
TREATIES BETWEEN
FIRST NATIONS
AND CANADA 
(BRITISH CROWN)

Europeans also made Treaties among themselves for thousands of years before they
first crossed the Atlantic Ocean. Afterward, most of their Treaties with European
Nations involved settlements of territorial disputes such as land transactions. When the
British and French fought over land in what is now eastern Canada called the Seven
Years’ War, they were fighting over land that did not belong to either of these
countries. The Treaty of Paris ended that war and the British laid claim to the land.
Chief Pontiac of the Ottawa Nation fought with the British because he held the
position that the land in their territory belonged to their nation. Pontiac did not win,
however when King George III of Britain issued the Royal Proclamation, 1763 , it
recognized and established that First Nations had Aboriginal Title to the land in their
territories. It also established that the British Crown had to enter into nation-to-nation
Treaties to access land in First Nations’ territories. The Royal Proclamation, 1763, is
significant to First Nations Peoples because it recognizes the nationhood of First
Nations. The Courts in Canada recognized it as the Magna Carta of Indigenous rights.

A treaty is a solemn covenant negotiated between two or more nations that create
mutually binding obligations. First Nations peoples have been making Treaties for
thousands of years. Treaties were mainly peace Treaties that established the land or
territory that nations would share. They were covenants with other First Nations to
share lands for trapping, hunting, or gathering purposes. 

Many Treaties were made between First Nations and the British Crown between 1725
and 1867 called Pre-Confederation Treaties. These were mainly peace and friendship
Treaties. After the creation of Canada in 1867, Canada made more treaties with First
Nations mainly the Numbered Treaties 1 - 11 in what is now western Canada. The map
Location of Historical Treaty Boundaries in Canada identifies the Pre and Post-
Confederation Treaties made in Canada with First Nations. 

The Numbered Treaties 1 – 11 between 1871 and 1921 were made in what is now known as
the prairies, and Western and Northern Canada. Canadian (British Crown) Treaty
commissioners were instructed to secure access to the land. First Nations Peoples wanted
to ensure their physical, cultural, and spiritual survival. They wanted to guarantee that
they would be able to hunt, fish, trap, and govern themselves.

http://www.otc.ca/ckfinder/userfiles/files/Canada%20Treaty%20Boundaries.pdf
http://www.otc.ca/ckfinder/userfiles/files/Canada%20Treaty%20Boundaries.pdf


Treaties are the foundation of Canada. Without these Treaties, Canada would not exist
as we know it. Treaty promises were made by both parties, however, First Nations have
endeavoured in good faith to honour all their promises to Canada while many of
Canada’s promises to the First Nations Peoples have not been fulfilled.
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First Nations believe that Treaties are sacred covenants and were intended to create an
on-going relationship with Canada (British Crown) and newcomers. The First Nations–to-
Crown relationships were to last “as long as the sun shines, the grass grows, and the
waters flow”. As stated by the Office of the Treaty Commissioner, “The treaty making
process was a way of reconciling the interests of both nations and a means to build
lasting and meaningful alliances between the Crown and First Nations peoples that
would foster the future well-being of their peoples.” 

There are unceded territories in Canada that are not covered by Treaties, such as
Newfoundland and Labrador, Southern Quebec, and British Colombia. Land claims and
self government negotiations regarding some of these areas are ongoing.

For Reflection

1. What do you understand about Treaties between First Nations and Canada
(British Crown)?

2. Why are Treaties made between First Nations and Canada important today?

3. How important are these Treaties to walking with Indigenous Peoples on the
path to truth and reconciliation? 

4. Can you think of a time when you made a covenant or agreement with
someone? What makes them work, and what are the individual responsibilities?
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God, Creator of us all, 

we acknowledge the truth.

The Indigenous people shared their land – the land 

we live on today – with the first European settlers. 

They invited them to join them in caring for the land. 

Yet this land has not always been cared for, and 

we acknowledge the prejudice and neglect in our own hearts. 

Help us to listen to each other so that the wisdom 

of Indigenous Peoples can be shared with all Canadians.  

Help Pope Francis to listen with all his heart to 

the Indigenous delegates who will soon meet with him in Rome.

Father, bless this food the land has given us, 

and help us all to live together in justice and peace.  

Amen.
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JOSEPH
CHIWATENHWA
(C.  1600-1640)

Chiwatenhwa, from Ossossane, a village in Huronia, met the Jesuit missionaries in the
area of what is now known as Georgian Bay, Ontario. He was baptized in 1637, took the
baptismal name Joseph, and became a lay pastoral worker alongside the missionaries.
He taught them his language and helped devise a way of writing it down. Through the
Jesuit Relations, or accounts of the missions, he is known to have kept a journal of his
spiritual reflections, and a prayer he wrote is also preserved.

Chiwatenhwa’s wife, Aonetta, and some of his family were baptized as well, and the
Jesuits very much admired the converts’ faith. Chiwatenhwa became a parish
administrator and lay preacher, working with St. Jean de Brébeuf and the other Jesuit
missionaries as they visited the area’s villages. He was known to pray constantly and his
faith was a powerful witness not only to his own people, but to the missionaries too. In the
midst of the tensions between the French and British, which involved their First Nations
allies, he was martyred for his faith in 1640.

As a Huron Christian, Chiwatenhwa witnessed to the Gospel message through his own
culture and spirituality. In his homily at Martyrs’ Shrine on September 12, 1984, Pope John
Paul II said of Chiwatenhwa and his family: 

“These new Christians knew by instinct that
the Gospel, far from destroying their
authentic values and customs, had the
power to purify and uplift the cultural
heritage which they had received […]
There can be no question of adulterating
the word of God or of emptying the Cross
of its power, but rather of Christ animating
the very centre of all culture. Thus, not only
is Christianity relevant to the Indian
people, but Christ, in the members of his
Body, is himself Indian.” 

Martyrs' Shrine in Midland, Ontario, today. 
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