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Abstract

Today, L espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter are primarily understood as
historical documents, and both works are valued by scholars for their ability to convey facts
about late-nineteenth century Métis life. In contrast to this approach, this thesis offers an
aesthetic analysis of these works, one that considers the passage of these narratives from the oral
tradition to the written form, along with their formal, thematic, rhetorical, and descriptive
devices. Through this mode of analysis, this reading argues that these works use the medium of
storytelling in order to grapple with the conflicts and contradictions that arose within the buffalo
hunting Métis community due to the role that these hunters played in the extinction of the
buffalo. L espace de Louis Goulet calls our attention towards the Métis oral tradition in order to
reflect the author’s own immersion into, as well as his eventual disconnection from, the prairie
landscape. Ultimately, Goulet’s narrative is concerned with questions of how one survives and
what one survives as within a milieu that one’s own actions have devastated. The Last Buffalo
Hunter evokes the tradition of Western autobiography in order to subvert the expected narrative
of self-formation through economic activity in favour of a narrative that intertwines economic
growth and communal sustenance with environmental decline and communal dissipation. Both
narratives conclude with their narrators going blind and bankrupt, and the thesis ends on a
consideration of this subject position in relation to anthropogenic extinction events.
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Glossary of Terms

Métis: There are cultural and racial understandings of the term “Métis.” A racial understanding
refers to anyone with a mixture of First Nations and European heritage. A cultural understanding
refers to a specific group of people with a shared history and culture. My own usage of the term

refers to the cultural understanding of “M¢étis,” articulated well by Chris Andersen here:

[ use “Métis” to refer to the history, events, leaders, territories, language, and culture
associated with the growth of the buffalo hunting and trading Métis of the northern
Plains, in particular during the period between the beginning of the Métis buffalo

brigades in the early nineteenth century and the 1885 Northwest Uprising. (24)

Buffalo: I use the term “buffalo” rather than “bison,” because buffalo is the local name for this

species.

The Prairies/The Northwest/ The Plains: Throughout this work, I use the terms “the prairies,”

“the plains,” and “the Northwest” interchangeably to refer to the vast territory which the buffalo
hunting and trading Métis of the nineteenth-century traversed. This territory spanned the three
Canadian prairie provinces as well as North Dakota, Montana and Minnesota. As Etienne Rivard

notes, these terms refer to a multitude of ecological zones:

If many consider the prairie to be limited to grassland, a distinct landscape mostly of low-
prairie vegetation (grasses, wild flowers, or mosses), and exclude the parkland, known as
the ecological transition between grassland and woodland, the Métis narratives do not

often make these distinctions ... “prairie’ was defined as wherever the buffalo were.



Some species of bison, such as the wood bison, occupied both parkland and woodland
zones. Even the plains bison, the most economically significant type of bison, which
generally ranged within the grassland, was often chased up to Edmonton, in the parkland,

by Métis hunters. (152)

Buffalo Hunter and Trader: Both buffalo hunters and traders participated in the Métis buffalo
hunts, but they played different roles. A buffalo hunter is one who hunts buffalo and then trades
the products he and his family derive from the hunt for goods. Traders typically do not hunt the
buffalo themselves. Rather, they purchase large amounts of goods before the hunt, and then join
buffalo hunting brigades in order to trade the wares they purchased to the buffalo hunters during
the hunt or to First Nations groups whom they encounter on the prairies. Sometimes, one would

be both a hunter and a trader—as in the case of Norbert Welsh.

Buffalo Extinction: Arguably, the term “extinction” is not appropriate for what was technically a

near-extinction of the buffalo from the North American prairies. Buffalo still exist today, yet, as
John Levi Barnard notes, “the bison exists in a state of what scientists call ‘ecological
extinction,” unable to perform its prior function in relation to its ecosystem and entirely
dependent on human intervention for its survival” (378). Despite the persistence of this small
population of buffalo, I use the term “extinction” to convey how the near- or virtual-extinction of
the buffalo instantiated an unrecoverable loss of the lifeways of both the wild buffalo and the

Indigenous buffalo hunter.



Introduction

mankind preserves itself not despite all the irrationalities and conflicts but by virtue of them.

Theodor Adorno (102 History and Freedom)

A night in open, unspoiled nature is bustling with life, so much so that anyone who isn’t
used to it has trouble getting to sleep. Prick up your ears, listen to the night: thousands
and thousands of bulls bellowing that hoarse buffalo call, shaking the earth with their

challenging roars, their battle cries; the little wild prairie dog yaps like a fox ...

... What a shame I can’t write down the music. Nature in the wide open spaces
offered a feast of sound to the ears of the plains voyageurs. [ for one could never hear
those songs, noises and calls without imagining past generations who ’d fallen asleep to

the same rhythms.! (Charette 28-29 my emphasis)

This passage from L espace de Louis Goulet came to mind the first night that my Dad, my
brother Adam, and I spent camping in the Grasslands National Park in Southern Saskatchewan.
This 907-square-kilometre conservation area remains one of the few places in North America
where herds of buffalo roam freely. My father, brother, and I camped inside the park in an area
with no electricity, wifi, cellphone reception, or plumbing. At our campground, we could hear
the “feast of sound” described so enthusiastically by the narrator of L ‘espace de Louis Goulet.

Though the “hoarse buffalo call[s]” were absent—the existing herd in the park being too small



and too far away from our campground to contribute to its soundscape—the birds, insects, and

coyotes could be heard at an intense pitch from dusk well into the morning of the next day.'

