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Big Bear outside the North West Mounted Police barracks.
Regina, Saskatchewan, September 1885.
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Edgar Dewdney, Lieutenant-Governor and Indian Commissioner of the North West Territories. Ottawa, Ontario, April 1883.
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Cree camp on the prairie, south of Vermilion, Alberta. Taken during Canadian Pacific Railway survey, September 1871.

[image: ]

Big Bear and his band trading at Fort Pitt, Saskatchewan, October 1884. A full description of this photo—the first ever taken of Big Bear—can be found on page 210.

[image: ]

Four Sky Thunder (Kah-nee-o-keesikow-paniss); Kingbird (Okeemow Peeaysis), Big Bear’s third son; Iron Body (Napasis); Big Bear (Mistahimaskwa); Angus McKay, Hudson’s Bay Company; Otto Dufresne; Louis Goulet; Frederick Stanley Simpson; Constable Alex McDonald. Sitting: Matoose; Constable H. Rowley; Corporal R.B. Sleigh; Corporal H. Edmonds.
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Big Bear, after his surrender, with (standing from left) Sergeant Smart, and Constables Colebrook, Nichols and Sullivan. Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, July 1885.
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Group of nine taken in the square of the North West Mounted Police barracks at Regina, Saskatchewan, September 1885. Back row: Constable Black, N.W.M.P.; Rev. Louis Cochin; Superintendent Richard Deane, N.W.M.P.; Rev. Alexis André; Beverly Robertson, Big Bear’s defense lawyer. Front row: Horsechild, the youngest of Big Bear’s five sons; Big Bear; Police Chief A.D. Stewart; Poundmaker.
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Big Bear (left) and Poundmaker in the Manitoba Penitentiary at Stony Mountain, 1886.

[image: ]

Poundmaker. Regina, Saskatchewan, September 1885.
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Big Bear in the Manitoba Penitentiary at Stony Mountain, 1886.
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God who made the world and all that is in it, from one blood created every race of men to live over the face of the whole earth. He has fixed the times of their existence and the limits of their territory, so that they should search for God and, it might be, feel after him, and find him. And indeed, he is not far from any of us, for in him we live, and move, and have our being.

—Acts of the Apostles, 17:24–28.




ONE

FORT PITT,
SEPTEMBER 13, 1876

1

Sweetgrass had signed the treaty. The Honourable Alexander Morris, P.C., Lieutenant-Governor of Manitoba, the North West Territories and Keewatin, looked down his long wide nose again, past his mustache and the clerk’s serge shoulder at the heavy X on the paper. Heavy, and broad enough to break the steel pen when it struck, as he had thought then. Break it, old man, hold it like a gutting knife and break it and every one of these Cree will do it in ceremony and we’ll have one great splattered original with — twenty-nine pens? Not enough between Pitt and Carlton, more likely Fort Garry, to get it finished.

How many quills could a wild goose — feathers for an X!

Once he would have thought those twenty-seven His X Marks under Sweetgrass and James Seenum made little difference, but no longer. Not after the several hundred thousand square miles to which he had finally and forever extinguished, as the Prime Minister liked to say it, all native rights. In his four years they added up to something a little over three hundred and fifty thousand; these final one hundred and twenty thousand — who could tell exactly, larger than the entire British Isles — won with no more than a few embraces endured and shots fired in celebration, rolling wood and prairie land lying as it seemed now at his booted feet. Who could imagine so much land? Even ignoring all that disappeared in blue distance beyond the treaty boundaries which he himself had only seen as squiggles of rivers on paper and would never see otherwise; even after driving over it at an unending trot day after day along trails winding up and down and right and left and through and over under the relentless sky, he could not. It sometimes came to him when the long snake of their party emerged, and again immediately vanished, into the gorge of sky and land, that despite everything done in the name of brotherhood, the Queen, the Great — thank God others would have to concern themselves with the continuing justice of it, thank God.

Two hours surely, and more to get wound and hung with baubles? He had said nine-thirty. He stood motionless, refusing to draw his watch. Oh wild democracy, twenty-nine chiefs for less than a thousand Indians and any fly-by-night like that Saulteau at Carlton talked while the rivers ran even if praises be he was finally rejected with his impossible ‘I want ten miles around the reserve where I may be settled’ — ceremony was all. The police band: that was a mistake, for the sake of half a day to have them ferrying equipment over the west ford. How had he made such a mistake? McKay, Christie certainly should have reminded him, at least the council tent, and the flag despite its bent poplar pole….

He stood, hands folded behind his back; looking over the curly head of his clerk through the triangle of tent door. The land sloped in benches to the flat about Fort Pitt. Nothing of a fort, really; a disarranged clump of log buildings with four-sided shingle roofs, a port of call halfway between Carlton and Edmonton worried by weather almost into hovels, even the Company’s. But the land lay scooped out, beautiful. The huge river turning past the tiny peaks of the buildings, coils of it spinning in circles like suns, its grey water so thick, so heavy with silt it seemed to bulge up out of its bed, lean against hills. And trees on the diagonal slopes, not only in the deep ravines like the South Branch or the Qu’Appelle where the buffalo browsed them, but here like spines up tilted ridges too, poplars and fading yellow birch like sprouting grass impossible to ride through, and spruce in the crotches of streams, black spires laid on beaver lakes. Who would sign away such land? As if they had a choice.

“Is it something, Mr. Kerr?”

The clerk managed the fallen ink bottle into his fingers now and lightly pushed himself erect. But there was no dignified way to extricate his long legs from those of the tiny table; with a lurch he lifted it off, set it aside completely, and stood up.

“No sir. Not at all.” He was flexing his foot, head down. “It’s, just my ankle, just a — twinge is all.” Abruptly he seated himself on his stool and hoisted the table back.

“Dr. Jackes tells me,” the Governor’s smile drew down the corners of his heavy mustaches without betraying itself in his tone, “you hurt it last night. During the Indian dance, I think.”

The shoulders hunched, the pen dipping with excessive care into the bottle.

“Yes sir. I don’t usually trip up, in dances.”

“Perhaps it was the blanket that tangled you. I am given to understand the squaws enjoyed your imitations of them, immensely.”

The pen was so careful with the last ‘His X Mark,’ as if that were more cumbersome than ‘See-kahs-kootch’ just completed. The Governor turned on his heels, eyes up along the ridge of the council tent.

“Mr. Kerr, have you been back to Perth recently?”

“I joined up with Colonel Wolseley’s Expedition, 1870 sir, First Ontario Rifles, and, after the west….”

“I was born in Perth myself,” the Governor said sardonically. “Of course, there aren’t any squaws there to …dance. Traditionally, of course, an Englishman only watches natives dancing.”

A surge of red finally crossed Kerr’s face, “Of course I’m Irish.” But vanished as quickly. “Dancers! The best dancers in the world have to be French halfbreeds. After the buffalo hunt any evening in the firelight, the dancing oh wooo —” he laughed, rasping his breath in through strong teeth. “With the green hides for a floor!”

“You’ve been with them?”

“I lived on the Saskatchewan, yeah.”

“When?”

“A year, four years ago.”

“Then you know the man they call their president, that Dumont?”

“Gabriel, I slept in his tents with his family! What a man! He taught me the buffalo hunt, he and Ambroise Fisher. ‘They come, les animaux,’ it would go through the camp like lightning, and at sun-up we’d be running them, between the Saskatchewans. Long valleys of them.”

“Well, there weren’t any near Carlton.”

“Yeah. That fall herd should be coming north. I asked Gabriel at Carlton but he just shook his head, they have to go farther and farther into Blackfoot coun —”

The Governor had wheeled on his polished heel, “Dumont was at Carlton, now, during the treaty?”

