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It is impossible for me to write the land. This land that I love, this wide, 
wide prairie, this horizon, this sky, this great blue overhead, big enough 
to contain every dream, every longing…. How I loved you, how I love 
you, how you keep me alive. This stolen land, Metis land, Cree land, 
buffalo land. When did I first understand this, the dark underside of 
property, colonization, ownership, the shady dealings that brought us 
here, to this earthly paradise? 
 

- Di Brandt1 
 
In a well-known visit to the Mennonite East Reserve in August 

1877, Governor General Lord Dufferin invited the Mennonites to 
unite with what he depicted as the Dominion of Canada’s “war 
waged against the brute forces of nature.” Dufferin promised that 
to unite with Canada in this “war of ambition” would not threaten 
Mennonite convictions and practices because “the only other na-
tionality” enrolled is one equally “engaged in advancing the stand-
ards of civilization westwards,” namely the United States. Dufferin 
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reassured the Mennonites that joining the “community of interests, 
objects, and aspirations” formed by those dominating nature to 
advance civilization would preserve their religious way of life.2 

The visit and speech impacted the Mennonites. According to the 
Manitoba Free Press, “Notwithstanding the proverbial stoical 
character of the average Mennonite, much emotion was evoked” 
bringing “many of them – men as well as women… to tears.”3 
Likewise the Mennonites impressed Lord Dufferin. Over a month 
later, Dufferin summarized his visit to Manitoba and highlighted 
the Mennonites as immigrants par excellence.4 Not only had they 
transformed what was once an “absolutely bare, desolate and un-
tenanted” prairie into one teeming with “European comfort” and 
“scientific agriculture,” but they also represented the liberating 
influence of the Imperial government in England. Dufferin was 
pleased that the “principles of parliamentary government… work 
smoothly and harmoniously” over Mennonite migration and set-
tlement.5 The mutual admiration and regard intimates that Duffer-
in’s narrative is a significant interpretive framework for 
Mennonite experiences of acquiring and possessing Canadian land. 

Dufferin’s visit was mentioned in several memoirs and diaries, 
but Aeltester Gerhard Wiebe’s reflection on Dufferin’s speech most 
clearly revealed its place in the Mennonite ecological imagination.6 
In the preface to his memoir, Wiebe wrote that Dufferin “conclud-
ed his speech by assuring us that it would go well with us if we re-
mained the people we profess to be…namely, peaceful agricultural 
people.”7 Ironically, Wiebe articulated Mennonite self-
identification as a “peaceful” people in terms of a relation to land 
that was conducive to Dufferin’s environmental imagination of a 
war against nature.  

The point of departure for this essay is that all relations to place 
are political relations.8 Political violence, uneven distribution of 
risks and benefits, and inequitable power are manifested in envi-
ronmental conditions and the way in which human agency over 
those conditions is assigned. Wiebe’s vision for Mennonite identity 
in general as well as Manitoba Mennonite land-use and settlement 
practices in particular needs to be understood in light of Mennon-
ite perceptions of the Indigenous people who wanted the land that 
was given to Mennonites. These ideas illuminate a settler colonial-
ism that preconditions Mennonite identity as a peaceful agricul-
tural people on the Canadian prairies and an underlying political 
and social structure that makes possible their vision of being the 
“quiet in the land.”9 It builds on Ryan Eyford’s argument that 
“immigration colonization reserves were an integral part of the 
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creation of a new liberal colonial order in the Canadian North-
west.”10 Mennonite relations to place, both as they were estab-
lished upon arrival and later adapted to adjusting environmental 
and political conditions, are implicated in the legacy of Canadian 
colonialism.  

Reckoning with how Mennonites in Manitoba are entangled in 
this legacy involves more than mapping out the land promised to 
Métis that was then allocated for Mennonite reserves. Typical 
maps showing the Métis land grant reserves set aside by the prov-
ince’s Lieutenant Governors Archibald and Morris follow the 
township survey system; however, Métis demands for land did not 
use the same measuring system. Gerhard Ens and Joe Sawchuk 
point out that Archibald’s choices were based on selections made 
by the Métis in parish meetings that were published as spontane-
ous demands in Le Metis.11 These demands used local place names 
to demarcate these lands, which included land that was ultimately 
part of the Mennonite East Reserve.12 Allocating all of the land re-
quested in the spontaneous demands for Métis families would have 
exceeded the 1.4 million acres land grant promised in the Manito-
ba Act. This legal stricture, however, needs to be interpreted in 
light of the government’s preference for non-Indigenous settlers; 
the processes of securing land for Métis children and heads of fam-
ily was marred by an 1876 Order-in-Council which outlined the 
government’s “dissatisfaction which has been caused in Manitoba 
by the locking up of large and valuable tracts of land for distribu-
tion among Half-Breeds, thus seriously retarding the settlement of 
the country, cannot recommend the setting apart of further tracts 
of land for such purpose.”13  

