Ouellette Family

by Ken Koshagarian



Moise Napoleon Ouellette
(March 5,1840-December 15, 1911)

Introduction

In November 2007, my wife and | became stewards of River Lot 14, St. Laurent Settlement. |
subsequently learned that it was one of five river lots originally settled and farmed by Moise
and Elisabeth Ouellette. River Lot 14 was first granted a Crown title on December 20, 1935 to
their grandson, Joseph Ouellette. His widow, Rose-Delima Ouellette, held the title until 1990.
In March 2025, we became stewards of River Lot 13 next door, which had been occupied by the
Gervais family through Moise and Elisabeth’s daughter, Virginie.

Beginning in 2010, | read books and articles extensively about the Métis in the South
Saskatchewan River Valley, and learned about Moise Ouellette’s significant contributions to
the creation of, service to, and advocacy for the South Branch Métis community.

In December 2018, | snowshoed into the Batoche cemetery to visit the graves of the
Ouellettes. While Joseph and Rose-Delima have a polished granite monument above their
graves, | was disappointed to discover Moise and Elisabeth’s headstones were crumbling and
neglected (see attached photos). | was overcome and immediately felt an urge to furnish
them with a more respectful monument." But | am neither a relative nor am | even Métis. What
business is it of mine? Certainly there must be some descendants who would want to honour
these notable Métis ancestors. Perhaps even the Métis Nation of Saskatchewan.

| decided to compose a short essay of what I'd learned in hopes of instigating a collaboration
to erect a more permanent monument to Moise and Elisabeth. Please note that | have merely
gathered other people’s stories and interviews, assembling them here in my own view.2 In that
regard, | regret not finding more information about Elisabeth Ouellette. Connie Sanche has
written an excellent essay about Elisabeth Ouellette, which | would commend as a companion
piece to this essay.

Finally, if  have made any errors in transcription or speculation, omitted any pertinent
information, committed any cultural appropriation, or unknowingly offended anyone, | would
humbly be pleased to hear back from that reader.

Biography

Moise Ouellette was born on March 5, 1840 to Joseph “José” Ouellette and Thérése Elisabeth
Houle at St. Boniface, Manitoba. Isabelle Elisabeth Dumont was born on July 12, 1844 at Red
River Settlement to Isidore Dumont Sr. dit Ecapow and Louise Laframboise (and thus became
Gabriel Dumont’s younger sister.)® Moise and Elisabeth married on May 12,1863, also at St.
Boniface, Manitoba.* They were enumerated in the 1870 census at St. Norbert, Manitoba where
Moise was recorded as a farmer and a trader.®

Following the events of 1869-1870 at the Red River Settlement, and the resulting debacle
of land scrip fraud and Colonel Wolseley’s incursion, many Métis families, including the
Ouellettes, emigrated to Saskatchewan seeking a new opportunity to govern themselves.®



On December 31,1871, at the urging of Father André, the elders wintering along the South
Saskatchewan River at Petite Ville met to lay the groundwork for a new community to be
called the St. Laurent Settlement. They chose Lawrence Clarke, factor at the nearby Hudson
Bay Company post at Fort Carlton, to chair the meeting. Both André and Clarke urged the Métis
to begin transitioning from a hunting economy to a farming economy.’

The first public assembly of the new settlement was convened at the St. Laurent de Grandin
parish on December 10, 1873. Moise Ouellette was elected to be one of eight founding
members of the council to serve a one-year term. The newly formed council adopted a unique
and comprehensive code of 28 laws.2 By the spring of 1874, Moise Ouellette and his family
had relocated from the wintering camp to settle on river lots 10-14 in the new St. Laurent
Settlement.®

The following year, Moise Ouellette was re-elected to the council for another one-year term
at a meeting held in the church at the St. Laurent mission.” Shortly thereafter on January 25,
1875, another meeting was held in which the counsellors discussed the urgent need to build

a school for their children in the new settlement. They unanimously agreed to levy every
family in the district one dollar so that they could construct a schoolhouse to be located at
the mission. The counsellors appointed Moise as the trustee to collect and hold the funds.”
Ouellette continued his efforts to gain Métis control of their education when two years laterin
1877, he instigated moving the church-run school from the mission grounds on the west bank
of the river to the east bank, where most of the people lived.” A review of old land surveys
suggests that the school might have been only a short distance from the Ouellette family
farm.™

Throughout this period of time, Moise Ouellette, with the encouragement of his elderly father,
Joseph, had primarily taken up farming. Father André, while commenting on the transition
from a migratory buffalo hunting economy to a sedentary economy taking place within the
settlement, wrote that “Moise Ouellette has ploughed an immense area and sown some thirty
bushels of barley on it, without counting other kinds of grain.”*

