Métis Intermediaries

1872—1877

and traditions of treaty-making as understood by western First Nations.
The Boundary Commission Survey
was the first major governmental presence in western Canada, and there
were many opportunities for there to
be a misinterpretation of the Commisthe young Dominion of Canada was
sion’s intentions. At the time, the only
looking to secure land for their major
ceded territory was that which had
priority of settlement. One of the two
been negotiated during the signing of
methods by which the government
Treaties 1 and 2. In lands beyond that
went about doing
there was a tense
this was via the These men were not officially atmosphere among
Boundary ComAboriginal inhabirecognised by Ottawa
mission Survey,
tants who felt
conducted between 1872 and 1874.
times changing and the resources they
The purpose of this survey was to
had always relied on dwindling.
mark the 49th parallel as the CanadaThe Dakota, especially, were worried
U.S. border between Lake of the
at the thought of the Commission SurWoods and the Rocky Mountains. The
veyors. They had entered Canada from
second method was treaty making
the States, hoping to escape the Ameriwith resident Aboriginal peoples.
can Cavalry (see “the Dakota Claim in
Métis were an integral part of both
Canada” in Vantage Points II). A local
of these endeavours and the role they
Métis brought a report to Lieutenant
played was far more complex than
Governor Alexander Morris that the
simply translating the proceedings.
Dakota were preparing to stop the
More than just possessing knowledge
of Aboriginal languages, the Métis
knew the customs

Métis interpreters, present during the signing of
Canada’s early Numbered Treaties and an integral part of
the Boundary Commission Survey, were more than mere
translators – they were peacekeepers and diplomats.
Born out of the fur trade, the Métis
people grew up between two worlds.
Time and time again they found ways to
combine their knowledge of European
and Aboriginal realities to carve a living
for themselves: one example of this
was the buffalo hunt. However, there
was another niche into which they fell –
a political role which bridged the chasm
between two widely separate peoples.
Métis were in a unique position on
the plains: as descendents of European
traders and Native women, they were
at once part of both cultures while belonging to neither. They formed a vibrant and distinct culture of their own
while maintaining the knowledge and
understanding to conduct themselves
within either world.
At the end of the 17th Century the
North-west was going through intense
transition. Aboriginal peoples were
growing uneasy with the changes being
forces on their traditional lifestyle and

The “49th Rangers” employed by the Boundary Commission.
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Commission Survey due to a concern
William Hallett. In addition to being a
that it was working in concert with the
military escort, their role was to act
Americans. In truth, the Dakota were
as guides and hunters, to mark trails
not opposed to the border being deand find appropriate campsites. They
fined and their unrest came from the
also brought information to First Napurpose of the survey not being fully or
tions in the west. They explained the
adequately explained to them.
purpose of the survey, distributed
Morris recognised the need to cirgifts as tokens of good intentions,
cumvent misunderstanding. The govand promised that the government
ernment had a keen interest in acquirwould soon come to make treaties
ing land in the northwest peacefully.
with them. As a result the CommisThey did not have the resources
sioners were allowed to pass
to quell an uprising, and viothrough unceded territory,
lence would certainly complinot only unharmed, but
cate treaty-making and the
welcomed as friends and
settlement that was to folbenefactors.
low. He suggested that
After the Boundary
“[Indians] should be adCommission Survey, First
vised by men they trust of
Nations were eager to
the real meaning of the
make a formal relationboundary surveys.” Thus
ship with the new governthe Boundary Commissionment. They hoped to be
ers employed a troupe of 30
informed of the governJames McKay
Métis “scouts” who not only
ment’s intentions towards
knew the lay of the land, but could
their lands and made repeated realso travel in advance of the main party
quests to be treated with. The govand explain its purpose for being there.
ernment moved at its own pace and
(The American Survey, in contrast, was
had a habit of ignoring First Nation
accompanied by 70 infantry and 160
concerns until the continued dissatiscavalry as protection.)
faction tumbled towards a threat of
The scouts were dubbed the “49th
violence. Métis such as Pascal BreRangers,” and led by the respected and
land were crucial players at this time.
celebrated buffalo hunter and trader
Breland travelled between the two

parties, explaining one side to the other
and keeping violent action at bay. Métis
often served to counteract First Nations’ impatience and other negative
feelings experienced with the government’s lack of attention.
When treaty negotiations began,
Métis such as James McKay served as
interpreters and advisors. In particular,
Treaty 3 in western Ontario went
through a series of negotiations,
brought to an end only by the private
advice of James McKay and others, in
whom the First Nations had confidence
and trusted over the treaty commissioners. Métis continued to play an integral part of the first seven of the
Numbered Treaties.
Métis understanding of First Nations
cultures and their concerns smoothed
over many possible misunderstandings
and brought explanations accompanied
by the correct protocol. Canada’s relatively peaceful expansion west is due in
no small part to the diplomatic role
played by Métis individuals.
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