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TIE ORIGINKE, ORGANIZATION AND ROLE OF THE BISON HUNT
IN THE RED RIVER VALLEY

Pater Walker

Throughout the eighteenth century and on into the ninetcenth,
the Canadian Northwest was progressively opened up by traders 1o search
of more -~ and botter - furs. The length of journey that could be under-
taken, however, was governed to a certaln extent by the amount of provislons
that could he carried in the canomes or obktained in trade em route.

In 1778, Peter Pond, a trader and explorer from Mew England,
journeyed north as far as Lake Athabaska. Heye he came inte contact with
the Chipewyan Indians, from whom he learned the secrets af pemmican {Tnnis
J930;:87, Footoote), Peemican is made from meat that has been dried and
beaten and then mixed wlth berries and tallow or fat. This produces a
nen-perishable and easily transportcd food, well sulcced to the needs of
the fur traders. WNow chaina of vcaches could be stocked, making 1t posslble
for the cances to travel well inte the interior witheut the worry of food
procurcment (Kelsey 1956:38),

Presumab !y, the Athabascan Indiaes used mainly meose ov caribou
meat when cthey made pemmican, but the bison {or buffale) meat of the plains
proved to be an exeellent subskibute. Buffalo were plentiful on the plains
and pralries and were within easy reach of the fur-trading posts at Red
River and along the Sazkatchewar, In a letter to Lord Selkirk Im 1811,

Miles Macdonell says that there "could be ne apprehension of any want of
Buffalo meat .... from the vast abundance of the country ..." (Roe 1951:368).

Much of the [ollowing Information on fur Lradiong posts and forts
is taken from Brnest Voothis' Historic Forts and Trading Posts, 1930, There
were many forts bullt areund the avea of the REed and Assipiboine Rivers.
The eatliest were probably those of La Verendrye and hils sons.  These
include Port Rouge and Fort Maurepas, bullt in ‘1734, and Terc La Boine in
1798, The first English fort to be built on the Red River was Froblsher's
Fort, Herley Creek, 1774, The main function of these and other early
forts was undoubtedly the collection of furs. Mackeod and Morcon have
these comments to say on the Red River region:

Lowar Ked River had never been a rilch fur regiom,
atid 1t= coursze from south to north had not made It
of much use to the westward-pressing traders. But
Upper Red River, curving as it did from north to
east, with the wooded Duck and Riding Mountains to
the north and the buffale plains and the timbered
plateau of Turtle Mountain to the south, draiped a
country rich in furs. But all the Red Rliver country
was now an inferior fur district. Tts fur-bearers
had been trapped since the 1680's when the French
traders established themselwes on Lake Superior and
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the English on ludson Bay. Twice ils beoaver had been
cleaned out, once by the French under La Vercndrye and
once by the first Horch West Traders in che 177207s and
1780"s (Macleocd & Mortonm 1963:12).

50 it would seem that by 1790 the imporcance of the arca as a
fur=bearing region had declined somewhat. Despite this, many new posts
ware belng built gll through che repion Ifrom about 1790 on, 45 a glance
through Voorhis® list will show. At Pembina, for example, the Hudson's
Bay Company built a past in 1793, the Horth West Company bullt posts in
1797 and 1BD1, and the X.Y. Company built there in 1801. The Norch West
Company's Fine Fort on the Assiniboine, the chief post for tradiog with
the Mandan, dates from 1784, By 1794 the Hudsom's Bay Company had builce
Brandon Houvsze. In June, 1794, Joho Suthexland, che master of Brandom
house, wrote in his ijournal that rhere werc at least forcy men at different
Nortl West Company posts along the Assinibolne (HRCA, PAM, B199/afl fo.id).
Referring to the Norrh West Company fort of Montagne a la Bogse, Daniel
Harmon remarked that cho fort was on a high bank of the river, overlookiog
good buffalo country (Voorhis 1930:119).

