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Just a word of how we have made good ...I always kept one Ideal in view, and 
have worked steadily to it from a little boy of 13 without a cent in Toronto. I 
have steadily climbed till today 40 years after I have $10,000 of stock and 9 
quarter-sections of land .... John Teece 

Source: Saskatchewan Archives Board Regina, Department of Agriculture 
Statistics Branch. File re: General Publicity, 1914. Letter of John Teece to 
J. Cromie, 27 December 1913. 

Make good b. To prove to be capable or efficient; also to succeed; to justify 
by successes a course of action or expectation. 

Source: Webster's New IrUernalional Dictionary of the English Language. 
2nd Edition. G. & C. Merriam, publishers, Northampton, Mass., 1950, 
p. 1485. 



PREFACE 

A neighbour of W.R. Motherwell, John Teece was the largest landowner 
in Saskatchewan's Abernethy district before the First World War. He 
viewed his success as the product of his honesty, plain living, astute farm 
management, and initiative. In Teece's words, "what I have done any 
hardworking man can do if he means to." This Horatio Alger recipe for 
success has continued in popular perceptions of Saskatchewan rural life. 
A biography of former Saskatchewan premier James Gardiner, who 
farmed six miles from Abernethy at Lemberg, Saskatchewan, is entitled 
None of It Came Easy: The Story of James Garfield Gardiner. The local 
history of a nearby community bears the alliterative title Grit and 
Growth: The Story of Grcnfell. Another biography of a Saskatchewan 
farm leader is called Stout Hearts Stand Tall. A constantly recurring 
theme in the folklore of Anglo-Canadian settlement on the prairies is the 
early homesteaders' triumph through adversity, of "making good" against 
all odds. 

Did these perceptions present a balanced picture of the nature of 
early economic development at Abernethy and other Anglo-Canadian 
prairie communities? History tends to be written of and by the success­
ful; they are the ones who have lasted long enough and acquired the 
resources to write about their own experience. The documents historians 
use may reflect a very biased account of the past and so it is with 
Abernethy. Personal testimonials and reminiscences are tinged with emo­
tion and subjective perception. Just as the early settlers believed they had 
to make good the expectations they held for themselves, so current popu­
lar historians often attempt to justify the actions of their ancestors. 

In this way they follow the alternative definition of making good, 
that is "to justify by successes a course of action or expectation." The 
concept that success is its own vindication is reminiscent of the Calvinist 
paradigm in which rewards are naturally granted to the Elect, whose 
thrift, hard work, intelligence and other qualities justify their election. 

While not disputing that these qualities may have played a role in the 
fulfillment of a settler's promise, it is pertinent to ask if other factors were 
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at play. Land is a finite resource and speculation in it is endemic in 
pioneer economies. It would be useful to determine the role of timing of 
settlement in a farmer's eventual success or failure. Did early arrival give 
some settlers a discernible advantage in terms of land selection? Simi­
larly, did the prevailing free homestead system grant all settlers equal 
access to cheap land? Were there important differences in terms of access 
to political power between different settlement groups? We clearly need 
a more comprehensive look at the questions of who were the winners and 
losers in the prairies' early settlement era, and why. 

This study of Abernethy's early social and economic history is one of 
a series written in support of the interpretive and restoration program at 
the W.R. Motherwell Homestead National Historic Park near Abernethy. 
The site was first recognized in 1966 when the Historic Sites and Monu­
ments Board of Canada recommended that W.R. Motherwell be desig­
nated a person of national historic significance and that his farmstead be 
preserved. The recommendation was approved by the federal government. 
As the co-instigator of the Territorial Grain Growers' Association at 
Indian Head in 1901, Motherwell had been identified as a prominent 
figure in prairie farmers' struggle to promote their economic interests. 
His subsequent achievements as the first Saskatchewan Minister of Agri­
culture in the province's formative period and as federal Minister after 
1922 were also recognized. 

In the course of planning the Motherwell park, four historical themes 
were selected for the interpretive program: W.R. Motherwell, the Ontarian 
settler; Motherwell and the development of scientific agriculture in West­
ern Canada; his role in the agrarian unrest; and his political career. It was 
considered that his political career was well served by two M.A. theses. 
Historical Research, Prairie Region, Canadian Parks Service, Environ­
ment Canada commissioned a survey of the scientific agriculture move­
ment by David Spector entitled Agriculture on the Prairies, which was 
subsequently published in Canadian Parks Service's History and Archae­
ology series. The present study has been written to provide a more 
comprehensive basis for interpreting the two remaining themes, of 
Motherwell as a representative of Anglo-Canadian settlement on the 
prairies, and his role as an agrarian activist. 

