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The Truth About Louis Riel  
  
While most Canadians 
are generally aware of 
Louis Riel and the mur-
der of Thomas Scott, 
few who know, or, even 
if aware, talk about the 
tragic loss of 80 Cana-
dian lives during Rielôs 
disagreements with the 
Canadian governments 
of 1869 and 1885.  Riel 
twice used violent in-
surrection and death 
while challenging Brit-
ish and Canadian au-
thority and Canadian 
unity.  Accordingly, 
Louis Riel was charged 
with high treason, tried, 
convicted and then 
hung for his crimes that 
resulted in the deaths 
of some 80 persons.  

Criminals of the day were hung for a lot less 
than being accountable for the deaths of 80 
people.  Sir Wilfrid Laurier, Canada's Loyal 
Opposition Party leader at the time, was op-
posed to Riel's execution only on the basis 
that he considered the sentence to be too se-
vere. He did not find fault with the conviction.  
The crime was regarded with the utmost 
gravity by all politicians of the day. Sir John A 

Macdonald, Canada's 
Prime Minister, refused 
to interfere with the 
court imposed death 
sentence, which was 
then duly carried out. 
  
The facts of Riel's lead-
ership role in armed in-
surrection are not in dis-
pute.  The fact that this 
armed insurrection re-
sulted in many deaths is 
also not in dispute.  Riel 
clearly chose to lead; he 
also clearly chose to in-
cite uprisings that 
caused many to die.  As 
the leader of these up-
risings, Riel is responsi-
ble for each and every 
death occurring as a 
consequence of his ac-
tions.  To now question 

There are those today who want to change 
the historical record regarding 19th century 
Metis leader Louis Riel. Peter Goldring, 
Member of Parliament for Edmonton East 
says that such historical revisionism is 
wrong and sets the record straight on Riel 
and his crimes. 

Louis Riel was charged with high treason, con-
victed and hanged for his crimes that resulted 
in the deaths of some 80 people. Those who 
want to exonerate him for his crimes more 

than 100 years later are ignoring the severity 
of his  crimes. 



 

 

One typical example of selective memory 
was a Canadian Lawyer magazine article on 
Riel's trial, presumed to have been written by 
a discerning member of Canada's legal pro-
fession. In the article there was absolutely no 

mention of anyone 
having died, although 
80 people (some say 
up to 110) were dead 
as a result of Riel's 
leadership; 80 sepa-
rate Canadian family 
tragedies commenced 
and not even a foot-
note in the thought 
process of the maga-
zine article.  Given 
such a selective view, 
it is understandable 
that one finds a full-
page editorial in the 
same issue of the 
magazine, calling for 
a public apology for 
Riel's "wrongful con-
viction".   A similarly 
selective nature to the 

presentation of facts appears to be evident 
by the CBC for its ñRiel retrialò.  M®tis organi-
zations werenôt even consulted during the 
planning for this production.  The production 
has been variously described as ñill concei-
vedò and ñsocially, morally and politically irre-
deemableò.     

  
To "unhang" Riel today is illogical for those 
who remember the true history of Riel's revo-
lutionary role and who also respect the au-
thority of historical jury decisions.  To posthu-
mously "pardon" Riel would amount to a ret-
roactive miscarriage of justice. To apologise 
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the integrity of the jurists of over 100 years is 
wrong.   Riel had the best and brightest law-
yers of the day and still, the jury did not ac-
quit.  Nearly 125 years later, there are some 
who wish to "time travel" back in history, to 
reassess events 
with the "refined 
legal enlighten-
ment" of today.  
The CBC initiative 
some years ago 
to ñretryò Riel is 
but one in a series 
or regrettable 
steps to refuse to 
acknowledge the 
facts our history. 

  

Revisionist "time 
travelò ignores the 
reality of human 
suffering.  History 
is there to be 
learned, not to be 
revised or reinter-
preted today by 
persons who do not like the outcomes of 
over a century ago. ñTime travellingò back to 
the Riel era and erasing this judgement from 
our history books as if it were wrong, would 
in itself be wrong.  How can we possibly 
know what was in the minds of people 100 
years ago, to re-judge them today, years af-
ter the fact.  How can we obtain a true ap-
preciation for those issues, without the 
sweat of fear and the odour of death that 
those events caused across the West in that 
era? 

 

A statue of Louis Riel is on display outside the 
Manitoba Legislature. Louis Riel Day, held the third 

Monday in February, is a statutory  holiday in 
Manitoba. 



 

 

to Riel's memory and to anoint Riel as a 
"Father of Confederation" would be an insult 
to the memories of those fallen Canadian 
soldiers, Canadaôs first recognized war veter-
ans, and their descendants.  These are the 
proud Canadian soldiers who fought and 
died defending Canada against armed insur-
gents, led by Riel.  Riel didnôt óFatherô Con-
federation; he fought 
those who did.  To 
unhang Louis Riel 
and to mount a 
statue to him on Par-
liament Hill would 
elevate anarchy and 
civil disobedience to 
that of democratic 
statesmanship. 
  
Such confusion 
seems to continue, 
year after year.  In 
2000, preservation 
of the Riel ñmythò 
was entrusted to 
none other than our 
Governor General of that time, who used her 
Office in a way that appeared to prejudge a 
parliamentary outcome.  Speaking with rev-
erent atonement at the foot of a memorial 
honouring Canadian soldiers, Canadaôs first 
war veterans, who sacrificed their lives so 
that the Northwest Rebellion could be put 
down and Louis Riel be brought to justice, 
and flanked by an RCMP honour guard 
wearing M®tis sashes, our Governor General 
assumed the role of Riel apologist.  Readily 
forgotten was the fact that those Canadian 
soldiers were ordered by the Government of 
Canada to fight Riel and to bring him to jus-
tice.  At the time, the Government Bill direct-

ing military action against Louis Riel was 
passed in Parliament and then received 
Royal Assent by the Queen and her repre-
sentative in Canadaðthe Governor Gen-
eral. 
  
So many people today appear to know little 
of and care less for the sacrifice of those 

very first Canadian 
war veterans who 
fought against Riel 
and saved our 
country from disin-
tegration, so long 
ago.   
  
Some facts that 
likely wonôt come 
out in the ñRiel re-
trialò, since of 
course they are not 
ñrelevantò are: the 
war veteran sol-
diers who fought 
Riel were awarded 
medals by a thank-

ful government for their service in defending 
Canada. The first war medal ever issued by 
Canada to its war veterans was ribboned in 
a striped pattern of "red-white-red"--the col-
ours of Canada's flag of today--and was 
garlanded with maple leaves around the 
word "Canada". The medal's ribbon bore a 
clasp for either the Red River Campaign or 
the Fenian Raids. The second war medal 
issued by Canada was specifically for ser-
vice during the Northwest Rebellion. Both 
medals awarded demonstrate Canada's 
gratitude for the sacrifices of those who 
served their country to bring Riel's rebellions 
to an end and him to justice. 

Louis Riel with members of his 1869-70 provisional 
government in Red River, Manitoba. It was the first 

time he had set up a government in defiance of  
authorities. 
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