“Yes sir.” Kerr held the tightly rolled leather of the treaty he had been copying. His curly black hair was cropped round about his ears like fur. “Didn’t you —”

“Well,” the Governor said, his voice again quite under control. “Well. Nothing. He will have to leave judicial decisions to the police now, that’s all, now that they’re here. The government has settled that.”

“Gabriel’s real good,” Kerr’s young face was hunched together earnestly, “and he don’t need nobody to help tell his people keep the law. He does it himself. Once when some Cree messed up the buffalo running —”

“The police are here now. Indians or halfbreeds, it makes no difference.”

Kerr was twisting a tassel of treaty leather in a long, thin spiral. “He was going to talk, to you. He told me, about the land but then you said….” His voice dropped.

“What?”

“It was, that — the ‘two hands’….”

“Ahh,” said the Governor; had Kerr dared look up at that moment he would have seen mustaches lifted in a smile. “Monsieur Dumont knows when to show himself to talk. I said the French halfbreeds can’t take with both hands, land both at Red River where they’ve been given plenty but won’t take it, and here on the Saskatchewan. They must know once and for all what they want.”

“But they just want to hunt the buffalo!”

“Then let them come and talk about it.”

“He wanted to. At first.” Kerr’s head swung up and their glances met like gun bolts snapping into place. “Sir, Gabriel Dumont is a really straight man. He don’t talk English, and he’ll never talk where he’s not wanted, he’s hardly one for talking at all. He does things.”

“Then let him be careful what he does. If he has some just claim, he can present it in the proper manner to the North West Council presently constituted, but all native claim has now been extinguished and any —”

A racket of buggy wheels driving closer caught the Governor in his rhetoric and he broke off, feeling slightly foolish; to lecture one young man, white, in this empty…horses trotted by so close the buggy following blocked the tent entrance. It halted there to a bellow, its body rocking between high wheels under a broad brown face circled completely by black hair merging into a full mustache and beard that spread over the gold buttons of a bulging coat. Commissioner the Honourable James McKay had his own four hundred pound sense of when ceremony was unimportant.

“Forget your quick goodbye, Alex,” he leaned in gigantically, “they’re not coming now.”

“We sent to them at eight-thirty, and I’ve been —”

“And I’ve been at the camp, seeing to it, dropping hints about the time,” McKay swung down thrusting the doorway wider, moving his bulk easily, “and then it was like something run through the lodges, here, just look.” He had the Governor’s shoulder, was pulling him out past the buggy wheel. “There on the ridge across the river — the ravine, see the notch there?”

“Yes, yes, well, more Indians? Good.”

“Not just ‘Indians’, that’s — take my glass,” the short brass telescope was in the Governor’s eye almost before he could raise a hand. “Find the lead horse, half down the ridge, then the fourth back, a bay, and the man short, without feathers. See him?”

“Hey!” Kerr exclaimed. “Yeah, that’s — riding fourth, no dress up, that’s Big Bear!”

“Goddam right Big Bear, I told you he’s the real wild power of the Plains Cree and he’ll talk for every Cree and Assiniboine and Young Dog on the south plains doing what they all should be doing, killing buffalo, not sitting here chewing bacon.”

“There’s plenty of…” oddly, while it drew a spot closer, the telescope seemed at the same time to push that spot back into a kind of greyish-ringed haze; the Indian swaying gently with the bay horse, “of time to hunt, it’s good he…” as if he were very far away, barely moving in a flat, constant green circle at the end of an unbelievably long tunnel, “he’s in time, good, to make treaty. Sweetgrass and the others —”

The Commissioner was farther on the slope, waving his huge arm like a banner across the river. “The first thing is don’t let his looks fool you, he’s no Company or Missionary old woman like Sweetgrass. And he won’t throw his arms wide and kiss you either. Wait till you hear his voice.”

The Governor lowered the telescope. “He’s that one last fall that refused to talk to Reverend McDougall about the treaty we were coming to make.”

“George, God rest him, couldn’t give one twist of tobacco to The Bear.” McKay’s head dropped forward like a bull buffalo in charge, “ ‘We want none of the Queen’s presents. When we set a fox-trap we scatter pieces of meat all around, but when the fox gets into the trap we knock him on the head. We want no bait; let your chiefs come like men and talk to us.’”

“I just wrote him a letter….”

“A letter!”

The three men, clerk, Governor, commissioner, stood side by side. Staring across the flat over the stove pipes and roofs of the Hudson’s Bay Company at the long line emerging from the bluffs above the river. The motion was so deliberate, so inevitable that each horse and rider seemed to hang still on the open ridge slanting to a cusp of poplars down, behind a fold in the earth. One by one, as if on parade, in single file they moved and when the lead horse with its moulded rider merged down into the trees even the seeming motion disappeared in relation to itself, in relation to the sky, the sage gleam of the river, the green land now tinged brown and gold in the September sun. One figure, another, and another, vanished but at the top of the ridge there was always one more so the line simply remained, drawn against those three elements and wavering a little but there, drawn, and only as they studied one bit of that line, squinted to almost see the thin spiral of dust rise like ashes upward from the poles of the travois, was there a flicker of motion downward from the notch of blue sky, downward into the earth beyond the water.

“George McDougall wrote he was a conjuror too?”

McKay was muttering, “He wants to see you. He sent a messenger ahead.”

“Of course.”

“It’ll take a while for them to cross, you might as well go down again.”

“Tell them I’ll see them at three. And the police, send a runner to the west ford that we won’t leave till tomorrow sun-up.”

“I did already. And the band come back.”

“The tent?”

“Leave the flags up but we’ll take that down, the band means more. Make it four. Them others won’t come without him now,” McKay’s left arm swung an arc at the lodges among the spruce of the creek and merging into the poplars up the ridge behind them. “The Bear isn’t rushed.”

“It’s only the third month on this one, who’s rushing?” Morris heard the tiredness in his own voice. Instead of sonorous declamations of farewell, the fall morning had run to nothing but questions, silly little questions; as if after four years of signed and multi-copied treaties he now discovered himself still quite alone and re-arranging surfaces. He had known what was needed, for years, what…the clerk was staring at him. There was nothing for it but jocularity. “Well, Mr. Irishman John Kerr, Perth, Ontario and St. Laurent, Saskatchewan Territory, you now have time to make another copy of the treaty, on the solid comfort of the Factor’s table. Come along.”

McKay rumbled, “Waste time making it,” but he was in his buggy and already so far down the slope that no one but himself and his horses and a crow pecking at a bead in the grass heard; the crow erupted from under the horses with a squawk. “Damn trader glass,” said the Honourable James.

II

“My heart rises like a bird to see you once more.”

Sweetgrass grasped the Governor’s hand, his kind old face thrust forward, his voice clear and high so that Peter Erasmus, translating, inevitably fell into the same cadence to carry his English to the stiff scarlet rows of policemen at the foot of the flagpole. On the flat where the council tent had stood and up the slopes around were five or six hundred Indians and beyond them on the ridges warriors sat on horseback, outlined against the sky. Sometimes they seemed to move through the sun directly. The Governor did not like his position; having marched up the slope to the flagpole at the head of his party, the band tootling quite impressively at last into the vast air — all that repetition of only three tunes — he now faced straight into the lowering sun. By some oddity he had never before been on a council flat at this time of day; the Indians circled before him seemed not so much human as innumerable mounds the earth had thrust up since morning; there was a strange yellow and blackness about the still, brilliant air, a kind of crystal lack of shading that made alert thinking seem silly. As if there were only inevitabilities into which all, irresistibly, moved. He shook his head; the outlined smile on the old face before him smudged, wavered, and he widened his own smile, gesturing in apology with his head at the sun; shifting to his left. Sweetgrass understood. With half a step the Governor had cut off the sun against the chief’s raven headdress; he must concentrate. He must.

