

of an agricultural West which was superior to the one south of the line. 

A more obvious sign of the govement ' s  faith in the agricultural future of the 

region came in 1883, when Inspecter of Dominion Lands Agencies William Pearce 

announced that a Dominion Lands Office was to open in Calgary in the near future. He did 

not expect "a very great rush for lands in that locality for a year or two," but if the 

Canadian Pacific Rail way Company's newl y-established expenmental f a m s  succeeded, 

"the question of the settlement of that extreme plain will be solved." Success would also 
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increase "the productive area of the North-West Tenitones" by about 40 million acres, far 

more "than was anticipated three years ago by the persons best informed respecting its 

agricultural re~ources. '~l By 1883, therefore, it seemed as if every part of Canada's west, 

including the land in southern Alberta, could indeed play a part in the great agricultural 

future of the nation. 

From homesteads to "cattie kingdom": conceding to the borderlands 

Neither Ottawa nor Washington ever abandoned their overarching visions of the 

West as a coherent region which should be filled with 160-acre farms and thus contribute to 

the prosperity and growth of the nation. Improvements in imgation and dry-farming 

techniques in the 1890s made that goal seem even more attainable. Nevertheless, both 

govements  had to make concessions to the actual conditions of the various sub-regions 

within each west, and to the economic interests eager to exploit those conditions. The 

Alberta-Montana borderlands, far better sui ted to ranching than farming, demanded some 

of the more significant concessions from federal land policies. The United States had a 

longer tradition than Canada of ranching as an acceptable and integral economic activity, yet 

i t was the Canadian government 's ranch leasing system which created the more favorable 

conditions for an economic activity it rarely talked about. 

The fact that the borderlands were too dry for traditional forms of agriculture was 

tunieci into an advantage as the region's potential for stock raising became its chief selling- 

point in the reports of Canadians and Americans dike. For example, the Surveyor-General 

of Montana H. D. Washburn predicted in his 1870 report that the temtory's river valleys 

70 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for year ending 31 December 1881, 
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would "offer the finest of grazing land," although he did add "whenever the red man ailows 

it to be settled." He continued, "[wlith our winters tempered, as they are, by isothermai 

laws not yet understood, Our Temtory must soon be the great stock-growing regions of 

Amerka. An abundance of good water, pure air, and nature's wild grass, unequalled by 

the best of timothy or blue grass ... are advantages combined that are found nowhere 

else.'% The following year Commissioner of Agriculture Watts wrote that north- western 

Montana contained "probably the best grazing portion of the Rocky Mountain region. Not 

only are the open plains and prairies covered wi th excellent grass, but the smooth hills and 

naked mountain slopes, and even the reaches beyond, far up into the timber, have the same 

covering.'- A relative lack of tree cover was acceptable in stock-raising country because 

of the implicit assumption that fewer people would be living there. 

As these earlier "disadvantages" were re-cast in a more positive light, local officiais 

could indulge in more extravagant boasts. Montana's Surveyor-General, Andrew J. 

Smith, declared in his 1875 report that the Tenitory was "becoming widely known as one 

of the best stock countries in the Union. It is an established fact that stock in this country 

are not afflicted with diseases so peculiar and common among stock in the Eastern and 

Southern States; Texas cattie are brought here, and no trace of the disease known as the 

Texas fever, so prevalent arnong cattle there, is ever discovered here.'74 Some stock 

raisers were tuming their attention to sheep, which required even less care than cattle. Ten 
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years later Secretary of the Interior L. Q. C. Lamar noted that stock raising was second 

only to mining as "the largest and leading industry" of Montana, boasting 900,000 cattle 

and 1.2 million sheep.75 

By the end of the 1870s Canadian officials were also beginning to appreciate the 

stock-raising potential of southem Al berta, and it becarne the preferred topic for favourable 

comparisons to northern Montana Macdonald wrote in his 1819 Report as Minister of the 

Interior that the eastern slopes of the Rockies were "said to offer unusual facilities, in the 

way of both shelter and pasturage," allowing cattie "to subsist in the open air during the 

whoIe winter, and k i n g  found in good condition in the spring. A number of people are 

dready engaged in the pursuit of this industry, and with so much success that there is every 

probability of its further development by gentlemen of experience in stock-farming, and 

possessed of large capital, both from Great Britain and the older Provinces.'76 

Macdonald's classist and nationdist agendas are clear: ranching was a pursui t for 

"gentlemen" who had greater access to capital than the average homesteader, and by 

stressing that these "gentlemen" were British and Canadian he could gloss over the well- 

known influence and presence of American stockmen and retired military men in the 

southern Al berta ranchlands Indian Commissioner Edgar Dewdney devoted rnuch of his 

report for 1879 to the ways in which southern Alberta measured up to northem Montana 

The region was Montana's equal "in every respect for cattle. Its soi1 (especially in the 

numerous valleys with the clear mountain streams running through them) cannot be 

surpassed, and there are large sections" of land further east which will eventuall y be 
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irrigated by those streams, "thereby largely increasing the agricultuial ara" He claimed 

that every western acre he had seen had some value to the govemment, "and the whole of 

Our dry interior plain will make a most vduable stock country."77 T o  counter the strong 

north-south economic relationships in the borderIands, it was important to stress that the 

land north of the line was equal to or better than whatever could be found south of the line. 

The first significant adjustment of federal land policy to the arid reality of the land 

West of the 10oth meridian was the United States' 1877 Desert Lands Act, although, 

paradoxic.1 y, it was actually intended to further the drearn of famil y fanns covering even 

the most arid portions of the west. By the esuly 1870s the American govemment had 

realized that a 160 acre farm was not going to be sufficient West of the 10ût.h meridian. 

Commissioner of the Generai Land Office S. S. Burdett noted in his 1875 report that 

between that mendian and the mountains, and "from the Mexican line on the south to the 

international boundary on the north, a totally different set of conditions, geographical, 

physical, and climatic, are found to exist. Within this vast area agriculture, as pursued in 

the valley of the Mississippi and to the eastward, has no existence." Even with imgation 

only an "insignificant" portion of this land was ever going to be productive, while a larger 

proportion of the land could be used "in the pasturage of large herds of dornestic animals, 

sheep, cattle, and horses." His solution was that, instead of k i n g  disposai of under the 

Homestead Act, the surveyed portions of the "central plateau" be offered immediately for 

cash sale which would make it easier for large stock-raisers to expand their holdings. He 

briefly aIluded to the leasing systems which had been developed in Australia to make large 

77 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Reportfor 1879, Report of Indian 
Commissioner Dewdney , Sessional Papers 1880, Vol urne 3, #4. 



areas of land available for ranchers (the system which Canada adopted) but rejected this 

option.= 

It is clear that Burdett wanted United States policy to shift in favour of western 

stockmen, but Congress was "obsessed with the idea of cultivation" and passed the Desert 

Land Act instead. The Act was intended to encourage irrigation West of the 100'~ meridian 

by allowing a person to buy 640 acres of "desert land" for $1.25 an  acre in retum for a 

cornmitment to imgate a portion of it. As a policy designed to encourage irrigation and 

cul tivation i t was a failure: applicants were charged for dry land when better- watered land 

was still available under the Homestead Act; the Act required a larger irrigated area than 

was actually feasible with contemporary technology; and even when imgated much of the 

land was never going to becorne prime agricultural land? Nevertheless, 67 entries 

involving over 17 million acres had been made in Montana under the Desert Lands Act by 

1881.80 

The Canadian govemment was equall y obsessed wi th the vision of 160-acre famil y 

f m s  blanketing the west, but learned some lessons from the failure of the Arnerkan 

78 United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report o f t h  Secretury of the 
Zntenbr, Report of Comrnissioner of General Land Office, S. S. Burdett, House 
Executive Documents #1, Part 5,44th Congress, 1st Session, 28 October 1875, pp. 7- 
8. The United States did eventually adopt a leasing system in the form of the 1934 
Taylor Grazing Act. Worster, Under Western Skies, pp. 43-44. 

79 Dick, pp. 227-228. Interestingly enough, Major J. W. Powell's infamous "Report on 
the Lands of the Arid Region of the United States," which formaily entrenched the 
100th meridian as the line past which avemge rainfall was less than 20 inches and thus 
"successful agriculture" by nineteenth century standards (that is, wi thout such 
techniques as dry farming and extensive imgation) was impossible, was not published 
until the year after the Desert Lands Act. For many historians, that line is still where 
"the west" really begins. See, for example, Donald Worster's discussion of Powell's 
report and the meaningfulness of the lmth meridian, in Under Western Skies, pp. 23- 
4. 

80 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretury of the 
Interior, Report of Comrnissioner of the General Land Office N. C. McFarland for 
1881, House Executive Documents #l, Part 5,47th Congress, 1st Session. 



Desen Land Act? Canada's concession to the land in southem Al berta before the various 

irrigation experiments in the late 1880s and 1890s was to bnng in a system like the 

Australian one w hereby ranchers in southem Al berta could lease huge tracts of land from 

the govemment for one cent an acre. Early grazing regulations had been ill-defined. The 

Dominion Lands Act of 1872 expected ranching to be as small-scale as farming, so 

"unoccupied pasture could be leased on1 y to bona fide homesteaders" and a grazing lease 

could be cancelled on short notice. The provisions were amended in 1876 to allow graUng 

land to be leased to non-residents and companies, extend cancellation notice, and eliminate 

a lessee's obligation to commit to agricultural senlement-" The Conservative govemment 

was retumed to office in 1878, and there were many close personai and political ties 

between the party and the men and organizations who played key roles in establishing the 

"cattle kingdom" in southem Alberta= Not until December 1881 did an order-in-council 

lay out the well-known policy for leases up to 100,000 acres at one cent an acre, for up to 

21 years. The leaseholder was obliged to place one head of cattle for every ten acres within 

three years, a lease could be tenninated by the government on two years' notice, and there 

were vague provisions for a leaseholder to purchase outright adjoining lands.84 This policy 

81  Indeed, as late as 1886 Canada's Deputy Minister of the Interior A. M. Burgess wrote 
that in his opinion it was safe to defer any decisions on irrigating southem Alberta until 
a later date. He did not believe that the area was going to expenence any significant 
immigration for years to come, and "the imgation laws of the United States have 
proved a proli fic source of fraud" that Canada should "be able to profit by their 
experience." Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for 1885, Report of 

- - Deputy-Minister A. M. Burgess, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 6, W, p. xxiv. 
Breen, The CaMdian Prairie West and the Ranching Frontier 1874-1 924, p. 17 

-A 

The development of Canada's ranch lease system, although the precedent was 
borrowed from Australia, was largely due to the personal relationships men like 
Senator Matthew Cochrane had with key individuals in the Conservative government. 
Cochrane, retired North West Mounted Police officers, and men who had been 
involved in the cross-border cattle trade al1 knew sou thern Al berta's potentid for stock 
raising and made sure they were in position early to exploit i t. Breen, The Candian 
Prairie West and t h  Ranching Fruntier 1874-1924. 

84 Ibid. pp. 18-19. 



opened the door Cor the large cattle companies to lease huge ranges between the 4gth paralle1 

and Wgary ,  thus making the region the only officially sanctioned non-agricultural portion 

of Canada's West for a few brief years. 

The "cattle kingdoms" in southern Alberta and northern Montana developed at  about 

the same time, but Alberta's grew more slowly, less extensively, and with more federal 

assistance. Canadian officials were certainly "eager to see the establishment of a large 

stock-raising industry in a region hi therto considered to be practicall y a desert." The large 

ranches brought rnoney and at  l e s t  some white settlement into the area, and helped solve 

"the immediate and pressing problem of meeting Indian beef requirements as the last 

buffaio herds disappeared from the northem plains.'% The first large herds to arrive in 

southem Alberta came from British Columbia in 1875, and Senator Matthew Cochrane's 

came from Montana in 1876 although he would later import British stock as we11.g6 In 

1880 Macdonald was pleased to announce that the Department had already received 

"nurnerous applications" for grazing leases in southern Alberta. He described Cochrane as 

an "experienced Canadian agricul turalist and stock breeder of large capital ," who had been 

promised "that his enterprise would receive every legitimate encouragement from the 

Government. . . " Macdonald wanted to stress "how important i t is to the future of that 

country, how intimately comected with the development of its best interest, that this and 

kindred schemes should be successful, and how much it will contribute to the convenience, 

profit and prospenty of the settlers in this new land that they should find at once at their 

85 Ibid. p. 15. A more geographical approach to the development of cattle ranching in the 
borderlands, and one which argues that the border made little difference to the style of 
ranching, can be found in Terry Jordan's North Amencan Catile Ranching Frontiers: 
Origins, Dimion, und Di@rentiatwn (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1993). 

86 Ed Gould, ~ a n c i z i n ~  in Western Ca& (Saanichton, BC and Seattle WA: Hancock 
House, 1978.) p. 15. 



very doors the best breeds of cattle from which to stock their farms.'* The govemment 

was quickly coming to appreciate the profitable future of ranching in southern Alberta, 

while still maintaining its officiai cornmitment to agricultural settlement. 

By 1885 there were 58 leases in force for grazing lands involving more than two 

million acres, al1 of them in southern Al berta, and the large leaseholders report4 some 

50,000 head of cattle and 5,000 horses. Not surprisingly, a report on the industry 

written by D. McEachran, himself the Iessee of 30,000 acres, was glowing. The cattle 

were al1 disease-free and even mange in horses was usually only found "among Indian 

ponies.. ." The overall mortality rate in cade "from al1 causes, winter storms included, may 

fairly be set down at  5 per cent. per annum for the entire district for the p s t  three years." 

The region was clearly demonstrating its potential "for successful wholesale cattie 

production" and was proving "highly satisfactory to the investors."m Through an 

omission that put him out of step with the rhetoric of his superiors in Ottawa, McEachran 

did not mention whether significant benefits were accruing to the local non-ranching 

population. 

As an economic activity, land-use system, and social system, ranching did not 

share space easily with 160-acre family farms in the borderlands because it involveci very 

different uses of space and different combinations of race and gender. Cattle wuld thrive 

on land with relatively little rain and tree cover, meaning even arid, treeless plains could be 

put to some use by white men and add to the wealth of the nation. As Simon Evans has 

87 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report for 1880, Sessionai Papers 1880- 
188 1, Volume 3, #3. 

88 Canada, Department of the Interior, Anrzzial Report for 1885, Report of G. U. Ryley, 
Clerk of Timber, Mineral and Grazing Lands, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 6, #û, 
p. 38. 

89 Canada, Department of the Agriculture, Anmal Reportfor 1885, Report of D. 
McEachran "On Cattle Ranching In North-West Temtory," Sessional Papers 1886, 
Volume 7, #IO, 21 Febniary 1886, p. 190. 



noted, ranching "is an extensive rather than an intensive form of land use" because a single 

animal may require anywhere from 20 to 100 acres of range to support i t. 1 t is different 

from mixed farming in that "it involves cattle grazing 'unimproved' gras for a considerable 

period of the year." Most of the ranches in the Alberta-Montana borderlands in the late 

nineteenth century consisteci of a small arnount of land around the home place which was 

actually owned or deeded by the rancher, but were completely dependent on access to 

public land for grazing.90 In short, ranching involved a mal1 number of white people 

taking up a large arnount of space, which was exactly what the govemments were trying to 

stop when it came to native people. What made ranching acceptable was not just that white 

men were taking up that space instead of native peoples, but that ranching was seen as 

economicaliy productive and profitable for ranchers and govemments alike. And while the 

discourse of "family farms" at least implied the presence of women, the discourse of 

ranching was fundamentall y and overwhelmingl y masculine. The Canadian and American 

govemrnents made concessions to the conditions of the Alberta-Montana borderlands by re- 

envisioning it as a cattle kingdom, but those concessions remained in sharp contrast to the 

dominant tone and stated agenda of their western land policies. 

ccSpeculative squatters and spurious homesteaders": limiting western 

landholding 

While their approaches to ranchland policies were taking different routes in the Iate 

1870s and earl y 1880s, Ottawa and Washington were also beginning to have different 

perceptions of western spaces. The United States started to worry about limi ting the 

- - 

90 Simon Evans, "Introduction," Cowboys. Ranchers and the Cuîîle Business: Cross- 
Border Perspectives on Ranching History, eds. Simon Evans, Sarah Carter, Bill Y eo, 
(Calgary, AB and Boulder, CO: University of Caigary Press and University Press of 
Colorado: 2000) p. x. 



amount of western land individuals and companies couId own, particularly the big ranches 

which routinely expandeci ont0 the public domain, at the sarne time as Canada was signing 

ranch leases covering hundreds of thousands of acres. The United States was corning to 

the end of its "udimited" western spaces and feared the repercussions this might have on 

American democracy. The nation had long since reached the end of its continental 

territorial expansion, and if the yeoman ideal was to survive and econornic growth through 

agricul tural land-ownership continue, federal officials in charge of land policy believed that 

private individuals and companies could not be permitted to possess particulariy large land 

holdings. Canada, on the other hand, still felt it had roorn to maneouver because of the 

slower pace of western migration, and it had never tied its national identity o r  destiny to the 

idea of the independent landowner the way the United States had. Even Canadian officials, 

however, felt that the time had corne to start policing homesteaders more closely to ensure 

that the provisions of the Dominion Lands Act were k i n g  met and that no one was holding 

land unfairly. And by the mid-1880s, just a few short years after instituting the ranch lease 

system, the government did start restrïcting the large cattle companies to ensure that the 

door remained open for agricultural settlement. 

The shift in American attitudes towards limiting the amount of land any one person 

could hold began in the late 1870s, and ended with stricter fencing Iaws in the mid-1880s. 

The 1874 invention of barbed wire made i t easy to rapidl y fence Iarge ranges and water 

supplies, which led to the "range wars" of the late nineteenth century between ranchers and 

homesteaders, big ranchers and little ranchers, cattlemen and sheep men? In contrast to 

the 1860s and 70s, when American officials saw limitless western space, they were now 

aware that those spaces did have distinct limits. As a result, officials in charge of land 

policy started worrying about white men, particularly ranchers, who were taking up more 



than their "fair share" of western space. While native Americans had taken up "too much" 

space by remaining mobile, white ranchers did it by fencing off massive portions of the 

open range, and neither practice was acceptable to bureaucrats in Washington. 

The govemment had two main objections to the ranchers' practice of fencing large 

amounts of land: not only did they fence land they were not legally entitied to, but they 

fenced so much land that it was feared agricuItural settlers and smaller ranchers were never 

going to be able to access land of their own. In his 1883 report, United States Secretary of 

the Intenor Henry M. Teller noted the many wmplaints about "the illegai appropriation of 

the public land by parties who for stock purposes inclose vast commons to which they do 

not pretend to have any right except such as given to them by fencing the same." He had 

directed the Commissioner of the General Land Office to give notice that fencing "large 

bodies of public land beyond that allowed by law is illegal, and against the rights of others 

who desire to settle or gaze  their cattle on the inclosed tracts." Teller observeci that the 

growing wealth of the nation meant more land was in the hands of fewer people, and while 

the Government could not do anything about land that was already pnvately-owned, it had 

a "duty . . . to see that the laws intended to secure a fair distribution" of the remaining public 

lands were "strictly enforced.*'x Only actual settlers should be able to access public lands 

that were sui table for agriculture, to maximize the number of people who owned land 

instead of renting it from someone else. 

A favorite target of land-management cntics was the 1877 Desert Lands Act  

Intended to make dry (and therefore "useless") land more attractive, within a few years of 

its passage the land West of the 10üh meridian was looking considerably more useful and 

l Dick, The Lure of the Lund, p. 242. 
92 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Irtterior, Report of the Secretary of the Interior for lm, House Executive Documents 
#1, Part 5,48th Congres 1st session, 1 November 1883, pp. xxxii-xxxiii. 



therefore the purpose of the Act was increasingly called into question. In 1883 for example 

Commissioner of the General Land Office N. C. McFarland criticized the Act for 

encouraging speculation and making it too easy to claim land that was in fact "naturally 

productive." It also allowed "land to be purchased wiîhout settlement, and in quantities in 

excess of the limit established by the settlement laws, thus resulting in the encouragement 

of monopoly rather than the encouragement of reclarnation." He noted that enclosing large 

arnounts of land "for exclusive use" was a common practice West of the Mississippi, and 

that many of the huge enclosures "often contain much fine farming land." He stated 

ominously that "[floreign as well as Amencan capital" was believed to be involved in this 

"unlawful appropriation of the public lands. Legal settlements by citizens of the country 

are arbitraiil y prohibited, public traveI is interrupted, and complaints have been made of the 

detention of the mails ...."93 The govemment had to reassert its authority over the public 

lands to safeguard the rights of settlers and civil society itsel f from domestic and 

international thieves. 

Congress did pass an act forbidding the fencing of public land in 1885, but it 

proved difficult to enforce and at Ieas t one officiai called for fundamental changes to the 

government's entire approach to public lands. William A. J. Sparks, the new 

Commissioner of the General Land Office under Democrat President Grover Cleveland, 

used his first report in 1885 to criticize every aspect of more than two decades of 

Republican land policy. He argued that everything from the Desert Lands Act to the 

surveying service itself had acted to limit the right of settlers to gain "the homestead of the 

Amencan farmer." He accuseci the surveying service of corruption, wasteful spending, 

and encouraging the "illegal appropriation" of public land through "the premature survey of 

93 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Commissioner of General Land Office McFarland, House Executive 



vast bodies of land monopolized by cattle ranges." B y surveying lands that were on1 y 

needed for the ranching interests the government had guaranteed that the best lands would 

be unavailable for actual settlers. In the preceding five years the surveys had extended "far 

beyond the needs of legitimate occupation of the soil." For exarnple, "large portions of 

Montana have been surveyed under the deposi t system and the lands on the streams 

fraudulently taken up under the desert-land act, to the exclusion of future settlers ..." 

Additional surveys were not needed to ensure that "the pressing tide of western 

immigration" would be able to find homes on public lands; instead, "the hundreds of 

millions of acres of public lands now unlawfully appropriateci should be wrested from 

illegal conml." He reduced the annual appropriation for the surveying senice,  and in a 

final dig at the surveyors stated that he was "wnvinced that it has never k e n  necessary to 

pay augmented rates" to survey rough terrain.94 M s  concern was not just that the land 

laws and sumey system were facilitating the exploitation of western land for personal profit 

instead of for the good of the nation, but that the rapidly-diminishing amount of available 

land in the west was likely to hamper western settlement and development. 

Canada could afford to be less concerned than the United States that it was corning 

to the end of its unlimited western spaces because considerably fewer immigrants were 

arriving on the East Coast or departing from Central Canada for the prairies. The 

government did begin inspecting homesteads more closely, however, to see that settiers 

were fulfilling the terms of their agreement Deputy Minister of the Intenor A. M. Burgess 

wrote in his report for 1883 that the homestead inspection system which had just been put 

in place was "operating very markedly to the advantage of the actuai settler, and has had the 

Documents #1, Part 5,48th Congress 1st session, 29 September 1883, p. 8. 
94 United States, Department of the Intenor, A n d  Report of the Secretary of the 
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effect of putting an end to the occupation of the professional 'homestead jumper' -- an 

excrescence upon the free homestead system which, fortunately for the happiness of the 

people, has disappeared under the new order of things." He noted that the government had 

felt it necessary in 1882 to take the step of ternporarily freeUng preemption and 

homesteading on certain sections of land dong the CPR line and south of the line to the 

"International Boundary," to slow the activities of "speculative squatters and spurious 

homesteaders." The goal of the Department, as al ways, was "to protect and encourage the 

bonafide homesteader."gs He repeated this assertion three years later, but added that 

speculators were still a problem because they had managed to claim a lot of land during the 

land boom of the early 1880s, and the 1885 Rebellion had slowed down the number of 

setîlers taking up western lands. Nevertheless, he concluded optimistically that "there has 

been a marked improvement in the performance of settlement duties by homesteaders 

generally.'% Once again, what Canada's western setllers may have lacked in quantity they 

made up for in quality. 

Not surprisingly, the Canadian government was not in any hurry to start inspecting 

ranching leaseholds with the same vigour. The ranching establishment had strong ties with 

the Conservative government and most of the leaseholders were generally doing what they 

were supposed to be doing, narnel y stocking "the eligi ble grazing lands 1 ying d o n g  the 

base of the Rocky Mountains." More importantly, however, the leases were a significant 

source of revenue: the Department made almost $20,000 on the grazing leases during the 

House Executive Documents #1 Part 5,49th Congress, 1st session, 1 November 1885, 
pp. 168 and 220. 
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1883-84 fiscai year, an amount which greatly exceeded total cash revenues from Dominion 

Land sales. Burgess also defended the leases as a better long-term land management 

strategy than simply selling off the land, because when land was leased the Crown retained 

ownership and could watch it increase in value. And finally, instead of "discouraging 

settlement," as the large leases were frequently accused of, Burgess insisted that they 

actuall y encouraged i t by "inducing an influx of population into regions which otherwise 

have remained unnoticed for years ..."97 That is, ranching made the dry land in southern 

Alberta visible in a way that purely agricultural settlement would not. 

Yet only two years later three changes were made to the t e m s  of the grazing leases 

which suggest that the government felt even more confident about the success of the leases 

while needing to appear as if it was still protecting the nghts of homesteaders. First, a 

leaseholder was now required to place no less than one-third of the total amount of stock 

specified in his lease on his land in each of the first three y-, a time limit which had not 

existed before. Secondly, any portion of the leased land could be opened by the 

Govenunent to "actud settlers" for pre-emption or homesteading without waiting for the 

lease to expire, although Burgess was careful to note that the leases did not usually include 

much good agricultural land. He also didn't think that there had to be any "necessary or  

naturai codlict of interest between lessees of ranges and actual settlers; on the conhary, 

within certain bounds, their interests are identical" because each could help create a local 

market for the other's products.98 Nonetheless, in thwry the change would allow for more 

rapid settlement of the region because the Government would not have to wait until the 

lease was up to allow permanent settlement. 

97 Canada, Department of the Intenor, A n m l  Report for 1883, Report of Deputy- 
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The third change to the terms of the grazing leases was the doubling of the rent to 

two cents per acre. The lower rate had served its purpose of enticing "stockholders to test 

the capabilities of Our @ng country" but a higher rate muld now be justifiai as the land 

had proven i ts worth. The superiority of Canada's "grazing lands and . . . climate" over 

those "on the south side of the 49th paraIlel has now been proven be yond dispute," and 

there was "a strong indication that many of the most intelligent and successfuI stockowners 

now operating in the United States will, even at the increased rental, transfer a Iarge portion 

of their herds to Our side of the international boundary." The completion of the CPR would 

also make it easier for local producers to ship cattle to Europe, a trade w hich was expected 

to "attain very considerable proportions."99 Southern Alberta's natural advantages and the 

government's wise and careful management of those resources were now k i n g  

demonstrated, as the region became an econornic centre in its own right. 

Although these changes to the leases were aimed at nominally curtailing the growth 

of the big ranches in southern Alberta and increasing the federal govemment's leasing 

profits, it is clear that they did not represent wholehearted support for the rights of 

homesteaders in the region. Canadian officids continued to suggest ways of limiting the 

amount of land homesteaders could or should own. For example, H. H. Smith, the 

Cornmissioner of Dominion Lands, recommended in 1885 that additional changes be made 

to the Dominion Lands Act to Iimit the amount of land a person could access through the 

A c t  He wanted to abolish "second entry", o r  the right of a settler to enter a second 

homestead claim after he had received the patents on the first entry. I t was intended to 

allow settlers to acquire addi tional land in the vicini ty of their first homestead, but in 

Smith's view it was "seldom an actual advantage to them to increase their holdings" 

* Canada, Department of the Interior, Annuai Report for 1885, Report of Deputy- 
Minister A. M. Burgess, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 6, #û, pp. xxvii-xxviii. 



because they generally lacked the "capi ta1 to properly cultivate even 160 acres ... In view of 

the rapidly decreasing extent of free land now open on this continent to those residents of 

the older countries who desire to better thei r condition by emigrating, 1 do not think i t 

advisable that residents of the country should have it in their power to aquî re  too easily 

more land than they can profitably cultivate." After all, if a settler did possess "the means 

and ability" to work a larger holding, they could purchase land already dienateci from the 

Crown. lo0 What is strîking is how much more paternalistic this sounds when compared 

with some of the Amencan reports - the Canadian system allowed officials to see 

themselves as being in a position of knowing what was best for settlers, while in the 

United States officials seemed to see western settlers as equals who tended to get the upper 

hand. 

A similar anti-homesteader tone is evident in the 1885 report of Superintendent of 

Mines William Pearce. He believed that i t on1 y made sense for the Govemment to frame its 

policies so as to favour the stockmen because "[flew, if any, settle in the ranching country 

having in view only the growth of grain and vegetables.. ." There was a limited local 

market for these products and the distances to larger markets were too great for profitable 

cornpetition. He did think that a larger number of smaller stock-holders was preferable to a 

small number of very large holders, however, and wanted to prevent river bottoms, in 

particular, from k i n g  monopolized. One possible solution was for "ail lands valuable for 

waterÏng purposes, hay and shelter" to be resewed by the Govermnent. Pearce wncluded 

that "In conversation with rnany stockmen from the south of the line 1 gather that our 

ranche country will cany very rnuch more stock per square mile than theirs; and further, in 

-- - - - - - - - 
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al1 of it dong the mountains there is sufficient rainfall to prevent the occurrence of the 

calamity of k i n g  'eaten out  "' IO1 From his perspective Alberta's cattle kingdom was both 

better-watered and better-managed than Montana's, once again vindicating the 4gth parallel 

as a border. 

"Brought within reasonable distance": railroads and the borderlands 

By the time Pearce wrote his report the railroad era had finally come to the Alberta- 

Montana borderlands, and the roads would both reinforce and challenge the border. The 

Northern Pacific arrived in Helena in 1883 and the Canadian Pacific Railroad made it to 

Calgary in 1884, but their real potential for practical contributions to western development 

had long been outweighed by their imagineci importance in the rninds of federal and local 

officials. The Alberta-Montana borderlands were re-constmcted as passively awaiting the 

settlers who could final1 y take the train al1 the way to the edge of the plains. There is no 

doubt that the land management strategy upon which both governments resied most of their 

hopes for the borderlands was the railroad. The tools of surveyng and mapping and 

counting had long been deployed in the region, but it was the railroad that was supposed to 

ensure national visions were brought to fruition. The transcontinental lines were not the 

first step each govemment took in consolidating its hold over the region, but they were 

perceived as the key step for fulfi lhg national political and economic dreams. By 

increasing the pace of movement to and from the western edge of the prairies, ailowing 

immigrants to move in and local products to move out more readily, that land began to 

seem less far away. 

101 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for 1885, Report of William 
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Each govermnent had laid the foundations of its railroad land grants policies in the 

same yearas it laid the foundations of its homestead policies, believing that there was a 

tight reciprocal relationship between the two: the abundance of western lands could be used 

to tempt the railroad companies, and the railroads' access to western lands could be used to 

tempt settlers. The United States passed the Transcontinental Railroad Land Grant Act in 

1862, and ten years later Canada passed an "Act respecting the Canadian Pacific Railway." 

The first Amencan grant of nearl y 19 million acres went to the Union Pacific Railroad 

Company, which completed the first transcontinental rail line in North Amenca in 1869. 

The Northem Pacific received the largest g a n t  of 40 million acres in 1864, and this was the 

line which would eventually reach Montana'" After years of political upheaval and false 

starts, the Canadian Pacific Railway was granted 25 million acres and $25 million in 1880, 

and a route just north of the border final1 y chosen. 

The long-awaited arriva1 of the railroad in northem Montana and southern Alberta 

was greeted with enthusiasm by local officiais, because it was the rail lines which would 

confinn that the borderlands were no longer at the fringes of the nation. In his report for 

1883 Surveyor-General of Montana John S. Harris noted "that the development and 

growth of the Teni tory has been most encouraging in the past year, not a li ttle of which is 

due to the progress of the Northem Pacific Railroad in opening up this vast section of new 

country." Construction had reached Helena in June, and the line was due to be completed 

by the first of September. A branch of the line was also k i n g  constructed to Fort Benton 

for faster connections with the riverboat trade. The "railroad era is at last upon us, and we 

may reasonabl y expect a much more mpid growth in the future than there has been in the 

past.. ." As a result, "Montana is destined to be one of the greatest and most flourishing of 

1°2 White, 'It's Your Mbforîune ', p. 146 



al1 the Western States."*03 Not surprisingly, Governor John S. Crosby shared Harris' 

optimism, noting that the Northem Pacific was going to bnng "in a large amount of wealth 

and population from abroad to aid in the work of developing the nch and varied resources 

of the Temtory." lQ As Cyrus Thomas had imagined in 1872, the long-awaited influx of 

newcomers could finally travel to  Montana at "railroad speed" and the Temtory's 

population more than doubled between 1880 and 1885. 

Canada's Deputy-Minister af the Intenor A. M. Burgess was also very pleased 

when the Canadian Pacific Railway was finally completed, although his report for 1885 

stresseci that the key gain for southern Alberta was a faster connection to eastem markets 

and not a rapid influx of settlers. Because a branch line of the CPR had already been built 

to Lethbridge, the region's coal mines and ranchlands had "been brought wi thin rasonable 

distance of a railway outlet by which ready access is had to the eastem markets."lOs Once 

linked to the country's economic centres and ports, southern Alberta's coal and cattie were 

now perceived as safeI y contained wi thin the Canadian nation. 

In their efforts to colonize and nationalize their respective western domains, the 

Canadian and American governments had stniggled to ensure that their maps of western 

lands and the policies they used to administer those lands accorded with and reinforcecl 

their visions for the region's social, political, and economic future. By the mid- 1880s the 

49th parailel dividing B l a c b t  country had been surveyed and marked and the land on 

103 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Intmor, Report of Surveyor-General of Montana John S. Harris, House Executive 
Documents #1, Part 5,48th Congress 1st session, 21 July 1883, p. 248. 

104 United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Govemor of Montana John S. Crosby, House Executive 
Documents #1, Part 5'48th Congress 1st session, 3 1 October 1883, p. 541. 

105 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report for 1885, Report of Deputy- 
Minister A. M. Burgess, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 6, W ,  p. xxvii. 



either side of it had taken on a clear shape in the eyes of "its" respective govemment. 

Successive generations of explorers, surveyors, and federal officiais were determined that 

even the furthest edge of the plains was going to play a role in national destinies. The 

Aiberta-Montana borderlands had seemed to be far away from centres of government, but 

surveys, settlers and railroads would weave them into each nation's imagined community. 

Yet these borderlands consistently resisted national visions and categories. A 

relative Iack of rainfail and irrigation meant that the region was better suited for large-sale 

stock rai si ng than small-sale agriculture and farnil y farms. A national border de termined 

by astronomy could never be experienced localIy as a powerful symbolic demarcation. 

And the people of the Blackfoot Confederacy would add their own challenges to the 

boundaries drawn around them. 



Chapter 2 

&(Their own country": Drawing lines in Blackfoot Territory 

Canadian and American federd efforts to gain control over the land which made up 

the tradi tional terri tory of the Blackfmt Confederacy demandeci that white authori ties 

contain the Blackfoot people themselves. This chapter focuses on the years between the 

late 1û6ûs and mid-1880s to analyze the rnethods used by the Canadian and American 

governments to subdue and contain the people of the Blackfoot Confederacy. Like other 

Plains people, the tribes that made up the Confederacy were seen by the two federal 

governments as taking up "too much" space in the West, and they had to be forced to take 

up l es  space and clear the way for white settlers. 1 argue that in addition to direct tools of 

containment like armed violence and treaties, which have been the focus of much histoncal 

study , officiais responsi ble for administering Indian policy also used less direct methods 

that built upon the ones the governments had used to establish control over the land east of 

the Roches. Officiais collected as much information as possible about the Blackfoot, 

sunteyed their reservations with the hope that those invisible lines would contain the 

Blackfoot and open up the rest of their territory for whites, and tried to keep "their" 

Blacldoot on "their" side of the border. These attempts at physical containment were 

reinforced by efforts to re-shape the Blackfoot's cultural and gender patterns. Y et at the 

sarne time as the Blackfoot 's persistent cross-border mobiIity created international 

problems, that mobility becarne a way for authonties to reinforce the meaning of the border 

by blaming the other side's Indians or legai system for the ongoing problems. 

In many ways the Blackfoot's experiences with the two governments were sirnilar 

to those of other northen Great Plains nations like the Sioux and the Cree, but in other 

ways the Blacldmt's late, rapid colonisation and cross-border culture made them unique. 

They were the last native group of the Amefican Great Plains and Canadian western interior 



to sign treaties with the United States and Canada, and their traditional territory had 

extended well beyond the border on both sides. Although John Ewers credits the 

Confederacy's "warlike nature" and reputation as a "hostile and bloodthirsty people" for the 

treaty-making delay in the United States,' it is aiso clear that the geographical location of 

Blackfoot territory had a substantial impact on their relationships with the Canadian and 

American governments. In  the middle decades of the nineteenth century their territory was 

large, straddled the 49'" parallel, and removed from the major strearns of white 

transcontinental rnovernent. In 1881 Montana Indian Agent John Young noted that their 

temtory had once included about twenty thousand square miles, "from the forty-seventh 

degree to the fifty-first degree north latitude, taking in the upper valley of the Saskatchewan 

and of the headwaters of the Missouri, south and west, at the base of the Rocky 

Mountains, the lower Saskatchewan plains, or Cree and Assiniboine country, forming their 

extreme boundary ..." He added that "no Indian tribes, either north or  W e s t  . . . have had so 

little intercourse with the whites in the past as the consolidated tribes of the Blackfeet, 

Bloods, and Peigans," because of the "out-of-the-way location of their reservation -- no 

places of interest or importance requiring roads through it -- and the reputation the tribes 

had for the possession of al1 the bad qualities of the Indians ..."2 Historians would add 

poor land, slow completion of the railways and the distance from the national capitols to the 

1 John C. Ewers, The Blackfeet: Raiders on the Northwestern Plains (Norman: 
University of Okiahoma Press, 1958) p. 205 

2 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretmy of the 
Interior, Report of Indian Agent John Young, House Executive Documents, #1, Part 
5,47th Congress, 1 st Session, 3 1 Jul y 188 1, p. 169. Young held the p s t  of Agent 
for the Blaclcf't longer than any other during this time period: he was appointed in 
1876 and stayed for eight years, resigning in frustration as he  watched the Blackfoot on 
the reserve starving to death. Hana Sarnek, The Blackfoot Confederacy 1880-1920: A 
Comparaiive Study of Canudian and U. S. Indian Policy (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1987), p. 41. 



rasons why Blackfoot country was one of the 1 s t  pieces of the western interior to be 

settled by whites. 

Federal efforts to enforce the 4gth parallel as a political border made the B l a c b t  

into a bi-national people. In spite of significant differences between the Indian policies of 

the United States and those of Canada, the Blackfoot on both sides of the line suffered the 

same fate. T hree separate smallpox epidemics between the late eighteenth and late 

nineteenth centuries greatl y reduced their numbers and their abili ty to resist white 

incursions.3 They signed no fewer than four treaties, three with the United States (in 

1855, 1865 and 1867) and one wi th Canada (in 1877). They were eventuall y left with 

eight srnall reserves, minute fractions of their former territory By 1900 racism and 

poverty had becorne the dominant features of their relationship with the white settler 

societies around them. Paul Sharp wntes that the North American political development 

w hich divided the Blackfoot destroyed "a regional pattern of living confirmed by 

generations of experiences. And it complicated local problems by making them 

intemati~nal."~ However, the people of the Blackfoot Confederacy resisted the lines of 

division and containment which the federal governments were trying to impose on them 

and their territory while simultaneously using the line strategically for their own purposes. 

1 argue that the history of the Blacldoot peoples does not simpl y or neatl y divide into "pre- 

reservation" and "reservation" life as much of the historiography suggests. Blackfoot 

3 The first significant srnallpox epidernic to hit the Blacldoot was in the late lgth century 
and is thought to have killed up to two-thirds of the people. The second was brought 
north up the Missouri River in 1837 by an American Fur Company steamer, and i t is 
also estimated that it wiped out up to two-thirds of the nation. Smallpox hit again in 
1869-70, and again was carrieci by a Missouri River stearnboat. This time estimates of 
the dead ran to nearly 3000 people, with the Piegan accounting for more than a third. 
See Ewers, The Blackfeet, pp. 29,37,66, 261 and Hugh Dempsey, Crowfoot: Chief 
of the BEQckfeel (Edmonton, Hurtig Publishers, IgZ), p. 1 1, 59-60, for discussion of 
the epidemics. 



resistance challenged the governments ' attempts to make the border into a meaningful 

dividing line, at the same time as it gave the governments a cwvenient binary opposition 

("our Indians" versus "their Indians") which they could use to reinforce the line. 

