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Part 1: Introduction
Objectives and limitations of report
The purpose of this report is to explore several questions: (1) What were the socioeconomic and spatial characteristics of fur trading and Métis settlements in the Upper
Great Lakes region from 1821 to the time of the Robinson Treaties of 1850? (2) What
roles did people of mixed Aboriginal-European ancestry play in those settlements? (3) Is
there evidence that these settlements were sufficiently interconnected to form regional
communities? As a starting point, we focused our attention on selected fur settlements in
the Upper Great Lakes area. These settlements are: Michipicoten and its outposts
(Batchewana Bay), Fort William and its outposts (Lac la Fleche [Arrow Lake] in 1820s
and Lac D‘Original in the late 1840s), Nipigon House, the Pic, and Sault Ste. Marie. The
analyses and discussion are based mostly on research in the Provincial Archives of
Manitoba Hudson's Bay Company Archives [PAMHBCA] pertaining to these settlements.
Defining settlements and communities
It is essential to begin by defining the terms ‘settlement’ and ‘community’ as we
use them in this report. We have noted elsewhere that a key problem with historical
studies of the Métis in Canada is that scholars have not used these two terms with any
clarity or consistency.1 They have used the terms interchangeably to refer to physical
places, where Métis have made a strong imprint on the landscape by building structures
and modifying the local environment through gardening, raising livestock, timber
harvesting, and other activities, and in a sociocultural sense to describe a group of people
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who are closely related and interact with sufficient frequency to develop a distinctive
collective identity.
More recently, the courts have become involved in defining Métis communities.
In Regina v. Powley (2003) the Supreme Court of Canada defined a Métis as someone
who self-identifies as Métis and is accepted by the modern Métis community that is the
continuation of the historic community. It held that Métis rights are communal and are to
be determined in reference to the historical customs and practices of the communities at
issue. It defined the latter in sociological-geographical terms as being: ‘[1] a group of
Métis with a distinctive collective identity, [2] living together in the same geographical
area and [3] sharing a common way of life.’ 2
The Supreme Court’s multicomponent definition of an Métis community, which
is the one we will adopt here, recognizes that a Métis community can include one or more
settlements or areas that the community relied upon. Notably in the Powley case, the trial
judge, who was ultimately upheld by the Supreme Court, rejected the Ontario Crown’s
argument that the Métis community at issue was limited to Sault Ste Marie proper.
Instead, the trial judge concluded that the Métis community at Sault Ste Marie
encompassed surrounding areas including Batchewana, Goulais Bay, Garden River,
Bruce Mines, Desbarates, Bar River, St. Joseph’s Island, Sugar Island and into Northern
Michigan.
Identifying historical Métis communities in the above terms and defining their
spatial parameters involves searching archival records for evidence that: (1) indicates the
presence of a Métis population who interacted and/or were inter-related (2) shows the
spatial parameters of their economic activities, (3) and distinguished them from their
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Indian relations, and (4) acted collectively. Although the courts included individual selfidentification as a key component in defining the members of Métis communities, it is
often difficult to address this issue in a documentary-based historical study because
almost all of the records were kept by non-Métis. The European fathers of children of
mixed ancestry generated a few of them.
Primary sources: The Hudson's Bay Company Records
The most detailed written accounts of the economic life of the Aboriginal people
inhabiting the Upper Great Lakes region during the three decades before they negotiated
the Robinson Treaties with Canada are contained in the Hudson’s Bay Company [HBC]
archives. These records were generated to enable the London-based directors, known as
the Governor and Committee, to manage operations in Canada by overseas
correspondence. Few of the documents were published within the lifetimes of their
authors. Most of the latter were officers in the company having the rank of Clerk, Trader,
Chief Trader, or Chief Factor, who managed trading posts, trading districts, or
departments. Most of these men were of Scottish Ancestry. As noted, some of them had
fathered families with local native women.
Post journals
Undoubtedly the post journals are the most important type of records in the HBC
archives for our purposes. In these documents post mangers kept a daily record of the
following information: the weather; the work the company men and others performed; the
arrival and departure of company servants, Native People, and other visitors; and any
other remarkable events that took place. Included among the latter were the annual
freeze-up and break-up of the lakes and rivers, the first and last sightings of migratory
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waterfowl, etc. In other words, the company’s posts were important observation stations.
The detailed information in the post journals make it possible to discern local seasonal
cycles of economic life, the spatial extent and structure of local hinterlands, and
movements of hunters, trappers, and traders.
District reports
Also important, but much fewer in number, are the district reports. The company
expected its district managers to provide synopses of the information contained in the
journals and offer commentaries on the state of the trade. Also, the managers were
required to make recommendations for improvements. Typically district reports begin
with a description of the local physical geography that features an account of the fur trade
and assessmens of local game and fish resources. Managers followed with a discussion of
the local First Nations people, which often includes information about population
distribution and numbers. Typically managers closed with an analysis of the advantages
and disadvantages of their district from the perspective of fur trading operations paying
particular attention to the presence or absence of local competitors. Sometimes reports
included a list of the company’s clerks and servants. Occasionally these lists contained
thumbnail ‘character sketches,’ which were performance evaluations.
Account books
Post managers also kept a general account book in which they recorded
information about: (1) the inventory of goods on hand at the commencement and
conclusion of the trading year (typically 1 June to 30 May), which was termed the
‘Outfit’; (2) the commodities Native People brought in to trade; (3) and servants accounts.
Sometimes post managers kept the latter in a separate book. Likewise, occasionally
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‘Indian’ accounts were entered into a debt book. When available, servant and Indian debt
books provide insights into the economic lives of individuals. Records of ‘Indian debts’
sometimes contain kinship information by indicating the relationships of males to others
listed. Account books occasionally include unusual information. Most relevant to the
current project, the accounts for Michipicoten for 1857 provide a record of the annuity
payments that the HBC made in the Lake Superior District as an agent for Canada
according to the terms of the Robinson Superior Treaty of 1850.3 This record
differentiated the ‘half-breed’ annuitants from the ‘Indians.’ (Appendix 1)
Correspondence Books
Post managers engaged in extensive correspondence. Most of this took place with
other managers in their district, with the district headquarters, and with the department
headquarters at Moose Factory. As will be discussed in more detail below, the HBC
imported goods to Rupert’s Land and the Great Lakes through two gateways – Moose
Factory, which served the Southern Department (present-day northern Ontario), and York
Factory, which served the vast territory lying to the west and northwest known as the
Northern Department. Sometimes post managers kept copies of their correspondence in
separate correspondence books. During the period 1821-1850, most of the managers in
the Lake Superior District simply copied their correspondence into pages of their post
journals.
Governor’s Correspondence
The Canadian governors of the HBC were the company’s most prolific
correspondents because they were in regular communication by brigades and couriers
with all of the district managers and the London committee. Most of their vast
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correspondence has survived as volumes of inward and outward letters.4 Especially
relevant here are the letters Governor George Simpson received from Fort St. Mary, Fort
William, Michipicoten, and La Cloche. Besides providing Governor Simpson with
information about the state of trade in these districts, those from Ft. William, Ft. St. Mary
and Michipicoten during the late 1840s provide insights into events leading up to the
negotiation of the Robinson Treaties in 1850 and discuss the roles people of mixed
ancestry played.5
Departmental and London Headquarters Records
Servants’ Accounts
Managers forwarded their account books, journals, and district reports to Moose
Factory where bookkeepers prepared various annual department summaries. Most
important for our purposes were the ‘Abstracts of Servants Accounts’ (B 135/g/1-32) for
the period from 1821 to 1850. These records contain important biographical details about
HBC’s employees in the Southern Department. These documents provide some, or all, of
the following information about each employee: their age, the place where they were
recruited (‘parish of origin’), their occupation (‘capacity’), the district to which they were
assigned, their length of service, the time their current contract expired, and the date and
place of retirement. As we have noted, sporadically this information was replicated in
district reports with additional information about a servant’s performance (‘character’).
For some year these records include lists of freemen who had accounts with the company.
The annual ‘Abstract of the Southern Department Returns’ also provide important
data.6 These were prepared at the headquarters from post account books, many of which
do not survive. The abstracts list the returns (furs, hides and other goods taken in trade)
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for each district within the department. Also useful are the London Headquarters auction
records, which provide data about the sales of Native commodities in London. These
sales records usually list the district of origin of the commodities sold.

Figure 1: Portion of Page from Southern Department, Abstract of Servants’
Accounts for 1828-29.
Identifying Métis in the records
There are a number of problems that must be addressed when identifying
individuals of mixed ancestry, who developed identities as Métis. Key among them is the
fact that individuals could have dual identities and names. For instance, in 1855 a