It has been widely written elsewhere that the buffalo were hunted to extinction by American
hide hunters, forcing First Nations to take up treaties with the Canadian government. The
Saskatchewan Métis became increasingly concerned about their land rights and other issues
as well. A few days before Treaty No. 4 was signed at Fort Qu'Appelle in September 1874, some
thirty Métis men signed a petition to the federal government asking that it “remember them
in the various arrangements that the Government may make with the Indians” so as to ensure
theirrights and provide for self-adjudication. Moise Ouellette had travelled there to join his
brother, Antoine Ouellette, a prominent trader straddling the Medicine Line, in order to sign
that petition.” Moise again joined his brother, Antoine, to sign a petition to establish a Métis
reserve in Montana, which was then sent by Louis Riel to American General Nelson A. Miles on
August 6,1880.™

After a decade of their petitions being ignored dozens of times by the governments of
Alexander Mackenzie and John A. Macdonald,” the South Branch Métis held a series of
meetings at the homes of Charles Nolin, Maxime Lépine, and Isidore Dumont Sr.,"® culminating
in a meeting on May 6, 1884, at the Lindsay District schoolhouse.™ Resolutions were passed
to send delegates to Montana to ask Louis Riel to come and lead them in advocating their
concerns to the Canadian government. Gabriel Dumont, representing the French speaking



Métis from the South Branch, and James Isbister, representing the English speaking Métis
from Prince Albert, were chosen as delegates.?’ Moise Ouellette and Michel Dumas, the farm
instructor at nearby One Arrow First Nation, volunteered to unofficially accompany them.
On May 18, 1884, the party set out for St. Pierre’s Mission, located some 900 kilometres away
on the Sun River in Montana.? Moise Ouellette drove a two-horse, four-wheeled wagon,
presumably to facilitate transporting the Riel family.?

Once Louis Riel accepted the invitation, the delegation brought the Riel family back to the

St. Laurent Settlement. They arrived on July 5, 1884 at Tourond’s Couleé to a reception of 60
horsemen and 50 wagonloads of people led by Isidore Dumont Sr. The travelling party spent
that night with the Dumonts at Gabriel's Crossing.?2 The Ouellettes initially hosted the Riel
family upon their arrival at Batoche.?* Charles Nolin, Louis Riel's first cousin by marriage,? then
invited the Riel's to stay at his comfortable two-storey home, which they did for the next four
months.?® But the Riels chose to return to reside with the Ouellettes on November 8, 18847
and remained there for the rest of their time at Batoche.?®

The Ouellette family not only hosted the Riels and their two young children, but also Will
Jackson (Honoré Jaxon), who was to become Louis Riel ‘s secretary (and who had fallen in love
with the Ouellette’s sixteen year-old daughter, Rose).?° In addition, Moise’s parents, Joseph
“José” and Thérése Elisabeth, were living with the Ouellettes on River Lot 13 throughout this
time.*° It appears that Isidore Dumont Sr. lived close by as well.>

In August of 1884, Louis Riel began publicly promoting his vision of a distinct nationality for
the Métis and that they should have their own patron saint and national feast day. In front of
a crowded gathering at the St. Laurent church the following month, “Moise Ouellette, Gabriel
Dumont, and Louis Riel made speeches to that effect” to Bishop Grandin. St. Joseph was
adopted as the patron saint and the first La Féte Nationale was celebrated on September 24,
1884. From 1886 until today it has been observed annually on July 24th.3?

In February of 1885, Louis Riel, having considered that he had accomplished as much as he
could with petitions, expressed his intent to return to Montana. However, he was urged to
remain at Batoche by Gabriel Dumont, Ambroise Lépine, Moise Ouellette, and Charles Nolin.?
As frustration mounted over their unanswered petitions, Louis Riel called a secret meeting on
March 5, 1885 in which Gabriel Dumont, Moise Ouellette, and eight other men signed a pledge
in which they promised to take up arms if necessary to protect their country.?* When Louis
Riel declared a provisional government at St. Antoine de Padoue church in Batoche on March
19, 1885, he nominated Gabriel Dumont as adjutant general of the Exovedate, who in turn
selected Moise Ouellette as one of the counsellors.®

Shortly thereafter on March 26, 1885, Moise Ouellette took part in the Battle at Duck Lake.?®
Elisabeth had killed seven of their family’s dogs so that they wouldn’t make any noise.? When
Hudson Bay Company Chief Factor Lawrence Clarke retreated from the conflict in haste, he
left behind his prized beaver overcoat on the battlefield, which was found and retrieved by
Moise Ouellette.®® Three years later, Ouellette said he was still wearing the coat and Clarke
pretended that he didn't recognize it.*®