64Without fixed homes": the "problem" of aboriginal mobility 

The mobility of northern Great Plains people created two problems for officials in 

Ottawa and Washington: it undermined national daims to western temtory, particularly 

when native cornmunities crossed the border, and undermined the governments* 

"civilizing" efforts. As Paul Carter has wri tten about Australia's abrigines, " [t] he refusal 

to live in one place, and hence to be accountable, was the major obstacle to the process of 

civilizing." The problem was not that indigenous people were unorganized, but "that their 

power was distributecl horizontally, dynarnically." Their mobility represented its own kind 

of social and poli tical organization and was expressed ""as a power over space'"5 and this 

could not be tolerated by colonial nations determined to assert their own power over space. 

The United States had to address these problems more quickIy than Canada, because 

whites were moving West much faster in the United States, the relationship between whites 

and aboriginals in the United States had a more violent history, and Canada's system of 

numbered treaties in the 1870s and the presence of the Mounted Police gave the impression 

that an orderl y and well-managed tram fer of land was taking place. Indeed, Canadian 

officials* concems were primarily about the best way to manage such a far-away problem 

as the Indians of the North-West Temtories. For exarnple, in his Annuai Report for the 

year ending June 30th 1872 Canada's Superintendent of Indian Affairs Joseph Howe wrote 

Paul Sharp, Whoop-Up Counîry: The Canaiiian-American West, 1865-1885 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1955) p. 133 

5 Paul Carter, The Road tu Botany Bay: An Exploration of Lundrcape and History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987) p. 336. 



that Indian affairs in "the wide Temtories of the North West" had to be managed differently 

than they had k e n  in the eastern part of the country. In the "vat countries" of the west 

reserves had not yet k e n  set aside, and less money and missionary labour had been 

expended. Furthemore, "the dis tances from Ottawa are so formidable," that "carrying on 

Indian Affairs by correspondence" was a hopeless task and could be accomplished more 

easil y if regional boards were set up.6 For Canadian officiais, western aboriginal 

communities seemed to be far away and would be dealt with by establishing an appropriate 

long-distance administrative structure. 

The United States did not have this luxury of space and time. The mili tary and 

political consequences of aboriginal mobility were brought home most strongly by the 

Lakota or  Sioux's stuming rnilitary victory over the United States A m y  in 1876 in south- 

centrai Montana and their deliberate use of the border with Canada in 1877 as a line of 

safety between them and the A m y ?  The Lakota had expanded northward from the central 

plains rapidl y in the 1860s and 1870s, fighting other aboriginal groups and the United 

States A m y ,  and by the later decade were in a position to challenge the Blackfbot's 

dominance of north-western Montana. Beth LaDow calls the Sioux's June lW6 

"annihilation" of Genexai George Custer and his men "the most famous defeat of the U. S. 

A m y  in the history of the West. It is the most famous Indian rnilitary victory. It was also, 

6 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of Indian wairs  for yem ending 30 
June 1872, Report of Superintendent Joseph Howe, Sessional Papers 1873, Volume 
5, #23, p. 2. 

7 There is a wealth of scholarl y li terature on the Lakota, but this paragraph relies most 
heavil y on Anthony McGinnis, Counting Coup und Cuning Horses: Intertribal WarJare 
o n  the Northern Plains, 1 738-1 889 (Evergreen, Colorado: Cordillera Press, l99O), 
and Beth LaDow, TIze Medicine Line: Lijk und Death on a North Amencan Borderland 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2001). See also Joseph Manzione, "IAm 
Looking to the North for My Life " : Sitting Bull, 1876- 1 881 (Salt Lake City: University 
of Utah Press, 1991); and Robert Utley, The LMce and the Shield: the Life and Times 
of Sining Bull, (New York: Holt and Company, Inc., 1993). 



for the last roaming tribes, the beginning of the end of freedom.'*g In May 1877, after 

months of tension, Sitting Bull and about 1 0  of his people crossed into what is now 

southern Saskatchewan seeking food and safety. They spent the next four years receiving 

grudging shelter from Canadian authorities who urged them to retum to the United States, 

and in 1881 Sitting Bull and the last of his followers did so. 

In the years following the Lakota's victory over Custer at Little Big Hom, 

American authon ties were increasingl y on the defensive trying to explain why Canada did 

not seem to be having the same "Indian troubles" as the United States. Secretaxy of the 

lnterior Car1 Schurz wrote in 1877 and again in 1879 that the United States government's 

Indian policy was king cornpared unfairl y to Canada's, because the latter still enjoyed a 

large, "empty" buffer zone between white settlers and western Indians. He conceded that 

"the character of our Indians does not materially differ from that of the Indians in the 

British possessions on this continent, and that nevertheless peace and friendly relations are 

maintained there between the Indians and the whites." However, "the bulk of the Indian 

population" in western Canada was free to "occupy an immense area almost untouched by 

settlements of whites. ... The line dividing the Indians and the whites can be easily 

controlled by a well-organized body of police, who maintain peace and order." The United 

States no longer enjoyed this kind of dividing line, and the end result was that whites and 

Indians were "in one another's way? Two years later lis interest in the ways Canadian 

authorities were managing their Indians had not abated. He noted that as a result of 

diminishing game and hunting grounds north of the h e ,  "our Canadian neighbours, if we 

may believe recent reports," were beginning to enmunter "difficul ties similar to those we 

- 

8 LaDow, The Medicine Line, p. 43. 
United States, Department of the Intenor, Annuol Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents, #1, Part 5,45th Congres, 2nd session, 1 
November 1877, p. ix. 



have so long had to contend with," and are "just approaching the same Indian problem 

which has been disturbing us for so long a time in various forms. It is to be hoped that 

they will succeed in solving it with less trouble than it has brought upon us, but they 

themselves appear to see reason for apprehension."'O The "problems" shared by Canada 

and the United States when it came to aboriginal people made each other's Indian poiicy an 

obvious and frequent point of cornparison, and for Schurz space was the key variable that 

explained Canada's apparent "success" and the United State's apparent "failure." 

The belief that western Plains peoples had to be contained quickly dominated the 

Annuai Reports of the United States Department of the Interior throughout the 1870s and 

1880s. Federal officiais agreed on the problem: western aboriginal peoples were taking 

up too much room and thus threatened to slow down the expansion of white settlement and 

economic development. United States Commissioner of the General Land Office Joseph 

Wilson bluntly declared in 1870 that it was not "in accordance with justice and natural right 

for a small number of persons to monopolize large areas of the earth's surface," 

(paradoxicall y employing the notion of "natural rights" against the people w ho embodied 

the nineteenth-century's "natural man,") when the land could "support a population many 

thousands of times greater" if it was cultivated. l2 In 1872 Secretary of the Interior 

Columbus Delano declareci that the government had the right to assume "that Our 

civilization ought to take the place of their barbarous habits. We therefore da im the right to 

control the soi1 which they occupy, and we assume that i t is our duty to coerce them, if 

10 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents #1, Part 5,46th Congres, 2nd Session, 15 
November 1879, pp. 34. 

11 The best o v e ~ e w  of Amencan Indian policy is Francis Pnicha's two-volume study 
ï7t.e Great Father: United States G o v e r m n ~  and the American Indians (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984). 

12 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Incerior, Report of Commissioner of General land Office Joseph Wilson, House 



necessary, into the adoption and practice of Our habits and customs." Forcing Indians ont0 

reservations removed them "from the direct path of industrial progress, and allows the 

work of settlement and the extension of Our railways to go fonvard up to the full limit of 

the capacities of capital and immigration ...."13 Secretary Henry Teller wrote in 1883 that 

"[tlhe Indian can no longer hide himself in the fastness of the mountains or  in the solitude 

of the wilderness. Contact has corne between the settler and the Indian in al1 parts of the 

country. Civilization and savagery cannot dwell together," and Indians "must adopt the 

'white man's ways' o r  be swept away by the vices of savage life, intensified by contact 

with civilization."l4 As the buffer zone dissolved, officials at  the highest Ievels 

increasingl y defined traditional native uses of space as a national problem. 

American authorities d s o  agreed that the solution to their probIem was to contain 

aboriginal people, but they disagreed on how this should be done. Reducing the number 

and increasing the size of reservations was a common proposition, and one that was seen 

as the most efficient because it would reduce the number of required supervisory and 

military personnel, but few of the Secretaries contemplated this solution for long because of 

the anticipated opposition from neighbouring whites. The more frequent refrain was to 

recommend repeatedly that existing resewations be cut down in size and the Indians be 

forced to remain wi thin their limi ts. Some federal officials took a harsh stance, stating, as 

Secretary Delano did in his 1872 report, that Indians should be restricted "to an a m  of 

sufficient extent to fumish them with farms for cultivation, and no  more." He was certain 

that "little progress can be made in the work of civilization while the Indians are suffered to 

Executive Document #1, Part 441" congress, 3" session, 27 October 1870, p. 27. 
13 United States, Deparmient of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, House Executive Documents #1, Part 5,42nd Congress, 3rd session, 3 1 
October 1872, p. 4. 

14 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretas> of the 
Inîerior, House Executive Documents #1, Part S,48th Congress, 1st session, 1 



roam at large over immense reservations."l5 Five years later Secretary Car1 Schurz agreed 

that the way to fix "the evils inherent to the existence of an incongrnous population arnong 

US," was "to confine them within the narrowest possible limits ...."'6 

Their successors tended to take more moderate positions, believing that containment 

needed to progress more slowly and with more generous land allowances, but the issue of 

Indians and their space remained a preoccupation. In 1881 Secret;try Samuel Kirkwood 

argued that granting lndians stronger legal title to their land and making some 

accommodations for cultural differences would improve Arnerican Indian policy. He too 

believed that the size and number of existing reservations should be reduced, but cautioned 

that Indians should be granted more room than the same number of white men, because 

"[t] heir a t tachent  to kin and tri be is stronger than arnong civilized men," and "the Indian 

father of to-day" needed "assurance that his children as well as himself could have a 

home."17 White authorities rarely made such positive assessments of the importance of 

"kin and tribe" among native peoples, and in this instance Kirkwood used the perception to 

suggest that the governrnent could placate aboriginal communities more quickly if it agreed 

to let them have more land than an equivalent number of white men. 

The next two Secretaries of the Interior, Henry Teller and L. Q. C. L m a r ,  also 

proposed that the fastest way to "civilize" Indians was to fix them in permanent homes on 

November 1883, p. iii. 
15 United States, Depariment of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, H o u e  Executive Documents #l, Part 5,42nd Congress, 3rd session, 31 
October 1872, p. 5. 

16 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Repon of the Secretary of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents #1, Pari 5,45th Congress, 2nd session, 1 
November 1877, p. x. 
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individual farms to which they would have a clear legal title.18 They couid not match the 

rhetoric of Commissioner of Indian Affairs Hiram Price, however, who stressed in 1885 

that the key benefit of breaking up the reservations would be that "Every Indian may own a 

homestead!" This would give them a better p s i  tion than "millions of white families in the 

country, to say nothing of the large number of homeless people in the Old World, and the 

negroes of the Southern States." And while his liberal extension of the yeoman ideology 

to al1 races seemed to contradict the Eurocentnsm of federai policy, he made no effort to 

gloss over the gendered and assimilationkt subtext of the plan: "industry and education" 

would "awaken the spirit of personal independence and manhood, create a desire for 

possessing property, and a knowledge of its advantages and rights." Throwing 

"responsibility upon the Indians" would teach "them self-respect and individuality," as well 

as developing "in them a higher manhcmd." A masculinity based on property ownership 

and the accumulation of wealth, the sort of masculinity nonnally only available to white 

men, could be made available to aboriginal men with the right combination of coercion and 

exarn pie. If the Government pursued this route systematicall y, Price declared, wi thin five 

years few Indians "would refuse to accept so favourable and advantageous a measure." 

He supported the bill introduced in the last Congress by Senator Dawes that would make it 

easier for an Indian to become a citizen and unilaterally break up reserves into individual 

allotments, although he did caution that it should be a graduai process. lg The Dawes Act 

was passed in 1887 and quickly eroded many American Indian reservations. Its provisions 

l8 United States, Department of the Interior, Annul Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents #1, Part 5,48th Congress, 1st session, 1 
November 1883, p. iv. 
United States, Department of the Interior, A n d  Report of the Sec7etm-y of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents 49th Congress 1st Session, Document #I, Part 
5, 1 November 1885, p. 26. 

19 United States, Department of the Interior, Annuai Report of the Secretary of the 
Inierior, Report of Commissioner of Indian A ffairs, House Executive Documents 49th 



were intended to force aboriginals to become individual land-holders on a portion of land 

carved out of their own reserve, not allow them to choose any l a - a c r e  portion of the 

public lands. It thus proved to be one of the most effective pieces of legislation passed by 

the United States to minimize aboriginal landholdings, but its foundations had clearIy been 

in the works for years. 

Not until 1885, in the wake of the North-West Rebellion, did the Canadian 

governent  have to confront its own problem with the poli ticized mobili ty of western First 

Nations people, and its still-incomplete knowledge and control over western spaces. 

During the 1870s the treaty-making process had proceeded uneventfully and reserves were 

gradually established, thus creating the illusion for federaf officiais that Canada's western 

expansion and the containment of western aboriginal groups had been accomplished wi th a 

minimum of effort and conflict. Authori ties in Ottawa claimed to be shocked when the 

Rebellion broke out in the spring of 1885 in central Saskatchewan, but the newly- 

completed Canadian Pacific Rail way al lowed them to move troops into the area quickl y and 

enjoy what appeared to be a victory for superior knowledge and technology. 

There is an extensive literature, both historical and fictional, on the 1885 Rebellion. 

Where the older scholarship tended to focus on Métis leader Louis Riel, more recent work 

highlights the roles played by aboriginal leaders like Big Bear, the Cree leader w ho, dong 

with a party of men and numerous white hostages, rnanaged to elude Canadian authorities 

for more than two months after the RebeIlion was crushed.20 He eventuadly surrendered in 

Jul y 1885. Sarah Carter's work has focused on the ways the Canadian govermnent 

Congres 1st Session Document #1, Part 5 '5  October 1885. p. 5. 
20 See, for example, Sarah Carter's 1997 and 1999 publications, CaptMng Women: nie 

Manipulation of Cultural Imagesr in Canada 's Prairie West (Toronto and Montreal: 
McGill-Queen's University Ress. 1997) and Aboriginal People and Colonizers of 
Western Canada to 1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), as well as 



manipulated images of Big Bear to justify its actions during and after the Rebellion, but for 

the purposes of this study i t is striking to note the ways Big Bear was able to exploit his 

superior knowledge of western spaces. If the governrnent thought its knowledge of the 

West after years of surveying and mapmaking was superior to that of aboriginal peoples, 

Big Bear's escape proved that the federal gaze could still be eluded quite easily. His two 

months of freedom were vivid evidence that Ottawa's tools of rule were tenuous in the 

West. Between the late 1870s and mid-1880s, then, Canada and the United States believed 

they had some important reasons to limit the mobility of northem Great Plains people in 

general, and the mobility of a cross-border people like the Blackfoot in particular, as 

quickly and thoroughly as possible. 

They "do not al1 properly belong to the United States": cross-border 

rnobility and the Blackfoot 

As the governrnents worked to reduce the mobility of and amount of temtory 

occupied by native peoples within their borders, they continued to be frustrated by the 

B l a c b t ' s  traditional and easy movement back and forth across the border between 

Al berta and Montana Unlike the border-crossing of the Sioux or the flight of Big Bear, 

the Blackfoot's movement did not provoke o r  resul t from massive military intervention. 

Amencan officiais were more anno yed about the Blackfot 's border-crossi ng than the 

Canadians, particularly during the 187ûs when Canada had yet to conclude a treaty with the 

Blackfoot Confederacy and Blacldoot country still seemed very far away from Ottawa In 

1870 Lieutenant-Colonel Alfred Sully, the A m y  officer appointed as the fkst 

superintendent of Indian affairs in Montana in the late 1860~~ wrote frorn Montana that 

although the BIackfoot nation was "one of the largest nations of Indians at present in Our 

Hugh Dempsey's Big Bear: The End of Freedom (Vancouver and Toronto: Douglas & 



country," they "do not ail properl y belong to the United States." Instead, "they claim in 

common a section of the country from the British line south some miles to the city of 

Helena, and north of the line to the Saskatchewan River. Being a wild, uncivilized set, 

they of course do not take into consideration any treaties we have with Great Britain in 

regard to our boundary line, but look upon the whole of the country both north and south 

of the line as theirs. 

The Confederacy 's refusal to respect a politicai boundary that did not accord with 

their own did blur the line between local and international problems. Paul Sharp notes that 

if American officials were pursuing them they "simply fled across the boundary into 

British territory," and "Indians from north of the boundary" were known to demand 

annuity payments at Fort Benton. He adds, however, that it was often difficult for 

authorities to determine the "nationality" of the Blackfoot because their tem tory had always 

straddled this new border and they were not inclined to "recognize" it..22 The Blackfoot 

used the line to their advantage when they could, but were unwilling to treat it as the 

inviolable line cutting their country in two that white officials wanted it to be. 

One Indian agent in Montana in the 1870s noted that while the Blackfoot might not 

respect the invisible political borders created by the whites, they did have their own. Agent 

J. Armitage wrote in 1871, with no sense of irony, that the Blackfoot seemed "to be 

governed by imaginary boundary-lines, and express themselves as perfectly willing to 

rernain in what they consider their own country"23 His successor, William T. Ensign 

McIntyre, 1 984). 
21 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report ofthe Secretary of the 

Interior, Report of Lieutenant-colonel Alfred Sully, Montana Superintendancy, House 
Executive Document #1, Part 4, 41st congres, 3rd session, 18'70, p. 6%. 

22 Sharp, Whoop-Up Counhy, p. 147 
23 United States, Depariment of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, Report of B l a c b t  Indian Agent J. Armitage, House Executive Document 
#1,42nd Congres,  1871, p. 844. 



noted that oniy the Peigans regularly came to the agency for supplies, and he shared his 

poli tical supenors' faith that containment wi thin clear boundaries would improve the 

situation. The Bloods and B l a c b t  proper rare1 y came because they "range north of the 

British line, from two hundred and fi fty to four hundred miles from the agency, and are 

kept from coming in by illici t traders.. ." He hoped that the recent executive order setting 

aside and clearly defining "a large portion of temtory" for the Blacldoot would greatly 

assist his efforts.24 Only physical containment could ensure that "progress" towards the 

goals set out by the Department would be made; as long as the Blackfoot were free to move 

around, it was too easy for them to backslide. 

In 1874 Ensign's replacement, R. F. May, also reported that the Blackfoot and 

Bloods "ranged across the line" and mrely came to the agency, and he too blamed the 

Indians' lack of progress on their mobility and their expenences north of the line. He had 

heard that their condition in southern Alberta was "deplorable," the result of "living in a 

country where there is no law, except that which is administered by bloodthirsty ' wolfers' 

and whisky-sellers. Both of these tribes, 1 am convinced, could easily be induced to 

occupy in part this reserve, and corne to the agency if the appropriations were large enough 

to offer them greater inducernents." Uniike Ensign, however, May was quite critical of the 

reservation which had k e n  set apart for the Blackfoot by executive order in 1814. d l i n g  it 

"an act of gross injustice" because it had cut them off from one of their best hunting 

grounds "without consultation or remuneration. .. .'- Both agents believed that the 

24 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretcuy of the 
Interior, Report of Blackfoot Agent William T. Ensign, House Executive Documents 
#1, Part 5 43rd Congress, 1st session, 3 1 October 1873, p. 620. 

25 United States, ~ e p & e n t  of the Interior, ANuBl Report if the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Blackfoot Indian Agent R. F. May, House Executive Documents 
#1, Part 5,43rd congress, 2nd session, 10 September 1874, pp. 359-60. 



Blackfmt needed to be confined to be helped, but May thought that local conditions and the 

opinions of the Blackfmt themselves deserved consideration. 

Five years later the Indian agency itself had to be relocated, as a result of additional 

reductions in the southem boundary of the reservation which left the agency outside the 

reservation. It was relocated northward to Badger Creek, a tributary of the Marias River 

that was only "60 miles from the Canada line." John Young was now in charge of the 

agency, and he observed that the Blackfoot, Bloods and Peigans were "really one people" 

and were gradua11 y merging into a single tri be "known by the general name of Peigan." 

The tribe was different than "another branch of the same family, known as the Northem 

Blackf'eet, who roam almost entirely across the line in the neighbouring Dominion of 

CanadaW*6 Although the agency was now just south of the border and the Blackfoot's 

cross-border mobility was far from over, Young's report tried to reinforce the idea that the 

border was separating the "family" of the Blackfoot Confederacy into two "branches" 

which could be distinguished from each other. 

Young's faith that the border was begiming to differentiate one side from the other 

was reinforced, rather paradoxicall y, by officiais who complained about the border's 

inability to stop the actuai movement of Blackfoot people. For example, in 188 1 Montana 

Governor B. F. Potts wrote that "British Indians from north of the line, and Our own 

reservation Indians, habituaIl y roam through our northern settlements steaIing horses, 

killing cattle, and robbing unprotected settiers of their scanty supplies." He pleaded with 

the Department of îhe Interior, "on behalf of the settlers of northern Montana," to force the 

Indians to stay on their reservations and not dlow them to l a v e  except with a military 

26 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Inierior, Report from Blackfeet Agency by John Young, House Executive Documents 
#1, Part 5 4 6 t h  Congres, 2nd Session, 15 November 1879, p. 195. 



escort.27 B y naming "British Indians" and "our own reservation Indians" as two different 

groups, he invoked two different problems that the federal authori ties were supposed to 

solve: protect ranchers and settlers near the northern border against attacks from foreign 

Indians, and attacks from American Indians who were supposed to remain on reserves thar 

the Arnerican government had laid out for them. The Americans had long suspected that 

the Canadian governrnent directly or indirectly encouraged the Indians to hunt south of the 

border where they could still find buffalo, and the suspicions were well-founded Edgar 

Dewdney tacitly acknowledged in his 1880 report that the Canadians could not afford to 

feed al1 the Blackf't who were going hungry in Treaty 7, and so if they happened to be 

able to suppIement those supplies with hunting (although he did not specifically indicate 

that he was aware that they were hunting south of the line) Canadian officiais were not 

going to do much to stop thern? 

'&For permanent peace and good behavior": the blunt tools of colonial 

containment 

Scholarshi p on the Blackfoot has generall y foregrounded the roles armed violence, 

treaties, and legislation played in their containment, and with good reason.29 These tools 

27 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretmy of the 
Ir&rior, Report of the Govemor of Montana, House Executive Documents, #1, Part 5, 
47th Congres, 1st Session, 13 October 188 1, pp. 985%. A moderate and a 
conciliator, Potts was Governor from 1870 to 1883 and his primary goals for the 
Territory were financial stability and economic development. Malone, et al,  monta^= 
A History of Two Centuries, pp. 107-09. 

28 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annuai Repon, Report of Commissioner Edgar 
Dewdney, Sessional papas 1880, Volume 4, p. 100. 

29 See. for example, Ewers, The Biackfeet; Hana Samek, The Blackfo~t Confederacy 
1880- 1920: A Compararive Study of Canadian and U. S. Indian Policy (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexiw Press, 1987); Pnicha, The Great Father; Gerald Friesen, 
The Canadian Prairies: A Histary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987); Sharp, 
Whoop- Up Country; Robert Utley, The Zndian Frontier of the American West 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984). 



were powerful weapons in the governrnents' stntggles to reduce the amount of space the 

Blackfoot could possess and move through, and enabled Canada and the United States to 

re-shape many aspects of the Blackfoot culture in a short span of time. The Blackfoot had 

fewer direct clashes with the United States A m y  than many other plains peoples, because 

of their position at the far north-west corner of the Great Plains and the timing of their 

contact with whites.30 The most shocking exception to this generalization was the January 

1870 attack on a Pii kuni camp on the Marias River, during which Major Eugene Baker's 

cavalry and infantry forces killed 173 men, women and children. Dunng the late 1860s the 

Piikuni had been seen as the most troublesome of the Blackfoot tribes in Montana Baker 

was ordered by General Sheridan to attack Mountain Chief's band, which was alleged to 

wntain the worst offenders including the killers of a white rancher. Instead, Baker 

mistakenl y attacked Heavy Runner's camp, one which had al ways been friendl y towards 

the white authorities and was already suffering from smallpox. 

Critics quickly dubbed the attack the Marias Massacre, and it sparked both outrage 

and action in the east.31 The proposed transfer of the Indian Bureau to the War Department 

failed, "and disgruntled Iawmakers seized on the affair to go a step further and outlaw the 

appointment of army officers to any civil post.'"2 The event also strengthened public and 

bureaucratie support for Grant's Peace Policy, and over the next few years Indian agencies 

across the country were divided up arnong the nation's main religious denominations.33 

30 See John Tebbel and Keith Jennison, ïïze Amerkan Zndian Wms (New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1960). 

31 Extensive discussion of the Massacre can be found in Sarnek's rite Blackfoot 
Confederacy, Utley 's Z n d i a n F r ~ ~ e r ,  S harp's Whoop- Up Country, Prucha's The 
GreaîF&er, and Ewers' The Biackfeet. 

32 Utley, 23.e Zndian Frontier of the American West, p. 133 
33 The key facets of Grant's Peace Policy were to reduce the role of the army in Indian 

administration and increase civilian involvement, particularl y the involvemen t of 
Christian churches. It also involved refusing to sign any new treaties. 



Treaties and stamation were more characteristic of the Blackfbot's dealings with 

both national governrnents than direct violence. Canada and the United States had very 

different approaches when it came to making treaties with aboriginal nations, and the 

Blackfmt had very different treaty-rnaking experiences in Montana and Alberta. The goal 

on both sides of the border was the same, howevec to minimize the amount of space 

indigenous people were permitted to occupy, and maximize the amount of native land 

available for white development and settlement. 

The American governent  signed three treaties with the Blackfoot before 

abandoning the treaty system ai together in 187 1. The B lackfoot were one of several native 

groups included in the 1855 treaty which Isaac Stevens, Govemor of Washington, 

negotiated to clear the way for a northem rail line which would terminate in his t e r r i t ~ r y . ~ ~  

The treaty ceded everything south of the MusselsheIl River, but specified that the Blackfoot 

and other tribes could hunt south of the river for a period of 99 years. It called for peace 

between the Blackfoot Confederacy and the American governent  as well as between the 

Blackfoot and their aboriginal neighbours. The treaty was ratified in the spring of 1856, by 

which time the Confederacy had already gone back to war with their aboriginal 

neighbours.35 The 1û65 and 1868 treaties rnoved the southem edge of Blackfoot territory 

up to the Teton River in response to pressure from the rapidly growing white population in 

what was now officia11 y Montana Territory. T hese treaties were never ratified by the 

Senate, but the Blackfoot felt the more generous annuities should be forthcoming because 

they had bargained in good faith. When the United States abandoned the treaty system in 

1871, the Blaclaoot had Little official protection for their rapidly-shrinking land base. 

Executive orders in 1873 and 1874 further reduced the reservation, moving the southem 

34 Rucha, nie Great Father, p. 407 



edge up to where Birch Creek met the Marias River, in spite of protests from the Blackfoot 

and their agents.36 Addi tional reductions to the reserve's eastern and western edges took 

place in 1887 and 1895 through "agreements" with the tri be.37 The 491h parallel remained 

the constant northern boundary of the reservation, which meant that with a single 

northward step a person could leme the reserve, leave the United States, and enter Canada. 

Treaty 7 was signed with the Piikuni, Kainah, Si ksika, Tsuu T'ina and Nakoda of 

southern Alberta in 1877, and ceded the last corner of Canada's western interior to 

Ottawa3* Federal officiais were particularly pleased with the treaty because they now had 

possession of the entire "fertile Mt"  and whites could settle in Southern Alberta "without 

fear of being disturbed."g The governrnent was also pleased because, as Minister of the 

Intenor David Mills wrote, the Blackfoot had been considered "some of the most warlike 

and intelligent but intractable Bands of the North-West? He held up Treaty 7 as an 

example of the superiority of Canadian Indian policy over that of the United States, noting 

that Canada had b e n  able to conclude a treaty "with these warli ke and intractable tribes, at 

a time when the Indian tribes immediately across the border were engaged in open 

hostilities wi th the United States troops.. . " In short, the treaty with the Blackfoot was 

"conclusive proof of the just pl icy of the Govemment of Canada toward the abriginal 

- - - - - - - - - - - 

35 Sharp, Whoop- Up Country, pp. 142- 143. The best discussion of the American treaties 
and agreements with the Blackfoot is in Samek's The Blackfoot Confederacy. 

36 Samek nie Blukfmt Confedeacy, pp. 12-13 
37 Ibid. pp. 106- 108 
3* The best discussion of Treaty 7 can be found in nie True Spirit and Original Zr#ent of 

Treuîy 7, Treaty 7 Tribal Elders and Tribal Council with Walter Hildebrandt, Sarah 
Carter and Dorothy First Rider, (Mon treal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 1 9%). 

39 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for the yem ending 30 June 1876, 
Sessional Papers 1877, Volume 7 ,  #l l ,  p. xiii. 



population7'a as well as proof that the Canadians deal t with their least corn pliant abonginal 

wards more effectively and fairly than the Americans deait with theirs. 

Both governments were aided in their efforts to subdue and contain the Blackfoot 

and other northern plains people by the starvation the tnbes faced by the end of the 1870s, 

as the buffalo disappeared in the face of m a s  slaughter by white hunters. In spite of clear 

evidence by the mid-1870s that the buffalo would soon be gone, neither governrnent had 

contingency plans; they were simply pleased that it would force the Blackfoot to take up a 

sedentary life more quickly.41 In 1875 the United States Commissioner for Indian Affairs 

Edward Smith stated the obvious: "the Peigans and Blackfeet, who are now procunng 

much the larger portion of their subsistence by hunting, will, before long, be compelled by 

scarcity of game to depend upon Government rations." He did warn, however, that "the 

change from a nomadic to an agricultural life," was going to require a temporary increase in 

appropriations.42 Three years later Canada's Deputy Superintendent-General of Indian 

Affairs L. Vankoughnet wrote that although the Indians in the North West Terri tories had 

"not yet learned the value of agriculture," as the buffalo disappeared they would soon have 

to "turn their attention to tilling the soi1 or raising stock to enable them to l i~e ."~3 

-. - - 

40 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Reportfor the year ending 30 June 1877, 
Sessionai Papers 1878, Volume 8, #IO, pp. xv-xvii. 

41 Samek, Blockfoot Confederq, p. 38 
42 United States, Department of the Interior, Anmal Report of the Secretary of the 

Inîerior, Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs Edward Smith, House 
Executive Documents #1, Part 5, 44th Congress, 1st session, p. 530. 
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Neither governent  was prepared to spend the amount of money it would have 

taken to achieve that transition effective1 y or to keep the BIackfoot from starving. Hana 

Samek notes that the disappearance of the buffdo precipitated "the first instance of 

simultaneous failure by the Indian administrations in both countries." The administrative 

fadure in the United States was more serious than in Canada b u s e  the American 

govenunent already had officials in place in northern Montana to administer relief. B y 

contrast, Canada had few local Indian Department personnel in southern Al berta, which left 

the Mounties as the on1 y organization available to disburse assistance.44 The Blackfoot 's 

rapid spiral into starvation meant that local and national officids spent the late 1870s and 

early 1880s pleading for more money in the face of federal budget cuts. While the Indian 

agents and Mounties were genuinely concemed about the very real ptential for m a s  

starvation on the reserves, federal officiais were more womed that the Blackfoot would 

leave the reserves and kill white men's cattle to survive.45 

Repeated calls for more assistance for the Blackfoot fell on deaf ears. Historian 

John Ewers estimates that between 250 and 550 Piikuni starved to death on the Montana 

reserve between 1882 and 1884, out of a total of less than 7000.46 The situation was not 

much better for the B lackfoot in southern Al berta, al though there do not appear to have 

edited by Ian Getty and Antoine Lussier (Vancouver: University of British Columbia 
Press, 1983.) 

44 Samek, Biackfoot Confederq, p. 38 
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k e n  as rnany deaths from actual starvation. Many of the Blackfmt had spent the winter of 

1880-81 hunting in Montana but hundreds moved north in the spring. New1 y-appointed 

Agent Norman Macleod (brother of Colonel James Macleod) had to resist Ottawa's efforts 

to reduce rations while tryng to feed "the nearly 7,000 Indians who ultimateiy descended 

on Treaty 7." Macleod resigned in frustration in 1882 and was replaced by former Mountie 

Cecil Den11y.4~ 

The Blackfoot's economy finally collapsed just before the long-awaited arriva1 of 

the transcontinental railroads in the region, and the Amencan government was confident 

that the railroads would be the final and deciding factor in the subjugation of the native 

people of the northern Great Plains. As early as 1872 United States Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs Francis A. Walker had predicted that the wmpletion of the Northern Pacific 

Railroad would resolve the problems with hostile tribes across the West, because "the rapid 

movement of troops dong the northem line would prevent the escape of the savages, when 

hard pressed, into the British Possessions, which have heretofore afforded a convenient 

refuge on the approach of a military expedi tion."M In 188 1 Secretary of the Interior 

Kirkwood used similar reasons to explain his support for the nurnerous applications his 

Department had received from railroad companies for permission to build lines through 

Indian reservations. He noted that the applications stresseci both "the necessi ty of 

suppl ying the needs of the white people on Our frontier, and the civilizing influence of 

railroads on the Indians, as reasons why their requests should be granted."49 The logic of 

- - - - - - - - - -- - -- 

Ewers, The Blackfeet, p. 294 
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the second reason was apparently so  self-evident that it did not require further explanation: 

for both countries the roads represented physical and symbolic colonization, and solidified 

national control over western land. The railroads would physically break up western land 

and provide a concrete link between eastern govemments and their western empires, 

allowing settlers and troops, goods and information, to move back and forth more quickl y. 

Railroads justi fied and were justified by the interlocking processes of conquest, 

colonization, and settlement. 

A final factor in the containment of aboriginal peoples which Canadian histonans 

have stressed is Canada's 1876 Indian Act. The Act set out clear definitions for who 

was and was not an "Indian," thus creating a legal category which officials couid use to 

police the lines between whites and natives. By defining who could or  could not Iive on a 

reserve and receive federai funds, the Act gave Canadian officials a signifiant advantage 

over their American counterparts. 1 t consolidated al1 laws governing Indian affairs in the 

new coast-to-coast Dominion, and gave officials 'Wie power to exercise virtually complete 

control over the personal, political, social, and economic life of native people." Its key 

feature was the defini tion of an "Indian" as a male person of aboriginal b l d  who 

belonged to a particular band; any child of that man; and any woman that man married, 

even if the woman was white. 1 t created the legal distinction between "status" and 

"nonstatus" Indians, "with the former consisting of native people recognized to be Indians 

under the tenns of the Indian Act, and the latter compnsing those who are not considered 

Indians under the tenns of the act, even though they are indeed genetically and culturally 

3 This section draws on the extensive historiography of Canada's Indian Ac& and Treaîy 
system. See, for example, Sweet Promises: A Reader on Indian- White Relations in 
Cam&, edited by J. R Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991); Miller's 
Skyscrapers Hide the Heavem; Samek's The Blackfoot Confederacy; Kathleen 
Jarnieson's Z d a n  Women and the Law; Treaty 7 Qders et al, The True Spirit and 
Original Zntent of Treaty 7. 



Indian."sl For over one hundred years, aboriginal women who married white or non- 

status aboriginal men were no longer "Indians" under the law and had to leave the 

reservation. Because Indian-ness was carried in and transmitted through the blood of men, 

a white woman became an "Indian" by marrying an abonginal man, while an aboriginal 

woman became white? 

The United States, on the other hand, did not have a clear legal definition of who 

was an Indian, and so aboriginal women who married white men could continue to live on 

the resewe d o n g  with their white husbands. What frustrated Amencan officials about this 

situation was that the white men could then access tribal resources like land and cattle, and 

these "squaw men" came to be seen as "a disruptive element, causing headaches for many 

Indian agents."= The category "squaw man" will be discussed at greater length below; it 

was also given to white men in Canada who mamied aboriginal women, but, while k i n g  

equall y racist in i ts origins, i t had fewer economic implications in Canada and seems to 

have generated less concem among Canadian officials before 1885. As the preceding 

discussion has shown, even the bluntest tools of containment relied on discourses of race 

and gender, and it was these categories which proved more effective in the long run. 

"To designate the future boundaries": regulating space and race 

While direct violence, treaties, starvation and legislation were important factors in 

achieving the govemments' goals of subduing and physically containing the Blackfoot, 

historians have paid l e s  attention to the other, Iess visible tools the govemments had at 

their disposal. A stri king characteristic of the reports of Indian Agents, Commissioners, 

-- 

51 Samek, The Biuckfoot Confederacy, pp. 19-20 
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Secretaries and Ministers alike is their obsession with the close supervision of and 

gathering precise information about native communi ties across each country, an obsession 

which paralleled their approach to western land. Intense supervision seemed to be almost 

as important as physical containment for "civilizing" aboriginal people. Foucault writes 

that with a system of surveillance "[tlhere is no need for arms, physical violence, matenal 

constraints. Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze, a gaze where each individual under i ts weight 

will end by interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer ... A superb formula: 

power exercised continuously and for what tums out to be a minimal cosC"' Canada and 

the United States certainly had a wide range of material constraints they could and did place 

around native peoples, but they also put great stock in the "inspecting gaze." For example, 

in the first Annual Report of Canada's Department of the Interior in 1875, Minister David 

Laird suggested that "Iocal superi n tendents and agents shodd carefull y observe the 

movements of those under their supervision, and report every sign of material, mental and 

moral improvement or retrogression. The adoption of this course would, no doubt, tend to 

mitigate some of the evils under which the Indians labor by bringing them more 

prominentl y into notice.. ."55 

But bringing aboriginal communities "more prominently into notice" was not easy: 

those immense spaces which were k i n g  used to attract white settlers made it very difficult 

to watch aboriginal communities closely. In 18'73 United States Secretary of the Interior 

Columbus Delano fel t compelled to rernind his readers that western migration "has brought 

the Indians and Our frontier population into close proximity over an immense area of 

53 Samek, The Biackfoot Confederacy, p. 20. 
54 Michel Foucault, 'The Eye of Power, " in Power/Kmwledge: Selected Interviews and 

Other Writings 1972- 1977, ed. Colin Gordon, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977) p. 
155. 

55 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for 1874, Sessional Papers 1875, 
Volume 7, #8, p. 5. 



country hitherto uninhabited by civilized man, and entirely occupied by the 1 ndian and the 

buffalo." The governrnent could no longer solve problems "by removing the Indians into a 

country remote from civilization." Instead, it now had to preserve 

order and security between the Indians and whites through a vast region of country, 
not less than four thousand miles in length by two thousand five hundred in width, 
extending from the extreme northem and northwestern limits of Washington 
Temtory to the Gulf of Mexico, and from the line which separates the United States 
from the British possessions in the North to the line which separates the United 
States from the temitory of Mexico in the extreme southwest.56 

Similarly, in his Report for 1878 David Laird, now Canada's Superintendent of Indian 

Affairs in the North-West, wrote that "it is impossible in this country, where 

communication is so infrequent and irregular, to give a general report for the 

Superintendency up to a later date than the 30th June." He had k e n  "unable to obtain 

suffîcient information" to j usti fy "attem pti ng to give any statistics respecting the property of 

the Indians, and the crops raised by them." 57 It was "impossible" for him, "with the 

information in my possession, o r  which 1 am able to obtain, to fil1 up the blanks in the 

tabular statement" created by the Department of the Interior. There was no way one 

Superintendent and two agents, who had been spending al1 of their time "paying the 

Indians their annuities, could fumish a statement, for instance, of the number of fish caught 

o r  quantity of furs taken, or the number of shanties and wigwams, or the bushels of grain 

raised in a district extending from the boundary line of the United States to the Arctic 

Ocean, and from Keewatin and Manitoba to  British Columbia and Alaska? Although 

56 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, House Executive Documents # 1, Part 5 43 rd Congres, 1 s t session, 3 1 
October 1873, p. viii. 

57 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for year ending 30 June 1878, 
Report of David Laird from North-West Superintendency, Sessional Papers 1879, 
Volume 6, #7, p. 56. 

58 Canada, Department of the Interior, h u a l  Report of the Secretary of the Interior, 
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Laird was more concemed wi th tracking production and Delano with preserving the peace, 

their shared nemesis was the size of their domains. 

To  overcome their problems with too much space, too-mobile aboriginal people and 

too few staff, authorities responsible for Indian affairs relied on the same tools they and 

their colleagues had used to managed western spaces. They struggled to get accurate 

information about their charges and tried to draw lines they could enforce. Every year their 

reports would stress their continuing efforts to achieve ever-higher standards of accuracy 

and thoroughness. For example, in 1872 United States Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

Francis Walker s tressed t hat hi s report, "w hether statistical or  descriptive, has been 

carefully studied, with a view, to securing the highest degree of exactness consistent with 

the nature of the subject "59 Almost ten years later Secretary of the Intenor Samuel 

Kirkwood wrote that he wanted to produce "a statement showing the acreage of each 

reservation, distinguishing between farming land, Pasture land, tim ber and waste land, by 

comparing which with the nurnber of Indians on each reservation, it will be easy to 

determine whether in justice to the Indians and the public interest any of the reservations 

could be reduced in size." He was still waiting for the "necessary information" but was 

hopefuI it would "be in the possession of the Department at an early day."60 In this 

instance, more information and more accurate information would help the Department to 

justify reducing the size of the reservations. 