17-June-11

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

8

German traveller, Johann Georg Kohl, visited an Métis family living on the Garden River
Reserve adjacent to Sault Ste Marie. Of his host he said: “I made the acquaintance of a
half-breed in the village, who kindly invited me into his house. These men, who have
two sorts of blood in their veins, have also generally two names, Indian and French. My
good friend’s French name was La Fleur, his Indian one Bimashiwin, or, as he translated
it, ‘Une chose, ou personne, qui marche avec le vent,’ as we should say, a sailor.”7
Finally, it should be noted that some individuals moved back and forth across the ‘Indian’
and ‘Métis’ cultural boundary that was fluid at that time.
Spelling variations also complicate tracking individuals through the records. This
problem arises from Scottish and English record keepers who spelled phonetically.
Various spellings can represent the same sound. This is especially problematic for French
and First Nations surnames. The Boucher family, who are discussed below, provides an
example. HBC men variously spelled it as Bouche, Bouché, Bouchier, and Boucher.
Even English and Scottish names were spelled variously. An example from the record is
that of Henry Acabie. He appears in the record as Acabe, Akabie, Ackabie, and Ackaby.
What is challenging is that the variations occur not only among the various record
keepers, but also often within those of a single writer.
Generally speaking, surnames do provide important clues about ethnic
orientations. Company managers applied Anishinabe names to the vast majority of
visitors to HBC posts in the Upper Great Lakes area who were oriented to Anishinabe
cultural traditions. On the other hand, Native people who had developed Métis cultural
orientations, were identified with French, English and Scottish surnames. It is essential to
search for other identity markers to confirm such cultural orientations, however.
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Regarding company employees (officers and servants), research has shown that
information about parish of hiring, occupation, and place of retirement can help confirm
ethnic identities. For instance, most of the men who were recruited in the various districts
of Rupert’s Land (sometimes referred to as ‘Indian Country’ and ‘North America’) were
the sons of company officers and servants and of mixed ancestry. In addition, many of
those who were of mixed French-Canadian-Aboriginal (including Iroquoian) lineage
were recruited in Canada. Typically ‘mixed-bloods’ were hired as canoe and/or boat
brigade men (bowman, steersman and middleman) or laborers. Some served as skilled
workers or craftsmen (blacksmiths, tinsmiths, coopers, and boat/canoe-builders). A few
were hired as ‘apprentice postmasters,’ which was an occupational category the company
created especially for the mixed-blood sons of company officers. Men of mixed descent
who had adopted an ‘Indian’ or Métis lifestyle generally retired ‘in the country’ rather
than ‘going down.’ The latter expression company officers used in the Upper Great Lakes
area to refer to those of French-Canadian/native ancestry who retired to Canada.
In addition to surname clues, company record-keepers sometimes referred to
individuals as being a ‘freeman’ or ‘half-breed’ to distinguish them their First Nations
relatives. The problem is that HBC record keepers were not consistent in their application
of these expressions. The term ‘freeman,’ for example, which was commonly used in the
Great Lakes area after 1821, specifically referred to individuals who were not under
contract to the HBC or any of its rivals. Most freemen had been servants of the HBC or
the NWC; they were of European, Canadian, or mixed Euro-Canadian/First Nations
ancestry; and they had chosen to live in Rupert’s Land or the Upper Great Lakes area
(collectively also referred to as ‘Indian country’ and North America in HBC records)
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because of their cultural, economic, kinship, and other ties to the land. As noted, these
individuals could have multiple identities. Sometimes post journalists made it clear what
identity a visitor to a post had adopted. An example is the Michipicoten Post Journal
entry for May 8, 1829, which reported: “A Freeman, L. Manssican and an Indian,
Quongick, arrived today bringing 1 Otter Skin 1 Fisher 10 Martins and two Mink.” In this
instance, Manssican clearly was not ‘Indian’ in the eyes to the post manager.
The problem is that many journal entries do not clearly signify the cultural
affiliations of visitors. This often was the case when individuals were regular visitors
and/or had close ties to the post manager. The following entry from Fort William for 19
June 1827 is a good illustration: ‘Petit Visina8 and son started to go in search of canoe
bark. Visina and Samuel at sundry little jobs about the Fort. Collin as usual. Peau de
Chat's old wife and two other women arrived from the Spaniard for provisions.’9 In this
account, Visina was a local freeman who had been hired on a short-term contract;10 Petit
Visina and Collin were freemen of mixed ancestry who had a variety of economic links
to the post; and Peau de Chat, the Spaniard, and the women associated with them were
‘Indians.’ ‘Samuel’ is referred to 135 times in the journal for Outfit 1827-28 without
mentioning his last name. So, his identity cannot be determined from the journal alone.
The ‘abstract of servants’ accounts’ indicated that most likely he was Samuel McKenzie.
The reason to draw this conclusion is that there was only one servant in the Lake Superior
District in Outfit 1827-28 whose given name was Samuel.11 This would mean that the
Samuel mentioned in the Fort William post journal was the mixed-blood son of Roderick
McKenzie, who kept the journal.12 Samuel’s mother, Angelique, was the daughter of a
chief from Lake Nipigon. As this example shows so well, the more familiar or closely
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related an individual was to the post manager the less likely it was that the latter would
identify the person as being a ‘freeman,’ a ‘half-breed,’ or an ‘Indian.’
Although the term ‘half-breed’ became widely used in the nineteenth century, it
appears rarely in the HBC records pertaining to the Lake Superior District during the
period from 1821 to 1850. Furthermore, even within the same document it was not
applied systematically to signify all of the half-breeds who were present. The 1824-25
Lake Superior District Report filed by Chief Trader John Haldane offers an example. In
his report Haldane included a list of all of the company’s servants in the district and he
provided an assessment of their character or performance (Appendix 2). In his
evaluations he opined that Paul La Garde, Jean Baptiste, Lewis Ross, and John Taylor
were ‘smart half-breeds.’ Haldane did not indicate that any of the other servants on his
list were of mixed ancestry. The compilation of half-breed annuitants recorded in the
Michipicoten Account Books for 1857 (Appendix 1), however, makes it clear that there
were other half-breed servants on Haldane’s list. These were Joseph (dit) la Perdix
Blanche, Louis Bouchard, and Joseph Dubois.
Economic Geography of Métis settlements and Communities
As noted, one of our key objectives is to describe and delineate fur trade
economic settlements and communities. Although the post journals are the most useful
records for this purpose because of the rich array of spatial/temporal data they contain, it
should be emphasized that these sources do not provide a complete picture of the regional
fur trade economy for several reasons. During the first half of the nineteenth century the
Upper Great Lakes was an area of intensive fur trade rivalries. Before 1821 the HBC and
the North West Company [NWC] were locked in a bitter struggle there. The latter
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company seemed to have gained the upper hand in the region by 1821 as the discussion
below indicates. After the merger of these two rivals in 1821, Americans offered fierce
competition throughout the region, especially in the vicinity of Sault Ste Marie and the
Lakehead. Métis free traders also were active. This means that substantial numbers of
Native people in the region dealt with the HBC’s rivals. Therefore, their contribution to
the regional fur trade economy is not fully represented in the HBC records. Contributing
to this problem of under representation was the fact that Native People often minimized
or entirely concealed from the company’s post managers any business dealings they had
with HBC competitors. This was especially likely to happen when they owed debts to the
company. For these reasons HBC records provide us with an incomplete picture of the
economic life of Native people who lived in area. It is likely that this is especially so for
the Métis considering that many of them acted as free traders in opposition to the
company.
The problem of underrepresentation could be further accentuated locally if a
post’s primary purpose was not associated with trading activities, or if it was a locus of
competition. Fort St. Marys (the company’s name for its post at Sault Ste Marie) is an
example of both problems. It functioned primarily as a depot/transport post. Trading was
a minor activity. Furthermore, American opponents were very active across the river and
Métis free traders were active in and beyond the settlement. The impacts that the post’s
depot function and trading competition had on the representation of the settlement’s
overall economy is discussed below.
Finally, it should be noted that post managers were not equally diligent in the
discharge of their journal-keeping responsibilities. Journals of posts that span a number
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of years usually were kept by a succession of men, who provided uneven levels of detail.
Therefore, the quality of the post records not only varies by post, but also at the same
post over time.
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Part 2: Fur Trade Settlements
In order to understand the spatial economies of early 19th century Métis
settlements in the Upper Great Lakes region it is important to begin with a consideration
of trading post economies.13 When the Hudson’s Bay Company [HBC] and North West
Company [NWC] formed a partnership in 1821, they merged and downsized two
extensive networks of trading settlements. One had been anchored at Moose Factory on
Hudson Bay and the other at Montreal (Figure 2). The footprints of the settlements
associated with these networks varied greatly and were directly related to the primary
function[s] each post served. This role regulated the size of the physical plant and the
labour force that was needed. These two variables most strongly determined the impact
that a fur trade settlement had on the local landscape.
After 1821 the hierarchy of trading settlements was as following (listed in
descending order of functions and local environmental impact): Moose Factory, which
was the depot and headquarters for the Southern Department (most of present- Northern
Ontario); Michipicoten, which became the headquarters for the Lake Superior District
after 1821; Sault Ste. Marie of the Huron District, which served a depot function for the
Superior District; Fort William, which was a trading post and important transport link on
the route between Montreal and Red River; New Brunswick House, the Pic, Long Lake
(Long Lac): and Nipigon House. In addition there were outposts of long and short
duration such as Batchewana (attached to Michipicoten), Lac la Fleche [Arrow Lake] and
Lac D’original [Moose Lake] (both attached to Fort William), and Sturgeon Lake
(attached to Nipigon House).
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Reflecting the wide range of functions that it served, Moose Factory had the
largest physical plant and labour force (with dependants). These included: importing
trading goods and supplies from Great Britain and exporting a wide range of
commodities taken in trade from Native People; warehousing the goods and commodities
in transit; building construction; boat and canoe building; harvesting country provisions
(fish, game and waterfowl); farming operations; and trading with the local Native People.
Accordingly, by the late 19th century the physical plant at Moose Factory included
warehouses, a trading store, a powder magazine, a boat-building works, farm buildings,
and various living accommodations (a house for the manager,14 a building for the
unmarried officers, houses for married and unmarried officers and servants of European
and mixed ancestry, and very elementary dwellings, referred to as ‘shacks,’ for First
Nations use during the summer.
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The trading outpost represented the opposite end of the spectrum of fur trading
settlements.15 Batchewana and Lac la Fleche would be examples. Primarily they served
the single purpose of exchange. Therefore, they had the smallest physical plant and
labour force. At these places the trading room and warehouse commonly comprised a
single building. In the case of outposts, frequently this building also served as the
residence for the company’s servant[s]. At trading posts, the men might be housed in a
single dwelling. More often, the officer in charge and the servants occupied separate
dwellings. District headquarters posts and transport depots served an intermediate range
of functions. This meant that they had physical plants that were much smaller than that of
Moose Factory, but significantly larger than outpost/trading posts.
Each trading settlement had a hinterland comprised of two distinctly different
spheres. The area immediately adjacent to the establishment was the zone where the
company’s local operations had the greatest impact on the environment. Here the
company men obtained most of the materials they needed to build and maintain the
physical plant. The primary materials the men collected were wood and clay. For heating
and cooking they also cut prodigious quantities of cordwood. Additionally, the company
men gathered juniper (for making pegs to pin logs),16 birch wood, birch bark, spruce root,
‘crooked wood,’ and pine tar for building and repairing boats, canoes, sleds, snowshoes,
fishing buoys, nets, net stakes, and seines.17 The size of a post, the diversity of its
operations, and the length of time it was occupied determined the spatial extent of the
area needed for these collection activities.
Some gardening, which commonly emphasized potatoes, other root crops
(especially turnips), and some greens (most notably cabbage), took place immediately
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adjacent to most posts. At the larger posts, mixed farming involving livestock took place.
At Moose Factory farming operations were on an industrial scale by the late 19th century.
At Moose Factory and the posts on the Great Lakes keeping beef and dairy cattle meant
that hay making from wild grass, mostly marsh grasses, was a labor intensive and
spatially extensive activity.
From the above it is clear that local fur trading operations would have had a major
impact on the environment in the immediate vicinity of an establishment. This high
impact zone extended from the built-up and farming/gardening core along or back from
the river or lake on which a settlement was located to a distance of one or two days of
travel time (Figure 3). Beyond those distances it became too costly to cut and haul logs
and firewood. Depletion, which expanded outward over time, eventually encouraged the
relocation of posts. The key exceptions were establishments situated at strategic locations,
such as major route junctions, which meant that repositioning them was not an option.
Although gardening provided a significant contribution to provisioning needs at
many posts, fishing and hunting continued to be more important. In the Great Lakes
region the fisheries were especially important after 1821. There were two reasons for this.
First, herring, whitefish, and lake trout fisheries were very productive: second the intense
HBC-NWC rivalry caused major depletions of local woodland caribou and moose
populations from the 1790s until the two firms merged in 1821. Consequently, the
fisheries were the mainstay of the local subsistence economies in the Lake Superior
District after 1821. As the discussion below will show, this is reflected in the journals of
posts in the Great Lakes region. They report on the daily catch during the prime fishing
season, which extended from early May until early November. After 1821 the
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commercial significance of the fisheries increased as fish markets expanded in the eastern
and mid-western United States.
At the smaller posts the key fisheries often were situated well within the one- or
two-day travel zone. For the larger establishments, the fisheries were situated within and
beyond this area. Most of the meat, leather, and furs obtained through barter, or harvested
by company men and/or their families, came from beyond the inner zone. The hunting
territories of the First Nations and Métis who traded at an establishment determined the
outer limits of a post’s hinterland. These boundaries were not sharply defined, however,
because kinship determined an individual’s harvesting rights. Neighbouring First Nations
intermarried and also married local Métis. The latter people roamed widely as the
discussion below reveals. For these reasons post hinterlands could overlap even though
HBC company policy discouraged this from happening because it did not want its traders
competing with one another.
Figure 3 summarizes the above discussion. It provides a general model of the
spatial dimensions of fur trade settlement economies. It also provides a way of thinking
about fur trade/Métis economic settlements. As the discussion below will show, the Métis
participated in these economies in various ways, either as: permanent company
employees, who were referred to as ‘servants,’ seasonal labourers, as seasonal contract
fishers and hunters, casual or day labourers (termed ‘jobbers’ at St. Mary), people who
traded with the company or its rivals, and as ‘free-traders’ who opposed the company.
For those trading places that had an attached Métis population, the boundaries of the
Métis settlement’s economy would be at least as extensive as that of the company’s
operation given their involvement in its operation either as servants,18 seasonal, and/or
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casual workers. It was larger if some of the local Métis operated as free traders. Figure 3
also acknowledges that settlements were part of a larger network. When there was a high
degree of interconnectivity, such as existed between Sault Ste Marie and Michipicoten, it
favoured the formation of regional communities comprised of multiple settlements.
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Part 3: Michipicoten
1819-20
From the time of the amalgamation of the two companies in 1821 to the negotiation of
the Robinson Treaties in 1850, Michipicoten served as the district headquarters and depot
for the HBC’s Lake Superior district. It also acted as an important depot for the Lake
Huron District. Michipicoten served this function because of its location at the outlet of
the Michipicoten River. This river was the southwestern leg of the canoe/boat brigade
route linking Lake Superior to Moose Factory via the Missinaibi and Moose Rivers. The
HBC used this route to bring European goods into the district and ship out the returns.
Sault Ste Marie, on the other hand, was the depot for the provisions and other goods that
the company shipped to the Lake Superior district from Canada. Flour, corn and pork
were among these Key commodities.
On the eve of the HBC-NWC merger, Michipicoten was a small establishment,
which was situated across the river from a NWC post of the same name. During the
trading year (known as the ‘outfit’) 1819-20 (1 June-31 May), a small complement of
men in lived and worked at the post. Table 1 lists those who are mentioned in the post
journals for this outfit. Most of those on the list had been assigned to the post. Others
‘belonged’ to different posts, but served for extended periods at Michipicoten during
outfit 1819-20. Of these individuals apparently Jean Baptiste Perrault was the only one
who had a family residing with him.19
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Table 1: Michipicoten Labour Force, 1819-2020

1

NAME

CAPACITY

Craigie, Drummond+

Labourer

CONTRACT
STATUS
One year of
contract left.

Flett, James+

Principal
Fisherman

Five year contract ended in
June 1820. Renewed one year

Harcus, John+

Sawyer/
Labourer

June of 1820 sent to Northern
Department

June-May
June-May
except
19 Oct-13 Nov

Sawyer

Arrived from New Brunswick

19 August-May

2
3
4 Hyland, Michael+
5 Irvian, John
6
7

Labourer

TIME
PRESENT
June-May

June-May

Kirkness, Magnus+
Labombard, a man
'named'*

Labourer

Five year contract ended in
June 1820. Renewed one year

June-May

Labourer

Engaged at Point Meuron

April-May

Labombard, Joseph

Fisherman

Engaged at Point Meuron
as Fisherman

June-mid
August

8
9 Mowat, John+
10

Carpenter

June-May

Perrault, Jean Baptiste+

Clerk/
Interpreter

A Canadian of about 60 years
from St. Maries and
with wife & 4 children

Nov-May

Richards, Thomas

Labourer

Arrived from Moose Factory

mid-Novmid-December

11

12 Stewart, Andrew+
Post Master
+ Assigned to the post for the Outfit 1819-20.
* Possibly the same man above, but unlikely.
Building construction
Judging from Andrew Stewart’s post journal (Appendix 1), outfit 1818-19 was a
time of major building construction activity. His men devoted most of their time to
building a post-masters’ house (35 feet by 22 feet) and a house for the unmarried men (20
feet by 12 feet), and, in May, laying a stone foundation for a new store (30 feet by 17
feet).21 The carpenter, John Mowat,22 supervised the building activities and spent nearly
all of his time working on the outsides and insides of the new structures. He also built
furniture for them. Most often Magnus Kirkness and James Flett23 assisted him. These
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and the other men also felled trees, squared the logs, cut planks at the pit saw, and dug
clay from the nearby ‘clay pit’ for plastering walls and building chimneys. Kirkness
played the major role in constructing the latter.24
Timber harvesting and bark collecting
According to the post journal the men obtained the timber that they needed for
their building construction projects mostly from ‘up river’ at a distance of about five to
eight miles. The latter distance was the approximate location of the ‘first portage’ on the
route to Moose Factory.25 This would have been near Scott Falls or High Falls (Figure 4:
W-3). Significant timber harvesting took place at that site. Drummond Craigie and John
Harcus did the felling. All of the men took turns squaring logs, sawing and finishing
planks, and cutting and trimming weatherboarding at the post.