Inasmuch as political activity is inextricably connected to socio­
economic forces, the approach here has been to trace early Abernethy 
settlement, development of the agricultural economy, and community 
social structures. The study of socio-economic structures provides an 
interpretive framework but does not address the important questions of 
how people behave, interact, and conduct their daily affairs. Therefore 
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this study also addresses the issues of social creed, relationships, and 
work processes in defining the character of Abernethy society before the 
First World War. While not claiming Abernethy to be representative of all 
Anglo-Canadian settlements in the west, this history endeavours to iden­
tify local phenomena with potentially broader implications. 

If Abernethy's history is a story of making good, it is paradoxical that 
this district was a centre of the early farmers' agitation around 1900. The 
existing literature of the agrarian unrest leaves unanswered many ques­
tions that must be resolved if we are to view this phenomenon from a 
modern perspective. What socio-economic groups sponsored the agita­
tion? Were they representative of the overall rural population on the 
prairies? In terms of individual contributions, was W.R. Motherwell's 
role the pivotal one or should it be viewed as a catalyst in a much broader 
movement? In the larger scheme of things, did the founding of the Terri­
torial Grain Growers' Association really herald the beginning of the 
farmers' era in Canadian politics, as has so often been alleged? 



I. THE SETTLEMENT OF THE ABERNETHY 
DISTRICT 

The Setting 

The Abernethy district is an area of gently undulating prairie to the east 
of the Qu'Appelle Lakes in south-eastern Saskatchewan. The district is 
currently defined by the boundaries of the Rural Municipality of Aber­
nethy, an area of local jurisdiction extending approximately 18 miles west 
from Lake Katepwa and 22 miles north from the Qu'Appelle River (Fig. 
1). The lakes and river form a continuous waterway in the Qu'Appelle 
River Valley that extends from the lakes north of Regina to its confluence 
with the Assiniboine River east of the Manitoba boundary. In the Aber­
nethy area the other major feature is a tributary of the Qu'Appelle, called 
Pheasant Creek, and its coulee, that meanders through the district in a 
generally north-east to south-west direction before joining the river. The 
Pheasant Hills, an upland of undulating terrain dotted with sloughs, prai­
rie, and wood bluffs, border the district to the east. To the north lie the 
"File Hills," an area of alternating prairie and woodland possessing a 
number of small lakes (Fig. 2). These wooded lands are of somewhat 
limited productivity. In addition to the loss of much of the land to sloughs 
and trees, their clay-loam soils are generally of secondary quality. The 
"Pheasant Plains" around Abernethy, however, possess high quality clay 
soils and some of the richest farmlands in the province. It is not surprising 
that when southern Saskatchewan was first settled systematically 100 
years ago, these lands were among the first to be taken. 

When W.R. Motherwell came west to claim his homestead on the 
Pheasant Plains in 1882, he was participating in a great national experi­
ment. Only 12 years earlier, the Canadian Confederation had assumed 
control of the Hudson's Bay Company's western territory of Rupert's 
Land. In the first decade after the union, thousands of immigrants, princi­
pally from Ontario, had settled on farms in Manitoba. Yet, as the 
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Canadian economy entered a serious depression in the 1870s, large num­
bers of Ontarians passed by the western opportunities and emigrated to 
the United States. The vast expanse of prairie west of the Manitoba 
boundary remained largely empty. In 1878, John A. Macdonald's Conser­
vatives made a concerted effort to address the problem of settling the 
prairies. With the inauguration of the National Policy of immigration, 
settlement, tariff barriers, and railroad promotion, the Conservative 
government hoped to realize the dream of a settled West that had so far 
eluded them. The resultant survey and railroad construction paved the 
way for the systematic settlement of the North-Wcst Territories. 

