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Fort Alexander 1923 and 1926 Surrenders of Reserve Land

by Myles Courchene

ith the Tembec pur
chasc of the Pine Falls
Pulp and Paper Com-

pany and recent talk of amalgam-
ation of Pinc Falls and Powcrview
a renewed interest has risen in
Sagkeeng with respect to the land
on which Pine Falls sits. 1t is well
known that Pine Falls is situated
on surrendered reserve land.
Over the years, howe

versy and confusion has
Sagkeeng with respect 1o the
manner the Manitoba Pulp and
Paper  Company  Limited
(MPPCL) acquired title to this
land in the 192

In this brief article ) will
introduce facts that are readily
available through rescarch of
Department of Indian AfTairs cor-
respondence between and among
depariment officials, Indian
agent, John R. Bunn and past Sag-
keeng Chief and Councils. Writ-
ten record clear shows that in the
1920s the Department of Indian
Affairs officials, most notably,
Mr. Bunn, and MPPCL officials
blatantly misrepresented and lied
to cheat Fort Alexander band
members out of their reserve land.
Simply put, band members were
taken advantage of by those they
had no choice but to trust.

For those unfamiliar with
the land “surrender” process, the
1906 Indian Acrrequired the “as-
sent” of a majority of the male
band members to obtain a valid
surrender. In other words, if a
majority of male band members
did not agree to surrender reserve
land to the federal government the
latter could not lease or sell re-
serve land.

The basic facts are as fol-
lows: On January 30, 1923 Fort

$2.00 per acre. Threc years later
on January 23, 1926 Fort Alex-
ander band members allegedly
agreed to survender, in total, 390
acres of reserve land to the fed-
eral government for the purposc
of sate to MPPCL for $40 per
acre. The 390 acres surrendered
for sale included 304 acves that
was previously leased in 1923,
Two hundred sixteen (216) acres
remained under the 99-year Jease,

390 acres? Most band members
ate that the town of

will simply s
Pine Falls
land — land that was promised
to the Fort Alexander band by the
1871 treaty (another historic
swindle).

As noted above some Sag-
keeng members would state thi
our ancestors did not agree to ¢f-
ther surrender or sell reserve land.
Historical evidence supports their

Bunn i promi;

During the leave negotiations Bunn made nany
promises to band members in order o entice band
members to agree (o give up their reserve fand,
Jor the most part dnd not meareriafize
and in one instance was quite illegal. The promises
inclided band members '
employment with MPPCL, a per capita annial
distribution of fease money, new houses and the
apportunily to sell therr produce.

On January 4, 1933 the federal
government cancelled the 99-year
lease at the request of MPPCL
after the latter claimed an inabil-
ity to pay the annual rent due to
financial difficulties. Upon can-
cellation of the lease the remain-
ing leased land reverted to reserve
status.
Over  the decad

belief as written records clearly
show that band members did not
wish to do either. For example,
in June of 1921 Chief and Coun-
cil wrote to the department and
stated “we cant {sic) sell our Re-
serve. .. and we are going o hold
it as long ax it wotled last.” The
following month Bunn confirmed
band bershi ina

merely agree to Jease the Jand?
Written record shows that Chief
and Council, when asking for the
annual distribution of lease
money as promiscd by Bunn,
stated thin they had agreed to
“lend” the Jand 1o MPPCL. There
is no mention of a surrender of
that Jand to the federal povern-
ment.
During the lease negotia

tions Bunn made many pron;
to band members in order to en-
tice band members to agree to
giveup their reserve land. Bunn's
promises, for the most pant did not
materialize and in one instance
vas quite illegal. The promises
included band members® employ-
ment with MPPCL, a per capita
annual distribution of lcase
money, new houses and the op-

portunity to scll their produc

Shortly afterthe 1923 |
negotiations were concluded
Chief and Council wrote to the
department indicating the need of
the new houses as promised by
Bunn. The department ques-
tioned Bunn and he denied mak-
ing such a promise. The matier
apparently did not end until 1939
when Mr. W. Jones, Notary Pub-
lic of Great Falls wrote to the de-
partment after investigating the
claim of new houses for reserve
id| Mr. Jones stated that