(Fig. 1. Adam Beauchemin - My Dad, at our Campground)

We travelled by car (technically, by campervan) from Winnipeg to Calgary, staying at sites
such as the Grasslands and Cypress Hills along the way. My aim was to inhabit the spaces in
which the narratives surveyed in this thesis took place. The texts in question, L ‘espace de Louis
Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter, are presented as the memoirs of Louis Goulet and Norbert
Welsh, respectively. Both of these Métis men participated in the great buffalo hunts of the
nineteenth century, and they both lived through the extinction of the buffalo from the North

American prairies in 1882.1 Though both works are narrated in the first person by the men



whose lives they depict, neither text was actually written by Welsh or Goulet. As blind, elderly
men, both Goulet and Welsh shared their life stories with others who would eventually write and
publish these first-person memoirs of their lives, memoirs that neither Goulet nor Welsh would
live to see in print. The journey from the telling of these stories to their transcriptions and
eventual publication will be examined in further detail in the following two chapters. What I
wish to note here is that the narratives informing L ‘espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo
Hunter began within the Métis oral tradition. This tradition hearkens back to, in the words of
Goulet," “[t]he old-timers who’d lived through the old days and the wars on the prairies ... those
old boys [who] really know how to cast a spell in the evening around a campfire under the stars,
telling us their stories one after the other” (42). It is in such spaces, the campgrounds of the
buffalo hunting brigades and the Aivernant communities’ that both Goulet and Welsh became
storytellers.

The importance, to my mind, of going to the physical location of the Grasslands (and
Cypress Hills, Pincher Creek, Fort Walsh, etc), was to acknowledge the important role that land
holds in Métis oral tradition. Though the oral traditions of different Indigenous nations vary in
many aspects, one component that appears to unite these various traditions is the important role
that the speakers’ relationship to land and territory holds in the construction and articulation of
their narratives. Helen Agger, for instance, writing on Anishinaabe oral tradition, states that one’s
self-narrative “is a reflection and extension of individual and even community identity.
Narratives thus inform and are informed by the spaces in which a person self-situates,
comprising her or his frame of reference”' (39 my emphasis). An example of this can be found

in the opening of L espace de Louis Goulet, which begins with the narrator situating himself



within the Red River territory, weaving together his own personal narrative with that of the

landscape:

I came into the world on October 6, 1859 by the banks of the Gratias River, a tiny stream
branching into the Red River a few miles downstream from the United States. The
Gratias got its name from a type of burdock that grew on the banks for the whole length

of the river. The old-time Métis used to call that burdock gratchias.

I was born right after my parents got back from a buffalo hunting expedition that set out
from St. Norbert on the Sale River, went in the direction of the Missouri, and got as far as
the foothills of the first range of the Rocky Mountains. From there they’d headed straight
back towards the Red River, meeting it at its junction with the Cheyenne River in North

Dakota. (1 emphasis in original)

In narrating his parents’ route through the landscape and especially in his explanation of the
placename “Gratias River,” Goulet evokes what Etienne Rivard refers to as an “oral geography”
a concept which “represents the connection between spatial structures—the material, political,
and symbolic orderings of space—and social structures (e.g., cultural practices, norms, or
institutions) inherent to oral cultures” (156).

Rivard’s research is built from the written narratives of nineteenth-century Métis men—
including L espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter. Through these and other
sources, Rivard argues that the oral geographies of Métis buffalo hunters provided the brigades
both with ecological knowledge of their hunting grounds and the cultural histories of previous
hunting parties: “M¢étis behaviour and space was socially structured ... Finding bison, berries, or

firewood were all activities facilitated by landmarks and geographical knowledge, and



expressions of Métis historical land use” (156). Goulet’s description of the Sale River, for
instance, demonstrates how the ecological knowledge of a given site is tied into the placename

attributed to it by his community:

The old-timers used to call it Riviere Sale (dirty river) because of the muddy waters it
used to carry down from the immense, marshy plain that fed its headwaters. The mouth of
that river was always known as the best fishing spot in the country. Midsummer saw it
swarming with carp, pike, and barbues, as some of us still call the barbotte, a kind of

catfish much prized by the old-timers in the West because of its good-tasting flesh. (1-2)

Rivard argues that placenames, such as Riviere Sale, “thicke[n] the experience of space by giving
meaning to places, justifying collective and individual appropriation of space, and enhancing a
sense of belonging to them” (156). Furthermore, Rivard argues that the formation of oral
geographies helped shape Métis culture and self-understanding. He explicates this process
through “[t]he concept of territorialité ... both the process by which a people appropriate space
and create territory through their identity markers, and the process by which they redefine, at
least partially, their identity and sense of belonging in relation to that territory” (144). Blending
the pedagogical and the aesthetic, Métis oral tradition tangibly mediated the community’s
sensory apprehension of the prairies—an ecosystem experienced as narrative and cultural
memory. Far more than being stories passed around the fire at night, these narratives were

inhabited by the community as they navigated the landscape.



(Fig. 2. Adam Beauchemin - The Author, Looking out into the Grasslands at dusk)

Having inhabited the texts of L’espace and The Last Buffalo Hunter in my own way over the
course of two years—reading, re-reading, taking notes, and presenting on them at conferences—
the next step, I felt, was to immerse myself in the territory from which they emerged. During our
first night at the campground, I lay in my tent listening to the “the same rhythms” that had lulled
Goulet to sleep over the course of many evenings (Charette 29). The next morning, I woke up at
four-thirty AM, determined to experience this space myself. Near our site was an eleven-
kilometre trail that would take me to the highest point in the park. I embarked on it well before
sunrise, when the prairie orchestra was still at its full pitch.

On my way to the trail, I passed an information plaque warning hikers about wild buffalo and

rattlesnakes. I paid these warnings little mind at first, but after an hour or so of feeling small and



vulnerable in an immense landscape—one that was both loud and, as far as I could see, empty—I
grew more and more worried about what such an encounter might entail. The fear of
rattlesnakes, in particular, intensified during the many long stretches where the trail disappeared
beneath tall grasses and overgrown bush. Unable to see where [ was placing my feet, I tried
listening for the dry shaking sound that was supposed to warn me if [ was coming too close to
someone who did not want me there. During one of these stretches, as I was daintily placing one
foot in front of the other, I landed my left boot next to a large bush. As I did so, the plant began
to quiver. Freezing mid-stride was probably not the correct decision to make, but I did not know
how else to respond to this signal. The bush shook, more violently this time, and before I knew
what to do, two birds flew out from it and launched themselves into the air. This should have
been a relief, but I jumped and screamed, then ran along the path until it became visible again.

This story embarrasses me to even think about, let alone write and share with the few people
who are going to read this thing."! But, I am including it here because this episode was a stark
reminder that I was a tourist in this space. Despite my best efforts to reconnect to ancestral
territory, my own cozy upbringing in the snug suburbs of Saint Vital"iil will always drive a
wedge between me and these spaces.