It soems reasnnable to conclude, then, that it was as much for
the trade in pemmican as in furs thal these and many othor posts were
established along the Bed and Assiniboine rivers:

... au the country decllined in importance as a fur
reglon, 1t became more and mure necessary fo the trade
g2 a suource of provigions. It was ite buffale plains
rather than its fur forests that wmade the Red BRiver
country significant to rhe fur traders .... (MacLeod

& Morton 1963:13).

At first, buffalo meat was traded from the local Indians, but
by 1800 the halfbreed offspring of the men of the [ur trade and indianm
women, commonly known as the Metis, had begun to move into the Red Hiver
arca, sesking a livellhood. Hany of the traders took Indian wives and
raised large families. Hot all of these people could find work in che
fur trade, so many of them moved to the prairie to hunk or, less frequently,
to farm. In time rhese Metis became the hunters for the trade.

A5 lonp as the buffzlo came in close to the Red River Settlement,
individuals could hunt independently. Az the herds were driven further
agway it became mocessary for the hunt to take op the form of 4 proup
activity. 'In 1820, the flrst organized buffalo-hunting expeditlon on A
grand scale was made .... in which 340 carts procesded to the range"

{Roe 1251:368). Prom the time of this firsc big hunt of 1820 until
about 1875, buffalo hunts were organized from the Red River Sectlement

twice yearly, 1n June and Seprember:

the proceads of the first are always sold off
to supply their wants in clothing and other
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necessaries For the year, but Ehe second furnishes
thelr winter stock of food {koss 1856:98).

The organizatlon of the hunt developed aleap quite rigid lines,
following the same procedure year after year. A=z a rule the hunters came
from the threc main centyes of Pembina, St. Boniface and White Horse
Plain f{MacLeod & Morton 1943:109). A point of rendezvous was arcranged
aften to rthe west of Pembina, and all the hunters, with their families
and thelr carts, made thelr way Lo a base camp set up theve {Roblnson
1879:1413. S0 many people came that 1t was often a matter of days before
everyone was assembled. In the June hunt of 1840 a toetal nf 1630 proople
took part (Ross 1856:245).

In order to povern and vegulate the hont a serics of offlicevs
were elected by the men of tle camp. The {lrst to be alected was the
hunt chief, whose role was to sees that the Jaws of the hunt were enfoerced
and to settle all disputes. Then ten or twelve councelors were slecred,
" .. who, with the chief, make the laws, decide the dirvectiom of trawvel,
and advise the executlve In all mattervs of doubtful prepriccey' (Hobinson
1879:149). Fuur captains were chosen, cach to command a number of 'soldiers’
who weve to be the police of the hunt (Robinson 1879:149).

Befure the hunt mowed ofF [rom its base camp, these zlected
ufficers held a council to lray down the laws of the hene.  The laws or
rules may have varled slightly from year to year, bul the gisr was usually
the same. The rules for the June hunt of 1840 were as follows:

1. Ho buffalo to be run on the Sabbatch-dav.

2, Ho party to fork off, lag behind, or go before,
without pormission.

3. Mo person or party tu run buflalo befaore the
general ordet,

4, fvery captain with his men, In tura, to patrol
the camwp, and keep guard.

&, For the First trespass against these Iaws, the
offender to have hls saddle and breidle cor up.

6., For the second offence, the coat to Le taken off the
nffender's back, and be cut up.

7. For the third offence, the offender to be Flogged.

&. Any person convicted of theft, even to the valuc
of a sinew, to be brought to the middle of the
camp, and the crier to call out his or her name
three times, adding the word "Thief" each Lime

{Ross 1856:2403,

These laws were designed to keep the people In order and especlally
to dlacourage individuals [rom disturbing the buffale hevds at the cosc

af the main hunt.
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When all the formalivies had been disposed of, the camp broke up
and the great caravan of carts and horsemen sot oFf in scarch of the herds
of buffale. In 1840 the bufiale were sighted after a Journey of twoe
hundred and fifty miles, nineteen days after leaving the settlement
{Ross 1856:253). The following day, four hundred huntsmen lined up,
wvalting for the signal to start. When the 3ipgnal was glven the men
rushed iate the herd, shooting bullale right and lelt, {n this onc
day af least 1375 bufizlo were killed (Rous LB5GE:257),