Figure 4: Modern Map of Lower Michipicoten River
17 June 2011
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The other timber and bark harvesting activities were for the purposes of obtaining
roofing materials (cedar bark); snowshoe frame-making (birch wood); canoe and boat
repair materials (birch and cedar wood, birch bark, spruce root [wattap], and pine tar).
For instance, on 29 June Stewart sent Flett, Joseph Labombard, Drummond Craigie, and
John Irvian: ‘to cut cedar bark to cover the store. On the 2nd of July he sent all of the men
to collect this bark and they returned with 200 sheets. It is unclear where they had gone.
The collection of cedar for canoe making purposes indicates the approximate distance of
the cedar grove. On 11 and 12 April Flett began cutting cedar for canoes away from the
post ‘about four miles through the woods.’ On the next day Harcus helped him haul the
cedar back to the settlement. The round-trip journey overland took three-quarters of a day.
This meant that the primary cedar resource lay within a one-day range of the post. Given
the post’s location on the north side of the river, the cedar grove likely was somewhere in
the vicinity of the upper Magpie River.
The men obtained the birch wood they needed from ‘the portage’ that was eight
miles upriver from the post (Figure 4: W-3). They also obtained some of it from woods
closer to the fort. Stewart made his first mention of birch wood gathering on 4 December.
On that date he reported: ‘Thomas Richards26 got a pair of snow shows netted and went
to the Portage and brought home birch for a sley [sic], which he dressed and bent.’ The
following week Richards was: ‘preparing two pairs of snowshoe frames. He also crossed
the river and brought home some more birch for making another sley.’27 Richards was
engaged in the latter activity most of the month. The only recorded attempt to obtain
birch bark took place on 6 May, when Stewart reported that Kirkness and Jean Baptiste
Perrault set off in the morning, but came back in the evening ‘without being able to
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procure any.’ It is unclear why they failed. Significantly, according to an earlier journal
entry for 25 December, birch bark had been stockpiled at Point Meuron. This was the
HBC post adjacent to Fort William of the NWC. According to Stewart: ‘'Mr. Murphy
[Post Manager at New Brunswick House] has informed me that he purchased and left at
Point Meuron, birch bark sufficient to build three large canoes. In the event of its being
forwarded from thence next spring I shall employ Mr. Perrault in building them, however,
this is a matter of uncertainty as [at]	
  Point Meuron a great quantity of bark [is used] for
building canoes for the purpose of conveying people to the north.”
Collecting firewood
Gathering firewood was one of the most labour intensive activities at most posts.
Michipicoten was no exception in this regard. The company’s servants spent a lot of time
chopping ‘dry’ and green cordwood from early November until the spring thaw. This
activity mostly took place in ‘the woods’ close by (less than a half-day round-trip),
particularly at the ‘small lake behind the post.’28 It is not clear what lake he was referring
to. Possibly it was along the lower Magpie River considering the post was located on the
north side of the Michipicoten River at that time. From 15 November to Christmas day
the men chopped 110.5 cords.29 Harcus hauled the cordwood to the fort beginning on 18
December, when the snow became deep enough for him to use sleigh dogs. Previously,
during the week ending 27 November, he had cut a path through the brush so that he
could use these animals.
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Subsistence activities
Fisheries
From its inception the HBC encouraged its post mangers to obtain as much food
as was possible locally in order to minimize the high cost of importing foodstuffs. As
noted, in the Lake Superior District this meant that company servants devoted a great
deal of time to fishing for herring, whitefish, trout and carp. In the 1819-20 Outfit, the
Michipicoten men caught large numbers of herring and whitefish with nets in
Michipicoten Bay and by using seines in the Michipicoten River upstream from the post.
From June until November net fishing was a daily activity. Typically, Flett, who was the
establishment’s fisherman, along with another man, checked the nets in the morning,
repaired and dried them as necessary, and reset them in the evening. With one exception,
Stewart did not say where in the bay the men placed their nets (usually from two to eight
in number). The twice-daily visits indicate that the net fishing locations were close by.
The only times Stewart gave an approximate location was on the 4 and 6 August 1819,
when he said Kirkness and Labombard: ‘in the evening set four nets at a point of the
Lake three miles from the house.’ Two days later he mentioned that the ‘two fishermen
brought twelve fish from nets set three miles off.’ Presumably this was the same place as
mentioned on the fourth. This suggests the vicinity of Perkwakwia Point on the north
shore of Michipicoten Bay (Figure 4: F1), as the most likely place. Smokey Point on the
south shore is an alternative possibility.
The men dragged seines in the river less often, but usually obtained much larger
catches. On 11 October, for instance, Kirkness, Flett, Harcus, and Craigie: ‘dragged the
seine’ and obtained 253 fish. The next day, these men: ‘went up river and hauled the
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seine in various places getting 690 fish.’ On the 16 October five men went up river and
caught 720 fish with the seine. On the 18 October Kirkness, Flett, Harcus, and Craigie
only obtained 121 fish. The men used the seine in the river for the last time on the 6th of
November when they took 234 fish.
Stewart also operated a short lake trout fishery in the autumn. On 6 September he
dispatched Kirkness, Flett, Harcus, and Craggie: ‘in our large boat to Trout River30 to
seine for trout. They had with them a half-long canoe, 18 empty barrels and 20 empty
kegs, also six bushels [of] salt. About an hour after the NWC people departed for the
same place and for the like purpose.’ On the 20 September Stewart reported that the
NWC men returned with only five full barrels. His men remained at Trout River (Figure
4: F-2). On 23 September they returned with: ’15 barrels and 5 kegs full of salt trout, this
is equal to fifty, nine-gallon kegs. The men used thirty-two gallons of salt and 3 lbs. saltpeter.’ This marked the end of the major trout fishery for this trading year. Small
numbers of this species were taken at other times in the nets and seines used in the
Michipicoten Bay and River and by angling ‘at the lake.’31
Remarks that Stewart made about the NWC’s operations across the river make it
clear that a successful fall fishery was crucial. Regarding the autumn of 1819 he stated:
‘they failed in making a good fall fishing and consequently their expenditure of corn
[imported] to their servants and Indians was much greater than the preceding year. I have
not the smallest doubt but that the NWC are very considerable losers by last years
transactions in this quarter.’32
In the spring Stewart conducted a carp fishery in a small lake near the post. It is
uncertain what lake he was referring to when he described this fishery. According the
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Stewart’s journal, on 25 March 1820 Flett began carp fishing, but Stewart recorded no
catches being made until a month later. From 26 April onward until the journal ends on 1
June, daily entries indicate that the nets regularly yielded small numbers of carp (5-10
usually).
Gardening
Gardening, which emphasized potatoes, also was important. From June through
August 1819 the men occasionally weeded and hoed the potato garden. Harvesting began
on 5 October when five men dug up 25 kegs of potatoes. They continued their work
intermittently until 23 October. On the latter day Stewart reported: ‘Flett and Irvian
finished taking up the last of the potatoes, making in all in the cellar 152 bushels.’
Pointing to the importance of potatoes and their high yield, he continued: ‘from the latter
end of August we have used at least two gallons per day to this date besides which, when
they [sic] men went to trout fishing they received ten gallons and on the 2nd September a
canoe from the interior in which were Mr. Forrest received ten gallons, Captn. Oxley
[from Moose Factory] likewise received ten gallons making in all about 170 bushels of
potatoes from 13 bushels of seed.’
Before the spring thaw began, the men prepared the seed potatoes. As soon as the
ground thawed sufficiently they dug up tree roots and removed stumps from the garden in
preparation for planting. The latter commenced on 15 May when Craigie and Harcus
began the work. Two or more men continued at the job until 29 May, when Stewart
reported that the planting was finished. He reported that the servants had planted 16
bushels of seed potatoes, twelve of them ‘in ground cleared of all roots.’
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Although the fisheries and gardening were productive, substantial imports of
foodstuffs took place nonetheless. Stewart made this clear in letter that he wrote to
Governor Thomas Vincent at Moose Factory on August 1818, which Stewart copied to
his journal.33 In his letter Stewart summarized his requisitions. I have reproduced his
synopsis below in Table 2.
Table 2: Provisions Requisitioned for Michipicoten, 1818
Item

Meas

Requested
in
January

Requested
in April

Total
Requested

Sent by
Ermatinger
(SSM)

10

4

14

12.5

Flour

Received
from Red
River
Store

Total
Received

Quantity
Received
more
than
requested

21

7

8.5

Pork

barrels

8

4

12

12.5

12.5

0.5

Lard

barrels

2

0

2

3

3

1

Maple
Sugar
Corn

barrels

300

200

500

680

680

180

bushels

30

45

75

97

115

40

Butter
Pease

lbs

108

108

108

4

4

4

224.5

224.5

224.5

9

9

9

1177

574

Pease

bushels

Tallow

lbs

Wine
(Port)
Totals

gals.

350

253

603

1150.5

18

18

Hunting and trapping
The most remarkable aspect of Stewart’s journal for 1819-20 is that he made no
comments about trading at his post, nor did he make any references to visits by Native
People. Stewart’s only observations about trade were those he included in his district
report for 1819-20. Furthermore, he made them in reference to the NWC post across the
river. About the latter Stewart reported that: ‘The NWC trade in the Michipicoten
Department this year amounts to seventeen packs [of] 100 MB [Made Beaver] (of which
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a very small proportion is Beaver) which is two packs less than their returns of last year
and five packs less than their trade of 1818.’ Stewart discussed the other NWC posts in
the district. They were: New Brunswick, ‘Capenacagamie’ [Capoonacagami], which was
an outpost of New Brunswick, and ‘Batchawinna’ [Batchewana]. Table 3 lists the men
who Stewart said were stationed and these posts. The HBC also operated competing
establishments at all of these places. According to Stewart, the returns from New
Brunswick were: ‘six small packs which I should think might be nearly 400 MB’ and
from Mataugumie and Capenacagamie ‘nine and a half good packs.’ He added: ‘the rest
of their trade was collected from Indians along Lake Superior.’34

Table 3: Disposition of Men at NWC Posts in Lack Superior District, 1819-2035
POST

Michipicoten

New Brunswick
Mataugumie
Capenacagamie
Batchawinna

WINTERING
PARTNERS &
CLERKS
McIntosh,
Donaldi
Allen, Mr.
Robertson, Mr.
Holmes, David
Brown, John
Hillery, Fancias

NO. OF
UNNAMED
SERVANTS
4

TOTAL
MEN

PACKS
OF FUR

7

1.5

5
2
2
1

6
3
2
2

6
4.75ii
4.75

Network interactions
The HBC’s Michipicoten post interacted with a number of other establishments in
the Company’s network. The numbers of one-way contacts are listed in Table 4. The
i

Partner

ii

Stewart indicated that the combined return of this post and the one below was nine packs. I have

apportioned it equally.
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higher frequency of contacts with New Brunswick House and Sault Ste Marie reflect
their important functions on the HBC’s transport network.
Table 4: Michipicoten Post Interactions with Other
HBC Posts, Outfit 1819-20
New Brunswick
Saint Marys
Montreal
Point Meuron
Moose Factory

16
12
7
6
3

The foregoing discussion indicates that in 1819-20 the intensive land-use zone
extended inland up the Michipicoten River a distance of about eight miles (13 kilometers)
to the ‘first portage.’ Within this strip the men collected most of their building materials,
they conducted an important seine fishery in the autumn, and engaged in gardening at the
post. Fishing also was important during the summer and autumn at the mouth of the river
and in Michipicoten Bay to a distance of three to four miles (approximately 4-6.5
kilometers) (Figure 4).
Michipicoten 1827-28
When the two companies merged in 1821, the ‘new’ HBC closed many redundant posts.
At Michipicoten it abandoned the post Stewart had built and operated on the north side of
the river and moved across to the former NWC fort on the south shore. Substantial
reductions in the full-time local labour force resulted from this streamlining, a process
that was still ongoing in 1828. In that year the new district head, Chief Trader George
Keith, a former NWC man, commented on the impact that staff reductions had had on the
Lake Superior District s a whole. He wrote: ‘the establishment of Clerks and Servants has
been much reduced since Outfit 1825. It presently consists of forty, including outpost

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

31

masters, interpreters, guides and labourers besides three commiss’d officers and five
clerks…’36 Regarding the posts in operation, Keith reported: ‘during the current outfit
this District maintained five regular trading stations, besides four temporary outposts.
The former are Fort William, Lake Nipigon, the Pic, Michipicoten, and New Brunswick,
and the latter, Lac la Fleche (Arrow Lake): Sturgeon Lake, Long Lake, and Batchewanan
Bay. The former and latter outposts are of little importance farther than as a kind of
protection to the southern and western extremities of the District, which are vulnerable to
American and other intruders and which consequently should not be neglected.’37
By the late 1820s Michipicoten Post had settled into its role as the headquarters
for the HBC’s Lake Superior district. On 1 June 1827 Chief Trader and former NWC
trader George Keith took command of the post. The transportation arrangements of the
Lake Superior District remained the same as they had been in 1819-20. Keith provided
the following assessment of the transportation system:
The trade of this District is supplied with the requisite European articles
from Moose factory and the stores and provisions, &c are advantageously
procured from St. Marys. The navigation from Moose Factory, with the
exception of Moose River, to Lake Superior is the most disadvantageous
of any I know in the country, being much obstructed with rough stony
shallows, rapids and very rugged carrying places. The remainder of the
navigation is principally confined to the shores of the North side of the
Lake, which comparatively affords few harbours and towards autumn is
generally very boisterous and consequently dangerous to heavy laden and
weakly manned craft.
Keith continued:
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The most prominent advantage which this district appears to possess is its
proximity to Lake Superior and St. Marys—from the latter of which it
procures large and cheap supplies of stores and provisions, without which
the Trade, under the present reduced state of the country, could not be
carried on to any considerable advantage and the vicinity of the former
enables the company to perform the transport by means of an
Establishment which under other circumstances would be far from being
adequate to the task.38

In his detailed daily post journal (Appendix 3) Keith routinely identified three
groups of people – (1) company servants, (2) freemen, and (3) “Indians.” Typically he
identified company servants merely by their name, but sometimes by occupation also.
When he named other men he added a parenthesis to signify whether they were ‘freemen’
or ‘Indian.’ Tables 5, and 6, list the individuals who Keith categorized as company men
or ‘Indians” in this fashion during the trade year.39
The HBC officers and men who Keith mentions in his journal (Table 5) and their
post affiliations are indicated. The journal entries suggest that the complement of men at
Michipicoten Post had not increased significantly from 1819 even though it now served
as headquarters for the Lake Superior District. This might have been the result of the fact
that freeman supplemented the post’s full-time labour force as the discussion below
indicates.

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

33

Table 5: Men Mentioned in Michipicoten Journal, 1827-2840
NAME	
  

FUNCTION/OCCUPATION	
  

ASSIGNED	
  POST	
  
OR	
  RESIDENCE	
  

Alain, F

Free trader

Batchewana

Bewley

Chief Factor

Moose Factory

Chayé, Jos.