The Free Homestead System and Survey 

Since the Dominion government's land grant system provided the frame­
work for the subdivision and disposal of most lands in the Aberncthy area, 
this system was investigated in some detail. Essentially, the Dominion 
lands administration was the outgrowth of national policies formulated by 
Macdonald's Conservatives at the time of Confederation. These policies 
were rooted in several causes, but centred on their desire to maintain 
British North America as a political entity separate from the American 
republic to the south. After the American Civil War, United States expan­
sionism, articulated under the banner of Manifest Destiny, seemed to 
threaten the territorial integrity of the Hudson's Bay Company's territory 
of Rupert's Land, particularly the southern prairie regions. Faced with 
serious economic problems arising from surplus population in rural areas 
of the United Province of Canada, Macdonald and his colleagues saw the 
potential to siphon this population to the western Canadian prairie. More­
over, the settlement of the prairies held the promise of creating an agri­
cultural hinterland for eastern financial, manufacturing, and food 
processing industries, while promoting transportation development. As 
the clarion calls of American annexationists grew louder in the late 1860s, 
the need for rapid Canadian settlement became apparent. The original 
public lands policies were, therefore, drafted in a climate of urgency and 
haste. 

The existing system of land subdivision on the prairies was estab­
lished by order-in-council on 25 April 1871. By the Dominion Lands Act 
of 1872, the western Canadian prairie lands were to be divided into a grid 
of townships six miles square. Each township was to be composed of 36 
sections of 640 acres, to be divided in turn into four quarter-sections of 
160 acres. Surveying of townships extended from two base lines: the 
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Fig. 1. Location of sample townships in southeastern Saskatchewan. The left block enclos­
ing the village of Aberncthy represents the three townships in Range 11 west of the 2nd 
Meridian selected for quantitative analysis of Anglo-Saxon Onlarian settlement. The righl 
block includes three townships of predominantly Eastern German settlement in Range 8 
around the town of Neudorf. 

principal meridian, which ran through Fort Garry, and an east-west axis 
on the American-Canadian boundary. Townships were numbered north 
from the international boundary, in ranges measured west from the princi­
pal meridian. Additional meridians were added as the survey moved 
westward. Land in the Aberncthy study area, for example, lies west of the 
2nd meridian. 

The townships in the vicinity of Aberncthy were surveyed in 1881 
and 1882. Dominion land surveyors, appointed in Eastern Canada, 
brought their surveying parties west in the spring and worked until 
snowfall. At Aberncthy the major survey party was led by C.F. Miles, 
whose diary remains the best source of information on the pre-settlement 
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Fig. 2. Soil quality in the Abernethy and Neudorf Districts. (Map adapted from the ARDA 
Canada Land Inventory, Melville Map Sheet Area 62L [1967], reproduced with the permis­
sion of the Surveys and Mapping Branch, Department of Energy, Mines and Resources). 

geographic character of the land. Dominion land surveyors were required 
to report on the vegetative cover, presence of marsh and water, and soil 
quality of individual quarter-sections rated on a scale of one to four. 
Miles reported that the townships now encompassed by the Rural Munic­
ipality of Abernethy consisted "of the finest land that has come under my 
observation." Two years later another surveyor, J. Bourgeois, com-
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mented on Township 20, Range 11, West 2nd M., in which the Motherwell 
homestead is situated: 

Soil is of the very best quality. Nearly all the even-numbered 
sections are occupied by settlers who have made extensive im­
provements. Pheasant Creek traverses the south-east portion of 
the township, entering in Section 4 and leaving from Section 13. 
The land is undulating on level prairie, and soil a good clay 
loam. The only timber in the township consists of a few bluffs of 
small poplar and willow in the western tier of sections, there are 
numerous ravines running towards Pheasant Creek and a chain 
of small marshes traverses the northern part of the township." 

Regulations governing the disposal of public lands in Manitoba and 
the North-West Territories were outlined comprehensively by the order-
in-council. Under its terms, a "free" homestead system was inaugurated, 
patterned on the 1862 Homestead Act of the United States. The new 
regulations permitted all males 21 years or older and persons who were 
heads of families to make entry for a homestead upon payment of a $10 
entry fee; fulfillment of certain duties entitled the entrant to a patent for 
this land. The duties included residence and cultivation on the homestead 
during a three year "proving-up" period, during which the entrant was 
expected to prove that he was a bona fide settler. Shortly after the is­
suance of the order-in-council the Secretary of State recommended the 
creation of a new branch within the Department of the Interior, known as 
the Dominion Lands Branch, to be charged with the administration of 
public lands in the West. 