The landscape itself—its shades of green ranging from deep hunter and mossy to bright
emeralds; the splashes of silver sage bushes; the bright red, purple, yellow, and pink flowers of
cacti—filled out, in my mind, the landscapes about which Goulet and Welsh spoke. The endless
rolling hills of this space gave a shape to the narratives that, up until this point, I had imagined
only as flat. But for all this, I did not feel that my stay in the park was a homecoming. I did not

know this land, and as such, I was not equipped to respond to its signals and rhythms. In



recognizing this, I could not help but be reminded of the distance between me and my buffalo

hunting forebears who made their homes in spaces such as these.

(Fig. 3. Adam Beauchemin)



(Fig. 4. Adam Beauchemin)
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(Fig. 5. Adam Beauchemin)

My inability to navigate this space only reinforced the importance that something like an oral
geography must have held. Within my own family, our stories about the buffalo hunts did not
survive into my generation. The closest I have come to hearing these tales is my Dad telling me
that his aunt told him about how my great-great-grandmother passed on stories of the buffalo
hunts to her. For whatever reason, these stories appear to have vanished sometime during my
father’s generation. Unfortunately, disconnection from one’s heritage is a fairly common story
amongst Métis people. The way such disconnections were effected is a subject whose scope far
exceeds this paper. Suffice to say, these disconnections speak to why the work of reconnection is
both so important and so resonant in Métis cultural and academic production. Much Métis

scholarship operates in the reconnecting or reparative mode—salvaging aspects of our heritage
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that have been neglected by colonial histories and/or illuminating sites of resilience within Métis
culture and communities that stand against these colonial forces.™* The two works studied in this
thesis have been used in this manner—both L ‘espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo
Hunter have been cited for the historical information they provide about the buffalo hunt, along
with the customs and rituals of nineteenth-century Métis people.* In this way, they have helped
scholars glean information about and, in a way, reconnect to our ancestral practices.

My own research on these texts, however, begins with a consideration of their relationship to
extinction. In particular, with a consideration of the role that Métis buffalo hunters played in
effecting the extinction of the buffalo from the Canadian® prairies. In the first place, an
extinction event refers to a loss that is, by definition, unrecoverable. Though the buffalo are not,
as it were, extinct, the virtual- or near-extinction of this species is represented in L ‘espace de
Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter as an event that severed their narrator’s connections to
land, community, and to self. These narratives are both stories of absolute collapse; the
extinction event around which these works are organized is not something that can be re-
connected to. A breakdown of the social order predicated on buffalo hunting is dramatized
through the blindness that afflicts both Goulet and Welsh at the ends of their respective
narratives. Goulet, “not wanting to burden anybody” with his blindness, spends the final thirty
years of his life in a “Home for Incurables in Portage la Prairie” (Charette 167). Welsh, whose
sense of self—as we will see in chapter two—is informed by his capacity to work and earn
money, ends his narrative with the statement that, “[1]f I still had my eyesight I could still make
money. Instead, [ am obliged to sit here and review in my find the passing of the old West”
(Weekes 174). These memoirs are organized, narratively and conceptually, around the ending of

the buffalo hunt and the buffalo economy that so profoundly shaped how they and their
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communities were able to exist. As such, both L ’espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo
Hunter register the extinction of the buffalo as an ontological rupture—one which changed their
communities on the level of their being. Respecting and thinking through this loss necessitates a
shift away from the mode of reconnection and repair that is dominant in Métis scholarship today.
This is not a repudiation of that scholarship by any means, so much as a recognition that the
modes of reconnection, recovery, and repair aim to overcome loss rather than dwell with it.*i

The title of this work, Living Through Extinction, is meant to highlight the conflicted position
held by the Red River Métis buffalo hunters and traders regarding the extinction of the buftalo.
These men*il and their families /ived through this extinction event as one passes through a state
of affairs, endures an event, or persists through a given set of circumstances; they also, however,
lived through this extinction in the sense that they lived by the means of an activity—the hunting
of buffalo—that led to an extinction event. In hunting buffalo, the nineteenth-century Red River
Métis people gained political, military, and economic power. The Métis buffalo hunting brigades
constituted a unique social and cultural space, contributing heavily to the process of ethnogenesis
through which various families of mixed First Nations and European descent came into being as
the people now known as the Red River Métis.*¥ But, despite that “[t]he buffalo hunt ... fully
established the Métis Nation” (Teillet 109), the Métis buffalo hunt, in answering to the demands
of the broader colonial marketplace, was also largely responsible for the extinction of the buffalo
in Canadian territory.

My approach to this work begins with an understanding of the Métis buffalo hunt as a
contradictory or self-conflicting activity: the very means by which it built itself up and came into
creation—the hunting of buffalo—also ended up destroying the environment that sustained it.

Beginning with this central conflict, I build out a literary analysis of the two texts in question,
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one that interrogates how dis-connection—from land, community, and self—is communicated in
these narratives that are so informed by their proximity to extinction. My research on L ‘espace
de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter, in other words, is guided by an interest in what the
aesthetic can convey about subject formation (and de-formation) in relation to anthropogenic
extinction events. Through aesthetic analyses, I interrogate the social, political, and cultural
terrains that have been made (and unmade) through economic systems that demand the
extinction of their own resources; explore how the acts of creation and destruction intertwine
within extinction events; and finally, consider what it means to survive, what possibilities for

being remain, within an environment that one’s own actions have destroyed.

The Métis Buffalo Hunt — A Brief Economic History

Drawing out the long history of the extinction of the buffalo from North America is a project
whose scope far exceeds that of this thesis. Numerous factors, most of which are linked in some
way to colonization, contributed to this extinction event. The most frequently cited cause of this
extinction event is the rapacious hunting of buffalo—for profit and for sport—undertaken by
white settler hunting parties in the United States shortly after the Civil War had concluded.*¥
What is important to note for this project, however, is that these highly destructive settler hunting
parties were an American-only phenomenon (x Cunfer and Waiser). In Canadian territory—
where the buffalo population went extinct earlier than in the United States—only Indigenous
peoples organized large-scale buffalo hunting parties (x Cunfer and Waiser). In Canada, Métis
buffalo hunters responded forcefully to the market demand for buffalo products and thus hunted

the greatest number of buffalo (Colpitts Pemmican Empire, Foster “The Metis and the End of the
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Plains Buffalo in Alberta”). Though we cannot blame the extinction of the buffalo on the hunting
practices of any single population, the significant impact that these Métis hunting parties had
must be recognized.