The situation was the same in the West Reserve. The 1878 peti-
tion made by the Métis of Cypress Hills includes land east of the 
Pembina River that was included in the Mennonite West Reserve.14 
The 1878 petition was not favorably received by government offi-
cials. As Michel Hogue demonstrates, following Douglas Sprague’s 
work, the government’s “failure to act on Metis demands… was 
part of a deliberate policy of delay.”15 Thus, the colonial context in 
which to interpret Mennonite relations to land – as indicated in 
Lord Dufferin’s and Gerhard Wiebe’s reflections – is that Mennon-
ites were given land in the same place and time that Métis peti-
tions and spontaneous demands for that land were denied. 
Mennonites were able to secure their collective future at a time of 
significant transformation because of government obstructions to 
Métis attempts to secure their own collective future at that very 
moment. In short, Mennonites received land Métis communities 
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wanted. From this starting point, it becomes easier to see that 
Mennonite relations to place and environmental history in Manito-
ba are inextricably tied to Métis dispossession. 

To tie these two histories together, this article briefly addresses 
two subjects. First, to show that Mennonite and Métis histories are 
not parallel or “worlds apart,” it argues that Manitoba Mennonites 
knew they were migrating from Russia to land in which Métis had 
significant presence and authority. To do so it draws on Mennonite 
sources to demonstrate that Mennonites were not only aware of 
prior Métis presence but also that they saw the Métis as having an 
historic authority, including over land-use practices. Such cogni-
zance implicates Mennonites in turning Canada’s landscape into 
sites of control.16 Without acknowledging that this participation in 
colonialism conditions Mennonite relations to Manitoba land, envi-
ronmental histories will reiterate conceits of ignorance that cover 
over and maintain current modes of dispossession.17 From a Men-
nonite ethicist’s perspective, narratives of ignorance not only dis-
engages agency and responsibility that other Mennonite 
theologians and ethicists disavow,18 they also leave the processes of 
power and distribution in the hands of the state such that state ac-
tivities are the primary ways in which change will happen.  

Second, this paper outlines the narrative Mennonites had of the 
1885 Northwest Resistance in the Mennonitische Rundschau, the 
central means of communication among newly arrived Mennonites 
from Russia in North America and also to those still in Imperial 
Russia. I argue that this narrative indicates a particular concern 
for maintaining Dominion law and order; the idea that the Mennon-
ites should stand for Indigenous rights or Métis sovereignty was 
not part of this narrative.  

In the 1970s Mennonite sociologists and historian began to 
reckon with Métis history. Leo Driedger argued that Mennonite 
settlement depended on the policies of Canadian colonialism, 
which calls for contemporary ethical consideration.19 Lawrence 
Klippenstein outlined both the ambivalent perspective Mennonite 
delegates had in 1873 as well as the Métis willingness to host 
them.20 Other accounts of the 1870s migration that mentioned Mé-
tis settlement in Southern Manitoba often described parallel com-
munities along the river; they were neighbours with whom 
Mennonites never intersected.21 Some mention Métis history as 
colour commentary for the context of Mennonite settlement. Frank 
H. Epp, for example, describes the Dominion’s interest in using 
Mennonites to change the physical and political landscape as a re-
sult of their conflict with Manitoba Métis.22  
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The primary documents generated by the Mennonite delegates 
and immigrants from the 1870s do acknowledge the Métis presence 
and its significance. Delegate Paul Tschetter, for example, wrote in 
his diary on June 9, 1873: “The half-breed Indians live on this land 
and it belongs to them.”23 Tschetter’s opinion of the land’s owners 
was ambivalent. During the first exploration of the country outside 
of Winnipeg he says, “The people are lazy farmers of mixed Indian 
blood and are more cattlemen than agriculture.”24 The delegates 
later visited a Métis settlement whose inhabitants, according to 
Tschetter, reluctantly lodged them because their tents did not ar-
rive before nightfall.25 

Jacob Shantz describes the Métis’ history and character in his 
1873 immigration pamphlet, Narrative of a Journey to Manitoba.26 
He outlines the history of the Hudson’s Bay Company and the 
North West Company to say that the “half-breeds have become, as 
it were, a distinct race of people” who are “a civilized class of peo-
ple.” He later writes, the “reader might wonder why the Half-
breeds rose in rebellion a few years ago, if they are civilized and 
satisfied.” Shantz explains that Métis grievances included the de-
sire for consultation prior to the arrival of government surveyors 
and recognition of the right over land they already occupied. Both 
Métis prior occupation and legal right to land, including “one hun-
dred and forty acres” owed to “every man, woman, and child,” was 
part of the information disseminated to immigrants such as the 
Mennonites.27  