Sagkeeng's membership has
questioned the manncer and valid-
ity of MPPCL's acquisition of re-
serve land, Remarkably some
band members still belicve the
lease remains in effect and are not
aware land was surrendered to the
federal government and sold.
There are those who are aware the
tand was somehow sold but not
awarc of the alleged surrenders.
Those aware of the alleged sur-
renders state that the federal gov-

Al der band bers alleg-

did not obtain a valid

edly agreed to surrender 520
acres of reserve land to the fed-
eral govermment. The federal
govermnment then leased the acre-
age “Sor the benefit of the Band”
to the MPPCL for 99 years at

surrender for either lease or sale
of reserve land, therefore the
1923 lease of 520 acres and the
1926 sale of 390 acres were both
invalid dispositions of reserve

letter to the department. He
stated, among other things, that
“the Indians are dead set agaimnst
a sale™. And in the same letter
he stated that band members were
“scared 1o death” with respect to
“sale’* and “surrender” of veserve
land.

Notwithstanding this fear
Bunn claimed in January of 1923
he obtained the assent of band
members for the surrender of 520

Bunn “so/d them that it [an agree-
ment) included the construction
of new houses for them, and fo
give the tale the appearance of
substance the Paper Company
sent men to take measurcments of
the houses.” He further wrote that
he informed band member, John
Bruce “that he must content fim-
self o accept the fact the he has
been duped [by John R. Bunn]
into signing an agreement with-

acres to the federal gov
This acreage was then leascd to
MPPCL by the federal govern-
ment. Itis apparent that the band
members were in agreement with
the lease of the land. But given
the fact they were scared to death

land. The g; thenb
what is the true legal status of the

about dering land did they
actually agree to a “surrender” or

out first asc ning the actual
clauses embodied in i1." I is
readily apparent that five familics
relinquished their land interest to
the ieased land on the strength of
Bunn’s fraudulent promise.
Another example of Bunn's
lack of integrity is his statement
to band members that they would
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have the opportunity to sell pro-
duce to the MPPCL should they
agree to lease the land. Bunn
however, apparently failed to
mention to band members that it
was contrary to section 39 of the
1906 Jnclian Act, that is, it was il-
legal for persons to buy produce
from Indians. In other words,
chances were the MPPCL or its
¢mployces were not going buy
produce from band members.
This was confirmed in December
31, 1925 as Bunn wrote to the
departmient noting one reason that
band members were “halding
Ik from voting approval of the
surrender sale” was \hat “rthe
compeny IMPPCL] oo not take
produce from Indians.” Giventhe
above, Bunn was cither an incom-
petent Indian agent due to his ap-
parent lack of knowledge of the
Inedian Act, or simply a corrupt
individual. One would assume
the latter.

On January 23, 1926 band
members assembled on the
strength of Bunn's promise of a
per capita distribution of lease
moncy. Bunn would later report
that on that day he secured two
more surrenders of reserve land
for sale to MPPCL. This is quite
surprising given the fact that a
few wecks carlier on Januvary 9,
1926 Bunn informed the depart-
ment that band members directed
Chief Joseph James “not to sell®
reserve land. Furthermore band
members voted * 77 against sale
and & for [a sale]” and, more im-
portantly declined a $5,000 ad-
vance from MPPCL to sell re-
serve land. It is clear that band
members did not want to sell re-
serve land. Al the same meeting
band members again demanded
a per capita distribution of the
$3,120 lease money eamed thus
far. Despite the overwhelming
rejection of sale and an advance
ol sale proceeds Bunn alleged that
the assembled band members
voted unanimously in favour (104
to 0) of surrendering of reserve
land.

Written records cicarly

show that the sudden availability
of lease money for distribution
was, of course, a departmental
maneuver to elicit the surrendcr.
On January 15, 1926 a head de-
partmental official wrote to Bunn
and stated “do not distribute any
money to members of Fort Alex-
ancer Band wntil after surrender
papers have been completed and
attested as required by Indian
Act™ Inother words, if the band
members do not

der they do not get anything. In
reply to this letter Bunn wrote, in
part, 2 will fillenv these itruc-
tioms to the Jerrer” Tt should be
noted that the department sent
Bunn with S1.500 Tor distribu-
tion, nat the $3,120 expected by
the band members. 1t should also
be noted that MPPCL olfficials
accompanied Bunn to the Janu-
ary 23, 1926 asscmbly. Despite
the instructions from the head
departmental official Bum b-
sequent written report alleged he
distributed the $1,800 10 the as-
sembled band members prior to
taking a “saw/e’* vote. What do you
believe?

