Life in the Bush

Living in the bush was a much different experience than life near a town. Around Metigoshe there was no
railway to conveniently transport goods, mail and people. During a time when transportation generally
moved much slower, it didn't take too many miles away from an economic centre to feel remote.

Goods and Stores
For those who lived in the bush it
was a long trip to town to get groceries. Deloraine was 22 kilometres by
cross-country trails and Mountainside
was slightly closer at 14 kms. Many
foodstuffs could be got without ever
leaving the bush: wild and raised
meat, fish, fresh and preserved garden
vegetables. Eggs, milk and cream were

There was also a store at the
south end of Lake Metigoshe “across
the line” in North Dakota known as
Daggards’s store. Making a trip to Daggard’s was more convenient than going
to Deloraine for groceries. Necessities
such as flour, coffee, tea, sugar and
salt could be bought there, in addition
to fabric from which adept seamalso all available without having to
stresses could sew clothing.
travel to town. Even soap was someMetigoshe itself did not have –
times homemade using ashes and lard.
and
still does not have – many busiBut to acquire supplementary grocernesses.
In the 1940s Paul Jansen had a
ies, tools or clothing, a trip to town was
store
on
the shore of Metigoshe where
sometimes unavoidable.
groceries
could be bought. Folks used
Clothes were commonly handed
to
trade
fence
posts to Paul Jansen in
down from older to younger siblings
return for groceries.
until they were worn out. The grandBottled water in those days was
mothers, mothers and daughters in
not
an
option. Houses on Turtle Mounsome families were adept at sewing
tain
didn’t
even receive proper plumbclothes or mending garments to ining
until the 1970s. Water for
crease the lifespan of
most
families came from
any given article. Even in
wells
10
or 15 feet deep
Turtle
Mountain
families with seamwhich
were
often dug by
stresses, new clothing didn’t receive
hand.
Some
people were
was always needed
proper
plumbing
skilled
at
witching
for water,
eventually. In the 1940s
and
located
the
best
places to
clothing catalogues such until the 1970s.
dig
their
wells
in
that
fashion.
as Montgomery, Eatons
Elmer
McCorrister
claims
that
he was
and Simpsons appeared. Orders could
one
of
the
best:
“I
remember
holding
be placed with the companies and reonto the willow stick and when you
ceived via mail.
came to the water, the stick would
Trips to “town” (usually referring
twist in your hands, peel the bark right
to Deloraine) were infrequent for most
off the stick.” Groundwater at Turtle
families. Stores that were often visited
Mountain was generally of good qualwere Robinsons (which sold clothes
ity. Some households were well situand almost everything else) and Cherated and springs of clear, clean water
nicks (a general store). These retailers
ran right behind their houses.
operated into the 1950s.

The Store at Lake Metigoshe
Mr and Mrs Fred Thompson were the first to operate a store at Lake Metigoshe in
the early 1930s. In 1934 Jack and Carrie Martin built a log house with a store on the
south side of Hasselfield Lake. They operated their store there until 1942. Mr and
Mrs. Rosentreder moved in and operated the store until the late 1940s.
Paul and Nellie Jansen took over and ran the store for about ten years, and are
best remembered by the Elders of the Turtle Mountain community. Paul moved to
Winnipeg in 1963 and the store was taken over by R. Newton.
Source: Deloraine History Book Committee. Deloraine Scans a Century 1880—1980. Altona: Friesen Printers, 1980.
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Transportation
Transportation in the days before
not as common then as they are now. A
of the road and had to move his home
automobiles required more physical
trip to visit relatives in Sandy Bay (a
to accommodate the construction of
energy than we are used to today.
distance of over 200 kms overland) took
the road. In 1921 the municipality again
Most households had
Francis Goodon and his
hired some men to gravel the road,
a horse or two to
family two weeks by
which helped master the mud of the
their
name,
and
horse and buggy. Today
trail to some degree.
horseback riding was
the same trip could be
In the 1960s, Bill Rolston, owner of
a common means of
made before lunch.
the Holiday Hills Golf Resort, took
getting around. If
Another
luxury
around a petition to get the Firebreak
more than one person
belonging to the preTrail paved. The government finally
needed to go somesent day are reliable
agreed, and the contractor hired local
where, they’d hook
gravel roads that
men
and
up a horse or two to
occur with a usual . . . it was an awfully tractors
to
a wagon, cart, buggy
frequency of every
work on the
or sleigh, depending
mile on the prairies. long way to walk.
road. They
on the season.
Back in the 1930s,
straightened
Of course, if there
this was not the case –
it and paved it, transforming it into the
wasn’t a horse to use,
and it still isn’t the case
now familiar 450 Hwy.
people made use of
on Turtle Mountain
By this time, the purpose of paving
their own two legs.
where the unpredictthe road wasn’t to provide a smoother
Murray King, who
ability of the terrain
surface for horse hooves or cart
lived up in the bush A buggy like this would have been
makes for irregular and
wheels, but for car tires. Trucks and
among the Métis, says
less
than
perfectly
other vehicles became more popular
pulled by one horse.
that he sometimes
straight roads. For the
modes of transportation in the bush
didn’t see Deloraine for as long as a
most part, the roads in the bush were
and remain the preferred method of
year and a half to two years at a time
trails, liable to be mucky when wet and
getting around today.
because it was an awfully long way to
impassable when snowed in. They were
walk.
undoubtedly often cursed when they
 Harold Alberts on horseback on
Turtle Mountain(1960s) .
Needless to say, family trips were
took on obstinate personalities of their
own.
One well-known road was the Firebreak Trail, also known as the Fish Lake
(Metigoshe) Trail, and recognised today
as the 450 Hwy. The Firebreak Trail wavered its way from seven miles (11 kms)
east of Deloraine all the way to Lake
Metigoshe, 12 miles (19kms) straight
south. It generally occupied land left by
surveyors for a road allowance. It was
called the Firebreak Trail because it was
meant to be a buffer for the Turtle
Mountain Forestry Reserve in case a
prairie fire broke out. The trail probably
existed as early as the 1890s, used by
people heading up the mountain to cut
firewood. The track was improved in
1920 by labourers who were hired by
the municipality of Winchester, including some Métis. They did the job with
horse teams pulling scrapers. At this
time Billy Gosselin was living in the path
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Communication