There are stories about Mennonite/Métis interactions scattered 
in diaries and journals. Often the surveyors and guides leading 
Mennonites to their land were Métis.28 There is the infamous Do-
minion Day Brawl, when Mennonite delegates were holed up in a 
hotel surrounded by angry Métis men.29 Klaas Peters, one of the 
delegates, recalls in his memoirs that Aeltester Gerhard Wiebe 
took the side of the Métis men, reproaching their Canadian host, 
William Hespeler for his driver’s “inconsiderate behavior” toward 
the Métis, which sparked the confrontation, and threatened to 
abandon Manitoba altogether for causing the situation.30 Another 
delegate, David Klassen, however, previously preferred the land 
closer to the Riding Mountains but the incident influenced him to 
settle closer to available protection.31 

Another significant story is from Erdmann Penner, a prominent 
businessman who was a successful farmer in Russia with entre-
preneurial inclinations. Penner was not especially interested in 
moving to Manitoba to find a plot of land to settle. After arriving in 
Winnipeg, he was unimpressed with what would become the East 
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Reserve and wanted to return to Russia. His wife convinced him to 
stay at least until the Mennonites were settled in, so they lived in a 
rented house amidst unpacked boxes. During that time Penner 
travelled incessantly looking for a different place to live: the Dako-
tas, Missouri, Minnesota, Nebraska, Kansas, Illinois, Pennsylvania, 
Ontario, and whatever place he thought likely. He later operated 
stores in Tannenau, Niverville, Gretna, Reinland, Altona, Pilot 
Mound, Clearwater, and Plum Coulee. Penner was mobile and not 
dependent on his homestead, perhaps because he was initially 
wary of settling in the “wilderness” of southern Manitoba where he 
could not leave his family “among the buffaloes and Indians.”32 
After they finally settled in Manitoba, Penner’s first foray into 
business was working with flatboat men purchasing goods in St. 
Paul to sell to the Mennonites. These flatboat men were “mostly 
half-breeds, among them a cook.”33 

According to Penner’s daughter, the two summers spent with 
the Métis flatboat men “was the making of my father. He found his 
true self and he loved it.” They were “strong virile he-men, who 
took a back seat to no one even if they were workmen and laboured 
for someone else.”34 The Métis cook, wrote Penner, would prepare 
a hearty dinner and they would “sing and smoke and dance the 
Red River jig after a long hard day’s work.”35 But after two sum-
mers Penner heard that the railway was coming and he gave up 
working with Métis freighters to be ready for the railroad.36  

Mennonite settler descriptions of encounters with Métis come 
from other sources than diaries and memoirs. Shelisa Klassen 
notes a number of such narratives in both Mennonite and French 
Canadian newspapers.37 Then, too, occasional municipal directives 
give occasion to Mennonite-Métis encounters. In one such a di-
rective from 1877, settlers, including Mennonites, are asked to 
consider Métis guidance. On October 22, 1877 – prior to the Munic-
ipality Act of 1880 – a set of municipal instructions was sent to all 
villages on West Reserve regarding fire regulations. The English 
summary of the regulation written in the Rosenort fonds reads, 
“English and Halfbreeds will fine anyone burning straw.”38 A 
rough paraphrase transcribed from the German elaborates: “Half-
breeds and English have complained about prairie fires and have 
said that they will fine the person who sets one between $50-
$500.”39 The West Reserve Oberschultz (District Mayor) Isaak 
Mueller exhorted Mennonites to heed the warning. Environmental 
historian Stephen Pyne observes that prairie fires in Manitoba 
“were as fundamental as seasonal thunderstorms” and affected 
regional practices of “hunting, trapping, trekking, and burning;” 
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after the arrival of agricultural newcomers, harvests could be add-
ed to activities threatened by these fires, meaning that “fire codes 
seeking to regulate burning were among the earliest laws 
passed.”40 Pyne argues that the warning may also indicate a broad-
er settler indifference to prairie fires, believing they would cease 
to be a problem as settlements matured and expanded.41  

Though the Manitoba Statutes established the power of a Pro-
vincial Fire Commissioner in 1876, it does not appear that anyone 
was appointed. Instead, local brigades were authorized to fine any-
one caught setting prairie fires and allowed them to keep half of 
the money collected.42 It would appear that Mennonites recognized 
not only the provincial authority of Métis people such as Premier 
Norquay and MLA James McKay, who accompanied Lord Duffer-
in, but also the regional, on-the-ground authority of local Métis 
communities over their own land-use practices. 

