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Abstract   

A reserve in southern Saskatchewan, Peepeekisis Cree Nation is home to a unique 

and particular history. A radical agricultural and social experiment by the Canadian 

government, the File Hills Farm Colony influenced the development of this reserve and 

altered the demographics of the community. Implemented by Indian Agent William 

Morris Graham, the Colony was composed of First Nation graduates of Indian 

Residential and Industrial schools in Saskatchewan and Manitoba. The Colony was active 

between the years of 1897 and 1954, and intended to demonstrate the manner in which 

Canada’s “Indian Problem” could be solved. However, beneath the surface of this social 

experiment, it is apparent that it was rife with conflict and questions surrounding band 

membership transfers that has lasted to the present. 

  On paper, the Colony ceased to exist in the 1950s, after a series inquiries were 

launched in order to investigate the transfers of members to the Peepeekisis band. In 1956 

the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) appointed Judge John H. McFadden to 

investigate questionable band membership transfers to the Peepeekisis Reserve and 

decide who was or was not to be a Peepeekisis band member. The outcome of this 

hearing was supposed to amalgamate the band into a unified community. This thesis will 

engage with a number of “voices” in order to explore the memory and lingering 

implications of the McFadden inquiry. Rather than provide sufficient closure, this ruling 

has created on ongoing identity crisis for Peepeekisis band members. An examination of 

the written documents provides a record of events which shaped the community, while 

the inclusion of oral history invokes social memory and connects the population to a 

living past.  
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Introduction 

The history of Peepeekisis Cree Nation is integral to demonstrating the extent to 

which the Canadian government imposed colonial policies upon First Nations people, and 

the long lasting effects that these policies have had. In the late 1890s, Indian Agent 

William Morris Graham spearheaded a social experiment that would alter the 

demographics of the band and reserve population. This is evident when the history of 

Peepeekisis and the creation of the File Hills Farm Colony is examined. 

The undertaking of this project is of a personal nature to me. It is not only a 

culmination of several years of study and research, but also a manifestation of my own 

identity. I am a registered member of Peepeekisis Cree Nation, and I have known about 

the File Hills Farm Colony since I was a child. Despite knowing about the Colony, it was 

never something that I paid much attention to, until I was in my mid-twenties undertaking 

an undergraduate degree in anthropology. I had to write a paper about power relations in 

a Political Anthropology class and that was when I first began to dip my toes into the 

history of Peepeekisis. I then fell headfirst into the project when I transferred into the 

Honours program, and was able to explore the political and social environment of 

present-day Peepeekisis while writing my Honours thesis. Despite doing so, I still felt 

like there was much more to discuss and research. This resulted in switching fields to 

history with a concentration in ethnohistory for my graduate studies. 

 Using an ethnohistorical approach, this thesis aims to unpack and examine the 

implications and resulting consequences of this radical social experiment, particularly as 

it relates to disputes about band members who were transferred onto the Peepeekisis band 
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roll to participate in Graham’s project.1 The intent of those who established the Colony 

was to assimilate the First Nations population on the Peepeekisis reserve, and create a 

self-sufficient community that did not need to rely on the Canadian government in order 

to survive. The way this experiment was executed was questionable at best, as becomes 

evident when discussing the history with band members and reviewing the 

correspondence files between Graham and the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA). 

 To select participants for the Colony, Graham partnered with Father Joseph 

Hugonard, a local clergyman in the Fort Qu’Appelle region of Saskatchewan who ran the 

Qu’Appelle Indian Industrial School. Together, they selected graduates from the school 

and other Residential and Industrial schools in Saskatchewan and Manitoba. The File 

Hills Farm Colony operated “successfully” for several decades before protests were made 

by the Original band members about the manner in which Colony Placements were 

selected and transferred to the reserve.2 What followed were several investigations into 

band membership and whether some families were legitimate members of the band and 

whether membership should be revoked for several family lines. 

 To settle these issues, in 1956 Judge John H. McFadden was appointed to preside 

over the arguments regarding the band’s enrolled membership. His decision was meant to 

solve the identity confusion experienced by the Peepeekisis members and to come to a 

final decision on registered band membership. Judge McFadden upheld the transfers of 

                                                           
1 Ethnohistory is an historical approach that combines aspects from the field of anthropology and history, 
utilizing a people’s own understanding of history as they see it. A further discussion of ethnohistory will 
take place in chapter 2. 
2 To provide clarity, in this thesis I refer to those who were members of the Peepeekisis band prior to 
establishment of the File Hills Farm Colony as Original members and those who were transferred into the 
band by Graham as Colony Placements. As a registered member of Peepeekisis, I descend from both 
Original members and Colony Placements. This history is one that I am intimately connected to and 
personally invested in sharing. 
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the band members and concluded that all twenty-five protested transfers were to remain 

on the reserve. I argue that while the intent of the inquiry was to solidify the band into a 

cohesive community, its outcome was just the opposite; the reserve became a fractured 

community and the results created an identity crisis that the band has endured to the 

present. 

 To explore the situation created by the McFadden inquiry, this thesis is divided 

into five chapters. The first chapter will examine the history of the File Hills Farm 

Colony and the history of the Peepeekisis Cree Nation Reserve from the signing of Treaty 

4 to the implementation and dissolution of the Colony. This history discusses the criteria 

used to select participants, the major players involved in doing so, and the consequences 

and outcome of the social experiment imposed on the community. 

 The second chapter is composed of a literature review and discussion of 

methodology. Specifically, the chapter examines texts discussing the signing of the 

Canadian numbered treaties, information on Indian Agent Graham and the File Hills 

Farm Colony, and documents released by the Indian Claims Commission (ICC) that 

detail the history of the Colony and the Peepeekisis Reserve’s on-going Specific Claim 

against Canada. The ICC documents include a transcript of the McFadden inquiry, in 

addition to the correspondence files between Graham and the DIA. This also consists of 

documents put together by lawyers who were working with the Peepeekisis band to have 

Canada recognize the damage that the File Hills Farm Colony has done to the reserve. 

Additional sources relate to William Morris Graham and contextualize his leadership 

style, his ambitions, and personality. This is particularly relevant as it demonstrates the 

heavy-handed policies that Graham implemented and upheld when it came to governing 
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the Colony and having transfers to the band approved. I will then discuss the use of 

ethnohistorical methodologies. Specifically, the benefits of engaging with the 

ethnohistoric method and its importance to documenting Indigenous histories are 

addressed. 

 Chapter three investigates the 1956 McFadden inquiry in the town of Melville, 

Saskatchewan. This was an examination ordered by the DIA, as a means to settle band 

membership controversies brought on by the File Hills Farm Colony. The aim of the 

inquiry was to solve band membership disputes in response to protests of those who were 

brought into the Peepeekisis band in order to participate in the Colony. 

 Chapter four examines collected oral histories from three band members of 

different generations. Band members who were interviewed descend from different lines 

of Original members. This decision was consciously made as previous written works 

have a tendency to concentrate solely on history as experienced by Colony Placements, 

Graham, or the policies and workings of the Colony itself.3 The inclusion of voices from 

Original members has been previously neglected. Interviews were held at different times 

and locations, but all shared a common theme – the division in the community, which is 

still ongoing today. Additionally, this chapter utilizes ICC oral history of several elderly 

band members from the reserve who are no longer alive today.  

Chapter five analyses the data gathered from the oral histories and also 

demonstrates that information and nuances contained in oral histories are not evident 

unless one actively engages with ethnohistorical methods. This chapter aims to fill the 

gap in history as it pertains to Peepeekisis Cree Nation and demonstrate that without 

                                                           
3 See written work by Bednasek, Bednasek and Godlewska, Brass, Carter, Pinay and Titley. 
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engaging with Peepeekisis band members, these details of Canadian history would 

remain unknown.  
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CHAPTER ONE: An Overview of the File Hills Farm Colony 

 A reserve located in southeast Saskatchewan in the middle of Treaty 4 territory, 

the Peepeekisis Cree Nation is home to a unique and little-known chapter of Canadian 

and Aboriginal history. This reserve was chosen as the site for a radical agricultural and 

social experiment spearheaded by Indian Agent William Morris Graham with the 

approval of the DIA. Active between the years of 1897 and 1954, the File Hills Farm 

Colony was established with the intent of assimilating the Aboriginal population and 

converting the traditionally nomadic people to an agricultural lifestyle. The Colony 

scheme4 was designed to transform Peepeekisis into a showpiece reserve, and to provide 

a location that could be used to demonstrate and champion the steps that Canada was 

taking in order to solve the “Indian Problem.”5  

Though the File Hills Farm Colony is no longer a legally recognized entity, its 

effects live on since its establishment altered the demographics of the reserve. This 

resulted in both a population explosion and change of demographics from that of a Cree 

community to a community of Cree, Saulteaux, and Métis-descended members. Due to 

the rapid change in population, a number of investigations in 1945 and 1947 headed by 

Malcom McCrimmon of the DIA sought to explain these changes. However, the 

conclusions of these investigations have not yet proved to be satisfactory for the 

Peepeekisis community. Recommended outcomes included monetary compensation for 

                                                           
4 During numerous conversations about the File Hills Farm Colony, the experiment was repeatedly referred 
to as a “scheme” implemented by William Morris Graham. The scheme aimed not only to assimilate the 
Aboriginal population, but also served the purpose of furthering Graham’s career within the Department of 
Indian Affairs.  
5 Brian Titley, A Narrow Vision: Duncan Campbell Scott and the Administration of Indian Affairs in 
Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 3. 
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the band members whose consent for the Colony has been surrounded in controversy, but 

were ultimately not implemented by the DIA.6    

1.1 The Beginning of a Legacy 

 Peepeekisis Cree Nation is home to 610 band members who live on reserve, and 

another 2161 band members who live off-reserve. 7  The unique and particular history of 

this reserve has not been repeated elsewhere in North America as the File Hills Farm 

Colony experiment was never replicated. The reserve was established after the signing of 

Treaty 4 in Fort Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan, and is included in the group of four reserves 

which comprise the File Hills area, located 40 kilometres north east of Fort Qu’Appelle, 

Saskatchewan, just outside of the small town of Balcarres. 

