
Glossary 

 

Descriptions and definitions of some of the concepts, characters, places, nations 

and peoples mentioned on this site. A useful lexicon. 

 

CONCEPTS 

 

Dominion Land Surveyor 

Dominion Land Surveyors were sent out to western Canada by the federal government to divide 

Crown lands into square sections (cadastres) for agricultural and other purposes. 

 

Métis, métis 

Métis, with a capital M, means a member of the Métis nation, a person of mixed Indigenous 

(primarily Anishinaabe and Cree) and European (primarily French and Scottish) descent. 

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, recognized the Métis as Aboriginal people. The Métis 

constitute a nation not just legally, but socially: over time they have established a national 

consciousness, a distinctive identity, and their own culture and values. 

 

A person can self-identify as métis, a more generic term for a person of mixed heritage. This is 

an individual identity rather than an expression of membership in a distinctive culture with 

specific rights. 

 

Michif or mechif or mitchif 

Linguists classify Michif as a mixed language rather than a creole language, though there is some 

disagreement about this categorization. Michif emerged in the early 19
th

 century from the 

increasing contact between (French) Canadian fur traders and the Indigenous inhabitants of the 

Prairies, particularly the Cree. Michif typically consists of French nouns, numerals, articles and 

adjectives, combined with Cree syntax and verb structures. Michif was also influenced by 

Assiniboine and Nishnaabemwin, an eastern Ojibwa dialect. It was spoken by the Métis of 

western Canada and North Dakota. Like many languages around the world, Michif is slowly 

disappearing: currently, there are fewer than 1,000 Michif speakers in Canada. 



 

Nomadic vs. settled 

Most of the First Nations and Métis people of western Canada were nomadic. In summer they 

hunted bison; in winter they went fur trapping in the woods, and traded with nearby tribes and 

communities. However, the federal government’s operations from the late 1860s to the 1880s 

were essentially intended to impose a more settled lifestyle on these peoples. In the Western 

world view, the division between nomadic and settled is closely linked to that between 

barbaric/uncivilized and civilized. (In the European imagination, nomads were considered 

barbarians, from the Huns to the Mongols to the Arabs.) In their unilinear vision of progress, 

development and modernity, Western people believe that nomads must “evolve” to a settled way 

of life, which is perceived as a first step to modernity and the development of agriculture, towns 

and cities, and writing. Most world conflicts over the years, including the 1885 rebellion, can be 

viewed through the lens of these two diametrically opposed lifestyles. 

 

Numbered Treaties 

The Numbered Treaties were a series of 11 treaties made between 1871 and 1921 between the 

Canadian government and Indigenous peoples in northwestern Canada. The treaties entitled the 

government to relocate the nomadic Indigenous inhabitants to reserves in order to use the land for 

agricultural development and White settlement. In exchange for their traditional territory, 

government negotiators promised the Indigenous peoples food rations and farming supplies, as 

well as cash payments for existing agricultural operations. The Numbered Treaties were intended 

to assimilate Indigenous peoples into White colonial society and culture; to weaken the links 

between tribes (not all the chiefs had signed the treaties, at least not on the first round); and to 

separate the First Nations and Métis communities, which traditionally engaged in reciprocal 

trade. Even the wording of the treaties is problematic: to the government, “transferring land 

rights” meant surrendering them, whereas to the Indigenous people it meant sharing them. 

 

N.B.: During the negotiations of Treaty 6 in 1876, the Dumont clan (Gabriel, his father and his 

uncle) acted as interpreters. 

 



Powley Decision 

An important decision rendered by the Supreme Court of Canada in R. v. Powley (2003). 

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, recognized and affirmed the Métis as Aboriginal people, 

but did not define the criteria for what constitutes Métis. In the Powley case, the Supreme Court 

established three criteria (the “Powley test”) an individual would need to meet in order to be 

considered Métis for the purposes of asserting Aboriginal rights. The individual must: 

1- identify as a Métis person; 

2- have ties to a historic Métis community; and 

3- be a member of a present-day Métis community. 

