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A Border Story Re-discoveredA Border Story Re-discovered

M. MAX HAMONM. MAX HAMON

Benjamin Hoy uses metaphor to describe the complex history of the 
border. The border, he argues, was less a static line and more a living 
creature. By 1874, Canada and the United States had established “a 
cohesive skeleton,” but “the border needed more than just bones. It 
required blood and muscle: revenue and personnel” (142). Metaphors 
are powerful writing devices because they give a name to a thing that 
belongs to somethings else. Even as they allow us to see things from 
a new perspective they create space for ambiguity. As Hoy writes, 
“The border had acquired more fl esh and bone by the late nineteenth 
century, but it had never settled on a single face” (144). Such word-
smithing is the result of long refl ection on rough historical terrain, one 
full of contradiction and complexity. 

This short essay refl ects on how A Line of Blood and Dirt has the 
metaphors to transport us; and, as we are transported, how we ought 
to be attuned to the politics of what Michel de Certeau called “put-
ting language into effect.” In The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau 
refl ects on how metaphorai are vehicles of mass transit in modern Ath-
ens. “To go to work, or come home, one takes a metaphor — a bus 
or a train.”1 He argues that narratives or stories are like metaphors’ 
spatial trajectories. They traverse and organize places; they link them 
together. But they are more than simple descriptions, as they also have 
a distributive and performative force. What kind of analysis can be 
applied to these proliferating metaphors? Applied to Benjamin Hoy’s 
project, we might ask: how shall we examine the complex syntax that 
he deploys to describe and represent the border between the United 
States and Canada? 

A Line of Blood and Dirt is an ambitious project. It combines 
impressive quantitative and qualitative research. Maps and tables as 
well as oral histories and biographical vignettes describe a complex 
history. Given the recent explosion of literature on transnational and 
borderlands history, it is even more daring.2 It builds on and adds to 
recent work attending to the history of the border. This new fi eld, 
within and without the nation—to quote the title of a recent and infl uen-
tial collection of essays — has multiple advantages and perspectives.3

A short list of examples speaks to the impressive range of topics that 
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benefi t from this transnational approach. Harvey Amani Whitfi eld 
has done research on the Black experience of the border, Lissa Wade-
witz discusses salmon fi shing in the Salish Sea, Michel Hogue has 
written about the Métis and the “Medicine Line,” Bradley Miller 
explores extradition law, and Alan MacEachern shows the cross-bor-
der history of the Miramichi Fire of 1825. Even more recently, Julien 
Mauduit has studied the transnational signifi cance of Canada’s War 
of Independence, while Molly Rozum explores cross-border child-
hood on the northwest plains of North America, and Heidi Bohaker’s 
examination of Anishinaabe doodem illustrates how these ancient legal 
forms transcend national borders. Hoy’s book dares to weave all this 
together. That is its strength. More than a history of the border, 
the book proposes a “framework for understanding the hundreds of 
local, regional, and tribal histories that have fl ourished in the bor-
der’s shadow” (6). Presented as a cohesive entity, Hoy challenges the 
outpouring of research that has gone into understanding the border. 
What matters are the interactions and connections between these 
border histories: “closures and openings did not happen in isolation 
from one another” (6).

The argument about the Canada-US border is comprised of three 
elements: fi rst, its difference from the US-Mexico border — due to 
American perceptions of cultural similarity and military prowess when 
looking north. Second, it is inseparable from the history of colonialism, 
hunger, dispossession and Indigenous politics. And third, the border 
was not simply a wall, but rather a prism of control, refracting move-
ment across the line into different stratifi cations as a prism would to 
a beam of light. 

These histories are woven together by the thread of the Indige-
nous experience. Like Ned Blackhawk’s recent book, The Rediscovery of 
America, Hoy’s book “unmakes” national mythology. A Line of Blood 
and Dirt sits within and complements a trend I see in recent histories 
of the modern state: Indigenous experiences simultaneously unmake 
and rediscover national histories. 