Regarding the Red River Métis hunters, I understand that their practices of overhunting
resulted from the twin pressures of debt and the rapid reduction in the price of buffalo products at
key moments in the hunt’s history. For the hunters, debt was primarily incurred through the
goods they used while on the hunts, such as horses, carts, ammunition, tools, etc. The traders
incurred steep debts when buying commercial products on credit from major retailers, products
which were then exchanged for buffalo robes, pemmican, and other commodities derived from
various Métis and First Nations hunters. The commodities derived from hunting buffalo were
then sold to purchasers, such as the Hudson’s Bay Company and other large retailers, to recoup
the debts incurred and to hopefully turn a profit. Alexander Ross, a man who lived in the Red
River settlement during the nineteenth century, described the Métis buffalo brigades (which
contained both hunters and traders) as being fueled by “the evils of long credit” (qtd in Colpitts
175). The system of debt, Ross notes, “is now deeply rooted, and infused into all the affairs and
the transactions of the [Red River settlement]” (qtd in Colpitts 175). This debt, as environmental
historian George Colpitts notes, “necessitated greater returns to make a hunting contingent meet
its initial outlay,” thus leading eventually to a pace and scale of market hunting that was
unsustainable (175).

Price suppression also played a major role in the size and scale of the Métis hunts. Colpitts
argues that unsustainable rates of hunting by the Métis began as early as 1821, when the
Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) and the North West Company (NWC)—the two major

purchasers of pemmican from the Métis people—merged under the HBC name. With their
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exclusive purchasing power for pemmican, this new HBC, by 1826, “had moved pemmican,
dried meat, and fat to a quarter of their prices from two decades before. Prices remained
suppressed until the end of the bison era” (151). The combination of debt and price suppression
meant that the Métis hunters had to greatly increase the yields of their hunts to turn any sort of
profit.

The increasing demand for surplus production led the Métis hunters to “organiz[e] the first
large-scale and highly destructive summer hunting [parties]” (Colpitts 152). Perhaps the most
damaging effect of these hunts was that, by taking place during the summer, Métis hunters were
killing off buffalo during an important part of their life cycle: “The market was, in effect,
pushing the Métis to develop a hunt that killed cows [meaning, female buffalo], generally, at a
time when they were sometimes half their prime, in summer” (Colpitts 169). The summer hunt
eventually led to the spring hunt, which targeted only female buffalo as the meat from males was,
as Goulet describes it, “inedible” during this time of year (49). It is this spring hunt that Goulet

credits with the extinction of the buffalo:

One of the main reasons for the decimation of the buffalo herds was that cows were
hunted in the spring, during the calving season. Right off, a generation ceased to exist
before it was even born, dying with the slaughtered mothers. It was the quickest and
surest way to wipe out a race of animals, by reducing its numbers and also its capacity to

reproduce. (50)

The amount of pemmican sold by the Métis increased exponentially as these hunting parties got
larger and their technology more sophisticated: beginning from 16,000 lbs in 1827 and growing
to over 100,000 Ibs in 1843 (Colpitts 165). It should be noted that these figures do not include

pemmican consumed by the Métis during the hunt, pemmican that was preserved for future
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provisioning, or pemmican that was traded to purchasers other than the HBC. These pemmican
sales were responding to both the growing size of the Red River settlement*! and the growing
HBC enterprise which, through this now very cheap energy resource, was able to expand its own
commercial operations, “both the reach of capital and the pace of colonization in its train”
(Colpitts 149 my emphasis). The exhaustion of this resource and the extinction of the buffalo in
“Canadian” territory proved to be an important step in the greater expansion of this colonial
capitalist enterprise; this expansion of colonization, therefore, cannot be disentangled from the
labour of Métis buffalo hunters and traders.

The problems of debt and price suppression were only exacerbated by the trade in buffalo
robes and the turn towards the free-trade, capitalist economic model adopted by hunters and
traders during the 1840s. After the Sayer trial in 1849,%Vii the HBC was forced to give up its
monopoly on purchasing products from Métis hunters and traders. This allowed the Métis to sell
their products to American trading enterprises, gaining access to a lucrative, transnational market
for buffalo robes and other products. Following this, the Métis turned their production more
consciously towards “commodity production for market (furs, particularly buffalo robes) ...
Their surplus production ... was increasingly appropriated by merchant traders, many of whom
were Metis themselves” (Ens 77).

The exhaustion of the Canadian buffalo herds through surplus production is dramatized in
chapter five of The Last Buffalo Hunter. This chapter, titled “A Winter Hunt,” opens on Welsh
and a number of other Métis buffalo hunters carving up the corpse of a buffalo: “I cut a hole in
the tripe. The manure was hot, and whenever our hands got cold, we would run them and put
them in the manure, and they would get warm as fire” (Weekes 39). Following this, Welsh

describes the buffalo herds in Saskatchewan, characterizing them through their plenty: “I could
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see the buffalo all over. There were thousands and thousands of them ... All around us, as far as
we could see, the plains were black with buffalo. The prairie seemed to be moving” (42).
Alongside this plenitude, the hunting practices witnessed by Welsh are characterized by waste: “I
saw hundreds of buffalo, during that week, slaughtered for their hides. The whole carcass was
left to rot on the plains” (42). Though Welsh abdicates himself and the majority of his brigade
from such wasteful practices (there were, it appears, numerous brigades sharing this hunting
ground), he notes how this wasteful form of hunting continues: “After the second day of this
particular hunt there were a great many buffalo shot for their hides. Too many” (43).xViii

Surplus and waste come together in the commodification of the buffalo and its exchange into
goods through trade. Following the hunt, chapter five concludes with Welsh trading buffalo robes
to two businessmen from the United States—nameless, featureless characters standing in for the
transnational network of trade that circulated buffalo products. During their negotiations, the
offers from each party differ by eighty dollars. This is a relatively small sum, but, as Welsh
states, “I told him my price and must get it” (46). Welsh notices that one of the men “was
wearing a fine watch and chain,” which Welsh then asks for to cover the difference between the
two parties’ offers. The American purchaser agrees, and the exchange is settled, with Welsh now
in the possession of “forty-three hundred dollars in cash and a good watch” (46). The very next
paragraph begins, however, with Welsh giving away the watch as a present to his brother-in-law
“because I didn’t know how to use it” (46). Welsh’s demand for the watch in the negotiation
process is understandable in terms of the need to create surplus value through exchange. But his
immediate discarding of the watch figures this surplus value as an unnecessary excess.