 

The case was brought by Stephen and Rodney Powley, two members of the Métis community of 

Bawating/Sault Ste. Marie, who wanted to assert their constitutional Aboriginal right to hunt. 

 

N.B.: Not all Métis agree with this legal definition. The most controversial criterion is the one 

requiring ties to a “historic Métis community” on the Prairies. 

For more information, see: 

https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100014413/1100100014414  

 

River lot 

A lot bordering on a river; specifically a long, narrow farm lot extending back from a river. The 

Métis in Manitoba, and later in Saskatchewan, divided their lands in this way. Generally, each 

family lot would have 660 feet of frontage and extend 2 miles back from the river, with the next 

2 miles being used for hay. This was similar to the land usage pattern found along the 

St. Lawrence River in New France. The system imposed by the federal land surveyors completely 

disregarded the long-lot tradition, replacing it with the English system of one-mile-square 

cadastres. 

 

Scrip (certificates) 

In the late 19
th

 century, the federal government established a policy to clarify the terms of the 

Manitoba Act of 1870, particularly with regard to land distribution (the main issue, together with 

political representation, behind the Red River Rebellion). In lieu of land, many Métis families 



were issued scrip certificates (promissory notes on a piece of paper) entitling them to a certain 

area of land. The process was very slow, and prompted a major exodus of Métis to Montana and 

Saskatchewan. After filling out a form, each Métis applicant received a scrip redeemable for cash 

or a parcel of land (160 or 240 acres, depending on the applicant’s age and status); the location of 

the land was not specified. For a start, the form was complicated and the questions were 

politically biased; then, once the form was filled out, the applicant had to go to a federal land title 

office to inquire whether anyone else had a claim on the land, or whether it was reserved for 

another purpose (a railway, schools, etc.). This convoluted bureaucracy discouraged many Métis 

from applying, thereby effectively forfeiting their rights. The process was also fertile ground for 

unscrupulous speculators and fraudsters, who cheated the Métis out of their entitlement by 

buying up their scrip certificates for much less than their value, or offering to redeem the scrip on 

their behalf and then vanishing without a trace. 

 

The scrip system was also implemented in Saskatchewan after 1885, where the land title issue 

was all the more pressing because the bison population was on the wane, and settling on a piece 

of land was becoming a necessity. The government’s failure to address the issue in good faith led 

to the 1885 uprising. 

 

The scrip system effectively allowed the federal government to extinguish Métis rights and title, 

one person and one family at a time. The policy can be viewed as the equivalent of the treaties 

made between the Canadian government and the First Nations, which collectively stripped the 

Indigenous peoples of their traditional lands. (N.B.: Two scrip treaties, Treaties 8 and 10, were 

made in the early 1900s, covering the northern part of the Prairie provinces.) 

For detailed information about scrip, see: 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/metis-scrip/005005-2000-e.html  

For an overview, see: 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/metis-scrip/index-e.html 

 



CHARACTERS 

 

Buffalo Bill (1846–1917) 

William “Buffalo Bill” Cody is a colourful figure in American history. His nickname reflects his 

skill as a bison hunter; he would sell the meat to railroad workers, and thus was doubtless 

responsible for single-handedly exterminating large numbers of bison. He was also a U.S. Army 

scout and courier, and fought in several battles between the American troops and the local 

Indigenous population. In 1882, he founded Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, a gigantic outdoor 

travelling show that re-enacted the life of the settlers of the American West and their struggles 

with the “Indians.” The show constructed and perpetuated many stereotypes about Aboriginal 

people that remain deeply rooted in the collective imagination. Gabriel Dumont was hired to 

appear in the show for a few months in 1886, as were several Indigenous chiefs, including Sitting 

Bull / Tatanka Yotanka, leader of the Lakota. 

 

Dumont, Isidore 

Gabriel Dumont’s father, Isidore, was a Métis hunter and farmer whom the Cree called Ekapow 

(“the impassive one”). He and his family lived in Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Isidore supported 

his son’s political activities, notably serving on the community of Saint-Laurent’s first elected 

council, in 1873. He died in 1886. 