Concurrently, the Dominion Parliament passed the first Canadian 
Pacific Railway Act in 1872, which granted a charter to Sir Hugh Allan 
and Associates to build a transcontinental rail line. A central feature of 
the act was the provision of a block of 50 million acres to the company to 
subsidize rail construction. The block was to be allocated from a belt 40 
miles wide — 20 on each side of the railway. Within this belt all odd-num­
bered sections were to be granted to the company; even-numbered sec­
tions were to be retained by the government for public lands disposal. 
There were two exceptions to this pattern. Two sections in each township 
were set aside for the support and maintenance of educational facilities, 
and 1-3/4 sections were claimed by the Hudson's Bay Company. In every 
fifth township, this grant was raised to two full sections (Fig. 3). 

After the CPR company failed to meet its initial commitments and 
was, with the Conservative government, implicated in the Pacific Scandal 
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Fig. 3. Plan of a lypical township, as outlined in the Dominion Lands Act (after 1879). 

of 1873, Alexander Mackenzie's new administration abandoned the initial 
railway statute. The Liberals pursued a policy incorporating both private 
and public railway construction. The return to power of Macdonald's 
Conservatives in 1878 occasioned the unveiling of its National Policy of 
immigration and settlement, protective tariffs, and renewal of the CPR 
concept. New railway legislation in 1881, to incorporate the Canadian 
Pacific Railway Company, provided a new syndicate with generous as-
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sistance, including a grant of $25 million and 25 million acres of suitable 
agricultural land. Included in the package of inducements were extensive 
tax exemptions and a monopoly provision that guaranteed no competitive 
rail lines would be approved for the West within 20 years after incorpora­
tion.6 

Meanwhile , Dominion lands regulations underwent frequent 
changes. Many of these changes were influenced by land disposal policies 
in the United States, which was competing for many of the same settlers. 
Following the American lead, the Dominion government created the pre­
emption privilege in 1874. In the 1880s this provision permitted the 
homesteader to reserve and purchase an additional quarter-section of 
Dominion land adjacent to his homestead. The government hoped that this 
additional inducement would not only increase settlement on the 
Canadian prairies, but also help to avert the outflow of Canadians to the 
United States. 

When immigration to Western Canada increased in 1878 the Mac-
donald government reduced the size of homestead and pre-emption allot-

o 

ments from 160 acres to 80 acres each. Homestead entries tailed off 
sharply after the new regulations took effect, and the government quickly 
reversed this policy two months after its inception. Yet, within a decade 
after its introduction, it was apparent that the Dominion Lands Policy had 
not lived up to expectations. While Manitoba's population increased from 
about 19 000 to 60 000 in this period, the western agrarian sector repre­
sented only a fraction of the anticipated numbers. 

During the following five years, the Conservative government 
enacted numerous changes to the Dominion Lands Act and Regulations in 
an attempt to increase immigration to Western Canada. An important new 
provision permitted settlers tomake second homestead entries. The intent 
of this provision was to induce experienced homesteaders to sell their 
improved homesteads in order to take up new land on the margins of 
settlement. In practice this goal was seldom realized. Since the regula­
tions did not prohibit settlers from making second homestead entries in 
the vicinity of their original quarter-sections, many simply used it to add 
to their existing holdings. 

New regulations also provided greater flexibility in the fulfillment of 
homestead duties. In addition to the original terms providing for three 
years' cultivation and residence, the 1884 amendments created two new 
systems from which the settler could choose: 

i) Residence for two years and nine months within two miles of 
one's homestead, followed by residence in a habitable house on 
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the homestead for three months at any time prior to the applica­
tion for patent. Cultivation duties under this system included the 
breaking of 10 acres in the first year, 15 in the second, and 15 
in the third and the cropping of 10 acres in the second year and 
25 in the third. 

ii) A five-year system permitting the settler to reside anywhere 
for the first two years, although he was obliged to begin cultiva­
tion within six months of entry. Cultivation duties included the 
breaking of five acres in the first year, the cropping of five acres 
and breaking of 10 acres in the second year. After two years the 
settler had to maintain residence and cultivation on his home­
stead for at least six months in each of the three succeeding 

9 years. 