{Unce the hunt was underway, the rider kept moving, loading his
gunl as he went., Huzzle-loadiog smooth-bore puns were uwsed and each rider
astored his shot im his mwouth (Robinson 1879:1617. After the tun, the
riders went back to identify the anlmals that cach had shoc, "This is
accamplishecd by means of marked bulletsa, the locallty in which the buffale
lies - for which che hnter always keeps a sharp lockout - and the spot
where the huller entered" (Robinson 1879:162),

The hunt would attempl to follow the herd, kllling animals wuntil
all carts were fully loaded with meat, at which time the hunt would end
and the caravan would head for home. In 1340 the people returned to the
settlemont In mid-August. The hunt had taken two months and two days
{Ross 1856:272}).

Thlﬁ; then, bas been a description of the organization of the Red
Eiver hunt. What of the orlgins of this crganizacion? 1In the book,
Cuthberr firant of Grantown, Macleod and Morton stace that Grant was most

often the chlef or captain of the hunt (1963:110). Tihey go on te add that
Grant in fact designed the whole format of the hunt,

The regularity of the procedure in che annual
elecrion of captain and council, the laws governing
the hunt, the stern disciplince of the march and the
run, all these bear the impress of a single personality
and a directing mind. That mind must have been Grant's.
Mo one else among his people had the education, the
experionce, or khe prestige to know how to shape Indian
custom and tradicion inte a coherent gnd intelligent
mode of government and manoeuvre. In particular, oo
ong elses could have been acceptabhle from the first
Le the partles from 5t. Boniface and Pembina as well
a5 tor the hunters of White Horse Plain (MacLeod &
Mortono 1963:113%.

This view seems at khe least to be extremely ethmocentyic. Jefore
the White Man, and therefore by cxtension the Metis, cver set [ooct on the

plains, the Indians of thac region hunted with great discipline "... preserving

{the buffals) for the use of the tribe at large, instead of allowing one
or two ungovernable individualists to stampede them at theix pleasure"
(Roe 1331:375).
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The Omaha Indians were governed by a tribal ceuncil. Each year
the covnell would decide the btime of the communal hunk and whe would lead
it. They alse apprinted 'soldicrs' te pelice it (OLliver 1962:42). Among
the Mandan, the leader of the hunt was sel)ected in council and his appoint-
ment expired at the end of the hune (Oliver 1962:43). It secems, too, that
the idea of some kind of law enforcement was well koown. "ALL true 'lains
tribes cxecept one...had police sooieties" (Oliver 1962:49),

Practically all plains tribes hunted buffalo. Throughour most
of the vear hunting was carried out by small hands or single families. In
the caszc of mest plains people, howewer, many bands, ar even the whole
tribe, c¢ame together In the summer, when a comaenal hunt took place,

Many people were togethor in one place, and Lhere were
peeple whe owed allegiance to different bands. There
waerg impevtant cevemonies to be organized. And, above
all, there was the communal buffale hunt to be undertaken.
Order was neocessary [n the tribal encampment, to preveat
disputes. Jtrict discipline was necessary on the hunt,
because individual huntiag was inefficient. (A sinple
hunter who jumped the gpun might get = few buffale for
himgelf, but he would alarm and scatter the herd in such
a way that communal hunting technlques were nat effective.}
Tt was at this time that the police societies always
functioned. Owver and over again the point is made that
the most important jol: the pulice societies had was in
pelicing the commnal hunes (Qliver 1%62:61).