Moise Ouellette also took part in the Battle of Tourond's Coulee on April 24, 1885. Gabriel
Dumont recalled that Ouellette arrived in the evening to help relieve the combatants, that he
stayed throughout, and counted 45 men at the end of the battle.*® Afterward, Moise Ouellette



served as a scout to monitor and report on the movement of General Middleton’s camp as it
advanced from Tourond’s Coulee toward Batoche.*

By the last day of the Battle of Batoche, May 12, 1885, Moise Ouellette had only about twenty
cartridges left for his rifle. He shot at Middleton’s soldiers as they were setting fire to houses.
Then he moved northward along the river's edge to escape.*? However, his 93-year-old father,
“Old Joseph” or “José”, was killed between Fisher’s store and house after climbing up the hill
from the ferry toward Xavier Letendre’s house.** José is often remembered, as quoted by
Gabriel Dumont:

“What kept me there,” relates the famous leader, “was, | must say, the bravery of old
Ouelette. Several times | had said to him, ‘Pere, we've got to pull back. ‘And the old
fellow answered, ‘Wait, | want to kill another Englishman.” Then | said, ‘All right, let's
die here! When he was hit, | thanked him for his courage but | couldn’t stay there, so
pulled back my companions.”#

That night, some of the Métis who wished to escape stopped by the Ouellette farm where
Elisabeth supplied them with provisions as well as some needles and thread.** Louis Riel and
his family sought shelter in a bluff three miles north of Batoche where they were joined by
Gabriel and Madeleine Dumont.*® The following morning the two families parted ways, with
Riel taking his family once again to the nearby Ouellette home for safety and Gabriel taking
Madeleine to his father’s house.*’

The next day, May 13, 1885, Moise decided to surrender, after having first consulted with
Elisabeth and his father-in-law, Isidore Dumont Sr. Both of them had urged Moise to run away
and hide.*® However, as he later told Gabriel Dumont, his decision was based upon the love for
his wife and eleven children of which he was their sole support, and his desire to see the whole
affair come to an end.*®

Isidore Sr. lent Moise his wagon and Elisabeth went with Moise to Batoche in order to drive the
wagon back to her father's house. Moise parted with Elisabeth at the church where he asked
Father Végréville to accompany him to Middleton’s camp.*° General Middleton, who had been
ransacking Métis furs and stealing horses,”'was sitting in his tent at the zareba when Ouellette
walked in with Father Végréville.”?Middleton interrogated Ouellette extensively as to Riel's
whereabouts and when Moise denied having any knowledge, Middleton repeatedly asked that
Moise courier a letter to Riel offering him safety until he could be taken to trial.>®

After reluctantly agreeing to do so, Ouellette went back to the Batoche battlefield with
Father Végréville to find his father, José, whose body was still lying on the ground, on his back
without any shoes, where he had been killed. With another borrowed horse and cart, Moise
delivered his father's body to the church for a proper burial.>* Amodern monument for Joseph
Ouellette and Ambroise Jobin was erected in the Batoche cemetery in 2010.>®

The following day, May 14, 1885, Moise set out to look for Riel with Middleton’s letterin
hand.>® He went to Isidore Dumont’s house and told his father-in-law about the contents of
Middleton’s letter. Moise mistakenly believed that it offered safety to both Rieland Dumont
(it was addressed only to Riel and the council.)’” After Ouellette had left to continue searching
for Riel, Gabriel Dumont arrived at Isidore’s house to discuss whether he should remain and
continue to fight or to go across the border to the United States. Isidore told his son to go and



find Moise Ouellette first, and to discuss the contents of the letter from Middleton.>®

Gabriel subsequently found Moise. Neither being able to read,>® Moise showed Gabriel the
letter and told him what he believed it contained. Gabriel famously told Moise “Go to the
devil!” and “You tell Middleton that | am still in the woods and that | have ninety cartridges to
use on his men!"°

At one o’clock in the morning of May 15, 1885, Ouellette found Riel and gave him Middleton's
letter.? Riel surrendered later that day around noon by showing the letter to three scouts of
General Middleton at a ravine located three to four miles north of Batoche.®? This would have
been just south and up the hill from Moise’s river lots and could have been the same bluff
where the Riels and Dumonts spent the first night after the battle.®®

Moise Ouellette ventured out once again on May 18, 1885 to visit his father-in-law, whose
health had been declining (Isidore Dumont, Sr. was to die on July 6, 1885.) While at the house,
the police showed up looking for Gabriel and arrested Moise.®* They took him to Middleton’s
camp, which had by that time moved downriver to Gariépy'’s ferry crossing. There they put him
inirons and placed him aboard the steamboat Marquis for transport to trialin Regina with the
other prisoners.%®