These days we don’t think twice
about the miracle of the telephone,
which now seems like an ancient technology. To a generation who has grown
up with the luxury of the Internet, the
concept of receiving news solely
through the mail is an even harder concept to grasp.
The Metigoshe community was a
bit behind the times when it came to
technology simply because of its distance from town. It was also partly due
to the fact that families living in the
bush generally had less money.
Postal service in the early 1900s
didn’t directly reach Turtle Mountain
but made it as far as Deloraine. From
there mail was delivered to general
stores at Bayview, Mountainside and
Goodlands. Many families picked up
their mail directly in Deloraine, though
infrequently and as a part of other errands. If someone was going into town,
they would often pick up the mail for
their neighbours as well. In the earlier
years these 22 kilometre trips into
town were accomplished without the
benefit of a motorised vehicle. Lorne
Conway remembers: “We went to town
to pick up our mail with the horses.
Later dad got an old Model A car. We
didn’t go often, once a month when I
was younger.”
The luxury of telephone technology wasn't experienced by the Métis
community until the 1950s. People often used their neighbour’s phone if
they didn’t have one. The first telephone lines to come through were not
the individual private lines that we’re
accustomed to today. One line would
be installed in an area for common use
by several telephone subscribers, but
only one call could be handled at a
time. Roger Goodon reflects how this
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system worked: “A whole line
came through at the same time.
We had 25 on the line. People
used to argue whose turn it was to
use the phone. If there was an
emergency, everybody would get
off and let you use the phone.”
Anyone who picked up the
phone while someone else was on
the line could hear the conversation their neighbour was having.
Ken Leforte relates an anecdote
that resulted from someone listening in on the line. Families who hunted
in and out of season to feed their
households had to be careful about
talking over the phone about these lessthan-legal activities.
“Albert Schoonbaert and Dad had a
system worked out, a signal or code.
If one shot a deer and needed help,
he’d phone the other and say ‘I have
a cow in the well’ and the other
would say ‘I’ll be right there.’ A lady
asked one day if they got the cow
out of the well and everyone burst
out laughing, they knew she had
been listening in.”
The technology of the radio was an
bers fondly: “Everybody would go and
important development to the Métis
watch till 9 o’clock then *Bill would+ say
people of Turtle Mountain. It was often
‘Bedtime’ and he’d shut it off. He had to
their only connection to the outside
go to work in the morning.”
world. During the Second World War
Newspapers were not common in
the radio brought news of the struggle
the Métis community because there
overseas but in happier times the old
wasn’t a delivery service to get them out
battery radios brought in
to the bush. Sometimes
hours of evening enter- Anyone who picked
people would pick them
tainment. Hockey games
up when they made a trip
and boxing matches were up the phone could
to town, but the chief
closely listened to, in hear the conversamethod of hearing the
addition to music and
news of the day was via
other radio programs. tion their neighbour
radio.
Gladys Burney remem- was having.
Today it could be
bers listening to the radio
argued that the newspaall the time but that “Sunday was a bad
per itself is a declining medium, as the
night because the boys and girls always
Internet becomes a popular method of
wanted to listen to something differreceiving news. And forget land-line teleent.”
phones: now cell phones can be found in
Television didn’t make it into the
most people’s pockets (even though
community until the late 1960s, and
perfect reception isn’t guaranteed in the
even then most families did not get a
Turtle Mountain bush). Advancements in
television set until the 1980s. Bill and
communication technology have come a
Esther Canada were the first in the
long way since the days of relying on the
community to get one, a small black
postal service; today we have things like
and white set. Suddenly their home was
satellite Internet which ensures the
full to the rafters with neighbours
world doesn’t carry on without our
crowding in to watch hockey games in
knowing—even in the bush.
the evenings. Lorne Conway rememPage 29

Healthcare
Living over 20 kilometres from the
nearest hospital as they did, the Métis
of Turtle Mountain were more or less
on their own when it came to dealing
with health issues.
Inhabitants of the bush did not
often make the long trip into Deloraine
to visit a doctor. The early doctors
were Dr. Buchanan and Dr. Henry who
both began their practices around
1918. The nearest hospital was also in
Deloraine. It was hard to get to and
very expensive so people would only
make the trip if it was something serious. The same went for dental work.
The nearest dentist, Mr Dutton, lived in
Deloraine and not many people went.

