
SASKATOON
GUIDED WALK FOR



WHERE? 
The walk starts at River Landing (base of Avenue A), and concludes nearby at Victoria Park, in a
route of about 3.2km, encompassing both sides of the river (map)

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT?
The walk is going to explore the history and experience of Indigenous-Settler relations by visiting
public art installations and other sites that recall key moments in this story of encounter. A key
element of this shared history is the relationship to land; and terra nullius is an important concept
in European colonial attitudes towards the land. Terra nullius “nobody’s land, empty land”
deemed any land not being used “productively” (according to Euro-Canadian agricultural/
industrial standards) as empty, open for occupation and acquisition. It’s related to the Doctrine of
Discovery, the legal framework which European powers asserted their claim to new territories. 

The attitudes of terra nullius fueled colonial settlement, even though the concept never achieved
legal status in Canada. It shaped European attitudes and actions from the time of first arrival to
the twentieth century. It was part and parcel of the nation-building campaign to settle the prairies
from Confederation to well after the First World War, the era which saw the birth of Saskatoon.

This theme of terra nullius will be woven into reflections and questions for the sites that you visit.
You are encouraged to explore and discuss this at each site, by looking at how land is portrayed,
shaped, or delineated. Watch for symbolic contrasts between the circle, often seen as the heart
of Indigenous ways of cultures and worldviews, and the square, the shape of colonialism. This
contrast regularly became a very real and concrete source of tension and conflict.

You are encouraged to pause, reflect, discuss in your group, and if you are so moved, say a
prayer, as you visit the various sites. 

Note: This guide is written by a Settler, primarily for Settlers. It’s not a substitute for listening to
Indigenous voices tell their own stories, and we encourage you to do that as well. One current
option comes from the Indigenous Cities project of the National Arts Centre.

https://www.google.com/maps/dir/River+Landing,+Spadina+Crescent+E,+Saskatoon,+SK+S7M+1M8/52.1232359,-106.6621326/The+Marr+Residence,+11th+Street+East,+Saskatoon,+SK/52.1213419,-106.6759798/River+Landing,+Spadina+Crescent+East,+Saskatoon,+SK/@52.1202391,-106.6691212,15.96z/data=!4m22!4m21!1m5!1m1!1s0x5304f72a78239fe3:0x3446f006d6027b7a!2m2!1d-106.6699626!2d52.1227106!1m0!1m5!1m1!1s0x5304f12abc8fd4f1:0x613e92c87fedbb51!2m2!1d-106.6632298!2d52.118691!1m0!1m5!1m1!1s0x5304f72a78239fe3:0x3446f006d6027b7a!2m2!1d-106.6699626!2d52.1227106!3e2
https://nac-cna.ca/en/indigenouscities/city/saskatoon
https://nac-cna.ca/en/indigenouscities/city/saskatoon


SPIRIT OF ALLIANCE, 1812
This first encounter looks at an earlier phase of treaty relationships, 
when there was greater need of mutual relations: the British depended 
on the Indigenous for both their economic and military pursuits. It also 
looks at an earlier phase of carving up the landmass of Turtle Island: 
the 49th parallel had not yet been confirmed as the “medicine line” that 
divided the land into two colonial jurisdictions. That line sliced through
the territory of the Dakota people. This seriously complicated their legal 
standing in Canada when they returned to British-claimed territory in the 
1860s and reminded the Crown of their treaty rights. (More here.)

Here we see Chief Wabasha (Dakota), Colonel Robert Dickson (a Scottish fur trader who
worked for the British Army, and a good friend of the Dakota), Ista-Totowin (daughter of a Dakota
chief, and married to Dickson), and their daughter Helen Dickson (c. 1808-1884.) The Dickson
family remained in the USA. But young Helen lived long enough to have seen the Treaty
negotiations of the 1870s, and she died the year after the first settlers arrived to found
Saskatoon.

What do the shapes, lines, space and arrangement of figures communicate to you? 
Where do circles show up, and where squares? 
How are the human relationships portrayed, and how do you respond to that?

Head east to the River Landing Spray Park.

RIVER LANDING SPRAY PARK 
Explore this stylized, playground map of the western Prairies. Take note of the interplay of
shapes—the rounded or uneven contours of land and water, and the ways that straight lines and
squares have become superimposed on the landscape. 

In what ways is Indigenous presence evident on this playground? 
In what ways is colonial presence and (re)shaping evident on this playground? 
What kinds of shapes and lines are you most attentive to, or most affected by,as you
live on the “real” prairies?

Continue east to the next site, at the traffic circle ahead (Spadina Crescent & Third Ave).