Labourer

Michipicoten

Christie

Chief Factor

Moose Factory

Clouston, John

Labourer

Michipicoten

Haggard, Duncan

Boat builder

Michipicoten

Haldane, C.T.

Chief Trader (1818-19)

Michipicoten

Keith, George

Chief Trader (replaced Haldane 1 June 1819)

Michipicoten

La Certe, Louis

Voyageur/free trader

Sault Ste Marie

La Vallé, Bapt.

Labourer

Michipicoten

La Perdrex Blanche, Jos.,

Courier

Pic

Lewis, C. T.

Boat Brigade Man

Moose Factory

McIntosh, C. J,

Chief Trader

Pic

McKay, Jean Amble+

Guide, Labourer

Michipicoten

McKenzie, Roderick

Voyageur

Sault Ste Marie

McTavish, Alexander

Chief Trader

Nipigon

Morrison, James

Boat builder

Michipicoten

Racine, A.

Labourer (drowned 1820)

Michipicoten

Robertson, John, Jr.

Labourer

Michipicoten

Schillen, William+

Blacksmith/tinsmith

Michipicoten

Swanson, William

Sloopmaster

Moose Factory

Woodman, Ant.

Labourer (Indian)

Michipicoten

Wugand, Thomas

Courier/labourer

Batchewana

McKenzie, C.

+Men who received Robinson Treaty Annuities as ‘half-breeds’ in early 1850s
(Appendix 1).
The post journals and district report of Chief Trader George Keith indicate that
the Outfit 1827-28 was similar to that of 1819-20 in that several significant building
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construction projects took place. These included the building of: a dwelling,41 a boatbuilding facility, a blacksmith’s forge, and a charcoal-making oven. Notable changes also
appear to have taken place since 1820, however, assuming that Stewart and Keith were
equally detailed observers. The most striking new developments were: (1) the significant
involvement of freemen and their families in the local economy, (2) the intensification of
the post’s demand for wood and the resulting expansion of the collection area, (3) the
spatial expansion of the post’s fisheries, (4) the addition of canoe and boat-building and
repairing activities, (5) the expansion of farming operations, and (6) increased interaction
with other places.
The participation of freemen in the local economy, 1827-28
Regarding the references to ‘freemen’ in the post journals, several general
observations in order. Chief Trader Keith, used the term ‘freemen’ in reference to local
men and women of mixed descent who were not full-time servants of the company and
were not considered by him to be ‘Indians.' The freemen he specifically mentioned were:
Antoine Pombrillant,42 Jean Baptiste Mallette,43 and Louis Morisseau.44 Keith referred to
another as the ‘old Canadian freeman.’ The others he referred to collectively as ‘the
freemen.’ The Native People who were present who Keith specifically identified as being
‘Indians’ are listed in Table 6.
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TABLE 6: “INDIANS” NAMED IN THE MICHIPICOTEN
POST JOURNAL, 1827-28
Balot

Grand's Brother.

Balot's sons

Green Bird (and family)

Balot's sons

Jealous

Baptiste, Jean

Le Grand

Brulé, the

Little Chief

Chief, Little

Manwish (Cremailleres)

Cree, the

Marten's Sons

Cree, the two sons

Mascass, Old

Cremailleres (also

Masscass' son

Manwish)
Cremailleres' son

Puckaswas

Cut Nose

Tomekee

Goulait

Wapous

Grand Ghost's bro.

Woodman, Ant

Grand, the

Following traditional practice, sometimes Keith hired freemen to perform specific
tasks of short duration (a few days or less), such as building a shade over the fur press
(Mallette on 28 July); those of longer duration, most notably sawing wood for
construction and boat-building projects (Pombrillant 14 August and again on 16
November); and chopping firewood (Mallette on 26 November). Also in keeping with
common practice at the time, Keith retained some freemen on seasonal contracts, mostly
to fish. These included Mallette ‘and another freeman’ and ‘three women’ on 11
September; Morisseau and ‘a freeman, with his family’ on 17 September; and ‘the
freemen’ who were with Jean Amble McKay on 6 November. On occasion freemen also

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

36

‘brought’ fish to the post for trading purposes (16 January and 1 February). Appendix 5
lists all of the references to freemen that are contained in Keith’s journal.
Gathering firewood
From the commencement of his journal Keith was very concerned about obtaining
firewood. Partly this was because little fuel was on hand when he assumed command of
the post on 1 June 1827. So, whereas Stewart had waited until November to send the men
off to collect firewood in 1819-20, Keith had his men begin this task on 21 June 1827. On
that date he sent four men to bring driftwood that had piled up on the shores of
Michipicoten Bay during the spring flood (probably at Driftwood Beach, Michipicoten
Bay, Figure 4: W-2). Collecting this wood continued throughout the summer and autumn.
On 20 August Keith noted that three men had brought in two more bateaux loads and he
remarked that firewood was: ‘an article which is very scarce at this place and it happens
rather unluckily that my predecessor has not left a cord of firewood to commence the
winter.’ This comment suggests that the post and the freemen and their families who
were living nearby had depleted the supplies that had been readily available in the woods
‘behind the house’ in 1819-20.
On 15 November Keith indicated that men were chopping firewood and
conveying it to the post by bateau, each load being roughly equal to five cords. On the 8
December he provided a tally of the firewood that the men had been chopped (Table 7). It
is clear from his list that freemen played a major role in this activity. Indeed, after
compiling this list, Keith added: ‘and for what further quantity which may be required we
must trust to the exertions of our Indian retainer (Anthony Woodman who has been
brought up at the House since an early age) and some occasional assistance from a couple
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of freemen in the neighbourhood for our hired servants will be exclusively employed in
the future (one man to cart wood and the cook excepted) at boat building.’
Table 7: Cords of Firewood Collected and Chopped to 8 December 1827
Cords
J. Chayé

9.0

W. Schillen

3.5

A. Pombrillant (freeman)

8.0

J. B. Mallette (freeman)

10.0

A. Woodman (an Indian)

12.0

Driftwood collected about

15.0

Remaining from last year

4.5
Total

81.0

Charcoal-making
The establishment of a forge at Michipicoten in Outfit 1827-28 created a new
demand for charcoal. William Schillen, the half-breed blacksmith/tinsmith, used birch for
this purpose. The men began cutting it for him on 9 October, but Keith did not indicate
where they were working. On 8 November he hired two freemen, Pombrillant and
Mallette, for this task. Four days later Keith sent most of his men, a freeman and an
Indian ‘up river with two Bateaux to bring down birchwood for making coal and
firewood. The following week the men chopped this wood. On 13 November Keith
indicated that the furnace had converted the chopped wood to 190 bushels of coals. This
seems to have brought coal making to an end for the Outfit.
Harvesting Boat building timber
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Most of the other timber harvesting by the men in 1827-28 was for building
construction and boat building purposes. As noted, the latter was a new activity at
Michipicoten. Keith had been ordered to build five or six flat-bottomed wooden boats.
This proved to be a considerable challenge for him because of the distances his men had
to travel to secure the needed materials. On 14 August Keith commented about this
problem:
Early this morning three men (D. Haggard, John Clouston and Ant. Pombrillant)
departed in a batteaux in order to commence sawing wood and collecting other
requisites for the purpose of getting two flat-bottom keel boats built at this place,
the planks for which cannot be procured nearer than 15 miles [24
kilometers], [emphasis added] a very inconvenient circumstance for our small
establishment of men and the number of this and other craft that will be required
to be fitted out. I have found it necessary to engage a freeman (A. Pombrillant)
discharged from the service this year [this indicates that he retired in the area] in
order to assist in sawing this wood, having only one man belonging to this
Establ. sufficiently expert at this work.45
On 26 August and 4 September he dispatched bateaux to fetch the timber and planks that
the sawyers had cut.
Five weeks later Keith indicated that the boat builders were in search of additional
sources of boat timber and crooks. On 15 October, for example, he wrote: ‘two men
employed in collecting boat timbers, a scarce article.’ The entry for the following day
indicated that the men involved were boat builders James Morrison from the Albany
district and D. Haggard from Michipicoten and they were still searching. They were
particularly interested in finding crooks that were needed for making boat knees.46 On 17
October, Keith reported that Morrison and Haggard had finally found suitable wood for
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one boat up river, but that it ‘was some distance from the river, a circumstance which will
render the transport tedious.’ The next day he sent the two boat builders and Schillen to
fell the timber. A week later, on October 25, the boat builders began constructing a
‘shade’ in which to build boats over the winter. They also constructed a furnace and
boiler (steam box) for bending wood (27 October).
On 5 November Keith sent the ‘boat carpenters’ up river to ‘Grand Peche’ to fell
logs to make boat timber (Figures 4: W-1 & 5).47 He also sent along ‘a Canadian’ ‘to
convey the logs to the water side with our mare.’ 9 and 10 November the men rafted
home enough logs to make planking for four keelboats. They had collected only enough
crooks for three of these craft, however. Therefore, the search for crook material
continued. McKay helped the boat carpenters bring home another load of crooks and
timber on 14 November. This was the last load for the autumn. Two days latter, Morrison
and Haggard commenced building the boats. They laid their first keelboat on the stocks
on 11 December and completed work on it on 19 January. While the two boat carpenters
performed their tasks, a variety of other men sawed the planks that were needed. In this
way boat building went forward over the winter and into the spring with the boat builders
completing boats on 15 February, and 12 March. Meanwhile, on 9 November Keith sent
McKay and two other men: ‘to select and square wood for oars.’ Four days later he
reported: ‘the rest of the men (those not working on the boats) bringing wood to the
house to make oars.’ In early May (5-6), most of the men were making oars.
Collecting Building construction material
Although the men built at least one dwelling, a boat-building shed and a forge, as
noted, there are no journal references to harvesting timber for these projects. Keith
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apparently had focused his attention on the problem he faced getting wood suitable for
boat timbers, planks, and knees. He did make several references to gathering cedar bark
for roofing material, however. Apparently the post was in great need of this material in
the summer of 1827 when Keith assumed command. About this subject he remarked on
28 July that: “three Indians arrived today bringing about 300 cedar barks in a large canoe
for the purpose of covering our houses which in this respect are all of them very much
out of repair.’ Men worked on re-roofing the houses the whole month of August,
completing their task in early September. During this period he sent out two bark
collecting expeditions. Apparently, the collecting site was located in the vicinity of Gros
Cap considering Keith’s journal entry for 31 August. On that date he wrote: ‘Early this
morning Mr. Robertson, McKay and two engages departed in a canoe to try to procure a
few Cedar Barks near the Gros Cap, but returned unsuccessful. The sap of the tree being
now dried up the bark will not separate.’ In other words, the season had passed.
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Figure 5: Michipicoten River and HBC Post, 1856
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Provisioning activities
The fisheries remained a crucial part of provisioning throughout the Lake Superior
District. In his district report for 1828 Keith made the following comment about them.

The local means of subsistence which this district affords, with the
exception of Lake Nipigon, are precarious and considerably under the
demand, besides being comparatively expensive. It consists exclusively of
various kinds of fish, which periodically visit the shores of this extensive
lake, such as Trout, Tettamenque or White Fish (an excellent species
unknown in England), a kind of Herring and other of less estimation and
more limited numbers. It is very true that great numbers of Trout and
Tettamengue some seasons visit the shores of the Lake for the purpose of
casting their spawn, but they frequently change situations and our
Establishment cannot afford many people to attend to the fisheries –the
produce of which is invariably put into pickle to preserve them for winter
consumption. Hence vegetable production becomes an object of importance
at all our Establishments.48

Of importance, Keith noted that he could not afford have his men spend a lot of time
fishing. The local population of freemen and their families afforded him a solution. They
played a central role in the fisheries that sustained Michipicoten. Keith’s journals indicate
that there were seven important fisheries (Table 8 and Figure 6). Several of these had
operated in 1819-20, but new ones had become very important also. Among the more
significant fisheries was the autumn trout fishery in the vicinity of Gargantua and at
Riviere a Chien. It is unclear precisely where the latter was located. The journal entries
indicate that it was somewhere between Michipicoten Post and Batchewana Bay.
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Table 8: Michipicoten Fisheries, 1827-28
FIG
6 ID
A

PLACE
Gros Cap

SPECIES
Herring

METHOD
SEASON
Net and Seine June-July

A

Gros Cap

Trout

Spear through Januaryice
February

B

Gargantua

Trout

C

Michipicoten Bay

herring
whitefish
trout

D

Michipicoten River
[From the post to the 1st
portage - an
approximately 8-mile
reach.]

whitefish
trout

E

Michipicoten River
outlet

whitefish
trout

F

Riviere a Chien
[up river]

Whitefish
(mostly)
and
trout

G

Wa-wang Lake [Wawa
L.]

Trout

FISHERMEN
"Our People"
"Indians"
McKay, J.A
Morriseau &
family
Pombrillant &
family

Nets, seine &
line

Open water

Morisseau, L.
Robertson, John
and assistants

Seine

Open water
after spring
floods

Robertson, John
and assistants

Nets & seine

Open water
after spring
floods

Robertson, John
and assistants

November

McKay, J.A.
Mallette, J.B.
Morisseau, L.
Pomrillant, A.

January

Mallette, J.B.