As they had before, the great distances between federal officiais and the native 

people k i n g  investigated literally stood in the way of collecting accurate information. As 

59 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, House Executive Documents 
#1, Part 5, 42nd congress, 3rd session, pp. 401-02. 

w United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 
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late as 1885 S e c r e m  of the Interior Larnar complained that one of the biggest problems 

faced by his Department was "that the service is conducted from the seat of Government at 

Washington, through di fferent agents, at great distances away ." The system was adequate 

"for general purposes of administration," but made i t impossible to collect "consistent, 

intelligent, and accurate information as to the true condition of the respective tri bes and 

bands, such as will lead to a thorough understanding of the needs of each, and to the 

adoption of the best course for their advancement in the pursuits and habits of civilization." 

He wanted to set up a traveling six-man commission which would visit al1 of the 

reservations and report on "the condition, peculiar circumstances, and needs of the Indians 

residing thereon."61 In his view, the best way to deal with large spaces and mobile 

aboriginal communities was to send mobile white men into those large spaces. 

The size of a region was not the only obstacle in the path of officials trying to find 

out exactly how many native people lived in it - once again the Blackfoot's cross-border 

mobility harnpered official efforts. In 1874 Montana Agent R. F. May reported that his 

efforts to "ascertain the number of souls comprising the three tnbes" were not progressing 

as quickly or completely as he wouId like. He had "no reliable information" about the 

Blackfoot and Bloods because they stiil spent most of their time north of the line. He did 

not think that they numbered "over fifteen hundred each, though some accounts place the 

numbers much higher. Certain it is, that during the past four or five years they have 

fearfuil y diminished in nurnbers, and have become very poor. The unrestricted intercoume 

they have enjoyed, on British soil, with the worst and most reckless class of white men on 

earîh, has brought its attendant evils -- whisky, powder and ball, disease and death."62 In 

61 United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 
Inîerwr, House Executive Documents 49th Congres 1st Session, Document #1, Part 
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his opinion, it was not just their "unrestricted" mobility which was killing the Blackfoot, 

but unrestricted mobility in a particular place (southem Alberta) which he characterized as 

one of drunkemess, violence, and disease. The unspoken conclusion was that if the 

Blackfoot would remain in northern Montana, their immobility would enable them to avoid 

such nsks. 

Getting an "accurate" head count of the Blackfmt under their supervision was one 

of the main concem of local agents and one of the hardest goals to accomplish. In October 

1870 Montana Indian Agent William Pease estimated that there were just over 9000 

Blackioot in his area. One year later Agent J. Armitage put the nurnber at around 7500, 

and by 1881 Agent John Young estimated that there were around 7,000 Blackfoot on the 

reservation - striking evidence of the impact of disease and starvation on the Blackfoot 

tnbes south of the border.63 

Canada was able to compile more "accurate" numbers by tallying the number of 

Blackfoot who were paid under Treaty 7. 1 t was hardl y a foolproof system, but i t was a 

start. David Laird's report for 1878 included a report on the ambi tiousl y-ti tled "Census 

Return of Resident and Ncinadic Indians in the Dominion of Canada," which indicated that 

there were 4,928 "Blackfoot" in Treaty 7.64 Five years later Minister of the Interior John 

- - - . . - -. - 
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A Macdonald reported that there were about 5425 "Blackfoot", divided between the 

Stonies, Sarcee, Bloods, Peigan and Blackfoot proper. He also went into great detail about 

the number of houses, barns and stables, acres of land under cultivation, head of stock, 

and even the number of "farming implements" each group had. These ranged from the 154 

dwellings, 7 barns and stables and 1% acres under cultivation of the 2000 Siksika, to the 

50 dwellings, 2 barns and stables, and 75 acres of cul tivated land of the 425 Tsuu T'ina 

He noted that the Stony Indians had made about $500 in furs the preceding year, and the 

Peigan had made about $500.65 Once the state got close enough to count "accuratel y", they 

were clearly determineci to count everything to the best of their abili ties, and their inability 

to count the people with any precision did not stop them frorn assessing the Blackfoot's 

economic assets. 

Officiais on both sides of the border confronted aboriginal resistance to k i n g  

counted. As Paul Carter has wri tten about white efforts to count and narne Australia's 

Abrigines, it was necessary not only to count them "but, for future reference, to fix them 

with narnes. Names made them facts which could be wntten down time and again." A 

name could be tabulated against other sorts of information govemments needed, like tribal 

designations o r  famil y sizes: "Names, in short, made them white history."66 Montana 

Agent May wrote in 1874 that "Many of the Indians are averse to giving their names, and in 

many cases they have not named their younger children. To meet this difficuity 1 avail 

myself of the ingenuity of the interpreter ... in assisting the parents in naming them." He 

estimated it would take four to six more months to complete the census.67 In 1880, 

- ~ 
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Canada's Indian Commissioner Edgar Dewdney (who would later become Lieutenant- 

Governor of the North-West Territones) describeci the particular problems he had 

encountered trying to get an accurate count of the Sarcee tribe while making treaty 

payments. He seemed to be paying more people than were on his lists, and eventually 

realized that the Sarcee were taking advantage of the white men's inability to tell them apart: 

"several who would go off with a buffalo robe would retum wi th a blanket pulled over 

their head, and would take up their positions with those who were unpaid, and it was with 

great difficulty that 1, with a policeman, and Mr. Galt could keep track of them." He 

believed that the sarne thing was probably happening "at al1 the payments, and with al1 the 

tribes." T o  solve the problem he proposed a scheme whereby a ticket would be given to 

the male head of each family, with the number of people in his family and their location on 

each ticket: "[n]o Indian shall be paid until he has his ticket; and to receive rations or 

anything else from the Govermnent, he must understand that he must be in possession of 

it. They can preserve these tickets if they please. 1 have known Indians to keep for years a 

li ttle scrap of paper which they thought of value."" 

This incident reflects the faith Dewdney and other officiais had that accurate 

counting could and would reinforce the power of the state, that gender n o m s  could be an 

effective regulatory system in and of themselves, and that each could be used to  effect the 

other. Supervision and counting had distinct limitations as containment techniques, 

however popular they were as bureaucratie tools in the later decades of the nineteenth 

century, and the racial and gender categories on which they were based had to be reinforced 

spatially. Determining the exact boundaries of the reservations, which would then be the 

diMding lines between native space and white space, was another tool both govemments 

#1, Part 5,43rd congres,  2nd session, 10 September 1874, p. 568. 
68 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for 1879, Sessional Papers 1880, 



used to try and keep the lines clearly drawn between natives and whites. The constantly 

shifting and diminishing Iimits of Blackfoot tenitory in Montana, and the fact that the 

Internationd Boundary Survey did not reach the area until 1875, meant that local officials 

often did not know where Blackfoot land (in the forrn of the reservation) began or  ended. 

In 1870 Lt. Col. Sully of the Montana Superintendency urged the Govemment to send out 

someone to "designate the future boundaries" of the Blackfoot reservation. He needed to 

know where the line was if he was to use trmps to regulate it by keeping "citizens" 

[meaning whites] out and Indians in.69 

Local and national officials wanted and needed their own demarcations to take 

precedence in Blackfoot country. In 1873 Montana Agent William Ensign assured his 

supenors that the recent executive order establishing a reservation for the Blackfoot was 

going to be "of incalculable importance and benefit to the Indians and to the Department. 

Heretofore, with no defined reservation limits, a great portion of the work of the agent has 

necessarily proved futile in its results. ... This laudable change will at once work radical 

cures for a great many existing evils.'70 He never specified precisely why or how 

"defined reservation limi ts" were going to cure the evils of the B lackfoot and their agents; i t 

was simpl y taken for granted that they would. 

Ten years later, however, the lines remained invisible to whites and the Blackfoot 

alike, and therefore were not particularly effective at regulating race and space. In 1881 

and again in 1 8 s  Commissioner of Indian Affairs H. Price noted that many reservations in 
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the country still lacked "a proper and exact definition of the boundary lines . . . by plain and 

permanent marks.. . ." The Indians are "naturally jealous" of their land rights while the 

whites were eager to ignore those rights, and Price could not think of anythmg "more 

fruitful of discord in the Indian country than the absence of proper marks and monuments 

to indicate the outboundaries of our Indian reservations.''71 In 1883 he stated that there 

were "thousands of miles of reservation boundaries that have never been defined and 

marked by official survey, and the wonder is that the conflicts between the Indians and 

settlers are not more frequent than they are, when it is considered that in very many 

instances it is found absolutely impossible to determine which party is in the ri@~t."~Z The 

importance of surveying was once again reinforced; property rights required cleari y-defined 

and agreed-upon lines. 

Although Treaty 7 was signed with the First Nations of southem Alberta in 1877, 

the government did not start surveying reservations for the separate bands until 1883 when 

the arriva1 of the Canadian Pacific Railway was imminent. In his report for that year Agent 

Demy indicated that Mr. Nelson of the Dominion Lands Survey was spending the summer 

"definitely fixing the Iimits of the reserves, and also laying out the timber limits for the 

Indians. Mr. Nelson has taken great pains to take the chiefs with him, and has pointed out 

to them where the lines of the resemes run." Demy asked that maps of the reserves be sent 

to his office as soon as possible, "as many questions arise as to the exact position of the 

different Iines which 1 cannot answer unless 1 am made acquainted wi th the surveys, which 

71 United States, Department of the Interior, Annuol Report of the Secretary of the 
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heretofore 1 have not been.'m As the local official responsibte for policing the lines 

between whites and Blackfoot, Denny's authority was seriously harnpered by not knowing 

where those lines were. 

"Developing his true manhood": race, space and masculinity on Blackfoot 

reserves 

Y et even after this full range of direct and indirect colonizing tools was supposed to 

have wntained and re-made the Btackfoot, white officials were still struggling to keep the 

lines drawn between whites and natives, and were a long way from achieving their 

"civilizing" mission. A fter drawing and re-draw ing treaty and reserve boundaries to 

separate "Indians" from "whi tes," officials realized that they still had to change what 

happened behind those lines or else the spatial and racial categories upon which those 

boundaries were built would become meaningless. Federd containment strategies proved 

insufficient in Blackfoot country at least in part because of the Blacldoot's vansnational 

mobility ; white officials thus had to find other ways of achieving more complete control 

over the spatial and racial boundaries. Western peoples, like western lands, had to be 

bounded by the borders of their reservations, lines which everyone could "see" and in 

theory agree upon. Those lines were supposed to represent the spatial and racial separation 

of whites and natives, in theory if not in practice. To achieve this desired effect, however, 

officials had to &y to recast the economic and gender noms  of Blackfoot men and women 

on the reserves. 

For exarnple, setting the perimeter of a reservation implied that al1 natives thus 

surrounded would stay on the resewe, but this had ta be reinforced with other tactics. 

73 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Deparimeni of Indian Anairs 
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Staying on the reserve implied that the Blackfoot would take up stationary lives and 

economic activities, w hich meant that houses and farms and fields and corrals had to be 

situated and then enforced. Enforcing the fixedness of a farm and house required the re- 

drawing of fundamental economic and gender patterns of Blackfoot culture. Blackfoot men 

resisted farming because their masculini ty and male status were defined through the 

mobili ty of hunting and home raids; farming was not hunting and did not generate weal th 

through the accumulation of horses, and therefore farming was not seen as particularly 

masculine by Blackfoot men. Nor was ranching a particularly good substitute for hunting 

because tending cattle in an enclosed space required none of the courage or mobility of the 

hunt. 

The rationale behind the policies aimed at plains people followed this tautology: 

"Indians" couldn't be civilized until they were immobilized permanently, nor immobilized 

until they were "civilized," both of which required a fundamental change in gender noms. 

As Dolores Janiewski wntes of the United States, "the expansionist republic promoted 

gender transformation to create possessive, patriarchal households in which self-sufficient 

Christian male farrners would Iive in nuclear family households while women, excluded 

from treaty negotiations and leadership positions, would occupy themselves with domestic 

dutied74 Canadian and American officiais stated frequently and explicitly that to be Iike 

white men, native men had to becorne farmers or ranchers, many one woman and support 

her children, and feel an individual bond of possession with a small, individualized piece of 

land. The rarely-mentioned corollary was that to be like white women, native women had 

Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 3, #4, 10 July 1883, p. 83. 
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to become dependents of their husbands and concem themselves exclusively with children 

and a household. 

Every mark of "progress" was gendered. For exarnple, aboriginal women were not 

part of treaty discussions or named on treaty rolls. Agents were also pleased to note when 

Blackfoot "headmen" indicated a willingness to settle down on a particular piece of land 

and build a Euro-North-American-style house, inside of which would reside (in an 

unspoken assurnption) one (and on1 y one) wife who wouId keep i t c l a n  according to Euro- 

North-Amencan noms. Polygarny was common among the Blackfoot in the early 

nineteenth century- Their transition to a home culture in the eighteenth century, their role in 

the buffalo robe trade in the early nineteenth, and almost constant warfare in both centuries, 

had al1 contributed to increasing the number of wives a pmminent man would have. 

Women greatly outnumbered men because of the constant warfare, and the increased 

importance of buffalo robes for trading rneant that it was an asset for a man to have mu1 tiple 

wives to prepare robes for trade.75 Wearing "civilized" clothes was also praised in agents' 

reports because such clothes were sharply gender differentiated and covered more of the 

fernale body. Sending native children to a fixed place to receive racially- and gender- 

appropriate education became a particularly cherished goal of white officiais, on the 

assumption that fundamental and lasting change was going to have to corne from the 

younger generations. 

Until recently ethnographers and historians paid littie attention to the gendered 

processes behind the uneven transition from independence to reservation life for the 

Blackfoot, and the intimate comection those processes had to the constructions of space. 

- - - - - . . . - . . 
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Older works, like John Ewers 1958 study The Blackfeet, focus on the "pre-reservation" 

p e n d  to paint a now-outdated portrait of native women as "drudges" and note that 

Blackfoot men balked at white efforts to change them into farmers because they saw it as 

"women's work." In a similar vein, Esther Goldfrank's 1945 study of the Kainah reserve 

in southern Alberta also paints a bleak picture of the lives of native women, and concludes 

that reserve 1 ife improved their status. More recent Canadian scholarshi p questions 

whether pre-reserve life was as harsh for plains women as Ewers and Goldfrank suggest. 

Historians li ke Pamela White and Sarah Carter have anal yzed the experiences of aboriginal 

women after the transition to reserve life was largely complete across the West, and paint a 

more complicated and less positive picture of the impact of reservation Iife on First Nations 

women.76 Less attention has k e n  paid to the impact of reservation life on native men, or 

to understanding how the transition from inde pendence to reservations took place and the 

role gender played in that transition. For example, federal efforts to limit the mobility of 

aboriginal men by making them into farmers or  ranchers unintentionally created a greater 

need for aboriginal women to leave the reserves to find food or trade with local whites. As 

will be discussed below, stopping women from leaving the reserves became an objective 

shared by white and abonginai men aiike. 

- -- 
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Regulating the spatial limits of aboriginal rnobility was connected at a fundamentai 

level with a desire to regulate every aspect of the social and racial boundaries between 

natives and whites. Each successive re-drawing of the racial and spatial boundanes created 

the need for still more lines, even as the whole process became increasingly contradictory. 

After dl, Canadian and American Indian officials s h e d  the goal of eventually rendenng 

such lines meaningless by assimilating "Indians" so completely that they would eventually 

disappear as a group. In the meantirne, however, those officiais wanted to believe in the 

utter separateness of "the races" and the lines between whites and Indians to be clearly 

drawn to reinforce their supposed obviousness.n American officials seemed to care more 

about white men intruding on the reserves and "degrading" themselves and their race by 

"going native", while the Canadians got more upset by Indian women heading into white 

towns. Canada's Indian Act ensured that an aboriginal woman who married a white man 

had to leave the reserve anyway, and therefore her white husband could not access the land 

or resources on the reserve. American officials had no such legislation to fa11 back on, and 

perceived white men living on the reservations as economic and political threats. Because 

of these different national constructions of racialized masculinity and the threats posed by 

inter-racial mobility, the phrase "squaw man" had different implications depending on 

which side of the border that man was on. 

One of the dominant stereotypes of plains people in the nineteenth century was that 

they were lazy. Whi tes viewed the life of nomadic hunter-gatherers as easier than that of 

the sturdy white homesteader and his wife because fanning required steady year-round 

labour.78 Officiais believed that the best and fastest way to make "Indians" into whites was 

n One of the best discussions of late-nineteenth century constructions of race and gender 
can be found in Gai1 Bederman ' s Manliness and CivilkQtion. 
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to make them into farrners, and thus make their lives more sedentary and more labour- 

intensive. During the 1870s various American officiais suggested allowing individual 

Indians to access land under the provisions of the Homestead Act because, as one phrased 

it, homesteading "mrrects the roving instinct by requiring a residence in the same place for 

five y e a d V g  This recommendation was never acted upon, however, due to the prevailing 

assumption that Indians weren't reaily "developed" enough as a race to handle actual 

homesteading. 

American and Canadian officials were determined to make abriginal communities 

do as much Euro-American-style work as possible because of their firm belief that such 

work was "essential" for "prodücing civilization." In a t e l h g  indication of the gendered 

nature of white "civilization," United States Commissioner of Indian Affairs H. Price stated 

in 1881 that the "greatest kindness the government can bestow upon the Indian is to teach 

him to labor for his own support, thus developing bis tme manhoad, and, as a 

consequence, making him sel f-rel ying and sel f-supporting . " He concluded that " [slavage 

and civilized li fe cannot live and prosper on the same ground. One of the two must die."m 

Officiais in Washington and Ottawa recognized that some reservations, like those of 

the Blackfoot, were never going to be any good for farming, so their next option was to 

stock those reservations with cattle. Ranching was wnsidered less effective than farming 

country. Saiah Carter's Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Famers and G o v e m n t  
Policy focusses primaril y on the Plains Cree and and yzes the ways Canada's 
Department of Indian Affairs actually took steps to ensure that aboriginal prairie f m e r s  
at the end of the nineteenth century were prevented frorn becoming self-sufficient or 
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Poficy (Montreal and Kingston: McGilI-Queen's, 1990). 
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for turning Indians into whites because it was not as sedentary and required less constant 

year-round labour, but it was better than nothing. Refashioning Blackfoot men into white 

men through farming and ranching became a more pressing concem in the late 1870s and 

earl y Iûûûs as the buffalo disappeared. The general containment of the Blackfoot seemed 

to be at hand but so was starvation, and both governments were reducing the arnount of 

money they were spending on aboriginal communi ties. 

Convincing Blackfoot men to give up the hunt was a struggle for local Indian 

agents because the men resisted the change to a sedentary life as long as possible and 

objected to taking up what they deemed to be less masculine pursuits. In his 1877 report 

Montana Agent John Young wrote that he was finding it "difficult to prevail even on the 

more sensible and reflecting" men of the community "to give up their nomadic life and 

settie down to farm or raise cattle. They admit the time approaches fast when the buffalo 

will disappear, but until then the excitement of the chase and the notion that labor is only 

for women will prevent the change to a more certain and civilized life." A few of "the 

headmen" had traded their horses for cattle and were "talking of selecting locations and 

asking help to build cabins, which of course at the proper time will be gladl y affordeù."*l 

Two years later growing numbers of the Blackfoot were following the "exarnple of the few 

who had built cabins and given up their wandering mode of life ... . The inclination to Wear 

civiIized costume is also on the increase; labor is held in better estimation by the men, more 

are willing to take part in it, and the number of men and women who work regularly, and 

not by fi ts and starts, is increasing." Given that oni y two years d i e r  "no civilized labor 

of any kind had been performed by any of the Indians at this agency, and that any kind of 

Emphasis added. 
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labor except that of the hunt was held to be degrading and despicable by the men, the 

altered state of feeling in this regard is very remarkable. Now sorne of their most 

influential chiefs set an example to the rest by going into the field and working themselves, 

instead of simply standing by and seeing their squaws work." Young admitted that the 

rapid disappearance of buffaio and other game, and the fact that the Indians were expected 

to work for their supplies, had helped bri ng about "this rapid and commendable change of 

disposition and habit, which only needs to be wiseiy and patiently fostered in order to make 

these Indians self-supporting in a very few years."= Blackfoot men were not eager to 

give up their traditionai way of life because it represented masculinity and freedom, and 

their agents could only ask their superiors for more time and support. 

In the meantirne, the agents were pleased to note every "improvement" in the spatial 

and gendered behaviour of Blackfoot men and women. In 1881 Young praised the 

Blackfoot's progress, stating that they showed "a disposition to meet the altering conditions 

of their surroundings, keep friends with the white man, gradually give up their nomadic 

habits, and adopt a civilized mode of living and obtaining support." Achieving that 

"civilized mode" involved more than just the kind and volume of work done by the men 

however: Young was proud to announce that there were now 80 cabins on the reservations, 

twice that of the previous year, and the women's housekeeping had improved: "no 

untidiness; floors swept; beds neatly made up; the walls often covered with brown muslin, 

and in many cases ornamented with pictures from illustrated papers." The agency 's herd 

was now up to about 6CX) head, had "suffered Iittle from the severe winter, are not molested 
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by Our Indians, and in due time will furnish a needed addition to the beef supply." More of 

the local Blackfoot were wearing "citizens' dress; they make progress in the management of 

teams and wagons; in plowing, harrowing, and hoeing crops; in fence building, cutting 

timber, and in building their own cabins; appear to take pride in keeping up their reputation 

for obedience, and are anwious to be instructed in w hat is required of them." He repeated 

his belief that within a few years the Blackfoot would be "self-sustaining and 

p r o s p e r ~ u s , " ~  as long as they continued to advance towards Euro-American gender and 

economic nonns. 

And the Blacldoot in Montana did continue to "advance" according to this standard, 

even in the face of the rapid onset of starvation between 1881 and 1883. Nearly 2 0  

"substantial and cornfortable" cabins had been built by the time Young made his report in 

1883, and rnost of them had "small patches of cultivated ground attached. They are 

scattered over the reservation where there is tillable land ...." Unfortunately, the f m s  

were "so far apart" that they could not be properly supervised, and widespread starvation 

on the reserve in the preceding two years meant that seed potatoes had to be eaten and a 

night guard posted for the cattle herd. Young was not too critical of the fact that some of 

the cattle had been lulled because he knew i t had been necessary for the Blackfoot to feed 

themselves. He added that the two "impediments to the success of Indian farming" were 

that the Indians needed stronger horses and more ski11 to break up the ground, and that 

"more supervision and instruction" was needed "while planting, caring for, and reaping 

crops than it is possible for the limited agency help to give. The Indian will work if shown 

how, and he understands the benefi t resul ting. His imitative power is great. "s The 

s4 Ibid., pp. 170-71. 
85 United States, Department of the In terior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 

Interior, Report of Blackfoot Agent John Young, House Executive Document #1, Part 
5,48th Congress, 1st session, 6 August 1883, pp. 154-55. 



BlacIdoot might never achieve truly independent m a n h d ,  but Young believed that they 

were capable of coming close. 

Canadian authon ties were also trying to reshape Blackfoot masculini ty by making 

the men into farmers and ranchers, with the same limi ted success. In 1878 Lieutenant- 

Colonel James Macleod, Commissioner of the North-West Mounted Police, wrote to his 

superiors at the Department of the Interior that a shipment of cattle had not arrived at Fort 

MacIeod in time to be distributed to the Blackfoot with the annual treaty payments. He 

believed this was probably for the best, however, because al1 of the tribes "show a decided 

disinclination to receive them at present, fearing that on account of their wandering habits 

they would not be able to take care of them. 1 do not think they are as yet ready to 

undertake their charge, and it wodd be very unfortunate if such a valuable herd of cattle 

should be lost to them." He had tried to wnvince them "that their true interest lay in their 

undertaking the herding of them at as early a date as possible," but they had asked him to 

make other arrangements for the cattle until the following spring.86 

T hree years later Indian Commissioner for the North- West Terri tories and Manitoba 

Dewdney noted that "the bulk of the Indians" in Treaty 7 "are still very unsettled and have 

not yet realized their p s i  tion." Progress was evident on the Blood reserve where the 

"houses are built with some regularity, more so than on any of Our reserves, but they are 

too close to one another." He reported that the Peigan West of Fort Macleod had "proved 

themselves to be very good Indians, and have never given us  any trouble." He included 

the usual statement "showing the whereabouts of our Indians in the North-West Territones. 

on the 3 1 st Decernber, 188 1." Most of them were on their reserves or belonged to a 

reserve which was "already located," but he feared that the Governen t  was going to have 

-- - 

86 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report for year ending 30 June 1878, 
Letter from Lieutenant-colonel Macleod, Commissioner of the North West Mounted 



to provide up to another 1,000 square miles to accommodate al1 of them.g7 "Good Indians" 

were the ones who had already relinquished most of their mobility, even if they did then 

build houses which were too close to each other, but at the end of 1881 it was clear that the 

numbered treaties across the prairies had not yet containeci the western First Nations. 

Two years later Cecil Denny, the agent for Treaty 7, was able to report that most of 

the Blackfoot were spending most of their time on their reserves, and the men were 

generally working as directed. The preceding winter had "passed off very quietly among 

the Indians on the different reserves on this Treaty, with a very few exceptions. They 

remaineci quietly on their reserves, and Our Farm Instructors had little difficul ty in keeping 

them quiet, and getting them to do what work was required, such as cutting fence rails for 

their fields for the coming spring." The men on the Blood and Peigan reserves had worked 

particularly well during the winter "cutting and hauling rails." Cutting fence rails was a 

sign of improvement because fencing property indicated ownership, but the rails also had 

to be replaced because the women wouId use the fencing for firewood during the winter, in 

spite of efforts by "the chiefs and head men" to prevent it. Some Blood men had also been 

paid to work in the mountains, "assisting white men to cut timber to be used for a new 

Agency on that reserve the following summer." The Peigan "are well behaved and are now 

building new and better houses. Mr. Begg, the Instructor, manages them well, and 

deserves credi t for the improvement in the tribe since he has had charge."88 B y the mid- 

Police, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 6, #7, p. 67. 
87 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Deparmient of Zndian Afairs 

for 1 881, Report of Edgar Dewdney, Indian commissioner for the North-West 
Temtories and Manitoba, Sessionai Papers, Volume 5, #6. 
Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the D e p a m n i  of Zndian Afairs 
for year ended 31 December 1883, Report of C. E. Demy, Agent for Treaty 7, 
Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 3, #4, 10 July 1883, pp. 78-79. Alexander Begg was 
also the local rancher who had written favourably about ranching and the lease system 
in southern Alberta in the mid-1880s (see chapter l), and wrote and distributed the 
questionnaires for the CPR's 1885 survey of women settlers in the North-West 



1880s, such "improvement" was evident among the Blackfoot on both sides of the line. At 

the very least, the men were starting to behave more like white men, and they were 

demonstrating at least some willingness to modify their uses of the borderlands by building 

houses, cutting fence rails, and limiting their mobility. However, these reports also 

indicate that Blackfoot men and women, their economic activi ties and their use of space, 

were still refusing to confom to the patterns white authorities were trying to set out for 

them. 

"Squaw men" and "the worst possible errands": challenging the boundaries 

of race, space and gender 

Containing the Blacldoot on smdl  patches of land with herds of cattle and 

European-style dwellings was only one set of goals Canadian and American officiais 

shared. They also wanted to al ter the gender n o m s  of adults at a more fundamental level. 

Officiais wanted to end polygarnous marriages, make aboriginal women behave like 

submissive, domesticated Euro-North-American women and aboriginal men behave like 

farmers, al1 of which involved imposing their own ideas of appropriate femininity and 

masculinity. In 1876, for example, the Indian Commissioner in Winnipeg J. A. N. 

Provencher stresseci that "[tlhe best means to induce the Indians to give up their nomadic 

habits, is, that they should find home-cornfort, a well-brought-up family, and al1 the peace 

and contentment given by an industrious wife and an intelligent mother.'m United States 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs E. A. Hayt wrote in his 1879 report that Congress should 

Tem tories. S m  Jackel, ed. A Fhnnel Shirt and Liberty: Englbh ENgrant 
Gedewomen in the Canadian West, 1880-1914 (Vancouver: University of British 
Columbia Press, 1982) p. 65. 

89 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report for 1875, Report of Indian 
Comrnissioner in Winnipeg J. A. N. Provencher, Sessionai Papers 1876, Volume 7, 
#9, p. 36. 



ban Indian polygamy and insist that Agents "marry al1 the Indians cohabitating together 

upon the various reservations, giving them a certificate of such mamage; and after the 

beginning of next year no Indian should be permitteci to many more than one wife."" 

Four years later United States Secretary of the Intenor Teller devoted a significant portion 

of his report on Indian Affairs criticizing the "lax character" of aboriginal marriages and 

suggesting remedies. A native man, having chosen a wife, "should be compelled to 

continue that relation with her, unless dissolved by some recognized tribunal on the 

reservation or by the courts." He "should dso be instructed that he is under obligation to 

care for and support, not only his wife, but his children," and if he failed to do  so he 

should be punished "either by confinement in the guardhouse or agency prison, or by a 

reduction of his rations. "91 1 n an effort to impose the standards of patriarchal gender norms 

on aboriginal cornmunities, Teller wanted native men to face stiffer punishrnents for non- 

compiiance than a white man would have. 

Yet official concerns about the state of aboriginal mamages and gender norms paled 

in cornparison to their concems about relationshrps between aboriginal women and white 

men? White men who married or lived on reserves with native women were assumed to 

90 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Comrnissioner of Indian Affairs E. A Hayt, House Executive 
Documents #1, Part 5,46th Congress, 2nd Session, 15 November 1879, p. 77. 

91 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual R e m ,  House Executive Document 
#1, Part 5,48th Congress, 1st session, 1 November 1883, p. xi. 

92 Sarah Carter's Cqptutïng Women and Adele Perry's On the Edge ofEmpire: Gender, 
Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 1849-1 871 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 200 1) offer excellent analyses of this dynarnic in other t i m a  and places in the 
Canadian West.  Carter's work on the pst-1885 prairie context also sets up a 
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period the purity of white women was increasingly constructeci as vulnerable and the 
sexuality of aboriginal women increasingl y constructeci as dangerous. Fears about the 
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historians of American race relations have observed. Peggy Pascoe's "Race, Gender, 
and Intercultural Relations: The Case of Interracial Maniage" includes little discussion 
of maniages between aboriginals and whi t a  but does offer an inûiguing cultural 



degrade themselves and were seen as a dangerous source of discontent on the reserves. 

Canada deait wi th the problem by passing the 1876 Indian Act, and by the mid- 1880s 

Amencan officials were calling for a similar act after years of complaining about being 

unable to stop white men with native wives from living on reserves, but reports on the 

issue reveal somewhat different emphases on either side of the line. 

Canada's Indian Act was intended to make it easy for officials in southem Alberta to 

maintain the racial and spatial boundaries between aboriginal and white people, because it 

gave them the authority to force aboriginal women with white husbands off the reserves. 

However, they were unable to completely stop First Nations individuals from leaving their 

reserves, and they particularl y objected to a b r i  ginai women, particularl y the Tsuu T ' ina 

whose reserve was close to Calgary, leaving their reserve and heading to town where it 

was assumed they would engage in prostitution. Prostitution was not mentioned at al1 by 

Blackfoot agents in Montana, perhaps because the reserve wasn't close enough to any 

sizeable white settlements and perhaps because their concem was the denigration of white 

masculinity . 

1 t is not surprising that Canadian concems a b u t  the morali ty of Tsuu T'ina women 

in parùcular (and by extension the morality of aboriginal women in general) were not 

articulated until the earl y 1880s. B y that time al 1 aboriginal people in southern Alberta were 

supposed to be wnfined to their reserves, Calgary was growing rapidl y, and the Canadian 

Pacific Railway was nearing completion. The on-going mobility of abonginal women, for 

what white authori ties assumed were "immoral" rasons,  was thus challenging the fixity of 

- - - - -- - 

analysis of the ways in which opposition to interracial marriaga in the United States 
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the physical, gender, racial and sexual boundaries which were supposed to be in place to 

keep whites and natives apart 

When it came to restricting the mobility of Tsuu T'ina women, white authonties 

received some surprising assistance from Tsuu T'ina men. Supenntendent-General of 

Indian Affairs John A Macdonald regretfully declared in his 1883 report that the Sarcee "are 

probably the least promising of any of the Bands within the temtory covered by Treaty No. 

7. The proximity of this Reserve to Calgary operates detrimentally ... as they are 

continually visiting the latter place and neglecting their fields. The demoralization of their 

women from the same cause is very great" He had asked the Indian Commissioner for the 

North-West Territories and the Commissioner of the North-West Mounted Police to corne 

up with a plan to stop Indians from even camping near any white settlements, "as it has 

been represented to me that these places are made the resorts of depraved Indians for the 

worst purposes." Deputy Minister Vankough.net had spoken with the Chief and 

Councillors of the Sarcee about the frequency with which Sarcee men and women went to 

Calgary, and his report of the discussion indicates that both sides agreed that the women's 

mobility was the bigger problem: 

[TJhe Chief replied that he had done his best to check the evil so far as the women 
were concemed; that he had even gone in arts and forced them to retum to their 
reserve; but that they would no sooner arrive than they would be followed by evil 
d i s p e d  persons from Calgary and induced to return to that place. The Chief 
stated that unless his efforts were supported by the authonties they would, as they 
had done in the pst, prove futile to prevent the continuance of the evil. 

As a result, the farm instmctor on the Sarcee reserve had been ordered to stop working on 

his home farm ''ad to devote his entire attention to the Indians; and it is hoped that by 

adopting this plan and taking proper masures  to suppress the evil of the Indians resorting 

so frequentl y to Calgary, there will t~ sensible improvement in the condition of this Band 



in a short time."m Once again, officials hoped that closer supervision would mitigate their 

ongoing problems with Blackfoot mobility, and if it failed physical restraint was always an 

option. 

These two problems, the mobility of Tsuu T'ina women and the short distance 

between the Tsuu T'ina reserve and the small town of Calgary, constantly overlapped in the 

reports of local officiais. In his report for 1883 Sub-agent for Treaty 7 W. Pocklington 

complained that the Sarcee had given hirn "constant trouble" during the previous winter. 

The real problem was "that they are too close to Calgary, and take every possible 

opportunity of going there, more particularly the women, who, 1 am sorry to say, go on the 

worst possible errands. There is, and will continue to be, a great amount of disease arnong 

them, as they are, without doubt, the dirtiest Indians in the territory." He asked to be 

allowed to  move his headquarters to Calgary because the "troublesome" band "conducted 

themselves better" when he was closer to them. The move to a more central location would 

also Save him "a good many hundred miles driving" over the course of a year. For 

Pocklington, the proximity of the reserve to Calgary was the root cause of the Sarcee's 

mobili ty and "immorali ty," and closer supervision would not just increase his chances of 

containing them on their reserves but also be more convenient for him. 

In response to these calls for change the Department of Indian Affairs grouped the 

Nakoda reserve West of Calgary and the Tsuu T'ina reserve south-west of the town into 

their own agency in 1885. The goal was to provide the more intense supervision which 

93 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Department of Indian Anairs 
for year ended 31 Decernber 1883, Report of John A Macdonald, Minister and 
Superintendent-General of Indian A f fairs, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 3, #4, pp. 
lii-liii. 

94 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report for year ended 31 Decernber 1883, 
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#4, 10 JuI y 1883, p. 86. Sarah Carter notes that these efforts to restrict the mobility of 
aboriginal women hampered "not od y îheir tradi tionai strategies for survivai but dso 



wuld not be achieved while they were sharing an agent with the Siksika reserve at 

Blackfoot Crossing, and which their proximity to Calgary's "temptations" demanded.95 A 

subsequent report stated that the new acting agent and his farnily were residing on the 

Sarcee reserve, and their presence and example was proving to have a positive effet: 'The 

men are more orderly, the women more cleanly, and this year, for the first time, 1 have 

seen the men engaged in regular farm work."% In general Canada and the United States 

wanted Indians and whi tes to be separate, but some whi tes were needed in close proximity 

to aboriginal communities to act as models of appropriate gender and work noms. 

Amencan reports from the 1870s and 1880s provide an interesting contrast, in that 

they were more concerned about white men visiting or living on the reserves than they were 

about aboriginal women leaving their reserves. Federal reports on Indian affairs in these 

years reveal overlapping fears about white men creating dissent on the resenres, gaining an 

economic advantage over other white men in the area, and abdicating their whiteness and 

masculinity by chwsing to live with aboriginal women on aboriginal land. Indeed, it is 

sîriking to note that when authorities responsible for Indian Affairs objected to the 

behaviour of these men, i t became convenient to portray native people as passive and easil y 

manipulated instead of as violent and resistant to change. In 1875 for example the United 

States Commissioner for Indian Affairs Edward Smith noted that it was not just the 

Indians' "constitutional disrelish for toil" that would make it difficult to make them work 

for their annuities: "They will also be incited to such resistance by half-breeds and squaw 

men, traders, and other interested parties, who always turn up as champions for the rights 

-- - - - 
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of an Indian whenever any measure is proposed which threatens to disturb their peculiar 

relation as his next friend ..." He wanted "this low class of whites" expellecl from the 

reservations.n Smith and his successors had fewer legislative provisions than their 

Canadian colleagues to fa11 back on, but still shared the belief that their problems would be 

solved if they could keep natives and whi tes in separate spaces. 

Official fears about the breakdown of the separate racial and economic spheres 

which they were stxuggling to create and enforce led them to constmct native land as places 

where certain whites were not entitled to tread. In 1879 Commissioner of Indian Affairs E. 

A. Hayt also complained about "intruders" who "resort to al1 kinds of devices and schemes 

to obtain a fmthold on Indian soil, and offer ready and varied excuses for their continueci 

unlawful occupancy of the sarne." The biggest problem was the "great infiux" of "squaw- 

men, or white men mamieci to Indian women.. . . In most instances the man is penniless 

and depended for subsistence on the rations which his wife draws from the govemment, 

but it is not long before he has a herd of canle ranging over the reservation." Hayt 

suspected that the men stole govemment-issued cattle and changed the brands to build up 

their own herds, assuming "that by marriage they have al1 the rights of full-blooded 

Indians, and they endeavour to exercise these rights not only in possession of cattle 

themselves, but also in ranging and pasturing upon Indian reservations large herds 

belonging to other white men." He wanted white men who were "cohabi tating with Indian 

women" to be forced "to many them or quit the reservation."98 The govemment might not 

be able to stop the men from living on the reserves and accessing resources which were 

Papers 1ûû6, Volume 4, #4,3 1 December 1885, p. 158. 
g7 States, Department of the Interior, Annual ~ e p r t  of the Secretary of the 
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intended to help aboriginal communi ties, but they could at least try to force mixed-race 

couples to legalize their relationshi ps. 

By the mid-1880s objections to the presence of white men on reserves had reached 

the highest level. Secretary of the Interior Larnar wrote in 1885 that it was a "cherished 

purpose" of his Department to "suppress" the "great evils arising from the presence of bad 

and vicious white men within the reservations," particularly from the "class known as 

'squaw men,' who marry o r  act as husbands with Indian women. The evil influence of 

these squaw men is said to be very great." They "foment discord among the Indians 

themselves, disturb their peaceful inclinations towards the settlers in the country 

surrounding the reservation, and incite opposition on the part of the Indians to the measures 

adopted and regulations prescribed by the Department for their advancement and 

civilization." Larnar was stiIl waiting for a satisfactory explanation as to "how these men 

could evade the laws against intruders upon Indian reservations by k i n g  in the character of 

husbands to Indian women," and so recommended that a law be passed "that any Indian 

woman who shall hereafter marry a citizen of the United States shall be deemed a citizen, 

and that al1 children bom of such maniage shall be deemed citizens. There should be no 

exception to the law w hich makes the wife and children follow the state and condition of 

the father in favor of men whose low instincts make them abandon civilization and hide 

themselves from the restraints of law and free themselves from social ordinances and 

observances."99 Although he did not mention the provisions of Canada's Indian Act, it is 

telling that he wanted the United States to pursue an identical course of action. 

-- - - -- 
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"Securing the continued attendance": Schooling Blackfoot children 

Given how difficult it was to change the ways of Blackfoot men and women, it is 

not surprising that white authonties put their faith in education as the way to permanently 

change every aspect of aboriginal culture. l W  What is more surprising is that officials in 

charge of Indian Affairs did not substantially modify tactics which were working so slowly 

with native adul ts: they wanted aboriginal children to go to school and stay there, impose 

"gender-appropnate" education on them and remove the vestiges of their own cultures and 

languages, and get them to submit to the authonty of white adults. Getting the children to 

go to school and stay put for the required amount of time was the biggest challenge, and 

one that was handled very differently by American and Canadian officials in Blackfoot 

country. 