In 1874, the Canadian government negotiated Treaty 4 with a number of First 

Nations bands of southern Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Previous Treaties 1 and 2 

detailed specific agreements as to the location of reserves with specific bands and chiefs, 

whereas Treaty 3 and onward did not mention specific sites but only stated that assigned 

reserves would be located in areas deemed most convenient and advantageous for Indian 

bands as decided by government officers after treaty negotiation.8 This would not be the 

last time that the Canadian government would decide what the best course of action 

would be for First Nations people without consulting them, as will be demonstrated by 

this case study on the File Hills Farm Colony. 

                                                           
6 Indian Claims Commission, Peepeekisis First Nation Colony Claim Inquiry (2004), 73. 
7 “Registered Population: Peepeekisis Cree Nation No. 81,” Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 
http://fnp-ppn.aandc-
aadnc.gc.ca/fnp/Main/Search/FNRegPopulation.aspx?BAND_NUMBER=384&lang=eng . Retrieved 
November 27, 2017. 
8 Arthur J. Ray, Jim Miller, and Frank J. Tough, Bounty and Benevolence: A History of Saskatchewan 
Treaties (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000), 60. 

http://fnp-ppn.aandc-aadnc.gc.ca/fnp/Main/Search/FNRegPopulation.aspx?BAND_NUMBER=384&lang=eng
http://fnp-ppn.aandc-aadnc.gc.ca/fnp/Main/Search/FNRegPopulation.aspx?BAND_NUMBER=384&lang=eng
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Though it is the Cree Chief Canahachapew9 who was a signatory to the Treaty 4 

agreement, the reserve that would eventually house the File Hills Farm Colony would be 

named after his son, Peepeekisis.10 Following the death of Canahachapew in 1880, 

Peepeekisis was recognized as the new hereditary chief of the band. Chief Peepeekisis 

and his people moved to the southernmost location of the four File Hills reserves in 

1884.11 

 Peepeekisis remained chief until his death in 1889, shortly before Indian Agent 

William Morris Graham was assigned to oversee the File Hills Agency. After the death of 

Peepeekisis and his remaining headmen in 1894, the band was left leaderless for the next 

41 years as the DIA refused to recognize Peepeekisis’ son as the next hereditary chief, 

nor did it allow the band to hold an election to choose a new leader.12 The Peepeekisis 

Reserve’s lack of leadership during this time allowed Graham to work in conjunction 

with Father Joseph Hugonard, a local clergyman and principal of the Qu’Appelle 

Industrial School. Together, they selected graduates of Indian Residential and Industrial 

schools in Saskatchewan and Manitoba to transfer to the Peepeekisis Reserve and form 

the File Hills Farm Colony.  

This era of direct DIA control in Peepeekisis and File Hills history set the stage 

for the establishment of this social experiment. It is not surprising that it was during this 

time that the government of Canada attempted to create an agrarian utopian community 

to assimilate the Indian population as “assimilation was most likely to occur when a band 

                                                           
9 Often translated as “Ready Bow.” 
10 Often translated as “Sparrow Hawk.” 
11 The File Hills bands from north to south include: Little Black Bear, Starblanket, Okanese and 
Peepeekisis. 
12 Indian Claims Commission, Peepeekisis First Nation Inquiry: File Hills Colony Claim, (2004), 14-17. 
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had no chief, as chiefs were generally seen as being resistant to ‘progress’.”13 Graham 

was able to utilize this control to his advantage and not only create the File Hills Farm 

Colony but raise it to prosperity.  

The Colony had three purposes: first, to prevent graduates of Industrial and 

Residential schools from “regressing” to traditional Indigenous ways of living; second, to 

create a self-sufficient population without need for government assistance; and, third, to 

reduce the cost of administrating and governing First Nation peoples.14  

To achieve these ends, Graham and Hugonard selected students on the basis of 

“their intelligence from surrounding residential schools, favouring those of mixed white 

and Aboriginal blood, to settle in Euro-American-style houses, cultivate crops, attend 

church and live a ‘civilized’ life, well removed from reserve influences.”15 To ensure 

success, Graham controlled many aspects of reserve life. For example, women on 

Peepeekisis were not permitted to visit with one another frequently since they were 

expected to be attending to their duties in the household. Also, the use of Indigenous 

languages was forbidden, and leisure time was regulated. Graham strictly upheld Indian 

Act prohibitions on traditional recreation such as dancing and ceremonies. In their place, 

Graham promoted sewing circles, lecture series, and the creation of a brass band. In 

addition to Graham’s daily supervision, church personnel and employees of the File Hills 

                                                           
13 Canada. Specific Claims Tribunal, SCT-5002-13. Little Black Bear First Nation, Band #84 vs. Her 
Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, As represented by the Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development. August 23, 2013. 
14 C. Drew Bednasek, “Aboriginal and Colonial Geographies of the File Hills Farm Colony” (PhD. 
dissertation, Queen’s University, 2009), 76. 
15 C. Drew Bednasek and Anne M. C. Godlewska, “The Influences of Betterment Discourses on Canadian 
Aboriginal Peoples in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” in The Canadian Geographer 
53, no. 4 (2009), 445. 
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Presbyterian Boarding school assisted in overseeing the daily activities of Colonists.16 

Brian Titley explained that “Graham’s rules required that there be no contact between the 

colonists and Natives who adhered to traditional culture. Even social interaction between 

colonists was monitored carefully for manifestations of the old ways.”17 As one elderly 

band member described the Indian Agent, “he was absolute in every area. He could not 

be questioned.”18  

 Colonists lived in whitewashed homes and were provided with “oxen, wagons, 

harness, seed and materials for building a home was loaned, the value to be repaid within 

a certain number of years, usually four.”19 To provide land for the Colonists to cultivate, 

Peepeekisis was subdivided in 1902 and again in 1906 in order to provide each family 

with lots that they were to live on and work.20 Following these years Graham proposed 

the next step of his scheme in 1911. This became known as the 50 Pupil Agreement. 

Writing to the DIA’s Secretary, Graham suggested a vote by Peepeekisis band members 

to permit the transfer of 60 ex-residential school pupils (which he later reduced to 50) in 

exchange for a cash payment of $20 per Peepeekisis resident.21 Unfortunately, this left 

less than 8,000 acres of the 26,624 acre reserve for the Original members of the 

Peepeekisis Reserve to live on and utilize.22 By 1947, of the 396 registered band 

                                                           
16 Sarah Carter, Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers and Government Policy, (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990), 239.  
17 Brian Titley, The Indian Commissioners: Agents of the State and Indian Policy in Canada’s Prairie 
West, 1873-1932, (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2009), 182. 
18 Indian Claims Commission, Peepeekisis First Nation Community Session, (Saskatoon: C.V. Reporting 
Services Ltd., 2002), 52-53. 
19 Carter, Lost Harvests, 241. 
20 See Appendix A for maps of the two subdivisions of land on Peepeekisis. 
21 ICC, Peepeekisis Inquiry, 41.  
22 Ibid., 35. 
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members of Peepeekisis, 292 of them were Colonists who had been transferred in from 

other First Nations communities.23 

1.2 The End of an Era 

 Graham earned a reputation for being ambitious and was known for his obstinate 

attitude and for being difficult to work with. It was not just with the bands within the File 

Hills Agency that he earned this reputation, but also in his dealings other government 

employees in the DIA. This would eventually precipitate the downfall of the File Hills 

Farm Colony and, following Graham’s involvement with a scandal that saw the sale and 

transport of liquor through reserve lands, would also eventually end his career and force 

him into early retirement.24 

 Graham subdivided the Peepeekisis Reserve twice to make room for the Colonists 

who were transferring to the band and needed land to work and raise crops. While he 

requested permission in 1902 from the Indian Commissioner David Laird, it is not clear 

that he actually had support from the Peepeekisis community to do so.25 Indian Claims 

Commission records in March 2004 explain that “As with the first subdivision, 

departmental records do not indicate any consultation with the Band; according to oral 

testimony, however, there was again opposition [to the division of lands].”26  

 The inordinate growth of the Peepeekisis’ population drew the attention of D.J. 

Allan, the DIA Superintendent of Reserves and Trusts. This resulted in a 1947 

investigation headed by Malcom McCrimmon of the DIA, followed by the Trelenburg 

Inquiry in 1954, the Bethune Advisory Committee in 1956, and a review of band 

                                                           
23 Ibid., 58. 
24 Titley, Narrow Vision, 196. 
25 W.M Graham, Indian Agent, Qu’Appelle Agency, April 11, 1902, NA, RG 10, vol. 3562, reel C-10099. 
26 Indian Claims Commission, Peepeekisis Inquiry, 35. 



12 
 

membership from Judge John H. McFadden in 1956.27 These inquiries into band 

membership ultimately marked the end of the Colony, although attention to it had 

basically ceased to be given in the Annual Reports of the 1930s. Graham was forced into 

retirement in 1942, which effectively meant the Colony had been unofficially 

abandoned.28 

Graham’s questionable decisions, such as his unilateral action to create the 

Colony, and securing a lease for lands on the Pasqua Reserve that had not been properly 

executed “since the Indians had not agreed to the terms,” coupled with his espied 

paranoia eventually combined to end his career. 29 Titley explored the tumultuous 

relationship between DIA Deputy Superintendent Duncan Campbell Scott and Graham, 

explaining that Graham felt as though he was targeted, treated unfairly by Scott, and 

underpaid by the DIA. After Scott’s appointment, the relationship between the two soon 

became strained. Titley explains that “much of  the  blame  lay  with  [Graham],  who had  

acquired  a  paranoid  delusion  that  officials  at  headquarters,  including Scott,  were  

plotting  against  him  and  were  determined  not  only  to  prevent further  promotions,  

but  also  to  force  his  resignation.”30 Graham’s continued difficult relationship with the 

DIA, his desire for increased autocratic control of the region, and his involvement in the 

previously mentioned scandal that involved transporting liquor through Indian reserves, 

also contributed to his forced retirement at the same time that Scott chose to retire.31  

                                                           
27 Ibid., 57 – 76. 
28 Bednasek, Aboriginal and Colonial Geographies, 108, 
29 Titley, Narrow Vision, 191. 
30 Ibid., 186. 
31 Ibid., 190-197. 
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 In present day Peepeekisis, there remains no architectural evidence of the File 

Hills Farm Colony. Buildings have been torn down or burned, including the monument 

erected to memorialize Graham. This is in addition to any structures on the lot on which 

his house once stood. However, when asking Peepeekisis band members what remains of 

the Colony, the answer is usually “the people”.32  

                                                           
32 Bednasek and Godslewka, “Betterment Discourses,” 137. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Literature and Methodology 

