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Introduction: Collection 1
In the first half of the 1800s there were still only
two major trading companies between the Great Lakes and
the Rockies. The Hudson’s Bay Company ‘ruled’ by right
of its Royal Charter, granted in 1670. The ‘interloper’
challenging the Hudson’s Bay Company’s rights was the
North West Company based in Montreal.
As trade expanded beyond the forested Great Lakes
region into the treeless grasslands, several things changed.
The river routes, the ‘highways’ of the times,
steadily increased in length and time became a factor in the
long haul back east. The long winters and short summers
lent a sense of urgency to the movement of goods and
people.
To help alleviate these problems the Hudson’s Bay
Company developed a depot on the Red River called Fort
Garry (all the Bay posts were ‘forts’) which developed into
modern day Winnipeg. Near Fort Garry the Roman
Catholic Church established St. Boniface, also on the Red
River. Fort Garry became the hub of East-West trade.
Everything, and most people, went through that hub.
Trade in the West expanded in response to the
European demand for buffalo hides and related products
from the hinterland. The destruction of the immense
buffalo herds on the Great Plains of North America was
well under way.
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Father Lacombe on the Long Trail1
Father Lacombe was 22 years old when he set out
from Montreal on his long journey to the West. His
ordination had taken place at St. Hyacinthe and he had been
assigned to go west to preach to the native tribes and the
Métis people.
He was inspired by the example of others who had
taken this same route. The West, that relatively unknown
space between the Great Lakes and the Rocky Mountains,
was not necessarily friendly.
The Hudson’s Bay Company looked on it as their
fiefdom, and they had a Royal Charter to prove it.
Missionaries of any stripe were regarded as not conducive
to the Company’s business, plus they needed looking-after
at the company’s posts. That was all after the missionary
arrived in the West. The hazards and hardships of getting
there kept many travelers out, which was fine with the
Company.
There was no nice-and-easy trans-continental
railway in 1849. Father Lacombe started his journey on a
train from Montreal but the line ended at Lachine. There he
took passage on a steamboat down the St. Lawrence River
and Lake Ontario to Buffalo, New York.
At Buffalo he took the stage coach to Dubuque,
Iowa on the Mississippi River. (The Mississippi has its
origin very close to the Canadian border.) From Dubuque
1

Photographs preceding page: Father Lacombe, the “father of Saint
Albert” whose remains are entombed in the crypt of the church of
Saint Albert. Emile Tardif, o.m.i., Saint Albert, (Edmonton: La
Survivance Printing Limited, date unspecified) 20; Father Lacombe’s
signature, Tardif 22. Editing to single composite photo: A.M. Burley.
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he turned north to St. Paul, Minnesota – a short hop that
somehow took him twelve days to travel!
St. Paul, in the 1830s, was little more than a
collection of shacks and cabins. There was no organized
settlement. Many of the people who lived there were
French-speaking men, remnants of the voyageurs who
paddled the canoes and who opened up the country. The
true importance of St. Paul was its location at the limits of
navigation on the Mississippi River. St. Paul was connected
to the Red River Valley north on the 'Canadian' side by a
cart trail called the St. Anthony Trail. (St. Paul gained
importance in the 1840s when it became the starting point
for the westward expansion of the railway system.)
In St. Paul Father Lacombe ‘rested’ for a month.
This was likely an enforced delay as he waited for a cart
brigade to form. He would then travel in safety and
‘comfort’ north to Pembina on the Red River. That is into
what is now Manitoba, although the border between the
two nations was still ill-defined and open.
This ‘short’ journey north from St. Paul along St.
Anthony Trail to St. Boniface took six weeks to complete.
These brigades of carts moved at the plodding pace of the
oxen that provided the power. There were likely other
delays such as chasing down any buffalo that the hunters
with the party came across. These men lived off the land.
Father Lacombe paid his respects to Bishop
Provencher and wintered at St. Boniface. It was here that he
first heard of the new mission at Lac Ste. Anne, near Fort
Edmonton.
Having come this far on his difficult journey, Father
Lacombe was instructed, in 1852, to retrace the long trail
he had made and return to Montreal for re-assignment.
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There he met with Bishop Tache, an Oblate “from the
West” – that is, the ‘West’ beyond St. Boniface. He
returned all the way to St. Boniface to start on a new
journey. This one took him northwest to Fort Edmonton
and on from there to the new mission at Lac Ste Anne.
He crossed Lake Winnipeg and at Norway House
joined the Hudson’s Bay Company’s brigade (of supply
boats) on the North Saskatchewan River. Their destination
was Fort Edmonton.
By happy coincidence Chief Factor John Rowand
from Fort Edmonton was travelling with the boat brigade.
Father Lacombe and the Chief Factor were impressed with
each other, a fact that was certainly in Father Lacombe’s
favour. Surely it also helped that Chief Factor Rowand
came from Montreal and, further, that he was Roman
Catholic.
Father Lacombe was, if you like, hitching a ride on
the boats. He was expected to, and did, help with the work.
There was no room for passengers on the boats and he
spent his days plodding the muddy shores alongside the
boats.
The boat party arrived at Fort Edmonton on
September 19th, at the end of the ‘boat’ season. It had left
St. Boniface on June 27th.
At Fort Edmonton Father Lacombe met Father
Bourassa of the Lac Ste. Anne Mission. The following
spring Father Lacombe replaced Father Bourassa at the
Mission.
This Lac Ste. Anne appointment led to Father
Lacombe’s famous ‘finding’ of the ideal location for a new
mission. By coincidence he was in the company of Bishop
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Tache who was suitably impressed with this new site. It
was located on a hill above the Sturgeon River. It was
named after Father Albert Lacombe’s personal saint – Saint
Albert.
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