
 

   Maria Campbell’s Halfbreed 

 

  Maria Campbell (born April 26, 1940, near Park Valley/Spring River, 

Saskatchewan, Canada; originally named June Stifle) is a renowned Métis (Cree-

Métis) author, playwright, filmmaker, broadcaster, teacher, scholar, activist, and 

Elder. She is one of the most influential figures in contemporary Indigenous 

literature in Canada. 

   Raised in a poor Métis community on road allowance land (marginal Crown land 

strips where Métis families often squatted due to lack of treaty rights), Campbell 

grew up facing extreme poverty, racism from both white settlers and status First 

Nations communities, and the erasure of Métis identity in Canadian society. Her 

family had deep historical ties to Métis resistance—her father's side connected to 

figures like Gabriel Dumont from the 1885 North-West Rebellion. 

    At age 33, she published her groundbreaking first book, Halfbreed (1973, 

McClelland & Stewart; also styled Half-Breed), which became a landmark memoir. 

It was one of the first widely read works by an Indigenous woman in Canada, raw 

and unflinching in depicting systemic oppression. The book was controversial—

publishers censored parts (e.g., removing a chapter about her rape by an RCMP 

officer at age 14 without her consent; restored in the 2019 edition). It remains taught 

in schools and universities across Canada for its honesty about colonialism, identity, 

and resilience. 

     Campbell has since authored other works (e.g., Stories of the Road Allowance 

People, 1995), produced films, advocated for Indigenous rights, and received honors 

including the Order of Canada (OC) and Saskatchewan Order of Merit (SOM). Her 

writing often serves as activism: giving voice to Métis people, especially women, 

challenging stereotypes, and fostering cultural pride. Halfbreed is described as a 

"biography with a purpose"—personal survival story intertwined with political 

critique of racism and colonialism. 

Full Book Summary of Halfbreed 



Halfbreed is Maria Campbell's autobiographical memoir, originally published in 

1973 and reissued in 2019 with restored content and a new introduction (e.g., by 

Kim Anderson). It chronicles her life from childhood in northern Saskatchewan 

through young adulthood, exposing the brutal realities faced by Métis ("halfbreed") 

people while tracing her path from despair to empowerment. 

Childhood and Family Life 

   Maria grows up in a large, impoverished Métis family (oldest of eight children) 

living off the land through hunting, trapping, and subsistence in a road allowance 

community near Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. Her ancestry mixes Cree, French-

American, Scottish, and Métis roots—her father descended from a Scottish 

businessman and a Métis woman related to Gabriel Dumont; her mother from a Cree 

woman and French-American man. 

   The family endures constant discrimination: Métis have no official Indigenous 

status or treaty rights, facing harassment from white authorities (e.g., her father 

imprisoned for months for hunting on traditional lands) and rejection by status 

"Indian" communities. Poverty is extreme—shanties, hunger, and systemic barriers 

to land or opportunity. 

Her beloved Cree great-grandmother, Cheechum (a wise, resilient Elder), becomes 

her spiritual anchor, teaching pride in heritage, traditional knowledge, and inner 

strength despite oppression. 

    Tragedy strikes when her mother dies young (Maria around 12–13), forcing Maria 

to drop out of school to care for siblings. She fiercely protects them, refusing to let 

them be given away amid destitution, highlighting sibling solidarity and maternal 

responsibility thrust upon her early. 

Adolescence and Escape Attempts 

    Internalized shame from the derogatory label "halfbreed" and relentless racism 

deepen Maria's identity crisis. At 15, desperate to flee poverty and discrimination, 

she marries a white man. The marriage turns abusive and collapses, leaving her 

isolated. 

    She moves to the city (eventually Vancouver), hoping for better prospects, but 

encounters urban exploitation and cycles of trauma. 



Descent into Hardship 

    In Vancouver's slums (including the Downtown Eastside), Maria spirals into 

prostitution (starting low-end, later high-end), severe drug addiction (morphine, 

etc.), alcoholism, violence, and near-suicidal despair. She becomes a young mother 

but struggles profoundly. 

    She faces further sexual violence and exploitation, including the censored account 

of rape by an RCMP officer at 14. These experiences underscore intersecting 

oppressions of race, gender, class, and colonialism. 

Turning Point and Empowerment 

    The memoir's climax comes through rediscovering cultural roots and Cheechum's 

enduring influence. Memories of her great-grandmother's teachings revive self-

worth, Indigenous pride, and resilience. 

    Maria overcomes addiction, reclaims her Métis identity, and finds purpose. The 

book ends on hope: survival, renewed cultural connection, and a call for justice. She 

affirms Métis dignity and challenges Canadian society's hypocrisy on human rights. 

   The narrative is raw, first-person, and direct—blending personal pain with broader 

political critique. It exposes how colonialism, racism, and marginalization create 

cycles of poverty/addiction while celebrating family bonds, elder wisdom, and 

individual strength. Halfbreed stands as both intimate memoir and activist manifesto, 

inspiring Indigenous resurgence and demanding recognition for Métis history and 

rights. 