Though attitudes within the academy are changing, it was once popular opinion 

that Indigenous people were not able to accurately recount their past through oral 

traditions, and the histories put forth were often written off as fantasy. Speaking directly 

to this, Devon Abbot Mihesuah points out that written documents are also not immune to 

fantasy or inaccuracy and that the use of Indigenous perspectives in research and writing 

can also be a valuable resource. To illustrate this point, she asked readers to consider: 

Are not some writings of some army officers, missionaries, explorers, and 
pioneers who encountered Indians exaggerated and biased? Are not some uses of 
statistics illusory? Using the Native voice exclusively may not yield a precise 
picture of events, but neither will the sole use of skeletal remains, midden heaps, 
or non-Indians’ diaries, government reports and letters.33 

 
Until recently, textual evidence has been the primary means of recording and 

recalling historical data. Unfortunately, the tendency to rely on written documents to 

study a primarily oral culture’s history has been inadequate. For example, in earlier 

decades historians debated whether Canadian history began with the Viking voyages to 

North America around the year 1000, whether it began in 1497 with John Cabot’s 

reconnaissance, or in 1534 with Jacques Cartier’s exploration of the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence.34 Previous colonial attitudes and ideas of history did not consider that the 

Indigenous populations of Canada had their own histories that were maintained through 

oral traditions. Olive Dickason was a trailblazer in changing these mindsets in the 1970s 

                                                           
33 Devon Abbot Mihesuah, “Introduction,” in Natives and Academics: Researching and Writing about 
American Indians, edited by Devon A. Mihesuah (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 2-3. 
34 Bruce Trigger, Natives and Newcomers: Canada’s ‘Heroic Age’ Reconsidered, (Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1985), 5. 
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as she wanted “to prove that Canada, indeed North America, had been home to thriving, 

productive aboriginal civilizations for centuries before the arrival of Europeans.”35 

In recent decades the use of oral history in academia has become an increasingly 

common practice. What was once frowned upon as unreliable or biased has become an 

accepted means of gathering knowledge for scholarly use. Because of the unique history 

of Peepeekisis, it is necessary to adopt an ethnohistorical methodology that combines the 

ethnographic method of anthropology and the collection of data and records of historical 

documents. In order to portray a sophisticated representation of the File Hills Farm 

Colony, Peepeekisis Cree Nation and the identity crisis experienced by its members, I 

have taken into account multiple perspectives offered from Peepeekisis band members, 

while also utilizing literature and written documents that record this past. This research 

demonstrates the value of ethnohistorical methods while simultaneously giving voice to 

those who have memories of this social experiment.   

In my search for both written and oral information, Mihesuah’s statement has 

resonated, “for many Indians, writing about Indians is a personal, emotional, and political 

exercise.”36 As a Peepeekisis band member who has primarily lived in urban 

environments, hearing the stories of Peepeekisis elders and relatives has evoked a feeling 

of connectedness to my ancestral community. It has provided an understanding of not 

only an aspect of Canadian and Indigenous history, but also that of a personal history that 

has allowed me the opportunity to trace my roots and hear the stories and social 

memories of relatives and kin ties. 

                                                           
35 Michael Posner, “Olive Dickason wrote the book on aboriginal history in Canada,” in Globe and Mail 
(Toronto, ON), April 17, 2011.  
36 Mihesuah, “Introduction,” Natives and Academics, 13. 
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2.1 Treaty 4, W.M. Graham and the File Hills Farm Colony 

To contextualize the File Hills Farm Colony and its legacy, it is essential to 

examine literature that discusses the signing of the numbered treaties in Canada. 

Additionally, it is important to gain an understanding of the Indian Agent Graham, and 

those whose lives were impacted by him – specifically, the band members of the 

Peepeekisis Cree Nation and participants of the File Hills Farm Colony.  

One of the definitive primary sources on the negotiation of Treaty 4 comes from 

Alexander Morris’ Treaties of Canada with the Indians of Manitoba and the North West 

Territories, Including the Negotiations on Which They Were Based and Other Information 

Relating Thereto (1991 [1881]).37 This book provides a collection and amalgamation of 

Morris’ diaries and records during the negotiation period of treaties between the Crown 

and the Aboriginal peoples of Canada. Chapter 6, “The Qu’Appelle Treaty, or Number 

Four” is especially useful as it includes crucial information, correspondence, transcripts 

and descriptions related to the signing of Treaty 4 at Fort Qu’Appelle. Some have 

criticised Morris’ document as “wholly self-serving” and written purely to “justify 

Morris' work in the negotiations and his (British) Imperial vision of Canada's future, a 

vision which was quite at odds with the objectives of the Aboriginal Nations.”38 

Others, such as Robert J. Talbot, have found fault with this evaluation and have 

defended Morris’ work as “the most important single source of written information on 

Treaties One through Seven.”39 Talbot’s book, Negotiating the Numbered Treaties: An 

                                                           
37 Alexander Morris, The Treaties of Canada with the Indians of Manitoba and the North-West Territories, 
Including the Negotiations on Which They Were Based and Other Information Relating Thereto, (Toronto: 
Belfords, Clarke & Co., 1991 [1880]). 
38 David T. McNab, “Treaties and an Official Use of History,” Canadian Journal of Native Studies 13 no. 1 
(1993): 141. 
39 Robert J. Talbot, Negotiating the Numbered Treaties: An Intellectual & Political Biography of Alexander 
Morris, (Saskatoon: Purich Publishing Ltd., 2009), 166. 
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Intellectual & Political Biography of Alexander Morris (2009), explores the history of 

treaties in Canada, and examines the life of Alexander Morris, the main crown negotiator. 

Talbot champions the value of oral records, while also drawing attention to the close 

adherence to the treaties by First Nations and the negligence of the Crown to do so.  

Graham recorded the development of the Colony on Peepeekisis and the 

relationships that he maintained with those selected to participate in the experiment. 

Additionally, his interactions with other leaders and members of First Nations reserves in 

Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba are recalled in his book, Treaty Days: Reflections 

of an Indian Commissioner (1991).40 While Graham is able to provide first-hand accounts 

of the Colony, the disdain he held for members of First Nations who were not seen as 

progressive colours his interpretation. For example, Graham said of Chief Starblanket 

that he was “…very vain and boasted a great deal about what he had done in the past and 

what he intended to do in the future … Starblanket was a most extraordinary Indian and 

hard to get along with from the beginning.”41 Chief Starblanket was opposed to sending 

children to residential school, and refused to give up his multiple wives, which Graham 

did not approve of.42 Similarly, Chief Piapot was described as “a very obstinate man and 

was always complaining about the Government’s treatment of him.”43  Elaborating on his 

character, Graham wrote that Piapot “would go just as far as he dared to incite others to 

resist authority, though he knew quite well he was acting contrary to law. This 

characteristic often got him into trouble.”44 Graham also complained that Piapot opposed 

                                                           
40 William Morris Graham, Treaty Days: Reflections of an Indian Commissioner, (Calgary: Glenbow 
Museum, 1991). 
41Ibid., 82 and 84. 
42 Ibid., 84. 
43 Ibid., 85. 
44 Ibid., 88. 
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sending band children to residential schools, criticized the delays in receiving his rations, 

and was “averse to seeing any land on the reserve broken up.”45 

The work of Brian Titley, professor emeritus from the University of Lethbridge, 

shed much light on Graham’s character. In his books, The Indian Commissioners: Agents 

of the State and Indian Policy in Canada’s Prairie West, 1873-1932 (2009)46 and A 

Narrow Vision: Duncan Campbell Scott and the Administration of Indian Affairs in 

Canada (1988),47 and also in his article “W.M. Graham: Indian Agent Extraordinaire,” 

(1983)48 Titley refutes Graham’s claim of having had a lifetime of “friendship with the 

Indians,” as patently false.49 He explained that “[Graham] had little sympathetic 

understanding of Native peoples and viewed their traditions as vestiges of a primitive 

past requiring swift eradication.”50 Titley chronicles Graham’s rise in the DIA, plumbs 

his attitudes about Indian policy, and carefully assesses assimilationist goals and the gross 

mismanagement of people who were defined as “Indian” under the Indian Act. 

C. Drew Bednasek focused his Ph.D. dissertation, Aboriginal and Colonial 

Geographies of the File Hills Farm Colony (2009),51 and journal article “The Influence 

of Betterment Discourses on Canadian Aboriginal Peoples in the Late Nineteenth and 

Early Twentieth Centuries,” (2009)52 on Peepeekisis Cree Nation. They explore the 

                                                           
45 Ibid., 86. 
46 Brian Titley, The Indian Commissioners: Agents of the State and Indian Policy in Canada’s Prairie 
West, 1873-1932, (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2009). 
47 Brian Titley, A Narrow Vision: Duncan Campbell Scott and the Administration of Indian Affairs in 
Canada, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004). 
48 Brian Titley, “W. M. Graham: Indian Agent Extraordinaire,” Prairie Forum 8 no. 1 (1983): 25-41. 
49 Titley, The Indian Commissioners, 202. 
50 Ibid., 202. 
51 C. Drew Bednasek,“Aboriginal and Colonial Geographies of the File Hills Farm Colony,” (PhD. 
dissertation, Queen’s University, 2009). 
52 C. Drew Bednasek,“The Influences of Betterment Discourses on Canadian Aboriginal Peoples in the 
Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” Canadian Geographer 53, no. 4 (2009): 444-461. 
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history of the Colony and the so-called “betterment” policies of the Canadian government 

in regard to the attempts to “civilize” the First Nations population. One of my key 

informants for a previous research project about the Colony, Francine Bell,53 sharply 

criticized Bednasek’s work as providing a “glossed over” history of Peepeekisis in 

addition to being described as “riding the fence” in the divide that arose between Original 

and Colony Placements.54 While he does produce information from oral histories, the 

bulk of his dissertation is composed of a reconstructed history dependant on archival 

documents. Conversely, Bednasek’s “Remembering the File Hills Farm Colony” (2009)55 

directly addresses the benefits that oral knowledge and social memories can contribute to 

formal studies. Despite this, his work refrains from an in-depth exploration of the history 

and lives of Colony Placements or Original band members. 