Not only did early Mennonite memoirs and government direc-
tives indicate an awareness of the Métis presence on the prairies, 
but so did letters and articles in their own newspapers. The Men-
nonitische Rundschau, for example, included an update of the his-
toric 1885 Northwest Resistance in present-day Saskatchewan in 
every issue from the rebellion’s inception through to the trial, exe-
cution, and burial of the rebellion’s main protagonist, Louis Riel, 
between April and December of that year. In 1885, the Rundschau 
was still under its first editor, John F. Harms, and content selec-
tion was based on what was submitted.  

Most contributors were Mennonites sending in local news items, 
but the Rundschau also had access to wire services for news items 
and so it included articles from other newspapers and periodi-
cals. 43 Harms had a variety of sources and access to different news 
outlets. The updates throughout 1885 were from Battleford, Winni-
peg, Ottawa, Quebec, St. Paul, London, Batoche, Chippewayan 
Mission, Regina, and Toronto. The Rundschau contains a lot of in-
formation and it is hard to say exactly what Harms’ selection pro-
cess was; nevertheless, the different pieces form a general 
narrative for the Rundschau readers.  

That narrative is decidedly pro-government and ambivalent to 
the Métis. The newspaper, for example, offers no rationale or ac-
count for the cause of the 1885 events. Instead, the reports detail 
those killed by “Indians” and the forts besieged and threatened by 
“Riel and his mob of rebels.”44 The cumulative effect of the entries 
is a sense of chaos and disorder.45 During Riel’s trial, the Rund-
schau printed a comment made by controversial Chief Justice 
Lewis Wallbridge – a known crony of John A. Macdonald – that the 
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trial would incite “petty jealousies” between French and British 
interests.46 The same issue includes a gloss from the content of 
Quebec newspaper le Canadien, which requests that Riel be gen-
erously treated. Riel’s defense is mentioned a few times in suc-
ceeding issues, in the context of upsetting French Canadians 
against Ontario.  

After Riel’s execution, the Rundschau printed the report from 
Regina that included Riel’s own written words. He says that he will 
be executed for helping relieve the injustices due to his country-
men. The same issue of the Rundschau has a transcription from 
The Globe, which the transcriber calls the “liberal ‘Globe’ the main 
English Canadian newspaper.”47 The piece criticizes Macdonald 
for causing the rebellion and fuelling the “smoldering sparks of 
racial hatred.”48 The primary concern is that Macdonald had mis-
used his power and made Canada look bad. Riel’s burial is the last 
related news article published in 1885.49 

The Riel Rebellion comes up again in 1887 and 1888 under the 
next editor, Maximillian Matuskiwiz. In July 1887, there is news 
from Winnipeg that Indian Agents have been accused of inhumane 
behavior and bribery:, indicating that the federal government was 
not as benevolent toward “Indians” as one might be led to think: 

 
Until the outbreak of the Riel Rebellion in the Northwest, the Canadian 
government enjoyed a reputation of benevolence toward the Indians 
under their protection. One used to compare the Dominion of Canada to 
the federal government, to the disadvantage of the latter, in fact. But 
recent revelations indicate the opposite, and Indian Agents are accused 
on all sides of immorality and corruption. These accusations are ex-
pected to exert a disturbing influence on Dominion policy whether or 
not they can be proven.50 
 

This revelation is put in the context of the Riel Rebellion and pon-
tificates that it will disrupt Dominion politics whether the accusa-
tions are true or not. The main concern is about disorder leading to 
rebellion.  

In July 1888, a message from Winnipeg suggests that the “half-
blood Indians from Batoche” have declared Gabriel Dumont – a 
significant leader among Métis people and part of their provisional 
government – their leader and have threatened the government.51 
The message is followed by assurances from Ottawa that it is 
aware of “the attitude of the half-blood Indians.” It notes that the 
Métis were calm and satisfied that they would receive “support in 
the spring” and were “now… busy with the fruits of their crops.”52 
Significantly, Riel and Métis people are mentioned only when there 
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are rumors of war and uprising, that is, when the federal govern-
ment’s law and order might be disturbed.  