In northern Montana a day school had been opened on the reserve in the early 

1870s and the agent believed that the children were more li kel y to come to school if they 

lived nearby. In his report for 1873 Agent William T. Ensign noted that the school had 

opened but had taken a while to catch on. Hundreds of children had stopped by, but Ieft as 

soon as their curiosiîy about the place was satisfied. This situation did not change until the 

white children of agency employees started attending regularly, providing an "example" for 

the Blackfoot children to follow, "and around this little nucleus others have been gathering, 

until at present there are twenty-eight or rhirty reguIar scholars ..."loi Those numbers 

- - -- - 
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changed very little over the next twelve years because, as Agent John Young noted in 

1881, "the roarning habits of the parents" made it impossible to secure "the continued 

attendance of the same children."l02 A further step was taken when a boarding school was 

built on the reserve in 1885, and opened with twenty students. The day school still existed 

but Agent Allen reported that it was never well-attended because the Blackfoot were 

"scattered over a large amount of territory, the great majority of these located several miles 

from the agency; hence the attendance at the day school is notas large as it would be if they 

were settled in close proximi ty to the agency. "lo3 Agents in northern Montana believed that 

the way to o v e r m e  the mobility of the children was to establish schmls close to their 

homes, thus encouraging them to attend and stop their wandenng. 

A very different approach was taken in southern Al berta Al though schools were 

operated by Protestant missionaries on the Pii kuni, Kainah and Siksika reserves between 

la79 and 1884, lo4 the first government-sponsored "industrial" school for plains people 

was opened in southem Alberta 1883 and deliberatel y placed away from the Blackfwt 

reserves to make i t harder for children to l a v e  the school. In his capaci ty as 

Superintendent-General of 1 ndian A ffairs John Macdonaid noted that the 'school had been 

established near High River "in the Blackfoot country." He was pleased wi th the school ' s 

location because "it is sufficientiy far from any Reserve to prevent the Indian parents from 

resorting too frequentl y Io the school, which would tend to interrupt the children in their 

studies."'" Father Lacombe, the Catholic priest who ran the school, spent most of his 

lo2 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretmy of the 
Imriar ,  Report of United States Indian Agent John Young, House Executive 
Documents, #1, Part 5 4 7 t h  Congress, 1st Session, 3 1 July 1881, p. 170. 
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July 1885 report urging the govemment to allow the school to forcibly remove children 

from the reserves and keep them at school because the parents "seem determined not to give 

up their younger children, udess compelled to do so." Even when the school had rnanaged 

to get some children "the squaws - their mothers -- came here a month or so  afterwards, 

and demanded their children, pretending they were taken away without their consent." 

Lacombe insisted that if the school had the power to force the children to stay and follow a 

regular routine, "most certainly we should succeed, because we have found, by 

expenence, that when these boys apply themeIves ever so little they make wonderful 

progress in their lessons and seem to have a special aptitude for the trades." He justified 

the school's use of corporal punishment by declaring "that it is impossible to control and 

manage these Indian boys by mere advice and kind reprimand." Coercion and discipline 

were needed "to enforce order.. ."'O6 In sharp contrast to northern Montana, in southern 

Alberta the government school became a place away from home to which Blackfoot 

children were forci bl y removed. 

"Going across the line": Resistance and cross-border mobility in 1880s 

Despite îhe Canadian and American governments' best efforts to immobilize and 

reshape the Blackfoot, those efforts were never completely successful and officiai white 

control was never absolute. The Blackfoot continueci to resist both national and local 

boundaries, remaining more mobile and less passive than the governments wanted. 

Women Ieft their reservations to get their children out of school, headed into local towns 

for economic reasons, and bumed fence posts when they needed firewood. Cornrnunities 

Affairs for year ended 3Ist December 1883, Report of John A Macdonald, 
Supenntendent-General of Indian Affairs, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 3, #4, p. 
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resisted official efforts to get accurate head counts, children ran away from residential 

schools or  refused to attend day schools, and the men continued to cross the 49* parallel in 

search of liquor, guns, and horses. 

This cross-border movement physically challengecf the 4gh parallel but discursively 

reinforced it. Canadian and Arnerican officiais kept trying to stop the cross-border traffic 

of people, horses, liquor, and guns, but their efforts were never completely successful and 

they always blamed the problems on the other side's 1 ndians or poor law enforcement or 

unscmpulous traders. In 1871, for example, the Agent in Montana, J. Armitage, wrote 

that as the "British lines" were only "seventy miles north of the agency and one hundred 

miles from Fort Benton, the whisky traders are afforded a d e  harbor should they be 

pursued ...."Io7 The following year the Montana Superintendent of Indian Affairs, J. A. 

Viall, stated that the whisky trade was declining "and what little is done with Indians 

belonging to this superintendency is confineci to the British possessions. "lm A few years 

later, Canada's Department of the Interior was pleased to report that the Mounted Police 

had cleared southern Alberta of the "bands of outlaws and desperadoes from Montana and 

the neighbouring terri tories" who were suppl ying liquor and guns to the Blackfoot and 

other First Nations. 109 

In the earl y 1880s the United States A m y  stepped up their efforts to stop the 

Canadian BIackfoot at the border. In his report for 1881, Indian Commissioner for the 

North-West Temtories and Manitoba Edgar Dewdney noted that "Nearly 4,000 of the 

Papers 1886, Volume 4, #4, 13 July 1885, p. 77. 
107 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretury of the 

Interior, Report of Blacldoot Indian Agent J. Armitage, House Executive Document 
#1,42nd Congress, 2"* session, 1871, p. 845. 

108 United States, Department of the Interior, Anmal Report of the Secretury of the 
lar ior ,  House Executive Document #1, Part 5,42nd congress, 3rd session, 18'72, p. 
659. 

109 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Department of the Intenor 



Indians absent from their reserves are south of the line, and may at any moment be driven 

back by the American soldiers, who are instructed to do so, at any rate they will be on our 

han& early in the spring."I1° Paul Sharp argues that "[tlhis cirastic policy finally made the 

forty-ninth parallel a barrier to the northern Indians. From that time onward the Blackfeet 

were tmly one people divided by an invisible line."ill Sharp overstates the effectiveness of 

the policy, however, because it only worked if the army caught the Blackfoot every time 

they came south, and the border was simply too long and porous. An international p a s  

system was discussed but never materialized, although local agents on both sides had Uieir 

own pass systems by the late 1880s. l l2 

Local agents showed more sympathy towards and understanding of the emotional 

and economic rasons  why the cross-border movement continued. For example, Montana 

Agent Young wrote in 1883 that when the "division line" was established between the 

United States and Canada, i t "left about equal nurnbers [of Blackfooq in charge of each 

goverment, and as children of the sarne family or nation the intercourse has been 

continued and has its effects on their habits and civilization." Some used family 

connections "to gravitate towards the agency that issued food and annuities, thus swelling 

the number on the agency roll and drawing from its supplies." He felt that the reduced 

American rations of recent years gave the northern Blackfoot less reason to drift south. 

Some "artfuily" tried "to belong to and draw rations from both sides of the line, but without 

- - -  

for year ending 30 June 1875, Sessional Papers 1876, Volume 9, p. ii. 
1 10 Canada, Department of the Interior, A m 1  Report of the Deparmient of Irzdïan 

Aflairs for 1881, Report of Edgar Dewdney, Indian Commissioner for the North-West 
Tenitories and Manitoba, Sessional Papers, Volume 5, #6. 
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much success. From these causes a steady reduction of the numbers on our record has 

k e n  going on."li3 

B y the mid- 1880s the Blacldoot's cross- border horse raids were becoming a bigger 

headache for white authorities because of the problems they created for the local legai 

system. However, the raids and legal problems were also used by local authorities on both 

sides to reinforce the differences between "our" side and "their" side of the line. Samek 

notes that home raids and inter-tri bal conflict were a key "part of plains Indian cul tue" 

which "continued even after the tribes had settled on reservations." The raids "became an 

international problem," however, "when raiders took advantage of the 'medicine lin& to 

dispose of property stolen on the other side" and two different legd jurisdictions then had 

to sort out whose horses belonged to whom. '14 In 1883 Treaty 7 Agent Cecil Demy was 

pleased to report that although there hadn't been many cases of horse-stealing that year, the 

Bloods "were the principal Indians going across the line" for raids, usually accompanied by 

some members of the South Peigan (the Montana Blackfmt) resewation. As usual, the 

problem was a lack of spatial separation: 'The close vicini ty of the South Peigan's Reserve 

to that of the Blood's causes some trouble, as these Indians k i n g  al1 of the same tribe join 

each other in home stealing, and as the South Peigans are, and have k e n  in an almost 

starving condition, war parties have k e n  frequent during the spring and summer." He 

later noted that of the Blackfoot tribes the Bloods were still the main problem when it came 

to cross-border horse theft, but they "have shown a greater disposition to work this year 

than last, and 1 think that their habit of going across the Iine is dmost broken." Two 

13 United States, Deparurient of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of Blackfoot Agent John Young. House Executive Documents #1, 
Part 5,48th Congress, 1st session, 6 August 1883, p. 154. 

1 14 Samek, B k k f o o t  Confederacy, p. 154 



Bloods had been arrested for stealing a band of horses in Montana, but the horses were 

returned and the men imprisoned. l l5 

Two years later the "habit" clearly had not yet k e n  "broken," because in 1885 

Montana Agent Allen complained that horse raids were still taking place. He insisted that 

most of the stealing was "done by the Indians from British America, but the blame is 

largely laid upon" the Peigan of Montana when they retaliate. The behaviour was largely 

"confined . . . to the young men who will not listen to the counsels of their fathers," but he 

adrnitted that "when the Indians fail to capture horses belonging to other Indians, they steal 

from the whites, and thus the country is kept in a constant state of excitement.. ." As a 

result, most of his time was spent hearing the complaints of white settlers who clairneci to 

have k e n  robbed and trying to help them recuver their horses. l6 

In the same year, Canadian Commissioner Dewdney continued to bIarne 

"unscrupulous traders" for most of the "unrest" arnong the Blackfoot tribes closest to the 

border. The traders sold them alcohol and ammunition "at points on or near the 

international boundary" and upset "their minds with il1 advice." He did concede that some 

of the unrest could be traced to the presence of "stolen horses" in Blackfmt camps, "most 

of which they had purchased south of the 'line,' and were in dread of their king  taken 

from them, and in connection with which they were in constant fear of arrest o r  

aggression." He noted that the "chiefs and old men" were "strenuously opposed" to the 

liquor trade "and have promised to aid in preventing i t " Dewdney wanted "strong patrols" 

established "dong the international boundary, as both liquor and ammunition are brought 

1 15 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Depariment of Indian 
Aflairs for year ended 31st December 1883, Report of C. E. Demy, Agent for Treaty 
7, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 3, #4, 10 July 1883, pp. 78-79. 

1 16 United States, Department of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
I-rior, Report of Blackfeet Agent R. A. Allen, House Executive Documents #1, Part 
549th Congress 1st Session, 15 August 1885, p. 344. 



from the States," in the hope that this would stop "the entrance of traders, and decrease that 

constant intercourse between Our Indians and the South Peigans of Montana which has led 

to so much trouble and annoyance."ll7 He believed that both problems, the traders and the 

horse raids, could be stopped if the international border was policed more forcefully. 

He also believed that because officiais in Al berta and Montana were facing similar 

challenges while trying to enforce the border, greater cooperation was called for. He 

specifically mentioned the cornplaint of the Bloods and Blackf't that if they stole horses 

from south of the line Canadian officids made them give the horses back, but if their 

homes were stolen by American Indians they never got the animals back. Dewdney was 

sympathetic to their objections, and concluded "[o]ur interests and those of the United 

States are mutual in this matter, and mutuality of action would be beneficial to Our western 

Indians and settlers, as well as those of Montana; and if some steps are not taken to secure 

it, the question may arise: Can we continue to make our Indians submit to an exercise of 

power which makes them yield a justice to others which they cannot obtain for 

themselves?"18 While d l i n g  for cooperation, his veiled inference that Canada might 

c a s e  to retum stolen horses was unmistakeable. As Brian Hubner has observed, Canadian 

and American law did differ over the issue of stolen horses, and the North West Mounted 

Police would arrest Canadian Indians for possessing horses stolen south of the line but 

American authorities would not arrest Indians for possessing horses stolen from north of 

the line. "9 

1 17 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Deparmient of Indian 
Anairs for year ended 3Ist December 1885, Report of Edgar Dewdney, Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs for North- West Temtones, Sessional Papen 1886, Volume 4, #4, 17 
December 1885, p. 144. 

118 Ibid. 
1 19 Bnan Hubner, "Home S tealing and the Borderline: The NWMP and the Control of 

Indian Movement, 1874-1900," PraUieFom, Vol. 20, #2, Fail 1995, p. 287. 



Officiais in southem Alberta and northern Montana did make an effort to cooperate 

with each other in the mid- 1880s, and the number of raids dropped drarnaticaily by the end 

of the decade.120 Even though the raids and other instances of Blackfoot border-crossing 

did not cease altogether, by the late 1880s the Blackfoot on both sides of the line seemed to 

be considerabl y Iess mobile and threatening than they had k e n  in the 186ûs. The 

Blackfoot in southern Alberta did not get involved in the 1885 North West RebeIIion, 

large1 y due to the efforts of their head chiefs to prevent it and the timel y arriva1 of added 

rations from white officiais eager to placate. Federai containment efforts, while never as 

complete or effective as officials might have hoped, had at least managed to create a dense 

discursive tenain of lines the Blackfoot were not supposed to cross. For d l  the differences 

between the coercive strategies deployed by the Canadian and Arnerican governments 

against the Blackfoot, such strategies relied upon common efforts to establish the 

boundaries of meaning between aboriginal and white people, Indian land and white land. 

The ideological result was the same, as the Alberta-Montana borderlands could finaily be 

seen by federai authorities as a sub-region passively awaiting the amival of white settlers. 

Ibid., pp. 292-295. 



Chapter 3 

"A land where there is room for alI": 

Immigration, nation-building, and non-aboriginal cornmunities 

Federal efforts through the 1860s, 70s and 80s to create a kmown and mapped west 

were intended to facilitate b o t .  nations' real goal: to settle the west with white people who 

would daim and develop it 16û acres at a time. As Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock 

observe of Canada, simply acquinng the North West Temtories was insufficient, because 

"a successful union depended upon cornmerciai and industrial growth.. . ."l For both 

Canada and the United States, that kind of grow th depended on immigration. Neither 

govermnent was ever completely happy with al1 of i ts new amivals, but there was no doubt 

that immigrants were needed to achieve each country's nationalistic goal S. 

There is a sharp gap between the arnount of authority Canada and the United States 

had over immigration matters. Immigration was a federal responsibility in Canada, and the 

govemment had complete authority and a strong motive to get involved directly in attracting 

immigrants bound for the West. In the United States, immigration was not firmly 

established as a federd responsibility until 1876, and only graduaily did the Amencan 

govemrnent gain the amount of power over immigration that Canada had. Both 

governrnents thought that white men were the ideal settlers, but had different notions about 

how to construct that whiteness and about the role female immigrants shouid play in 

western development. In spite of these differences, however, there are remarkable 

similarities between their perceptions of immigrants and the role newmmers shodd play in 

the development of the nation. For example, the kinds of colonial, information- 

management tools each govemment had used to manage land and native peoples were put 



to use solving the "problem" of immigration, and the sarne kinds of assumptions about 

space, race and gender came into play. In addition, discourses about "the west" were 

central to federal visions of the future of the Canadian and Amencan nations. These 

similarities speak to deeper nineteenth century colonial discourses of nation, race and 

gender, and highlight how central the West was to these discourses in North Amerka. This 

chapter and yzes these di fferences and si mi larities between Canadian and A merican 

approaches to immigration policy at the federai level, and then discusses the small non- 

abonginai communities that were established in the bcrderlands before the 1890s. 1 argue 

that not only was the region more racially and ethnically diverse than federal officiais 

wanted "the west" to be, but the dominance of ranching placed the region outside of official 

discourses of western migration and settlement. 

"The power to regulate immigration": Different federal approaches 

Between 1û61 and 1880 just over 5 million immigrants came to the United States, 

more than 4.3 million from Europe and over 537,000 from Canada and Newfoundland.2 

In 1878 and 1879, for exarnple, Canada was third behind the United Kingdom and 

Germany on the list of countries of 1s t  permanent residence, providing just over 56,000 

immigrants to the United Kingdom's 88,000.3 By cornparison, total immigration to 

Canada between 1867 and 1892 was the much smaller figure of 1.5 million, and many of 

these people were oniy pasiing through on their way to the United States? Canada's 

annuai figures varied enormously in the 1870s and 1880s, from a low in 1876 of just over 

Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock, The Moking of the Mosaic: A HLFtory of 
Canadian lmmigrazion Policy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998) p. 6 1. 
United States, Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service, Repon 
of the Select Comission on Western HemLpkre Imgration (Washington, D. C. : 
January, lm), p. 27. 
United States, Report of Chie f of Bureau of Statistics, House Executive Documents 
#7,46th Congress, 2nd Session, 8 November 1879, p. xxiii. 



35,000 newcomers to a high of nearly 207,000 in 1883. Numbers slumped again in the 

late 188ûs, a decline which officiais blamed on the 1885 Rebellion.5 

The Canadian and Arnerican governments were not passive bystanders to this 

massive influx; these newcomers were too important to  the futures of the nations for 

Ottawa and Washington to just watch them arrive. As Susan Smith has argued, by 

attempting to "regdate the movement of people across political boundaries - deterrnining 

who can enter their jurisdiction and on what terms, and deciding who must leave and 

when," govemrnents implicitl y and explici tly oonstmct and deploy "a concept of what their 

nation is andor  should be. Immigration policy and nation-building therefore must be two 

sides of a single coin."6 Because each governrnent had such different powers and 

responsibilities, a cursory glance would suggest that very different nations were being 

buil t. 

The Canadian government had the power to get directly involved in attracting 

immigrants, and felt the pressure to do so given that the country seemed unable to attract 

newcomers as readily as the United States or Australia Many scholars have highlighted 

the significant effort made by federal authorities to recruit newcomers, particularly after the 

1896 election brought Laurier's Liberal party to power and Clifford Sifton to the position 

4 Kelley and T rebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic, p. 63 
5 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annuai Reports 1870- 1886. In his report for 1885 

Minister of Agriculture J. Carling wrote, 'The breaking out of disturbances in the 
North-West, of which the most exaggerated and sensational reports were publistied, 
both in the United Kingdom and on the Continent, had a very serious effect in 
hindering the immigration movement And this was particularly the case as these 
disturbances took place just at the time the booking season for immigrants was about to 
begin, and lasted during the whole of the active or spring season. The effect thus 
produced was disastrous to the immigration inter& of Canada, as a whole, as was not 
by any means confineci to those of the North-West." Canada, Department of 
Agriculture, AnnzuzfReport, Sessional Papers Volume 7, #10, p. xxvii. 

6 Susan Smith, "Immigration and nation-building in Canada and the United Kingdom," 
Constructions of Race, Ploce and Narion, eds. Peter Jackson and Jan Penrose 
(London: University College London Press, 1993) p. 50. 



of Minister of the Intenor.7 The groundworlc for Sifton's initiatives was laid by nearly 

three decades of active federal involvement in immigration policy and promotion. Dunng 

the 1870s and 80s the governent  felt that it needed to consolidate its claims to western 

land as quickly as possible, and thus invested a great deal of Ume and energy tryîng to 

attract immigrants. The government sent immigration agents overseas and to the United 

States, published information about the country for distribution through these agents, held 

strategic planning conferences and passed legisiation to encourage immigration. The 

Dominion passed its first Immigration Act in 1869, and it was "designeci primarily to 

ensure the safety and protection of immigrants en route to and upon anival in Canada" 

Until the 1880s the only restrictions were aimed at poor immigrants o r  those with "criminal 

tendencies," but these provisions "were not consistentiy enforced" because Canada sought 

as open an immigration poIicy as possible in this period.8 

By contrast, the Amencan govemment had much Iess authority over immigration 

policy, and could enjoy the unrelated phenornenon of k i n g  able to a m t  hundreds of 

thousands of immigrants each year without reall y trying. Between 1868 and 1882 in 

particular, there was very little federal bureaucratie involvement. An 1û64 Act which gave 

the President the power to appoint a Commissioner of Immigration under the State 

Department was repealed in 1û6û largely because of concems about w m p t i o n  and states' 

rights. Efforts were made throughout the 1870s to bring in some kind of legislation, and in 

1876 the Supreme Court ruled that "state laws regulating immigration were 

7 Two rnonographs which take 1896 as their starting place for an examination of 
American immigration to Canada's West are Karel Bicha's Tire American Fanner and 
the Canadian West, 1896-1914 (Lawrence, Kansas: Coronado Press, 1968), and 
Harold Troper's Only F a m r s  Need Apply: Ornial Candian Goverrunent 
Encouragement of Immigration from the United States, 1896-191 1 (Toronto: Griffin 
House, 1972). 18% also serves as an important chapter demarcation in bcmks on the 
Canadian W e s t  and Canadian immigration policy; see, for example, Chapter 4 of 
Howard and Tamara Palmer's Alberta: A New Hïstory and Chapter 4 of Kelley and 
Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic. 



unconstitutional." The court decided that "Congress alone has the power to regulate 

immigration" because Article 1, Section 8 of the Constitution "empowers Congress ' to 

regulate commerce with foreign nations, and among the several states, and with Indian 

tribes. '"9 Like the Canadian mandate, earl y American immigration legislation tended to 

focus on assisting immigrants in transit with "passenger and steerage acts." The United 

States' first general immigration law was not passed until 1882.10 Even with this Act the 

federal govemment still did not have anywhere n w  the amount of authority wielded by the 

Canadian government to spend money actively recruiting immigrants, but the 1882 act did 

include provisions for collecting a small head tax to pay for immigration services, 

excluding criminals, paupers and lunatics. These decisions and Acts did not limit the rights 

of individual states and temtories to spend their own money to hire immigration 

commissionen to promote the state or temtory in other part. of the country or overseas. 

Further arnendrnents and a subsequent Act in 1891 strengthened Washington's hand, and 

the office of the superintendent of immigration was created. The 1891 Act also provided 

for the inspection of immigrants entering from Canada and Mexico, indicating a growing 

desire on the part of the Americans to regulate their continental borders as well as their 

m t a l  ones. " 

8 Kelley and Trebiloock, The Making of the Mosaic, pp. 62-63 
9 Charles B, Keel y, U. S. Immigration: A Policy Anulysk (New York: The Population 

Council , 1979), p. 1 1. 
l0 Marion T. Bennett, American Immigration Policies: A History (Washington, D. C. : 

Public Affairs Press, 1%3), p. 15. 
1 1 Phiii p Davis, ed. Immigraiion and Nuiurdization: Selected Readtgs (Boston and 

New York: Gim and Company, 1920) p. 33 1-332, and 337. See also Bennett, 
American lmmigration Poücies, pp. 15-2 1 for an overview of this p e n d  in American 
immigration polic y. 



"Their errors and deficiencies could be disclosed": counting North 

America's newcomers 

A closer look at the two governments' attitudes and approaches towards 

immigration reveals that, in spi te of their differences, they shared many common features 

First, both sets of officiais used similar tools for managing the flow of people. Federai 

authonties struggled to get precise head counts of the hundreds of thousands of people who 

arrived at their borders in the nineteenth century, and tried to collect the other key pieces of 

information, particuiarl y race, gender, and nationality, by which they judged those new 

amivals and plotted them on their maps of the nation's future. 

As 1 have argued in earlier chapters, collecting and producing accurate information 

was both an end in i tsel f and a cri tical management tool for federal officiais in both 

countries in the late nineteenth century. Authorities responsible for counting the heads of 

newcomers were constantly striving for greater efficiency and more complete information, 

just as their counterparts had tried to do  with information about western land and First 

Nations peoples. Counting i mrni grants and collecting other kinds of statistical information 

about them served several purposes: it was an attempt to regulate who got in and thus 

would reinforce the external borders of the nation; it was a way to judge the country's 

popularity; and it was an indicator of future national prosperity. Michel Foucault has noted 

that the idea of "population" as a "technique of power" and "an economic and political 

problem" emerged in western Europe in the eighteenth century, and would develop as such 

for North American govemments in the nineteenth century. l2 Immigrants were not just 

people, they were becoming a part of a national "population," an economic, poli tical, and 

social entity which needed to be managed and developed. Proper management depended 

on lmowing how many people were in your population, and when immigration outpaced 



naturai increase (as it did for both countries in the nineteenth century) it was very important 

to keep track of d l  newcomers. 

For American officials, trying to count accurately the massive influx of new amvals 

was one of the few ways the govermnent could play a managerial role in immigration, 

particularl y during the 1870s. In 187 1, for example, the Bureau or Statistics and the 

General Land Office both published information for prospective immigrants. Chief of the 

Bureau of Statistics Edward Young ' s "Special Report on Immigration" included 

information for prospective immigrants on land acquisition, staple products, access to 

markets, the cost of farm stock, the kind of labor in demand in the Western and Southern 

States, and so on. A largely statistical report, it also provided figures on the nationality and 

sex of immigrants who had arrived in the United States during the first quarter of 1871.13 

Commissioner of the General Land Office Willis Drummond reported that his office had 

prepared a pamphlet to be distri buted in Europe, which provided "a succinct description of 

Our form of goverment, its political divisions, the peculiarities of the soi1 and climate, a 

brief statement of our public-land system" and "a synopsis of the naturalization laws." The 

pamphlet included a map "showing the principal railroads travelling the Arnencan 

continent, from the Atlantic to the PaciFic."l4 This publication and D m m o n d ' s  report 

represent one of the few instances of the Department of the Interior using its information 

about western land to attract immigrants to that land; the majonty of Amencan federal 

activity around immigration was conducted by the Treasury Department. 

12 Michel Foucault, The History of Senrolity, Volume 1: An Introduction, translateci by 
Robert Hurley, (New York: Vintage Books, 1990) p. 25. 

13 United States, Department of the Interior, Chief of Bureau of Statistics Edward Young, 
"Special Report on Immigration," House Executive Document #1,42nd Congress, 1st 
Session, p. 200. 

14 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Cornmissioner of the GeneraI Land Office, Willis Drumrnond, 
House Executive Document #1,42nd Congress, 2nd session, 1871, p. 68. 



In 1873 the responsibili ty for generating reports on immigration was shifted from 

the State Department to the Treasury Department, because the Bureau of Statistics and its 

customs officers were already attached to the Treasury and generated an annuai report on 

immigration. Edward Young, Chief of the Bureau of Statistics, had lobbied for the move 

because he thought immigration statistics could be collected "more promptly, completely, 

and accurately" by the Treasury Department than by any other Department. The Bureau of 

Statistics could apply a "rigid system of scrutiny" to the returns, under which "their errors 

and deficiencies could be disclosed by the aid of facts more immediately accessible to it, 

and their correction be more promptly obtained." In addition, the reports of the customs 

officers "on the northem frontier" enabled the Department to obtain statistics of immigration 

into the United States "from or  through the Dominion of Canada, by cars and other land- 

vehicles, which would not, under existing laws, be accessible to other Departments."ls In 

short, the Treasury would be more accurate and thorough than any other federal 

department. The overwhelming majority of immigrants to the United States were landing 

on the east Coast, but Young was aware that the border with Canada was porous and easily 

crossed, and he wanted to ensure that those new amivals were not bypassing the watchful 

eye of his department. 

In the early 1870s the Arnerican govenunent debated legislation which would ailow 

it a greater regulatory role in the transportation of immigrants, but the proposais were 

always rejected. In May of 1872, for example, President Grant sent a message to 

Congress recommending legislation regarding the transportation of immigrants to and 

within the United States. He justified his proposal and tried to counter the states' 

opposition by saying that "Such legislation will be in the interests of humani ty . . . . The 

immigrant is nota citizen of any State or  Temtory upon his amival, but comes here to 

15 United States, Letter by Edward Young, Chief of Bureau of Statistics, House 



become a citizen of a great republic." He would never "advise legislation in affairs that 

should be regulated by the States, but 1 see no subject more national in its character than 

provision for the safety and welfare of the thousands who leave foreign lands to become 

citizens of this republic."l6 The President who decisively shifted the tone and approach of 

Amencan Indian policy towards more rapid assimilation also had strong opinions about 

federal responsi bili ties towards immigrants. 

As proof of the need for legislation Grant's message included a "Report on 

Immigration, and the Proper Transportation of Immigrants to and within the United States" 

wn tten by J. Fred Myers of the Treasury Department in November 187 1. Myers insisted 

that the best justification for federal involvement was the fact that the annual immigration of 

250,000 people was sure to be a permanent trend for at least another 50 years. He argued 

that the government could in fact "safel y estimate that the annual average will increase to 

upward of 300,000 souls for the next twenty years." He was highly critical of the poor 

conditions on board the tram-atlantic steamers which brought Europeans to the United 

States and on the trains which took them across the country, and insisted.it was only logical 

that the govemment "should see to the proper transportation, care, and distribution of this 

precious tide of hurnanity, the greater portion of which, upon their arrival, are ignorant of 

Our custorns, process, geography, and d s o  of the English Ianguage." After d l ,  he 

observed, if the federal g o v e r n e n t  had the nght to regulate the importation of cattle and a 

population of 3OO,Oûû Indians, surely it had the nght to be more involved with 

immigration. 

Myers added that newcomers were "less self-reliant than Americans" and needed 

"the protecting a m  of the General Govemrnent, which alone has adequate power and 

Miscellaneous Documents #75,43rd congress, 1st session, 19 March 1872. 
16 United States, "Message from the President recommending Legislation in relation to the 

transportation of immigrants to and within the United States," Senate Executive 



jurisdiction. It is time. therefore, that this colossal yet peaceful people's movemen~" upon 

which rested "the very character of the American nation, should become the object of 

carefull y manired legislation." He concl uded that greater involvement on the part of the 

federal govemment would be reassuring for immigrants and their home governments aiike, 

and would "greatly stimulate the emigration of the best elements of European society."17 1 t 

is hard to tell if Myers deliberately underestimated immigrants' Ianguage skills or intendeci 

to liken them to cattle to strengthen his arguments in favour of legislation, but his 

nationaiist agenda is clear - when "the chamcter" of the nation was a t  stake, the federal 

government had a duty to step in. 

On1 y a year and a ha1 f later Secretary of the Treasury William A. Richardson 

subrnitted another report on the treatment of immigrants, this time to the Senate. In another 

attempt to forestdl opposition to expanding the role of the federal government, he noted in 

his covering letter that "Great Britain and other countries" had already passed legislation 

dealing with a range of issues dealing with immigration, and thus any legislation passed by 

the United States "should follow, so far as proper, the regulations already established by 

those countries, or regulations which by common consent are considered necessary." His 

report included a "Report on the Immigration Service" written by John M. Woodworth, 

Supervising Surgeon of the U. S. Marine Hospital Service, based on his observations of 

the ports of New York, Boston, Phlladelphia and Baltimore in 1873. Woodworth was 

very cntical of the immigration service, citing everything from the overcrowding and poor 

conditions on board ship to inaccurate record-keeping at  the ports. He stated that it was 

fime to introduce new legislation which could be written without infringing on the states' 

ri ghts or  duplicating existing organizations. Such a bill should address the amount of space 

allotted per person on the tfans-oceanic voyage; the size of the berths and quality of the 

Document #73,42nd Congres, 2nd session. May 1û7î 



food; hygiene; penalties for on-board deaths; the separation of the sexes while on  board and 

better protection of female passengers. l8 The Supreme Court supported the intent of these 

reports and proposais by ruling in 1876 that the federal government did have the 

constitutional authority to regulate immigration, and the handful of bills passed in the years 

leading up to the immigration acts of 1882 attempted to improve the living conditions on the 

immigrant ships. 

Canada's federal government did not have to contend with provincial governments 

challenging its authon ty over immigration because the provinces had fewer powers than the 

States and happil y supported federal efforts in increasing immigration. With a wider range 

of authority and a smailer number of newcomers amving at its eastern ports, officids tried 

hard to count accuratel y who was aniving and w here they were going. As in the United 

States, Canada's Department of the Interior had little to do with immigration; instead, the 

Department of Agriculture was responsible for attracting and managing immigration, which 

indicates how closely related immigration and agricultild development were in national 

discourses. Indeed, the topic of immigration preceded agricultural su bjects in the 

Department's annual reports throughout the 1870s. In his report for 1û69 the Minister of 

Agriculture Chnstopher Dunkin indicated that although more than 57,000 people had 

passed through Canada's ports on their way to the United States, only about 18,60 had 

said they planned to stay in Canada and only 1800 of the latter group said they were 

heading "west of Toronto." Nevertheless, Dunkin concludeâ wi th the optimistic assertion 

"that the immigrants who have settled in Canada during the year 1869 have been readily 

and easily absorbed, to the mutual advantage, 1 have every reason to believe, of the country 

17 Ibid. 
18 United States, "Report on Treatment of Immigrants," Senate Executive Document #23, 

43rd Congress, 1st Session, 21 January 1874, pp. 11-12. 



and themselves.. . ." ' 9  Given that both countnes womed about the "absorption" of 

newcomers into their population, this was a creative way for Dunkin to cast the small 

numbers in a positive light. 

The number of immigrants who stayed in Cana& instead of proceeding to the 

United States climbed dramaticdly between 1869 and the 1885 Rebellion. In 1869 only 

about one-third of the approximately 32,000 newcomers told agents that they were going to 

stay in Canada and "remain British subjects" instead of going to the United States.20 In 

1873 that proportion climbed to just under one-half of the nearly 100,000 immigrants to 

Canada Ten years later, during the peak year of 1883 when 207,000 immigrants arrived 

in Canada, aimost two-thirds said they were going to stay. 21 

Canadian officiais had various strategies in the 1870s and 1880s for countering the 

negative impression these numbers seemed to give about Canada's ability to attract and 

retain immigrants compared to the United States. Begiming in 1873, for example, agents 

tried to keep track of the number of Canadians who returned to Canada from the US." 

Immigration agents stationed West of the Great Lakes did their best to track the num ber of 

people entering Canada from the south and where they were original1 y from. In 1879 the 

agent stationed in Duluth, Minnesota, William Grahame, reportecl that 7401 migrants had 

passed that point en route to Manitoba That total included 40 people from Ontario and 

Quebec, more than 350 from New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, and 788 Americans. 

19 C a n a  Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1869, Report of the Minister of 
Agriculture, Sessional Papers 1870, Volume 6, #ûû. p. i. 

20 Ibid. 
21 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1883, Sessional Papers 1ûû4, 

Volume 8, #14, p. xxv. 
22 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1873, Sessional Papers 1874, 

Volume 6, #9. 



Graharne estimated that an additional 3500 people had entered Canada by way of Chicago 

and St. Paul, for a total of about 11,000 entering Canada's West from the south in 1879.f3 

Those numbers continued to climb in the early 1880s, and officiais took particular 

pains to refute numbers which suggested that more people moved south than came north.2" 

In his report for 1883 the Minister of Agriculture was pleased to note that just over 20,000 

immigrants had entered Canada from the United States, including 14û6 who had entered 

"dong the frontier from Emerson to Fort Benton.'% The following year another report 

suggested that some of the infiux from the United States was actually made up of 

Canadian-born people who had gone to the Amencan West and were coming back to 

Canada. William Pearce, Inspector of Dominion Lands Agencies, wrote in 1884 that too 

little attention had been paid to the number of immigrants who had corne from the United 

States to the North West Territones. He "had no idea that there were such numbers of 

these arrivals until within the past few months, when ... it became necessary for me to 

ascertain who were and w ho were not British subjects." He said he had met many people 

who had been born in Canada or whose parents were Canadian who had spent time in the 

midwest before moving north.26 

Sometimes Canada's efforts to bolster its image were aided by an unrelated decision 

on the part of an Amencan official. In 1886 the Department of Agriculture published a 

3 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Reportfor 1878, Report of Minister of 
Agriculture for 1878, commenting on report of William Grahame in Duluth, M i ~ e ~ ~ t a ,  
Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 7, #9, p. xxxii. 

24 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1873, Sessional Papers 1874, 
Volume 6, #9. 

25 Canada, Department of Agriculture, A n m l  Report for 1883. Sessional Papers 1884, 
Volume 8, #14. 

26 Canada, Department of the Interior, Annual  repu^ for 1883, Report of William Pearce, 
Inspector of Dominion Lands Agencies, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 7, #12, p. 5. 
It is not clear from his report why he was trying to determine who was or  was not a 
B ntish subject. One possible explanation is that, although a person did not have to  be a 
British subject to homestead under the Dominion Lands Act, a person did have to be a 



"Report on Alleged Exodus on Western Frontier" wntten by John Lowe, Secretary for the 

Departrnent of Agriculture. The report ûied to challenge the widespread belief that 

si pificant num bers of Canadians and immigrants sli pped sou th across the border West of 

the Great Lakes. It indicated that in February of 1886, the United States Secretary of the 

Treasury Daniel Manning had instructed his customs officers to stop collecting statistics on 

immigration "from British North Amencan possessions and Mexico" k a u s e  it was 

"impracticable to procure under existing laws, accurate statistics of immigrants arriving in 

the United States.. . ." Lowe noted that he had kept track of the "statements of a large, 

alleged, emigration" which the Washington Bureau had k e n  publishing monthly, "but as 

these figures have been entirely omitted from the general r e m s  in the December quarterly 

report of the chief of the Bureau of Statistics . . . 1 think it is better not to enter into any 

detailed cri ticism of statements thus discredi ted." He couldn' t resist including his own 

numbers for 1885, however, which showed that when one took into account al1 the 

different ports and various ways of moving from east to West or back again, Canada was 

not losing as many people to the States as was believed, and in some periods had actually 

made a net gain. Lowe closed by stating, "in view of the not always pleasant nature of the 

controversy to which [these statistics] have led wi th United States officials," he was 

satisfied that his efforts to correct the American figures were "so thoroughly vindicated" by 

Manning's instructions to Amencan customs officiais? 

It was simply not possible for either country to get a completely accurate count of 

the number of newcomers crossing their borders, particularly the 49& parallel between the 

Great Lakes and the Rockies, because there were too many people coming and going in too 

British subject if they wanted to claim land for timber culture. Canada, Dominion 
L Q d s  Act, 1876 revisions. 

27 Canada, Departrnent of Agriculture, "Report on Alleged Exodus. .. " by John Lowe, 
Secretary of the Department of Agriculture, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 7, #IO, 29 
March 1886, p. xlvii. 



many places. This failure highlights both the volume of migration to and between the two 

countries, and the inability of either state to exert tmly national control over its borders. 

Canadian and American officiais were aware of these realities but retained their faith that 

their continued efforts would eventually be successful. Those nurnbers represented people 

who had a role to play in nationai destiny, and the effort to categonze and rank them had to 

be made. The West also had a role to play in national destinies, and it is not surprising, 

therefore, that the west was so frequently invoked dunng discussions of immigration. The 

governments had high hopes for their western lands, and the Canadians, in particular, had 

very clear ideas about who shoutd get to live there. 

"Grand openings to individual enterprise": western lands and western 

settlers as the linchpin of the nation 

The second telling similarity between Canadian and Amencan discourses of 

immigration was the absolute centraiity of the west. Ottawa and Washington relied on their 

huge western empires above al1 else to attract newcomers, and it was those western spaces 

which distinguished these new North American nations from their European roots. As a 

result, the West was constnicted as central to both countries' national destinies, and 

occasionaily portrayed as vital for a particular kind of global destiny. Although 

immigration officials also acknowledged their need for certain kinds of workers, it 

remained a minor theme compared to the importance they placed on getting certain kinds of 

people to settle the west. Each nation had a core vision of itself as agncultural and western, 

not urban and eastern. At the sarne tirne, officials in Ottawa and Washington used their 

open western spaces to differentiate themselves from their own European antecedents. The 

superiority of Canada and the United States over the nations of western Europe was 

demonstrated by the fact that so many immigrants were choosing to leme Europe and come 

to North Amerka, and immigrants who were perceived to be of the highest quality made 



the additiond choice to settle in the west. The enormous spaces and economic potential of 

the West made Canada and the United States North American nations by distinguishing 

them from less-expansive European nations, and b t h  countries relied on their immigration 

policies to shore up this impression of themselves. 

Officiais in Ottawa and Washington kept one eye on their western spaces when they 

thought and wrote about immigration because the West was central to their notions of 

national destiny and to their colonial discourses of space, race, and gender. Even the 

relatively few cornments that American officiais made about immigration were dominated 

by concems about the west. The large spaces which were to lure immigrants from across 

the sea and away from crowded eastem cities were the key to national and international 

destinies. In 1870, for exampIe, Joseph Wilson, United States Comrnissioner of the 

General Land Office, wrote that "the masses of Europe and the settled populations of our 

own older States are especially interested in the grand openings to individual enterprise 

now developing in the Great West." Europeans were particulad y attracted to "Our free 

institutions, practical social equality, :'aciIi ties for acquiring a subsistence, and for 

accumulating wealth.. . ." An increase in taxation revenues was one positive result from 

immigration, but was only a small part "of the higher functions of this noble system. The 

enlargement of the area of civilization and the inexpressible relief which has k e n  afforded 

to the crowded millions of European society, groaning under the evils of a state of 

transition from feudalisni to civil and religious freedom, can be measured by no aggregates 

of financial value created'a In March 1878 the Commissioners of Emigration of the State 

of New York complained that "for the most part . . . the strong and vigorous immigrants" 

headed to the west, to "becorne the bone and sinew of the agncul tural population. The 

28 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Z?zie~r, Report of General Land Commissioner Joseph Wilson, House Executive 
Documents #1, Part 4,41st  Congress, 3rd session, 27 October 1870, p. 43, 181. 



poorer, weaker, and less enterprising remain behind, at  or near their port of ~ ~ d . " ~ ~  

While their cornplaint wntains a degree of nativist sentiment, they inadvertently reinforceci 

the idea that the b a t  immigrants chose to go West, a choice that could Save Europe as well 

as secure a future of greatness for the United States. 