Sweetgrass continued: “The Great Spirit has put it in our hearts that we shake hands once more, before all our brothers. That Spirit is above all, and under His eye every person is the same. I have pity on every one who lives by the buffalo. If I am spared until next year I want you, who has come to us from the Great White Queen, to act for our good: to protect the buffalo. We must hand in hand protect the buffalo. I am thankful. When I hold your hand I feel the First One is looking on us both as brothers. May this earth here never taste a white man’s blood. I thank God I can lift my head, and when I take your hand and touch your heart, as I do now, let us be one. I have said it.”

Sweetgrass’ brown hand rested a moment beside the gold buttons of the Governor’s dress uniform, then it pointed upwards and a rumble of agreement moved over the hillside. The Governor, still holding the chief’s right hand, looked about his circle slowly, smiling: the curve of seated chiefs, Commissioners McKay and Christie in blue dress suits, the lines of police whose brass instruments blazed; in ceremony now, his mind perfectly clear. Though he had seen such panorama often, he was again impressed. A wild people coming in kindness. If there was some way this scene, the feeling of this world could be captured for the Prime Minister. Or even for the Court in — that was too much; what could such crudities, such make-shift jumble, indeed, such stench mean to highbred sensibilities. But a Canadian; surely, there was a courtliness about this unbred old man — well — his eye moved slowly across the chiefs again. They wore the coats and huge medals they had received on signing the treaty; a few sported beavers, one a woman’s floppy hat, but most had the usual tangled motley of feathers and skins and string and sticks and bones — except one. He sat in the inner circle draped in a buffalo robe. The Governor stared across the leveling light. Big Bear’s shoulder-length hair was held out of his face by a thong; his head down as if in thought.

Governor Morris: “We have come together and understand each other. My heart is glad that you have all seen the right way. I had written a letter to Big Bear and Bobtail and the other big chiefs on the plains with the buffalo, but Big Bear is here now. I am happy to tell him personally that the treaty is for them too, it was made as if they all were here.”

As the interpreter spoke Cree, the expression on Sweetgrass’ face slowly loosened until there was nothing to be seen at all except folds hung in blank immobility. The Governor knew he had broken decorum; he did not need the growl of McKay’s pretended cough to confirm it. Sweetgrass dropped his hands, turned, and shuffled to his place in the circle. It seemed he hesitated a moment, his red coat bright against the dark robes and blankets of the people spread up the hillside, then he faced around and sat. When he had settled himself, his lean buttocks shifting slowly to find comfort, he glanced up across a quarter of the circle; nodded to Big Bear.

But Big Bear sat. After a time the usual murmur of people ceased, even the sounds of the camp far along the creek and over the ridges — a child’s cry, the sound of a dog, or a horse — silence so deliberate that the Governor, though he clenched his mind against it, against so much as flexing his body to ruffle it, knew with a lurch that every stretching second drained him standing at attention farther into insignificance. As if a hand had wiped over the hillside and its shadow struck them all, forever, into undifferentiated stone. He had to break the — sneeze, swipe at a fly, some understandable, natural movement. He was still standing — so speak the usual formulas into this black and yellow — the seated man was blurring into focus because his head was lifting. The light hung there, split down the long shale divide of nose, the mouth opening gigantically, black.

“I find it hard, to speak.”

For nearly a month now every Cree had sounded the same to the Governor. He had found it best to concentrate completely on Peter Erasmus’ words, but now he found his head turning into blackness, slowly down into the enormous, strange depths of that incomprehensible voice.

Big Bear: “There is a stone between me and what I have to say. It is no small matter we were to consult about. And now I see only these red coats, these shiny things. There is a stone.”

The Governor had opened his mouth as translation proceeded, and McKay jerked his sleeve; but he was not going to sit down while they talked to themselves.

Sweetgrass: “My friend, let there be nothing between you and your words. Speak. We wait to hear you.”

Big Bear: “The stone is my people. I have come to speak for my people, far on the plains hunting our food. I expected the chiefs would have waited until I could speak for my people.”

Sweetgrass: “Long ago we sent the message to them. The message to the one who stood for the Queen, the winter after we made peace with all Blackfeet. When we heard our lands had been sold to the Company, and we didn’t like it.”

Big Bear: “I never sent a message.”

Sweetgrass: “When we heard that about the Company. And we didn’t like the Americans bringing firewater. That year of the terrible starvation, when a quarter of us died of the White Sickness that came with our hunters and the Blackfeet from the Missouri. Now we have the police; they keep the Americans out. There’s the doctor to help us against the White Sickness. And the one who stands for the Queen has come with an open hand, to feed us when we have no food. We have taken his hand.”

Big Bear suddenly laughed; the resounding laughter of a man who has a happy thought. “Not long ago the Hudson’s Bay Company sold rum and when I was young I drank it, and so did you, my friend. Long before we made a short peace with the Blackfeet! We drank all night with our friend James Simpson and weren’t ugly or cut anybody up. We sang songs, quietly, and remembered the hunts. The great hunts that we had then when we needed them, the buffalo covered the prairie.” He stopped an instant, and the Governor understood his voice changing to a harder, wilder depth as his look flickered about the seated chiefs. “The buffalo, it seems there is only one left. James McKay I know, and Mr. Christie; I’ve traded with him and he has given me Company flour when my people were hungry. But who is this ‘Governor’ standing there? I have never seen him before. Has anyone? Will we ever see him again?”

Governor Morris: “I am the Representative of the Queen. As my blue coat shows, and as Mr. McKay and Mr. Christie have told everyone here, I am her Head Councillor in this territory, as they also are councillors. When you hear my voice you are listening to your Great Mother the Queen. She tells you ‘I love my Red Children as well as my White. I know it is hard for them to live and I have always helped those that live in need in other parts of my Dominion.’ We have agreed about what the Queen is willing to do for you, so that you never need go hungry, as Sweetgrass has said.”

Big Bear seemed to be pondering Sweetgrass as if the interpreter was simply a medium, a bird flying by perhaps.

Big Bear: “Councillor?”

Governor Morris: “Yes. I am her Head Councillor.”

Big Bear: “The Queen speaks to us?”

Governor Morris: “Yes. You have heard her voice, whom God bless and preserve long to reign over us.”

There was a momentary silence.

Big Bear: “The White Queen is — a woman.”

Peter Erasmus jerked; he glanced swiftly at McKay, who had grunted at the word, then began to translate just as a high shriek rose from somewhere far back in the crowd. It could have been one of the young men forked so easily on their restless horses along the high ridge, but as it lifted and grew to suddenly return like echo from the hills across the river it was obvious no one human voice could raise that cry. The last English syllable vanished as in a deep underground rumble that burst into immense laughter bouncing from person to person until the hillside was rocketing with sound. Even the inner circle of chiefs grinned. But the Governor, the commissioners, the police stood rigid with darkened faces. The Governor swung about to Erasmus, his voice shivering,

“Tell that — that — I didn’t come here to have my Sovereign Queen insulted by some big-mouth savage. Either they stop immediately or —”

McKay and Christie both had hands on his arm, speaking swiftly under their breath. Erasmus, confused, said nothing. There was no need; the chiefs were all studying the Governor and Sweetgrass raised his hand until slowly the sound died.

“My friend,” he said in his soft clear voice to Big Bear, “this is the one who speaks for the Queen. She is the Grandmother. Her councillors wear blue coats and her police and chiefs wear red coats so that whenever we meet we know we are meeting friends. We have accepted his hand, and we wear her red coats.”