In the book Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers and Government 

Policy (1990),56 and in a later article, “Demonstrating Success: The File Hills Farm 

Colony” (1991),57 Sarah Carter, history professor at the University of Alberta, also wrote 

about the Colony. Her writing was helpful as it described and weighed the policies 

surrounding the implementation of the Colony and the day-to-day workings of it, but 

relied solely on archival documents to reconstruct this history. There remains a distinct 

                                                           
53 Francine’s name has been changed to protect her privacy. Francine worked closely with Bednasek during 
his research and has previously worked as a band administrator and sat on several committees related to the 
File Hills Colony claim. She was a valuable resource when I conducted interviews for a previous research 
project. 
54 Francine Bell, personal communication, October 20, 2013 
55 C. Drew Bednasek, “Remembering the File Hills Farm Colony,” Historical Geography 37 (2009): 53-70. 
56 Sarah Carter, Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers and Government Policy, (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990). 
57 Sarah Carter, “Demonstrating Success; The File Hills Farm Colony,” Prairie Forum 16 no. 2 (1991): 
157-183. 
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lack of information gleaned from the personal histories of either Colony Placements or 

Original band members as they relate to the government experiment. 

Written works by Peepeekisis band members include Eleanor Brass’s book, I 

Walk in Two Worlds (1987),58 and Donna Pinay’s article, “The History of the File Hills 

Farming Colony” (1974).59 Both accounts provide historical knowledge from a Colony 

descendant’s perspective, though they each fall victim to idealizing and romanticising the 

past. As the daughter of one of the first Colony transfers on Peepeekisis, Brass provides 

an insider’s perspective to the workings of the Colony. Also a descendant of a Colony 

member who transferred to Peepeekisis, Pinay sympathizes with the Colony side of the 

reserve but pays no attention to Original band members who were impacted by its 

implementation. This is especially pertinent when this understanding of history is 

compared to oral histories from both Colony Placements and non-Colony members. 

Resources from the ICC provide historical documentation in the form of 

government memorandums, correspondence from Library and Archives Canada as they 

relate to the DIA, and inquiry reports used as supporting documentation in the band’s 

continuing struggle to have the federal government recognize the Specific Claim against 

the implementation of the File Hills Farm Colony. In particular, the ICC’s Peepeekisis 

First Nation Inquiry File Hills Colony Claim (2004)60 provides critical historical 

background of Peepeekisis and the File Hills Farm Colony, consequences resulting from 

the Colony, analysis, and conclusions and recommendations from the ICC to the federal 

government. The ICC also collected oral histories from elderly members of the reserve 

                                                           
58 Eleanor Brass, I Walk in Two Worlds, (Calgary: Glenbow-Alberta Institute, 1987). 
59 Donna Pinay, “The History of the File Hills Farming Colony,” Saskatchewan Indian 4 no. 6, (1974): 16-
19. 
60 Indian Claims Commission, Peepeekisis First Nation Inquiry: File Hills Colony Claim, (2004). 
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and documented the information in the Peepeekisis First Nation Community Session 

(2002).61 This resource has proven to be valuable as the oral histories and stories of 

senior members of the community who have now passed on have been transcribed and 

documented for current and future generations to learn from. 

A key event in 1956 was a commission of inquiry held in Melville, Saskatchewan. 

Presided over by Judge John H. McFadden, the tribunal considered the disputed band 

membership of Peepeekisis Cree Nation. As the Colony grew, so did discontent among 

band members. The decision of this inquiry has been used to declare the band 

membership dispute closed. However, there are many aspects of the experiment which 

were not addressed during the inquiry. These include breaches of the provisions of Treaty 

4 and the Indian Act, and the fiduciary obligation owed by the Crown to band members, 

who were never properly consulted prior to the Colony becoming a reality. 

An important primary source, the McFadden commission has been overlooked by 

scholars. Its transcript preserved the verbatim arguments and statements made during the 

1956 proceedings. It highlights the disadvantages that members of the Original 

Peepeekisis band members were forced to endure because of the absence of legal counsel 

to represent their side. Indeed, McFadden recognized that complications impacting the 

community might arise from his decision, and specifically expressed that it “might be that 

if I make a blunder in Law – that is, if I do not view the Law of this correctly perhaps 

there might be some Court that can review my Decision and put me right.”62 McFadden 

                                                           
61 Indian Claims Commission. Peepeekisis First Nation Community Session. 2002. 
62 In the Matter of the Indian Act, Being Chapter 149 of the Revised Statutes of Canada, 1952, and the 
Hearing Before His Honour, Judge J.H. McFadden, in Connection with the Peepeekisis and Okanese 
Membership Decisions, Commencing at Melville, Saskatchewan, on Tuesday, the 9th Day of October, A.D. 
1956. Court Transcript, 228. 
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admitted that his interpretation of the Indian Act may have been incorrect, and if that 

were to be the case then he was not opposed to his decision being reviewed and 

overturned. 

Given the lack of published material on the McFadden inquiry, I have turned to 

archival documents released by the ICC to reconstruct the commission and its outcome. I 

have supplemented the lack of textual information by gathering knowledge from a 

number of band members from the Peepeekisis Reserve whose memories and stories have 

been passed down about the inquiry. Information consists of family history and 

background, as well as any extant memories about the inquiries that have taken place. In 

addition to remembered factual information, I will also discuss feelings that have arisen 

as a result of inquiry decisions and how these decisions have been interpreted. 

2.2 Methodology 

Adopting an ethnohistorical method when studying Indigenous history provides 

several benefits. Rather than solely relying on archival documents and files, or 

exclusively gathering information from key informants or interlocutors, it is for the 

benefit of the researcher that a compromise or combination of the two approaches be 

effected. Simply put, ethnohistory can be thought of as a marriage between history and 

anthropology. Sebastien Felix Braun explains that transforming both anthropology and 

history into ethnohistory “requires us to break the shackles of conventional knowledge, 

and common-sense facts.”63 It is not enough to only examine historical documents, nor is 

it sufficient to only hear stories about a person’s or people’s history. One must be ready 

to accept that the knowledge and history being put forth by an interlocutor is the truth as 

                                                           
63 Sebastien Felix Braun, “Introduction” in Transforming Ethnohistories: Narrative, Meaning and 
Community, edited by Sebastian Felix Braun (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 17. 



23 
 

they know and believe it to be. Mihesuah addresses the concept of ethnohistory in Native 

American studies and what to do when encountering divergent histories:   

From a conscientious ethnohistorian’s standpoint, scholars can only strive for 
accuracy by scrutinizing all available written data, by incorporating the accounts 
and interpretations of the participants and descendants of the participants – both 
Indian and non-Indian – into their analyses, and by holding their pro- or anti-
Indian biases in check.64 

 
In this way, just as ethnohistory combines historical and anthropological 

perspectives, it also combines sources both written and spoken. Braun explains that the 

“voices of dominant and oppressed people and peoples, as well as those intermediaries” 

should be heard, as “different truths … leads us to something that is true, all truths need 

to be heard, not just those that are documented by whoever is in control of the 

discourse,”65 as is too frequently the case in colonial societies. In short, it does not matter 

whether the original source material is written or spoken because both are legitimate 

methods of gathering data and analysing history. 

Braun addresses concerns that arise when hearing different versions of the same 

event. However, it is not an ethnohistorian’s job or duty to cast judgment on certain truths 

as understood by the subject. It should be noted that different perspectives on reality and 

history can seem to deny the existence of an historical truth, but this also holds true for 

the interpretation of any historical evidence. Ethnohistory alerts scholars to the necessity 

of considering as wide a variety of sources as possible.66 When recalled accounts of the 

same event differ from person to person, historians utilizing oral record and tradition 

should remember that they are not there to enact the role of validator or verifier of stories, 

                                                           
64 Mihesuah, “Introduction”, 5. 
65 Ibid., 10. 
66 Ibid., 9. 
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but rather the goal of the historian should be to examine as many perspectives of the past 

as possible.67  

The history of Peepeekisis and the File Hills Farm Colony has mainly explored 

the stories and experiences of Colony Placements who were selected to partake in 

Graham’s scheme and the policies that enabled the establishment of the Colony.68 In 

order to flesh out and add to the history of the File Hills Farm Colony and the outcome of 

the McFadden inquiry, I chose to conduct interviews with three older members of the 

Peepeekisis Cree Nation who identify as being descended from Original Peepeekisis band 

members in whole (two) or in part (one). This was a deliberate choice, as the voices of 

Original members have been largely overlooked in the literature. These participants 

include Donald Koochicum, a descendant of Original band members in his seventies; 

Glen Goforth, also in his seventies and son of Ernest Goforth who was a Peepeekisis 

member that represented the Original members of the reserve during the McFadden 

commission; and Claude Desnomie, a former headman of the reserve in his late fifties 

who identifies as descending from both Original and Placement members. Desnomie was 

in charge of developing a band history curriculum for the reserve’s school and Specific 

Claim portfolio. To supplement these interviews, I employed the documented oral 

histories of two additional elderly band members, Colony descendent Clifford Pinay and 

Original descendent Aubrey Goforth, who had testified during the ICC’s Community 

Session in 2002. 

                                                           
67 Angela Cavender Wilson, “Grandmother to Granddaughter: Generations of Oral History in a Dakota 
Family,” in Natives and Academics, ed. Devon Abbot Mihesuah (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1998), 35. 
68 See Bednasek, Bednasek and Godslewka, Brass, Graham, and Pinay. 



25 
 

There have been several publications about the history of the Peepeekisis Cree 

Nation, but only Bednasek has come close to utilizing methods which could be 

considered to resemble ethnohistory. Because of the unique history of Peepeekisis, it is 

necessary to adopt a methodology that combines the cultural aspect of anthropology and 

the collection of data and records of historical documents. To portray a well-rounded 

representation of the File Hills Farm Colony, Peepeekisis Cree Nation and the outcome of 

Judge McFadden’s decision which upheld membership transfers to Peepeekisis, I have 

taken into account multiple perspectives about the subjects as well as researched the 

literature and primary documents which record this past.  
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CHAPTER THREE: A Solution for Band Membership Inquiries 

 This chapter examines the Commission of Inquiry before Judge J.H. McFadden in 

connection with his decision on Peepeekisis band membership. This took place in 

Melville, Saskatchewan in October of 1956. To contextualize this event, it is important to 

understand and consider the numerous circumstances that led to this judicial inquiry. 