“
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Sickness was no more prevalent
 The first Deloraine Memorial Hospital.
in the Métis community than among
other settlers. They saw their share of
measles, pneumonia, some diphtheria, whooping cough and the regular
run of colds and flus. Instead of running to the doctor for every cough and
fever, though, there was a wide variety of home remedies that proved
effective for different ailments. Harold
Alberts related a story about what
helped him recover from a heart attack. At first he went to the hospital,
could have done. Skunk oil was also a
but after coming home his mother,
good remedy for cold-like ailments such
along with neighbour Lena Grandbois,
as pneumonia, bronchitis, and the comdug up wild strawberry roots for tea.
mon cold. Mustard plasters were anHe was given two spoonfuls a day for
other remedy; a poultice made out of
one week and one spoonful per day
mustard seed powder was spread
for the following week and it fixed his
within a protective dressing and placed
heart trouble.
on the chest or back. These were used
One popular home remedy
to cure bad colds.
manufactured and
Baths in the Métis
administered by the “The midwives knew
community were accomMétis was skunk oil.
plished much in the same
Gladys Burney was what to do.”
way as other settlers who
given skunk oil by
made do without running water. “We
her mother when she was ill with the
would have a bath every weekend.
chicken pox and it cured her right up.
Mom would scrub our hair really
Later they called the doctor and he
hard” (Francis Goodon). In summertime
said that it was the best thing they
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bathing was a simple matter of jumping in one of the nearby lakes. In the
winter it was a more complicated
process of hauling water from the
well or melting snow in a tub and
heating it up. Baths were usual taken
on Saturdays, though less frequently
in some households. One Elder reported that they had a bath every
Christmas. Usually a whole family
bathed in one tub of water, from
youngest to oldest. A curtain could be
strung up in one corner of the house
to provide some measure of privacy.
It was common in the bush for
births to be attended by midwives, as
opposed to doctors. For most folks it
cost too much to go to the hospital in
Deloraine and there was no way to
get there: especially in the dead of
winter when the cross-country road
had to be traversed by horse and
sleigh. In later years a neighbour took
pregnant women to the hospital in

Matron Dorothy Potter stands between Dr.
Henry (left) and Dr. Buchanan (right).

town. In the Turtle Mountain bush
Lena Grandbois was a well-known
midwife. She, among others, brought
many babies into the world, sometimes whole families of siblings. Roger
Goodon sums up the community’s
trust in midwives: “*They+ knew what
to do.”
Diptheria affected some families
in the bush. Public health nurses came
out from Deloraine every two weeks
to take swabs from everyone’s nose.
Later they would come back and take
children who were sick to Winnipeg.
There were a few children who had to
go to Winnipeg, but out of them only
one was desperately sick. Esther Canada describes it as one of the worst
experiences of her life, when her
daughter Debbie was sick with diphtheria in 1965.
“We took her to Deloraine to the
hospital and they gave her penicillin. That didn’t help; her throat
swelled up and she couldn’t
breathe. We took her to Boissevain
hospital and they told us she was
seriously ill and had to go to Winnipeg. She spent six weeks in the hospital [in Winnipeg] and when they
brought her home she couldn’t
walk and they told us she wouldn’t
ever talk again. They told us to let
her do what she wanted, if she
wanted to climb a tree, let her
climb a tree. After a short period of
time being home she started to
talk.”

Fish Lake Cemetery (1910-1941)
Métis community members who died
in earliest times were buried at a local
cemetery in the bush, referred to by
Elders as “the hill cemetery” but also
known as the Fish Lake Cemetery.
Louis McLeod’s baby daughter was
probably the first to be buried in the
cemetery, around 1910. Sometime
early in the 1920s Louis met with some
municipal councillors to get the graveyard officially established, where it was
on a corner of the land that he took
over from his father, Elzear McLeod.
Under a dozen other graves, including
those of Louis Racine Sr and other important elders of the Métis community,
exist at the site. Today this cemetery is
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located on private property and the
Métis have lost access to the graves of
these earliest members of their community.
Often when a death occurred the
family would sit with the body overnight or for several days. Cecil Canada
recounts that: “They could only keep
the body for three days [then] you had
to notify the police and a doctor so
you could bury it.” A funeral service
was held in the home before the body
was taken up to the hill cemetery to
be buried and a few words would be
said at the graveside.
In later years the deceased were
taken to the Old Deloraine Cemetery

located almost 14 kilometres northwest of
Lake Metigoshe, and the funeral service
would be held there. Even when funeral
services and burials moved to churches in
Deloraine, the deceased was transported
in a sleigh or cart, as there was no ambulance or hearse.
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