Big Bear slowly arose. The Governor had regained control of his face once more; McKay gestured, Kerr came forward with three folding chairs and the Governor and then the two commissioners seated themselves. The sun, now low on the hill, threw their shadows in long blocks across the policemen standing at attention with their coiled and spiralled instruments still aloft, still gleaming.

Big Bear spoke more deliberately than ever, his voice as loud. The buffalo robe built him huge against the sun.

“Yes, you wear her red coats. And you have given your hand.”

There was a long pause but he said nothing further. James Seenum, seated beside Sweetgrass, said:

“I think The Great Spirit, under whom we all live, put it into their hearts to come to our help. It is all becoming so different, I do not know. I feel as if I saw life when I saw that one saying they would help us. Think of our children.”

“Yes, you have given away your hand,” said Big Bear again as if he had not heard. Then he turned and deliberately named the Wood Cree, “And you, Seenum, have been touched by the water of the missionary John McDougall who sits here among you.” His finger swung to a bearded man. “He advised you to give your hand. And you, Sweetgrass, have been touched by the water of the missionary who wants us to call him ‘father,’ and he named you ‘Abraham.’ They have come from somewhere, we do not know, and they say they talk for the One Great Spirit. Good. I am not a disobedient child. I have always been the friend of the white man but I was never a Company chief, or a Missionary chief. I am chief of the River, the First People. It is a hard life I and my children live. And now I no longer understand and feel as I once understood when I did not see so many white men before me who spoke for so much that none of us ever needed to feel or see before. The White Queen is our Mother. Good. I am not a disobedient child. She will feed us when we are hungry. Good. I am thankful for food. She is our Mother under The Great Spirit. Good. Under the Spirit as missionary McDougall there says? Or the other one says, Lacombe? Or as I say? I throw back no man’s hand, but I say I am fed by the Mother Earth. The only water I will be touched by comes from above, the rain from The Only One who makes the grass grow and the rivers run and the buffalo feed there and drink so that I and my children live. That we have life!”

Big Bear’s voice was a tremendous cry echoing over the valley, and again with the interpreter; as if again and again in any language the words of themselves would refuse to stop sounding. And over them suddenly there broke the sharpness of hooves. A horse had vanished on the ridge above and was running as if shot from a bowstring, its head stretched straight, its tail bannering, running as if by itself. Nothing in the beautiful demonstration of ceremonial riding given when the Governor first arrived at Fort Pitt had matched this, as it appeared, unconscious, intense, pointed speed downward suddenly unleashed. But for hooves drumming one would have thought the animal did not touch the ground. It ran, down. Below the police however its direction turned; towards them; drumming diagonally across the tilted earth with no shift in speed. Clearly now there was a naked leg hooked over its back, an arm through its streaming mane. As it shot past below the two rows of policemen with their faces rigid before them, their steady stares crossing each other at the flagpole and passing on somewhere against the sky, the muzzle of a gun lifted under that straining neck. The bullet had passed up between the rows, beneath the flag and over the Governor’s head before the crack above motion and hoofbeats snapped him into understanding what had happened. At least he had kept his face under control, thanks to that mesmeric speed. The horse disappeared north, among the tent poles along the creek. He hissed over his shoulder to McKay,

“Macleod, get Macleod to get whoever that was!”

“Listen,” McKay whispered, “listen to them. I wonder, Macleod should maybe get his name, yeah, but —”

“That’s dangerous!”

“Just listen.”

The Chipewyan chief, The Fish, was speaking in his ponderous Cree as if they had not just sat in silence, watching. “We have all taken his hand. We all think it is for our good. That is all.”

Big Bear: “Stop. Stop! My friends!”

His right arm swung over the seated people, longer and longer out from the clutched robe as if in its urgency that incredible voice, the pinched thrust-forward face, would leap the entire man out at them stripped.

“I have not seen this Governor before. I have seen Mr. Christie many times. I do not know what the Company has to do with the Grandmother —”

“Mr. Christie has nothing any longer to do with the Company,” Morris interrupted as the sentence began in translation. “He is no longer with the Company. He is now the Queen’s Commissioner.”

For the first time Big Bear looked at the Governor. There was not a flicker of change on his face; it was the perfectly impersonal look with which he might have studied a trail he wished to remember, a rock whose detail needed some deliberate thought to scar on his memory. Finally this look moved an instant to Christie, to McKay, and then more slowly about the circle of the chiefs; it returned to the Governor.

Big Bear: “I heard the Governor was to come, and I said that I shall see him. When I see him I will make one request. There is something that I dread. To feel the rope around my neck. It is not given to us by The Great Spirit that Redmen or Whitemen should spill each other’s blood.”

The Governor stared about. “What was that, that about the rope? Repeat it.”

Erasmus gestured to McKay for corroboration, “That was just the way he said it, ‘There is something that I dread. To feel the rope around my neck.’”

“But who’s ever said anything about ropes, eh? About hanging?”

“I dunno,” McKay muttered.

“He’s obviously a coward.”

Christie snorted, “He’s no coward! I could tell you stories, he’s got more Blackfeet scalps than —”

McKay interrupted, “He’s no coward, nah! I dunno, but sure, he knows that’s the way we punish killing. The police have made that clear enough if they didn’t know it before, but he sure did. That’s the worst insult for a warrior to get it like that, I dunno. Maybe he means our law, the whole thing. It’s beginning to rub him. Like you can’t talk without pictures, I don’t think he was even talking to you there, when he said it.”

“What?”

“He was talking to them other chiefs. Look at them.”

The Governor looked. They all sat with bowed heads as if they had again all remembered a single thing. He settled more erectly in his chair. He had personally negotiated three treaties that gave his country more lands than any one negotiator in history, anywhere on earth, bloodlessly, and no one man would stand in the way of the fourth and largest. From the very beginning, except for a few minor malcontents, the big chiefs had been happy, sometimes like Sweetgrass even effusive in their gratitude for what the Government was agreeing to do for them. They were afraid, as who could blame them, of the terrible smallpox, and even more of the vanishing buffalo. Whatever this Big Bear meant — so he was no minor chief, so he spoke for perhaps eighty perhaps as many as a hundred lodges, six or eight hundred people out on the prairie — it was clear the Queen’s will had to be laid down for him, once and for all. He gestured to Erasmus.

Governor Morris: “It was given us by The Great Spirit, man shall not shed his brother’s blood, and it was spoken to us that he who sheds his brother’s blood should have his own spilt. There can be only one law at a time; the law here now,” he gestured behind him to the lined police, “is the Great Queen’s. The good Indian needed to fear no Indian law; the good Indian now needs to fear no Queen’s law. He will be safer than he ever has been for the redcoats are here to protect Indians and whites. Look at the Blackfoot Confederation. The American traders were taking their fur and giving them nothing — only whisky which, when they drank, they didn’t know what they were doing. They stabbed their friends and sometimes killed their own children. Two years ago the Queen’s redcoats came and punished those traders and sent them back where they belonged. Last summer the Blackfeet were able to buy two thousand horses with their robes, robes that before would have gone to the Americans for whisky. That is the way things are.”

Big Bear: “I have said it. There is something that I dread. To feel the rope around my neck.”

Governor Morris: “Why are you so anxious about bad men? The Queen’s law punishes murder with death. No one changes that, not the Queen nor her Councillors. I cannot change that.”

The chief’s raised hand fell, his face lifted and he spoke directly to the Governor.

“I find something very bitter in my mouth; I cannot swallow it. Our tongues should be sweet today.”

Governor Morris, smiling: “Mr. Christie has already handed out many sweet things! To those who made their marks, with all their families.”