These include: initial transfers of members to the Peepeekisis Cree Nation, membership 

transfers without proper authority granted, investigations prompted after troublesome 

trends were noted, and the disregard for the Indian Act and high-handed acts on behalf of 

Graham and the DIA. 

 On paper, the File Hills Farm Colony began with lands being subdivided in 1902 

at the request of Graham. However, the first membership transfer to the Peepeekisis band 

took place in 1897 with the transfer of Joseph McNabb after Graham took over 

supervision of the File Hills Agency.69 The following year, Graham submitted his annual 

report for the year ending in June 1898, which included a statement that referenced “five 

married couples ex-pupils of the Qu’Appelle Industrial School, residing on the reserves 

and with one exception these young people are doing well, four of them have built good 

comfortable houses, one and a-half story, with shingled roofs. They have also built good 

stables and have land prepared for next spring.”70 In an 1899 letter to the DIA, he wrote 

“I have settled on the Reserves here four ex pupils who have prepared in all about 75 

acres for crop.”71 Though he did not specifically name Peepeekisis as the reserve in 

                                                           
69 H. Keith, Indian Agent, Carleton Agency, November 4, 1897, NA, RG 10, Vol. 3983, File 163969. 
70 W. M. Graham, Indian Agent, DIA Annual Report, 1898, p. 147. 
71 W. M. Graham, Indian Agent, January 25, 1899, NA, RG 10, Vol. 1400. 
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question, the letter appears in the DIA’s Peepeekisis file. With this document, it appears 

that he had begun setting the stage for the implementation of the Colony scheme. 

 Graham worked with Father Hugonard to select graduates of residential and 

industrial schools and transferred new members to the Peepeekisis Reserve. Between 

March 12 and April 5, 1902, Graham sent four requests to the DIA, asking for permission 

to have land on Peepeekisis subdivided. On June 6 permission was granted and 96 lots 

were created, each consisting of 80 acres.72 There is no reference in the correspondence 

to Graham being granted consent. Band members later petitioned the DIA, when they 

asserted that Graham “improperly brought upon the reserve and improperly given a share 

of band assets” to those were transferred into the “farming scheme.” 73 This was 

confirmed in letters written to the DIA in February of 1952 by Peepeekisis band member 

Ernest Goforth who asserted that bribery had taken place in order to secure transfers for 

the 1911 50 Pupil Agreement.74  

The question of band membership and the growth of the band member roll also 

prompted a number of inquiries. In 1945, comparing the population of the Little Black 

Bear Reserve and Peepeekisis, the Superintendent of Reserves and Trusts with the DIA 

wrote a memorandum which pointed out the disparity in population, stating that the 

reserve went from: 

72 [registered members] to 60 in forty-four years. During the same period their 
neighbours, the Peepeekisis Band have increased their membership from 66 to 
366. It is suggested that there have been influences other than natural ones 
operating and it may well an investigation into Band membership of the 

                                                           
72 J. Lestock Reid, Surveyor, DIA, Peepeekisis Indian Reserve, June 6, 1902, NA, RG 10, Vol. 3960, File 
141977-7. 
73 Members, Peepeekisis Band, February 10, 1948, NA, RG 10, Vol. 7969, File 62-111, Part 1. 
74 Ernest Goforth, Balcarres SK, NA, RG 10, Vol. 7111, File 675/3-3-10, Part 1. 



28 
 

Peepeekisis Band, whose original members have been pauperized in the process, 
is indicated.75 

  
 In 1947, Malcolm McCrimmon, an employee of the DIA was appointed to 

conduct an investigation into the sharp population increase and composition of band 

membership. Prior to completing it, however, McCrimmon requested the investigation be 

suspended since the DIA was going to be conducting a complete survey of the Indian 

membership across Canada.76 Further requests were made (and subsequently ignored) for 

investigations into band membership legitimacy via a Royal Commission from 1947-

1950. Original members Ernest Goforth, Edwin Nokusis, Frank C. Koochicum, 

Koochicum Sr., and a woman identified as Mrs. Shavetail77 issued a petition to the DIA 

which stated that “Indians admitted to band membership in or about the year 1902, as a 

part of a farming scheme developed by Mr. Graham, former Indian Agent, were 

improperly brought upon the reserve and improperly given a share of band assets.” 78 The 

matter was not investigated at this point in time, and in 1952 a letter from the DIA 

indicated that “when the complaint was received, the Indian Act was in the process of 

being revised and it was not considered advisable to take any action in the matter until the 

revision was complete.”79 

                                                           
75 D.J. Allan, Superintendent, Reserves and Trusts, Indian Affairs Branch, memorandum for file “Re: Band 
Membership,” July 27, 1945, NA, RG 10, vol. 7969, file 62-111, Vol. 1. 
76 Malcolm McCrimmon, for the Superintendent, Reserves and Trusts, Indian Affairs Brand, Dept. of 
Mines & Resources, June 20, 1947, NA, RG 10, Vol. 7969, File 61-111, Part 1. 
77 Documents do not include a first name for Koochicum Sr. or Mrs. Shavetail. Koochicum Sr. was Frank 
C. Koochicum’s father. Due to his age, there is no provided anglicized first name. Mrs. Shavetail was 
married to the unrecognized hereditary Chief Shavetail, Chief Peepeekisis’ son. 
78 Ernest Goforth et al., Petition to the Government of Canada, February 10, 1948, NA, RG 10, vol. 7969, 
file 61-111, part 1. 
79 W. J. F. Pratt, General Executive Assistant, Indian Affairs Branch, Dept. of Citizenship & Immigration, 
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 Protests against questionable band membership transfers continued from 1951 

through 1953. Appointed by Original members, letters were sent to the DIA by Ernest 

Goforth, questioning the legitimacy of the 1911 50 Pupil Agreement.80 This then led to 

the DIA appointing Leo Trelenberg as Commissioner to conduct a “fact finding 

investigation of the membership protests ledged against certain members of the 

Peepeekisis Indian Reserve.”81 Convened in 1954, Trelenberg found that there were 

“grounds for complaint regarding the ‘newcomers’ ” and that with the discovery of an 

additional witness he recommended that an inquiry be opened.82 

3.1 Commission of Inquiry before Judge J.H. McFadden 
 
 Following the Trelenburg Inquiry, an advisory committee of senior DIA officials 

were appointed to review the findings. Comprised of W.C. Bethune, Membership and 

Estates; W.M. Cory, Legal Advisor; and Malcolm McCrimmon, Chief of the Statistics 

and Membership Division, the committee proposed a number of recommendations. The 

committee acknowledged that Graham did not fully comply with the provisions of the 

Indian Act and suggested three options: allowing the protested members to stay on 

reserve; removing the protested members with the risk of an appeal, while providing 

compensation to the removed members for the permanent improvements made on reserve 

land at a loss to the DIA in addition to facing the issue of re-establishment elsewhere; or 

                                                           
80 ICC, Peepeekisis Inquiry, 63. 
81 In the Matter of the Indian Act, being Chapter 149 of the Revised Statutes of Canada, 1952: and in the 
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making an effort to reach a compromise with Original band members and compensate 

them and their descendants.83 

In response, Acting Deputy Minister of Indian Affairs, H.M. Jones stated that the 

File Hills Farm Colony was: 

reasonably successful, but I am afraid that the provisions of the [Indian] Act with 
respect to the transfers of Indians from one Band to another may have been given 
scant consideration. Having this in mind, it was thought that an effort should be 
made to reach some compromise settlement with the descendants of the original 
members…84 

 
He agreed with others who were involved in the inquiries that there was little hope of a 

reasonable settlement, and that there was a likely chance of the previous findings 

regarding questionable membership transfers being appealed. For this reason, Jones 

suggested that the individual protested members be allowed to reach the appeal stage 

where final decisions would be given by a reviewing judge.85  

 In October 1956, this appeal came to fruition and Judge McFadden was appointed 

to oversee the matter of membership issues on both Peepeekisis Cree Nation and Okanese 

First Nation. Mr. Justice McFadden was to determine whether the admission of the 

Colony participants were to be legally considered members of the Peepeekisis band and 

permitted to remain residing on reserve. During the Commission of Inquiry, the 

membership of twenty-five Peepeekisis Colony Placements were examined. 

 During this inquiry, those participants whose band memberships were in question 

were represented by M.L. Tallant, a Regina lawyer. Original band members who had 

appealed the previous decision that upheld the band membership of Colony transfers 
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31 
 

lacked legal representation. Prior to the inquiry, Ernest Goforth sent a request to the DIA 

asking for monetary assistance so that they might retain a lawyer. Goforth’s request was 

denied. He was informed that the “question of protest is a matter between Indians.”86 It 

appears that the DIA wanted no part in aggravating the membership dispute. 

 Goforth went on to represent the Original band members who had raised concerns 

about the manner in which Colony Placements were transferred into Peepeekisis. 

Although he was educated, Goforth was not a lawyer and did not have the legal skills to 

match Tallant. This shortcoming was acknowledged by Mr. Justice McFadden, in his 

opening remarks of the inquiry where he stated his deep regret that Goforth was not 

represented by counsel.87 Goforth shared Judge McFadden’s view: 

A person must be trained. Now I can’t talk the Indian Act like the lawyers here 
and refer to it. … I am most illiterate compared to the experience of Mr. 
McCrimmon and of course yourself and the lawyers88 here and for that reason I 
don’t even know when I am getting off the subject or getting away from it and 
these little handicaps are terrible and if I do get away from the subject it is not 
because I want to.89 

  
 The inquiry proceeded despite the unequal legal representation. Tallant argued 

that if the protested Colony transfers lost their status as Peepeekisis band members, 

roughly 400 band members would be impacted.90 Goforth argued that “there was not a 

proper [consent] form to allow these people in my Reserve – that was never done and I 

feel it was never done.”91 Tallant’s response was that the families should remain 
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members of the band, and continue to live on the reserve for they no longer had any place 

to go, as some had resided on Peepeekisis for over 50 years.92 

 During the inquiry little credence was given to evidence provided and arguments 

made by Goforth. Specifically, Goforth questioned the legitimacy of band member Roy 

Keewatin’s signature on a form consenting to the transfers of new Peepeekisis members 

to the Colony. Goforth stressed that during the Trelenberg Inquiry, Keewatin stated under 

oath that he was not present at any meetings and was never invited to any meetings in 

order to sign the band transfer consent forms.93 Though submitted evidence showed that 