Canadian officiais were equdly enthusiastic about what their west meant for the 

country's destiny and for the Dominion's place within the British Empire - at the time, 

these were seen as complementary goals by federd authorities. The Minister of Agriculture 

J. H. Pope proclaimed in his report for 1879 that a farmer who emigrated from Britain to 

Canada would have "the satisfaction of feeling that he is assisting to build up a great British 

Empire, having for its seat the northern haif of the continent of North America, occupying a 

space as large as the whole of Europe, and containing agncultural, mineral, and commercial 

resources to be developed in the immediate future of almost illimi table extent Three 

years later he wrote that not only would the settlement of Canada's North-West provide 

"homes for millions of the redundant population of the United Kingdom and Europe," it 

would "settle the question of the supply of breadstuffs for the mother country by making it 

entirely independent of foreigners.'91 In Pope's opinion, when European immigrants left 

their diverse but crowded homeiands and settled down on western Canadian land, they 

were no longer non-British foreigners. Homesteading made them Canadian, and gave 

29 United States, Commissioners of Emigration of the State of New York, "Mernorial on 
Protection of Immigrants," House Miscellaneous Documents #22,45th Congres, 2nd 
Session, VoIurne 1,4 March 1û78, p. 3. 

30 Canada, Depanment of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1879, Sessional Papers 1880, 
Volume 7, #IO. See James Sturgis, "Learning about Oneself: Canadian Nationalism, 
1867- 19 14," in Kith and Kin: Canada, Britnin and the United States from the 
Revolution to the Cold Wm, ed. C. C. Eldridge, pp. 911 17 (Cardiff: University of 
Wdes Press, 1997) for a good discussion of the ways Bri tishness and Canadianness 
paralleled each other as frames of reference for national identity between Confederation 
and World War 1, and the ways in which Canadianness as something distinct from 
Bri tishness came to dominate. 
Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1881, Sessional Papers 1882, 
VoIume 7, #Il .  



them a "mother country" that rnight not have k e n  theirs in the first place. As they added to 

Canada's population and wealth, that prosperity could be directed back to England, thus 

benefitting everyone. 

In short, Canada and the United States viewed their seemingly IimitIess western 

land as the chief attraction for and chosen destination of newcomers. Being able to offer 

large parcels of land at minimal cost was the key federal strategy for encouraging western 

immigration, and increased immigration meant that more land could be developed more 

quickly. As a result, the bmsterism which was evident in federal reports about the size and 

potential of western lands easily &ed over into reports about the land's potential for 

settlement and development. Surveyor General of Montana John Blaine wrote in his 1871 

report that the territory had "ample room for millions of settlers of d l  occupations, who are 

wrdially invi ted to come and make their homes with us, and grow up in weal th and 

usefulness, as the country expands its latent productions and power?* Five years later, 

Blaine's successor, Andrew Smith, wrote that Montana needed "men and women" even 

more than it needed capital, and he believed that 1877's immigration was going to "equal 

the present population of the Territory." Smith was concerned that the Temtory was at a 

disadvantage compared to other western States and tenitories by not having its own 

"commissioners of immigration to disseminate information and attract the attention of those 

medi tating immigration, or direct wavering thoughts and steps." Much as Canada had to 

compete with the United States and Austraiia for immigrants, so too did Montana have to 

compete wi th other parts of the United States. Smith staîed that the Temtory could offer 

"more substantial inducements . . . than many of the Western States and Temtories," 

including "quick and cheap" transportation up the Missouri River. He was still able to 

32 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Surveyor-General of Montana, House Executive Document #l, 
42nd Congress, 2nd session, 1871, p. 203. 



conclude that "[elvery year witnesses s t d y  advancement in the corn forts and advantages 

of civilized life" in Montan% so the lack of an immigration commissioner was not slowing 

its growth too much.33 

Unable to boat  about "quick and cheap" transportation until the mid- l88Os, 

Canadian immigration officiais focussed on the size and fertility of their western lands. In 

1872 for exarnple the Agent for the North-West, J.A.N. Provencher, reported that 

Manitobaand the North West Temtories had "room for millions of inhabitantd34 The 

following year Minister of Agriculture J.H. Pope emphasized "the existence of millions of 

unsettled acres of prairie lands in Manitoba and the North West Temtory, of the richest 

productive capaci ty . . . w hich at no distant day i t is believed and hoped will becorne the 

homes of many millions of men from the old world." Winnipeg Agent Mr. McMicken 

stressed that "there need not be any apprehension on the ground of too numerous arrivals." 

Recent arrivals were making "rapid progress towards corn fort able settlement" and there 

was "ample room for al1 who may go.'qS In 1881, Agent William Grahame, in Duluth, 

Minnesota, wrote that "farrneis and peasants of the older countries, have naturally sought 

with eagerness to better their condition in a land where there is room for d l ,  and where the 

soi1 yields a hundred-fold for the efforts expended in its cultivation.''36 Canada's west was 

33 United States, Departrnent of the Intenor, Annual Report of the Semetary of the 
Inrerior, Report of Surveyor-General of Montana, House Executive Documents #1, 
Part 5,45th Congress, 2nd Session, 1 November 1877, p. 285. Encouraging 
immigration does not seem to have been a priority for the Temtorial govemrnent of 
Montana in the 1870s. During the 1869-70 and 1876 sessions, acts to promote 
immigration were proposed by the Council, passed first and second reading and the 
committee stage, and yet were not passed by the House. Council Joumals of the 6th 
and 9& Sessions of the Legislative Assembly of the Temtory of Montana, Montana 
Historical Society Legislative Assem bl y Records. 

34 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Anmal Report for 1871, Report of Agent for the 
North-West J. A. N Provencher, Sessional Papers 1872, Volume 2, =A, p. 77. 

35 Canada, Departrnent of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1872, Sessional Papers 1813, 
Volume 6, #26, p. 12. 

36 Canada, ~ e p r & e n t  of  ricu culture, A n n d  Repori for 1880, Report of Duluth Agent 
William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1880- 1881, Volume 7, #12. 



not just big enough to provide land and homes for "millions" of newcomers, the key word 

these officiais used to quantify w hat they hoped would be a large number of newcomers, 

but the land still had the fertility of "untouched" (Le. never-cul tivated) soiI. 

Because the Canadian government was responsible for managing immigration as 

well as its western spaces, and had a stronger need to shore up its nationdistic agenda in 

the face of more rapid immigration to the United States, its officiais invested a great deal of 

thought into the best ways to manage newcomers and spaces and the best kinds of 

newcomers to fil1 up those spaces. The ovemding theme of reports of the Departments of 

the Interior and of Agriculture during these years was that the prairie West had enough 

room for everyone, and that the state should do  as much as possible to get it settled by 

white farmers. As Kelley and Trebilcock note, "[t] he fact that so much of the country 

remained to be settled was used to tout the enormous possibilities awaiting those interested 

in tapping its mineral and agriculturai wealth.'"7 Every year, the bureaucrats confidently 

predicted that "next year" would bring the long-awai ted massive influx of new immigrants. 

In his report for 1816 the Surveyor-General commented that in spite of the general 

depression, the preceding year's large crop and "entire immunity from grasshoppers" had 

generated a great deal of interest "in Ontario and in the Western States respecting Manitoba 

and the North-West Temtones, and there is every probability of a very large immigration 

into the country next year." 38 In the same year Dufferin, Manitoba agent J. E. Tetu 

h t e d  of the "immense extent of excellent lands open to colonization and still 

unoccupied." He too believed that "next year, we shall have from ail the Provinces, and 

from the United States, an immense tide of immigration.'q9 That immense tide did not 

37 Kelley and Trebilcock, Z?re Moking of the Mosaic, p. 82. 
38 Canada, Department of the Intenor, Annuai Report for year ending 30 Jurre 1876, 

SessionaI Papers 1877, Volume 7, #Il, p. 7. 
39 Canada, Department of Agriculture, A n n d  Report, Report of Dufferin Manitoba Agent 

J. E. Tetu, Sessional Papers 1877, Volume 6, #8, p. 83. 



develop for another 25 years, but it was not for a lack of effort and optimism on the part of 

these officiais. 

As the above comments indicate, the immigrants Canada wanted most were 

fanners. A government-sponsored conference on immigration in September 1871 

proposed several initiatives to help attract the right kind of immigrants. These included 

calls for the Dominion to "maintain an efficient system of immigration agency in the United 

Kingdom, on the continent of Europe, and if deemed necessary, elsewhere beyond 

Canada;" maintain "a liberal policy for the settlement and colonization of Crown lands in 

Manitoba and the Northwest Temtories;" and disseminate whatever information was 

necessary about Canada in general and the prairie West in particular.-20 A similar conference 

three years later restated these goals and gave the Minister of Agriculture "sole 

responsi bili ty for promoting immigration to Canada fmm abroad.""' 1 n keeping wi th these 

objectives, every year the Minister would stress that the Department's efforts were 

concentrated on encouraging farmers and labourers. 

In spite of their best efforts and optimistic predictions, every Canadian official 

connected in any way with promoting Canada as a destination for immigrants faced two 

significant challenges: Australia and New Zealand offered more generous financial 

assistance for immigrants, and most Europeans thought Canada was part of the United 

States - the northem, frozen, inhospitable part. In the mid- 1870s three different agents 

noted the latter cornplaint. Special Immigration Lecturer for Great Britain Rev. Lachlin 

Taylor wrote that "[tlhe great bug-bear, even with men of intelligence and reading, is our 

climate, of whose cold especially they have the most extravagant and absurd views,"42 

4 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1871, Sessional Papers 1872. 
Volume 2, R A ,  p. 12. 

41 Kelley andTrebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic, p. 77. 
42 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Repon, Report by Special Immigration 

Lecturer for Great Britain Reverend Lachlin Taylor, Sessional Papers 1877, Volume 6, 



Thomas Grahame was stationed at Carlisle, England, and lamented the "astonishing . . . 

ignorance which still prevails regarding Our country, large numbers not knowing that there 

is any difference between us and the United States, and also thinking that the whole 

country to be a thinly settled, frozen region, the greater portion of the population being 

semi- barbarians."43 And the Agent General in London Edward Jenkins insis ted that "[t] he 

important thing is to fix distinctly in the Continental mind the distinction between Canada 

and the United States." 44 Many Europeans, in short, did not "see" the border between 

Canada and the United States, did not see the di fferences between the two countries which 

each set of officials was trying hard to emphasize. When prospective immigrants did see 

the border they gave it a meaning the Canadian officials had to challenge and American 

officials could use to their advanbge. 

Amencan officials were certainly aware of their advantage, although they frarned it 

as one of poli tical and social institutions and not climate. Joseph Wilson, Commissioner of 

the United States General Land Office, declared bluntly in 1870 that the "United States is 

the favorite land of Lhe emigrant. Other countries present equal attractions in the naturai 

advantages of soil, climate, and position, but have never yet attracted immigration." 

Canada, for exarnple, 

lies in much closer proximity to Europe, offenng advantages for settlement to its 
northem races, perhaps, equal to those of some of Our Northwestern States, but in 
spite of every effort of the British Government, the large majon ty of the immigrants 
directed to this point are s w n  attracted to the more genial nationality of the United 
States of Amenca. The reason of this preference is found in the freedom of Our 
political and social systems, and the superior development of natural resources 
which that freedorn secures. 

- - 

#8, p. 76. Emphasis in original. 
43 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Anmal Report for 1875, Report of Agent Thomas 

Grahame in Carlisle England, Sessional Papers 1816, Volume 7, #8, p. 8. 
44 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Anmal Report for 1875, Report of Agent General 

In London Edward Jenkins, Sessional Papers 1876, Volume 7, #û, p. 125. 



The United States "thus appeals to the self-reliance of the citizen calling forth his latent 

energies, the exercise of which upon the obstacles of the extemal nature do not fail to result 

in the accumulation of wealth and in the development of personal independence of 

character."45 In Wilson's opinion, the political and social freedoms offered by Amencan 

republicanism could not be matched by those offered by Canada's constitutional rnonarchy, 

and were more appd ing  to immigrants than economic opportuni ties. 

Although Canadian officiais would not have agreed with Wilson's explanation of 

their inability to attract equal numbers of immigrants, they were aware of the problems they 

faced and hoped thatmore accurate information about the country would overcome those 

problems. But Canada's immigration agents also had to play the role of intermediary 

between their own grand rhetoric of unlimited western space, and the more pragmatic 

demands of nation-building. While federal ministers stressed the need for agriculturai 

labourers and domestic servants who would work for other people, overseas agents used 

westem lands and the p s i  bili ty of independent land ownership as their main lure. In spite 

of the rhetoric, there wasn7t really "room for all" and not everyone was welcome in the 

ivest, so the agents had to temper their praise of westem spaces with efforts to ensure that 

only the right kind of immigrants actually made it there. The first categones they reached 

for were ones of race and gender. 

&&The best pioneers": Constmcting whiteness, ethnicity, and nation 

Offiaals in both countries struggied to articulate and defend the particular kind of 

European whi teness which they wanted to be able to take for granted as an essential 

characteristic of desirable immigrants. Whiteness was so fundamental to the bureaucrats' 

45 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Secretary of the 
Zn~erior, Report of the Secretary of the Interior, House Executive Document #1, Part 4, 
41st Congres, 3rd session, 27 October 1870. 



visions of the West that they normally refused to see the people of colour who were already 

living there, and yet at the same time the punty of the white race had to be defended from 

such "threats" as native-white relationships and Chinese immigration. While the two 

governrnents had defined themselves as k i n g  western and not-European, they also 

paralleleci w hat Edward Said has described as the desire of western European nations to 

define themselves as not-Oriental.46 The strongest example of this is that both countries 

passed legislation speci ficall y aimed at reducing or eiiminating C hinese immigration. The 

United States had made various attempts to limit Chinese immigration in the late 1870s, and 

in 1882 finally passed the Chinese Exclusion Act to try and stop al1 future Chinese 

immigration.47 Three years later Canada passed the Chinese Immigration Act, imposing a 

$50 head tax on rnost Chinese immigrants and sharpl y restricting the number of Chinese 

people who could enter the country at ail.48 Chinese immigrants were never thought of as 

potential agricul tural settlers, and indeed their main opponents were often the white urban 

46 Edward Said, Orieataiirm (New York Vintage Books, 1979). 
47 Bennett, American Immigration Policies: A History, p. 30 1. Between 1810 and 1881 

more than 123,000 Chinese people had entered the United States, although few had the 
intention of staying. From 1881-1890 only 61,000 irnrnigrated and in subsequent 
decades the decline continued. The Exclusion Acts would be renewed in various forms 
until after World War II. The historiography of Chinese immigration to the American 
West includes Shi h-S han Henry Tsai 's 7ïi.e Chinese Eqerience in Amerka 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), and Ronald Takaki's Strangersfrom a 
Different Shore: A History of Rrinn Americans (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 
1989). Two articIes which discuss the Chinese in Montana include Robert Swartout 
Jr.'s "From Kwangtung to the Big S e :  The Chinese Experience in Frontier Mon-" 
Montana Herirage: An Anthology of Hkzorical Bsays, edited by Robert Swartout Jr. 
and Harry W. Fritz, (Helena: Montana Historicai Society Press, 1992)' and Larry D. 
Quim's, "Chink, Chink, Chinaman: The Beginnings of Nativism in Montana," Pacz* 
Northwest Quarterly, Number 58, (April 1x7). 

48 Kelley and Trebilcock The Moking of the Mosaic, p. 97. The histonography of 
Chinese immigration to Canada i ncludes Kay Anderson's Vancouver 's Chinatown: 
Raciizl Discourse in Canada, 1875- 1980 (Montreai and Kingston: McGill-Queen's 
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working classes, but their very presence within the political boundaries of the nation as a 

whole was enough of a threat to each country's future that the govemrnents wanted them 

kept out. 

There are several rasons  why the United States and Canada thought only about 

particular groups of white Europeans when they thought about desirable immigrants. 

Western and northem Europeans comprised the bu1 k of nineteenth century immigrants to 

North Arnerica; they were firmly established at the top of the racial hïerarchies of the ciay 

and were seen as more valuable than other people no matter what the endeavour; and it was 

assumed that they could thrive in colder climates and overcome the challenges of settling 

the continent's wide-open western spaces.49 The Canadian governrnent's greater 

involvement in immigration meant that i ts agents could explicitly spell out these hopes and 

assumptions in their annual reports. 

Canada's goal was to attract as many white farmers as possible, preferably those 

with at least some resources and experience. Agents also tried to encourage female 

domestic servants and male labourers who, dong  with famiers, were the only groups to 

receive assistexi passage. 1 mmi gration agents never mentioned t ~ y i  ng to encourage 

stockmen to immigrate. Although ranching had ancient roots in European pastoral 

pmtices, large-scale ranching was unique to North America and yet outside of Canadian 

and Arnerican views of national development. 

Prejudlce and Howard and Tamara Palmer, eds., People~ of Alberta: Portraits of 
Cultural Diversity (Saskatoon: Wes tem Producer Prairie Books, 1985). 

49 There are several excellent monographs which discuss the historical construction of 
"whiteness" as both a personal attribute and a racial/cultural good. This study has 
relied most heavily on David Roediger's The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the 
MokUg of the American Working C h s  (London and New York: Verso, 1991)' and 
Vron Ware's Beyond the Pale: White Women, Rackm and History (London: Verso, 
1 992). 



Different nationali ties and ethnic groups were weighed against each other for their 

suitability, and whiteness alone was not sufficient.50 Even the preferred groups of white 

immigrants, such as the British, Scandinavians, Swiss, and Euro-Americans, were ranked 

according to their assumai ability to cope wi th the size of Canada's western lands. The 

main concern in agents' minds seems to have been whether a particular group of people 

could handle the challenges inherent in working hundreds of acres of land, even though 

few of the preferred European groups would have had any experience with fanns as large 

as the ones in Canada's West. 

The English were, of course, a favoured group to settle the new Dominion's 

western temtories. In 1877 J. W. Downs, Agent for Colonisation in Manitoba, advised 

"English tenant farmers and others who have any desire to immigrate and better their 

circumstances thereby, and that of their famil y, who have Say at  least frorn £ 150 to £200 at 

their command" to corne to Manitoba, "where the land is good, the climate healthy, and the 

advantages offered unequaleci in any colony o r  country." The province was "only 20 days 

joumey from England, you will be still under the old flag, and you, sons of Bnttania, may 

build up another greater England, the Dominion of Canada" 51 TWO y e m  Iater Minister of 

Agriculture Pope wrote, "the farmer who migrates from the British Island to any part of 

Canada does not change his flag; nor does he, except to a very slight degree, change his 

mode of life or his companionship. He goes among his own people to conditions of life 

The Canadian historiograph y of "white" but non-anglophone immigration to the prairies 
is extensive, and includes Howard Palmer's Pattern of Prejudice: A History of 
Nufivr'imn in Aheria (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982) ; Frances S wyripa's 
Wedded to the Cause: Ukrainian-Canudïan Women and Ethnic Identity, 1891 -1 991 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993) ; Royden Loewen's Family, Church and 
Market: A Mennonite Cumunity in rhe OM and New WorZds, 1850-1 930 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1993). 

51 Canada, Department of Agriculture, A n n d  Reporî, Report on Colonisation in 
Manitoba by J. W. Downs, Sessional Papers 1877, Volume 6, #8, p. 70. 



and society the same as those he l aves  behind."52 While these officiais stressed the 

nearness and familiari ty of Manitoba, their counterparts in the Department of the Interior 

responsible for western surveys and native people were still grappling with how to 

overcome the distance between Ottawa and southern Alberta. And if Alberta still seemed so 

far away, by cornparison Manitoba seemed (or could be made to seem) that much closer to 

Otîawa and to England. 

But k i n g  English was not automatically enough to entitle a man to his own piece of 

Canadian land. In 1871, for exarnple, agent William Dixon in London, England wrote that 

aithough the free grants of land in Ontario "possessed a wonderful charm in the minds of 

many of these people," their "practical knowledge of agriculture in most instances, 

consisted in the growth of a slip of geraniurn in an earthen vesse1 or a few spngs of 

mignionette in a pan full of mould." Gentlemen farmers were clearly not quite masculine 

enough to handle "real" farming. Dixon advised "those in poor circumstances" to work for 

"a respectable farmer, for a year or two, before venturing to commence for themselves," 

while "those wi th small means at their disposal" should "purchase lands which have k e n  

partially improved..,"~ His message was cIear: k i n g  English made a man a desirable 

immigrant, but did not automatically mean that he had the masculine skills to "improve" 

160 acres of land in Ontario o r  further West 

Swiss and Scandinavian immigrants were universally popular with Canada's 

immigration agents. The Agent in France, Paul De Cazes, wrote in 1875 that he thought 

that "the population of Switzerland would adapt themselves better than any other to 

Canada" because of "the manners of the people and the nature of the country they 

52 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1879, Sessional Papers 1880, 
Volume 7, #IO. 

53 Canada, Deparîment of Agriculture, Annud Report, Report from Agent William Dixon, 
Canadian Governrnent Emigration Offices in London, England, Sessional Papers 1871, 
Volume 6, #64,3 1 December 1869, pp. 77-78. 



inhabit "% A year later he added the opinion that the Swiss offered "the most eamest 

guarantees." They were "strong, laborious and peaceable," and "could not fAl to 

acclimatize themselves easily in our country, between which and their own there are so 

many points of analogy."ss Minister of Agriculture L. Letellier de St. Just agreed that 

"Swiss settlement is suitable for Canada, and steps have already k e n  taken to endeavour to 

attract it during the coming season."56 They did not evoke sentimental ties with England, 

but their Northern European whiteness and reputation for settled, peaceful labour more than 

compensated for their ethnic difference. 

Scandinavian immigrants were even more favoured because they had already 

proven themselves in the Amencan midwest and were regarded as having many of the same 

ethnic characteristics as the Swiss. Agent H. Mattson noted in 1875 that in the western 

United States, Scandinavians were regarded "as the best pioneers. They are al1 producers, 

are law-abiding, orderly, sober, industrious, hardy, frugal, and generally successful. They 

are not shiftless or roving, but remain where they go, under reasonable advantages, and 

improve the country." In addition, they produce fewer "paupers and criminals than any 

other European nation in proportion to their number."57 More than a decade later 

Winnipeg Agent William Grahame wrote that he thought Canada should be able to attract a 

large number of Scandinavian immigrants as Minnesota had done - if not from their home 

countries, then perhaps from the United States itself. Grahame noted that "Large numbers 

of Scandinavian railway employees" had been in Canada over the summer "but most of 

hem have retumed to their homes in the United Sates. We can offer them better land, a 

- -- 

54 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Reporz for 1875, Report of Agent P. De 
Cazes in France, Sessional Papers 1875, Volume 8, #m. 

55 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1876, Report of Paul De Cazes 
in France, Sessionai Papers 1876, Volume 7, #8, p. 113. 
Canada, Departmen t of Agriculture, Annuaï Report for 1875, Sessional Papers 1816, 
Volume 7, #8, p. xv. 



larger area of unsettled country from which to select, equall y as good transportation 

facilities, better prices for their produce, and the protection of the most liberal Govemment 

in the civilized world. A ttracting these particular immigrants, therefore, would meet 

two of Canada's nationdist goals: get the right kind of white immigrants to settle the West, 

and prove that Canada could use its superior spaces, services, and "liberal Government" to 

lure top-quali ty immigrants away from the United States. 

Irish immigrants were not as desirable as English or Scandinavian immigrants, and 

the agents who reported from Ireland stressed that they were more selective about 

encouraging emigrants. In 1876 Agent J. S. Talbot wrote from County Cork that he had 

"dways been most m e f u l  as to the class of people I recommend to emigrate; had I k e n  

willing to sacrifice quality for quantity, 1 could have induced many to leave Ireland for 

Canada, but not to the advantage of the latter country."59 Belfast Agent Charles Foy 

explained the relatively small number of Irish farrners who emigrated to Canada by noting 

that "the thn ftless, [and] the unenterprising" tended to stay home, waiting "Micawber-like" 

for something better to come dong. By contrast, those who chose to emigrate were "the 

energetic, the enterprising, the thrifty, the man of forethought, who are not afmid of 'a lion 

in the path;' . . . Better have a hundred emigrants of this class than thousands of paupers 

who would be a burden, instead of wealth, in any country."a It is not surprising that the 

agents in Ireland em phasised that they were no t encouraging the poverty -stricken (and 

57 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1874, Report of Agent H. 
Mattson in Scandinavia, Sessional Papers 1875, Volume 8, #40, p. 137. 

58 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report, Report by Winnipeg Agent 
William Graharne, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 7, #IO, p. 67. 

59 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1875, Report of Agent J. S. 
Talbot in Cork, Ireland, SessionaI Papers 1876, Volume 7, #, p. 95. 

60 Canada, Department of Agriculture. Annual Report for 1879, Report of Belfast Agent 
Charles Foy, Sessional Papers 1880, Volume 7, # 10. "Mcawber" is a characier in 
Charles Dickens' novel David Copperfield, and the adjective is used to describe a 
person "perpetuall y idling and tmsting that something good will turn up." The Concise 
Oxford Dictwnary, Seventh Edi tion, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1982). 



predominantly Catholic) multitudes to emigrate, or  that class considerations took 

precedence over spatial ones when it came to evaluating this ethnic group. In spite of the 

smdl  communi ties of Irish Protestant farmers in Ontario the Irish were still perceived as 

urban immigrants, and agents needed to stress that they had not forgotten Canada's 

preference for farmers.61 

Other western Europeans received even more mixed reviews from the overseas 

agents, who used the criteria of space and climate to rationalize their opinions. European 

Agent Edward Barnard Jr. commented in 1873 that while the people of the "Rhenish 

Provinces" dong  the western edge of the newly-united German Empire were "indusûious, 

economical, and far advanced in the practice of agricul t ue ,  yet they would fi nd themselves 

here in circumstances entirely di fferent from our own." They could sustain "a whoIe 

family on a few acres of ground," but their "mode of farming" required too much manual 

labour to be practical in Canada. Immigrants from this area would give Canada "able 

gardeners, excellent farm and other servants, clever rnechanics, etc.; but it might be a 

mistake to expect them to manage our farms, or  to settle with some advantage on Our wild 

lands, until they have acquired expenence by a residence of some years in this country."62 

Once again, an ethnic group was to be discouraged because it was assumed it c o d d  not 

handle the size of Canadian farms. 

Agent De Cazes wrote from France that he thought the residents of the eastern, 

western, and northern sections of the country "would afford us the best materials in every 

respect." Winter in northern and eastem France, "though not precisely so ngorous, is in 

many respects similar to that of Canada.. ." The people were "sober, economical, and 

61 On the Irish in Ontario see Donald Akenson's nie IrM in Onîano: A Sizuiy in Rural 
Hktory (Kingston and Montreal: McGili-Queen's University Press, 1984), and Bruce 
Elliott's Irish Migram in the CaMdos: A new approaeh (Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen ' s Uni versi ty Press, 1988). 
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laborious," and those who were already "part of the agricul tural class" were generall y 

"accustomed to the arduous work of clearing land ... ." The central and southern portions 

of the country, however, had littIe potential for emigration because of "the easy 

circums tances enjoyed by the inhabi tants of certain districts, from the fertili ty of the soil," 

and for other reasons upon which he did not eiaborate. Paris "and the other great centres" 

were not li kely to produce "emigrants of a kind to amalgamate easil y wi th the rest of our 

 population."^ And in his lm6 report Agent General in London Edward Jenkins 

recommended that the northern portion of Itaiy receive more consideration because the men 

he had seen "working in the streets at Berne were large and powerful.. . . They are not 

debilitated by a hot climate, and 1 believe would be well adapted to some parts of 

Canada"u Although agents may have objected to Europeans' exaggerated notions about 

Canada's cold climate when such notions were believed to be discouraging the "right" kind 

of immigrants, those agents were not above using the climate to discourage the "wrong" 

kind of immigrants. 

Euro-Amencan immigrants were greatly desired by Canadian officiais because it 

was assumed that such immigrants would be whites with some capital and experience with 

frontier agriculture and settlement. Attracting those immigrants would also prove that 

Canada could attract Amencans as well as the United States was aîûacting the immigrants 

of the world. Three different agents discussed immigration from the United States in their 

reports for 1878, one based in Michigan and two in Manitoba. Detroit Agent Robert 

Whiteford noted that immigration into Canada from the United States was on the fise, "and 

judging from the numerous letters 1 am constantly receiving from al1 parts of the United 

Europe Edward Barnard Jr., Sessional Papers 1873, Volume 6, #26, p. 116. 
63 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annuof Report for 1874, Report of Agent P. De 

Cazes in France, Sessional Papers 1875, Volume 8, #m. 
64 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1875, Report of Agent General 

in London Edward Jenkins, Sessional Papers 1876, Volume 7, #8, p. 64. 



States, from persons wishing to emigrate, I have no doubt but that double the number will 

seek homes in our fertile prairies of the North- West during next year."65 Winnipeg Agent 

William Hespeler wrote that the new amivals from the US "were, more than previously, of 

a good farming class, bnnging with them implements and stock"66 And the Agent at 

Dufferin indicated that many people had arriveci from the midwestern states, and "the 

greater part of these immigrants have been essentially practical farmers, and as a rule, 

having sufficient means, they may be considered a valuable class." Udike immigrants 

who had come directly from Europe, those who had already spent time in the United States 

were often able to bring "horses, cattle, vehicles, [and] farming impiements ..." and thus 

establish themselves and their farms more q~ickly .6~ 

The high value placed on Arnerican immigrants was a common theme in the reports 

of Agent William Grahame, first when he was stationed in Duluth, Minnesota and later 

once he had k e n  transferred to Winnipeg. In an 1880 report from Duluth, Grahame was 

pleased to report that "the imgrationfrom the Western Stafes into Manitoba has been 

considerable in 1879." Former residents of Iowa and Wisconsin in particular were helping 

to populate "our great North-West ... and a more desirable people as settiers in a new 

country cannot be found ..." They are immune "to d l  inconveniences attendant on frontier 

life; a people whose fine physique and long experience enable them to make light of the 

thousand and one little difficulties that people from an older country would consider 

hardships almost insurmountable." Not only did midwestemers come with experience and 

fortitude, they brought practical faming skills and "sufficient means to stock and operate 

G5 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1878, Report of Agent in 
Detroit R. Whiteford, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 7, #9, p. 38. 

66 Canada, Department of Agnculnire, Annual Report for 2 878, Report of Agent in 
Winnipeg William Hespeler, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 7, #9, p. 49. 

67 Canada, Department of Agriculture, A n m l  Report for 1878, Report of Agent in 
Duffenn J. E. Tetu, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 7, #9, p. 58. 



their fanns as soon as they get possession of them."a In his next report Grahame declared 

that "immigrants from the Western States" were "superior in many respects to those coming 

from abroad. They are self-reliant, steady and persevering, know exactly what to do and 

how to do it." As a result, he thought that "no efforts should be spared in securing such a 

class of citizens." He was forced to concede, however, that the American railroads were 

offering cash rebates for western settlers and no such rebates existed in Canada at that time, 

so the latter was likely to keep losing the majority of western-bound s e t t l e r ~ . ~ ~  

Two years later Grahame was stationed in Winnipeg but continued his advocacy of 

Amencan immigration. He explaineci that Canada was becoming increasingly popular 

among residents of the western States because they wanted "to corne where the 'young 

folks' will not only have plenty of room, but will receive bountiful returns for labour 

expended on these fertile lands."70 B y praising American immigrants in this manner, 

Grahame was able to emphasize the superiority of these New World whites as wmpared to 

those from Europe, and simultaneously suggest that these high quality immigrants were 

choosing Canada because the United States was ninning out of room for future 

generations. 

"Determined to face manfully difficuities that they might be called upon to 

rneet": gendering immigration 

These interconnectai assumptions about space, race, and ethnicity which both 

governments used to structure their perceptions of immigrants and the west were also 

fundamentall y connecteci wi th their assumptions about gender. That the Canadian and 

- -- 
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American wests were supposed to be masculine spaces is obvious: large-scale agriculture 

was seen as a masculine enterprise even when described as "family" f m i n g ,  and the 

desi red characteristics of hardiness and sel f-reliant independence are associated wi th 

masculinity. Cecilia Danysk's work has shown that the economic demands and skewed 

sex-ratios in Canada's West allowed for a significant arnount of re-working of 

masculinity.71 Still, small-scale "gentlemen" farmers were not deemed sufficiently 

masculine for the hard work of colonizing and nationalizing western spaces. Maleness and 

a certain kind of masculinity were necessary because ranching and large-scale agriculture 

were seen as masculine enterprises, and the desired charactenstics of hardiness and rugged 

sel f-reliance were associated wi th masculini ty. Doug Owram notes that Canadians and 

Americans shared the belief that white, agnculturai settlement had a greater right to western 

lands than indigenous peoples because the "ideal society envisaged for the future was one 

based on the independent rural landowner. ... Terms such as 'yeomanry' and 'industrious 

husbandrnan' were used to describe the kind of man who, it was hoped, would form the 

b a i s  of society in the North West?" What Owram does not stress is how critical gender 

was to this vision of the future. Women were almost never mentioned in American 

officials' reports that touched on immigration; the country was receiving enough 

immigrants every year that it did not have to wony about how to attract more, but the 

infrequent references to women leave the impression that United States authon ties saw their 

West as an essentially masculine place with little room for wornen. Canadian officials, on  

the other hand, did have fo spend time and energy trying to encourage the immigration of 

70 Canada, Deparûnent of Agriculture, Anmal  Report for 1883, Report of Winnipeg 
Agent William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 8, #14, p. 84. 

71 Danysk, "'A Bachelor's Paradise': Homesteaders, Hired Hands, and the Constniction 
of Masculinity, 1880- 1930," Making Western CaMda: Essays on Ewopean 
Colonization ami Settlement, eds. Catherine Cavanaugh and Jeremy Mouat, (Toronto: 
Garamond Press, 1996). See also Danysk, Hired Han&: Labour and the Devekùpmenî 
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white women, both as part of their general campaign to increase immigration and to ease 

their fears over a growing Métis population in the West. 

Officiais on both sides of the border did agree that western development was a job 

for men. J. W. Downs, Agent for Colonisation in Manitoba, called to the "sons of 

Brittania" to settle Canada's W e s t  for the greater glory of England. St. Paul, Minnesota 

agent G. R. Kingsmill wrote that of the 17,000 people (including women and children) to 

whom he had issued tickets for Canada in 1880, the majority seemed "prepared and 

determined to face manfully difficulties that they might be called upon to meet.'74 Agent 

William Grahame noted "that oniy the most energetic and self-reliant men have pIuck 

enough to leave their homes and seek to better their condition in an unknown land."75 

Likewise in the United States, Roswell H. Mason, Surveyor-General of Montana, wrote in 

1881 that the Territory offered "great inducements" to "men who are accustomed to work 

and work hard ... There is a good demand for miners, mechanics and farm hands. Wages 

are high and the necessaries of life are cheap. Montana needs capi talists and workingmen 

to develop her great natural resources. Such men are always welcome ..?6 These writers 

were not just using the word "men" in some genenc sense to imply "people;" it is clear that 

they were thinking and writing about a particular kind of man. 

But even white masculinity had to have some additional standards, as the Canadian 

agents' comments about different ethnic groups demonstrate. English men who were more 

72 Doug Owram, Promise of Eden, p. 137. 
73 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Anmal Repon for 1876, Report on Colonisation in 

Manitoba by J. W. Downs, Sessional Papers 1877, Volume 6, #û, p. 70. 
74 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1880, Report of St Paul 

Minnesota Agent G. R Kingsmill, Sessional Papers 1880-1881, Volume 7, #12. 
75 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Anmal Report for 1880, Report of Duluth Agent 

William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1880-1881, Volume 7, #12. 
76 United States, Department of th; Interior, ~ n n u a l  Report of the Secretmy of the 

Znîerior, Report of Surveyor-General of Montana, House Executive Documents #1, 
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accustomed to growing geraniums, for example, were not thought manly enough to handle 

Canada, while men frorn southern France or southern ltaly had enjoyed too favourable a 

climate to develop a robust masculinity, and had a more tenuous claim to whiteness than 

northem Europeans. White masculinity aiso required specific protection from other kinds 

of men who were immigrating to North America: Chinese men had k e n  recruited by the 

tens of thousands to build the transcontinental railroads for example, but once the roads 

were complete both countries wanted these sojourners to go back to China and, as 

discussed above, did their best to restrict further Chinese immigration. The West Coast of 

Canada and the United States is seen as the hot-bed of anti-Chinese sentiment, but white 

officials and white cornmunities across Canada and the United States clearly shared a 

determination to protect whiteness and its privileges. 

Female immigrants, if they were discussed at d l ,  were a problematic afterthought 

for the United States and a problem to be solved for Canada Officiais were not concerned 

about women's abili ty to cope wi th North America's large, outdoor western spaces, 

because women were already assumed to be confined within domestic spaces. Even k i n g  

white did not quite compensate for k i n g  female, because from the perspective of federal 

officials k i n g  female meant that at best a wornan had three economically insignificant roles 

to play in taming western frontiers: domestic servant, wife, and mother. Yet their shared 

investment in these nineteenth century assumptions about femininity did not mean that the 

United States and Canada saw white women immigrants the same way. 

American officials rarely mentioned femaie immigrants, and when they did it was in 

reference to their negligi ble economic potential or the complications involveci in 

transporting single women. In 1870, for example, Cornmissioner of the General Land 

Office Joseph Wilson noted that although one- fi fth of the annuai immigrants were younger 

than 15, "this deficiency is more than compensated for by the immense preponderance of 



the males over the f e r n a l e ~ . ' ~  Young people were not imrnediately valuable to the 

government as economic producers, but at least boys would grow up to be useful men. 

Two years later, during the discussion over proposed legislation to protect immigrants en 

route to the United States, the poor conditions on baud ships from Europe were framed as 

posing particular dangers to female passengers ' respectabili ty. In his "Report on 

1 mmigration, and the Proper Tmsportation of 1 mmigrants to and within the United 

States," J. Fred Myers of the Treasury Department was particularly critical of the effect that 

overcrowded conditions on board ship had on "the chastity of the female passengers.. . . It 

is tme a compartment is provided for single unattended fernales who may choose to avail 

themselves of the pnvilege; but, according to the testimony of the ship's officers, very few 

remain therein until the close of the voyage, while the majority join the males without 

hindrance. In fact, every possible inducement is held out to demoralize female 

e m i g r a n t ~ . ' ~  Myers' statements are typical of the few references American officiais made 

about women as immigrants. Federal authorities only discussed singIe female immigrants 

and perceived them as liabilities in need of special, paternalistic protection, but spent little 

time or energy addressing the issue. Women were a particular kind of immigrant but were 

not seen as settlers. 

The Canadian government devoted more time and resources to encouraging female 

immigration than the United States, but even then it was never a high priority. After 

farmers, "domestic servants" from European countries were the preferred occupational 

group Canadian agents were supposed to target, and they were the ody two groups which 

n United States, Department of the Interior, A n m l  Report of the Secretary of the 
Zn&?rior, Report of Joseph Wilson, Comrnissioner of General Land Office, House 
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were consistent1 y granted assisted passage, admi ttedl y at a differen t rate? Single women 

who specifically immigrated as domestic servants were supposeci to work in the homes of 

central Canadians, but some agents based in western Canada also mentioned the need for 

domestics in the West and the greater opportunities which awaited them. Another rarely- 

stated factor which motivated officiais to encourage white women to  head West was that the 

Riel Rebellion of 1870 had given the Canadian government a higher level of anxiety about 

relationships between white men and aboriginal women in the West. Ottawa still did not 

view white wornen as independent economic actors, but as social and racial ones.80 

If the general tone of the agents' reports is any indication, overseas immigration 

agents did not feel like their efforts to attract female immigrants were receiving much 

support. The government did have a designated female agent in Germany in the 1870s, 

and supported the efforts of British and Canadian women's groups to  increase the number 

of dornestic servants who emigrated to Canada, but few additional initiatives are mentioned 

in the annual reports. The agent in Germany, Etise Von Koebner, pushed for more female 

ernigration, particularly of domestic servants, and aiso urged the creation of dl-female 

groups and associations to manage international women's immigration.*' She sounded 

despondent in her 1879 report, and one gets a clear sense that she did not feel that her 

efforts were k i n g  supported o r  taken senously by the government: "Al1 1 ask you, before 

retiring from this work, is to support such arrangements as 1 may propose for the closing 

79 In 188 1 for example, the Minisier of Agriculture's report indicated that the Department 
was giving 5 pounds to the right class of male agricultural labourers and 4 pounds to 
female domestic servants to assist wiîh the cost of their transportation. Canada, 
Department of Agriculture, Annuai Report for 1880, Sessional Papers 1880- 1881, 
Volume 7. #12. 