Chapter five begins with Welsh’s hand in buffalo excrement, and it ends with him holding a

luxury trade good. There are various ways to interpret this. One is a pro-capitalist narrative arc
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whereby buffalo gore, through Welsh’s hard work, is transformed into something of immense
monetary value. Another reading could contrast the actual use-value of these two items, noting
the irony in that the buffalo excrement (which holds no exchange value) turns out to have far
more utility for Welsh than the (to him) useless luxury article. What I find more interesting,
however, is how the watch comes to signify, not just surplus value generated through the hunt,
but instead, surplus-as-waste. In this way, the wasteful hunting practices described by Welsh are
reified as the very goods for which the buffalo are being hunted.

Focusing on the Métis hunters and the role they played in the extinction of the buffalo
exposes the irrational conflicts that arise from the otherwise rational actions taken within the
structure of colonial capitalism.** Again, focusing on only Métis hunters misses the full scope of
factors leading to this extinction event. It is also worth noting that a group of Métis hunters in
1875 attempted to regulate hunting so that the remaining buffalo population could be conserved.
Led by Gabriel Dumont, it was this group of Métis “who were seemingly trying to control the
hunt from its completely chaotic turn” (Colpitts 253). Despite all of this, what makes studying
the impact of Métis on this extinction so important for us to do today, is that the self-conflicted
position of the Métis buffalo hunter—one who sustains oneself and one’s community through
unsustainable practices—so uncannily reflects the position that we in the global North hold with
regards to the contemporary climate crisis. Currently, we are contending with a multitude of
environmental crises caused primarily by human activity—crises which include a mass
extinction event whose scope and scale dwarfs the loss of life that resulted from hunting buffalo.
In the global North, even the most environmentally conscious of us are still heavily dependent on
an incredibly destructive and wasteful economic system for the procurement of our most basic

needs such as food, clothing, and shelter. Jean-Thomas Trembly and Steven Swarbrick sum up
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this predicament so well when they state that the central ecological contradiction of our own era
is that “to live today is to accelerate extinction” (128). Focusing on the figure of the Métis
buffalo hunter allows us to think through how and why environmental contradictions replicate
themselves across eras and how such contradictions serve to expand the reach and pace of

capitalism while also undermining the livelihoods of those dependent on this economic system.

The Aesthetic Approach

L’espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter are both widely cited documents in the
field of Métis studies. Many scholars understand and cite these works as historical documents—
ones whose claims are facts and whose statements are self-identical to their surface meanings.
This understanding of these works deserves to be complicated. My own approach has been to
read these texts as imaginative, literary creations—stories told by experienced storytellers who
are making use of the various artistic techniques within the medium. I do not deny that these
works can and do contain valuable information for historians; nor am I saying that these texts are
being used erroneously as historical documents. What I am saying is that different
understandings of and approaches to these works will yield different insights. In emphasizing the
storytelling elements of these documents, I hope to begin new conversations about these works
within the field of Métis studies and the many other disciplines I engage with throughout this
work.

Consider the brief episode described above, in which Welsh sells the products of his hunt to
two American businessmen. Of this episode, historian Gerhard Ens writes that Welsh’s

accounting of that transaction “must be an exaggeration as it is based on claims of having sold
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his buffalo robes ... at 20$/robe—an unrealistic figure even for the late 1860s” (84). Approached
as an aesthetic work, however, my consideration is not to inform my reader what a more realistic
price for these robes might have been (108 at most, argues Ens [84]). Rather, I consider this
excessive price alongside the other images of excess that this chapter presents us with, those
being the descriptions of wasteful hunting practices and of expensive but functionally useless
luxury articles. These thematically linked images of waste and excess ask us to consider surplus
production as waste, a concept crystallized in Welsh’s giving away of the watch he bargained so
hard for. In my reading of this text, the point is not that Welsh fibbed about the dollar amount he
sold his robes for, but rather that the story prompts us to consider surplus and waste in tandem,
thereby contrasting with the more normative associations held between surplus and growth.
Understood as a work of art, the purpose of The Last Buffalo Hunter is not to inform its readers
of robe prices, but instead to get us to re-think the concepts of surplus and growth by using
formal and thematic techniques to connect these processes to the consequences they engender.
Understood aesthetically, these texts are powerful mediations on the various contradictions of
living through extinction. The central contradiction is that the buffalo hunt both built itself up
and sustained itself through an activity that ultimately destroyed the environmental conditions
that sustained it. This contradiction has only become exacerbated within our own societies in the
global North, as we likewise—for the most part—Ilive through highly destructive and
fundamentally unsustainable means. The urgency of attending to this contradiction lies in how
today, the environmental consequences of the lives of affluent citizens in the global North are so
often displaced onto populations in the global South. Addressing this phenomenon, Frédérick
Neyrat criticizes the term “Anthropocence” because, he argues, it propagates the myth that there

is a single, unified humanity, one which is wholly responsible for and wholly threatened by the
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consequences of the climate crisis—one of which is, again, a mass extinction event. More
accurately, Neyrat argues, there are populations who have benefited from the economies and
technologies that have altered the earth so drastically, and other populations who have suffered
the consequences of this progress (19-20). Neyrat uses the term the “double-body of the
Anthropocene’ to reference this unequal split (20 emphasis in original). Through the Métis
buffalo hunter, one can observe this double-body within the same figure. The causal relationship
between Métis hunting and the buffalo extinction—an extinction event which led them to a
prolonged period of “economic [and, I would add political and social] marginalization” (Ens and
Sawchuck 239-242)—really brings to the fore the severe contradictions within capitalism,
making consequences that are often easily obfuscated, because so often displaced onto others,
difficult to ignore.