Keewatin’s name appeared on the forms, for reasons unknown the DIA was no longer in 

possession of the original signatures and only provided a typed duplicate of the consent 

form as evidence, which lacked actual signatures. Without evidence to prove it, it is 

possible that Keewatin did not actually sign the consent for band transfers. Judge 

McFadden dismissed Keewatin’s denial of attending band meetings, and persisted, “Our 

memories go back on us all from time to time and that very well may be the case here.”94 

Judge McFadden continued, “documentary evidence is more reliable [than] oral. It is so 

easy to be mistaken when relying on memory.”95 One cannot help but wonder if this same 

line of questioning would have been dismissed if it was posed by legal counsel; after all, 

the transfer consent form certainly lacked Keewatin’s signature. Malcom McCrimmon 

was called on to provide testimony, and Judge McFadden questioned the location of the 

                                                           
92 Ibid., 53. 
93 Ibid., 71. 
94 Ibid., 71. 
95 Ibid., 71-72. 
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original forms that contained the signatures. McCrimmon stated that they could not be 

found.96 

 Along with dismissing Goforth’s argument, it is clear that Judge McFadden 

sympathized with the situation of the Colony transfers. During Tallant’s opening 

arguments, Mr. Justice McFadden opined: 

I think it would be a great hardship for these people to move from the 
Reservation. I base that on my own idea, of course. Perhaps there is no evidence 
to that effect anywhere. Anyway I am pretty well satisfied that a man approaching 
80 and on that reserve for 50 years would consider it a great hardship to move.97  
 

This could suggest that Judge McFadden was already leaning towards upholding the 

membership of the protested Colony members prior to hearing all of the supporting 

evidence, and whether they were legally and properly transferred onto the band roll.  

 The inquiry continued for six days. Each day considered evidence at the 

Trelenburg Inquiry. Occasionally, witnesses who previously testified were called to the 

stand in order to elaborate on previously provided information or to provide clarification. 

Tallant provided the majority of arguments following the first day, with Goforth offering 

little in the way counter-argument. Mr. Justice McFadden recognized that the 

membership issue was complicated and that he might be dealing with a breach of the 

Indian Act at the time, noting, “whether or not [the DIA] strictly complied with the 

Indian Act as of that time might be a question I will have to consider.”98 

 Judge McFadden and Tallant clearly understood how important this inquiry was 

to the Peepeekisis band membership. During the course of the proceedings, Judge 

McFadden remarked, “I am entitled to consider the hardship that would ensue, and I 

                                                           
96 Ibid., 91. 
97 Ibid., 81. 
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would say now I doubt very much if there was ever, in the history of Saskatchewan, 

anything more important. … what a serious and important case it is in the Province of 

Saskatchewan.”99 Tallant echoed this thought, “This series of cases is very important. It is 

the status and righthood of these people.”100  

At this point the band membership conflict had reached a breaking point, as 

evident by the numerous instigated inquiries and letters of protest. The culmination of 

this inquiry in Melville was to settle the matter once and for all. Tallant, hoping for the 

decision to uphold the protested band members status, declared, “I hope when this thing 

is finally settled that this Band will get down to business … and settle its eternal 

indifferences and carry on as one solid Band … and having gotten over this thing they 

will work as a whole.”101  

At the close of the inquiry, Judge McFadden admitted that his decision might not 

end up being a final decision, for he declared that “It might be that I will interpret the 

[Indian] Act wrongly and I might be reversed … I might wrongly have construed the 

Act.”102 The commission concluded on Monday, October 15, 1956 and on December 13 

Mr. Justice McFadden released his decision. In it, he declared “I am prepared to find, as I 

now do, that all 25 parties … whose cases are before me for review, are entitled to be 

registered as Indians in the Peepeekisis band.”103 Judge McFadden’s decision has neither 

been challenged nor appealed. It also did not resolve the issue. Band membership remains 

a source of conflict that has divided the reserve to the present day.  

                                                           
99 Ibid., 151. 
100 Ibid., 151. 
101 Ibid., 232. 
102 Ibid., 229. 
103 Decision of J.H McFadden, Judge of the District Court of the Judicial District of Melville, In the Matter 
of the Indian Act, Chapter 19, R.S.C. 1952, and amendments thereto and in the matter of the membership of 
Alex Desnomie and other parties of the Peepeekisis Band, December 13, 1956, 31. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Solidified Identity Crisis 

 When the Peepeekisis band history is examined, especially with respect to the 

various inquiries that took place, at face value it appears that the sole struggle 

experienced by the reserve was that of band membership. During the McFadden inquiry, 

questions such as the following were raised: who belongs on Peepeekisis and who does 

not? Who was properly transferred in and who was not? When talking with my 

informants and reading archival documents, it is apparent that not only were concerns 

about band membership raised by both the DIA and Peepeekisis members, the ICC also 

acknowledged that “the Crown breached Treaty 4, the Indian Act and its fiduciary 

obligation to the band.”.104 Additionally, the results of the McFadden inquiry contributed 

another major struggle that has been overlooked in written history, the question of 

identity 

The File Hills Farming Colony changed the demographics of Peepeekisis Cree 

Nation, and thereby changed the identity of Peepeekisis Cree Nation band members. It 

divided the reserve into two rival camps – Original members and their descendants versus 

Colony transfers and their descendants. Judge McFadden’s ruling did not lead to easing 

this long-standing problem. Instead of galvanizing the band members into one cohesive 

group, what it actually did was solidify an already existing divide in the community. 

Today, 61 years after McFadden, band members and families still tend to be identified as 

either “Original” or “Placement” members, rather than just Peepeekisis Cree Nation 

members.105 

                                                           
104 Indian Claims Committee, “File Hills Colony: A Breach of Treaty, Indian Act, and Canada’s Fiduciary 
Responsibility,” Landmark: A Publication of the Indian Claims Commission 10, no. 1 (2004): 2. 
105 This is evident in personal communication with Peepeekisis members, in addition to being mentioned 
several times in the ICC’s Community Session transcripts. 
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In 2002, the ICC visited Peepeekisis several times to gather data to investigate the 

band’s ongoing claim against the government regarding the File Hills Farm Colony. 

During ICC interviews, several band members discussed the issues surrounding the 

transfer of Colony members to the reserve. In addition to the initial membership transfers 

in the late 1890s and early 1900s, further arrangements in 1911 were made in order to 

allow Graham to transfer 50 additional ex-pupils of Residential and Industrial schools to 

Peepeekisis to participate in the Colony. The circumstances surrounding the 1911 

arrangement remain enveloped in controversy. Peepeekisis member Clifford Wesley 

Pinay106 shared the oral history given to him by his parents and grandparents. He 

explained that the arrangements for this agreement started in 1905, during a recreational 

ball game. According to Pinay, Graham showed up and explained that he was there to 

make an offer to the membership. “Graham drove up, had a [suitcase] full of money, and 

… told them that I come here [to make an offer]. If you allow me to bring in some more 

ex-pupils, I’ll give you each $20, and [allow you freedom to visit] your relatives on other 

reserves. … One of the old timers in Cree said namoya, no way.”107 At the time, Graham 

did not get the support he needed in order to solidify the agreement.  

After this attempt to secure additional transfers failed, Graham turned to more 

aggressive tactics to obtain the outcome that he sought. To successfully garner the 

signatures he needed to arrange the 50 Pupil Agreement, Graham waited until the Regina 

Exhibition in 1911 to secure his proposal. During his community testimony, Aubrey 

                                                           
106 A descendant of transferred Colony Placement, Clifford Pinay Sr., Mr.Pinay, was 61 years old at the 
time of the ICC interviews. Pinay inferred that Graham was willing to lift the Pass system prohibitions that 
restricted the freedom of travel off-reserve for Status Indians. 
107 ICC, Community Session. 206. 
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Goforth Sr.108 told the committee about his father Ernest’s understanding of the 1911 

agreement: 

There was money on the table. … He spoke about there being the Regina fair, an 
exhibition, and … because $20 was $20, it was a lot of money at the time, it went 
against the principles of what he believed and what he was being told by the 
elders there, but he saw others that signed, that’s the reason he accepted that 
money. And he spoke about that after. He said … [the agreement had] a tinge of a 
bribe to it. 109 

 
The agreement to add 50 additional Residential and Industrial school graduates led to the 

population explosion that then prompted investigations by the DIA. These led to the 

subsequent Trelenberg and McFadden inquiries. 

By 1947, the divisive mood on the reserve was on full display. In their testimonies 

to the ICC, several elderly community members drew attention to the existing rift in band 

membership. Alice Sangwais110 explained that “it was in two: the reserve – the Colony 

[on one side] and Peepeekisis on this side. It was two reserves [in] one.”111 During this 

time, Aubrey Goforth also explained to the Commission that what should be understood 

was “that the [membership] protest wasn’t so much about the people that were put here, it 

was how they were put here by one man, Graham. That was the protest, not so much the 

membership … We’re simply protesting what one man was able to do in so-called 

democracy.”112 Unfortunately, the misunderstood motivation behind the protested 

memberships lies at the heart of the matter in regard to identity struggles exacerbated 

through the outcome of the McFadden inquiry.  

                                                           
108 Aubrey Goforth was son of Ernest Goforth, who was present and argued on behalf of the original band 
members during the McFadden inquiry. At the time of the ICC Community Session, Aubrey was 68 years 
old. 
109 ICC, Community Session. 372-373. 
110 Mrs. Sangwais’ maiden name was Shavetail. She was daughter of Shavetail, Chief Peepeekisis’ son. At 
the time of the ICC Community session, she was 64 years old. 
111 ICC,Community Session, 35. 
112 Ibid., 394. 
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In 2015, I sat down with Aubrey’s younger brother, Glen Goforth,113 and asked 

about their father Ernest’s participation in both the Trelenberg and the McFadden 

inquiries. I queried why their father was the one to represent the original Peepeekisis 

members in both instances. “He was educated,” Glen explained. “He was able to explain 

things and talk to different people. … My dad went to school at the [Regina Indian] 

Industrial School, and from there he went into the States. He was a graduate of Hampton 

Institute in the USA and then he was also the Vice President of the Union of 

Saskatchewan Indians from 1946-1948.”114 The Union of Saskatchewan Indians was the 

pre-cursor to the Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations (FSIN). Glen explained that 

his father did not get much credit for his involvement in setting up the organization –

because he did not desire the recognition. Those involved with the organization used to 

meet up at Ernest’s house in secret during the winter.  