80 The scholarship around this perceived need for white women to marry white men in the 
West includes S ylvia Van Kirk's Many Tender Ties, Sarah Carter's Capruring Wornen, 
and Adele Perry's On The Edge of Empire. 
Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1875, Report of Agent in 
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of the work here, so that the faithful labour of years past and the amount of money spent, 

should not be lost to the counrry. Gemral ernigration will follow, and when the Ladies' 

Emigration Protective Committees have the work in hand, Canuda can at aZZ times ark for 

the supply of women she nee&.'* Three years Iater Belfast Agent Charles Foy indicated 

that he was willing to "advertise" for servant girls if he was told what was needed. He had 

seen in "the Montreal papers that the ladies of that city were proposing an association to 

bring servant girls to that city. I should be glad if 1 received early in the month of March a 

list of the servants required, and the wages offered." With such a Iist in hand, he "would 

get a large number whom otherwise 1 could not."m Ottawa might have wanted to 

encourage more women immigrants, but does not seem to have supported the efforts of its 

oniy female immigration agent or assisteci agents who were conveniently placed in urban 

centres that could provide the desired domestic servants. 

This lack of support of i ts agents was not the only reason w hy Canada was not able 

to convince as many women to immigrate as it wanted. As with other kinds of immigrants, 

the country faced stiff cornpetition [rom countries such as Australia, and the govemment 

did not have a clear administrative frarnework in place in the 1WCk and 80s to actively 

assist single women who did want to immigrate. Instead, officiais appeared to be rel ying 

on the efforts of individual agents and oveneas women's groups to do the work. Susan 

Jackel notes that a s trong London- based organizational frarnework to encourage British 

middle-class women to emigrate to Canada and other British colonies "came into its own" 

around 1880. During the 1860s and 70s efforts had been made to encourage the ernigration 

of Britain's "surplus" women, but in the 1880s several new and more active organizations 

82 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Repon for 1878, "Report on Female 
Emigration from Gemany and Switzerland," by Elise Von Koebner, Sessional Papers 
1879, Volume 7, #9. Emphasis in original. 

83 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1881, Report of Agent Charles 
Foy in Belfast, Sessional Papers 1882, Volume 7, # I l .  



were founded.84 The High Commissioner for Canada in London, Alexander Galt, wrote in 

1882 that he was pleased to announce "in connection with the demand for fernale domestic 

servants in Canada, that a 'Wornen's Emigration Society' has been formed in London to 

help females who are anxious to settle in the colonies, and to provide for their reception and 

supervision on board the various steamships." He believed that the two reasons why more 

women did not emigrate to Canada were the lack "of adequate supervision and protection 

on the voyage and after arrival" and insufficient funding. He hoped that the Women's 

Emigration Society would overcome the first problem, and that increased funds would 

soon be forthcoming to remedy the second problem.85 Galt's successor as High 

Commissioner, Charles Tupper, wrote in 1886 that Canada was going to have "to offer 

greater advantages than those now in force" if i t wanted to compete.86 The government did 

eventually take steps to protect female immigrants while in transit, appointing a 

superintendent of female immigration in 1887, and amending the Immigration Act in lm 

to prohibit seduction and sexual intercourse between female immigrants and ship 

personnel .m 

Only certain grolips of European women were considered as possible domestic 

servants and no effort was made to attract domestic servants from the United States, but the 

agents did not rank different European ethnicities against each other as they had done when 

g4 Susan Jackel, A Flannel Shirt and Liberty: British Emigrant Gentlewomen in the 
Canadian West, l88O-lgI4 (Vancouver and London: University of British Columbia 
Press, l982), p. xviii. Jackel's work remains the most useful text on the emigration of 
British women to Canada's West after 1880. The first chapter of Eliane Leslau 
Silverman's The Lasr Best West focusses on the migration expenences of women from 
a range of ethnic backgrounds. Silverman, The L a t  Best West: Women on the Aiberta 
Frontier 1880-1930 (Montreal and bndon :  Eden Press, 1984). 

85 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1881, Report of High 
Commissioner for Canada, Alexander Galt, Sessional Papers 1882, Volume 7, # 1 1. 

86 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1885, Report of High 
Commissioner in London Charles Tupper, Sessional Papers 1886, Volume 7, #IO, p. 
295. 

8'7 Kelley and Trebilcock, The Mizking of the Mosaic, p. 85 



descn bing men. I nstead, the addi tional cri tena for white female immigrants were 

respectability and morality. In his 1884 Report, Winnipeg Agent Grahame stated that "[olf 

the female help that amved in this country dunng the p s t  season, 1 would Say, that 1 had 

li ttie or  no difficul ty in finding good places for ai1 worthy applicants." He cautioned "the 

good people who are interested in female emigration societies, in the mother country, that 

they cannot exercise too much care in the seiection of young wornen, for servants, for the 

colonies." The unfortunate notion that young girls could "find ready employment, at high 

wages, in this country, no matter what their qualifications" had to be dispelled because 

"[t] he day for employing untrained domestics is past." Some new arrivals were refusing to 

take the lower-paid jobs, even if they had no training. He added that "the mords of young 

women . . . sent out to this country should be of such a nature that the Agent would have no 

hesitation in recommending them to respectable families. There has, unfortunately, k e n  

some exceptions to this r d e  during the past season."= Immigration agents had different 

sorts of expectations for white masculinity and white femininity: above al1 else male 

immigrants should be able to cultivate large farms, while female immigrants shouid be 

respectable. 

When the agents moved beyond discussing women as domestic servants, they cast 

white women in the roles of the reluctant emigrant and even more reluctant homesteader. 

In 1879, for example, the agent in Carlisle, England was pressuring the Canadian 

govemment to set aside land for a group colony from British border counties, in the same 

way that land had been reserved for groups settlements of Mennonites and Icelanders. He 

used women's fears as one of his justifications for such a move: "[olne of the greatest 

fears among many of the best classes for settlers in this country, and especiali y among 

females, is that they would get into a new and wild country where they would know 

88 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1883, Report of Winnipeg 



nobody, and that the people of the country would not be inclined to be friendly to them."89 

If Canada wanted to get "the best classes" of settlem, he believed that it was going to have 

to make some accommodations for women's social needs. 

The following year Agent William Grahame used women's fears to justify his 

recommendation that men and women should emigrate to Canada separately and at different 

tirnes of the year. During a spring visit to Emerson, Manitoba, which was on the border 

with the United States where the Red River entered Canada, he had been "very much stmck 

with the disappointed look that was plainIy visible on the faces of many of the new amvals, 

especially the femaIe portion of them." Such disappointment was easily u n d e r s t d ,  he 

said, when one considered that these newcomers had left behind "cornfortable homes in a 

country where everythng was in an advanced state of improvernent, and then imagine them 

on their arriva1 in this 'promised land,' their first step from the platform at the railway car 

k i n g  almost knee deep into mud." I t was his opinion that a man should amve in the fa11 

"and make provision for the sheltering of his family, who should not arrive in Manitoba 

before the middle or end of the following May."w Grahame clearly did not believe that 

women had any role to play in the hard work associated with the first year of 

homesteading, and in fact needed to be shielded from it. 

Only occasionaily did the agents suggest that encouraging white women to work as 

domestics in Canada's West would serve larger racial and national goals when they marri& 

white homesteaders, and it was always the western agents who did so. They believed that 

by working as domestic servants in respectable western households, women would marry 

quickly and provide domestic services to white homesteaders, and thus provide an 

Agent William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 8, #14, p. 86. 
89 Canada, Department of Agriculture, A n m l  Report for 1878, Sessional Papers 1879, 

Volume #7, #9. 
90 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annuaf Report for 1879, Report of Duluth Agent 

William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1880, Volume 7, #IO. 



invaluable domestic service to the nation. Grahame wrote in 1879 that the Department of 

Agriculture should help "a good healthy class of domestic servants" to come to the North- 

West, because "it is a very difficult matter to get them at any wages." He believed that 

there were two obvious benefits for the women: wages for domestics were higher in 

Winnipeg than in Montreal, and they would not have to stay in those jobs for very long. 

Women were guaranteed to find "good cornfortable homes in the future" because 

so many of our young Canadian farrners are settling alone in the North-West, and 
are compelled to lead a bachelor's life, or  inter-marry with the Indian women, whi1e 
the introduction of a number of good healthy young women into the Province and 
North-West, would have a tendency to elevate the mords of our young men, who 
would be very ready to embrace al1 the responsibilities of matrimony, were it  
possi bIe to find good helpmates? 

In Grahame's opinion, personai fulfillment as wives and mothers and a role in the nation's 

future were the intertwined attractions waiting for white women in the North-West, but it 

was to be a different kind of nation-building than the role played by white men. 

Two other western agents repeated this theme several years later. Brandon, 

Manitoba agent Thomas Bennett noted in 1886 that he had fielded nurnerous requests for 

female servants and thought that more of an effort should "be made to send out strong, 

healthy young girls or women, accustomed to house work, to this country. Wages are 

good and employment certain." En addition, their presence would "ultimately lead to their 

filling more important positions, as the wives of the many young farmers who are now 

suffering the miseries and inconveniences of batchelorhood, on their prairie farms in 

Manitoba and the North-West."% In the same year, Emerson, Manitoba Agent J. E Tetu 

had the following explanahon for the chronic shortage of domestic servants in the West,  In 

a "new country," he wrote, ''bloung men anxious to start out in life for themselves, and 

91 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1878, Report of Duluth Agent 
William Grahame, Sessional Papers 1879, Volume 7, #9. 



fathers with sons to provide for, are in the majonty. When females arrive the attractions 

presented by a home of their own prove irresistible, and mamiage quickly follows." As a 

result, the demand for domestic servants was going to exceed the supply for some time, 

"for scarcely is a girl comfortably settled in her new place before a wedding takes place.'rn 

Respectable homes in Canada's West needed domestic servants, but the nation needed 

white wives and mothers even more. 

ccGive the face of the country a very different appearance": immigration and 

the borderlands 

As the preceding sections have shown, Canadian and American officiais shared a 

set of interlocking conceptual categories that they used to structure their thinking about 

immigration. They believed that counting was the way to manage immigration, that the 

West was central to immigration as well as the futures of their nations, and that particular 

kinds of whiteness and masculinity were necessary characteristics because of the role 

immigrants were to play in the nation's future as western settlers. Federal authonties 

responsible for immigration were not thinking about the borderlands when they discussed 

immigration, because the region was still too far away, and there was a great deal of 

"ernpty" space still to be filled in west of the 9 9  meridian. By the time most immigrants 

made it far enough West to be in sight of the Rockies, they were not really considered 

"immigrants" anymore because they generally had already had one home in North America 

In addition, the dominance of ranching in the borderhds meant that the region did not fit 

national visions of yeoman farmers and independen t homes teaders. Ranching dictated a 

different set of assumptions about space, race, and gender white men and their ability to 

92 Canada, Deprtment of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1885, Report by Brandon, 
Manitoba Agent Thomas Bennett, Sessional Papen 1886, Volume 7, #IO7 p. 87. 



take up space mattered more, and white women mattered l e s ,  d l  of which served to set 

this sub-region apart from the rest of "the west" when it carne to immigration. 

Nevertheless, l d  white officiais tried to employ the sarne set of categories to come to 

grips with the influx of newcomers, at the sarne time as the borderlands posed specific 

challenges to each of those categories. 

The historiography of western settIement has tended to emphasize the lack of people 

in the borderlands before the large influx of white settlers around the turn of the century, 

and accounts for it, as Rex Myers does in his article on farming comrnunities in eastem 

Montana after 1900, by explaining how "marginal" the region was for agriculture. 

Canadian historian Howard Fàimer adds several other factors to the list of reasons why 

southern Alberta had few settlers before the late 1890s: "[fJears of drought and frost and of 

Indian and Métis uprisings, the absence of Canadian Pacific branch lines . . . the lack of 

suitable farming techmques and unfavourable markets and prices" as well as the large 

landholdings of the Hudson's Bay Company and Canadian Pacific Railway.95 John 

Bennett and Seena Kohl argue that the "northern plains were the most deliberately 

promoted and organized of al1 western North American settlement areas," but note that 

immigration did not begin "in earnest" until the 1890s.% Only historians whose focus is 

something other than settlement, such as the development of ranching in the borderiands, 

have noted that mal1 white communities were present 20 to 30 years before the 18% 

93 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1885, Report by Emerson, 
Manitoba Agent J. E. Tetu, Sessional Papers 12336, Volume 7, #IO, p. 100. 
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rush.97 Fewer sûll mention the presence of non-aboriginal people of colour unless it is in 

reference to outbreaks of racist violence? 

Y et there was a rich and complex mix of people and communities in the borderlands 

before the 1890s, and these communities laid the foundations for the ones who followed. 

I t  is true that the Alberta-Montana borderlands were barely on the horizon for officials in 

Ottawa and Washington who were concerned about immigration before 1890, and the 

number of non-aboriginal inhabi tan& was small, but local authorities did their best to count 

and categorize the non-aboriginal communities in ways that both reinforced and 

inadvertently chailenged national goals. By tracking the number of men and women in 

different racial and ethnic categorïes, local officials buttressed federal visions of who could 

and could not belong. At the same time, the human diversity revealed in local census 

figures complicated federaI visions of an "empty" west containing only aboriginal peoples 

contained on reserves and white agricultural communi ties. 

As was the case with ail other federal information-gathering exercises in the late 

nineteenth century, precision was of the utrnost importance even when counting small 

numbers of people in a reIatively srnaII region in each country. While local Indian agents 

were having a hard time getting accurate head counts of the Blacldoot communities, the 

census takers were managing to be more successful. Figures from northem Montana and 

southem Alberta in the 1870s and 80s reveaI what Benedict Anderson cails "the census- 

makersf passion for completeness and unarnbiguity." They were intolerant "of multiple, 

politically 'transvestite,' blurred, or changing identifications.. . The fiction of the census is 

that everyone is in it, and that everyone has one - and only one - extremely clear place." 

97 See for example David Breen, The Canadian Prairie West and ?he Ranching Frontier 
1874-1 924, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983) and Terry Jordan, North 
Amencan C a l e  Ranchirzg Fro~iers:  Ongins, Dimion,  and Differenîiatwn 
(AI buquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993). 

98 See Palmer, Panernr of Prejudice, on the Chinese in southem Al berta. 



What the census figures challenge, however, is Anderson's subsequent assertion that the 

census could not tolerate "fractions."99 In the colonial landscape of the borderlands each 

government had its own distinct way of counting heads, and the people doing the counting 

did in fact create and count fractional identities according to how much abonginal blood a 

person was thought to have. The region was far away from the seats of government but 

central to what those govemments wanted their futures to look like. As a result, racial 

categories had to be scrutinized and counted differently than they did in eastern ports. 

The key difference between the United States Census of 1870 and 1880 and the 

Canadian Census of 1881 and 1885 is that, while both used a combination of racial and 

ethnic categories and origins to create their census categories, the Amencan census tended 

to rely more on racial categories and the Canadian census on racial origins. For exarnple, 

the 1870 census of Choteau county, the large north-centrai county on the border with 

Alberta, stated that 361 whites, 16 "coloured" people and 3 Chinese males helped to make 

up the total number of 517 "non-Indians" in the district. loO Ten years later Choteau 

county's non-aboriginal population had increased considerably and now included 2.148 

whites, 71  "coloured" people, 18 Chinese people, and 521 non-reserve Indians. 1°1 The 

1881 census of southem Alberta recorded approximately 180 people of English origin and 

100 of French origin in the southern-most district of Bow River, out of a total of about 400 

non-abonginal people. 102 Four years later the census takers counted 1 185 people of 

99 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflecriom on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (Revised ed. London: Verso, 199 1. 1st ed 1983), pp. 165-6. 

100 United States, 1810 Census, (Washington: Govenunent Printing Office, 1872). 
The total num bers for the Territory were listed as 19,457 Indians, 1 8 3 6  whi tes, 1936 
Chinese, and 137 "coloured" people. 

101 United States, Census, 1880. 
102 Canada, 1881 Census, Volume 1, (Ottawa: Maclean, Roger and Company, 1882), 

pp. 300-01. The fact that al1 of the numbers from southem Alberta seem to have been 
rounded off suggests that they were approximate at bat. 



various European origins, 4 people of "Afncan" ongin, and 2 of "Chinese" origin. lm At 

the simplest level, each country wanted to be able to count exactly how many white people 

were in the area and compare those numbers to other supposedly self-evident and clearly 

defined racial groups. By attempting to subdivide those whites according to particular 

European origins, Canada also wished to credit some, and not others, with a place in the 

national myth of England and France as the country's two founding nations. 

B y counting the number of whites or the number of whites with particular ethnic 

origins, the census takers for each country staked out the basic categories of belonging or 

not belonging to the national majority. The goal of census-taking was to ensure that 

everyone was counted and thus assigned their one place in the national population. As a 

result, the census takers had to create a range of additional categories to account for people 

who were not clearly of one race or another. In Choteau county in 1870, this meant 

counting two "mulatto" males, 36 male and 63 female "half-Indians," 13 male and 4 female 

"fourth-Indians," and 125 males and 5 females "of foreign birth." So  important was it to 

maintain (at Ieast discursively) the racial divide between whites and aboriginals, that even 

one aboriginal grandparent could get a person removed from the "white7' column. The 

census also indicated that there were 473 "Indians and mixed blood living among whites," 

but did not record the nurnber of whites who were living among Indians. Similarly, by 

creating a separate category for people of "foreign birth," the census gives the impression 

that al1 duly-counted "whites" are American-born, and there is no way of telling whether 

the foreign-boni residents might have k e n  considered "white" by their neighbo~rs.10~ 

In the Bow River census district of southern Alberta, anyone who was not of 

"English" or "French" origin in 1881 was grouped into two other categories: 100 people 

lo3 Canada, 1885 Census of North-West Temtones, Volume 1, pp. 10- 1 1. 
104 Census figures for Choteau county duplicated in United States, Department of the 

Interior, Annuni Report for 1871, Report of the Surveyor-Generd of Montana, John 



were listed under "various other origins" and 30 under "not given." There were no  less 

than 14 additional non-aboriginal ethnic and racial origins provided in the census tables, yet 

these 120 people could not be clearly classified. 105 Not until the 1885 census of the North- 

West Territory are numbers recorded for the number of "Half-Breeds" in southem Alberta, 

and then this group of 26 people was further divided into "English," "French," "Scotch," 

"Irish," and "Undefineci" half-breeds. Io6 Neither the Amencan nor the Canadian census 

allowed for the fact that many of the people which the census labelled "half-Indians" or  

"fourth-Indians" or "half-breeds" may well have identifiai as Métis, a distinct and uniquely 

North American ethnic group and one which had its own long history of cross-border and 

cross-continent trade and mobility. Indeed, as recent scholarship on the Métis has shown, 

by the mid-nineteenth century a distinct identity had k e n  forged and members of Métis 

cornrnunities rnigrated as far West as the Rockies for trade, f m i n g ,  or buffalo hunting. 'O7 

What is striking in the Canadian and American records is that both counting systems 

insisted on frarning mixed-race people as subsets of "Indians," and this perception was 

shared by the white women whose personal papers are discussed in the next chapter: they 

recognized the existence of "half breeds" and would descri be individuals as such, but did 

not appear to perceive any signifiant differences between aboriginal and Métis people. 

- - - - - 

Blaine, House Executive Document 1,42nd Congress, 2"* session, 1871, p. 199. 
lo5 Canada, 1881 Census, pp. 300-0 1. 
lo6 Canada, 1885 Census of North-West Temtones, p. 1 1. 
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Paradoxicall y, this categorization of bi -racial people mai ntained the bi nary system of racial 

categories. 

Just as federal authorities had tried and failed to keep the lines clearly drawn 

between "good" and %ad" land, between "Indian" and 'tvhite," and between "Amencan" 

and "Canadian," the very existence of so many additional bi-racial people and "undefined" 

census categories was proof that the governments were unable to enforce the desired 

physical and social divisions between racial groups. While these census categories kept the 

lines discursively h w n  around and between "pure" racial categories, they simultaneously 

highlighted their own penneability. 

Not onIy did the census have to include additionai categories for people of mixed 

descent, thereby revealing the existence of interracial sexual relationships and the porous 

nature of the lines drawn around lndian land, but the total figures reveaied that men 

si gni fican tl y outnumbered women in every non-abon ginal racial group. 1 n C hoteau 

county in 2880, for exarnple, there were 344 white men and only 17 white women, 16 

"coloured" men and two women, three Chinese men and no Chinese womenJW The 

Canadian census of 1880 and 1885 did not subdivide individual groups according to the 

number of men and wornen in each, instead providing a total for each district. In the 

Macleod district in 1885, out of a total population of 4450 people, there were 2028 females 

and 2422 males. Thus even when the more gender-balanced aboriginal population was 

included, there were still aimost 400 more men than women, and i t is li kel y that the 

imbaiance was most significant arnong the newwmer communities.109 The longer this 

gender imbalance continued, the more likely it was that the mixed-race population was 

going to increase. 

108 United States, Census, 1880. 
109 Canada, 1885 Census of North-West Territones, volume 1, p. 3. 



Local officiais who discussed these nurn bers in their annual reports gave addi tional 

and impressionistic accounts of immigration into the borderlands, and chose to emphasize 

different changes which had resul ted. These thriving, mu1 ti-racial communities in the 

borderlands in the 1870s and 80s both pleased and wncemed local officiais who were 

eager for immigrants but still comrnitted to policing the lines of racial differences. For 

example, the presence of 1936 Chinese people in Montana in 1870, most of whom were 

concentrated in the mining districts, sparked complaints from the Surveyor-General. John 

Blaine noted that there were enough Chinese people to equal nearly one-tenth of the 

aboriginal population. Although he described the men as "industrious and well behaved" 

he added that they generally worked in mining or  "domestic duties, eaming a good deal of 

money, but give in nothing" and therefore he did not think they should be counted "in the 

general average" of wealth and productivity. There were few Chinese women in the 

Terri tory and he descri bed them as "generall y indolent and l q .  "l l0 Twelve years later 

Governor John S. Crosby complained that while these "strange creatures" might "seem to 

be very industrious, showing great aptitude for many useful occupations, and make Little 

trouble," they were "almost universall y regarded as a curse to the country, keeping out 

others who might do  their work and at  the same time grow up into a part of the body 

politic."1lL Because the presence of Chinese men in Montana's lucrative mining districts 

was seen as a threat to the white men involved with the mines, Chinese people were 

perceiveci as an economic and social threat in a way that was remarkably out of proportion 

to their num bers. 

1 10 United States, Department of the Interior, Anmal Report of the Secretary of the 
Interior, Report of the Surveyor-General of Montana, John Blaine, House Executive 
Document 1.42nd Congress, 2nd session, p. 201. 

11 1 United States, Department of the Interior, Annual Report oftlte Semetary of the 
Interior, Report of Govemor of Montana John S. Crosby, House Executive Document 
#1, Part 5'48th Congress 1st session, 3 1 October 1883, p. 546. An excellent analysis 
of and corrective to these staternents can be found in Swartout Jr.'s "From Kwangtung 



At the end of December 1883, southern Alberta rancher, Indian instructor and 

inveterate booster Alexander Begg wrote a report on the Bow River district which 

emphasized the region's rapid growth. He estimated that the "influx from Montana to the 

country districts has been about the same as last year ( 1,200) ; but there have been large 

additions from the east at certain centres, notably, Moose Jaw, Swift Current, Medicine 

Hat, and Calgary, and dong the line of the Canadian Pacific Railway. Calgary now has a 

population of over MO. 1 think 1 may safely say that 2,000 in al1 have corne across the 

frontier in 1883."112 His estimate of the number of new amvais from Montana was 

generous, but made his point that the district was attracting hundreds of newcorners. What 

is more striking about his remarks is that they represent "the frontier" as a single line to the 

east and south, putting both Montana and the rest of Canada in the same "other side of the 

line" category. Instead of invoking the border o r  the nation, the most important line he 

draws is a continuous one separating his location from everythng else. 

White Albertans were hardly immune to racism, but the rnuch slower growth of the 

non-aboriginal population and the incredibly small numbers of Chinese and black people in 

southern Alberta meant that these two minorities are not even mentioned in Begg7s 

report. 113 He was simpl y pleased to observe that the land was starting to look inhabi ted; 

unlike aboriginal peoples, whites had a significant visual impact on their surroundings. He 

noted that d o n g  the banks of several of the smaller rivers and creeks "settlers' houses and 

to the Big Sky," MontanaHen'mge, pp. 6 1-79. 
1 12 Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Repon for 1883, "Report on Bow 
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Move to the Canadiun Prairies in Search of Equaliîy in the Early 2(Yh ~entury Only ?O 
Find R ~ k m  in their New Home (Toronto: Um brella Press, 1997). 



patches of land recently ploughed give the face of the country a very different appearance 

from what it had in 1881 and even 1882, when I was through there, and there was scarcely 

a house between Fort McLeod and Fort Calgary. a distance of 100 miles on the main Iine of 

travel." There were many settlers dong the Bow River, most of whom had arTived during 

1883, and he expected the increase to continue.l14 Howard Palmer's study of nativism in 

Alberta notes that the "ovenvhelming majority" of newcomers in southem Alberta in the 

1870s and 80s were either central Canadians or British, who "had neither the time nor the 

inclination to spend much energy assessing and debating the desirability of the few non- 

British or non-French people who amved sporadically to join them in carving farms and 

settlements out of the western wilderness." Most of them wanted to see the region 

develop, and to that end they supportai federal efforts to increase immigration. l l5 

The one group who did not welcome newcomen were the ranchers, who were 

opposed to agricultural settlers of any kind more than they were opposed to specific groups 

of immigrants. 116 Every piece of land claimed and cul tivated by a farmer was one less 

piece of land a rancher could use to graze or rnove his herds, and until the middle of the 

1880s southem Alberta's ranchers could count on the federal govemrnent to support their 

interests in the area. Ranchers also benefited from the fact that until the 1890s, few federal 

officiais were thinking about southem Al berta when they were thinking about encouraging 

agncul tumi immigrants. A similar situation existed in northem Montana, in that the 

ranching economy so thoroughly dominated the region that it remained peripheral to federai 

visions of an American west dominated by white agricultural homesteaders. 

I l 4  Canada, Department of Agriculture, Annual Report for 1883, "Report on Bow 
River District" by Alexander Begg, Sessional Papers 1884, Volume 8,814.3 1 
December 1883, p. 248. 

Palmer,PanentsofPrejudic, p. 19. 
1 l6 For a discussion of the anti-homesteader sentiment and activities among soutbem 

Alberta's ranchers in the 1880s. see Breen, The CanuùiQn Pr~n'e  West and the 
Ronching Froniier, pp. 42-59. 



The dominance of ranching in the borderlands has meant that not only was the 

region not perceived as a prime destination for immigrants until the 1890s, but that officials 

and historians d i  ke have not seen the mu1 ti-racial communi ties of men and women that 

existed in the borderlands long before the major influx of white homesteaders. The census 

takers and other Iocai officials' methods of counting people and discerning differences 

resembled federal perceptions in that they were equally committed to social categories based 

on race, and a future where the key indicator of progress was the number of white people 

in an ara- M a t  was different was that local officials had to confront, count, and try to 

corne to terms with the human diversity in the borderlands and the physical proof that "the 

races" could and did mix. Whiteness and maieness were present and embodied in the 

ranchers themselves, but the region was not just made up of Blackfmt people and white 

maie ranchers. Chinese men, black women and men, and white women were d s o  in the 

area, in spite of the fact that they had not k e n  granted much room in the discursive terrain. 

Racial and gender hierarchies in the borderlands may have paralleled federal visions of the 

West, but the local picture was more cornplex than federal authonties recognized and did 

not entirel y conform to what Ottawa and Washington wanted the West to be. 



Chapter 4: 

''When you have none but Indians": White women in the borderlands 

As the local census numbers indicate, very few white women had arrived in the 

Alberta-Montana borderlands area before 1890 and most of them lived south of the border. 

Most of these women perceived themselves as having arrived on "the frontier", but each 

perceived that frontier quite differently depending on the timing of her amval and her 

region's relationship to the two different national political economies. Northern Montana 

had long k e n  accessible via the Missouri River, and there are records of white women 

travelling to the region and staying as early as the 1860s. This "frontier" was charactenzed 

by the rapid development of the ranching and mining economies, the achievement of 

territorial status in 1864 with its clear implications of future statehood and incorporation 

within the nation, and ongoing hostility in the region between white and aboriginal peoples. 

Northem Montana may have felt like the edge of the world, but at least the rest of the nation 

was catching up rapidly. For white women in southern Alberta, the region seemed both 

further away from Lccivilization" because it was much harder to access until the Canadian 

Pacific Railway was completed, and yet not quite so far because very few whte women 

were in the area before the railroad was finished. Although white settlement and political 

development happened much more slowly, there was relatively littk hostility between 

whites and natives, and so the physical distances did not seem so dangerous. Yet on both 

sides of the border, the dominance of the ranching economy put these women discursively 

outside and physically beyond the leading edge of "farnily farm" settlement. 

This chapter examines the diaries, memoirs, and reminiscences of a small nurnber 

of these earliest white, English-spealang women who came to the land east of the Roches 

between 1862 and 1892, and anal yzes the roles these women played in the colonization of 

Blackfoot country and simul taneous creation of the Alberta-Montana borderlands. 1 



discuss their perceptions of the landscape, racial and ethnic differences, and of the other 

white women in their areas, to show how the categories they used to frarne and narrate their 

experiences were sometimes similar to and sometimes different from those of their 

respective federal govemments. Where federd efforts to erect lasting and meaningful 

social boundaries had failed, the "arrivai" of white women and their role as bundary- 

markers and -makers should have done the trick. But where Canada and the United States 

tried to embed particular categories of race and gender within their regulatory regimes and 

create a region bifurcated by nation, white women used them to create local communities 

which had more similarities than differences. 

''1 must have been the discoverer": white women encounter the borderlands 

Many writers implici tl y or explici tl y name the "amval" of white women in the 

colonial landscape as a key turning point in the settlingkolonizing endeavour. Fmm Dee 

Brown's classic article on the "gentle tamers" of the American West, to Sylvia Van Kirk's 

"MW Tender Ties " and the more recent work of such scholars as Dolores Janiewski, 

historians have focussed on the significant changes wrought by the presence of white 

women. Janiewski has written that white women played "crucial roles in the kind of 

imperialism, that is 'settler capitaiism,' o r  'settler colonization,' that charactenzed the parts 

of North America that became the United States." White women not only "contri buted their 

productive and reproductive" labour to the settler societies that displaced abriginal 

cornrnunities, but their L'arrivai . . . was one of the chief indications of the transition from the 

initial phase of exploration and commercial exploitation to settler colonization. .. ."l 

1 Dolores Janiewski, "Gendered Colonialism: The ' Woman Question' in Settler Society," 
in Nation, Empire, Colony: H*&ricizing Gender and Race, edited by Ruth Roach 
Pierson and Nupur Chaudhuri, (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1998). pp. 57-58. 



Other scholars, writing about vastiy different colonial places, have challenged the 

view that white women themselves were always crucial agents in the colonial process, 

instead arguing for a more nuanced and even skeptical andysis of the degree and kind of 

power exercised by white women in colonial settings. Sarah Carter, wnting about western 

Canada between 1870 and 1900, notes that white women "did not introduce notions of 

spatial and social segregation," but their amval in the West "coincided with developments 

such as the treaties and the growth of ranching and farming, which served to consolidate 

the new order and to alIow the recreation of Euro-Canadian institutions, and their presence 

helped to justify existing policies that were aimed at segregating the new community from 

indigenous contacts.'" Similarly, Ann Stoler has observed that the "most startling" aspect 

of the arguments which ascribe such power to white women is that these "otherwise 

marginal actors on the colonial stage, are charged with dramaticall y reshaping the face of 

colonial socie ty... ." White wornen are represented as being "not only the bearers of racist 

beliefs but hard-line operatives who put them into practice, encouraging class distinctions 

among whites while fostenng new racial antagonisms, no longer muted by sexual a ~ c e s s - " ~  

Anne McClintock concludes that colonial wornen occupied an '"am biguous place" within the 

colonial process. "Barred from the comdors of formal power," she wri tes, "they 

experienced the privileges and social contradictions of irnpenalism very differently from 

colonial men." They "made none of the direct economic or mili tary decisions of empire and 

very few reaped its vast profits," although "the rationed privileges of race al1 too often put 

white women in positions of decided - if borrowed - power, not only over colonized 

Sarah Carter, Capturing Wmn: The Mcuupul~ioon of Cultural lmagery in Cartnda's 
Prairie West (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1997), p. 
159. 

3 Ann L a m  Stoler, "Making Empire Respectable: The Politics of Race and Sexual 
Morality in Twentieth-Century Colonid Cultures," in Dangerous Liaiwns: Gender, 



women but also over colonized men? White women were certainly one of the important 

groups of players in every colonial context, but their exact role varied enormously 

depending on how many amived, the timing of their arrival, and the specific colonial 

context itsel f. 

It is true that white women were expected to and did act as key components of the 

social barriers of race, gender, sexuali ty and space in the Al berta-Montana borderlands ; 

they were supposed to and did reinforce Ottawa's and Washington's claims to western 

spaces. Given that white women were constructed as the symbol of domesticated 

civilization in the late nineteenth century, their mere presence in colonial contexts did 

represent on one level the triumph of that civilization. However, 'the "arrival" which some 

scholars have constructed as a moment or turning-point, was often a complicated, drawn- 

out, and multi-faceted process. This was particularly true in a borderlands region that was, 

syrnbolically at least, at the ends of earth from the perspective of Ottawa and Washington 

officiais, and the Iast corner of the Great Plains to be settled by whites. In addition, the 

small numbers of white women who immigrateci to the region during the 1860s, 70s and 

80s often found themselves spatial1 y isolated on ranches. Unlike the colonial settings 

studied by other feminist scholars, on1 y a few of these women were clustered in the tiny 

towns of Fort Benton or Fort Macleod. The distances between white women in the 

borderlands add a new element to the narratives of their arrival, by forcing us to look more 

closely at the degree of social or racial change white women wuld effect if it was rare to see 

two or three together at  one time. 

Nation, and Postcülanial Perspectives, edited by Anne McClintock et al, (University 
of Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 352. 

4 Anne McClintock, I+af Leather: Race. Ge& Md SexualiCy in the Colonial 
Contest (New York and London: Routledge, 1995), p. 6. 



Just as the federal govemments had done, these women relied on intercomected 

assumptions about space, race and gender to make sense of their surroundings. They too 

reacted first and most strongly to the region's wide open spaces, towering mountains, and 

aboriginal inhabitants Both American and Canadian wnters generally admired or were 

even awestmck by the dramatic landscapes created by the open spaces and RocQ 

Mountains. As Annette Kolodny has noted, American women writing in the middle 

decades of the nineteenth century found the open spaces of the prairies more appeaiing and 

thus easier to speak of in a colonizer's voice than the heavil y forested eastern regions. 

Instead of k i n g  afraid of or disliking the land, white women saw its beauty and could 

envision a place for themselves on it.5 In 1871, en route from Chicago to her son's cattle 

ranch in north western Montana where she lived for the next four years, Lucy Stocking 

wrote in her diary that her group had "passed the most beautiful scenery of hills, towers 

and Stone walls of every conceivable form towering Li ke ancient cities long since fallen into 

decay.. ."6 Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick wrote in her diary on August 7 1878, during her trip 

with her two sisters up the Missouri River to Fort Benton and then overland to the mining 

camp in south-western hiontana where their father worked, "1 know now why people love 

the West. The beauty and grandeur of the mountains, rocks and trees, canons and dashing 

streams! The vast landscapes revealed in the clear atmosphere are beyond al1 description.'' 

A few years later she "tried to analyze the lure of the far West; its wonderful atrnosphere so  

clear that the distant mountains appear near; the air so keen and invigorating, inspinng one 

to large undertakings . . . Our valleys surrounded by mountain ranges that never appear 

* AnnetXe Kolodny, nie Lund Be fore Hec Fantaq and Experience of the Amerha 
Frontiers, 1630-1860 (Chape1 f i i l  and London: University of North Carolina Press, 
1984) p. 6. - 
Lucy Stocking diary, 12 May 1871, Montana Historical Society (hereafter MHS) 
SC 142. 



twice the sarne.. . '7 1 n June 1879 Rora Gardner wrote to friends about a trip she and her 

family had taken from Fort Benton south to the town of Bozeman: "1 tell you the scenery 

was grand; the snow-covered mountains towenng up al1 around us and the river winding 

dong at  the foot of the hills. You can7t imagine how far we can see in this country. 1 

thought we were but a few miles from the mountains but found that it took us days to get 

there . "8 

Canadian wnters were similarl y awed by the scenery they encountered in southern 

AIberta In her reminiscence Julia Short Asher wrote that she had clear memories of her 

family's joumey from Manitoba across the Canadian prairie in 1884. She and her siblings 

had been born in Ontario, and the family had lived in Illinois and Iowa for a few years 

before moving to Selkirk, Manitoba in 1881. Of her trip from Manitoba to High River, 

Alberta she wrote that for most of the distance there were no "grain elevators or wide fields 

of sprouting wheat" which would have signifieci the presence of whites; instead, what she 

saw was "a boundless expanse of far-reaching grassland, enlivened by an occasionai 

coyote or herd of antelope." In her opinion the view improved once her family made it to 

the foothills of southern Alberta: "ahead of us were low rolling hills and shdlow ravines 

covered with green g r a s  and quantities of beautiful prairie flowers." The Rocky 

Mountains seemed "close at hand, . . . a great wall of white peaks with wide masses of dark 

green at  their feet  Streamers of this green ran up in  uneven stretches to fil1 and overfiow 

the ravines, while the higher peaks towered above the timberline in their everlasting snow- 

crowned glory. Never had we seen such beauty and we thrilled with the joy of it? 

7 Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick, reminiscence ca. 1910, includes diary excerpts from 1818, 
MHS SC940. 

8 R o m  Gardner, letter wntten to friends in June 1879 of family trip from Benton to 
Bozeman in May of 1879, MHS SCl%. 

9 Julia Short Asher reminiscence, Short-Knupp family fonds, Glenbow Archives 
(hereafter GA) M 1 137. 



Twenty-four year old Mary Indenvick had corne to southern Alberta in 1883 from Perth, 

Ontario to live with her brother who rnanaged the lumber mil1 near Pincher Creek, and in 

April 1884 married local rancher Charles Indenvick with whom she would have rhree sons. 

She too loved the mountains, writing in the fall of 1884 that she could forget al1 of her 

troubles "in this joyous air with the grand protecting mountains always standing round the 

western horizon . . . the dearest most constant of friends . . . we are in the faothills - no 

plains here but the most glorious ranges of hills and rolling prairie - which al1 seem so near 

that one starts to ride to a certain land mark but finds oneself still no nearer at the end of an 

hour. .. ."Io Canadian or Amerkan, these writers were awed by the beauty of the 

borderlands and the way the space seemed to expand around them. They were not 

aiienated by the open spaces or ciramatic heights of the mountains, and, instead of k i n g  

physicall y confined wi thin the tradi tional interior spaces of middle-class white women, 

these women created and were continua11 y aware of their own places in the wide-open 

landscapes of the borderlands. 

In contrast to the women's writing discussed by Kolodny and Vera Nonvood, the 

women who wrote about Blackfoot country in the 1860s, 70s and 80s did not struggle to 

recreate "a landscape resembling as much as possible their homes back East. "1 l They were 

members of a tiny but already-privileged racial minori ty and some placed themselves wi thin 

a traditional colonial narrative, observing beautiful, "empty" Iandscapes and desaibing that 

beauty for their absent readers, without feeling any obligation to fundarnentall y alter that 

landscape. It is possible that these writers did not attempt to domesticate the land in their 

10 Mary Eila Lees Inderwkk, letter to sister-in-law Alice, ca. fd l  1884, GA M.559. 
1 1 Vera Nonvood, " Women's Place: Conti nui ty and Change in Response to Western 

Landscapes," in Western Wornen: Their Land, Zkir Lives, eds. Lillian Schlissel, Vicki 
Ruiz, Janice Monk, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1988), p. 155. More 
recently, Glenda Riley has argued in Women and Nature: Saving the "Wild" West 



writing because they had not come to the region to "domesticate" or "'civilize" the land 

through agriculture. A few were just visi ting or j ust passing through, but a full third 

(including almost al1 of the Alberta wri ters) were ranchers, and ranching demanded that the 

land be changed as little as possible. 