Today, extinction is both ubiquitous and largely invisible, often only approachable through
abstract concepts or bloodless sets of data. Unlike the Indigenous peoples of the prairies, who
felt the loss of the buffalo in every aspect of their lives, the effects of this current mass extinction
event are often occluded from the day-to-day lives of citizens of the global North. Even scientists
who track species extinction estimate that the majority of species going extinct today are those
which are not yet known to humankind (Dawson 9). These extinction events often result in
consequences that are impossible to predict, because it is not known how all species within a
given ecosystem are connected to their environment. One pertinent example of this is how the
localized extinction of India’s vulture population, due to the role they played in that country’s
sanitation by their consumption of garbage, has led to over 64.4 billion dollars in damages per
year and over 500,000 human deaths (Frank and Sudarshan “The Social Costs of Keystone

Species Collapse: Evidence from the Decline of Vultures in India”). The role humanity plays in
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effecting these extinctions is likewise occluded by the fact that most of these species are not
dying off through humans killing them directly—as in the case of hunting—but rather though
habitat loss. The leading cause of this habitat loss is the space required for animal agriculture
(Machovina et al, “Biodiversity Conservation™).

Suturing the affective distance between humans (particularly citizens of the global North)
and the environmental consequences of our livelihoods is the impetus behind much work in the
environmental humanities. Philosopher Baptiste Morizot argues that “impoverishment of the
scope of our sensibility towards living beings, of the forms of attention and of the qualities of
openness towards them, is both an effect and one of the causes of the ecological crisis” (6).
Morizot thus advocates for engaging in “rituals without mysticism,” such as “think[ing] of the
ocean every time we add salt - think[ing] of what we owe it” and, when using a “natural sponge
in the shower,” thinking about how “you are rubbing your body with the body of your ancestor
... [showering thus becomes] ancestor worship performed in secret and unconsciously: a sensual
and silent ritual of connection with the whole animal kingdom, of which the sponge is ... the
common ancestor” (115). The discipline of material ecocriticism, likewise, seeks to
“reenchan([t]” the world we live in through emphasizing the “expressive creativity” of all forms
of matter (27 Oppermann). In doing so, it is argued, humans will be “invit[ed] [to] fee[l] empathy
with all objects, human and nonhuman entities, and forces that constitute the matter of Earth
within which human and nonhuman natures intertwine in complex ways” (Oppermann 27).
These approaches to environmental crisis emphasize embodiment and meaning making, they
“fuse matter and meaning together to posit a world that is animate, object-oriented, and geared
towards repair” (Swarbrick 249). They conceptualize the human subject as one who, through a

recognition of their embodied connection to other forms of matter, will be able to take their
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proper position within a co-operative network of benevolent forces: “The mystery of being a
body, a body that interprets and lives its life, is shared by all living beings: it’s the universal vital
condition, and it is this which should summon up the most powerful sense of belonging”
(Morizot 10).

For my own Métis buffalo hunting and trading ancestors, an embodied interconnection to the
buffalo and the prairie ecosystem did not prevent them from perpetuating an ecological crisis.
The hunters and their families subsisted on buffalo meat and fat, wore clothing made from
buffalo hides, and slept in buffalo robes—the buffalo was always on and in them. Their
dependency on this animal did not—could not—have escaped recognition. The creation of oral
geographies and the ascription of placenames to various sites in the prairies, as Rivard’s research
cited above notes, also emphasizes how the Metis hunter’s selthood was conceived of in relation
to the very environment in which their hunting led to an extinction event. This extinction event,
which was effected not in a manner that was affectively distant, but on the contrary, through the
visceral, affectively charged form of hunting, demonstrates the limitations of an approach
founded on the recognition-of-relationality as a means to curb environmental devastation. It also
speaks to the greater difficulty of becoming the transcendental subject who can
unproblematically merge oneself into a greater web of living relations.

My buffalo hunting ancestors were deeply conflicted, complicated, and very human actors
trying to navigate their own lives within the imperfect milieus in which they were situated.
Rather than envisioning or promoting an idealized human subject—the transcendental or pastoral
subject who exists in an unconflicted relationship with their milieu—my analysis instead aims to
re-centre the contradictions and difficulties of the human subject within eco-critical discourse.

This approach, I hope, resonates with the work of critical Indigenous theorist M Murphy, “a
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Métis person of white skin who also descends from white settlers,” and their concept of
“alterlife” (499). Murphy’s alterlife conceptualizes contemporary relationships with toxic

chemicals and settler-colonial violence:

Living in Toronto, I am a guest and a settler, caught up in the chemicals and water,
noninnocently making relations and suspending damage. Alterlife acknowledges that one
cannot simply get out, that this hurtful and deadly entanglement forms part of contemporary

existence in this moment, in the ongoing aftermath. (500)

Murphy states that alterlife is informed by their Métis identity, one which, they state “is
complicated, not least because it is noninnocently entangled with whiteness” (500). Though the
Mgétis, as Murphy notes, have been victimized by and have fought against settler colonialism,
“[sJome Métis ancestors were active agents of colonialism, working with the Hudson’s Bay
Company, and in the twentieth century many white Métis became more and more assimilated
into settler colonialism” (499-500). As a result of these considerations, Murphy states, alterlife is
partly “an autobiographical category about traumatic and noninnocent relations with settler
colonialism and capitalism” (500 my emphasis). Studying the Métis buffalo hunt entails
recognizing it as a capitalist endeavour. Though these hunts supported and benefited many
Indigenous communities, they also, as I mentioned above, aided in the expansion of settler
colonialism and market capitalism in North America. I, too, feel that my research must also be
informed by “traumatic and noninnocent relations with settler colonialism and capitalism” in
order to consider both the damage done to the Métis people by the extinction of the buffalo and