Certainly, revising the history of the state in Canada by re-cen-
tring Indigenous experiences has been going on for some time. I 
was reading Sarah Carter’s work as an impressionable grad student.4

Numerous infl uential works now tell the history of the state by high-
lighting Indigenous histories. And, for years now (as Hoy points out), 
local historians and communities have been working hard to produce 
narratives, especially oral histories, that challenge the way history has 
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been told. Over the past decade, Indigenous histories and perspectives 
have radically transformed the history of the state. This book thus 
offers an opportunity to refl ect on the performative and redistribu-
tive power of Indigenous history on the histories of the state. It also 
matches the theme of this year’s Canadian Historical Association con-
ference, Diffi cult Histories in a Global Context.

As Grace Peña Delgado points out in her essay, the framework 
of settler colonialism offers promise for understanding border histo-
ries, particularly where Indigenous populations are involved. When 
I began my PhD in 2011, the reading group for my comprehen-
sive exams discussed the fi rst issue of the Journal of Settler Colonialism 
Studies, and the term has drawn considerable attention and critique 
over the past decade.5 This leads to my fi rst refl ection on how Hoy’s 
work might metaphorically transport us. One of the challenges that 
researchers have faced with respect to the settler colonial framework 
is that it seems to displace the critical need for more Indigenous Stud-
ies.6 Hoy’s book pushes us to have that conversation about settler 
colonialism and Indigenous histories in the CHA. To echo Kēhaulani 
Kauanui: this is not just about the past but about how we historicize 
the present.7

In Hoy’s book the settler colonial state reduces Indigenous power 
through violence, reserves, and hunger. However, A Line of Blood and 
Dirt does not fall into the trap of over-determining state power. It 
shows that many people, including Indigenous people, continued to 
live across settler lines and often forged important new transnational 
ties. Moreover, echoing Bradley Miller’s observations, the border that 
Hoy has shown us sometimes limits the power of the state itself.8

On the other hand, keeping an eye on the state and non-state 
agents requires balance, one that Hoy achieves. As critics of subaltern 
studies have warned, writing about local social orders and anti-hege-
monic epistemologies might seem to provide an alibi for colonization.9

The colonial forces that control the prism of the border really do restrict 
and limit Indigenous and others’ lives. He points out that power is not 
at the line itself, but the real strength of the border was to widen and 
broaden it. Economic, political, legal, and policing mechanisms were 
designed to structure the “hassle” of border crossing enough to deter 
unwanted border crossers. The book demonstrates the complexity and 
ambiguity of border power, where illegal crossings as well as the cre-
ation of border police are interwoven with the “mind of the state” and 
everyday perspectives of border crossings. 



182

JOURNAL OF THE CANADIAN HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION 2023 | 
REVUE DE LA SOCIÉTÉ HISTORIQUE DU CANADA 2023

The second refl ection is best framed as a question: does it assume 
what we need to know? In A Line of Blood and Dirt we have a retro-
spective view of the state. As Tina Loo and others have shown, the 
state was never uniformly envisioned in Canada. The state, as Elsbeth 
Heaman puts it, is better envisioned as a chained series of institutions 
and individuals with their own histories.10

In asking this question, I am distinctly aware of Colin Grittner’s 
contention that the new political history “might allow new political 
historians to more fully explore the messiness of past politics,”11 espe-
cially to include the visions of those that were not always successful 
— the links that might have been. It is not only about contingency, 
but also to make sense of their impact on the past as well as the pres-
ent. The life of Louis Riel, a quintessential borderlander, is a good 
example. As one of the most written-about fi gures in Canadian his-
tory, his life has been unfortunately interpreted in the shadow of the 
resistance to the state. While the foundation of Canada literally dis-
placed Riel’s life, it certainly did not erase his vision, which continues 
to inspire the Métis in their negotiations with the state today.