Besides appreciating the beauty of the borderlands, many authors constructed their 

perceptions through another feature of colonial language: the "absence" of aboriginal people 

w hich permi tted hem to "discover" and claim that beauty. Margaret Harkness Woodman, 

for example, wrote in an 1892 letter that '"1 believe 1 can justl y claim to be the first white 

woman" to see the Great Falls of the Missouri River, which she visited in 1862 on a trip 

from her home in St. Louis, Missouri. She remembered looking down on "the wonderful, 

beautiful Great Falls of the Missouri, nearly four hundred feet below me, plainiy visible but 

just as plainly inaccessible!"'* Mary Indenvick noted in her 1884 letter that she had 

"found" a small pond while riding alone, ""a pond 1 must have been the discoverer of as no 

one knew of it and al1 wanted to see it ..."13 As Ruth Frankenberg has written in White 

Women, Race Maners, whiteness provides a "standpoint," a position of privilege "from 

which white people look at ourselves, a t  others, and at society."l4 And one of the 

pnvileges of whi teness, then as now, is the perceived right to "discover" and draw one's 

own maps on top of other people's temtory - in this case, the temtory of the Blackfoot 

confederacy. 

Yet at the sarne time as their whiteness allowed them to speak with the voice of 

discoverers and colonizers, it and their gender marked them as newcomers who were 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999) that women often saw western spaces 
as welcoming and worth protecting, not forbidding and in need of conquering. 

12 Margaret Harkness Woodman, letter written from San Francisco in 1892 to librarian of 
Montana Historical Society, MHS SC988. 

13 Inderwick, letter to Alice, GA M559. 



unsure of their place in new landscapes. White women 's reactions to this minori ty position 

seem to have differed depending on what side of the border they were on and when they 

anived. The sources from northern Montana are predominantly from the 186ûs and 1870s, 

and more frequently reveal heightened fears of both the native population and the landscape 

- a conflation that was not coincidental given the more violent history of Amencan 

expansion and aboriginal-white struggles over western spaces. The  Blackfoot and other 

northem plains people like the Sioux were not yet bbcontaïned" at  even a discursive level, 

and some of the white women who made their way to Montana perceived themselves as 

k i n g  far away from white "civilization" and t m  close to aboriginal "savagery ." The 

sources from southern Alberta are from the 1880s, by which point the Blackfoot were 

assumed to have k e n  contained by Treaty 7 and the Canadian Pacific Railway. The 

Alberta wnters who did associate aboriginal people with the landscape did so in a way that 

rendered natives and the landscape hamless and largely invisible. Native women, north 

and south of the line, were dismissed as "squaws." 

Whites were not the only newly-amived visible minority to "discover" Blacldoot 

country in the late nineteenth cenniry, but the racial hiexarchies of the day meant that white 

women were already assured of their supenority over the small number of Chinese men 

and black women and men in the borderlands. These "other" minonties were generally 

linked discursive1 y with particular places (hotels, stearnboats, ki tchens, laundries) and their 

related functions as service providers to the nascent white communities. As 1 will argue 

below, while white women north and south of the Iine reacted to native people differently, 

suggesting that the border could make a difference in racial constructions, their stereotypes 

14 Ruth Frankenberg, White W m n ,  Race Matters: nie Social Construction of 
Whiteness (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 1. 



about black women were identical, indicating that some kinds of racism tcanscended the 

border. 

In al1 these instances there was a clear gender dynamic at work dong with the racial 

and spatial dynamic. Ann Stoler notes that white women in the colonies "experienced the 

cleavages of racial dominance and intemal social distinctions very differently than men 

precisely because of their ambiguous positions, as both subordinates in colonial hierarchies 

and as active agents of imperid culture in their own right."lS When a white woman 

expressed a fear of abonginai people and the spaces they dominated, what she was afraid 

of was the rnobility and presumed hostility of native men although that fear was never 

expressed in sexual terrns. At the same time, she had the advantage of both race and 

appropriately-gendered behaviour over the native women, black women and men, and 

Chinese men she encountered. 

('Their own country": borderlands as Blackfoot country 

PhysicaI proximity to abriginal people was not automatically threatening as long as 

there were ways of maintaining social boundaries. Between May 8 1873 and July 4 1875 

Lucy Stocking in Montana recorded the visits of dozens of native people, including what 

she describeci as "half-breeds" and "squaw ladies." Normally she just wrote that they had 

"called," but once a "half breed and 2 squaws called after the mower" and another time "2 

half breeds staid over nightyy, and another time she wrote "haif doz squaw ladies & their 

fellows gave us a cal1 treated them to milk-6 Her aboriginal neighbours were corning to 

her on her "own" territory, which allowed her to record these visits without any apparent 

alarm. Similarly, Lillian Miller wrote in her reminiscence of her childhood on a sheep 

l5 S toler, "Making Empire Respectable," p. 344 
16 Stocking, diary 6 July 1873,8 May 1873,4 July 1875, MHS SC142. 



ranch in north-central Montana in the 1890s that "Indians often came, two and three at a 

time and after tying their hones to the hitching pst, would squat outside near the barns. 

You soon learned the only way to get rid of them was to feed them."I7 These visitors 

stayed outside, not trying to enter her house, but by placing them "near the barns" in her 

text Miller clearl y indicates that they were interlopers in whi te-controlled space. 

Mary Inderwick's papers demonstmte a fascinating disjuncture between the 1884 

Ietter to her sister-in-law, in which she describes a social terrain with few native peoples 

and her efforts to create and enforce their physical and social separation, and her diary in 

which it is obvious that the BlacHmt people continued to occupy an intimate place in her 

landscape. For example, in the letter she wrote that she and her husband were "the fond 

owners of a dear ugly discriminating Bull Temer who does not ailow an Indian near the 

place . . ." right before noting that she had tried to get a local native women to d o  her 

washing but had given up. She had attended her first bal1 at the North West Mounted 

Police barracks at Fort Macleod, and was pleased to note that "It was the first Bail to wh. 

[which] the squaws were not allowed to go - but there were several haif-breeds.. ." She 

went further at one point, writing ''T think if the Indians could have been isolated in the 

mountains and left with their own laws and ways of king and never allowed to  eat of the 

fruit of knowledge as revealed by the white men who carne to live arnong them they could 

teach civilization a great deal - but Our inconsistencies are tcm subtie for his direct mind and 

when he tries to follow he is lost - and under the circumstances the sooner he becomes 

extinct the better for himself and the countrytry7' l8 Although the last line of her letter 

suggests that she wanted to represent herself as a "hard-line operative" (to quote Stoler) in 

the regulation of racid and spatial boundaries, her suggestion that aboriginal people "could 

l7 Lillian M Miller, "1 Remember Montana" reminiscence, MHS SC 1404. 
18 Indenvick letter, GA M559. 



teach civilization a great deal" reveals her admiration for at least some aspects of indigenous 

culture. 

Neither explicit racism nor explicit admiration are present in her diary, where she 

simply records the fact that, at least occasionally, she did indeed share her space with local 

aboriginal people. For example, in Febniary 1884, several months before writing the letter 

ci ted above, s he wrote simpl y, 'Three 1 ndians here for dinner.. . " lg If we can assume that 

by "Indians" she means men, it suggests that while she might have been pleased that 

abonginal women were not permitted to attend a social function which she had attended, 

she may have had fewer objections to or less control over feeding aboriginal men while she 

was still living with her half-brother. There may have been economic reasons for her to 

feed the men, or it might have been more acceptable for her to do so out of sight of other 

whites. This does give some support to wnters like Van K r k  and Janiewski who argue 

that it was aboriginal women who bore the brunt of white women's racism, but this is the 

only explicit example of such behaviour in the sources k i n g  discussed. 

In spite of the colonial language of claiming and conquering which is evident in 

some of these sources, other sources exhibit a sense that the landscape itself was hostile 

and could not be claimed because it did not yet completely belong to whites. The space 

was still very much in the han& of the supposedl y hostile aboriginal population and k i n g  

used for their purposes. This is particularly evident in some of the early Montana sources. 

Carol yn A bbott Tyler, for example, was part of the Fisk Expedi tion which came from 

Minnesota up the Missouri River and then travelled West of Fort Benton in 1862, and she 

wrote in her diary on September 10 that "every one thankful that Blackfeet had gone to 

their own country". Her party was told by a locai Indian agent that the B l a c b t  had been 

in the area to hunt buffalo but had also fought and defeated "the Pegans." The agent told 



them not to winter in the vailey of the Teton River because "it was claimed by ail tri bes as 

neutral ground" as a short-cut to get to the buffalo h u n P  When she refers to "their own 

country" it is clearly constructed as a place extemai to the United States, and "neutral 

ground" for aboriginal people was dangerous ground for whites.21 

The language of penetrating a new land is also present in Margaret Harkness 

Woodman's letter, where she noted that her 1862 group included only two "ladies" but did 

have "an Indian hunter and guide. There was no road or trail of any kind, for the Indians 

avoided that stretch of counûy owing to the lack of wood and water, and the absolute 

impossibility of ciossing the river at any point between Fort Benton and the present site of 

Great Falls City."22 The lack of roads and trails obviously did not stop her group, 

however, thus allowing them to claim the accomplishrnent of trail-blazing in a land even 

Indians "avoided" and facilitating her claim to be the first white woman to see the Great 

Falls of the Missouri. In addition, the relative lack of native presence meant that she d œ s  

not recall specificalIy wonying about k i n g  attacked, unlike Tyler's 1862 group or May 

Fianagan's mother's 1873 trip to Fort Benton as a new bride. Flanagan wrote in an 1890 

letter to her cousin that the "camping out and traveling tluough such a weird peculiar 

-- - - - - - 

19 Inderwick, diary 26 February, GA M559. 
20 Car01yn A bbon Tyler, diary 10 Septem ber 1862, MHS SC 1430. Given that warfare 

between the different Blackfoot groups was not common, the agent may have confused 
the Peigan with another, non-Blackfbot group. 

21 These reactions are by no means peculiar to white women who migrated to the 
American West, however. As Sandra Myres has demonstrateci in her comparative study 
of white women who migrated to Canada, the United States, Australia and New 
Zealand, many women 'Yeared . . . the possible h m  h t  might corne to them and their 
families from hostile natives, wild animals, and unhown dangers. Many dreaded 
leaving civilization and making a new home in an unfamiliar land." What the present 
study suggests is that whether or not a woman felt this way may have depended in large 
part on the timing of their arriva1 in different colonid contexts. Myres, "Victoria's 
Daughters: English Speaking Women on Nineteenth Century Frontiers." In Schlissel 
et al, eds., Western Women: Their Land, Their Lives (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1988) p. 267. 
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country would have been interesting and pleasant if it not had been for this constant dread 

of k i n g  popped over by an lndian shot any minute."= May herself was not yet h m  

when her mother made the trip however, and so this comment clearly refiects her mother's 

impressions more than her own. 

Similarly, Mary Douglas Gi bson's reminiscence r e v d s  the combined threat of an 

uncooperative landscape and hostile natives. She marrieci into the famil y of Great Falls 

"founder7' and businessman Paris Gibson, and wrote of her first trip from M i ~ f Z i p o l i ~  to 

Fort Benton in 1882 that "The river was so low it was impossible to navigate at night, so 

we were anchored in midstream for greater safety from Indians as well as l e s  danger from 

running aground." When her group decided to travel the last section overland, she 

remembered that they "were obliged to travel very slowly for the officers had to rernain 

with their men who were walking, because of possible attacks from the Indians. ... 

Everything seemed very strange and wild to me. 1 had never slept in a tent before, to Say 

nothing of k i n g  in a country of Indians and wild mimals.'% This passage discursive1 y 

separates the "country" of northern Montana as fundarnentall y di fferent from the one she 

had left behind (Minnesota) by noting that the former contains "Indians" and "wild 

animals." 

What is striking about this senes of remarks is that each one links the native 

population to the physicai landscape, demonstrating Teny  Goldie's argument that white 

perceptions of "the indigene's closeness to land" became an emphasis on the indigene "as 

the land."25 Whether the terrain is perceived as possibly beneficial to the white observen, 

such as Tyler's valley, o r  a hindrance, like the low river, "Indians" are inextricably 

23 May G. Flanagan, letter ca 1890, MHS SC1236. 
24 Mary Douglas Gibson, reminiscence, MHS SC 1476. 



connected to that terrain. Ruth Frankenberg has remarked that in colonial narratives 

"landscape and the experience of i t" are "racially structured - whether those narratives 

seemed to be rnarked predominantly by the presence or  absence of people of colour." In 

the Alberta-Montana borderlands, as in other colonial contexts, it did not matter whether the 

native population was present or absent, visible or invisible, because they were socially and 

politically marginal and the narrative of white settlement was reinforceci either way. As a 

resuit, Frankenberg continues, "Once a person is in a landscape structured by racism, a 

conceptual mapping of race, of self and others, takes shape, following from and feeding 

the physical context."26 Similarly, Paul Carter, wnting about the colonization of Australia, 

argues that when colonizers worry about an imagined threat from aboriginal peoples, it is 

"symptomatic of a profounder spatial nausea, a sense of k i n g  out of bounds, of being 

invisible to themselves, though visible (and a prey) to others; in short, a sense of 

placelessness."*~ White women initially stniggled to find their place in new Iandscapes 

wtiile en route, and their sense of k i n g  out of place stems from the fact that those new 

landscapes had already been structured by racism and colonialism. 

"See pleanty of them": the presence of Blackfoot people 

In northern Montana in the 1860s and 1870s the Blackfoot people were 

fundamentall y present in the landscape even when they were not actuall y visible. The 

rivers and valleys and plains were still theirs, and so the incoming whites encountered the 

people and the land sirnultaneously and treated them as the foi1 against which their racial 

- - 

25 Teny  Goldie, Fear and Tempmtion: 271e Image of the Indigene in CQIUZdim. Arrsb-alian, 
and New Zealand Literatures (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 1989), p. 19. 

26 Frankenberg, White Womn, Race Maners, p. 69 
27 Paul Carter, The Road io Botany Bay: An Exploration oflandscape and History 

(Chicago: Uni versi ty of Chicago Press, l987), pp. 147- 148. 



and gender identities were constructed. Carolyn Abbott Tyler wrote in her diary on 

September 4, 1862, that they had passed "an abandonned camp" of "3,000 or 4,000 

Blackfeet Indians." She scrawled "the Indians are savage" above that line and then noted 

that "A large E"]Medicine Lodge" in which they had celebrated their superstitious rîtes" had 

k e n  "left standing although its covering had mostly been stripped from i t s  framework . . . 

They had also left behind in the lodge blankets, skins, moccasins, and American flag which 

had k e n  presented to them by the American fur company."B She does not mention 

enwuntering any Blackfoot people directly, just this visible reminder of their presence. 

There are three odd features about this entry in her diary. First, there is no 

explanation given for why any Blackfoot cornmunity would in fact have abandoned so 

many useful items. Secondly, there are details like the number of Biackfeet and the source 

of the flag that must have been provided by someone else in the party or  the Indian agent 

the group had encountered. Thirdly, for her to have included as much detail as she did 

either she herself entered the lodge or someone else did and described it to her. By not 

revealing the source of these details, she can maintain her physical separation from the 

camp and her perspective as observer and judge of people who are not physically present is 

reinforced. As Sara Mills has wntten about white women in India, Tyler manages to 

maintain her respectability at  the sarne time as she "produces knowledges" about places "of 

strange and barbaric customs, which she observes from a distance or is told about, but 

which does not contaminate her."29 Tyler does not say w hether she herse1 f entered the 

l d g e  or how she knew that "superstitious rites" might have been celebrated inside, and 

thus mainiains through her text a physical distance h m  the lodge and an appropriate social 

28 Tyler, diary 4 September 1862, MHS SC1430 
29 Sara Mills, "Knowledge, Gender, Empire," in Wnting Women and Space: Colonial 

and Postcolonial Geographies, eds. Alison Blunt and Gillian Rose (New York and 
London: The Guildford Press, 1994), p. 45. 



distance from howledge about the lodge. Her status as a white woman who ought not to 

know too much about Indian camps and superstitious rites is preserved. 

There were occasional dissenting voices in the Montana sources, wnters who 

perceived the aboriginal people as distinct from the land and therefore safely relegated to 

landscape. A key difference between these examples and the preceding ones is that these 

writers indicated that they actually saw aboriginal people, suggesting that there were times 

when the act of seeing Indians made them seem less threatening than anti~ipated.3~ Kate 

Hogan, a mili tary wife whose husband was stationed near Fort Benton in 1867, wrote in a 

letter, "We have no trouble with Indians. See pleanty of them but they are peaceful but the 

Mosquitos are so bad that for a few days 1 couldn't sew.. ."31 When Lucy Stocking anived 

at Fort Peck in northeastern Montana in 1871 she described the following tableau in her 

diary: "Thousands of Indians, squaws and children. Greeted upon shore. Dressed in 

varigated colors, while a large number of tents, stand dong the hiII back while the ponies 

are grazing over the hills." She did add, however, that a "square fort was built round for 

protection." Throughout her diary entries for 1873 and 1874 she records the frequent visits 

of "Indians" (meaning aboriginal men), "half-breeds," "squaws" and "squaw ladies," but 

for the most part seems to be simply noting the occurrence. 32 Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick 

wrote in her diary on July 19, 1878, "Now that there is no danger from Indians, ordinary 

travel is perfectly d e . "  Although she does not explain why there is "now" no longer any 

danger, with the indians conveniently out of the way she could add that "Al1 is so still, the 

30 Sandra Myres and Gtenda Riley have noted the sarne disjunction between the 
anticipation of danger from aboriginal peoples and the usuall y harmless reality in their 
studies of white women 's texts. Myres, "Victoria's Daughters," Western Womn: 
m i r  Land, m i r  Lives, p. 271 ; Glenda Riley, Women and the Indium on the 
Frontier, 1825-1 91 5 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984). 
Kate Hogan, letter, MHS SC864. 

32 Stocking, diary 8 May 1871, MHS SC142 



wildemess so vast that one scarcely realizes that its solitude has ever before been 

penetrated. "33 

The Blackfoot people and the landscape of southem Al berta usuall y did not inspire 

fearful reactions. The Missouri River had allowed whites easier and earlier access to the 

southem portion of Blackfoot country, while the trickle of white settlers was slower north 

of the line. After the nurn bered treaties of the 1870s and before the 1885 Rebellion, 

Canada's national discourse around plains people. rested on the assumption that they were 

al1 d e l y  contained on their reservations, little more than the backdrop against which white 

activities took place. Even when Sitting Bull's Sioux fled north across the border in 187'7, 

they were perceiveci as "Amencan" Indians escaping from the American arm y, and thus 

reinforced Canada's perception that it had handled its plains people more efficiently.3 In 

addition, Canada did not have a legacy of "Indian Wars" and thus white women had fewer 

reasons to fear native people. The Blackfoot in southem Alberta were highiy visible to 

white newcomers in the 1880s, but were rarely represented as hostile and were l e s  

intimatel y connectecl to the land. Mary Inderwick wrote in her diary on October 29, 1883, 

upon her arrivai in Calgary, that the town was "very nice but it is a village of tents and 

framed in Indians and squaws in plentym.3S Calgary was "framed" by Indians in much the 

same way as Fort Peck had been when Stocking saw it in 1871, but Inderwick does not 

feel obliged to mention any safety precauhons. The Blackfoot were nothing more than 

h m l e s s  backdrop, literally providing the frame for white activities. Oniy two days earlier, 

as she passeci through Swift Current, Saskatchewan, she had written "Indians by the 

million" but k i n g  outnumbered did not seem to w o q  her. She and another diarist, 

33 Kirkpatrick, reminiscence wi th some diary excerpts, 19 July 1818, MHS SC940. 
34 See Beth La Dow's discussion of Sitting Bull 's experiences wi th Canadian and 

American authori ties in The Medicine Line: Life and Death on a North American 
Borderland (New York and London: Routledge, 2001), especiaily Chapter 3. 



Caroline Wyndharn whose family ranched south-east of Calgary near Carseland, were even 

cornfortable riding or  waiking alone. On August 13 1884, for example, Inderwick wrote in 

her diary, "Went for a long ride over the range alone."36 And on December 17 1891, 

Wyndharn wrote in her diary, "Love1 y day went for a walk on prairie."37 She does not 

specifically Say that she walked alone, but also does not mention anyone accumpanying 

her. Inderwick used her freedom of movement to escape emotiond conflict with her 

husband, while Wyndham was free to sirnply enjoy the beauty of her surroundings. 

There are two exceptions to this general acceptance of Alberta's Blackbot peoples 

as backdrop and landscape as neutral space. The closest a Canadian-bom wri ter came to 

the sort of fear of native people and their spatial dominance which was expressed in the 

American women's writings was during the North-West Rebellion in 1885. It was the 

main topic in 12-year old Julia Short's diary in late March and early Apnl of that year. Her 

farnily had a ranch south of Calgary on the Highwood River. The local Blackfoot did not 

participate in the upnsing, but Short's diary portrays a white comrnunity fraught with 

tension nonetheless. On March 3 1 she wrote, ''Mr. Spalding says that the Indians are 

uprising and a whole settlement have k e n  killed. Are afraid that they wilI rise near here 

too." There were rurnours of the govemment giving whites guns and ammunition to 

defend themselves, and her community even briefly considered building a blockhouse. 

When that idea was rejected 'They sent a man to Calgary for amis.. . . " When that man 

returned he told the community that they c o d d  not get guns "unless ten out of each forty 

volunteer to fight between here and Medicine Hat" Ten men from her community did 

volunteer and formed a Home Guard, but were never needed? 

35 Inderwick, diary 29 October 1883, GA M559. 
36 1 bid., diary and letter, GA M559. 
37 Caroline wpdharn diary, 17 December 1891. GA microfilm AC Wyndham. 
38 Julia Short Asher, diary excerpts, GA M l  137. 



In her rerniniscence she wrote that "for a few weeks the settlers al1 though the West 

lived in a state of terror. A big Indian Reserve lay to the east of us, two more Reserves 

were not far south, and there was the chance that at any time they, or scattered bands of 

unruly young Indian Braves from these tribes, might sweep through the country, spreading 

death and destruction." She could recall the horses k i n g  kept in the barn with their 

harness on in case a fast getaway was needed, and the farnily slept in their clothes for the 

same reason. The Canadian govemment increased the food rations to the Blackfoot, and 

Short wrote that 'This did much to calm and discourage any would-be aspirations to regain 

the temtory given over to the white race."39 Her reminiscence lacks the palpable fear of her 

diary, but accurately names the conflict as k i n g  a racialized battle over territory - a battle 

which, significantly, she frames as having been won by whites before 1885. 

Julia's diary and reminiscence both convey a sense of fear of k i n g  surrounded by 

potentiaily hostile natives during the spring of 1885, but even in the immediacy of her d i q  

her fears and those of her community are not intimately C O M ~ C ~ ~  with a sense that the land 

itself is hostile; indeed, the community is able to think of various strategies (blockhouse, 

govement-supplied arms) that it could use to defend itself and the temitory it feels it is 

entitled to retain. Their fears centred on the possibility that local Blackfoot "braves" would 

leave their reservations (Le. the o d  y land they are entitled to) and sweep through the rest of 

the country which they had "given over to the white race." Sarah Carter notes "a 

signifiant shift in Euro-Canadian attitudes towards Aboriginal people after 1885," from a 

perception of native people as '"nuisances' but relatively harmless," to a perception that 

they posed "a distinct threat to the property and lives of the white settlers."* In the sources 

from southern Alberta k i n g  discussed here, however, only the Rebellion itself is a source 

39 Ibid., rerniniscence. 
4 Carter, capturing wornen, p. 2 1 



of fear. When it was crushed swiftly these white women seemed able to leave the 

Blackfoot in the category of harmless nuisances. 

The only text which does specificail y link the aboriginal people of southern Aiberta 

to a hostile landscape is the reminiscence of an American woman whose family had 

travelled to Alberta in 1893 to homestead and promptly headed back to the United States 

u p n  discovering their homestead was located a t  the bottom of a lake in central Alberta 

Sadye Wolfe Drew was ten years old at the time, and remembered her rnother's fears that a 

local native band was going to massacre her family when they came into their camp, "but 

they were friendly." As their journey continued, their native guide would periodicdly "go 

ont0 a high place to look around and then wave for us to corne. When he would d o  that 

mother was afraid he was giving a signal to the Indians to corne and kill us. 1 don? think 

my mother slept much on that trip across the unsettled country. It was lovely country - lots 

of grass and water. We never saw a sou1 o n  the way except Indians and not many of 

them.7'41 The country was lovely but still "unsettled" in both senses of the word: it was 

devoid of white settlement, and unstable in its own right. 

Only once did any of these writers, American or Canadian, actually have any sort of 

negative encounter wi th the B l a c b t ,  and i ts outcome is telling. AIthough Lucy Stocking 

of Montana noted that her husband Winston had retumed from an "Indian raid" on June 25 

1873, and wrote "Indian scare" on September 19 of the sarne year, she does not provide 

any further explanation. In Jul y of 1874, however, she noted that two aboriginal men who 

apparent1 y had been drinking broke into the corral of her ranch north of Fort Benton and 

îhen tried to enter the house. One of the white men in the house took their rifle away from 

them and the inûuders ran away. The next momïng the body of a native man was found on 

41 Sadye Wolfe Drew, reminiscence, MHS SC1532. 



the native camping ground, and Stocking noted that she'd gone "to see the dead India.n."42 

What the men were fighting about o r  the reason why they tried to enter the Stoclang's 

house is not explored. What rnattered was that they had not been able to enter the heart of 

white space, the house itself. Once dead, the body of the aboriginal man became an 

unthreatening object, something that could be viewed in safety as part of the spectacle 

associateci with the specific place of the "native camping ground." 

In al1 of these examples the danger was corning from aboriginal men, whose 

mobility and persistent spatial dominance, when combined with the Amencan legacy of 

anned conflict between whites and natives, made them a potential threat to local whites. 

That threat was never specificail y constnicted as a sexual ized threat by these white wri ters. 

however; it was their race and not specifically their gender which made h e m  feel like 

potential targets. In Inderwick's reminiscence the bigger personal threat is from white 

men. She wrote that when her brother offered to pay her way to corne to his place in 

Alberta he told her she had to "bring a girl with me who could cook - 1 could not be there 

alone - just rough men at the mil1 - 'and cow men on the ranches"' Similarly, after 

aniving in Calgary and starting to make her way south to her brother's place she was 

wamed not to stay at one particular ranch because there were no women there and only a 

crowd of cowboys. She ended up having to stay there anyway, and discovered that the 

owner did in fact have a ~ i f e . ~ ~  Indenvick is the only writer on either side of the border to 

raise the possibility of cowboys as a threat to white womanhood, and even here she is 

42 Stocking, diary 4 and 5 July 1874, MHS SC142. 1 have not been able to determine 
which "raid" or "scare" Stocking is refemng to, but tension between natives and whites 
in northem Montana was often high in the early 1870s as the different groups were 
being forced onto reserves with ever-shrinking boundaries and as the Sioux expanded 
their own temtory northward. 

43 Indenvick, reminiscence, GA M559 



recording the wamings of others, not any apprehension on her p a r P  Overall, these 

women seem to have felt safe as women in the borderlands, but occasionally felt that as 

whites they might be the target of Indian attacks. 

"My Father9s Wife is an Indian woman": de/constructing the boundaries of 

race and gender 

In al1 of these texts, the word "Indian" meant an aboriginal man; a native woman 

was called "squaw" no matter which side of the border she was on. The word's racist 

implications, about promiscuity or a lack of cleanliness, are more evident in the American 

sources however. Carol yn Tyler wrote in her diary in September 1862, "each Indian is 

allowed as many wifes as he has horses, The chef has severai they are as plentiful as King 

Solomon harem."45 May Hanagan noted that whenever native people came into Fort 

Benton in the 1880s, 'The squaws would hold out their dirty blankets for any bundles of 

food.. . . One squaw was called 'Shorty and Dirty' and lived up to her name.. . ."& Alma 

Kirkpatrick reinforced the perception of native women as dirty dnidges and denigrated the 

work habits of aboriginal men when she wrote in 1884 that the "squaws . . . work fai thfull y 

down in the dirt [digging potatoes], while the braves, young and old, share the wages 

without the toi1."47 Real men were not supposed to have multiple wives, let their wives do 

the hard work, or Gare for them so pooriy that their only option was to beg; nor would real 

women (i.e. whites) tolerate such treatment. 

44 This apparent lack of fear of white male mobili ty in the borderlands provides a stnking 
contrast with the situation such scholars as Mari1 yn Lake have found in Australia during 
the same colonization process. See, for exarnple, Lake's argument in "Frontier 
Ferninisrn and the Marauding White Man: Australia, 18% to 1940s," in Nation, 
Empire, Colony, pp. 94- 1 05. 

45 Tyler, diary 10 September 1862, MHS SC1430. 
46 Flanagan, rnemoir, MHS SC1236. 



The additional implication that native women lacked domestic skills structureci many 

interactions between white and aboriginal women. A few women recorded their efforts to 

"teach" native women certain domestic skl ls  or at least employ them to do some domestic 

labour, thus reinforcing in their texts both their racial and gender superionty. May 

FIanagan mentioned 'Tatsi, an Indian woman who washed for  US,"^ and Mary Inderwick 

wrote to her sister-in-law that she had "tried to rnake use of a squaw who is the nominal 

wife of a white man near us to do the washing but had to give it up ... the odds were too 

much for my courage and patience."49 Mrs. Trivett, wife of the missionary on the Blood 

Reservation in southern Alberta, had a different experience because she shared the work 

with the Blood women. She wrote in her diary on January 25, 1886, that '3 Indian 

women came to wash for me today, they are such nice old dears. We finished ail by 12 

o'clock"50 In this instance, "the washing" had less to do with Tnvett's racial o r  gender 

superiority, and as a result she and the "nice old dears" seem to have passed a pleasant 

morning toge ther. 

Such communal moments were clearly rare, and the fact that Inderwick felt it 

necessary to describe the native woman as the "nominal" wife of a white man hints at the 

complicated and controversial roles being played by the intermarriage of aboriginal women 

and white men? Frorn the perspective of fearful whites on both sides of the border, the 

47 Kirkpatrick, reminiscence with diary entries, MHS SC94û. See Chapter 2 for a longer 
discussion of white perceptions of BIackf't gender noms. 

48 Fianagan, MHS SC 1236 
49 Inderwick, letter, GA M559. 
50 Tnven, diary fragment, 25 January 1886, Reverend Samuel Tnvett fonds, GA M149. 
51 The fullest &Gent of the social A d  economic functions served by mixed-race couples 

during the fur trade remains Sylvia Van Kirk's ''Mary Tender ïles": Women in Fur- 
TradeSocieo, 1670-1870 (Winnipeg: Watsonand Dwyer Publishing, 1980). A more 
recent analysis of the roles these relationships played in British Columbia's colonial 
society can be found in Adele Peny's On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the 



most important role these relationships played in the 186ûs, 70s and 80s was to protect 

insecure white communi ties from aboriginal hostili ty. Carol yn Tyler wrote in her 1862 

diary that the white men who worked for the fur Company "ail have Squas they al1 have 

children some of the Squas have several ... these Squas talk very well, they have lived for 

years with these white men. The Pegans are savages and wild if it was not for the squas 

who are living with these white men at this time 1862 every white man would have been 

killed The squas and haifbreed children is protection The Blackfeet Indians are a b l d  

thirsty tri be al1 ways fighting with the neighbouring tribes and would have fought Our tmin 

had it not k e n  [for?] an Indian agent" who gave them food and gifts.52 Even in her 

n m t i v e  the "protection" offered by aboriginal wives and mixed-race children was 

insufficient, and needed to be bolstered by food and gifts, 

In southem Al berta during the 1885 Rebellion a t  least one BIackbt  woman was 

also seen as providing a degree of protection to a local white community, but with a greater 

degree of acceptance than the tone of Tyler's d i q .  Julia Short wrote that Pokemi was the 

Blackfoot wife of a white neighbour, and the white community's main source of 

information about the Rebellion and the steps the Canadian goverment was taking to 

ensure that the Blacldmt did not get involved. In her rerniniscence Short wrote, "Not oniy 

was Pokemi friendly but so were most of her friends from Blackfoot Crossing, including 

"an old man, Abskinask, whom we believed to be her father. He was ai ways very friendl y 

to us new white settlers.. . "9 The Indian Act barred Pokemi from living on the reserve at 

Blackfoot Crossing, yet she and her fnends and relatives maintained positive relationships 

Making of British Columbia. 18494871 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2001). 
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with her white neighbours, to a degree that hints at a kind of noblesse oblige on the part of 

Abskinask. 

The relationships that developed between aboriginal women and white men, and the 

mixed-race children who were produced, were two of the realities of Canadian and 

A merican colonization of abongi na1 peoples. Native- whi te marriages may have b e n  

perceived by fearful whites as an effective barrier between them and aboriginal hostility, 

but the very existence of bi-racial children meant that the supposedly self-evident nature of 

racial boundaries had to be maintained in other ways. Lillian M. Miller recalled that in the 

1890s native people in her area of northem Montana "were fnendly which was rather 

surprising, for i t was only twenty-five years before this time that the terrible banle on 

Snake Creek was fought and ended the Indian Wars. Of course, there had k e n  many 

marriages between the early settlers and Indian girls and that helped establish fnendship. 

The half breed children were Our schwl mates."% She did add, however, that a few of 

these children "were not tw clean looking" and not well-dressed, demonstrating that there 

were always multiple strategies for keeping the lines drawn between supposedly-distinct 

racial categones. Her "half breed" schoolmates shared the physical space of the 

schoolroom wi th white pupils, demonstrating the friendliness between the two 

communities, but her comments about her schoolmates' appearance discursively reinforced 

the social distance between the two communities. As AM Stoler has written about 

twentieth-centuiy colonial contexts, colonial authority rested "on two powerful, but false, 

54 Miller, "1 remember Montana," ME-IS SC14U4. Miller may be refemng to the 1877 
battie between the Nez Perce and United States A m y  near Snake River in north-eastem 
Oregon, one of the conflicts which forced the Nez Perce to flee eastward into Montana 
and make an unsuccessful bid for the Canadian border. Given that the battle did not 
take place anywhere near Miller's location in north-central Montana, her rnemory's 
narrative has moved the conflict closer to explain the passing of time and changing race 
relations in her area. For a discussion of the battle and the Nez Perce's flight through 
Montana, see Malone et al, Montana: A History of Two Cenhlries, pp. 135-9. 



premises." The first was the idea that whites "made up an easily identifiable and discrete 

biological and social entity ," wi th "common class interests, racial attributes, poli tical 

affinities, and superior culture." The second premise was that "the boundaries separating 

colonizer from colonized were thus self-evident and easily drawn."55 In this nineteenth- 

century borderland, as in other colonial contexts, these premises did not reflect redity . 

Another way of shoring up racial categories on both sides of the line was to remove 

the status of whiteness from white men who mamied native women by calling them "squaw 

men." Sarah Carter notes that in Canada the phrase "squaw man" was used more 

frequentiy in the later 1880s "to denote men of the lowest social class. There was disdain 

for those within the community who did not conform to the new demands to clarïfy 

boundaries."" The term was used earlier, more frequently, and with more negative 

implications in Montana. Lillian Miller noted that her family bought their first two ranches 

in northern Montana from "squaw men," and she added that "al1 the squaw men and 

families" eventuaily "sold their ranches and moved to the reservation where they could be 

with their friends. We often wondered about the white men who seemed to be content to 

live so, ail their lives."s7 The men's racial identity, their status as white men, was in 

question because sure1 y no real white man would be content to live on an lndian 

reservation. Real white men presumably wanted the Company of other whites, and wanted 

to be a part of white economies and enjoy the cornforts of white "civilization." The fact that 

"squaw men" rnight choose otherwise meant that they weren' t just the lowest social class; 

they straddled and therefore threatened the very divide of whiteness and non-whiteness. 

As Anne McClintock has argued in ImperitrlLeather, "Panic about blood contigui ty, 

ambigui ty and metissage expressed intense anxieties about the falli bility of white male and 

55 Stoler, "Making Empire Respectablen p. 345 
56 Carier, Capturing Women, pp. 184-5. 



imperiai potency."" In northern Montana this meant that the whiteness of men who chose 

to marry aboriginal women could be called into question. 

In Canada, racial categories were complicated by the provisions of the Indian Act, 

which decreed that a native woman who marrieci a white man was deleted from the legd 

category of "Indians" and had to l a v e  the reserve, while a white woman who married a 

native man was automatically granted "Indian" status and could raise her children on the 

reserve. The Act implicitly decreed that gender categories were more fundamental than 

racial ones, and this created a peculiarly Canadian blumng of spatial and racial lines. 

Sadye Drew, for example, wrote of her bief  stay in Alberta in the 1890s that 'There was 

an Indian in camp by the narne of Andre Pmdin who had a wife and two children. She and 

the children were blond with blue eyes, however they claimed to be Indians."59 Julia 

Short's neighbur Pokemi and her white husband Smithy had three children, and Short 

added that "Pokemi was very kind and Iiked us to corne and visit and see the children, but 

she was shy and would not speak English.'*a Smithy's identity as a white man did not 

seem to be threatened in the eyes of the communi ty as a resul t of his maniage to a 

Blackfoot woman, perhaps because he wouId not have been able to live on the reserve even 

if he wanted to. Instead, Canada's Indian Act dictated that Pokemi had lost her "officiai" 

native status when she married him, although Short's diary makes it clear that this legal 

fiction did not make Pokemi any Iess aboriginal in the eyes of her white neighbours. 

This perhaps goes some way towards explaining why white men with native wives 

in Montana were scomed to a greater degree than their counterparts in Alberta. North of 

the line rnixed-race couples were not allowed to Iive on "Indian land," and in the eyes of the 

57 Miller, "1 remember Montana," MHS SC1404 
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law (if not those of local whites) the woman became "white." South of the line a couple 

could live on Indian land and a white man could thereby access I ndian resources instead of 

acting like a proper yeoman farmer. American white masculinity seemed more fragile than 

i ts counterpart north of the border because i t appeared to be capable of swi tching sides. 

Even white men with no associations with aboriginal women could be at risk just by being 

in the W e s t  Lillian Miller wrote in her reminiscence that when she and the rest of her 

family met up with her father and older brother in Chinook, the two men "looked aimost 

like the Indians standing around. Montana's Sun is powerful and they were both very 

brown."61 Montana's women and weather had a way of de-racializing white men. 

Multiple strategies were obviously needed to maintain racial boundaries socially if 

they could not be maintained physicall y. Rosanna Sturgis described in a letter an event that 

took place while she was coming up river to Fort Benton as part of the 1û62 Fisk 

expedition. The stearnboat took on additional passengers, including "an old Indian trader" 

whose "Wife is a squaw of the Blackfmt Nation . . . his son was speaking of his Mother he 

said rny Father's Wife is an Indian woman but she 1s a Lady."62 I t  is not clear if the 

speaker was in fact the son of the Blackfoot woman o r  if this was Sturgis' opinion; if he 

was her son then he was speaking from the position of wanting to both distance himself 

from his rnother's racial background and redeem her status. He accomplished the former 

by refemng to the woman as his father's wife and notas his mother, and accomplished the 

latter by using the words "wife" and "lady", suggesting that the couple was legally married. 

The number of references to local aboriginal and mixe.-blood populations 

decreased significantly on both sides of the border by the 1890s. Both federai 

govemments were attempting to hone their con tainment and assimilation policies, and the 

-- . - 
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number of white colonizers was increasing steadil y. White women continued to note the 

movement and presence of natives, but less often and with less detail. Caroline Wyndham 

and her husband, for exarnple, ranched near Carseland southeast of Calgary from 1887 to 

1910. Although relatively close to the Siksika reservation at Gleichen, she mentioned 

"Indians" fewer than 15 times in her diary entnes from 1888 and 1891. Sometimes she 

wrote that they had "paid us a visit" or brought her mail via her son Alexander who was in 

the North West Mounted Police; at other times she bought chickens from or sold them to 

the Siksika63 

(Gone of their race": "Othe? minorities in the borderlands 

The aboriginal population was certainly not the only group of visible "others" that 

these white women were seeing, but it was the largest. Montana and Alberta also had small 

communities of black and Chinese people, and while the white women always noticed and 

commented on theni, their racialization was always sirnultaneously gendered and clearly 

divorcecl from the landscape. Unlike the Blackfoot, the spatial and social separation 

between white., blacks and Chinese had dready been entrenched on both sides of the 

border. These minorities were associated with places like hotels or steamboats, or 

functions like cook or laundress, which defined them as service-providers for whites. 

Black men and women and Chinese men were more easil y si otted into the racist hierarchies 

of the day, and therefore p e d  no threat to white aspiraiions to spatiai and culhiral 

hegemony in the borderlands. 