Ice fishing hook/line

On 19 September Keith reported that: “J. B. Mallet and suite arrived from the
fishery at Riviere a Chien with [the] account that there are no fish at that place this year, a
proof of which is that they have only brought 1 cask. Hence they must be sent to another
station and they are … to accompany Mr. John McIntosh as far as Gargantua and the
Stoney Islands, where I shall direct them to take their station.” Apparently A. Pombrillant
and Jean Amble McKay accompanied Mallet judging from Keith’s entry for 2 November
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regarding Mallet’s return. On that day he reported: ‘in the afternoon our fishermen
arrived in a batteau loaded with 21 casks of pickled trout. They have left 20 barrels
behind – affording a very gratifying proof that the autumn fisheries have been
successfully managed—at least the result exceeds former years.’ Keith then recorded
(Table 9) the catch of each fisherman’s and his wife and their assistants (if any).
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Table 9: Catch of fishermen at Gargantua, 20 September-2 November 1827

FISHERS
McKay, J.A. his wife and a man
Morriseau, Louis,* his wife and an Indian
Pombrillant, A.* and wife
Mallette, J. Bapt.* & two women
* Freemen

NO NETS
8
9
5
7
29

NO
CASKS
OF FISH
9
13
8
11
41

On 2 November Keith wrote his final commentary on the importance of the Gargantua
fishery that autumn: ‘this [41 barrels from the Gargantua fishery] with one cask from
Riviere a Chien forms our whole autumn fishery. We pickled three casks of white fish
here [at Michipicoten] but these are consumed. Last year 20 casks were pickled at this
place. What a disparity.’
During the winter months when the lakes and rivers were frozen few fish were
taken. On 16 January, however, the freeman Mallet again arrived at the post and
‘presented’ Keith with: ‘a very good trout he hooked in Wa-wang Lake [Wawa Lake].’
(Figure 4: F-5) This set Keith to thinking that: ‘we might be able to derive some supplies
from this lake’ and accordingly ‘I furnished him with some lines and the loan of a net to
catch baits and recommended him to use his best endeavours and give it a fair trial.’
A more important winter fishery took place in the bays of Lake Superior during
the coldest weeks when ice formed along the shorelines. For instance, on 21 January,
when his thermometer recorded a chilly 28 degrees below zero, Keith stated that the
‘Indians in the vicinity begin to spear fish, i.e., trout under the ice.’ One of Mascass’ sons,
speared four trout under the ice at Gros Cap on 23 January and ‘gave’ Keith two of them.
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Normally mid to late winter was the leanest time of the year and Keith’s journal makes it
clear that a failure of the spear fishery at this time had serious implications for his post.
The reason was that the natives became ‘burthensome for provisions’ when this happened.
The winter of 1827-28 was particularly problematic because deep snow made hunting
inland very difficult. For example, the day after he had received the two trout from
Mascass sons Keith reported: ‘One of Mascass’s sons departed again today to proceed
inland. His father will walk off tomorrow. Of late they have speared very few fish, but
they are diffident of proceeding inland as the great quantity of snow on the ground this
year renders hare snaring in this quarter very tedious and unsuccessful.’49
Farming/gardening
By 1827-28 the company had expanded gardening and farming considerably to help meet
local provisioning needs. Most notably, the post now had livestock. For example, on 28
July Keith noted that he: ‘Employed a freeman (J. B. Mallette) to begin mowing hay for
winter provender for our cattle, consisting of one mare, 6 cows, 2 heefers, 1 bull and 8
yews and lambs. We intend slaughtering 2 old cows in the autumn. Enough will still
remain to consume all the provender, which our reduced means will enable us to collect.’
Undoubtedly Mallette was harvesting marsh hay along the river. From 4 to 6 August
most of the servants at the post were cutting and hauling hay. They were engaged in this
activity again on 14-18 August. By the latter date they had brought 250 bundles to the
post by boat and stacked it. They brought another 255 bundles by 22 August, which Keith
said still was not enough, but: ‘We cannot afford to employ the men any longer at this
work.’ Keith indicated that this posed two problems for him: ‘whatever number of cattle
we cannot subsist must be slaughtered in the autumn. A certain stock however is very

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

47

necessary to provide manure for our potato field, a very necessary vegetable for a saline
diet in the winter.’(22 August) In this way, the livestock operation had become essential
for the crucial potato gardening.
In the above discussion I have noted that the stockpiling of provisions at the post
was important not only for the company’s officers and men, but also for their dependents,
local freemen and ‘Indians,’ as well as closely linked fur trading settlements, most
notably Sault Ste Marie. Keith highlighted this point in his district report for 1827-28. In
this commentary he included: ‘a statement of the cost of living during the five most
expensive months of the year, viz: November, December, January, February, and
March.’50 To calculate his expenses, Keith listed the quantities of provisions that were
distributed during this lean season. His information is provided in Table 10 below.
Regarding his calculations, Keith added: ‘the foregoing statement may be considered
high and I am apt to think exceeds the ordinary expenses of the post, but it may be proper
to observe that the winter season was severe for the native population and the
Establishment was otherwise burthened with several poor families from St. Marys
and elsewhere [emphasis added], which without our support must have perished.’51 This
remark is another piece of evidence that points to the close ties that existed between the
people of Sault Ste Marie and Michipicoten.
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TABLE 10: RATIONS NOVEMBER-MARCH, OUTFIT 1827-28
GROUP

NO. OF

FLOUR

BEEF

PORK

LARD

TALLOW

HULLED

ROUGH

POTA-

SALT

ADULTS

lbs

(local)

lbs

lbs

lbs

CORN

CORN

TOES

FISH

bu

bu

bu

lbs

lbs
Officers'
Mess

2

138

50

0

30

40

5

3

30

844

Labourer's
Mess

8

61

160

21

0

89

26

0

111

5971

Officers'
families

4.5

0

30

0

0

0

0

0

35

961

Labourers
families

8

20

40

8

0

20

8

0

82

1664

Freemen
in want

17

8

4

12

701

Indians
in want

44

18

4

30

1046

210

65

11

300

11187

Totals

219

280

29

30

Keith prefaced his rations calculation with this cautionary note:
my limited information respecting the number of women and families
connected with the officers and servants in this district does not enable me to
offer any accurate computation. Possibly before this Document is forwarded to
Moose Factory I may be enabled to annex a list. Meantime it may be proper to
state that with few exceptions they are maintained and supported at the
expense and cost of individuals.’52
He did not annex the list. Keith did do so in his report for Outfit 1829 (Table 11),
however.
TABLE 11: Families at Michipicoten, Outfit 182953
NAME

WOMEN

CHILDREN

Camarere, Pierre

1

1

FAMILY
SIZE
3

Cadrant, Thomas

1

4

6

Davilleau, Hyacinthe

1

1

3

Deschamp, Baptiste

1

4

6

Dubois (b), Joseph

1

2

4

Dutremble, Antoine

1

0

2

Fontaine, Joseph

1

0

2

Keith, George, Chief Trader

1

3

5
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La Perdrix Blanche, Joseph

1

2

4

McKenzie, Roderick, Chief Trader

1

6

8

McIntosh, Donald

1

3

5

McIntosh, John, Clerk

1

1

3

McKay, Jean Amble

1

5

7

LaVallé, Jean Baptiste

1

2

4

Robertson, John (a)

1

4

6

Swanston, John

1

0

2

16

38

70

The above information makes it clear that freemen and servants normally supported their
families, but the latter and local First Nations were supported by the post when in need.
Hunting and trapping
Keith’s district report for 1827-28 made it clear that game animals remained scarce. He
wrote: ‘nothing of the deer species54 remain, excepting a few small herds of the Rein
Deer [woodland caribou], which are sometimes discovered, principally in the Eastern
Sections of the District [the height of land].’ Regarding other animal species, Keith
stated: ‘Wolves and wolverines are of course equally scarce. The fur bearing animals are
the beaver, otter, musquash [muskrat], mink, the Black Bear (scarcely any Brown), lynx
or cat, fisher, the red, cross and silver fox, the martin and rabbit. The latter is abundant
and furnishes a great proportion of food for the natives.’
The scarcity of game animals meant that Freemen and First Nations people took
bear whenever they had the opportunity to do so. For instance, on 27 August 1827 Keith
recorded: ‘our	
  fisherman	
  (Moresseau)	
  having	
  discovered	
  a	
  bear	
  and	
  her	
  cub	
  in	
  the	
  
lake	
  shot	
  both.’55	
  Three	
  days	
  later	
  he	
  reported	
  that	
  the	
  ‘Indians’	
  who	
  had	
  been	
  
accompanying	
  Moresseau	
  had	
  done	
  likewise.	
  	
  This	
  led	
  Keith	
  to	
  comment	
  on	
  30	
  
August	
  1827	
  that	
  the:
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nets	
  afforded	
  26	
  fish.	
  The	
  Indian	
  who	
  accompanied	
  the	
  fisherman	
  shot	
  
a	
  dam	
  Bear	
  with	
  her	
  two	
  cubs.	
  It	
  is	
  very	
  impolitic	
  to	
  destroy	
  this	
  animal	
  
so	
   early	
   in	
   the	
   season	
   but	
   there	
   is	
   no	
   restraining	
   an	
   Indian	
   from	
  
shooting	
  them	
  when	
  he	
  finds	
  an	
  opportunity.	
  Flesh	
  diet	
  is	
  a	
  novelty	
  to	
  
the	
  natives	
  in	
  this	
  quarter,	
  at	
  least	
  large	
  animal	
  food.’56	
  
The	
  reason	
  Keith	
  was	
  annoyed	
  Native	
  People	
  were	
  hunting	
  bear	
  in	
  August	
  was	
  
that	
  summer	
  bearskins	
  were	
  of	
  little	
  value.	
  
As noted above, the paucity of woodland caribou and moose meant that snowshoe
hare was very important in the winter diet of freemen and First Nations people alike.
Regarding the former, on 7 December 1827 Keith recorded that: ‘an old woman related to
the freemen here arrived from a rabbit-hunting and reports that she and associates (two
other females and two children) fare copiously.’57
Both native groups also participated in trapping and trading activities. The First
Nations individuals who frequented the post are listed in Table 6. The fisherman
Morisseau was one of the freemen who took part in this aspect of the local economy. On
13 December 1827 Keith said that Morisseau: ‘brought us 1 otter skin, 1 fisher, 3 martins
& a mink.’ The following spring, on 12 March 1828, Keith noted that ‘an old Canadian
freeman’ had supposedly lost his way in the woods. Keith immediately sent ‘a man and
an Indian’ to look for him. According to Keith: ‘they however soon met him on his way
hither. He has been employed in making marten traps.’ Thus, although the fur resources
of the district had been depleted, the freemen and First Nations families had modest
success judging from the journal entries. As discussed, the latter record did not provide a
complete accounting of native peoples returns because the HBC was not receiving all of
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the trappers’ furs. For example, when commenting that Lake Superior facilitated
transportation in the district, Keith added that the downside was that it made the area very
accessible and offered: ‘the temptation and facility held out to Adventurers from Canada
to engage in the Trade.’ As noted above, the outposts at Batchewana and Lac la Fleche
(Arrow Lake) were maintained primarily to intercept these competitors.
Spatial Interaction
Table 12 shows the number of times various locations were mentioned in the
journal. Most often the references were to men coming from or going to the places listed
and/or to harvesting activities that took place there. Not surprisingly, Sault Ste. Marie is
mentioned most often. This reflects its important role as a source of imported supplies
from Canada and the United States. The posts that Michipicoten outfitted and forwarded
returns from rank next. More distant posts were less important in terms of interaction.
The contacts with these places primarily resulted from correspondence via the various
company packets and visitors enroute between Canada and Red River. The primary
fishing stations also stand out in terms of the numbers the numbers of contacts.
Table 12: Michipicoten Interaction Sphere, 1827-28
PLACE
St. Marys
Batchewana
Pic
Gros Cape
River entrance
Fort William
Moose Factory
Riviere a Chien
Portage
(Long/First)

17 June 2011

#
PRIMARY
Ref %
FUNCTION
14 14.58% Depot and Trading
9
9.38% Outpost of
9
9.38% Trading post
8
7
6
6
6

8.33%
7.29%
6.25%
6.25%
6.25%

Fishing Station &
Fishing
Depot/
Headquarters
Fishing

5

5.21% Portage/

RELATIONS WITH
MICHIPICOTEN
Correspondence & 0utfitting
Correspondence & 0utfitting
Correspondence & 0utfitting
Herring and trout and cedar
bark
Herring, whitefish and trout
Correspondence & 0utfitting
Correspondence & 0utfitting
Supplied fish (trout)
Lumber, boat wood

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50
Grand Peche

4

4.17% Wood gathering

New Brunswick
Red River
Agawaw River
Drummond's
island

4
4
2

4.17% Trading post/
4.17% Settlement
2.08% Fishing Station

2

2.08% Government

Gragantua
La Chine
[Lachine]
Long Lac
Montreal
Nipigon
Stoney Islands
Sugar Bush
Wa-wang Lake

2

2.08% Fishing station
Montreal
2.08% Department HQ
1.04% Trading post
1.04%
1.04% Trading post
1.04% Fishery
1.04% Collecting
1.04% Fishing Station

2
1
1
1
1
1
1
96

52
Lumber
transport hub on route to Moose
Factory
Visitors in transit
Supplied fish (trout)
Government gift distribution
Supplied fish
(herring/whitefish)

Correspondence & 0utfitting
Correspondence & Visitors
Visitor
Maple sugar
Winter fishery

1840-41
The post journal for Outfit 1840-41 (Appendix 6), which apparently was kept by
Roderick McKenzie, indicates that the economy and rhythm of life at Michipicoten was
mostly similar to that of a decade earlier. The full-time complement of servants remained
low at five, and there were two commissioned officers—McKenzie and Keith. As
previously, freemen and local First Nations men where hired from time to time for
specific tasks. Table 13 lists all of the company men and visitors, other than First Nations
individuals, who were mentioned in journal.
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Table 13: Individuals Who Are Mentioned in the Michipicoten Post Journal 1840-41
NAME

PARISH

CAPACITY

DISTRICT

Ballenden, John

Scotland

Clerk

St Marys

La Perdrix Blanche, Joseph

Hudson's Bay

Steersman

Lake Superior

Boucher, Joseph

Hudson Bay

Steersman

Lake Superior

Boucher, Touissant58

Hudson Bay

Bowsman

Lake Superior

Bunar, J. B

Slooper

Cadrant, Thomas (135-g-10 28-29)

Canada

Middleman

Camerere, Francois

Lake Superior
Temiscaming

Cameron, Francois

Canada

Laborer

Temiscaming

Chief Trader

Albany

Laborer

Lake Superior

Cameron, Rev. J.D.
Corrigal, C. T.
Garipy, Casimir

Canada

La Batte, Amble

St Marys

Laforet, Joachem

Canada

Middleman
Freeman or
'Indian'