During Riel’s life, many Canadians framed Métis resistance, like 
Fenian and republican violence, as an American threat or even con-
spiracy. And it is true that the American government did twist the 
lion’s tail in 1870. But Riel was not just eying Canadian and Ameri-
can public reaction in his politics. He was more concerned about the 
Métis public. For instance, when Riel took Archibald’s hand in 1871 
to ostensibly support the Canadian government against the Fenians, 
he was also making a statement for the Métis public. Riel needed to 
show that William O’Donoghue’s infl uence was spent. The Canadian 
public saw Archibald embarrassed, but the Métis public saw Riel’s 
unifying leadership. 

For Riel, the boundary between Canada and the United States 
was less signifi cant than the boundaries he drew between the Métis 
and Canada and the Métis and the United States. Canadian and Amer-
ican offi cials misunderstood this, and, if we only see the threat that 
Riel posed to Canadian sovereignty, we follow their errors. We ought 
to look beyond the zero-sum game that was fashioned by Canada and 
the United States.

Riel’s citizenship is a useful illustration of this point. Hoy 
observes that in the early 1870s Riel remained hopeful of forcing Can-
ada to honour its agreement with the Métis, but by 1878 “he had 
begun to change” and resolved to become an American (80). I think 
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this interpretation minimizes the continuity of Riel’s vision. Con-
sider the context more carefully. The change noted by Hoy follows 
Riel’s request to US President Ulysses Grant in 1875 to support a 
planned invasion of Canada. This purports to show Riel’s changing 
loyalty. That document, however, an object of interpretation for mul-
tiple biographers interested in describing Riel’s political ambitions, 
is diffi cult to unpack.12 There are three basic issues that undermine 
the reliability of this document. The letter is undated, Grant is never 
named (the heading is “Mr. President”), and fi nally, the letter was 
almost certainly never sent. Riel may have met with Grant in Decem-
ber 1875, as he claims, but was the letter written before or after this 
meeting? Moreover, Riel’s mental state during this period of his life is 
particularly problematic. Later on, Riel himself referred to 1876 as his 
period of “folie.”13 That was the year Riel was placed in the “lunatic 
asylum” in Longue Pointe under the care of Dr. Lachapelle (a former 
classmate). And, many years later, Major Edmond P. Mallet wrote that 
Riel’s admission to the asylum followed immediately after he met with 
Grant.14 Those closest to him worried that he had lost the ability to 
distinguish reality from his ambitions. The 1875 letter should not be 
dismissed as the writing of a “lunatic,” but it should be read carefully. 
Moreover, and this bears emphasis, nowhere does Riel suggest that the 
invasion was a way to separate Manitoba from Canada, much less to 
annex the Northwest to the US.

When we consider what Riel actually wrote to convince the 
President to support the invasion, we see that sovereignty was not a 
zero-sum game. First, he writes, the US will gain the electoral support 
of French-Canadians and Irish Catholics in the US. Also, Riel promises 
to issue bonds that will be sold to new settlers to make money off the 
sale of lands. Even more remarkably, he also suggests that this would 
be a good excuse to prepare for war, which “it would be wise to push 
on actively against Spain and Mexico.” The document is remarkable 
and worth investigating, but it was not written from the perspective 
of someone trapped between absolute sovereignties.

As Sarah Carter writes in her refl ection, histories that refuse 
the sovereignty of the settler colonial state are imperative. They 
can historicize our present. As Audra Simpson reminds us for the 
Kanienenka’haka living across settler states, there is more than one 
political game in town.15 Indeed, Riel was not the only one to refuse 
the zero-sum sovereignty of settler states. Likewise, Susan Neylan 
shows that the choice of the Tsimshian in the late nineteenth century 
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to move from old Metlakatla in British Columbia to new Metlakatla in 
Alaska was about more than American or Canadian fl ags.16 Historians 
should be wary of how perspectives informed by settler borders belie 
Indigenous intentions.

In A Line of Blood and Dirt, the competing sovereignties of the 
United States and Canada attempted to erase Indigenous ideas of ter-
ritoriality, and Hoy deftly shows that these visions were ultimately 
unsuccessful. But I wonder if we need to narrate the nested and over-
lapping sovereignties that co-existed rather than just the history of 
the border as we see it today. Or, to put it another way: if we are to be 
transported by our metaphors, where are we going?
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