Bunn's lack of integrity

was also displayed on January 23,
1926 as he allowed band mem-
bers to believe that MPPCL was
making up a shortfall of $1,320
via store credit from MPPCL.
Bunn later reported that the band
bers didn't und ! that

claims “sa/e”” discussions 100k
place.  Councillor Francis
Bruyere “gor up and asked the
people to sit down and 1o be quive
Jor a while, they did this” Bunn
claims he asked who was “ggree-
able to sale” and eventually
cryone “stood up en masse” indi-
cating to Bunn their consent w the
“sale™ of reserve lund.
Given the band members®
ol surrender and sale and the
a $5.000 adv:
sale proceeds dud they
agree to surrender and sale o r
aerve lnd on Bauary 23, 1924
Further wntten record supparts i
resounhing “ne’ 1o s question
due o the fact that seme hand
miembers did not understand the
Tandd surrender proces: 15
evident by  Bunn's letter o the
department in Junuary of 1926 in
which he stated that “sesn: lndi-
ans did not wndersiand the mat-
1or> W Cmany Indians™ did not
understand how could Bunn
claim a majority of the male
members assented to the surren-
der? Furthermore, if “atamy In-
dians™ did nov " understand the
matter” in 1926 did they under-
stand in 19237 tlow did a $3.00
per capita distribution and the
misunderstood promise of store
credit change the minds of 73
band members? One could casily
come to conclusion that given
Bunn's lack of integrity that he
b J invalid surrender docu-

they were in fact getting “a» ad-
vance on account of the $1.00 per
cord on the lease lands.” In other
words, they were gelting an ad-
vance of money they were to cam
not money afready camed. Rather
than clear the misunderstanding

mentation,

As mentioned above the
99-year lease was cancelied in
1933 by the federal govermment
at the request of the impoverished
MPPCL. Quite obviously $432
per year was just too much for the

during the bly Bunn de-
cided to remain silent.

Bunn also reported that
priof to the lease money distribu-
tion a “woor-kecper’ was used 10
prevent “rhe people from leaving
as soon as they had received the
83.00 per capite”™ distribution.
Why were band members pre-
vented from leaving? After the
$3.00 per capita distribution Bunn

1o handle. Not surpris-
ingly the federal government
agreed to cancel the lease with-
out consulting and obtaining the
consent of the very people it was
to benefit. It would appear that
the financial interest of MPPCL
was more important to the federal
government than 1o the very
people they owed a constitutional
obligation to protect their inter-

ests. One would assume the fed-
eral government reasoned that the
impoverished MPPCL needed the
$432 a ycar more than the
wealthy Fort Alexander band
members.

1t should also be noted that
band members had repeatedly
demanded the department to can-
vel the lease S
constant arrears of i

money as promised
by Bunn. ‘The departiment con-
tnuously enored their plea o
caneel the Tease despite the Tt
the department, arguibly.
legal obligaton to do so. The
department wias well aware that
the lease stated “tht if the rent iv
B arrvar or unpaid for the speee
Jor forty duys . . . it shall by lw-
Sidd for [\he federal government]™
10 el the le in one in-
stance MPPCLL in arrears al-
most two full years, The depart-
ment, however, continued to grant
extensions to the company.

[t shouk! also be stressed
that, unlike the department and
MPPLC, band members did not
have the benefit of legal counsel.
1t is apparent that the federal gov-
ermment failed to offer to provide
the band with independent legal
counsel. The federal government
through the Department of lndian
AfTairs, was the sole protector and
advocator of the band's legal in-
ferests.

There is much more to
these events than noted above and
likely much more than we will
ever know. It is quite clear, how-
ever, that in the 1920s the Depart-
ment of Indian Aflairs intention-
ally swindled the Fort Alexander
Indian band of reserve kand for the
financisl benefit of MPPCL. It
follows that the federal goven-
ment owes the people of Sag-
keeng financial compensation for
numerous breaches of its fidu-
ciary responsibility. Itis equally

ime for our leader-
the federal gov-
emment with respeet to this issue,

had a
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