While about one-third of the homesteaders arrived in 1882, Abcrnethy 
received the majority of its settlers in the period following these amend­
ments to the land regulations. The more liberal residency requirements, 
coupled with the provisions for pre-emptions and second homesteads, 
made the 1880s one of the most favourable periods in which to homestead 
in the entire settlement era. 

Indian Treaty No. 4 

While the Dominion Lands Act and survey were designed to prepare the 
western lands for systematic settlement, the government was first obliged 
to deal with the land claims of its native inhabitants. The original occu­
pants of the Pheasant Plains area were the Plains Indians. At the time of 
the Hudson's Bay Company's surrender of the Territory of Rupert's Land 
to the Canadian government in 1870, the predominant culture in the 
Qu'Appelle area was the Plains Cree. In 1874 Lieutenant-Governor 
Alexander Morris negotiated Treaty No. 4, providing for the surrender of 
the area now encompassing south-eastern Saskatchewan, with repre­
sentatives of the various Indian bands at the Qu'Appelle Lakes and later 
atFortEll ice.1 0 

A reading of Morris's correspondence with his Ottawa superiors and 
others reveals that the treaty-signing was a well-orchestrated event. Em­
ploying scarlet-coated Mounted Police to impress his Indian counterparts, 
Morris was intent on obtaining their acquiescence with the smallest 
possible commitment and expenditure. Despite an apparent reluctance 
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to negotiate, the Indians were not in a position to refuse Morris's offer­
ings. Decimation by smallpox and the accelerating disappearance of the 
buffalo, the mainstay of their economy, had weakened their resolve to 
resist. 

Under the terms of Treaty No. 4, the Cree Indians were to receive a 
settlement in land, cash, assorted gifts, and agricultural and educational 
assistance. The land reserve was to consist of one square mile for each 
family of five, or lands in that proportion for larger and smaller families. 
Each chief was to receive $25 in cash, a coat, and a Queen's silver medal; 
each head man, or councillor, $15. In addition, each band was given $750 
worth of powder, ball, shot and twine. 

To promote self-sufficient agricultural development among the Indi­
ans, the treaty provided rudimentary implements of cultivation — two 
hoes, a spade, a scythe and an axe for each family, as well as seed wheat, 
barley, oats and potatoes to sow the lands they had prepared for crop. One 
plough and two harrows were allocated to every 10 families; each band 
was to receive a yoke of oxen, one bull, four cows, carpenter's tools, 
handsaws, augers, two saws, files, and a grindstone. Finally, the Govern­
ment of Canada agreed to maintain a school on each reserve. 

The surveying of reserves followed the signing of the treaty. By 
1880, three contiguous reserves had been surveyed to the north of Abcr-
nethy: Star Blanket's Reserve, 20 square miles; Little Black Bear's Re­
serve, 45 square miles, and Peepeekisis's Reserve, 45 square miles. 

The following year an additional tract was surveyed and the Okancse 
Reserve was created. Some of the Cree bands were slow to move on to 
their reserves. J.L. Tobias has described the attempts by the major Plains 
Cree chiefs to hold out as long as possible for additional materials and for 
the right to occupy contiguous treaty lands. One of the principal hold-outs 
was Piapot, whose band was eventually forced to settle in the Qu'Appelle 
Region in 1885.13 

Thereafter the Cree lived on the margins of society. While the 
Canadian government stated its intention to assist the Indians in adapting 

1 4 

to the new order, their reserve lands were of secondary soil quality and 
the simple agricultural tools more suited to a subsistence than a market-
oriented agriculture. Reports of Indian agents and other officials suggest 
that the File Hills Indians were more responsive than other bands to the 
educational and agricultural instruction that was provided. At the same 
time, the persistence of native cultural practices, in particular the Sun 
Dance, indicated considerable resistance to the assimilationist policy of 
the government. 
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The Qu'Appelle Metis 