the role that the Métis population played in effecting it.
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In approaching L’espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter as literary works, my
goal is to analyze how conflicts and contradictions that cannot be explicated in a fully rational
manner come to be expressed and contended with through an aesthetic medium. Throughout, |
utilize historical works and primary sources to contextualize the texts in question. Though this
project would not have been possible without the work of the historians I cite and the
historians—Jesse Thistle and Carolyn Podruchny—who have so generously guided my academic
development, the purpose of this work is not to assess L espace de Louis Goulet or The Last
Buffalo Hunter on the basis of whether or not the claims they make can be considered
historically accurate. My analysis of these works is informed by the disciplines of literary
studies, aesthetic philosophy, critical Indigenous theory, and queer theory. I also make use of
psychoanalytic terminology throughout this project because, as Dana Seitler puts it,
“psychoanalysis is so good at placing emphasis on forms and expressions of psychic confliction”
(2). Reading these works as stories also means that I take the representations of “Goulet,”
“Welsh,” and various others within the text as representations—characters within works of
literature. As such, my statements about the characters in these works should not be taken as
statements on the historical people whom they are meant to represent. This approach allows me
to critically reflect on the practice of representation (of self and others) and the greater social and
political consequences of doing so.

The first chapter of this work, “Truth in L espace de Louis Goulet,” focuses on the text’s own
claims to communicate truth. This chapter begins by looking at its authors’ claim that the work is
entirely truthful, but that it is not a history—it is, in Charette and Goulet’s words, ““a story,
nothing more” (Charette ix). Of the two memoirs studied in this work, L espace is more

consciously linked to the practice of oral storytelling; it evokes oral tradition directly as a major
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influence in Goulet’s life and stylistically through specific turns of phrase that are directed
towards the reader as though they were in Goulet’s presence. By examining theorists of the oral
tradition and Indigenous storytelling, along with a close reading of the epistemological claims
made by the narrator of this work, I build a concept of “truth” that speaks to how this term is
deployed and understood within L espace de Louis Goulet. In this work, a “truth” is not an
enduring, objective, historical fact, but rather, a provisional, contingent, and highly subjective
experience that is mediated by cultural and environmental factors. In stressing the contingency of
truth, L espace portrays the extinction of the buffalo as an ontological rupture. How and as what
Goulet and his community were able to be as Métis people were forever changed following the
ending of the buffalo hunt and the multitude of practices that went along with it.

The second chapter, “Figures of Indigeneity in The Last Buffalo Hunter,” critically examines
the portrayal of the self and various others in the autobiographical form. The Last Buffalo Hunter
consciously evokes the tradition of Western autobiography, specifically in its narrative of one’s
self-realization through economic means. However, the text portrays Welsh as being subservient
to the economic demands of his hunting and trading enterprise. As such, the character of “Welsh”
becomes less of an articulation of a specific individual and more of a figure for the economic
logic of the buffalo hunt. Through this figure, the contradictions of this practice are enacted—
specifically during moments where he puts his own self at risk in the pursuit of profit. Focusing
on the economic also reveals the logic behind the work’s, at times deeply offensive, portrayals of
First Nations people. Working with the idea that these portrayals are also figures that are
recognizable within settler-colonial discourse, I argue that The Last Buffalo Hunter both deploys

(and to an extent, naturalizes) these figures, while also pointing out how the tropes it relies on to
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depict First Nations peoples are themselves informed by the material conditions of settler
colonialism.

Though these works are stylistically and even thematically very different from one another,
they are both grounded in their relationship to an unrecoverable loss. The conclusion analyzes
the subject position that the narrators of L’espace de Louis Goulet and The Last Buffalo Hunter
ultimately inhabit at the end of their narratives. Both narrators, blind and financially destitute,
express and articulate a subjectivity formed through anthropogenic extinction and the losses that
this process bespeaks. From these subject positions, we can critically reflect upon our own
(again, for those of us in the affluent global North) positions within the contemporary climate

crisis.
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Chapter 1:

Truth in L’espace de Louis Goulet

Voulez-vous écouter chanter
Une chanson de verite?
- Pierre Falcon, “Chanson de la Grenouillére”

“this did not signify to me a stable identity: I came to understand that what kind of Native
you are can shift”
- Deanna Reder, Autobiography as Indigenous Intellectual Tradition: Cree and Métis
dcimsowina

L’espace de Louis Goulet focuses on Louis Goulet’s early life as he navigates one of the most
fraught periods in Métis history: the era in which the buffalo went virtually extinct from the
prairies and the Northwest resistance of 1885 concluded with the defeat of the Métis forces at
Batoche and the public execution of Métis leader Louis Riel. As a blind, elderly man, Goulet
shared the story of his life with Guillaume Charette—himself a prominent Métis lawyer, radio
host, and one-time president of the L.’Union Nationale Métisse de Saint Joseph —when he spent
a winter at Charette’s home in Saint Boniface sometime between 1932 and 1934 (Ellenwood
“Voices of Louis Goulet” 108). Following this encounter, Charette authored at least two
different, full-length versions of Goulet’s narrative, writing these works in the first person as
“Louis Goulet.” Emile Pelletier later discovered these writings in Charette’s archives at the
Société Historique de Saint Boniface. Pelletier edited Charette’s work, gave the narrative its title,
and published it in 1977—Hfifteen years after Charette’s death and forty-one years after Louis
Goulet’s passing. I will return to the editing process Pelletier undertook for this project towards
the end of this chapter. I note Charette’s important role in the composition of this text here only

because it lends credence to the provocation he makes in the work’s foreword: “The reader will
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not find one word of fiction in the following account. All the characters existed, all of them were
known, but the narrator denies writing history. He simply wants to tell a story, nothing more,”
followed by the assertion that Goulet was “one of the most truthful* [storytellers]” (ix my
emphasis). Charette’s statement in the original French makes the distinction between “writing
history” and “telling a story” more forcefully: “bien que le narrateur refuse de faire de [’histoire,
il veut raconter tout simplement et c’est tout” (L espace 11 my emphasis). The translation of
“raconter” to “tell a story” is accurate, but the English phrase misses an important connotation
associated with raconter, which is that the story being told is exaggerated or even partly made
up—more of a tall-tale than the kind of true-to-life story typically associated with the memoir
genre. Charette and Goulet ask us to accept as true what might otherwise be dismissed as
exaggeration or fantasy. More importantly, they ask the reader to differentiate between the truth
of a story and the truth of a historical document.