A lot of [those involved] came from different reserves, and they weren’t allowed 
[off-reserve]. If you got caught, you could go to jail so it was kind of a hush-hush 
thing. That’s why they used to meet in the winter, they were setting up an 
organization because the Indian bands – their voice – was nothing. So what they 
needed was a voice to represent them in Ottawa. Being familiar with how the 
system works and being able to talk to them and feeling comfortable when 
making a presentation was a result of his education and public speaking. [They 
needed someone who was] able to talk to the Queen or anyone and feel 
comfortable. … So they requested him to communicate with all of these 
politicians. … That’s one of the reasons [he was chosen to represent the band 
during the investigations]. On top of that, these other people respected him and 
must have looked to him as an example.115  
 
Glen echoed Aubrey’s words when explaining the tensions on the reserve that 

resulted from the McFadden case. He stated that their father’s involvement created a 

tense atmosphere in the community. “My dad was blamed,” he said. “It must have been 

                                                           
113 At the time of our interviews in 2013, Glen Goforth was 78 years old. 
114 Glen Goforth, personal communication, May 11, 2015. 
115 Ibid. 
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very stressful for him, because he was blamed for stuff that he didn’t stand for. He was 

only trying to rectify a problem that was created by Graham.”116 During the ICC 

investigation in 2002, the late Archie Nokusis also noted that the band membership 

inquiries of the 1950s were “only supposed to have been questions to see who was a 

member [on Peepeekisis], not that we were going to kick them off [the reserve] or 

anything like that. It was just a question of membership.”117  

Unfortunately, the impression that band members associated with the Colony 

were going to be forcefully removed fractured the community even further. According to 

Glen, “[the band members in question] got the impression that they were going to be 

kicked off. … [As a band member having your citizenship questioned] you don’t want to 

be kicked off your reserve, so naturally family is going to stand by family. Even if 

evidence points to the truth. That’s just how it was.”118 The divide has been ongoing 

since the inception of the File Hills Farm Colony, and continued after Judge McFadden 

ruled that all band members were to remain registered on Peepeekisis Cree Nation. Were 

the band members in question to have their membership revoked, there would have been 

further complications in the community and DIA. This would have included:  

compensation to Indians for permanent improvements when such Indians are 
lawfully removed from a reserve. The intention has been that in cases where 
Indians are removed from Band membership as a result of protest, improvements 
left behind would be paid for out of Parliamentary Appropriations. In addition to 
cost, many of these people would be removed from the area that has constituted 
their home from birth. The value of the improvements would probably be a loss 
and the Department [of Indian Affairs] would be faced with the problem of re-
establishment elsewhere.119 
 

                                                           
116 Ibid. 
117 ICC, Community Session. 345. 
118 Glen Goforth, Personal communication, May 11, 2015. 
119 ICC, Peepeekisis Inquiry, 71. 
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When asked about how the results affected the community after the McFadden 

ruling, Original descendant Donald Koochicum120 in 2013 related the following story 

about one of the wells on the reserve being tampered with: 

They [Colony Placements] even tried to poison the water, when the membership 
situation came up. I saw it with my own eyes, I know who did it. I was sitting 
behind the willow bush, looking at the person coming. I had a .22. I saw him 
taking this gunny-sack off of there, and he was untying it right where we get 
water. Just as he was about to pour it I yelled. He took off, and I shouldn’t have 
done it but I shot by his head. He knew I saw him, and while he was still living, 
he was really, really good to me. This is no lie, I lived through it. Sometimes I 
relive that in my mind. But, we survived.121 

 
The conflict and identity crisis it spawned has had a lasting impact, despite efforts 

to unite the community and explain the shared history between the two Peepeekisis 

groups. According to Donald, the Colony “created a lot of hard feelings between the 

[Colony transfers] and the Original members, and to this day still – it’s still that way. 

We’re still divided, not united, and it shouldn’t be that way … It should be together we 

stand and together we fall. It has to be that way, but it doesn’t seem it.”122  

When asked about whether there was still an active divide and whether the youth 

of Peepeekisis had any idea about the band’s history, Donald stressed the importance of a 

history project that was to have been implemented into the reserve’s school curriculum. 

The hope was that it might help mend the friction among community members. In 2007, 

a band history project was developed in order to educate students who attended the 

elementary and high school on the reserve. Unfortunately, the history project was never 

implemented. When asked why, Donald responded: 

If I were a Placement and all of a sudden my little child comes to me and asks 
‘why are we called Placements? I heard someone say we don’t belong here’ 

                                                           
120 During the time of our interviews, Donald was 72 years old. 
121 Donald Koochicum, personal communication, October 20, 2013. 
122 ICC, Community Session. 275. 
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without understanding [the history]. [If the curriculum had been implemented] 
they would have understood what caused those feelings and who caused the 
problem. Unfortunately, there were some people who didn’t want it, because they 
didn’t want to hear the true story.123 

 
 Donald’s thoughts reiterated an earlier conversation that I had with Claude 

Desnomie,124 a former band councillor for the Peepeekisis Reserve. When asked if many 

people registered to Peepeekisis knew about the Colony and the history of the reserve, 

Claude explained that the population “knows about it, but they will not talk about it. They 

will not sit around and have an open discussion with their mothers or fathers – or if they 

do, it’s all hush-hush.”125  

Claude explained that a large portion of the population may feel a sense of 

underlying guilt for residing on the reserve, despite being declared full members of the 

band by Judge McFadden in 1956.126 I asked Claude why this divide and crisis of identity 

is still felt on the reserve, and the explanation he provided had to do with the 

unreconciled past. “Peepeekisis will not go anywhere until the past is dealt with,” he 

spoke, referring to the federal government’s refusal to acknowledge the band’s specific 

claim regarding the implementation of the Colony and the manner in which participants 

were transferred to the reserve.127 “You have to deal with the past before you can walk 

forward. … Peepeekisis has to deal with the past, and the federal government has to deal 

with the past, otherwise you’re going to keep having problems in Peepeekisis.”128  

                                                           
123 Donald Koochicum, personal communication, October 20, 2013 
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 At face value, the band membership issue and questions about who rightfully 

belongs on Peepeekisis were solved with Mr. Justice McFadden’s ruling. Current band 

membership should not be an ongoing issue nor should it continue to affect relationships. 

According to Judge McFadden, everyone who was originally from the band and those 

who were transferred in should all identify as Peepeekisis members, whether it is by 

birthright or by the longevity of residence. Yet this did not happen. Band members today 

still identify as either “Original” members or as “Placement” members. Glen 

demonstrated this during his interview. He related a story about his granddaughter – also 

a Peepeekisis band member – who was working at her part time job: 

The other day my granddaughter was working at Arby’s. She was giving food out 
at the window, and this [First Nations] guy asks her who she is. So she said her 
last name, and he asked who her mother was and she told him. Then he asked her 
if she was from Peepeekisis and she said yeah. He then said “oh, you’re one of the 
Originals”. She wondered what the heck he meant. This was just the other day! 
Who is concerned with her membership at this time! That was just about a week 
ago. … But you see? That’s still alive today.129 

 
The history of the Peepeekisis band and implementation of the File Hills Farm 

Colony has not received formal reconciliation from the Canadian federal government. 

Furthermore, the federal government has also not acknowledged the breach of treaty by 

Graham, leaving the citizens and members of Peepeekisis to live with an active, unsettled 

history that still permeates each member’s life. This is evident when one goes beyond the 

written record and engages with the personal histories and social memories of 

Peepeekisis band members. When doing so, it becomes obvious that Judge McFadden did 

not achieve what he set out to do with his ruling, which was to unite the band into a 
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cohesive community unit. Instead, Judge McFadden’s decision merely cemented the 

divide in community dynamics and solidified an ongoing identity crisis for Peepeekisis 

members.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: Analysis of Oral History Contributions 

 The File Hills Farm Colony has been written about by a number of authors. The 

majority of these manuscripts concentrate on existing written archival documents to 

assess the history and rationale of the Colony. By utilizing these sources alone, it can 

appear to those researching the project that the Colony existed between 1898 and 1954. If 

one were to solely rely on written history, it could be concluded that the matter of the 

Colony and resulting band membership issues had been resolved by Judge McFadden’s 

ruling. Conversely, engaging in conversation with those who both lived through the 

Peepeekisis history and the McFadden inquiry it is apparent that the identity crisis created 

by the File Hills Farm Colony continues to plague the reserve. Though physical remains 

of the Colony no longer exist, it does not mean that the conflict remains in the past. 

 Glen Goforth played a key role when I undertook this research project. Glen was 

in his twenties at the time of the McFadden inquiry. Due to the contentious environment 

during the inquriy, he explained that he accompanied his father Ernest to Melville each 

day. Along with his brother Aubrey, the two acted as “bodyguards” for the patriarch of 

their family until the inquiry was complete.130 Listening to Glen tell his stories and relate 

his memories, one encounters emotions that are undetectable in the written history. 

Anger, bewilderment, enthusiasm, amusement and confusion were all expressed during 

various points in our interview. Disappointment and sadness permeated his voice when 

he explained his father went through a stressful period because Ernest became a 

scapegoat and was “blamed for stuff he didn’t stand for [because] he was only trying to 

rectify a problem that was created by Graham.”131 The admiration and respect Glen had 
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for his father was obvious as he described Ernest’s education, travels around the globe, 

and political involvement. In reading only the transcripts of the McFadden case and the 

ICC Community Session, one would not know Ernest’s background and the reasons why 

he was chosen to represent the band.  

Glen’s contribution also demonstrates how the inclusion of oral histories “should 

be treated as parallel to history, but are not understood as such when they are looked on 

as merely repositories of data.”132 When parallel histories are separated from each other, 

such as solely concentrating on written documents or exclusively focussing on social 

memories, a full picture cannot be achieved. History based only on written documents 

merely explains the proceedings of the court and Judge McFadden’s ruling, but does not 

convey, for example, the remaining feelings of bitterness and blame that was placed on 

Ernest’s shoulders for his role leading up to, during, and the aftermath of the McFadden 

inquiry. 

 In addition to complementing the written history of the McFadden inquiry, Glen’s 

involvement with this project illustrated that members of Peepeekisis still struggle with 

the idea of identity. By relating the story of his granddaughter, he demonstrated that the 

question of identity is an ongoing issue that has remained ongoing for over sixty years. 