The land claims of one other native group — the Metis — remained to be 
considered. In the mid-1860s and throughout the seventies, Metis settlers 
from Manitoba had taken up land along the banks of the Qu'Appelle River 
and the shores of the Qu'Appelle Lakes to the south and west of Aber-
ncthy. Some of these early settlers led a semi-migratory existence, as they 
alternated between the seasonal activities of agriculture, fishing, and the 
buffalo hunt. Others had been assimilated, for all purposes, into the Indian 
lifestyle. A third group possessed a predominantly agricultural economy 
and remained on the land most of the year. Within this group, consider­
able differences existed as to the extent of land cultivated value and 
number of buildings. A reading of the homestead files for these settlers 
indicates, that several were engaged in fairly extensive farming opera­
tions, particularly in the raising of livestock. For example, one Metis 
farmer reported the ownership of 70 head of cattle and 50 horses in 
1891. Others possessed dwellings and outbuildings of up to $2500 in 
value. The point to be made here is that many Metis were engaged in 
agriculture on a fairly sophisticated level. Yet a large proportion of the 
Qu'Appelle Mdtis left their lands in the first few years after the influx of 
white settlement. Did they leave because of they could not, or would not, 
make the necessary adjustments to the new social and economic order? 
Or were they, in subtle or other ways, forced out? To a significant degree 
the answers to these questions lie in the original disposition of Metis farm 
lands in the early 1880s. 

Land Claims 

Land claims of the Qu'Appelle Metis were addressed in two orders-in-
council, passed in 1885. The first, dated 30 March, gave Metis settlers 
who had predated the survey the option of surrendering title to their 
waterfront acreages in favour of homestead and pre-emption entries on 
other Dominion lands as yet unclaimed. Alternatively, the government 
would pay scrip in the amount of one dollar per acre to the claimants. A 
second ordcr-in-council, dated 18 April, amended the first by adding 
provisions permitting the Metis who were in "bona fide possession, by 
virtue of residence and cultivation," of water frontages, to purchase these 
lands at one dollar per acre. In no case were these lands to exceed 40 
acres, and claimants were given two years in which to make the payment. 
Settlers who opted to purchase waterfront acreages were deemed eligible 
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to select one quarter-section from lands open to homestead and pre-emp­
tion entry. Moreover, those Metis heads of families residing in the North-
West Territories before 15 July 1870 were granted certificates entitling 

17 

them to 160 acres of land in lieu of $160 of scrip. 
From the point of view of the Dominion government, the decision to 

grant scrip represented an expedient solution to the problem of extin­
guishing the Metis land claims. It did not, however, take into considera­
tion the vulnerability of a people unschooled in the technicalities 
involved in the registration of land. 

The government had witnessed the sorry experience of wholesale 
defrauding of Metis in Manitoba by speculators after 1870. Alternatives 
to the adopted policy had been suggested. The North-West Territorial 
Council and the Roman Catholic clergy had recommended that a scrip 
system not be adopted. Under their proposed system, land would be 
granted to the M6tis but title would be retained by the Crown during the 
first five to 10 years. Dominion authorities ignored these suggestions. 

When the North-West Halfbreed Commission sat at Fort Qu'Appelle 
to dispose of the claims in 1885, the majority of Metis holders of water­
front acreage chose to accept money rather than land. The Commission, 
accordingly, issued scrip in amounts ranging between $20.58 and $152 to 
14 Mdtis who had settled on the banks of the Qu'Appelle River and the 

18 lakes. In retrospect, the choice of money scrip was unfortunate. For a 
small amount of cash, the Metis had relinquished ownership of lands that 
would soon appreciate to many times the value of the cash settlement. Yet 
their decision should be viewed in the specific context of the time in 
which it was made. 

Speaking on the subject of Indian and M6tis concerns in 1886, T.W. 
Jackson of Fort Qu'Appelle discussed the reason for the Metis acceptance 
of money scrip. Jackson, a member of the Territorial Assembly and a legal 
advisor to the Metis, stated that just prior to the sitting of the North-West 
Halfbreed Commission he and others had urged the Metis to accept land 
rather than money. At this time, 70 percent of the Metis had indicated 
their preference for land, but before they had formally accepted, news 
arrived of the outbreak of hostilities at Duck Lake, the first confrontation 
of the North-West Rebellion. Rumours spread to the effect that "Riel was 
to prove victorious, that the halfbrecds had better not take land; that they 
should take scrip, buy what they could and the land would ultimately 
belong to them."1 For this reason, Jackson related, they had accepted the 
money. 