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/dakota
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/dakota


THE FOUNDERS: CHIEF WHITECAP & JOHN LAKE, 1882
Chief Whitecap and his band of Dakota came to Moose Woods (now the Whitecap Indian Reserve,
26 km to the south) in 1862, after conflicts in the US. Twenty years later, John Lake, a Methodist
minister and real estate speculator from Toronto, arrived to establish a “Temperance Colony.”
Whitecap proposed a site known as Minnetonka (on the east side of the river, across from the
current water treatment plant), and Lake agreed. This conflicted, however, with the rigid formula of
township grids that had just been surveyed (Lake wanted section 29, which was reserved for
schools), so Lake homesteaded in section 28, around Broadway and Main.

The larger history of colonialism underlies this discussion. In 1670, the British Crown, assuming
ownership of “British North America” via the Doctrine of Discovery, grants the Hudson Bay
Company, London, the exclusive authority to the territories draining into the Hudson Bay (about
30% of current Canada). In 1870, the HBC sells (more or less) this territory to the new
Confederation. Canada embarks on a rapid program of treaty negotiations to pacify colonial legal
requirements (Royal Proclamation of 1763) and gain access to the land for settlement. The land
will be marketed as vacant, potentially productive, and ready for Europeans.
Lake didn’t remain long in Saskatoon. Upon his return to Ontario, he helped to block Métis claims
to river lots in the same area.

What do you see in the postures, arrangement, expressions of these two figures?
What relations to the land are evident or implied in this installation? 
What relations between Whitecap and Lake?
How do you respond to the parts of the story of colonial land acquisition that 
you might disagree with? 

Continue east to the statue of Gabriel Dumont in Friendship Park.

GABRIEL DUMONT, 1880S
Gabriel Dumont (1837-1906) was a skilled horseman and
marksman, and a selfless leader of the Métis community. 
At age 25 he was elected chief for the buffalo hunt. This 
economy, based on roving (but also declining) bison herds, 
as well as the system of river lot land use, conflicted with the
regimented township grids and agricultural settlement patterns
of the European colonialism. This conflict, and the government’s 
repeated rejection of Métis land ownership claims, led to the 1885
Resistance. Dumont retreated to the US for some years, but eventually 
returned to Batoche in 1893



What do you see in the portrayal of Dumont? 
What connections to the land or the Métis people might be evident?
Reflect on the roles played (and conflicts provoked) by circles, squares, 
and natural land contours in Métis history.
To what extent do the Métis come to mind, when you hear the word “Indigenous”? 
Are they included, or do they tend to be a forgotten group? Why do you think that is?

Go back to the Victoria Bridge, cross the river, and find your way to the Marr Residence, 326
11th Street East.

THE MARR RESIDENCE 1884
This home is one of the first built in Saskatoon, and the oldest building in its original location. A
year after it was built by the Marr family, it and two adjoining houses served as field hospitals
for the Canadian militia during the Métis Resistance. Eighty-five wounded soldiers were
treated; at the time, Saskatoon had a permanent population of 70.
Compare this view of the settlement, “Saskatoon during the North-West Resistance of 1885”
with your earlier view from the west side of the river. The Marr resident is likely one of the three
houses in front.

What do you think brought families like the Marrs to want to settle in this 
territory? What promises? 
How much did terra nullius perspectives play a part?
How do you think the early experience of the North-West 
Resistance impacted the first settlers?

Take note of the prominence of squares and straight lines in this 
construction. Reflect on the the extent to which the patterns of 
our infrastructure (e.g. architecture, surveying, urban design), 
patterns and designs we might assume are “natural, normal, or 
necessary,” are shaped by our culture and worldview. 

How might we decrease harmful colonial ways of thinking by how we design or reshape our
environs?

Continue on to the Sid Buckwold bridge, cross the river, and walk west to Victoria Park and
the final installation at Reconciliation Circle.



6. THE COMING SPRING, 2018
Read the interpretive plaques that outline the inspiration of this installation in the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission. Take time to appreciate the lines and shapes of this piece, its
sounds, its connection to the larger landscape. Note that it is placed in a larger area called
Reconciliation Circle.

What does the appearance and the sound of this piece communicate to you? 
Are there ways this art speaks to the concept of terra nullius or its impacts on 
Indigenous lives?
Take time to remember, and say a prayer for, those affected by the multiple traumas of the
Indian Residential School experience, including the recent headlines from Kamloops and other
IRS sites.
As you conclude, reflect on the hopes and optimism embedded in the name of this work, “The
Coming Spring.”

Thanks for using this guide!
It’s a prototype for a larger project, and we welcome your feedback on any part of it. 
Contact MCC Saskatchewan Indigenous Neighbours Coordinator.

mailto:randyklassen@mccsk.ca