Big Bear: “There are many things left undone. It does not taste good to leave them like that.”

Governor Morris: “Left undone! I don’t know what is left undone!”

Big Bear: “I must see my people before I can say more.”

Governor Morris: “Haven’t the chiefs here told you the conditions of the treaty? They have. I have been here eight days and we have agreed on everything. The Cree are the principal tribe of plains Indians; this has been the fourth time that I have met my Cree brothers with a treaty in my hand. And standing here on this — uh, sitting — on this ground I cast my eyes to where the sun rises, down to the great lakes and I see a broad road leading from there to the Red River, I see it stretching on to Fort Ellice, I see it branching there, one to Qu’Appelle and Cypress Hills, the other to Carlton and on to here, Fort Pitt, and to Whitefish Lake and on into the far land of the Chipewyans. A broad road, and all along it I see the Governor and the commissioners of the Queen taking the Indian by the hand, saying, we are brothers, we will lift you up, we will teach you the cunning of the white man. All along the road I see Indians gathering, I see gardens growing and houses building. I see them receiving money from the Queen’s commissioners, I see them enjoying their hunting and fishing as before, I see them living as they have always lived, but with the Queen’s gift in addition. I met the Saulteaux at the North-west Angle, the Cree at Qu’Appelle, at Ellice, at Carlton, and now at Fort Pitt. They read my face and through that my heart, and said my words were true. They all gave me their hands on behalf of the Queen. What they did I wish you to do.”

Big Bear spoke heavily into the long hush, “I am glad that we will be helped, so much. And always there is the land.”

Governor Morris: “I am glad to see you thankful. And of course, the land —”

James McKay erupted into loud Cree: “The Willow People wanted to lend us the land for four years, but we aren’t here to trade for land. We aren’t buying land! We aren’t here to make peace because we have never been at war! All we want is to protect you and your lands from the white settlers that are coming, who’ll build houses in places you want to live yourselves. So we say, choose the places where you wish to live. They will be reserved to you forever. Otherwise, when the Queen’s white children come no one will be happy.”

Big Bear: “No one can choose for only himself a piece of the Mother Earth. She is. And she is for all that live, alike.”

James McKay: “The Queen Mother must care for all her children, not only her red ones.”

Big Bear: “The Governor says we will live as we have always lived. I have always lived on the Earth with my people, I have always moved as far as I wished to see. We take what the Earth gives us when we need anything, and we leave the rest for those who follow us. What can it mean, that I and my family will have a ‘reserve of one square mile’? What is that?”

James McKay: “Since you are a chief and have a large family, you will receive land in proportion. All your band can receive land in one place.”

Big Bear stared about his circle. “Who can receive land? From whom would he receive it?”

The question they had not spoken; which they had perhaps suppressed, or in the moments of excitement perhaps forgotten even in their endless discussions, wrote itself with a paint like hunger on every face. The land lay before them, shading with the seasons of sun and rain, overcast and snow, eternally variable and forever again the same. Who indeed could give it?

But the Governor nodded to McKay. The questions had always before been there, somewhere; perhaps never so sharply put but certainly lurking under all the little queries and bickerings, and once or twice even spoken aloud by some rash, some contrary nobody like that Saulteaux with no following who could momentarily look a month or year down the road. But the old chiefs knew; they were afraid for their people before surveyors, settlers, sickness, whisky traders — the Pacific railway was now halted in scandal but if anyone, anywhere, found a spot of gold on this river, the deluge was unstoppable by man or government or God himself — there was so obviously nothing these natives could do before such scourges, all as one impossible to their way of life. The old chiefs knew. Here there simply remained to do what had been done often before: be immovable, repeat everything once more in a good farewell speech. And shake hands. He arose, began again to say what he had long planned.

Governor Morris: “I wish Big Bear to tell Bobtail and the other headmen with him now on the plains, to tell them what has been done, that it is for them also, just as if they were here. Next year they and their people can join the treaty and they will lose nothing. Of the treaty. I wish you to understand, fully, and to tell the others. The North West Council is making a law that will protect the buffalo, and all men, Indian and white, will obey it. The Government will not interfere with the Indian’s way of life, it will not bind him. We only wish to show you how to live from the soil, to make a living on the reserves. Your poor you must help yourselves, as we all do, and only when Providence should send a great famine or pestilence over all Indian people will the Queen help feed and clothe you. So it is with all the Queen’s children. They must all work for their food.

“And now I have done. I,” the Governor was turning to them all spread before him, smiling to say his last great words. But Big Bear still stood, and again with his naked arm high; the palm a black bar thrust into the flaming sun about to settle on the ridge. Erasmus gestured his quandry to the Governor, for the chief had spoken. The Governor hesitated; again the deep voice.

Big Bear: “I do not understand. What is this ‘North West Council’?”

Governor Morris: “The Great Queen’s highest councillors in these territories; they advise her on what laws must be made. They wear blue coats, as you see.”

Big Bear was studying the blue-coated McKay, who suddenly smiled hugely.

James McKay: “There isn’t a horse strong enough for me to run the buffalo now; I can only sit in a chair before a table, or in a special wagon I made for myself. And talk, certainly.”

Big Bear spoke softly following the laughter that greeted the humour of friend and half-blood brother: “Ahh. You remember the great run we had once, south from Sounding Lake that carried us all day into Blackfoot country. The year the land was as if The Only One snowed buffalo.”

James McKay: “The Company never had so much good pemmican.”

The Governor stared from one to the other as Erasmus steadily translated; he said in an undertone, “My Honourable James, the sun is very low; campfires will suffice for that.”

McKay gestured almost impatiently, not turning to the Governor for the chief had spoken again in the usual council tone.

Big Bear: “When the White Queen makes a law for the buffalo, it’s good she has such a councillor. But I see only three blue coats; perhaps there should be a few more of them, since all,” he lifted his head slightly to the hillside, “will have to obey this law. Whatever it is.”

Governor Morris: “Oh. Of course the Councillors will consult with the chiefs before the buffalo law is passed. Of course.”

Big Bear: “That I do not understand. Of course. I come from where my people hunt the buffalo and I am told that the treaty is such and such. I and my people have not heard what the treaty says and already nothing of it can be changed. It is already done, though we never heard of it. I told you what I wish. That there be no hanging.”

Governor Morris: “What you say cannot be granted; why do you keep talking about bad men? The law is the same for red and white.”

Big Bear: “That may be. But itself, it is only white.”

There was a long pause.

Big Bear, softly: “I am glad we are to be helped, but why don’t the chiefs speak?”

The Fish: “Sweetgrass has already spoken for us all.”

Big Bear: “And when am I to speak for my people?”

Governor Morris: “You are doing so now.”

Big Bear: “You must forgive me, I cannot seem to understand anything here. I have not spoken of anything this treaty speaks about. I have mentioned one very big matter, and another, and about these I have heard only that they will not be granted. These matters all go only one way. About the treaty as it is I have not been able to say anything yet.”

The Governor allowed himself no look to heaven. He sighed and began again with careful, tireless diction, speaking sentences precisely and pausing at the end of each for interpretation.

Governor Morris: “The basic treaty as it stands is that which three years ago the Saulteaux and Swampy Cree accepted at the Northwest Angle. There were four thousand of them there, you are a handful compared to that, and after long deliberation it was good to them what I said and they made their marks. Two years ago the Cree and Saulteaux at Qu’Appelle agreed to it in Treaty Number Four, and last year the Swampy Cree and Saulteaux at Lake Winnipeg. And this summer we came to you with the same treaty, Number Six. It is the same as the others. We negotiated many days and added and changed some clauses at Fort Carlton, as Big Child and Star Blanket wished. Then they and Red Pheasant and the others and later also The Beardy, who at first had many objections too, made their marks. Now here at Pitt these chiefs have spoken. They have deliberated many days; they have asked the Reverend John McDougall and Peter Erasmus for advice. And then they have all signed. They all agree it is good.”