This chapter presents a reading of L espace de Louis Goulet that is informed by how the text
conceptualizes “truth.” The first section of this chapter argues that claims to truth in this work are
not concerned with the indexing of historical facts. Rather, L espace is better understood as an
extended meditation on how, in categorically different ways, practices, circumstances, and
environmental conditions enabled the Métis people to be. In other words, a claim to truth in
L’espace is a claim about how life was lived and how reality was experienced. In
conceptualizing truth in this manner, L espace presents the extinction of the buffalo as an
ontological rupture for the Métis community—one which engendered a change in their being.
Goulet’s narrative occurs during a moment of extreme turmoil. As the Northwest underwent
great changes, Goulet and his community were made to navigate different ways of relating to,

perceiving, and existing within their environs. The second and third sections of this chapter
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examine Goulet’s ardent embrace of Catholicism, contextualizing it within the understanding of
truth articulated above. The fourth and final section of this chapter considers Goulet’s position
within the ontological rupture of this extinction event, focusing on moments in which the
conflicts of the text are set against one another. It is in attending to these contradictions that the

work most forcefully communicates and contends with living through extinction.

Une Chanson de Vérité

I will begin by looking at how “truth” and “fact” have been written about and understood within
the Métis oral tradition. In her book, Autobiography as Indigenous Intellectual Tradition: Cree
and Meétis dcimsowina, Deanna Reder, citing H. C. Wolfart, defines “4cimowina” as “stories or
accounts of daily life, although, ‘in this genre the supernatural is decidedly a part of the factual
world’” (6 my emphasis). In her glossary, Reder re-emphasizes the truth content of
“acimowin(a)” by defining the term as “factual story (stories)” (xi my emphasis). The factual
content of such narratives remains implied in Reder’s definition of the term “acimisowin(a),”
which she describes as “story (stories) about oneself/autobiography (autobiographies)”! (xi).
Reder’s repeated use of the term “factual” and her characterization of dcimisowina as a practice
that “best allow[s] us to assert control over our identities, histories, and knowledge systems”
invokes historiography (18). Thus, Reder explicates the practice of Métis-storytelling in a
manner categorically different from (though not necessarily opposed to) Charette, who explicitly
rejects Goulet’s storytelling practice as “history” (Charette ix). For Reder, dcimsowina allows for
narrative control over and preservation of Indigenous histories within a culture that too often

neglects or tries to erase them (18, 97-110).
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Reder emphasizes the importance of creating Indigenous modes of historiography when she
writes about the barriers to publishing that Métis activist, intellectual, and author James Brady
encountered when submitting his manuscript about the Cree leader Chief Papasschayo.*!! Brady
had sent his manuscript to anthropologist Charles Brant for feedback and had submitted it to
historian Hugh Dempsey for publication in the Alberta Historical Review. Brant rejected Brady’s
work as a work of scholarship based on what he described as the “occultist, supernaturalistic”
elements of the text (Brant, qtd in Reder 101). Dempsey, for his part, rejected Brady’s work for
publication on the grounds that what Brady documents in the text—the seizure of Chief
Papasschayo’s reserve land by white settlers—“do[es] not completely agree with the historical
record” (Dempsey, qtd in Reder 101). In claiming that the designations of “fact” and “history”
accurately describe the practice of Cree-Métis storytelling, Reder’s work reappropriates both
terms as an important corrective to the attitude that the work of Indigenous authors is “deficient
or unbelievable” (102 my emphasis).

In insisting on the truth of L espace while maintaining its status as a story rather than a
history, Goulet and Charette ask us to consider how different media convey, communicate, and
problematize different conceptions of “truth.” Ray Ellenwood considers this provocation in the
afterword to his translation of the text, noting that L espace contains “a core of what we might
call ‘historical truth’ to it” (“Translator’s Afterword” 169). After corroborating Goulet’s presence
at certain events with documents from the historical record, “the Official Reports of the North-
West Mounted Police” and “the Sessional Papers of the Dominion of Canada,” Ellenwood
concludes by stating that “[i]n the final analysis, however, this book ... is not a history but a
story ... [Goulet’s] reminiscences go beyond the /imited truth of historical fact into the realm of

myth especially with their haunting themes of freedom and space and the loss of both”
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(“Translator’s Afterword” 170 my emphasis). The themes of L espace and the truths they convey
about Goulet and his community’s experience of this era cannot be apprehended by referencing
documents such as the Official Reports of the North-West Mounted Police. In L’espace, these
truths are found in the artistic properties of the text: the formal, descriptive, and thematic devices
that the work makes use of. In other words, we have to look at the aspects of the text that help us
understand it beyond the literal statements made in the work. This is what it means to approach
L’espace as a story—that is, as an aesthetic object—rather than as a history.

Ojibwe scholar Basil Johnston, in his essay, “Is That All There Is? Tribal Literature,” argues
that works studying Indigenous peoples remain too committed to understanding Indigenous
stories through their surface-level meanings. In other words, there is a preference for the literal
over the literary. This hermeneutic, Johnston contends, results in research that “present[s] Native
peoples [only] in terms of their physical existence, as if Indians were incapable of meditating
upon or grasping the abstract” (4). Johnston continues, “[w]ithout knowing the spiritual and the
intellectual, aesthetic sides of Indian culture ... the literature of the peoples they are studying”
scholars are unable to understand Indigenous peoples (5). Regarding the analysis of Indigenous
narratives, Johnston argues that surface-level readings often miss the point of Indigenous stories,
so much so that a well-known narrative whose mythological meaning suggests “that love may
bloom even in circumstances where it is least expected to flower and endure ... has been
presented as an explanation for the origin of pine trees” (10).

Johnston presents a concept of truth that speaks to how a single statement can contain a depth

of meanings**ii;

When we say “w’daeb-- awae,” we mean he or she is telling the truth, is correct, is right.

But the expression ... is as well a philosophical proposition, in the saying of which a