 

Names of the eight Indigenous chiefs who were hanged at Battleford for taking part in the 1885 

rebellion: 

Kah-Paypamhchukwao – Wandering Spirit 

Pahpah-Me-Kee-Sick – Walking the Sky 

Manchoose – Bad Arrow 

Kit-Ahwah-Ke-Ni – Miserable Man 

Itka – Crooked Leg 

Waywahnitch – Man Without Blood 

Nahpase – Iron Body 

A-Pis-Chas-Koos – Little Bear 

 



Tourond Family 

The Touronds’ story and the sacrifices they made for the Métis cause are typical of many Métis 

families. Joseph Tourond and his wife Josephte settled on a farm at Fish Creek, not far from 

Batoche, Saskatchewan, in 1882. They had ten children, and their seven sons saw combat. Pierre 

was wounded at the Battle of Fish Creek, during which the family farm was also destroyed. 

Calixte and Elzéar were killed at Batoche. David, a member of Louis Riel’s provisional 

government, barely managed to escape to the United States. Charles died of tuberculosis shortly 

after the Battle of Batoche. Patrice and François were sentenced to a year in prison for their part 

in the resistance. Mrs. Tourond, no slacker, actively supported the Métis troops by supplying 

them with food, shelter, medical care and munitions. 

 

Wilkie, Madeleine (1840–1886) 

Born in Pembina, North Dakota, Madeleine was a Scottish Métis whose father, Jean-Baptiste, 

was renowned for his exceptional skill as a hunter. Her mother was Isabella Azure. Madeleine 

traded furs and knew how to read and write. She married Gabriel Dumont in 1858; it was a love 

match, and the couple were devoted to each other all their lives. They had no children of their 

own, but they adopted a daughter, Annie, and two sons, Alexis (their nephew) and John-Gabriel. 

 

PEOPLES AND NATIONS 

 

Anishinaabe 

Still often called Ojibwa (the name given by the French to a group living near Bawating), the 

Anishinaabe are the third largest tribe in North America, ranging from the Great Lakes region to 

the Prairies. Their language, Anishinaabemowin, is part of the Algonquian language family. 

From their historical origins near the Great Lakes, they spread out to the south, north and west, 

driven by the arrival of French traders and settlers and by the fur trade. This migration led 

notably to intermingling with the Nehiyawak (Plains Cree), giving rise to a Métis people, the Oji-

Cree of Manitoba and Ontario. As with all the other Indigenous nations, the arrival of the 

Europeans profoundly changed the Anishinaabe way of life. Today, the Anishinaabe play a 

prominent role in Canadian society, thanks in part to the contributions of such extraordinary 

artists as Norval Morrisseau, Daphne Odjig, Robert Houle and Michael Belmore, to name a few. 



Politically, the Anishinaabe continue to fight for government recognition of their treaty rights, 

particularly with regard to the Robinson–Huron Treaty. 

 

Assiniboine 

Name given by the Anishinaabe to people of Nakota descent (members of the Siouan language 

family; the Nakota language is similar to Lakota). The Assiniboine occupied a vast territory 

stretching from the Saskatchewan and Assiniboine river valleys to Missouri. They were allies of 

the Cree, and were hunters and trappers. The Assiniboine are closely related linguistically to the 

Stoney (whom they call Nakoda) in Alberta, Montana and Saskatchewan. 

 

Blackfoot Confederacy 

The Blackfoot Confederacy comprises three Indigenous nations: the Kainai (Blood), Piikani 

(Peigan) and Siksika (Blackfoot), occasionally extended politically through alliances with the 

Tsuut’ina/Sarcee and the Atsina/Gros Ventre. They lived primarily in Alberta and Saskatchewan, 

with some communities in Montana. They were known as great bison hunters. 