Lake Superior

England

Slooper, etc

Lake Superior

Indian country

Laborer

Lake Superior

LaGarde, Amble
Lamphier, Thomas

59

Lapeau chats, Thomas (Peau d'Chat)
Martin, William

St Marys

Matheson, John
McKay, Jean Amble

60

McLeod, Donald

Stornoway

Bowman

Lake Superior

Hudson Bay

Guide

Lake Superior

Stornoway

Cooper

Lake Superior

Chief Trader

Lake Superior

Midddleman

Lake Superior

Chief Trader

St Marys

McMurray, Mr. Thomas
Mezail, Francois

Agywam River

61

Indian Country

Missobie, Francois62 (Also Mizzobe)
Noarse, Wiliam
Omand, Edward

Orkney

Boat builder

Richards, John

Hudson Bay

Guide

Moose

Schillen, William

Canada

Blacksmith

Lake Superior

Showenonskon, Jean Baptiste
Simpson, Gov. George

Canada

Boate

Swanton, John

England

Clerk

Lake Superior

Taylor, Thomas

Hudson Bay

P. Master

Lake Superior

Robertson, Alexander
Robertson, William

Vizina, Jean Baptiste63
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Collecting Firewood
Collecting firewood continued to be a major undertaking in terms of the labour
involved. In Outfit 1840-41, the men harvested almost all of the cord wood up-river at a
place called Point Parisienne. The location of this place is uncertain, but it likely was in
the vicinity of ‘Grand Peche’ (Figure 4: W-1) Work had begun there sometime before 22
October 1840, because on this date the servants brought two boatloads from the point.
Every few days from that date until 19 November, two boats delivered additional supplies
of cordwood. On the latter day, the journal reports that ‘four men commenced chopping
firewood at Point Parisienne for next winter.’ Nine days later they had chopped thirtythree cords. By 14 December the men had expanded their harvesting to include the land
across the river from the point and also in the vicinity of the post. On 28 December the
men were using a horse and sleigh and two dog sleds to haul 24 cords of firewood to the
beach at Point Parisienne so that it could be hauled down to the fort by boat the following
autumn. The men finished this work on 30 December and had almost 79 cords stacked
and ready for sending down river.
Fisheries
The herring, trout, and whitefish fisheries remained important. The key locations
once again were the Michipicoten River (Figure 6: D), Michipicoten Bay (Figure 6: C),
the Dog River (referred to as the Riviere a Chien in 1827-28), Cap Chaillon (near
Gargantua) (Figure 6: B), and Gros Cap (Figure 6: A).
Two company servants of mixed ancestry, the blacksmith William Schillen and
Touissant Boucher, played key roles at two of these fisheries. The former commanded the
autumn one at Dog River and the latter fishery located at Cap Chaillon. Schillen and
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Boucher accompanied by their assistants set off for these two fisheries on 3 September.
On 21 September McKenzie stated that the ‘fish were not plentiful this year,’ but he
added: ‘we cannot complain of [the] Dog River fishery as W Schillen by means of much
exertion has succeeded in salting 19 barrels of trout and 1 barrel of Pickerel.’ During the
seventeen days Schillen and his men had caught 1402 fish.64
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Boucher did not report back from Cap Chaillon until 17 October. On that date
McKenzie reported:
Toussaint Boucher with his wife arrived from his fishery at Cape des
Echaillon and reports having been pretty successful as he has salted 25
barrels of Trout, one barrel and a half more than was caught last year at the
same place. This altogether we have much cause to be thankful. The Dog
River having procured 20 barrels trout. Cape de Echaillon 25 ditto ditto and
the seine fishery of this river 25 barrels with fish.
These latter I hope to preserve for the market.65
McKenzie’s last remark indicates, some of the company’s fish production in the Lake
Superior District was intended for export to markets in the United States by 1840.
McKenzie mentioned this subject again on 28 October 1840 when he reported: ‘Mr.
McMurray with a boat from the Pic favoured us with a visit and brought a supply
according to arrangement of 20 barrels salt trout, which liberal contribution will enable us
at least to preserve the 26 barrels of white fish which are in much greater repute than
trout for the American market.’
Similar to Outfit 1827-28, the company’s servants seined at various places along
the Michipicoten River. They also invested their labour in maintaining those fishing
places. For example, on 5 October, McKenzie: ‘sent all hands up the river to clear the
different seining places of drift wood so as not to interrupt operations when the seine is to
be placed in that quarter.’ The seining places he mentioned specifically in his journal
were: the Grand Peche River [Trout River] (Figures 4: F1 and 5), ‘Point Parisienne,’ the
confluence with the Magpie River (Figure 4: F-2), and the outlet into Michipicoten Bay.
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In 1840, the river fishery largely was concluded by 16 October. On that date, McKenzie
reported:
Two nets at the entrance of the river caught 9 trout and the seine only 1
whitefish. In fact we may consider the seine fishery as terminated in this
river for the season and as compared with the last years result this season
has been very unproductive having only obtained about 3150 (more than 2/3
of this we caught on the 25th ulto), whereas last year without much exertion
the seine caught 7700 and upwards of whitefish in this river. But so far all
kinds of fish have been unusually scarce this year.
Seining in Michipicoten Bay remained important, but the servants had devised
new tactics to reach deeper water. For example, on 18 July, McKenzie recorded:
Yesterday evening we sent a party with Wm Schillen to work the seine
along the shore of the lake giving them 3 cod lines for each end of the sein
in order to enable them to take a distant range from the beach so as to reach
deep water and early this morning the party returned and to our surprise and
satisfaction brought 600 whitefish. This is the first essay we have made to
work the seine in this manner having always before this year obtained
plenty of fish at this season by the assistance only of one cod line at each
end of the seine.
In addition to the above fisheries, Gros Cap continued to be significant. From 3 June to
mid-September 1840 the nets and seines used there provided herring (in June) and
whitefish.
During the winter, the ice spear fishery in Michipicoten Bay yielded a small but
welcome harvest of trout. As in previous years, Boucher was the key player. He speared
his first catch on 24 January under dangerous conditions leading McKenzie to comment:
‘Touissant Boucher speared 5 trout under the ice today certainly at some risk to life since
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it is not (the ice) above 2 ½ inches thick.’ He speared three more on 30 January, 5 on 9
March, 13 on the 10th, 7 on 11th, and 6 on the 12th. ‘Goulait (the Indian)’ then took over
spear fishing until April 1, while Boucher was away carrying the winter packet to St.
Marys. On 2 April Boucher speared another 7 trout under the ice. There are no further
references in the journal that spring to spear fishing. No doubt conditions were becoming
marginal. Indeed, on 29 April McKenzie reported that the ice in the river was beginning
to break up.
In addition to meeting the company’s provisioning needs and providing a source
of earning through sales in American markets, the fisheries also helped sustain the
trapping economy. McKenzie explained how on 10 April 1841, when he reported:
‘Rabbits & partridges continue to be exceedingly scarce -- so much so that the amount
required a supply of our salted herring for bating their traps, and a supply of salt trout and
potatoes for themselves for food -- without which they would not be able to live inland.’
Trappers used herring to bait their marten traps. Marten was one of the most valuable furs
the district produced.
Farming/gardening
Farming and gardening operations had expanded further. Potato production
remained a primary focus. On 2 September 1940 the men began harvesting potatoes.
Local First Nations helped from time to time. The work crew completed their task on 14
October 1840. On that date the post manager reported:
The large potato field was cleared today. From it, besides furnishing the
daily consumption of the establishment since the beginning of last month,
we have obtained for the root house from 39 bushls of seeds, 717 bushls
besides 69 bushels which are put into a pit—being intended for next
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summers consumption. This it has, I mean the field, yielded 727 bushls [of]
very superior potatoes and if we calculate the consumption since the
beginning of September we might add 46 more bushels! Never has there
near such a productive crop before at this place.
The company continued to maintain a small mixed herd of beef and dairy cattle. A local
First Nations man, Anthony Woodman, had assumed the responsibility of looking after
the latter animals. Providing hay for the herd had become a major undertaking, which
required the men to forge over a wider area than previously. The servants cut hay at the
following locations: ‘up river,’ the ‘margins of river,’ ‘Grand Peche,’ the ‘Little Lake’
near to Wáw áng Lake, and the falls of the Magpie River (Figure 4: W-1-3).
Construction activities
Unlike Outfit 1827-28, the HBC men at Michipicoten engaged in only one major
building construction project during Outfit 1840-41. In the spring of 1841 (21 April-17
July 1841) they built a new servant’s quarter of an unspecified dimension. Boat building
also took place, on a much smaller scale compared to Outfit 1827-28. On 3 April 1841
men were searching in an unspecified area for maple to make ‘false keels.’ On 7 May
they finished making one boat. On 13 June they received two new boats from the Pic.
Hunting and trapping
On 18 June 1840 McKenzie wrote in his journal: ‘Finished packing up the furs
which amount to 14 packs about 33 1/3 percent more valuable than those of last year.
Indeed the natives belonging to this post have done exceedingly well.’ Although that may
have been the case, a continuing scarcity of woodland caribou and moose and stiff
opposition continued have an adverse impact on the hunting, trapping and trading sector
of the company’s operations throughout the Lake Superior District. The near extinction
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of caribou and moose meant that trappers lacked the leather and sinews they needed to
make clothing, footwear and equipment. This problem was so acute that it was hampering
native trappers. For instance, on 25 June 1840 McKenzie reported:
Mr. C.T. McMurray arrived this evening from the Pic with two large boats
and a batteaux—and brought the returns of the Pic and Long Lake, which
are very low this year owing, Mr. C.T. McMurray says, to the great
deficiency of parchment leather to net snow shoes to enable the natives to
pursue advantageously their hunting peregrinations, but particularly this
poor result brought about by the prevailing scarcity of rabbits on which the
natives depend almost exclusively for their subsistence, as was a general
complaint throughout the district.
A further confirmation that leather shortages were causing widespread problems came on
30 September 1840, when Cat-hian and his three sons arrived from Flying Post in the
interior: ‘to obtain dressed and Parcht Leather of which they say they got very little at
their own post.’
Apparently some of the Native people attempted to deal with the deprivations that
they were suffering by moving considerable distances. For example, on 3 August 1840
McKenzie stated reported that he had:
settled matters with a party of Indians to proceed to winter in the country
about Ft. Wm, where they ought to make more valuable hunts than they
have done for a few years back in this quarter because that country is richer
in fur bearing animals and is moreover their native country excepting as
regards Carteaux, brother-in-law to the Baptist Minister Mr. Cameron, who
is a native of the south side of the lake which he has abandoned having sold
his inheritance to the United States government.’66
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Sometimes relocations made matters worse for the hunters and their families. For
instance, on 24 December three regular First Nations traders (see Table 14 for a complete
list of those mentioned), Green Bird’s two sons and a man named Shabwatick arrived at
the post. Their visit prompted McKenzie to comment that these three brought: ‘a few furs
marking in a strong and very unsatisfactory manner the total failure of their autumn hunts,
in consequence of having gone to an unknown and apparently very poor part of the
country on which rabbits only were plentiful. They no doubt thought they were going on
a good course.’67

TABLE 14: First Nations Visitors at Michipicoten, Outfit 1840-41
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Apaquash

Pic Indians

Apaquash

Quanjee

Boroccah

Quenger family

Cabayabanous & son

Quenjick

Caboyabanacy

Quinjicks wife

Cats-Hian and party

Quonjie

Goulais

Shabwatick

Green Bird (and family)

Tabinoscum

KeeKickonse

Tehehenas (A son Green Bird)

Ku wetah kejick

Tehowanta

Kujickonse

Testochning

Kuweitakeyick

Tobeniscum

Le Garde, Amble

Tomakee
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Le Garde's son

Tomakee

Mitchekuwess
and son

Wintawby

62

Nishoke

Table 15 lists the returns for the Lake Superior District for Outfit 1840. Most of
the furs obtained at Michipicoten came from trading with local First Nations. They are
listed in Table 15. Most often McKenzie did not provide specific information about
where these individuals came from. Mostly they came from ‘in land’ and from the south.
Regarding the later quarter, two of the places mentioned in the journal were the
Batchewana Bay area and the Agawa River (Agaywam River). A couple of trading
parties came from places that were more distant: there were Pays Plat to the northwest
and Flying Post in the interior.

Table 15: Returns for Lake Superior District, 1840-41

FURS

Badgers, prime
Black bears, large
common
Brown bears, large
common
Chocolate bears,
large common
Black bears, small
common
Brown bears, small
common
Black bears, large
prime
Brown bears, large
prime
Chocolate bears,
large prime
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MICHIPICOTEN

LONG
LAC

PIC

1

LAKE
NIPIGON

FORT
WILLIAM

2

TOTAL

3

3

5

8
0
0

2

10

3

15
0

5
1

5

3

8
1

7

28
2
0
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Black bears, small
prime
Brown bears, small
prime
Beaver large
common
Beaver small
common

5

5

2

63

14

6

35
0

17

42

53

18

21

151

28

17

33

47

8

133

Beaver large prime

91

72

64

94

116

437

Beaver small prime
Beaver coating

117

70

35

70

72

364

Castorum

7.5

6.5

9

10.5

14

47.5

Ermine

50

Fishers, common
Fishers, prime

50

1
63

48

5

25

18

84

31
35

248

Fox blue, common

0

Fox blue, prime

0

Fox cross, common
Fox cross, prime

7

8

Fox red, common
Fox red, prime

9

13

2

2

3

11

2

31

2

6

1

9

11

16

4

53

Fox silver, common
Fox silver, prime

4

3
5

3

7

3
2

17

Fox white, common

0

Fox white, prime

0

Isinglass, lbs
Lynx, common

8

63

71

7

2

13

254

26

302

Lynx, prime

71

141

180

513

169

1074

Marten, common

52

22

17

52

48

191

Marten, prime

988

461

374

736

914

3473

Mink, common

17

23

119

289

23

471

Mink, prime

57

47

60

154

96

414

Musquash
Otter, large
common
Otter, small
common

1561

1875

2900

5302

1768

13406

23

16

35

39

24

137

14

8

17

16

4

59

60

78

46

80

47

311

Otter, large prime
Otter, small prime
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Raccons, prime

0

Prime weenusks

0

Prime wolverine

1

1

1

prime wolves
Wolverines (d & s)

3
0

2

2

Although most of the returns were obtained through trade with First Nations, the
posts servants (and their women and children) also continued to hunt and trap on their
own account. On 27 October, for example, McKenzie announced: ‘one of the servants
presented us with two wavies.’ A little less than a month later, on 22 November, ‘William
Robertson caught last night a fine silver fox in his trap.’ Eight days later (30 November)
‘W. Schillen caught a fine silver fox in the trap.’ The next day, ‘W. Robertson caught
another fine silver fox in his trap. This, the third one, one more than ever I have seen at
this place in one season.’ On 3 January 1841 McKenzie reported: ‘one of the servants
caught a fisher in one of his traps.’
Spatial Interaction
Table 16 provides a list of the places mentioned in the Michipicoten journal of
1840-41. Clearly the range of interaction was greater than in 1827-28 as was the
frequency of interaction between this post and the others in the company’s network to
which it was most closely associated. Most striking is the frequency of interaction with
the Pic and the depot of St Marys. Contact with the other depot, Moose Factory, and the
Michipicoten outpost of Batchewana Bay were also strong. In addition to the
transportation link to the latter place, as noted, there also were trading ties to that place
and social connections. The journal entry for 2 April 1841, for example, indicated that
Michipicoten servant Francois Mizzobie had relatives who lived at Batchewana Bay.