Big Bear: “Star Blanket is a chief. Sweetgrass is a chief. I also am a chief.”

Governor Morris: “The Queen has not and will not negotiate and change the conditions of the treaty with every single chief.”

Big Bear: “The land is one for us all, so we must all talk and agree.”

Governor Morris: “Yes. And I think you are not wiser than all your brothers.”

The flag clicked noticeably against its pole; the hillside was bright, but long shadows were spreading up the river. The Governor continued:

“Whether you make your mark or not, the white men will come. Whether you take a reserve or not, white settlers will take land and the Queen Mother will say it is theirs. We can do no more, these words to which so many chiefs have set their marks, on this leather, are our last words. If you cannot give me your hand now, you may do so when you have spoken with your people, and it will be as if you had done it today. It will not be made hard for you.”

While Erasmus translated the last sentence, Big Bear began to move in a sacred way; as if he held aloft the Pipestem, though his hands were empty; he did not even raise them where he stood. He turned full circle from the People seated on the north slope, then east to the rigid policemen and the Governor with his party, south to the People, and finally west to those on the hillside against the red sun. Before Sweetgrass his formal turn seemed to hesitate; then he completed the circle and sat down in his place. His robe was about his shoulders, he had become no more than a mound against the light. The Governor sighed, waited a moment for a possible word, anywhere, then began once more to end it.

Governor Morris: “And now I have done, I am going away. The country is very large; there is room for all. It is too large for one Governor and another will be sent in my place. I hope you will receive him as you have done me, that you will speak frankly to him and give him your confidence. He will live among you, already at the ford on the Battle River they are building a house for him, and for a judge to interpret the law also. All will be for the best.

“Indians of the prairie and forest, I bid you farewell. I do not expect to see you again, face to face. My heart is happy that you have listened to me, to the words I bring from the Great White Queen. When I return to my home beyond the great lakes I will often think of you and will rejoice in your prosperity. I ask God to bless you, and your children forever. Farewell.”

The seated chiefs arose, a deep sound of agreement, of approbation spreading across the hill. They stepped forward, shaking hands, making short statements of satisfaction and farewell. When their circle was complete, Sweetgrass took the Governor’s hand once more and lifted it high.

Sweetgrass: “O Great Spirit, our Master who has power and all things, I speak to you. Look on this parting. I beg good life for us all. I beg your blessing on us who are often hungry; who are often afraid; who do not understand. I beg for us all good life. As long as this earth stands and this river flows.”

McKay signalled. The North West Mounted Police band quickly hoisted its instruments into position and, with a stagger, began ‘God Save the Queen.’ The whites stood rigid, the adult Indians respectfully motionless as always, but as the afternoon lengthened the children had begun to flit about between the seated People, quite ignored by them, and now they drew closer to the flagpole. Their eyes goggled at the strange contortions of the gold-stripes’ faces, at the fantastic sounds blaring at them. They had heard these blasts at the end of every council, but they were too wild to recall clearly and they heard them again as for the first time. The children stared, openmouthed.

The sounds ended and the hillside spread, everywhere. After a time the Governor became aware again of Big Bear, still seated. He stood looking at the stubborn chief through the People walking, running between them; McKay and Christie stood at his shoulder. Suddenly Big Bear got up and faced them. Not a feather in his hair, nose one long blade, his face a pattern of lines powered together almost black by sun and wind. He was walking forward, holding out his open hand. Smiling, the Governor took a step.

Big Bear: “I am glad to meet you. I am alone and my River People are on the hunt; the buffalo come and People must follow. I do not throw back your hand, but I accept nothing. I am not a disobedient child. I will tell my people what I have heard here.”

Governor Morris: “Yes, yes, very good, and you must all come next year, and it then will be as if you had done so this year. Yes. I have travelled over seven hundred miles already just to see you, and talked for many moons. The Queen and her Councillors in Ottawa want the very best for all their children.”

Sweetgrass: “It is for the good of our children. I want to dig up a small piece of land to grow food. We should all do that.”

As Erasmus translated for the Governor, Big Bear turned to Sweetgrass. And his hand rose to the sun, one gigantic red ball sliced through by the knobbly line of the ridge.

“My old women should have it ready now,” he said, almost laughing. “Buffalo cow tongue, maybe a few humps.”

“Ah-h-h,” sighed Sweetgrass. “Yes. Yes.”

They were walking away, leaving the Governor and his party at the foot of the crooked flagpole. Through the indistinguishable black shapes of their people riding, running across the slopes and benches of hillside, they were walking slowly on the shoulder of the hill together.

III

John McDougall: The Holy Scriptures say it is the fool who multiplies words without knowledge.

Mention the treaty and there is no end of such words, from “lazy savages, given our money every year,” to “everything they had, how could you take part in that, John McDougall?” Let me tell you, my father spent his life on the Methodist mission frontiers of the north, first in Canada, then in Manitoba, and finally in the North West where he died. I, his eldest, was child among the Ojibway and Saulteaux, youth among Swampy and Wood Cree, and man among the Plains Cree. In 1873 my brother David (the trader, he had no calling to the Church) and I built Morley Mission for the Mountain Stoneys on the border of the Blackfoot country where not even the Hudson’s Bay Company had dared establish a permanent post. From Edmonton House on the North Saskatchewan to Fort Benton on the Missouri, five hundred miles as a bird flies over grass and rivers, there was exactly one other white habitation, the mission of the Roman Catholic Scollen (American whisky runners are neither white nor red; they are Abomination). I have ridden fifty miles in a forenoon and been as ready for as many more after; I have slept through blizzards with little beyond a blanket about my shoulders and a low fire at my feet. If my rides for supplies from Victoria Mission to Red River or from Morley to Fort Benton sound unbelievable even to the police, who laboured over these trails themselves, how can I help it? Every day of my life I have thanked God in my prayers for the body He gave me. So when I hear words about the Indian treaties, I take a long look at where they come from.

Has he ever tried to swallow buffalo liver steaming from the carcass, and sprinkled with gall for taste? Has he ever tried to translate a single word into another language? What would he do with “treason,” with “the Queen, her crown and dignity” among a people who have no concept of state and even if they had could not imagine a woman having state dignity, much less a crown, whatever that might be?

Everyone knows everything that should have been said, now.

Let me tell you, in June of 1874, when my brother and I returned from two months and nine hundred miles of ox trail to Fort Benton for supplies we found that our father had arrived with a letter from the Canadian government asking me to explain the coming of the Mounted Police to the plains tribes. The police would set out from Fort Dufferin in early July. I arrived home at midnight; by noon the next day I was riding for the commission instructions two hundred and twenty miles away in Edmonton. I have been in the North West since 1862 and as far as I know no Ottawa politician has ever understood travel on the plains.

No one who has not had the experience can understand what horses fed on southern Alberta grass can accomplish, if ridden properly. In hardly a week I was back and immediately with the Stony chief Bearspaw I departed for the plains. Not even when the smallpox cut down over half the Blackfoot had the Plains Cree been able to conquer the confederacy, though in 1870 they tried at the Belly River, the biggest Indian battle ever to take place on the Canadian plains. But what no other Indian could do with bow or gun the Americans without a thought had done with the bottle. All the plains chiefs understood now; only white men could protect them from the American whisky runners; the chiefs listened. But there were always the savage young men astride their beautiful horses. They wanted glory.

