Métis Stories and Traditions
The Métis inherited many stories and traditions passed on by the voyageurs and First Nations.
Gathered around the fire at night, hunters told legends, folktales, stories, and sang together.
Elders told the children their stories: explanations of superstitions, ghost stories, and folktales
were heard on many occasions. Other legends were born from mysterious happenings.

These stories and traditions were passed down from one generation to the next chiefly through
oral tradition. Mgr Antoine d’Eschambault, historian and president of the Société historique de
Saint-Boniface from 1933 to 1960, is among those who collected traditions from elderly Métis
and documented the stories passed down through the generations. Thérèse Goulet Courchaine,
a Métis writer and teacher, was a regular contributor to the papers La Liberté and Le Patriote
during the 1960’s. Written under the pen name Manie Tobie, her articles shared every day Métis
life through recipes, customs, and traditions.

Later, it would be folklorist and Musée de Saint-Boniface Museum curator Henri Létourneau
who would make it his life’s work to share the little-known cultural traditions of the Métis of
Manitoba and Saskatchewan. During the 1970’s, he undertook a project to make recordings of
Métis folklore for the National Museum of Man, now the Canadian Museum of History. This oral
history project lead to him interviewing numerous Métis from Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and
North Dakota in order to document myriad aspects of their culture, as well as the day-to-day life
of their past. The transcription of these interviews was made possible by a grant from the
Fondation Radio–Saint-Boniface.

From 1977 to 1982, Henri Létourneau published a series of articles in La Liberté, most of which
followed the format of “Henri Létourneau raconte” (“Henri Létourneau tells a story”). These
articles covered the main subjects discussed in his interviews, such as Métis songs and
expressions, folktales and stories, legends, superstitions, culinary traditions, remedies, religious
holiday traditions, hard times, economic or leisure activities, among others.

The Henri Létoruneau Fonds in the archives of the Société historique de Saint-Boniface is made
up of the recordings of more than 150 interviews conducted by Henri Létourneau and Carmen
Roy for the National Museum of Man project, and well as their transcriptions. What follows is an
overview of the information they gathered. Mr. Létourneau, as a famous storyteller, was sought

for interviews himself for special radio programs on the Métis and their way of life. These
programs make up a part of the Société Radio-Canada Fonds, which are also found at the
Centre du patrimoine.
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Henri Létourneau

Henri Létourneau, curator of the Musée de Saint-Boniface Museum, painted by Pauline Boutal.
Portrait of Henri Létourneau, oil painting Pauline Boutal. Musée de Saint-Boniface Museum
Collection of Artefacts. Photograph by Lise Brémault.
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Mgr Antoine d’Eschambault.
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The Second Saint Boniface Cathedral,
post 1883

Second cathedral in St Boniface, post 1883. Called “Archbishop Taché’s cathedral”, this church,
inaugurated in 1863, was a replacement for the majestic two-towered cathedral destroyed in a
fire in 1860. It was inn this church that Archbishop Taché celebrated Louis Riel’s funeral mass in
1885. The construction of Archbishop Taché’s cathedral in the winter of 1862-1863 provides the
setting of the Métis legend of the church building horse.
Archives of the Société historique de Saint-Boniface, General Collection of the SHSB, 2031

The Legend of the Horse who Helped
Build the Church

This legend, which tells of a mysterious black horse, traces its origins back to the winter of 18623, when Archishop Taché had the new Saint-Boniface Cathedral built. He hired a group of men
to set up a camp in the region between Sainte-Anne-des-Chênes and Thibaultville (now called
Richer) to cut and prepare wood for the construction of the new church. Once cut, the wood
was undoubtedly transported to St Boniface by horse along an old trail used by the First Nations,
which would become Dawson Trail a few years later. This legend is not unique to Manitoba’s
traditional folklore, as a similar version is told in the Trois-Pistoles region of Quebec.
Archives of the Société historique de Saint-Boniface, General Collection of the SHSB, 1.2/66, f.
250

A Pemmican Recipe

Auguste Vermette remembers this recipe for the pemmican his mother used to make.
Archives of the Société historique de Saint-Bonface, Henri Létourneau Fonds, transcription of
cassette Let 15, track 2, p. 5-6