The Crown prosecutors tried to coerce the counsellors to plead guilty to treason felony to
save the time and expense of facing trial for high treason, which also carried the death penalty.
At first, Moise Ouellette and Philippe Garnot refused the plea bargain but the next day they
relented and accepted it.®® On August 14, 1885, Ouellette was sentenced to three years in
prison at Stony Mountain, Manitoba for his role in the Resistance.®’ Louis Riel, while writing his
last memoir in the Regina jail and awaiting his own trial, specifically wrote about Moise and
José in praise of them for standing up for Métis rights in the Resistance.®®

Moise Ouellette was released early from prison on March 4,1886.%° He returned to his family
and farm at St. Laurent. He continued to participate as a political activist in favour of Métis
land rights and advocated for such until the turn of the century, despite such activism being
frowned upon and controlled by both government officials and the local clergy.”®

In the Canadian federal election of 1887, the Ouellettes and the majority of Métis in the St
Laurent district supported the Liberal candidate over the Conservative one endorsed by the
clergy and “bourgeoisie”. They did so at great personal cost because it resulted in their being
denied compensation from the Conservative government for losses sustained during the
Resistance. Elisabeth Ouellette, who had made a claim for $828.00 for personal losses, was
accordingly refused.”

In 1889, Moise Ouellette established a donation fund to gather contributions from the
community in order to erect a monument in the Batoche cemetery to honour the fallen Métis
soldiers and First Nations warriors of 1885.72 The local church officials who had lost favour
among some of the Métis reluctantly consented in hopes of reconciliation. It was erected

in the church cemetery in 1901 and still stands today.” Every year since then, it has been
customary for the Métis to lay a wreath at the monument in the cemetery to pay homage to
the martyrs of their national war.”*

In 1891, Moise Ouellette succeeded Xavier Letendre dit Batoche to preside over the La Féte
Nationale citizens’ committee.”> Quellette was known to donate a steer for the annual



event on several occasions.” The festivities were organized by Moise and celebrated at his
farm beginning in 1889, where they staged a mock buffalo hunt using an ox. Every family in
attendance was given a share of the roasted meat to eat over the campfire. This feast was the
forerunner of the current Back to Batoche days celebrated annually.”

Between 1895 and 1910, Moise Ouellette successfully made a living for his family by cultivating
50 acres of farmland in a district where the average farm under cultivation at that time was
only 15 acres.”® By then, he was regarded as a respected elder of the community.”® In 1902-03,

a historical committee came from St. Boniface to interview several surviving veterans of 1885,
including Moise Ouellette. The interviews entitled “Diverse testimony from Métis witnessing
the events of 1885" have been kept at the Archives of the Historical Society of St. Boniface in
Manitoba since the spring of 2001 and have been used as reference throughout this essay.

Moise Ouellette died at St. Laurent on December 15, 1911 at the age of 71 and was buried in
the Batoche cemetery. His grave is located in between his wife of 35 years, Elisabeth, who
predeceased him on May 16, 1898 at the age of 53, and his mother, Thérése Elizabeth, who
predeceased him on January 18,1900 at the age of 105.%

The current Parks Canada web page for the Batoche National Historic Site acknowledges
Moise Ouellette, describing him as one of the leaders in the community for petitioning and
advocating for land rights prior to 1885 along with Gabriel Dumont, Maxime Lépine, Pierre
Parenteau Sr., and Charles Nolin.82 When one visits the Batoche National Historic Site today
and views the audio-visual presentation in the theatre, it is the character of Moise Ouellette
that you hear speaking as the principal narrator telling the story of Batoche.®* On July 19, 2019,
in a press release issued by the Government of Canada to commemorate the annual Back to
Batoche Days, Moise Ouellette was given recognition as a national hero along with Louis Riel,
Gabriel Dumont, and Maxime Lépine.?* In August, 2020, Moise Ouellette was nominated to be
given honour and was added to the Legacy Wall at Batoche National Historic Site.®®

Conclusion

Surely Moise and Elisabeth deserve to be remembered with a more fitting monument at the
Batoche cemetery than a crumbling, cement marker. In conversation with many of the early
recipients of this essay, | have been encouraged to locate actual family members who may
be interested in replacing the Ouellettes’ monument, and with whom | would be willing to
contribute time, energy, and expense.

All of which is respectfully submitted,
Ken Koshagarian

St. Laurent, Saskatchewan

© Ken Koshagarian 2022
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