David had to return to Fort Benton for more supplies and our wives and children were again alone above the Bow. I had been gone forty days when I met the last small party of Bloods in the border country. I finished the final arrangements for the return trip with my companions and, instead of sleeping, took two horses and rode north alone that very evening. At midnight I crossed the ford of the old north trail where Fort Macleod now stands. The early autumn moon was almost full and the plains to my right, the humped-up foothills to my left came to me in a glow as if a silver mist were drifting down upon me from heaven itself. Out of the morning lightness the sun slid up like a bloody stone; it left exactly the same colour edging the snow on the mountains as I rode over the last foothill and saw our fort below. What a joyous evening! One hundred and forty miles of trail in twenty-four hours’ riding.

Each family had a two-room area within the fort, but while we men were gone all lived together. My Elizabeth told me that only the evening before two Siksika men burst in at our door after the children were asleep. Both were gruesomely painted, and armed, and our dear wives were numb with fear. They had only a breech-loading shotgun I had left for bird shooting and of course they had no thought to try and use it. After a moment Mrs. David began to sing “All Hail the Power of Jesus Name,” and then it came to my wife she should slip away and get our Stony cook who could speak Blackfoot. “I don’t know how many times I sang that one verse,” Mrs. David laughed, though she shivered still. “It was all I could remember, and they walked around me, looking, but didn’t touch anything.” When the women came back our cook persuaded the men to leave, but no one in the fort had slept that night any more than I on the trail.

Who could doubt why I had suddenly felt I should ride through the night? We read Psalm 121 together and I was in the midst of prayer when the outer gate creaked. I was barely up from my knees when our door burst open. In the flare of light from the kitchen fire all we could see was rifles and paint.

I turned my back to them, reached for the candle and deliberately bent down and lit it at the fire. Then I turned and went to the door. Their leader had taken one step in at the door and still stood in exactly the same position. When I lifted the light I knew why he had stopped so suddenly; not five days before that I had been in his camp on the plains a hundred and fifty miles east and from there, as he knew very well, I had travelled south with my party. Now here I was.

“Come,” I said in Blackfoot, and gestured. Holding their guns carefully they crowded in; there were twelve of them — I would have hoped not quite so many — and they sat down on the ground all about the three walls of our kitchen. My wife and Mrs. David had risen and sat in their chairs before the fire, but from their expressions I do not think they would have been able to walk into the next room where the children slept, even had I ordered them. No more than any other Indians are Siksika warriors cold-blooded murderers; now that nothing had happened the instant they entered there was, I knew, some chance for hope. But several had short handguns, and two repeating Winchesters.

I placed the candle in its holder on the table and sat down beside my wife’s feet, more or less in their circle. Beyond a few words I speak no Blackfoot, and they knew that too. There was silence. They looked at me and I looked at them.

Suddenly one spoke, in Cree, “When did you come?”

“Just now.”

The speaker said something to the leader who, after a further moment staring at me, murmured back.

“He asks,” said the Cree speaker, “when do you sleep?”

“When there is time.”

And I laughed as I said it, without a trace of humour. God knows I felt it for an instant stronger than ever before, though I never mentioned it to my father and all the years I worked with him I do not know if he ever felt it, what these squatting men had reason enough to feel towards us. They never rode over the country like I; they had no empires to organize. You may believe me that as I sat there, the touch of my wife’s foot bringing me the tremor of her body and the firelight glazing those, other, fantastic bodies and slowly the smell gathered of horses and sweat and buffalo grease and a distant tinge of wildness, almost as of sweetgrass crushed under running horses’ hooves, and it seemed I was again riding the North Trail which Bring Down The Sun told me all Indian peoples had made when they first came from the north more generations past than he could know: there was the land, beautiful immensity. And I remembered Captain William Butler. On his official tour of inspection in 1870 he told my father: “It is humiliating to an Englishman that so fine a country should be totally neglected.”

Believe me I am not one to let my mind wander, especially when surrounded, but the dark sullen face I saw so close now behind the ochre streaks, so much closer than at the camp where he was a minor councillor and had not condescended to get off his horse to hear what he already knew I had told more than enough of his people, such a face and such a body hewn down as only a horse and wind can hew them on the open prairie, I could not but love him for that he must and would forever hate me.

Into that long silence after my little laugh the door again opened. Doors are bother enough for Indians, leave alone the whiteness of knocking. In the darkness there stood five Stoneys. They stopped on the threshold when they saw the Siksikas and for a time they looked at the guns, the breechclouts tied tight for action. I got up.

“We saw you ride over the hill, John,” Chiniki said. All Indians call me by my first name.

“You’re welcome,” I said, though for a moment I could have wished them far away. The Siksikas began to lean their guns against the wall; my Elizabeth reached forward and swung the kettle over the fire. “We were all just going to have tea,” I said.

Believe me, that was exactly the problem. Something as supposedly innocent as tea. It strengthens you so much better than water. Or tobacco; it tastes so much better than the inside scrapings of willow bark. Or steel knives. Or horses; how can they be compared to dogs? Guns were never anything but a curse to the prairie peoples; they would have been useful for stalking but with a good horse to run buffalo the old ball-and-powder flintlocks were incredibly dangerous during a flat-out gallop. A man with a bow could put three arrows behind a running shoulder in the time one with a gun could perhaps get off a single shot that might as easily blow off his hand as knock over the beast. The Sharps rifle, that could kill buffalo up to distances of a mile and so made running them obsolete, barely reached the Canadian Indians before the herds were wiped out. They needed guns for nothing except to more conveniently kill each other. Or whites. And of course, human nature being what it is, such convenience becomes very shortly the greatest necessity of all.

So what can anyone, Big Bear included, think I would say at the treaty at Fort Pitt in 1876? The Cree had always treated the white man as a brother, they intermarried and lived together, but the Blackfoot confederacy for centuries hated whites as halfgods, halfdevils capable of any good or evil they wilfully chose to visit upon them and so to be feared, flattered, or killed as possible. And now the words I gave them about the police had proven true; the traders had fled, the police were absolutely just. They had found Commissioner Macleod so admirable that Bullhead, giant and often drunk chief of the Sarcees, gave him his own name, and the place where headquarters was built quickly changed names from “The-place-where-the-north-trail-crosses-Oldman-River” to “The-place-where-Bullhead-lives.” The prayers that concluded every meeting I had with the prairie bands in 1874 — they prayed in their fashion as fervently as I; most whites find it impossible to imagine how deeply every Indian action is rooted in his, albeit almost completely false and most tragically limited, faith in The Great Spirit — were so movingly answered. The Queen’s law had come, what could I say?

Acting both for the Canadian government and the church, my father had instructed me to attend the treaty. They found his body on Sunday, February 6, 1876; on Saturday, April 29 my son, whom we named after him, was born; in accordance with the treaty timetable sent me, I was at Fort Carlton in late July. After waiting a week, the message came that the commissioners would be one month delayed. Chief Bearspaw of the Stoneys was with me and I wanted very much for him to understand about the treaty with the Crees but now there was nothing for it but return to Edmonton and return later. Bearspaw rode back six hundred and sixty miles, while I could come only to treaty for the upper river bands at Fort Pitt. When I arrived September 2, on the hills and along creek ravines stood the lodges of at least one thousand Cree. Perhaps a thousand more could have been there, and those the most savage who lived on nothing but buffalo and Blackfoot raids, the ones with Big Bear who most needed the highest official explanations, but governments never explain their delays. The final results of this one were seen in 1885.