It is hard to say precisely what effect the Rundschau’s narrative 
had on Mennonite readers; however, it is interesting to note that it 
came during the time when Mennonite settlers were developing 
their own interest in legal rights to land. The 1885 rebellion came 
just as the Mennonites’ vaunted village system started deteriorat-
ing because of the changing nature of Mennonite relations to land. 
Though initially, long standing custom and practices of faith in 
communal sharing conditioned Mennonite connection to land, it 
was not long before the primary bonds to land became more indi-
vidualized. Dominion law, rather than community practices of 
faith, provide the legitimacy and security of these bonds. Geogra-
pher John Warkentin has argued that during the 1880s Mennonite 
settlers became anxious over land possession, which commitments 
to nucleated agricultural settlements and equitable distribution of 
variable land did not assuage.53 Even though Dominion homestead 
regulations were amended so that homesteaders could reside in a 
village instead of directly on their land, entries for quarter-
sections were still filled by individuals. Unlike in Russia, commu-
nal agreements bore no legal authority, and individuals did not lay 
claim to private property, so there was no option for leaving the 
village to farm alone. The homestead law system laid out in the 
Dominion Lands Act of 1872 was inflexibly oriented to land sur-
veys rather than land quality; a second homestead entry was not 
possible until 1883 even when arable land was accessible in vari-
ous random places. Again, this was different in Russia, where both 
the amount and quality of land was considered in the equitable dis-
tribution to individual farmers.54 According to Warkentin, the Ca-
nadian government’s legal prescription of individual homesteads 
was necessary for those interested in commercial farming and land 
acquisition. But it also related to any Mennonites who were unsure 
about the ability of their religiously informed social organization to 
negotiate an economic future in a new land. Thus by the 1880s 
some Mennonites chose to secure their ties to land through Cana-
dian property laws.  

The result, writes Warkentin, was a “psychological change”.55 
Mennonites figured out how to efficiently dominate the brute forc-
es of nature but “lost the feeling of affinity with the soil that char-
acterizes the European peasant.”56 And yet, because block 
settlements made possible an “affinity with the soil,” such emo-
tional connections with the land also need to be interpreted as po-
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litical relations.57 The social conditions that made such affinity 
amenable were also part of the colonial project.  

Mennonites were ambivalent about Métis presence and authori-
ty during the initial years in which they struggled to adapt their 
way of life to a new land. Whatever the reception history of the 
Rundschau may be, it can be said that part of the narrative of ad-
aptation at the time cast Métis in the role of rebellion, the function 
of which both delegitimizes Métis claims to land and strengthens 
Mennonite attachment through Canada’s political control of the 
land.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Mennonites have exhibited complex interrelationships with 

land that have been shaped by nature at least as much as by com-
munitarian values, hence the call for environmental histories of 
Mennonites.58 Because all ecological relations are political, the 
meaning of nature is interpreted according to the experiences of 
the oppressed and dispossessed. Mennonites have had deliberate, 
self-conscious relationships with land that, as Royden Loewen 
rightly suggests, should not be judged solely or primarily accord-
ing to resource management, ecological interference, or environ-
mental harm. Rather, Mennonite environmental imaginations and 
relationships with land should be judged by the extent to which 
they both “take responsibility for how their perception of ‘the envi-
ronment’ participates in political control of ecological systems,” as 
well as take “responsibility for the historical politics that produce 
their ecological imaginary and the contemporary social practices 
that it supports.”59 In other words, the romantic idea of being 
“close to the soil,” and how that pertains to both faith and agricul-
ture needs to be interpreted within the context of Canadian coloni-
alism rather than within ecological or theological ideals concerning 
human relations with nature and how those relations might inform 
land-use practices. 

Mennonite relations to land in Manitoba were formed not only 
through settlement patterns and agricultural efficiency, but also by 
securing their ties to land through the legitimacy of Dominion 
claims to land.60 One way these ties were secured was through the 
narration of what was referred to as the Riel Rebellion. It is one of 
the ironies of Canadian democracy that it increased the religious 
freedom enjoyed by immigrants like the Mennonites by diminish-
ing Indigenous sovereignty. To put it in Dufferin’s terms, the 
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struggle against the forces of nature worked smoothly and harmo-
niously with the principles of parliamentary government, namely 
those of settler colonialism. In this equation the Mennonites’ reli-
giously facilitated land-based identity was competitive with indig-
enous relations with land. Mennonite agrarian lifeways in general, 
and their agricultural practices in particular, should be interpreted 
within the history of their environment, but the meaning of that 
environment in Manitoba must be located in Métis history. In other 
words, an environmental history of Mennonite settlement cannot 
be separated from the colonial history of Canada. Two central 
questions for an environmental history of Mennonites should 
therefore be: “In what ways has colonialism formed our perception 
of the land?” and, “How might land-use practices take responsibil-
ity for the historical politics this perception underwrites?”61 
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