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In this age of Indigenous reconciliation, it 
is important to remember the Indigenous 
movers and shakers who have gone be-
fore and cleared the path for others. 
James Gladstone (1887-1971) was such 
an Indigenous person. In the Blackfoot 
language, he was known as Akay-na-mu-
ka, meaning “Many Guns.” He was born in 
Mountain Hill, Northwest Territories. This 
community was near the Kainai reserve, 
as at the time the Northwest Territories 
included the territory of Alberta. 

Many Canadians might not know that in 
2017, Gladstone was one of four famous 
Canadians— including prime ministers and 
the fi rst female MP—featured on a spe-
cial issue of the $10 Canadian banknote. 
Recognized as the fi rst Canadian senator 
of Indigenous ancestry, Gladstone him-
self was of mixed ancestry, being partly 
Scottish-Canadian through his maternal 
grandfather. As a senator from Alberta, he 
represented the city of Lethbridge. 

Gladstone was a member of the Blood 
Tribe (Kainai First Nation) in southern 
Alberta but was not born with Indian sta-
tus. He only obtained status at age 33. 
He spent his entire childhood on the Blood 
reserve and attended the Anglican Mission 
School until 1903. For a time, he left the 
reserve and became an apprentice printer 
at the Indian Industrial School in Calgary. 
In 1905, he would return to Kainai reserve 
to work as an interpreter. Around the 
same time, he also found work as a cattle 
wrangler in and around Fort MacLeod. He 

would also work as a scout and interpreter 
for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and 
as a mail carrier. In 1911, he would marry 
the daughter of one of the most respected 
members of the tribe and they would have 
six children. 

Later in life, he became deeply involved 
in the political life of the Kainai reserve, 
which would lead to greater involvement 
in Indigenous causes. 

Known as a passionate and involved activ-
ist for Indigenous rights and recognition, 
in 1949 Gladstone was elected president 
of the Indian Association of Alberta. He 
would also serve on federally appoint-
ed committees to review the Indian Act, 
which would eventually lead to him earn-
ing the attention of then-prime minister 
John Diefenbaker. 

Appointed to the Senate by Diefenbak-
er in 1958, Gladstone was an advocate 
for increased Indigenous integration into 
mainstream society. At the time of his 
appointment, Indigenous Canadians could 
not vote in federal elections and few trea-
ty Indians owned land. Given his advocacy 
for increased integration, one wonders 
how Gladstone would view modern Cana-
dian society with its emphasis on identity 
politics and focus on separating Indige-
nous peoples from the mainstream. 

At the time he entered the Senate, the 
lawful possession of reserve land by sta-
tus Indians could be approved only by the 
minister of Indian Aff airs through a cer-
tifi cate of possession. In fact, a journalist 
for an Indigenous newspaper in Alberta 
wrote that this land ownership restriction 
presented a problem for Gladstone’s Sen-
ate appointment. Parliament’s rules stated 
that a senator upon appointment must 
own real property valued at least $4,000. 
Gladstone sold off  some of his cattle (he 
was a skilled rancher) to purchase some 
off -reserve land in Cardston, Alberta val-
ued at $6,700. 

Prior to his Senate work, Gladstone was 
known for his innovative and entrepre-
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neurial initiatives in agriculture. He and 
his sons established a successful farm and 
ranch with cattle numbering 200 head on 
720 acres of land. 

Due to the problems of status Indians 
voting, Gladstone sat as an “Independent 
Conservative” until he retired from the 
Upper House in March 1971.

He also defi ed tradition by addressing the 
audience during his inaugural speech in 
his native Blackfoot. At the time, English 
and French were Parliament’s only recog-
nized languages. It is important to note 
that this was an issue in Parliament up 
until recently. One Indigenous MP from 
Manitoba delivered an address in 2019 in 
the Cree language and no simultaneous 
translation was off ered. 

One historian mentioned that Gladstone 
was known as the “Gentle Persuader” for 
his role in bringing Parliament’s attention 
to the needs and aspirations of Indigenous 
peoples. He served in the Senate for 13 
years and helped shepherd through many 
contentious revisions to the reviled Indian 
Act. He saw one of his greatest achieve-
ments as helping move along the bill that 
allowed status Indians to vote in federal 
elections. Some offi  cial sources note that 
he played a prominent part in the fi ght for 
better education for Indigenous peoples, 
greater respect for treaty rights, and par-
ticipation of Indigenous peoples in their 
own administration.

After his distinguished career, Gladstone 
retired from the Senate on March 3, 1971. 
He died later that year in Fernie, British 
Columbia. 

Gladstone’s life and legacy stand as a 
testimony to the great impact Indigenous 
peoples can have working within the sys-
tem for constructive change. Gladstone 
sought to bring Indigenous communities 
closer to the Canadian mainstream, not 
remove them from it. His focus on en-
gagement and integration while protect-
ing one’s Indigenous identity stands as a 
model for today’s Indigenous communi-
ties. In this period of divisive policies, one 
hopes that these communities will take 
another look at his life and legacy.
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