The first man I met in that teeming camp was Peter Erasmus. Big Child and Star Blanket, Peter told me, had their sons track him far south on the plains where he with James Seenum’s band was on the buffalo hunt; they wanted him to interpret for them at the Carlton treaty. (That was Peter’s last buffalo running, but neither of us dreamt it at the time.) Governor Morris had declared that the government paid for translation, but Big Child insisted that either they paid for their own man, to give them the words personally, or there would be no talk. The commissioners could hardly like that, especially gigantic James McKay who was half Cree himself, but they had to agree. And when I heard Peter make intelligible that official English, I doubted I could have done better myself.

But I prepared myself. I made careful note of all the Governor said and on September 8 when a messenger came to my tent, asking me to come to the Indian council, I was ready with a prayer on my lips. They asked me to sit between Sweetgrass and James Seenum. (Big Bear was quite wrong when he said I had baptized Seenum; he was baptized a Methodist by the Reverend Henry Bird Steinhauer, our Ojibway missionary to the Cree and who was father to my first wife Abigail.) Beside Seenum sat Peter, and I knew he had already been explaining for more than a day. Rarely, not even the many times I have preached the Gospel, have I felt such a weight upon me as I did then, looking around the motionless faces of that dark council tent.

Sweetgrass had loved my father. My father often said that Indians baptized as Papists usually showed only the best and rarely any of the worst qualities of that sad heresy. So it was with Sweetgrass, or Abraham if you will, who smiled and said,

“Two summers ago this young man came to tell us of the coming police. Everything he told us was true. Last summer his father told us of the one who speaks for the Queen Mother who would come to deal with us justly; that no more poles would be put in the ground or land measured before he came to deal with us. And now the Governor is here; yesterday we heard what he had to say. This young man’s father is no longer here to counsel us, but him I know as one white man who has an Indian heart. Peter Erasmus has told us what happened at Carlton; I want John to tell us in his words what has been said here so we can fully understand.”

I thanked Sweetgrass and his council for their confidence, then I began. Since Her Majesty desired to open for settlement the territory they now roamed, she wished them to consign that territory to her and her successors, forever, on the following conditions:

Her Majesty agreed to set aside reserves of land for them in a ratio of one square mile for each five-member family; to maintain schools if they desired; not to deprive them of their habitual hunting rights; to distribute monies of five dollars per person every year, with fifteen dollars for each councillor and twenty-five dollars for each chief; to provide ammunition and twine for nets every year to a sum of fifteen hundred dollars; to supply each Indian agent with a medicine chest; to provide each family working at cultivation with four hoes, two spades, two scythes and one whetstone, two hayforks and two reaping-hooks, two axes, one cross-cut saw, one handsaw, one pit saw and the necessary files; also one plow for every three families, and to each chief, for the use of his band, one chest of carpenter’s tools. Further, to supply each band with enough wheat, barley, potatoes and oats to seed the land actually broken, as well as four oxen, one bull and six cows, one boar and two sows, and one handmill when the band had sufficient grain. Each chief should receive also, every three years, a suit of clothing; also on signing the treaty, a flag and a medal, and as soon as convenient, one horse, harness and wagon. Finally, should pestilence or general famine overtake any band, the Queen, on being satisfied of the same by her Indian agent, would relieve that calamity with all due speed. On their part, the Indians agreed to choose their reserves and behave themselves according to Her law, as good and loyal subjects of Her Majesty the Queen.

Sweetgrass then put out his hand, to my shoulder. “I thank you John,” he said, “for every word. When you speak, I hear my own voice, and I want you all to hear his words this way. Now John my grandson, I have one hard thing to ask you.”

I would not have thought that old, old man would have had such strength in the hand that tightened on my shoulder. Believe me, within my heart I praised God for the confidence that he, at that time praised by the Hudson’s Bay Company as the wisest of the Plains Cree chiefs — “when you speak I hear my own voice” — the incredible confidence he placed in me. But Sweetgrass knew I had never acted in any other way than was consistent with a minister of the Methodist Church. A Canadian patriot and loyal to my Queen. Who could know that within nine years I would stand on that very spot and see Fort Pitt devastated? Stand there as chief guide and chaplain to the Canadian troops pursuing the Plains Cree who had wrought the devastation? Some of whom sat there motionless, facing us in that very tent. The heart of a policeman dried on a stake. Who could know? But was not the dread of that in us both — in how many seated there — as his grip tightened? Yet what word could he expect. Or Big Bear. To such a question.

“I want you to go further,” Sweetgrass said in his mellow voice, “and forget you are a white man. You are one of us. You understand every word and you are one of us. John my grandson, what do you say?”

The winter before, before Christmas 1875, I was out for over two weeks on the plains and saw not one single buffalo. Our hunting party faced starvation, and David and I rode sixty miles into a blizzard one day to reach Morley and send back supplies to the rest. For New Year 1876, my father and mother returned from the Highwood River where they had been visiting the Siksika; he told me he had expansion plans for another mission that spring and also that the buffalo were coming up country between the Bow and the Red Deer. Shortly after New Year’s I began preparations for a fresh meat hunt. The weather grew steadily colder and I was so short of men that father would have to help. We left Tuesday, January 18. Father drove a four-horse team on the bobsled, my cousin Mose and I followed with a string of single horse sleds and leading the buffalo-runners. Hector, a Stony, joined us with a sled next day.

By Friday we were only half loaded and, since the buffalo were moving steadily to the hills, we left the prairie and camped by a knob on Nose Creek where there was shelter and wood. On Sunday we rested, as always, and could see from our lookout the herds moving westward. Monday morning we were up in the leaden daylight — there was no sunrise — and though I immediately located a small group of buffalo, my unshod horse refused to run on ground frozen glassy between drifts. I picked a fine farrow cow and, from one knee, knocked her down with a long shot. I straightened her for skinning, waved to Hector and tried my second runner. He ran, but slipped badly on his first turn and I just had time to get my leg up as we crashed down. By the time Hector came up, and my father too, I could hobble about. They tried to deter me but I had one more plan. On one sled was Tom, old now but in his prime a fine buffalo horse. I went back and unhitched him; when I looked out, another small herd had come over the rise. Tom started with a will; though we had another fall, it was not so severe and soon I had five more good cows scattered over the plateau. That was enough, it was very cold and we had to skin fast. There was barely light left and I remember we only had five small biscuits to eat. Father insisted I have three; I would not have it so finally he broke the odd one in two. It was long after dark when we were loaded, and we were about eight miles from camp.

There are certain things never to be washed from the memory. Over the ground, snow ran in drifts before the wind but overhead the stars shone bright as ice. Hector was leading, the four single horses and their sleds followed, with me on the last. My father rode beside me, sometimes he dismounted and walked. We thanked God for the day; we talked of the future. My father was especially happy about the orphanage he planned to begin that spring because only if we began our teaching with infants could we ever, ultimately, win over their race from its red heathenism. At the top of a long hill, about two miles from camp, we gave the sled horses the run and I was parted from him for some time. We crossed the frozen creek and began the long incline when he galloped up beside me.

“I will go ahead,” my father said. “See about Mose and get supper started for when you come.” He pointed ahead to a bright star. “That star is right over our camp, John,” he said.

I looked up, and answered, “Yes, Father.”

And he rode on up the hill into the darkness.

That was the night of Monday, January 24. On Friday we found his horse; saddled, trailing the lariat rope. It was Sunday, February 6, after ten days of search by every man in the area, including the entire Mounted Police post at Fort Calgary, that his frozen body was found. A halfblood not with us came upon it while chasing a buffalo, put it on his sled and brought it to our camp. I lifted the blanket. His face was perfectly natural. It seemed to hold an expression of conscious satisfaction. When he felt death upon him, he had found a level spot and properly laid himself out, limbs straight and hands folded up on his breast.

A man called Shaw had brought about seven hundred cattle through the mountains from Columbia Lakes that fall, 1875.
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