These groups were not distri buted evenl y in the borderlands, however. Black and 

Chinese men were not mentioned at al1 in the pre- 1890 sources from southem Alberta, 

63 Wyndham, diary 18ûû-1891, GA AC Wyndham. It is likely that the main reason why 
Wyndham had as much contact with the Blackfoot as she did was because her son was 



likely because their numbers were extremely small. The 1885 Census indicates that there 

were only four people of "African origin" in southem Alberta, at least one of whom was 

African-American cowboy John Ware, and only two of "Chinese origin." Howard Palmer 

notes that most Chinese men arrived in southem Alberta dunng the 1890s, and there was a 

limi ted migration of American blacks to the province between 1908- 19 1 F4 

There were slightly Iarger numbers of Black and Chinese men in northern Montana 

in the 1870s and 1880s (the 1870 census counted 14 "coloured" men and 3 Chinese men, 

for example), and they are mentioned in a few of the American sources, al bei t infrequenti y 

and always as subservient service providers. In the spring of 1873 there was one African- 

American man working on the S tocking's cattle ranch. Lucy on1 y referred to him as 

b'darkey" and kept track of his work. When he started work in March she wrote "darkey 

came." He seems to have been fired two months later for kicking a cow. In between he 

was sent looking for "truant horses" and "tmant steers." Another day she wrote "the 

darkey runn a buffalo pst the door and over the creek."6* Ed Sims, a black man who 

worked as a steward on the boat Mary Gibson took up the Missouri in 1882, "served cold 

drinks and did everything in his power to make us more comfortable, or I should say, less 

miserableSw66 These two men do not occupy the same kind of place in each text - 

Stocking's hired man is never named and does not last long, while Sims is both narned and 

clearly doing his job welI - but what they do share is a subordinate racial and economic 

status, and their mobility indicates that they have no permanent place in northern Montana. 

- -- -- 

a Mountie and her ranch was very close to the Siksika reservation. 
G4 The onl y full-length biography of Ware is Grant MacEwan's, John Ware 's Conle 

Counh-y (Saskatoon: Western Producer Press, 1975). Palmer, Patmns of Prejzdice: 
A History of Nativimt in Alber?a (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982). Chinese 
men also ocasionally worked as cooks on the big ranches after 1890; the Malcolm 
Millar ranch south of Calgary, for example, had anywhere from one to three Chinese 
men working in the house after 1900. Helen Millar, diary, GA M849. 
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The occasional refereiices to Chinese men generally portray them as  particularly 

noteworthy because they were "foreign" and they were men who occupied especially 

ferninized service positions. Mary Gi bson remem bered that the "cooks, wai ters, and 

'chambermaids"' in the hotel in Fort Benton in 1882 were al1 Chinese, which made her fear 

for her life. She wrote, "As 1 had never before seen one of their race, 1 couidn't believe 

that it would be safe to eat food they prepared so 1 subsisted upon crackers, nuts and 

raisins which 1 bought at nearby stores, as long as we remained at  the hotel."m Lillian 

Miller recalled that the hotel in Chinook also had a Chinese cook in the 1890s, but it had 

"waitresses" whose race she does not specify and so were probably white? 

The number of Black women in the borderlands was even smaller than the number 

of Black or Chinese men and yet they are the only group to be mentioned in both groups of 

sources. In this instance it was their gender and the particuiar nature of the services they 

provided which brought them to the attention of white writers. May Flanagan remembered 

a black rnid-wife in early Fort Benton, "old Aunt Leah, a big fat negro mid-wife", whose 

presence and usefulness was linked in May's text to the birth of one of the first white 

babies to prominent local and cross-border businessman George Baker. In an account of a 

trip down the Missouri from Montana to North Dakota in 1882 Flanagan also noted 

approvingly that the riverboat had "negro waiters" and a "negro laundress."69 Gibson 

wrote that on her ranch she "had a Missouri woman for a cook who ody worked when 'the 

spirit moved her', the balance of the time she sat, smoking a corn-cob pipe, near the 

kitchen stove, 'warmin' up', but she was a good cook when sufficiently ~ a r m . ' ~ *  

66 Gibson, reminiscence, MHS SC1476. 
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T hese representations of blac k women as service-providers (and sometimes lazy 

ones at  that) are paralleled in the one exarnple from souîhern Alberta. Indenvick wrote in 

her 1884 letter that, after giving up on teaching the local native woman to help with the 

laundry, she sent i t "to a dignified coloured lady" in Pincher Creek "who boasts that she 

and the Police Commissioner's wife were the first white ladies to anive in the country - 

Time is nothing to her and if 1 were an ordinary wornan and not a bride with a good 

trousseau 1 shiver to thinlc what might happen [to] me - when weeks go by and no laundry 

can be cajoled from our aristocratie Auntie[']s dwelling."71 She does not comment further 

on the fact that her racialized representation of the laundress in Pincher Creek does not 

match the representation the woman claims for herself. The woman says she is "white" 

and a lady; Indenvick says she is "coloured" and dubs her "Auntie." The nature of her 

occupation probabty would have been sufficient evidence for the rest of the town to agree 

with Indenvick. What is most remarkable about this incident is the way it suggests that the 

category of "whiteness" was open to external challenges as well as such internal challenges 

as those created by "squaw men" during these early years of white colonization. The 

"dignified lady" in Pincher Creek is claiming a racial stanis which the community does not 

think she is entitled to, and she makes a further claim to the status of colonizer by taking 

pride in k i n g  one of the region's "first white ladies." Her claims are challenged by local 

whites who see and label her as "coloured,~' but i t is clear that she does not let others' 

perceptions change her own identification. 

1 t seems clear from the preceding discussion that the black and Chinese populations 

were not viewed by whites as racial or spatial threats in the way that the Blacldoot were. 

Their numbers were even srnaller than those of the white communities, and their racial and 

gendered inferion ty indicated that they already "knew" their place in the hierarchies of the 

71 Indenvick, letter, GA M559. 



day and therefore would not create any major obstacles to the establishment of the young 

settier societies north or south of the 49'" parallel. As white, English-speaking Amencans 

and Canadians solidified their hold on the borderlands, the amount of attention these 

writers paid to visible racial differences declined. Being a white Canadian or  white 

American mattered l e s  than k i n g  unquestionably white and respecting the accompanying 

gender noms. Stoler has argued that "the colonial politics of exclusion" depended on 

constnicting "legal and social classifications designating who was 'white,' [and] who was 

'native' . . . .''72 Even having ''white" skin mattered Iess than having "white" status, because 

physical traits and the characteristics which were assumed to accompany them were not as 

reliable as official discourse would have it. The "colored" woman in Fort Francis, for 

exarnple, was never going to be granted the status of whiteness by her neighbours because 

she took in other women's laundry, and the whiteness of "squaw men" was suspect 

because of their associations wi th abri ginal women. 

"What the women ought t o  bey': white women, femininity and ethnicity 

Nonetheless, the gaze of the authors k i n g  discussed here was increasingly 

preoccupied with other white women as their numbers increased, and less attention was 

paid to the fuzzy edges of racial categories. Even when the number of white women was 

small their presence and the opportunities for visiting were important to many of these 

writers. May Flanagan indicated in her memoirs and one letter that when her mother first 

arrived in Fort Benton in 1873 there were only about six other white women in town and 

seven white families in the surrounding area The advantage of this was that "White 

women and children were very much appreciated in those times. " May recalls getîing to 

go  to an evening dancing party "because there were so few white children in the town that 

-rz Stoler, "Making Empire Respectable," p. 345. 



those who were there were much spoiled and petted and people seemed to want them 

around? Two other sources from northern Montana in the 1870s suggest that while 

their numbers were smail, white women did make a point of keeping in touch with each 

other. Lucy Stocking wrote in her diary on June 29 1871 that prominent Benton merchant 

Conrad Baker and his daughter had called at her ranch.74 And no sooner had Alma Coffin 

Kirkpatrick arrived in Fort Benton in Jul y 1878 than she accompanied a "Captain Haney" 

on visits to three (presumably white) families. She wrote that "The ladies were at home 

and very agreeable. Their houses are small, but prettil y fumished. One lady played and 

sang for us, charmingly.'75 In the early I8%, Lillian Miller recalled that the "ladies" of 

her community "rnanaged to visit each other once or  twice a summer. Mrs. Ross, and her 

girls, would pick us up and then we tried to make two visits in one day.'76 The fact that 

they could even make two visits a day indicates how rapidly the area was k i n g  settled by 

whites. 

In southern Alberta in the 1880s Mary Inderwick used whiteness as a way to 

mentally map her area and the non-whiteness of sorne of her female neighbours means they 

were occasiondl y deleted from the category "women" altogether. She wrote in 1884 that 

she was the 

only woman (white) on this river or the next for that matter as the next ranche is 
owned by a bacheIor - so 1 am 22 miles from a woman - & though 1 iike al1 the men 
and enjoy having them 1 simply long to talk to a woman - so about once a month 1 
ride into Saint Francis mer pseudonym for Pincher Creek] with Charlie and stay a 
night with my dearest friend here Mrs. Borden ... She was the first white woman in 
Saint Francis and came by way of covered waggon from Montana - with her two 
children! What splendid pluck! 77 

'73 Flanzigan, mernoir, MHS SC 1236. 
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Unlike the "coloured" laundress who tried to claim a racial status Mary did not think she 

deserved, Mrs. Borden's daim to k i n g  the first white woman in town went unchallenged 

and was likety bolstered by her wagon joumey from Montana 

Inderwick's diary indicates that, although their numbers were small, she managed 

to visit other women in her area on a regular basis. For example, dunng a two-week 

p e n d  in 1884 she records at l e s t  three such visits. On January 24, she and "Mrs. M went 

to see Mrs. Battles. Think her very nice and nice baby". On January 29 they headed to the 

Blood Reserve for dinner with the minister and his wife, Reverend and Mrs. Trivett, and 

had lunch at "Mrs. Boume's" on the way. And on February 8 she wrote "Mr. & Mrs. 

Geddes here for c d -  stayed about haif an hour and 1 enjoyed it - She is so nice ... .'- I t  

is clear that while their white neighbours were few, women tried to make the most of these 

contacts to build a sense of community, and seemed very comfortable travelling around 

their areas to do so. The situation could always be improved, however, and Inderwick 

wrote in her fall 1W letter that she had "made ail sorts of offers to a few of the men who 

are near us in the way of helping them get their shacks done up if only they will 'go east' 

and rnarry some really nice girls ... ." 79 By specifying that she wanted the women to corne 

from the east, she implies that she hopes they are Canadian. 

She did get her wish eventuall y. B y the end of the century white settlers finally 

started pounng into the Alberta-Montana borderlands, solidifying their place at the top of 

the spatial and racial hierarchies. The Blackfoot were rendered invisible, social1 y and 

economically marginalized on their reserves, their temtory obscured by the maps and 

borders of whites. Black and Chinese people remained barely visible at the fringes of the 

new settler societies. Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick recal1ed a 1ûû3 trip back to Illinois and 

'77 Inderwick letter, GA M559. "(white)" is in original text. 
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Indiana, during which a young man scoffed at her reference to her "good neighbours." 

The man replied, '"Gd neighbours! 1 should smile! When you have none but Indians.' 

Vainly 1 tried to explain that I had neighburs, white people too, none better."m The 

young man was unable to believe that white cornmunities could exist at the far edge of the 

Great Plains, but Kirkpatrick was determined to defend her neighbours and herself. 

Margaret Harkness Woodman wrote in 1892 from San Francisco that while she would like 

to visi t northern Montana again, i t would "dl be new to me, except the natural scenery, the 

mountains and the river, and 1 shall miss the great herds of buffalo and the camps of 

Indians which i saw thirty years ago. But as their places are now filled with domestic 

animals and happy homes of industrious and enterprising white men, there will be nothing 

for me to regret.*'81 This sentence conveyed her impression that abonginal people had been 

completely displaced by white men and European-style economic activities, and that such 

wholesale displacement was a clear step forward for domesticity, industry and enterprise. 

Discursively at least, if not quite in reality, wild anirnals and wild Indians were gone while 

the beautiful backdrop remaineci, and these two wri ters wanted to convince their audiences 

that white scxiety had been safel y and permanent1 y established. 

The "arrivai" of white women in Blackfoot country before 1890 might not have 

been the key factor in the transition to the Alberta-Montana borderlands, because their 

numbers were too small and federal agendas were not their own, but in many ways their 

experiences and perceptions did mirror and reinforce national goals and processes. White 

women generall y reacted first to the land and its original inhabitants with some blend of 

awe, opportunity, and fear, and their personal comfort level detemined the moment at 

which "Blacldoot country" became their country. The land and its aboriginal inhabitants 

79 Indenvick, leiter, GA M559. 
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had to p a s  into the realm of the taken-for-granted for settlement to begin comfortably. 

When these women started to pay more attention to their white neighbours than they did to 

the mountains o r  the Blackfoot, their concem for domestic spaces and appropriate 

standards of white femininity came to the fore well ahead of any sense of national identity. 

These sources demonstrate that, just in tirne for the massive influx of white settlers to the 

Alberta-Montana borderlands at the tum of the century, these Young, small, settler 

communities were firml y at the top of the spatial, racial, and gender hierarchies. 

But establishing "whiteness" as a norm at the top of the racial and spatial hieradlies 

was not enough; as the Canadian government in particular had done in its views of 

immigrants, these women soon subdivided and ranked that whiteness by ethnicity and 

gender. Robert Gnswold has noted that white women may have "inhented" a "domestic 

ideology" from the East, "but it was an ideology that was fluid, elastic, and complex: 

women explained their own actions by its assumptions, sometimes wrestled to align 

behaviour with diverse perceptions of its tenets, and modified it to meet changing 

realities. "* An implici t cri terion in the borderlands' version of this ideology was whether 

or not other white women deserved a place in the west: a woman could be found wanting if 

she seemed tao feminine, too masculine, or too attached to older, eastern ways of doing 

things. In the creation of social boundaries in the borderlands, a simple division of race 

was not adequate. Being "white" was on1 y adequate (ai though fundamentally necessary) 

when the number of whites was very small and when "'whiteness" as a taken-for-granted 

category still needed to be established. Other divisions were needed once there were 

enough white people to subdivide. In some ways, this could be seen as the triumph of 

81 Woodman. letter, MHS SC 988. 
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Canadian and Amencan colonization of B lackfoot country - white women, supposedl y the 

very icon of civilization, felt cornfortable enough with their position that they could direct 

their attention away from visible racial differences and the newness of the landscape to 

more nuanced deiails of ethnici ty and gender. In other ways, however, this shift in their 

attention could also be seen as the failure of Canadian and Amencan nation-building in the 

West, because the majority of these wnters show Little awareness of o r  interest in national 

identities and borders. Their lives were lived at  the most local of levels, defined largely by 

their own homes and those of their white neighbours, w hich made it easier to continua11 y 

reconstnict and negotiate the social categories of race and gender, but very difficult to 

invoke nation. 

As the number of white people in the Alberta-Montana borderlands grew, the social 

boundaries separating whi teness frorn non-whi teness mu1 tiplied. Individuals now had to 

have white sbtus as well as white skin, and exhibit the appropriate gender behaviour, to 

deserve a place in the borderlands. It is not surprising that the diaries and rerniniscences 

which pay the most attention to ethnic and gender differences are from the late 1880s and 

early 1890s; by that point in time the hardest part of colonization, namely establishing 

whiteness as the n o m ,  was largely over, and so more attention could be paid to finer 

distinctions. Only three of these writers explicitly mentioned ethnicity, and al1 are later 

wnters: Inderwick and Short Asher in the 1880s in southem Alberta, and Lillian Miller in 

the 1890s in north-central Montana. 

The key distinction Canadian-born Inderwick drew was between Canadian-born 

and English-bom whi tes, and as such is a strong earl y example of what James Sturgis calls 

"Canadian temtorial nationdism," one based "on iis own climate, vastness and 



potentialities."m In November 1883 she wrote in her diary, "Young Englishman for 

dimer Lar-de-dah style - dislike Englishmen." Several months later she wrote to eastem 

relatives that the Englishmen were "almost al1 nice" except for the fac t that "they nearl y al1 

have no tact in the way they talk of Canada and Canadians. .. . 1 t makes my Canadian 

blood boil - 1 answer that though 1 have married an Englishman 1 have not lost my identity 

and am purely Canadian and am proud of it ... ." Although her own farnily traced its mots 

to England, she had no doubt that k i n g  born in Canada made her different than someone 

born in England. A further advantage to a Canadian identity seemed to be a comparative 

freedom from famil y constraints: she wrote in her d i q  on Mar 30 1884, after her husband 

had received a letter from his family which wasn't very nice to Mary, "1 wish he was a 

Canadian & had no people. ' ' ~4  

And although Indenvick wanted more white women to settle in her area, what she 

did not want was more English-born women. She wrote in her letter that the few who 

were already around were "freaks!" One had been dubbed "Miss Smith of London", had a 

loud voice, and lived with four brothers. The woman had "brought al1 her traditions with 

hei' but made her brothers do  the cleaning and serving, although Mary adrnitted to 

enjoying having to dress for dinner at the "Smith" house. Another woman was "devoted to 

dogs" and a visit to her often meant clearing the canines off the furniture before sitting 

down. Mary's strongest criticism was aimed at a third woman, however. She was "a very 

pretty woman and altogether a man's woman - She sings and twangs a guitar" and "rides 

rather well ... ." Not only did this wornan flirt with Mary's husband, but she smoked 

cigarettes in public with the local white men. In her letter Mary added, "1 know you will 

-- -- - 
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say 1 am putting on modest airs in making much of her smoking but darling you know 1 

never smoked cigarettes with anyone but b e r  husband and brother] ... but she srnokes 

sitting on the Restaurant steps wi th half a dozen men - of course her husband is one of 

them - and worst of al1 she looks so pretty over it ... ." 85 In addition, the woman worked 

outside building fences with her husband and did a lot of the heavy work around their 

place. 

Indenvick's dislike of the English-born women was part1 y a matter of national 

pride, and she is the only one of the writers on either side of the border who articulates 

such a strong national affiliation. But her reactions also reflect her assessment of the 

English women's gender behaviour and use of public space: appropriate behaviour for a 

white woman did not involve smoking in public with a group of men, flirting with other 

women's husbands, making one's brothers cook or doing too much outside labour on the 

ranch. 

Even women who were not described as English-born received Inderwick's 

sympathy or criticism for not matching her ideas of appropriate femininity for white women 

in western spaces. She described one ranch wife she met while en route to Pincher Creek 

as "a nice woman" who "loved to tdk to us because she was lonely - and a domestic 

woman, not a lover of horses - nor did the West fil1 her with awe and admiration - just as 

unfit for the position as Cher husband] was." With this sentence she draws a clear 

distinction between women who are too domestic and therefore not suited for western life, 

and women like herself who love horses and admire the beauty of the W e s t  and therefore 

can make a place for themselves. More harshly, she called the women of Fort Macleod, "a 

Iot of cats - more or less - though since 1 have discovered two very sweet ones...", and 

added that they "seem so gossipy and so different from the splendid great spirit of the West 

85 Inderwick, letter, GA M559. Underlined word in original. 



- and what the women ought to be ... .'% There were clear expectations placed on white 

women in the west, and as much as she wanted other white women to corne live near her, 

she had addi tional gender and ethnic requirements in mind beyond their racial status. She 

wanted the men in her area to m q  some nice girls, but did specify that she wanted the 

men to "go east" to find their wives which suggests that she would have been happiest with 

other Canadian women. 

It  is clear in the sources from Alberta and Montana that when the numbers of white 

people were very small, a wide range of ethnic and religious groups fell within the category 

and only very subtle distinctions were drawn between them. WhiIe federal immigration 

officiais might have been concemed about encouraging Irish immigration, for example, 

Inderwick and Julia Short Asher both wrote favourably about an Irish couple who lived on 

the Little Bow River in the early 1880s. In her diary Indenvick described Mr. and Mrs. 

Quirk as "very jolly - very witty - no children", and their home as "a kitchen and rooms - 

no floor in kitchen - Everything very tidy - awfully good g m b  - characteristic of this 

country."* Short Asher's reminiscence even explicitly places the couple within a narrative 

of colonization. Julia wrote that she thought "they were the first white family who lived on 

High River, as their farm was a good one even then and had a fine hay field.'= Their 

whiteness was proven by their domestication of the land, and the length of their residency 

by the quality of their farm and field. 

Lillian Miller's comrnents about certain women in her area of northem Montana in 

the 1890s combined overlapping opinions about their ethnicity and gender, with more 

emphasis placed on the latter. For example, she noted of one neighbour who had "od y 

recently come over from Germany" that she was "a large, hard working peasant woman. 
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Her voice was loud and p f f ,  she walked like a man with long strides. But that rough 

exterior hid a heart of gold." Her German-ness likely was not a problem because Miller's 

father was German-bom himsel f, but her las-than ferninine appearance and demeanor still 

marked her as an outsider. Another local farnily were "of Scotch descent, ardent 

Presbyterians. In fact, al1 of them spoke with a broad Scotch accent. They were 

considered a bit queer, perhaps because of their strictness in religion and seemed aloof. 

Later 1 leamed that it was Marna Cromley who was really the only straight-laced one." It 

seems safe to assume that "Marna" was the matriarch of the famil y, the one who im p e d  

her strictness on the rest of her family, and this is one of the few instances where a writer 

specified another wornan's particular religious affiliation. Mrs. Harris and Mrs. Lyons 

were sisters, "Canadian girls" who spoke with "english" accents. Their big advantage was 

that Mr. Lyons "built the first frarne house in that part of the country for their home", 

including "a bathroom with a big porcelain tub." There was no running water, nor would 

there be for another 10 years, but the house itsel f (and presumabl y the expensive tub it 

containeci) was "a great step forward, in the eyes of the women in the neighbourhd..  . ." 

The ethnic backgrounds of Miller's white neighbours were worth mmmenting on, 

particularly if they happened to be useful explanatory tools for the women's gender 

behaviour. The German and Scottish women fell short of appropriate fernininity, because 

of their masculini ty or their inability to connect wi th their neighbours, while the Canadian 

woman with a porcelain tub but no easy way to fil1 it gained the approval of her white 

neighbours. 

Even when wnters did not specify the ethnic background of the white wornen in 

their areas, they would often comment on their appearance, behaviour, the material goods 

they had brought with them from the (more "civilized") east to this new, rugged west, and 

- -- 
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they did so  on both sides of the border. Much of the literature on white wornen's 

settlement experiences has explored the ways in which the West allowed women to push the 

boundaries of conventional fernininity, as well as the lingering power of normative gender 

ideologies. 89 This tension is evident in these sources from the borderlands, where a 

greater degree of personal mobili ty and freedom often seemed to be outweighed by a 

remarkably narrow band of acceptable behaviour in the eyes of other white women. Too 

little fernininity or too rough a standard of living was not acceptable, but an overl y ferninine 

appearance or behaviour or too many fine quality household goods made a woman seem 

out of place in the borderlands. A white woman had to be at least a little bit tougher than 

her eastern counterparts to survive and contribute, but could not go too far without nsking 

the disapproval of her white neighbours. After all, by the 1880s these borderlands were 

not as  far removed from eastern "civilization" as they had k e n  a decade earfier: Mary 

Douglas Gibson wrote that her mother-in-law had visited her husband and son in Fort 

Benton in 188 1, a year before Mary arrïved, "and upon her return to Minneapolis assured 

me that 1 would need plenty of pretty clothes as Fort Benton was a gay army post where 

there was much entertainingWg0 

White women did not associate each other with the landscape, or even necessarily 

with any place except their own particular homes and domestic goods. Lillian Miller wrote 

about visiting one new mival with her mother and k i n g  "very impressed with the nice 

89 See, for example, Jackel's A Flannel Shirt Md Liberty, Griswold's "Anglo Women 
and Domestic Ideology in the Amencan West in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 
Centuries," Julie Roy Jeffrey ' s Frontier Women: the Tram-Mississippi West 1 840- 
1880 (New York: Hi11 and Wang, 1979), Dee Garceau's Zhe Important Things of life: 
Women, Work, and Family in Sweetwater Country, Wyoming, 1880-1929 (Lincoln 
and London: University of Nebraska Press, L997), and m y  article, "Gender(ed) 
Tensions in the Work and Politics of Alberta Farm Women, 19û5 1929," in Telling 
Tales: Essays in Western Women's Hisrory, edited by Catherine Cavanaugh and Randi 
Warne (Vancouver: University of B ntis h Columbia Press, 2000). 
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walnut fumiture, and everything else that we saw. Mrs. Ross talked so glibly of stonng 

the 'better' fumiture, packing the 'better* china into barrels, and putting the silver in a bank 

vault, that when we returned home mother told father she was afraid they wouldn't stay 

long. How could Mrs. Ross adjust to the rugged lire of a pioneer after k i n g  used to al1 

that Iuxury." As wi th the overl y-domestic woman Inderwick encountered, the implication 

in Miller's text is  that Mrs. Ross might be a little too feminine to cope with the challenges 

of frontier life. But in "pioneer country, back grounds becorne unimportant" and Mrs. 

Ross was eventually able to demonstrate that her privileged and almost excessive 

femininity, which seemed quite literally to be so  out of place in a northern Montana 

ranching community, did not stop her from demonstrating "the sramina and fortitude, it 

takes to carry on."g' 

Lillian and her mother were confident that they had what it took to cope with "the 

rugged life of a pioneer," but that did not stop her mother from worrying about the 

opinions of other white women. She wondered what Mrs. Ross might thin. of her "home- 

made furniture" and the "one walnut dresser. Of course, we had a better house, and 

mother did not have a jealous nature. She was content with what she had. Some of her 

better things were stored too in Iowa.. ." Another local woman, Mrs. Sweet, made her 

"al1 hot and bothered" every time she came to visit. Mrs. Sweet could afford to hire a cook 

for the hired men and had more time for visiting. Lillian recalled that although their house 

"was always immaculate and ready for wmpany," her mother saw it as "plain and 

unpretentious," and was womed about what she was "going to serve such a fine lady for 

lunch?" Mrs. Miller's resilience was not at issue, but she did not want other women to 

think that she herself was unabie to maintain certain feminine standards even on a sheep 

ranch. 
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Three other white women in Miller's area wananted longer descriptions in her 

reminiscence: the hotel keeper Miss Fanny, the schoolteacher Miss Wilson, and the 

postmistress and shopkeeper's wife Mrs. Lohman. Al1 three had pleasing and respectable 

appeatances which were matched by their respectable occupations and appropnately 

feminine personalities. This combination was easier to corne by in town than on a ranch, 

but Miller's rnother wanted Lillian to grow up the same way and was particularly concerned 

about protecting her daughter's skin from the "coarsening" effects of Montana's sun and 

wind. It was one thing for her husband and sons to look as "brown as Indians", but quite 

another for her daughter to look the sarne way. Lillian recalled, however, that in spite of 

her mother's Iectirres "about keeping my bonnet on, at surnrners end, I was as brown as a 

beny."E 

Struggling to maintain standards of feminine beauty was necessary in the 

borderlands to reinforce a woman's racial and gender status, but they could also be played 

with to produce humour, as a series of diary entries by Mary Inderwick indicate. On 

February 7, 1884, she received a coloured photo from a "Mrs. Willson" back home in 

Ontario which became the object of a running commentaq from the cowboys on her ranch. 

On February 8 she wrote "Staunton thinks Mrs. W. al1 very pretty except her shoulders 

which are too broad! Will thinks her al1 very pretty except her hair; it is too flowsy!" On 

February 9 she wrote "J. Garnett thought Mrs. W's face lovely in the photo except her lips 

which are too thin!" And on February 14, "Wilson thinks Mrs. W's mouth crooked & too 

large! - Sees a resem blance to Lizzie in Iower part of face!'% Al though i t is not clear what 

prompted her to record such a cunous collection of opinions about Mrs. Willson's 

appearance* the men may have b e n  commenting for Mary's benefit: in her Ietter she 
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mentions the men teasing her that none of them have married yet because she is the only 

woman worth marrying. 

There are hints in these sources that living in the borderlands did expand white 

women's traditional gender roles, at least to some extent, and as aiready discussed most of 

these hinged around the greater individual mobili ty many women enjoyed. While the 

mobility of aboriginal women and men was increasingly restricted in the closing decades of 

the nineteenth century, white women were generally free to move around the landscape on 

their own and could gain a sense of independence as a result. Mary Inderwick wrote in her 

letter to Alice that the main reason why the cowboys on her ranch supported her various 

attempts to bring "civilization" to the ranch was because she could ride well: "1 verily 

believe if I did not ride they would have nothing to do with me - as it is they are rather 

proud of me - and oh Alice - 1 do believe I could still take pleasure in riding if 1 were a deaf 

mute - and you know what a trial that would be to a red-haired girl like me ... . So when 

Jerry breaks my best cut g l a s  dish 1 fly to the stables and have my Joy saddled and ride till 

1 lcnow that cut glass is nothing to make or mar one's good lovely day.. . ." She maintained 

her femininity by trying, arnong other things, to make the cowboys Wear a jacket to dinner, 

but had enhanced the men's opinions of her by riding well and assisting her husband 

Charlie on longer rides driving cattle from one part of the ranch to another." 

Her love of riding and the arnount of respect she got from the cowboys for k i n g  a 

good rider dlowed her to overcome to some degree what she saw as the gendered liabilities 

put upon her, and she is the only wnter who expresseci bluntly her frustrations at  the 

limitations placed on her as a woman. She wrote in her diary on June 29, 1884, after her 

husband had refused to take her into town, "1 wish 1 was a boy 1 could go where 1 chose 

- 
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by myself then." In the letter to her sister-in-law, after rhapsodizing about the "delights of 

this clear air", she added, "let the housekeeper in you think of the appetites wh. [which] 

this air gives to men - and women - though we don't count much in this way here ..." She 

had expressed an even less "ferninine" sentiment several months earlier, writing in her 

diary on November 9 1883, "Phil brought in a young gentleman & introduced him to the 

girls as he said for which speech 1 felt like punching his nasty littie head?S Mary was 25 

years old at the time, although not yet married, and did not appreciate k i n g  considered 

anything less than an adult woman. 

<&Strayed over the border": white women and the 49h parailel 

The borderlands did not offer ail white women the chance to expand or significantly 

redefine their gender roles; this was, after all, a region k i n g  colonized, and the spaces and 

roles available to white women were complicated and mu1 ti faceted. Vron Ware, for 

example, has noted that colonial settings could provide "both a physical and an ideological 

space in which the di fferent meanings of fernininity could be explored or  contester at a 

time when v e q  limited definitions of "women's physical and mental capabilities were 

beginning to pass into the realm of 'common sense' ... ." These codlicting ideas were 

further complicated by notions of racial and cultural differences. A white woman in a 

colonial sening oould be "a many-faceted figure," from boundary-defying adventurer to 

mother of the race, from hardy pioneer to defenceless target.% Examples of al1 of these 

images and more can be found in the sources from the Alberta-Montana borderlands from 

the 1860s to the 1890s' indicating that even this tiny number of white women mupied a 

94 Indenvick, letter, GA M559. 
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cornplex position and played complicated roles in the colonization and senlement of the 

region. 

Their role in Canadian and American nation-building in the West is even less clear. 

The 491h parallel is almost never mentioned in these diaries and reminiscences, and only one 

of the writers seems to have actually crossed it: Sadye Wolfe Drew and her family crossed 

the line twice as they travelled to Alberta and back to the United States. In her 

reminiscence, the memory she associates with the northward crossing is an unlucky 

customs official finding a bag of soiled diapers. g7 The only Canadian reference to the 

border is in the diary of Helen Millar, who ranched south-west of Caigary and wrote on 

January 7 1891 "Gen. Miles killed by Indians S of Line."98 And Lillian Miller wrote that 

her brother "strayed over the border" once while herding sheep and "and a Canadian 

Mountie ordered him back There were cattle up there owned by large mttle companies and 

these were almost wild."99 The border was a line that one could cross accidentally or wi th 

little effort, a line only drawn into existence when sornething marked it as such or when 

murderous Indians or  wild cattle were on the other side. 

Nor does the border seem to have played a large role in the identities these 

newcorners and their communities constructed for themselves: inderwick identifiai herself 

as a Canadian in opposition to her English neighbours, not to her Amencan neighbours, 

and Lillian Miller mentioned "Canadians" in the same way she mentioned Scottish or 

German immigrants, as just one of many not-Amencan ethnic groups. The border does not 

appear to have created many pwerful symbolic distinctions in their lives, perhaps because 

they lived their iives almost entirel y on one side or the other and thus couid take i t 

completely for grantecl. 

-- 
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The broader national implications of the border are most evident in the earlier 

wri ters' different reactions to the landscape and aboriginal communities: a fear of native 

peoples and the lands they inhabit is more evident in the American sources, likely as a 

result of the more violent history of native-white relations in the United States. But by 

1890, the Blackfoot had been rendered invisible on both sides of the border, socially and 

econornically marginalized on their reserves, their temtory obscured by the maps and 

borders of whites. BIack and Chinese people also remained barely visible at the fringes of 

the new settler societies on both sides of the border, marginalized by their racial and gender 

status. In short, borderland settler communities had k e n  established with stnking 

similarities and subtle differences. 

In many ways, then, the Canadian and American colonization of Blackfoot country 

was a success by 1890. White women, assumed to be the symbol of b'civilization" and 

racial progress, were cornfortable enough in the borderlands by 1890 that they paid less 

attention to other racial minonties or the land around thern, and paid a great deal of attention 

to the appearance and behaviour of other white women in their own domestic spaces. Yet 

there are obvious ways in which federal efforts to divide Blackfoot country were Iess 

successful. The white settler communities taking root on either side of the border seemed 

to have more similarities than differences, and dl-important category of "the nation" seems 

to have had littie symbolic meaning for these writers. For them the border on1 y reall y 

existed when it was crossed, and whatever national aspirations federd officiais had for the 

region were inconsequential compared to personal and local goals and development. 

Categories of race and gender were used to constmct and give meaning to the spaces 

created by white setter communities, but "the nation" remained elusive in these 

borderlands 
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Conclusion 

The lines which separate 

Borders, like other categories of differentiation, do not exist al1 by thernselves: they 

must be created. Once created, they must be continua11 y reinforced lest they allow for too 

many unofficial and unsanctioned interpretations. Making the 49Ih -le1 into a 

meaningful national border required the creation and reinforcement of discursive categories 

that wuld outweigh the topographical, econornic, and social ties that cut across it. That is, 

to make the Al berta-Montana borderlands out of B l a c b t  country, and make two di fferent 

national spaces where a single and very different one existed before, the Canadian and 

Amencan governments had several problems. They could not rely on language differences 

to make their nations for them. There were few physical demarcations to mark the b r d e r  

between the Great Lakes and the Rockies, and those which were created tended to be 

fleeting. Unli ke the Lakota, who made a point about leaving one country and entering 

another, the Kainah, Piikuni and Siksika people moved back and forth across the line with 

relatively Little fanfare, forcing local Indian agents to state that "their" Blackfoot were better 

than those across the line, wi th li ttie actuai proof. Ranching became the region's dominant 

econornic activi ty in the late l87Os, and challenged federal efforts to make "the west7' a 

nationally distinct, coherent, agricultural heartland. The border between southern Alberta 

and northern Montana had to be made, and in the early years of its career as a national and 

cultural border that process was slow and uneven. 

To  make the 49& parallel into a meaningful poli tical border, Canadian aud Amencan 

officiais reached for the real and imaginary differences in their political systems; the size, 

topography, and fertility of their western spaces; and the racialized and gendered 

characteristics of aboriginals and immigrants to make the border and thus the nation 

meaningful to themselves. B y the l89Os, these categories of ciifference seemed to be 



working. Wi th the development of irrigation proj ects, dry farming techniques, hardier 

strains of wheat, and the beginning of the long-awaited anival of large nurnbers of white 

senlers, the decade held out the promise of agricultural bounty and the firm starnp of the 

nation upon the region. By 1900 Montana's population had jumped to over 240,000, and 

Alberta's had climbed to more than 73,000 in 190 1, after the newl y-elected Liberal 

governrnent began a more aggressive recruitment campaign after 18%. The population 

boom in the borderlands would be even more drarnatic in the first decade of the twentieth 

cen tury . 

And yet, the border remained on shaky ground. The first irrigation projects in 

southern Alberta were those of American-bom Mormons who were trying to use the 4gth 

parallel to escape from religious persecution in the United States. The pamllel lines of the 

railroads running north and south of the border made it easier to incorporate each side of 

the border into its respective national economy, but a CPR b m c h  line to Lethbridge. 

Alberta, completed in 1885 to exploit the region's coal reserves, was extended to Great 

Falls, Montana, in 1890 and reinvented the north-south alignment of the regional economy 

in the railroad era. The Great Northern Railway, which finally made it to north-western 

Montana in 1893, ran even closer to the south side of the border than the CPR did to the 

north. The man behind the Great Northem was James J. Hill, a key player in the 

syndicate which built the CPR and had relocated its line to the south and an entrepreneur 

who had already built a line north from St Paul, Minnesota to meet the one corning south 

from Winnipeg, Manitoba. l Blackfoot country was decisivel y overwrieten by the Alberta- 

Montana borderlands in the 1890s, but precisely because they were borderlands a range of 

new cross-border c o ~ e c t i o n s  was k i n g  creaîed as quickl y as older ones were erased. 

LaDow, nie Medicine Line: Life and Deah on a North American Borderland (New 
York and London: Routledge, 200 1) p. 77. 



This dissertation, by taking a discursive and comparative approach to this 

borderlands region during three key transitional decades, suggests some of the potential of 

borderlands research to question borders and their meanings, to understand how they were 

created and how they have come to be used. Only by interrogating the ways in which 

borders, and other social categories like race and gender, are constructed and deployed, and 

by paying close attention to the similarities and differences between the two sides, can we 

de-naturaiize taken-for-granted boundaries. For example, at the federd level this study has 

shown that the similarities between Canadian and American land policies can not only be 

attri buted to each nation's desire to exploit i ts western spaces for economic and political 

devetopment, but aiso to the fact that both were colonial nations wi th comparable cultural 

agendas and a shared belief in their right to displace the aboriginal people of the continent 

In addition, 1 have shown that despite the well-known differences in Canadian and 

A merican Indian pol icies, the discursive framework, ideological centres, and regulatory 

tools of those policies were largely identical, an insight which can help us to understand 

why racism and poverty have become common experiences for most of North America7s 

indigenous communities in the twentieth century. The discursive similarities between 

Canadian and American approaches to immigration can also go some way towards 

explaining how analogous white settler societies were created in both wests by two 

governrnents wi th vastl y di fferent powers over immigration. 

B y comparing sources written in Ottawa and Washington to those wri tten in the 

borderlands by local officiais and white women, this dissertation has aiso demonstrated 

that the instability of f e d e d  cakgories like "the nation" and the regulatory -1s used to 

conshuct and reinforce those categories is most evident at the local level. While Blackfoot 

mobili ty back and forth across the border could be used to discursively reinforce that 

border, it was nevertheless an ongoing reminder of just how porous the border wuld be. 

The permeability of spatial and racial categories was more visible in the borderlands than in 



the national capitols, and local officiais worked continuousIy to draw their own clear social, 

racial, and political lines between white newcomers and the Blaclcfmt. Their inability to do 

so, however, was frarned differently on each side of the border, demonstrating that slightl y 

different alignrnents of race, gender and space were k i n g  constructed and deployed in 

southern Alberta and northern Montana Similarl y, this dissertation has also shown that 

although white women occupied different spaces in federal discourses about the West, there 

was a great deal of commonality in the ways they represented their experiences as white 

women and colonizers; for example, they tended to react first and most strongly to the 

landscapes around them, shared powerful cuItud norms about the lirnits and requirements 

of respectable white femininity, and norms about the specific intersections of race and 

gender for black women. Where the different national colonial contexts can be seen, even 

if federal efforts to make "the nation" into a powerful category might not have been very 

successful, is in white women' s different reactions to the Blackfoot themselves. 

As Anne McClintock has argued, "margins are dangerous. Societies are most 

vulnerable at their edges, dong the tattered fringes of the known world."z For Canada and 

the United States, this one edge of their countries revealed how fragile their nations couId 

be. T here is little doubt that the border became a powerful symbolic divide between 

Canada and the United States over the course of the twentieth century, and the 49" parailel 

has come to represent everything which supposedly makes the two countries different. For 

example, Calgary is frequently described as k i n g  "very Amencan" (and thus not very 

"Canadian") because the city fosters an image of a frontier past and entrepreneurid preseat, 

and dl-too-often writers and cornmentators unfamiliar with history define the elusive 

''Canadian identity" as that which is not "American." Yet the permeability of the border, 

2 Anne McClintock, Imperialkaiher: Race, Gen. and S e x d i f y  in the Colonial 
Contest (New York and London: Routledge, 1995) p. 24. 



normally a greater concem for Canadians, does occasionally trouble Americans too. For 

exarnple, in December of 1999 a series of articles in the New York Times called for tighter 

security between Canada and the United States after an alleged terrorist entered the U. S. 

from Canada3 The tribes of the Blacldoot Confederacy have maintaineci social and cultural 

ties across the border, and in the spring of 2000 they took steps to reinforce those 

connections with cross-border poli tical ties. 

The fact that the line which separates southern Alberta from northern Montana can 

still be crossed so easil y throws into question the supposedly self-evident differences on 

ei ther side. The A 1 berta-Mon tana borderlands between 1862 and 1 892 demons trate that if 

borders, Iike categories of race, gender, or nation, must be continually re-made to perform 

the social and plitical functions which the federal governments expected of them, they c m  

also be chaknged and re-made at the local level to perform differently. 

- -  - 

3 New York Times, 24,26,28 December, 1999. 
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