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

65

Understandably fishing stations and wood harvesting places figure prominently on the list
of places.
Table 16: Spatial Interaction Sphere, Michipicoten, 1840-41.
PLACE

The Pic

St. Marys
Point Parisienne
(Michipicoten River)

# refs

ACTIVITY

MONTH

PERSONS

25

Correspondence/
brigades and fish

February, March, June, July,
August, September,
October, November

Various

17

Correspondence/
brigades

13

Firewood

February, March, April,
June, July, August,
September, October,
October, November,
December, January

Correspondence/
brigades
Correspondence/
brigades

March, April, June,
July, august
September, March, April
June
July, August, September
May, June, July, August,
November
June, September,
October

Moose Factory
and River

12

Batchewana Bay

10

Gros Cap

10

Various
wood choppers'
Various
Thomas Taylor

Fort William

9

Grand Peche River

7

Fishing, Herring
Whitefish
Correspondence/
brigades
Hay cutting, fishing
potato gardening

Cap Chaillon

6

Fishing, Trout for
salting

September, October

Magpie River

6

hay (headwaters
and falls of)
fish (outlet of)

January, June, August
September

Dog River

4

Fishing, Trout for
salting

August, September

Entrance to
Michipicoten
River

4

Fishing, herring

June, October

Interior
Long Portage
[Portage de Chutes]

3

Hunting, Trapping
(leaving for)

March, April

First Nations

3

Brigades

June, July

Various

Red River

3

Correspondence

March, February

Various

Cape Gargantua

2

Fishing

Lake Nipissing

2

Correspondence,
visitor

June, July

First Nations

Montreal

2

Correspondence

August
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Donald Cameron and
various First Nations
Various
'the men'
Touissant Boucher
Quonjick

Various
William Schillen
J.B. Showenescon,
Carimin Ganepy
Goulait
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Wáw áng Lake

2

Hay cutting

August, September

Thomas Taylor and
men

Flying Post

1

Visits from

September

First Nations

Green Lake

1

Opposition traders

September

Traders

Nipigon Post

1

Correspondence

November

Agaywam River

1

June

Pays Plat

1

Visitor/trade
Trade,
Correspondence

First Nations
Amble Le Guard
(family)

June

First Nation

Shagwina [Saginaw]

1

Visitor

June

Rev. J. Cameron

Significantly, most of the servants at the post were ‘half-breeds,’ or Bois Brulé as
McKenzie described Mizzobie (15 February 1841). Table 16 and Figure 7 provide a
picture of the horizon of their immediate world. Not surprisingly, the movements of some
of the servants mirror to a significant extent the circulation pattern of the post. The record
of Toussaint Boucher’s annual round of economic activity for Outfit 1840-41 (Table 17)
is an example.
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Table 17: Economic Activities of Touissant Boucher, Outfit 1840-41
Date

Place

Activity

03Sep

Cape
Echaillon

Seine
fishing

17Oct
24Jan
30Jan
07Feb

Cape des
Echaillon
[Cape
Chaillon]
Michipicoten
Bay
Michipicoten
Bay
Michipicoten
Bay

Seine
fishing
Spear
fishing
Spear
fishing
Spear
fishing

15Feb

Petit Mere
St. Marys

Camp
trading

19Feb

Petit Mere

Camp
trading

Toussaint Boucher 8 small trout under the ice.
Early in the morning Toussaint Boucher & Cas Gauepy departed to
proceed to visit and receive Tabenascums furs who is tenting
somewhere about the Petit Mere [?] and to carry some supplies to him
at same time. [camp trading] Servants
Toussaint Boucher & cas. Gauepy [or Ganepy] arrived with a parcel of
furs beloning to Tebenascum [at Petit Mere] vis: 1 large brown bear
skin, 13 large and small beavers, 2 otters, 2 lynx, 4 fishers, 9 martens
prime & 1 demaged, 2 minks & 23 musquash,& 2 beaver skins & 1
marten belonging to a boy

04Mar

Pic

Courier

J.B. Schoweniscon & Toussaint Boucher arrived from the Pic by the
way of the Lake on ice in four days.

09Mar

Michipicoten
Bay

Spear
fishing

Toussaint Boucher speared 5 fine middling trout under the ice.

10Mar

Michipicoten
Bay

Spear
fishing

T. Boucher speared 13 trout today - a treat to every one but particularly
agreeable and nourishing to the sick people who are improving slowly.

13Mar

Pic
St. Marys

Courier

Two carriers departed this morning at the dawn of day charged with
the packet from Pic River settlement for Sault St. Marys. The carriers
are Touissant Boucher and John Matheson.

23Mar

St. Marys

Courier

In the afternoon Toussaint Boucher arrived from St. Marys whether he
had gone charged with the Decr. Red River Packet.

02Apr

Michipicoten
Bay

Spear
fishing

Touissant Boucher speared 7 trout under the ice.
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Journal remarks
Dispatched our fishermen early this morning to proceed to their fishing
stations, viz: the other fishery is established at Cape Echaellen under
the Management of Touis[aint] Boucher assisted by an Indian
(Quonjick) and his family they have got 12 nets.
Toussaint Boucher with his wife arrived from his fishery at Cape des
Echaillon [Cap Chaillon] and reports having been pretty successful as
he has salted 25 barrels of Trout, one barrel and a half more than was
caught last year at the same place. This altogether was have much
cause to be thankful. The Dog River having procurred 20 barrels trout.
Cape de Echaillon 25 ditto ditto and the seine fishery of this river 25
barrels which fish. These latter I hope to preserve for the market. The
Indian (Quanjie) who assisted. Boucher is on his way hither.
Toussaint Boucher speared 5 trout under the ice today certainly at
some risk to life since it is not (the ice) above 2 1/2 inches thick.
Toussaint Boucher speared 3 small trout under the ice.
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Part 4: Point Meuron/Fort William
On the eve of the merger of the two companies, the Hudson’s Bay Company
operated a relatively small post at the Lakehead, called Point Meuron.3 This
establishment was situated on a bend in the Kaministiquia River, a short distance
upstream from the much larger Fort William of the North West Company. Whereas the
latter post served as the depot/gateway to the Canadian Northwest and also was a major
trading post for the Nor’ Westers, Point Meuron was a minor establishment. The
company intended that it serve: ‘solely for the object of procuring canoes, bark, Gum’
and thought that ‘Four Men would be fully sufficient for the fort.’68
During outfit 1819-20, the actual complement of men for all, or portions of the
outfit year, as determined from journal entries, consisted of Mr. Geasson, the post manger,
Louis Bouchard,69 Mr. Chorette,70 Mr. Desjarlais,71 Louis Groux, Andrew Legasie, Mr.
La Bricho, Mr. Adolph Nolin,72 Joseph Pacquette,73 Mr. Savayard,74 Mr. Racet, ‘Young’
Vesinat, and Jean Baptiste Vesinat, who Geasson usually referred to as ‘Old’ Vesinat. It
is highly likely that the latter was the Jean Baptiste Visina, who appears in the Servants
Accounts of 1822-23, as a middleman who had been recruited in Canada.75 The same
individual received Robinson Treaties annuities as a half-breed at Fort William in the
early 1850s as Jean Baptiste Visine.76 Groux and Andrew Legasie, who had been retained
on short-term contracts by Mr. Geasson, might have been from Drummond Island
considering that they returned there on 31 May 1820 when their current contract expired.
It seems that Young Vesinat, who was the son of Old Vesinat, had been recruited at Saint

3

The site of the reconstructed Fort Willam.
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Mary. He returned there at the end of the outfit. Old Vesinat lived in the vicinity of Point
Meuron with his family of two women and three other children.
Geasson regarded the company’s intention to operate the post with only four men
as being completely unrealistic. About this subject he wrote:
Although it [is] to be the intentions of the company to put but Four Men at
the place, in that case it would be necessary to send provisions from Sault
St Mary for the year as the Fishing in the Lake requires Three Men and
Four others to go with a Boat to & from the Fishing ground. Four Men
would be sufficient for the Fishing at the Rapids but it is frequently liable
to failure as was the case this year. It is an easy matter for those who are
totally unacquainted with the value of a place to make arrangements for
it.77
Geasson hired local freemen for specific tasks, such as fishing and manning the brigade
that travelled to and from St. Marys. Also, without getting the approval of his superior, C.
O. Ermatinger, who was company agent at St. Marys,78 he hired for the duration of the
outfit a freeman named Mr. Menedin, who was: ‘a Man of a large Family whom old
Dickson had brought with him from Sault St. Mary.’79 Geasson put forward the following
rationale for retaining this man:80
As Mr Menedin's serving may be after this of great utility to the company,
I have taken upon myself to engage him for this year and although little
wanted here, still it will prevent the NWest Co. from obtaining him which
they would undoubtedly have done, considering the great wages which he
was offered. The Man does not however wish to join them but having a
large family to provide for it will not appear extraordinary that he should
have been disposed to accept of such advantageous terms. To show his
good will towards this Company he has accepted £70 from me…
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Ermatinger subsequently rebuked Geasson for employing Menedin because the
thought the latter individual added to the provision needs of Point Meuron. Not cowed,
Geasson replied: ‘Mr Menedins services for this year are inconsiderable and even
allowing him to be a burden upon this place it will not truely be contended that it would
have been preferable to have allowed him to go to the N West Company when his
services would have been lost for ever and his acknowledged capacity makes it a very
desirable object that he should be retained.’81
Broadly speaking, economic life at Point Meuron in 1819-20 was similar to that
of Michipicoten at the same time. For instance, it depended heavily on local fisheries for
sustenance, albeit the records suggest that the Point Meuron fisheries were not as
productive. Possibly this was the result of interference from the North West Company.
Two fisheries dominated. One was located in the vicinity of Kakabeka Falls, which, in
the journals, usually are referred to as the ‘rapids.’ The main problem with this fishery
was that fluctuating water levels and ice conditions affected productivity and the ability
to fish. The other prime fishery was located in the Thunder Bay area, where fishermen
exploited several sites. One of the most important of these was the autumn fishery based
at Thunder Point [Thunder Cape] and nearby ‘Rabbit Island’ [Hare Island off Thunder
Cape]. Fishermen, most notably Old and Young Vesinat, were active in this area. In the
autumn of 1819, Old and Young Vesinat and Legasie were at Thunder Cape from 13
September to 18 October. They relocated to Rabbit Island on 18 October and remained
there until 6 November. Chorette and Nolin joined them on 29 October. An important
winter fishery was located at Isles de Travey. Regarding this fishery, on 21 Janaury 1820
Geasson stated:
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Having been informed by my predecessor that there is a good fishing place
at the Isles de Travey, and our stock of fish getting low, I have decided
Young Vesinat with La Boucharde and Lagacie to proceed with Nets and
Lines for that place, and although it may be rather too soon, still I am
under the necessity of sending them now fearing that the fishing ground
might be taken up by the N West Company which can only contain three
or four Nets.