Insofar as it concerned only the even-numbered Dominion lands 
sections, the issue of scrip represented only part of the general question 
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of land disposal. Since most lands bordering the Qu'Appelle Valley and 
Lakes fell within the 40-mile CPR belt, the odd-numbered sections had 
been issued to the railway as part of its land grant. Further complications 
arose when the CPR sold 150 000 acres of its land in the central Qu'Ap­
pelle region to the Ontario and Qu'Appelle Land Company. Many of 
these lands were already occupied by Metis settlers. 

In 1882, 45 Metis settlers in the Qu'Appelle Valley sent a petition to 
Edgar Dewdney, Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West Territories, in 
which they alerted him to apparent attempts by the Ontario and Qu'Ap­
pelle Land Company to dispossess them of their lands. The dispute 
stemmed from surveys that 

have discovered some of us to be on Railway Land now owned by 
the Ontario and Qu'Appelle Land Company— whose agent has 
informed us that we must either buy the land from them or move 
off— in fact we are informed that they have sold some of the land 

20 at present occupied by a bona fide settler .... 

The petition also stated that the Metis refused to comply with the land 
company's request, claimed patents to their lands, and requested 
Dewdney's intervention on their behalf. 

Dewdney forwarded the Metis petition to Sir John A. Macdonald, 
Prime Minister and Minister of the Interior, on 29 August 1882. Receiv­
ing no reply he wrote again on 19 March 1883 impressing the urgency of 
the settlement of their claims. He noted that many of the Metis settlers 
were living on the same section, and 

as land became valuable a scramble was made by land specula­
tors to obtain the right titles and interest of those settled in the 
most favoured locations. The sooner the claims of these Half 
Breeds are determined the better as a number of them are 'bona 
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fide settlers and deserve consideration. 

Finally on 6 July 1883, Dewdney received a reply to his letter of the 
previous August from John R. Hall, Acting Secretary of the Department 
of the Interior. Hall stated that the correspondence regarding Metis land 
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claims had been referred to Commissioner Walsh for investigation. Yet, 
despite these assurances, no action was taken, and on 8 December 1883, 
T.W. Jackson, a Fort Qu'Appelle lawyer, wrote on behalf of the Metis: 
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/ / their own grievances upon which the Government have been 
repeatedly petitioned and memorialized, were brought personal­
ly to your notice some immediate action would be taken. Under 
any circumstances there would not be very many to deal with and 
the settlement of their claims need not be a troublesome one, but 
there are half breeds in the territories who have never received 
anything from Government and who it has been admitted are 

23 entitled to some consideration. 

Hall replied to Jackson's letter on 13 March 1884. He stated that the 
Minister had been very anxious to have the question of land claims settled 
and instructed Walsh to conduct an investigation. "Owing to an unusual 
pressure of business," however, Walsh had been unable as yet to visit the 
Metis. Hall stated that Walsh had again been required to investigate the 
matter "at the earliest possible opportunity." 

At this point the file ends. It is not known what action was eventually 
taken by the Department, but within a year the majority of Mdtis settlers 
had disappeared from their lands. The possibility exists that they had 
assigned their quarter-sections to the Ontario and Qu'Appelle Land Com­
pany in exchange for money or some other consideration. It is also 
possible that the Metis were divested of their lands by fraudulent means. 

The second scenario finds some substantiation in a separate Depart­
ment of the Interior file dealing with the land claims of three settlers 
vis-a-vis the Ontario and Qu'Appelle Land Company lands. Quit claim 
deeds for two of the three are still extant. By the first, a Metis settler, 
Albert Fisher, surrendered all claim to his quarter-section to the Ontario 
and Qu'Appelle Land Company for one dollar. A perusal of this document 
reveals the signature of only one witness, one R.J. Dodd; Albert Fisher's 
signature is denoted by an "X." The other quit claim deed provided for a 
payment of S300 to Stephen H. Caswell. Caswell's own signature on the 
document shows he was somewhat literate; his Anglo-Saxon surname also 
implies that he may have been capable of reading the document. In 
Fisher's case, however, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that some 
fraud was at play. There is no way of knowing whether Fisher actually 
signed the release or received the dollar, but having obtained the release, 
the Ontario and Qu'Appelle Land Company stood in position to sell the 
quarter-section for a price up to Si 120. 

Beyond the difficulties encountered with land companies and specu­
lators, many Metis were hampered by the grid survey system which made 
no allowances for the existing pattern of cultivation and land use. This 
arbitrary method of land subdivision frequently placed two or more Metis 