 

Cree 

A large and powerful nation with a geographic distribution larger than that of any other 

Indigenous group in Canada, from James Bay to Alberta. Moving from west to east, the main 

divisions of Cree, based on environment, language and dialect, are Plains Cree (Nehiyawak) in 

Alberta and Saskatchewan; Woods Cree (Sakâwiyiniwak) in Saskatchewan and Manitoba; 

Swampy Cree (Maskêkowiyiniwak) in Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Ontario; and James Bay / 

Eastern Cree (Eeyouch) in Quebec. [http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/cree/.] On 

the Prairies, the Cree were traditionally allied with the French, then the Métis. Their language is 

part of the Algonquian language family. Hunting is the defining element of Cree identity and 

culture. Today, Cree leaders play a key role in the struggle of the various Indigenous nations for 

recognition of their rights. 

 

Sarcee 

The Sarcee or Tsuut’ina are a Dene band. Because they settled in the southern part of the plains, 

they are culturally separate from other Dene tribes and closer to the Plains nations, though they 



have retained their Athabaskan language. The Tsuut’ina population was decimated by the 

diseases spread by the European settlers. In 1877, they signed Treaty 7 and were allocated a 

reserve along the Bow River in Alberta. Gabriel Dumont’s grandmother, Josette, was Sarcee. 

 

Saulteaux 

From the French word saulteurs, meaning “people of the rapids;” name given by French settlers 

to the Anishinaabe people living near the rapids on the St. Mary’s River between Lake Superior 

and Lake Huron, near Bawating (Sault Ste. Marie). In their language, they are called 

Nahkawininiwak (Nahkawē). From their origins in northwestern Ontario, they moved west onto 

the Prairies. 

 

Sioux 

Etymologically, Sioux is an exonym, an external name given to a group of people. It comes from 

the French Nadouessioux, from the Ojibwa nātowēssiwak, meaning “little serpent.” It was a 

derogatory name given by the Chippewa/Anishinaabe to the Dakotas, Nakotas or Lakotas, 

depending on their connection to one of those groups and the name they called themselves. 

Traditionally, the Sioux were enemies of the Cree, except the Assiniboine from the Nakota 

linguistic group who split from the original group, moved north and allied with the Cree. 

 

For more information, see: 

http://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/aboriginal-people/  

 

PLACES 

 

Batoche 

A trading post founded by Jean-Baptiste Letendre, known as Monsieur Batoche. A colony sprang 

up there in the early 1800s. 

 

Battleford 

A settlement near Regina, selected in 1876 as the capital of the Northwest Territories. 

Fort Battleford played an important part in the rebellion, both as a headquarters for the North-



West Mounted Police and as a refuge for local residents fleeing the hostilities. It was here that 

eight Indigenous chiefs were hanged in 1885 for taking part in the rebellion. Battleford was also 

the site of a residential school, the Battleford Industrial School. 

 

Duck Lake 

Located some 20 kilometres west of Batoche, on the way to Fort Carlton, this community of 

Métis exiles from the Red River was the site of the first battle of the rebellion, on March 26, 

1885, where the Métis triumphed. Gabriel Dumont’s brother Isidore and his Cree companion 

Aseeweyin, who had been sent to negotiate before hostilities broke out, were killed in the battle, 

and Gabriel himself was shot in the head. 

 

Fort Carlton 

A fur trading and supply post near Duck Lake, built in 1810 by the Hudson’s Bay Company. In 

1885, it served as the North-West Mounted Police headquarters, and it was from here that 

Major Crozier set out to intercept Gabriel Dumont and his men, who intended to ransack the fort 

for munitions. In the ensuing battle at Duck Lake, Crozier and his troops were defeated and 

returned to the fort; that same night a fire broke out, forcing them to flee. 

 

Tourond Coulee (aka Fish Creek or Anse-aux-Poissons) 

This small settlement some 30 kilometres south of Batoche was named for a Métis family, the 

Touronds. It was the site of a major battle on April 24, 1885, between Dumont and his First 

Nations allies, notably the Cree, and Canadian troops commanded by General Middleton. Despite 

being considerably outnumbered (60 rebels vs. 400 Canadian soldiers), the Métis won the battle. 

 


