
The Iron Alliance and the Starvation 

Policy in the Cypress Hills

Background and Research Goal
• During the 1880’s in Saskatchewan, there was several 

thousand First Nations people gathered within the Cypress 
Hills who belonged to the Iron Alliance. 

• It was well known by the Canadian government that the 
First Nations people who relied on wild game were starving. 

• First, the Government placed conditions on rations to force 
the bands into treaty. 

• Then, they decided to close Fort Walsh. This move 
essentially forced the First Nations people out of Cypress 
Hills, which also allowed the government to maintain 
control of them. 

• An estimated 13,000 to 16,000 people were impacted by 
the Starvation Policy.

• Currently, there is no official death toll from the starvation 
Policy. 

• Using the same methods employed by Cowessess First 
Nation in their TLE agreement, the current project aims to 
calculate, as best as possible, the number of deaths 
resulting from the starvation policy. (Innes, 2018). 
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The Department of Indian Affairs paid annuities for the 
various bands within the Cypress Hills at Fort Walsh.

1878: This report argues that they must teach agriculture so that the people no longer rely 
on the government. The wild game in the Northwest is now scarce. It also details how the 
use of tent and wigwam should be discouraged, so that the Indians can “abandon their old 
habits and adopt the lifestyle of the White man” (Indian Affairs 1878, 18).

1879: Within this report it is noted that the scarcity of buffalo was not exaggerated, which 
reduced the bands to great straits, and several deaths from starvation ensued. (Indian 
Affairs, 1879, 15). Colonel MacLeod told the First Nations people that “every time they 
were hungry, they must not think they were starving” (Indian Affairs, 1879, 15). 

1880: Around 3000 to 4000 thousand First Nations people are gathered at Fort Walsh in 
this year, representing 42 different bands (Indian Affairs, 1880, 112). 1880 was also the year 
that scarlet fever broke out among the camp with several deaths occurring. In one month, 
thirty deaths were reported (Indian Affairs, 1880, 149). 

1881: The large number of First Nations residing near Fort Walsh, and their “defiant 
attitudes” are concerning to the government (Indian Affairs, 1881, 9). There were buffalo 
coming north in large numbers in this year, which the government enjoyed because it saved 
them money (Indian Affairs, 129). 

1882: The government reports on how many First Nations bands, particularly near Fort 
Walsh, have not yet been weaned from the life of the plans and still hold hope that the 
buffalo will return (Indian Affairs, 1882, 13). Rather than submit to the government and 
take treaty, they supposedly suffer from starvation while they wait for the buffalo.

1883: Dewdney discusses how he dispersed the bands located in the Cypress Hills to the 
North (Indian Affairs, 1883, 207). He notes that they viewed Cypress as a place of freedom 
and plenty. He refers to his successful dispersal as the right solution to control many 
“Worthless and lazy Indians” (Indian Affairs, 1883, 208). 

Travelled to 
Winnipeg to the 
Hudson’s Bay 
Archives to look for 
their Indian Account 
books for various 
trading posts. The 
Hudson’s Bay 
Company had Indian 
Accounts that they 
used to keep track 
of the Indigenous 

people who traded there. First, we discerned which posts were 
operating during 1882 to 1886. To find the Indian Account books 
proved more difficult than anticipated, with some posts not 
having any documents of the type or we found the documents 
within miscellaneous documents or district reports. We handled 
primary documents and accessed documents on microfilm and 
either took pictures or scanned any documents we could not 
access online. 

Future Research
Next steps include:
• Find and transcribe band lists
• Contact bands to see if they have any documents
• Search for anyone who travelled down to the 

United States. 
• Collect oral accounts of the Starvation Policy
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