[t secms that most of the Indlams of the plains held oaly onc
communtal hunt cach year, while che Metis of rhe HRed River Sectiement held
two. But even this has an Indian precedent. "The lfarming tribes carrvied
out hunts in summer aiter the spring planting and ancther hunt Iin late
fall into winter after the harvest" {Arthur 1975:97).

All thiz suggests that Cuthbert Grant did nor design the
vrganization of the buffale hunt. lowever, he may well have passed the
koowledze of the design on to the Metis. Orant was born and ralsed in
Fort Tremblante, Saskatchewan {(Mackeod & Mortonm 1563:2). Tort Tremblante,
iater called Fore Alexandria, was situated close te the Assinibeloe REiver
in seckion 27, township 32, range 3 west {(Voorhis 1930:31). As a bay living
in this arca, he would most certainly have come inte contact with
Assliniboine and I"lains Cree Indians, both of whom were buflfalo hunters,
Grant would undouktedly have been aware of the huntimg technigques of
these poople; knowledge that he could put to good use later ar Red River.

There is one final plece of evidence to suggest that the
buffalo hunt had traditional Indian origins. When they started out for
the hunt from their hemes in St. Boniface, White lorse Plain and Penbina,
the Metis Followed certain old, well established trails, In the fall of
1EO2? Alexander Henry the Younger built Fort Pinancewaywining on an Lndian
trail that led from Pembina to Galf Mouwntain, "the common route by which
the Assiniboine Indians pass over the mowsptain to hunk bear and buffalo
on the BE. side" {Cowes 1897:119). La Verendrye fullowed an cstahlished
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trail in 1738 when he visited the Mandan. It seems that this trail also
went via Calf Mountaln. Macleod and Morten mention a trail called the
"Passage" that headed south-west from a polnt eleven miles west of the
forks of the Red and Asainiboine Rivers {(1963:110). This trail is often
called che Headingley Trail, and is well marked oo the township diagrams
af the areas through which it passes. To name a specific ase, on the
Flan of Township 3 Range & West of First Meredian, surveyed hy C.J.
Bouchetle in 1872, the "Highway from Headingley to West Boundary of
Provinee™ is marked. Simce rthis pre—dates any settlemesnt in this area,
the highway would mosl 1lkely be a cart track. More fo the peint, it
clogely follows the route of an older trail marked om the map as "Hunter
Trail™. “The peoint where the trall runs off the map to che socurh-west

ig just three miles From Call Mouwntain,

It would seem, Lhen, that the huncing trails Iollowed by
the Metis ware old, establizhed Indlan trails., Furcher, they seem to
converge on the area of Calf Mountain, possibly the place of encampment
before the start of the hunt.
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CORRTGENDLH

The Following 1= a corrected version of Table 4 in ”Pithic
Analysls of Artifacts Recovered from EjMg—2. The Childs Lake 5ite, Duck
Mountain Provinelal Park, Manitoba", by Michael Zywina, Manitoba
Archaeolopical Quarterly, Vol. 6, He. 2, pp. 33-5L:

TABLL 4

Distribution of Arcifacts Analyzed inm this Report
According to Classificatlion dcction
(EjMg-2-1, -2, -3, ~&4, =3} n=324
ARTIFACT TiFE -1 -7 -3 -4 -5
Wo. % Mo. % HWo. X He. % Ho. &

Coro - 0.4 1 2.4 - . - 0.0 - 0.0
Core fragment - 0.0 1 2.4 - 00 - 00 - 0.0
Decortication ,

flakes ] 3.4 I g 20.5 - 0.0 - .0
Decortication

fragments ¢ 2.6 1229.2 - 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0
Shatter fragments 132 56.8 & 9.8 25 w41 5 H5.6 2 b0.06
Percussien flakes B 37.0 11 26 .8 6 15h.4 - o.9 - 9.0
Pressure flakes - 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0 - d.0
Towls - 0.0 g 19.6 - a.0 P T - 0.0
Unidentifiable - 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0 1 33.3
TOTALS 232 % 41 & 39 * 4 * 3 99,90
* = 100,0%
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