Stories like this are important, as “oral history can be potentially useful in … historical 

reconstructions, especially in the cases in which written accounts are incomplete.”133 The 

written record for Peepeekisis does not adequately describe the identity crisis that the 
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band has continued to experience. As noted, the currently available written history on the 

McFadden inquiry only provides insight from the transcript of the event itself. Finding 

documentation of personal stories and reflections stemming from both the investigation 

and community has proved to be challenging. Glen’s willingness to share his father’s 

history and his own memories brings a richer context to life, and both personalizes and 

humanizes it. Indigenous Peoples Research Chair at University of Victoria, Angela 

Cavender Wilson’s words reiterate this observation. She states “while archival materials 

may offer a glimpse into the world-view of Native people, the degree to which they can 

provide information on the American Indian half of the equation is quite small relative to 

what can be gained through an understanding of oral tradition.”134 The inclusion of 

perspectives from actual members of the Peepeekisis Cree Nation flesh out an otherwise 

slim documentation of the past. 

 Interviews with Donald Koochicum also provided a valuable perspective from a 

Peepeekisis band member who identifies as being descended from Original members. His 

viewpoint paints a picture of community unrest following the McFadden inquiry. Telling 

the story of an alleged poisoning of a communal well, his memories shock those who are 

unaware of the resulting community division from not just the McFadden ruling and the 

aftermath of the File Hills Farm Colony. The emotion and tension in Koochicum’s voice 

along with visible discomfort expressed in body language was obvious from his 

inflections and gesticulations. His words reveal that the crisis of identity remains an 

unreconciled reality on the reserve.  
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The stories told by community members are wrought with emotion and describe 

disturbing memories and incidents of being caught in a colonial web imposed on them 

“are evidence of a people’s resilience, their will to survive. They also reveal a resolve to 

imagine a better future.”135 Donald’s ICC testimony provides a salient example of this, 

when he stated that the Peepeekisis community is “still divided, not united, and it 

shouldn’t be that way…”136 His desire for a united community and experience of a 

fractured reserve is also a direct of example of Julie Cruikshank’s commentary on oral 

traditions and histories. She suggests that “oral narrative [can be] analysed both as 

evidence about the past and as evidence about the social construction of the present.” 

Cruikshank also proposes that readers examine “links between oral tradition and nation-

building.”137 The link between Donald’s tragic memories and desire for a unified nation 

amongst Peepeekisis Cree Nation members reflect this suggestion beautifully. 

 While emotion and passion were often readily identifiable in the Goforth and 

Koochicum interviews, Claude Desnomie’s calm demeanor did not obviously display his 

internal frustrations. His interviews provided a perspective on Peepeekisis’ history 

resulting from the File Hills Farm Colony and the outcome of the McFadden inquiry. 

Claude readily asserted that the community remains divided due to a crisis of identity and 

an unwillingness to acknowledge personal histories, family lineages, and to “know what 

is inside of them.”138 This refusal to recognize aspects of Peepeekisis history that 

contribute to family lines by some band members reveals what Monika Palmberger refers 
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to as “generational positioning.”139 She uses this term to explain the manner in which 

people engage with their pasts. Palmberger explains that the particular ‘life situation’ that 

an individual is in at the time when they reflect on the past influences how they see that 

past. This also has a substantial influence on the formation of one’s identity, and how it is 

passed down through family lines. She stated, “generational identity is constructed by 

sharing memories but also by collectively silencing them.”140 Failing to deal with the past 

and personal histories has left the band in limbo and without a unified community. 

Claude’s point about certain band members refusing to acknowledge the past directly 

points to the continued identity struggles of the Peepeekisis Cree Nation band members. 

Claude shared his perspective in a clear, matter-of-fact manner. Though his voice 

was not obviously emotional, the long pauses and silences in his speech revealed the 

frustration he felt with the community and its lack of solidarity and identity. Alexander 

Fruend discussed the importance of silences when conducting interviews and collecting 

data from interlocutors. “We need to acknowledge the power of silence … and we have 

to study how we and our narrators use it in oral history projects.”141 For Claude, long 

pauses and silences often preceded statements which described the community’s lack of 

engagement and recognition of its past. When I asked Claude if there were many 

registered band members who knew the history of the band, about thirty seconds elapsed 

before he responded with a sigh. The words he then spoke were reinforced with body 
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language. He moved from crossing his arms to gesticulating expressively with his hands 

on the table as he sought to explain the divide in the community.  

The oral testimony gathered in the ICC’s Community Session has also proven to 

be valuable when examining the social dynamics of the Peepeekisis Reserve. 

Specifically, it has  illuminated the community divide, the feelings associated with the 

aftermath of both McFadden and the Colony, and stories of the heavy-handed way that 

Graham wielded his power over First Nations people in the File Hills area. Many of the 

elders who provided their stories to the ICC have passed away. They were not able to live 

to see a resolution to the situation created by the File Hills Farm Colony and the 

McFadden inquiry, though they were able to provide a voice and window to the past 

through their recollections.   

Variations of understandings about the 1911 agreement were offered by multiple 

people during the ICC community session, sometimes with discrepancies.142 However, 

this should not be considered problematic as the goal of oral history is to provide as many 

perspectives as possible. Wilson explains that these differing accounts should not be 

thought of as contradicting each other or written texts on the subject, but should be 

thought of as contributing details not seen elsewhere.143 Bednasek was correct when he 

commented on the value of these stories told by Peepeekisis band members. Because the 

File Hills Farm Colony is not widely known, the memories of Peepeekisis members “are 

                                                           
142 Details surrounding the 1911 50 pupil agreement were all commented on and explained during the ICC 
Community Session by Aubrey Goforth, Elizabeth McKay, Florence Desnomie, Donald Koochicum, 
Clifford Pinay and Elwood Pinay. 
143 Wilson, “Grandmother to Granddaughter,” 33. 
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undeniably a source of human history lacking from many current Canadian history 

narratives.”144 

To fully understand the File Hills Farm Colony and the lasting effects it has had 

on the community of Peepeekisis, it is imperative that the oral histories of the band be 

told. Relying solely on the written record will result in a stunted understanding of the 

situation. The written record implies a static narrative that remains in the past. Talking 

with band members and asking about past events will enrich this story and more fully 

explain the lasting impacts that band members continue to live with. When asked about 

what remains of the Colony, since all buildings associated with it no longer exist, band 

member Martine Desnomie responded with “the people.”145 This statement condenses the 

need to interact with social memories, oral histories and the voices of Peepeekisis 

members, in addition to the written histories which discuss the File Hills Farm Colony. 

To disregard the people’s perspectives is to disregard an important part of this history, 

and does a disservice to those who continue to live with this history.  

                                                           
144 C. Drew Bednasek, “Remembering the File Hills Farm Colony,” Historical Geography vol. 37 (2009): 
64. 
145 Bednasek, “Remembering the File Hills Farm Colony,” 55. 
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Conclusion 

There is no denying that the Peepeekisis Cree Nation has a history that is 

complicated, painful, and little known to the Canadian public. The lack of consultation 

with Peepeekisis members during the establishment of the File Hills Farm Colony, the 

breach of fiduciary obligation, and the violation of treaty remain unreconciled between 

the band and the federal government. Attempts to rectify the problematic band 

membership transfers of First Nations citizens to the Peepeekisis Reserve have proven to 

be unsuccessful. When the available written history regarding the File Hills Farm Colony 

is examined it is easy to mistake the Colony as a relic of the past. However, when one 

engages the social memories of Peepeekisis band members, it is clear that this is not the 

case.  

Those who were transferred from other First Nations bands to the Peepeekisis 

Cree Nation were graduates of Residential and Industrial schools, provided with plots of 

land and instructed to cultivate crops and livestock. This led to a population explosion 

that was soon noticed by the DIA and prompted several inquiries into band membership 

transfers. By the 1950s, the original members of the Peepeekisis band were discontented 

and were led in protest by band member Ernest Goforth. The 1956 McFadden 

Commission of Inquiry was meant to unite the Peepeekisis band members into one 

cohesive and united community, as it was decided that all transferred members to the 

Peepeekisis Reserve were to remain Peepeekisis members. Instead, the outcome resulted 

in further dividing the community and resulted in an ongoing identity crisis for 

Peepeekisis members. 
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This division in the community is not evident in the written record. It is only after 

speaking with band members who are knowledgeable about the band’s history that this 

becomes apparent. The oral histories and social memories of elderly band members who 

were young men during the McFadden inquiry and lived through the aftermath tell a story 

that cannot be found in archival documents. Lingering anger, frustration, and sadness 

resonate in their words. To elaborate, these feelings of anger were directed at Graham for 

implementing the Colony scheme, frustration toward their own community for being 

unable to reconcile with their past and acknowledge their pain, and sadness resulting 

from the lack of resolution with the Canadian government. 

The history of the Peepeekisis Cree Nation and the File Hills Farm Colony is 

ongoing. In October 2017, the federal government agreed to enter into a negotiation stage 

with the Peepeekisis Cree Nation.146 After fighting for decades to have the Peepeekisis 

past and the misconduct of Graham recognized, the recommendations of the ICC to the 

federal government, such as monetary compensation, are now being considered. This 

process may take several years, but the first steps to this aspect of reconciliation are now 

underway. In the future, when the File Hills Farm Colony is researched there may be a 

new generation of Peepeekisis members who will be able to tell their own stories and 

pass down oral histories about their journey through the negotiation process. After all, to 

engage solely with the written history of Peepeekisis and the File Hills Farm Colony has 

proven to be short-sighted and superficial. 

  

                                                           
146 Peepeekisis Band Meeting notes, October 25, 2017. 
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APPENDIX A: Peepeekisis Subdivision Maps 

 

First subdivision of Peepeekisis reserve lands in 1902, after permission from DIA to 
W.M. Graham. Colony Placements resided and farmed in the subdivided area, while 
Original band members inhabited the unsubdivided area.147 

                                                           
147 Indian Claims Commission, “[Compiled] plan of subdivision of part of the Peepeekisis I.R. No. 81 into 
80-acre lots. Surveyed by J.L. Reid, 1903 and J.K. McLean, 1906.” 2004. 
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Second subdivision of Peepeekisis lands in 1906. Original members were still only 
permitted to utilize unsubdivided lands.148  

                                                           
148 Ibid. 
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