Red River Cart

The Metis were responsible for the developmentefiersatile Red River cart used to
transport goods over the prairie terrain. In efféioé Metis commercialized the buffalo
hunt with the invention of the Red River cart. Tpaddne Red River cart is one of the
best-known symbols of Metis culture. The legacyhef Red River cart is still found in
cities such as Winnipeg, Manitoba, which have J@gad roadways. Portage Avenue in
Winnipeg is wide because it is the original caailtwest, and carts used to travel from
three to twenty carts abreast. The cart, drawn itherean ox or horse, was used to
transport meat, buffalo hides, pemmican, tradestand personal belongings to and from
the bison hunt and centres of trade in the UnitatkeS.

As the West developed, settlements sprang up fay dmm the river transportation
routes. Red River carts, which had been used farsyby the Metis, became the chief
mode of land transport to service these otherwiseachable communities. As the need
for larger and stronger carts increased, they beaawre refined. A much lighter spoked
wheel gradually replaced the solid wheel. Made dlish shape, these new wheels did not
sink as far into the earth, making them easieruih fhe rawhide (green shaganappi)
which bound the entire cart together became ashtaggsteel when dry and so strong, it
would support a 450-kilogram load. One drawbackhe carts was the loud noise the
carts made because of the screeching of wood rglagainst wood as the wheels turned
on unlubricated axles. Grease could not be useaulsechis would pick up dust and dirt,
which would wear out the hub and axle in no time.




On November 15, 1801 at Pembina in the Minnesotatdiy, Alexander Henry reports
that his Metis employees are using carts with solid-piece wheels. By September 20,
1802 they have:

...a new sort of cart which facilitates transportatibauling home meat, etc. The
wheels are about four feet high and perfectly ghiai the spokes are

perpendicular, without the least bending outward] anly four to each wheel.

These carts carry about five pieces (of 90 pouraigj,are drawn by one horse.

By March of 1803 the men were building carts witbrenspokes and larger dished
wheels of French-Canadien design. Cart makingf ibedame a Metis industry and being
a teamster replaced employment as a voyageur ibdaiebrigades. From the early 1800s
to the advent of the railways in the west the Mdbsiinated the transportation industry.
A number of Metis families in the Selkirk and Pendbidistricts began raising oxen to
haul Red River carts. In the mid-1800s, the nunabearts in use had increased as trade
increased.

[Metis] caravans or trains have annually increasechumber, and now two

hundred carts make the yearly pilgrimage acrosgtaiies, six hundred and fifty

miles, to St. Paul...They are laden with buffalo Bidpemmican, peltries, fur,

embroidered leather coats, moccasins, saddlesth&se they sell or exchange in
St. Paul and return again to their secluded hofne...
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Metis family with cart at Turtle Mountain, North Rata. Public Archives of Manitoba,
Transportation — Red River Cart 37 (N11729)

The size of Metis commercial operations was hugetisvibuffalo hunts were of
colossal size. In 1865, Alexander Ross, a settidRed River, reported in detail on an
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expedition that left the Red River Settlement oneJi5, 1840. When the role was called
at Pembina, 1,630 people were present with 1,210 Riger carts. In 1869, it was

reported that at least 2,500 carts had passedghrt Cloud, MN carrying 600 tons of

freight for the Hudson’s Bay Compahy.

The versatility of the cart was unmatched. Withhitgh wheels, the cart could transverse
the rutted prairie, be disassembled and floated et across streams, or covered with
waterproof hide and transformed into a boat. Theeeld were simply removed and
lashed to the bottom to form a raft. At day’s e, cart could then be both covered with
hide and used to provide shelter for the travelesyhen dozens were encircled, form a
portable corral for livestock. In winter, the cédme could be used as a sled pulled by a
horse. The first Mace used in the Manitoba Legistatvas constructed from part of a
Red River Cart axle with the hub on the end.

The most experienced Metis freighters could hameltecarts, provided they were in a
caravan. Normally, one man would handle six cavi) three being the minimum. In
contrast, a teamster could only handle two wagatisease.

George Dawson, a member of the 1872-1875 Boundamndission, made notes on the
difficulties met when traveling over the prairi@sthe vicinity of the Milk River:

Red River Country Carts are little use in this mdrthe country to anybody but the
Half-Breeds. When broken there is no hard woodefmair them and from the stony
and rough character of the “roads” breaks are sacdsfrequent. The sand and grit
also rapidly wears away the axles unless iron lishe used and then a poplar axle
has to be substituted at risk of breakdown any nmbmiehe extreme dryness of the
air causes them to split and crack in all direjaspecially the hubs, and when this
happens the spokes work loose and nothing will sheewheel. By keeping the
wheel always wet this may be avoided but watecasce. With the Half-Breeds time
is no object and cheapness is everything. Theypuight loads and travel in large
trains so that if one cart breaks down the load beagistributed and the fragments
retained for future repaifs.

By 1812 there were cart trails all across the vaest the Metis were able to provide the
provisions, without which, the Selkirk Settlers Webthave starved. Later, the major
commercial trails were Pembina to Red River and liemto St. Paul, Minnesota, Red
River to Fort Ellice, Red River to Carlton and F@arlton to Fort des Prairies (now
Edmonton).

With the demise of the great buffalo herds andattmral of the railway, the Metis were
reduced to using their carts to pick buffalo boridseese were sold for processing sugar
and making fertilizer and buttons.

3 Alexandria Post, August 7, 1869.
* George M. DawsorGeneral Diary and Note Book 1874: 44. (On line http://www.ourheritage.net
accessed November 20, 2007)




Metis buffalo bone pickrs at Minnewaukan, Dakowrory, y2, 188
(Montana Historical Society)




Katrina Barkwell beside cart, Pembina to Winnipegkt2002. (Lawrence Barkwell, 2002)
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