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Introduction 

 • two papers:  

– Paper #1 (Tentative Title - From Middle Grounds 

to Borderland, Part One: Indigenous Peoples, 

Euro-North Americans and the Evolution of the 

International Region of the Great Plains, 1780-

1870) (completed) 

– Paper #2 (Tentative Title - From Middle Grounds 

to Borderland, Part Two: paradoxical axes of 

development, 1870-1989) (under construction) 

 



Paper #1 

• relationships taking place between 

indigenous and non-indigenous peoples 

within the fur trade, an activity that 

superimposed itself upon and was 

incorporated into traditional native trading 

networks 

• Richard White (1991): middle ground 

• 49th parallel: an arbitrary construction that 

artificially divided a landscape 

 



Paper #1 

• American decision in 1816 to rescind reciprocal 
trading rights for the British meant that in effect, a fur 
trade frontier where “geographic and cultural borders 
were not clearly defined,” had given way to a fur 
trade borderland, a region “of contested boundaries 
between colonial domains” (Adelman and Aron, 
1999, 815) 

• merger of HBC and NWC in 1821 

• switch to buffalo 

• networks of fixed trading posts throughout the 
Missouri and Saskatchewan river drainage basins  

• Plains Indians became the primary producers in an 
international trade system controlled from New York 
and London 

 



Paper #1 

• after 1816, native peoples from below the 49th 

traveled to Rupert’s Land to trade with the HBC 

• Border meant little to indigenous groups; they 

traded with any group that would provide them 

with the best deal 

• competition for trade alliance of native peoples 

• native trading networks remained intact 

• continuing importance of river systems as trade 

corridors 

• impact of the horse 

• many fur trades and diverse middle grounds 

 



Paper #1 

• unique position of the Métis  

• at mid-nineteenth century, the American and 

Canadian components of the northern Great 

Plains still constituted a virgin tabula rasa, at 

least in terms of white settlement 

• yet a setting for paradigm-shifting change 

south of the border was being constructed 

while a state of stasis seemed to exist for the 

region north of the 49th parallel 

• importance of the railroad in the US 



American Railway System in 1870 



Paper #1 

• new developments in agricultural technology 

• divergence between Canadian Prairies and 

American northern Plains (early 1860s-mid-

1880s) 

• forces and developments (migration, trade, 

transportation) fostered some degree of 

cross-border connection 



The Red River Trails 



Paper #2 

• by 1870, the west became central to Canadian 
and American nationalist dreams but the two 
frontiers were at very different stages of 
development and maturity 
– disparate rates of development  

• important role that transportation, particularly 
rail transportation, played 
– in the United States, the railway was essential to the 

development of the new space economy  

– railroad also played a decisive role in transforming 
the economic and social geography of the Prairies 

– Andy den Otter (1997): more often than not, 
Canadian politicians welcomed American 
investment, technology, expertise, and railway 
connections 

 



Paper #2 

• importance of James J. Hill, a Canadian turned American, 

and William Cornelius Van Horne, an American turned 

Canadian  

•           James J. Hill     William C. Van Horne 



Paper #2 

• other integrative forces (migration, trade, 
investment, communication) 

• migration 

– before the late 1890s, population movement within 
the borderland region was predominantly north-
south as expensive goods produced in central 
Canada, depressed wheat prices, excessive transport 
and credit costs, and high mortgages drove 
Manitobans out of the province 

– within a relatively short period of time, the flow of 
migration changed direction from south to north, 
reflecting the closely related closing of the Great 
Plains frontier and the opening of the western 
Canadian frontier 

 









Paper #2 

• impacts that this migration had on the Canadian 
Prairies 

– investment, farming experience, introduction of 
technology, cross-border associations 

• did peripheral position produce a uniformity of 
attitude? 

• Mildred Schwartz (1991): similar experiences of 
farmers on both sides of the 49th parallel, shared 
dependency status 

• it was from this shared experience, she believes, 
that collective interests, a hinterland mentality, 
and a common consciousness developed 



Paper #2 

• cultural continuity across the 49th parallel: questions 
– were the connections that existed sufficient enough to 

create a greater Plains borderland culture and if so, what 
role did this play in the search for identity and the quest 
for belonging among newcomers?  

– or was it the case that migration patterns and ethnic 
associations created a series of different borderland 
cultures and if so, what role did the border and 
association with the nation-state play in peoples’ lives?  

– how was the transnational region articulated in the 
popular imagination by authors and artists during this 
period? 

– did such interpretations differ significantly between 
Canada and the United States?  

– or were they similar in theme and approach? To what 
factors do we attribute such similarities and differences?  



Paper #2 

• forces of divergence 

– east-west flow of trade and migration into the region 
served to form national ties that counterbalanced 
the continuing north-south connections 

– different settlement histories, loyalties, political 
cultures, urban systems, and core-periphery 
relations 

– efforts by governments on both sides to restrict the 
movements of communal peoples including native 
peoples and certain immigrant groups  

• border entered more and more into the lives of native 
peoples and Métis 

• despite such displacement and overwhelming assimilative 
forces, native peoples and other minorities continued to 
battle for self-determination 



Paper #2 

• adaptation to the changes brought about by the 

Depression, the war, and successive 

developments in the economy and society 

associated with globalization 

– hinterland status is less relevant today in those parts 

of the region that have used their rich resources and 

links with foreign markets to diversify their 

economies 

• consider the question as to what this borderland 

region is becoming in face of the diminishing 

importance of traditional culturally identifiable 

references including agriculture, rurality, small 

towns, and isolation 

 