It is unclear where these islands were located. On 19 March 1820 Groux joined Bouchard
& Visinat. The men returned 21 April 1820. According to Geasson they returned because
the ice had deteriorated to the point that it was dangerous to remain there.
There were several other open water season fisheries that were of lesser
importance during Outfit 1819-20. One of these was ‘down river’ near the ‘little Marais
[swamp],’ where the fishermen used nets and seines in April and May. It is likely this
fishery was located near the delta marshlands of the Kaministiquia River.
During the spring of outfit 1819-20, Mr. Geasson undertook several construction
projects. These involved demolishing and building a new canoe shed, erecting a store,
and preparing to build pickets around the company’s compound. In preparation for these
projects the men harvested and hauled timber and cedar bark (for roofing). Most of these
activities took place during the winter (December-February) ‘two leagues up-river’ in the
vicinity of the ‘rapids’ (Kakabeka Falls). The men undertook sawing boards and squaring
timber at the post in March and early April and the erection of the two buildings began in
mid-April and continued to the end of May. Although cedar poles had been prepared, the
small workforce did not have time to erect the new pickets before the end of the outfit.
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Cutting and chopping firewood took place during November and early December.
The location is not specified, but it seemed to be within a day’s travel overland from the
fort. Hauling the cord wood to the fort took place once the snow was deep enough to use
sleds.
During the spring of 1820, the men, under the leadership of Chorette, fabricated
eight canoes. In preparation for this project, the latter individual began fashioning ‘canoe
wood’ in February, a task that took him until mid-April to complete. During that time he
also harvested cedar wood in the vicinity of the post and ‘up-river.’ A man named
Coiteux often assisted him. There are no references to the latter individual until 3 January,
when the journal entry mentions that he is assisting Chorette, Groux, and Pacquette at the
canoe shed. Presumably Coiteux lived in the area and was hired for particular tasks.
Apparently Geasson relied almost entirely on Old Vesinat for canoe bark. About
this problem he wrote:
it is very probable that it may not be in our power to procure canoe Bark as
we have no intercourse with the Indians and Vesinat is the sole
dependance we have at present for that article. He is a slippery character
and it is with the greatest trouble and no small expence that I have kept
him till now. The N West [Co] I make no doubt can do without him having
plenty of other hands but they know that taking him from us would put it
out of our power to get Bark and the Doctor82 has already given himself a
great deal of trouble on that head and he may succeed as their influence
him extends equally over Whites and Natives.83
Similar to Michipicoten, the company engaged in a small farming operation at
Point Meuron, but Geasson and Alexander McDonnell, who replaced him in Outfit 182021, made few comments about it in the journals with the exception of the time-consuming
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potato gardening activities. Preparation for planting the latter began in early May and
harvesting mostly was completed by the end of September. Because of the small labour
force at the post, ‘the women’ (presumably the wives and daughters of the men)
assisted.84 During December the men were hulling corn. It is unclear whether the corn
had been grown locally or imported from Saint Mary.
Maple sugar making took place in the spring at ‘Vesinat’s sugar ground.’ It is
likely that the reference is to Old Vesinat, who lived in the area with his family. It is
uncertain where his sugar bush was located, but men at the post were able to make roundtrips to it overland in a day. Probably it was located to the southeast in the vicinity of the
uplands known today as The Northwesters. This was where the sugaring site seemed to
be located in 1828 as will be discussed below.
There were very few references to trade at the post. As the discussion below of
Outfit 1820-21 will show, this was because the North West Company prevented most
First Nations from dealing with the Hudson's Bay Company.
1820-21
The company was very displeased with Geasson’s management of Point Meuron
and replaced him with Alexander McDonnell for Outfit 1820-21. McDonnell received
orders to terminate Geasson as soon as he reached the post.85 Upon his arrival, however,
McDonnell reported:
We reached this place about noon on the 20th September [1820] and on
arrival handed Mr Geasson the Governor's letter upon which he
immediately delivered up charge of the post, but at the same time on
finding that he was to be dismissed from the service, and not being
inclined to return to Montreal, requested permission to remain about the
place and that he would work for his living until such time as an
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opportunity would offer of getting his passage to Red River, where he says
he intends to settle if he cannot arrange his affairs with the Governor, but
that if I could not consent to his remaining as he proposed he would be
under the necessity of claiming the protection of the NWCo.
Faced with the problem Geasson presented to him, McDonnell consulted with Alexander
Macdonald, who was travelling with him. They: ‘deemed it advisable to allow Mr
Geasson to remain, particularly as there is only one man at the post and are not sure of
getting any from any other quarters.’86 Unknown to McDonnell, Ermatinger already had
dispatched four men to serve with him, however. They arrived on 26 September 1820
after a passage of thirty-two days from Saint Mary.87 All of them had served at Point
Meuron the previous year. The men who had re-enlisted were Groux, La Bouchard,
Legasie, and Young Vesinat. McDonnell retained Geasson even after these men arrived.
Perhaps this was because he also thought that the post was undermanned.88
In addition, McDonnell reported that Geasson previously had engaged
Old Vesinat for Outfit 1820-21:89 ‘as a fisherman, procurer of Bark, and sugar
maker, for which he is to have 2400 L... and a complete Equipment, with an
allowance of 1 Barrel of Flour, 30 lbs. Pork, and 2 lbs. of Grease, besides two
regular rations of Canadian provisions, and one quart of Spirits per week while
regularly employed at work with 3 Barrels of salted fish out of his own fishery
and one fourth of whatever quantity of sugar he makes in the Spring.’
In the autumn McDonnell intended on sending Old Visinat and all the
other men at the post (excepting La Braûche) off to the lake to fish. Regarding
his plan, on 20 September he wrote:
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For want of a seine [and] having no prospect of getting any fish at the
rapids, this day has been spent in making the necessary preparations for
sending to a fishing place in the Lake (at Tonnere [Thunder Cape] and
Rabbit Islands), where about this season of the year, there is, I am told,
abundance of large trout and white fish to be caught with nets. The party
(consisting of Mr Geasson and wife, Old Vesinat and family, his son,
Legasie & Groux)
Vesinat and his party headed off to Lake Superior via the south channel of the
Kaministiquia River, leaving only LaBraûche and ‘one of the women’ at the post
‘to work at the potatoes & attend the nets at the house.
On 27 October McDonnell noted with irritation that: ‘Vesinat & party
return[ed] from the fishing place notwithstanding my having sent him orders to
remain. The produce of their fishing is only 10 Barrels, 3 of which Vesinat keeps
to himself according to his agreement.’ McDonnell reported that he: ‘Gave them
a regal as is customary with the N.W. [Co.] when their people return from a
fishing.’ Two days later (29 October) McDonnell remarked: ‘Not wishing to
keep Vesinat and family about the house, I have given him three months
provisions, etc., and sent him and Nolin's two men off to the Lake, there to
remain fishing till the spring.’
Curiously, on 29 October, McDonnell stated that he retained ‘Young Vesinat’: ‘to
procure cedar & build canoes, for which he is to have 800 livres with an Equipment till
the arrival of the Brigade but as he is but a beginner at the business, is to forfeit all in
case of the canoes not being found fit for service.’90 What is puzzling about this
arrangement is that the Young Vesinat mentioned on 26 September already was under a
contract. So, perhaps the comment here is in relation to a brother of the latter (perhaps
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François), or this arrangement was in addition to his base salary. In any event, two days
later (1 November) McDonnell added: ‘There being no cedar fit for canoe building to be
got in this neighbourhood, I have given young Vesinat and Legasie a fortnights
provisions, in order that they may go and prepare some wherever they can find it.’ To
McDonnell’s great irritation, on 14 December Young Vesinat deserted to the North West
Company.
Geasson’s construction projects for Outfit 1819-20 have been discussed above.
When McDonnell assumed command of the post on 20 September 1820 he provided a
description of the state of Point Meuron when Geasson relinquished command.
McDonnell also offered his assessment of its potential:
the Buildings (situated on the South side of the narrow ... of a
large point about a league round formed by the winding of the
river on the north side) [consisted of] a dwelling house 30 feet x
14 divided into two rooms and a Kitchen, well glazed, floored and
lofted, with a small cellar in one end, a store 50 x 21 covered with
cedar Bark well floored and lofted with a shop in one end, the
shell or frame of a large house, two stories high, raised 40 feet by
24, a Canoe house 40 x 20, a Blacksmith shop and four other
small houses, which used to be accompanied by the servants or
others residing at the post. A large Bastion two stories high, but
neither ball nor weather proof, etc., a large cellar with the roof
tumbled in. There is a platform for drying corn on and some
Beams sawn, with pickets prepared for enclosing the place. There
are also three or four Boats, but I believe entirely unfit for use. In
the third place, there are about 14 Acres of land cleared and
almost ready for cultivation, with five or six acres more cut down,
but the wood not yet cleared away, and a piece [patch] of potatoes,
which will ... return about 150 Kegs.
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Regarding the agricultural possiblities of the site, McDonell stated:
The soil is for the most part of rich sandy nature, but that may be
better Known by describing the kinds of wood it produced
consisting of poplars, some Birch, red and white pine, and a kind
of fir which the Canadians [call] sapin [Aspin?]. It produces as
good potatoes as I have even seen in any country. If the post is to
be kept up the whole I think may be turned into a good farm, and
the point I have already mentioned is very easily enclosed, and an
excellent place for Keeping cattle in the summer season, and, for
winter provider, there can be no difficulty in getting hay from the
swamps in the neighbourhood.
McDonell was entirely pessimistic about the trading potential of Point Meuron
during this final year of the Hudson’s Bay Company-North West Company rivalry.
He complained:
As for Trade, this house has, I may say none, the N.W. have the
whole (which I am informed consists of about 20 packs of good furs,
annually) to themselves, nor have I at present the least prospect of
getting any … of it, for in the 1st place there are no men, in the 2nd
there are neither goods nor provisions to supply the Indians with, as
they are accustomed to have at Fort William.
McDonell’s description of his Nor’ Westers opponents’ strategy to deny trade to
the Hudson’s Bay Company, and interfere with its operations in every way possible,
provided additional details about the configuration of the larger trading ‘community’
on the lower Kaministiquia River:
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the few Indians who were any way attached to the place while there
was any thing in [the] store, have now abandoned it of their own
accord, or been gained over by the threats, presents, and promises of
the N.W.Co, who are in a fair way of maintaining their advantages.
[Their] force at Fort William, as I am informed, consists of six
gentlemen, that is to say Mr McTavish, Mr Tate, Dr Scott, Captain
McCargo of the Schooner, and two young clerks whose names I am
unacquainted with, and about 30 men, two of whom they have
constantly placed about three leagues above us [9 miles; 14.5 km], at
the rapids called the Parrisseux [Grand Portage or Kakabeka Falls]
and [from] thence there is a road cut through the woods by which
they march the Indians and their [families] straight to Fort William
without allowing them to come over in sight of the place, and about
a league below us, where the river divides into two branches, they
have another party stationed to watch one branch while Fort William
itself commands the other. Besides these parties, they have regular
scouts placed to watch our motions at the house, one at a watch hut
in the wood on the opposite side of the river within 100 yards of us
and another on a hill (behind the house): which commands a view of
the whole place.
Subsequent entries in McDonnell’s post journals indicate how effective the North
West Company’s use of intimidation and enticement were in diverting the trade
from the Point Meuron. On 1 October, for instance, he reported:
An Indian arrived from Dog Lake (about two days journey N.W. of
this place) with a bundle of furs consisting of 2 large Beaver, 4 small
ditto, in all 9 1/2 lbs, 2 minks, and 45 muskrats. He says that in order
to avoid the N.W. guards he has been obliged to make a very great
round through the woods & begs that I will not let the N.W. know of
his being here, lest they should flog him as they are accustomed to
do with all the Indians who come to this house.91
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In addition to the pressures that the Nor’ Westers were placing on the local First
Nations population, McDonnell found that his ability to trade successfully was
further hampered by the fact that he lacked a sufficient stock of trading goods.
His trading rivals exploited his problem. For instance, on 24 February 1821,
another First Nations hunter visited Point Meuron from Dog Lake via Fort
William. McDonnell described this visit as follows: ‘In the afternoon a young
Indian arrived who tells me he has been at Fort William with furs in payment of
his debt and that he is now come to get a debt from me. On engaging I find that
he has been sent by the N.W. people well knowing that I can give him nothing &
that he may tell the rest of the Indians that its useless for them to come near me.
He remains all night but is to set out in the morning. His lodge is at Dog Lake.’92
These various problems meant that the interaction sphere of Point
Meuron was very limited during Outfit 1820-21 (Table 18). Most contacts were
with the rival post of Fort William and the Kakabeka falls area. As noted, this
was the location of a major fishery in the area. Other places were mentioned in
reference to supply brigades, correspondence, and people travelling between
Red River and Canada.
Table 18: Spatial Interaction Sphere Point Meuron, 1820-21
Fort William

21

Rapids [Parriseux] Kakabecka
Falls
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Rabbit Island/Thunder Cape

8

Red River

7

Lac la Pluie

5

Sault Ste Marie

3
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Dog Lake

2

Isles des Franey [?]

3

Montreal

2

Lake Superior

2

Forks of River [Kaministiquia]

2

Canada

1

Mille Lac

1

Rocky Point

1

Drummond's Island

1

Husdon Bay [Moose]

1

Grand Portage [old]

1

Table 19 provides a synopsis of the seasonal round of activities at Point Meuron
in terms of months and locations
Table 19: Annual Cycle of Activities Point Meuron, 1819-21
MAJOR
ACTIVITIES

J

J

A

S

A

M

Building Construction

Post

Post

Canoe construction

Post

Post

Isle de
Favers
Down
River

Down
River

Post

Post

Thunder
Cape
Rabbit
Island

Fishing
Gardening (potatoes)*

Post

Post

Post

O

Thunder
Cape
Rabbit
Island

N

Rabbit
Island

D

Rabbit
Island

J

Rabbit
Island
Isle de
Favers

F

Isle de
Favers

M

Isle de
Favers

Post

Hunting/trapping
Sled making

Post

Sugar making

Northwesters

Timber harvesting:
Up
River

Canoe wood
Up
River

Construction timber
Firewood (chord
wood)
Trading [camp trading]

*Apparenlty corn also
was planted.
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1822-28
On 30 May 1821, McDonnell received an invitation to visit Fort William,
where he was informed of the merger of the Hudson’s Bay and North West
Companies. He also was informed that: ‘the object of the express (courier from
Montreal) was partly to prevent incurring any unnecessary expenses at the posts
in this country, such as engaging men and the like, and that as all the canoes
were coming up together there was no occasion for my making any preparations
for them at this place, and I should send away my men as soon as possible, etc,
etc.’93 Henceforth the reorganized Hudson’s Bay Company conducted its
operations from the larger Fort William, which also served as the headquarters
of the Lake Superior District during the immediate aftermath of the merger.
Similar to Michipicoten, the amalgamation of the companies and the
restructuring of the fur trade that followed had two important consequences: first,
it led some First Nations people to relocate elsewhere and, second, the
amalgamated company terminated or did not renew many servants’ contracts as
it downsized during the 1820s. In the case of Fort William, the complement of
thirty to forty men was reduced to twelve.94 Similar to other areas, some of the
redundant men and their families moved away, but others remained augmenting
the local population of freemen and their families. While downsizing was
underway, competition from American traders increased as it did elsewhere in
the Lake Superior District. No post journals have survived for Fort William for
Outfits 1821-22 to 1826-27. Thus it is not possible to track developments on a
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daily basis for the immediate post-amalgamation years. It is not possible to do so
before Outfit 1827-28. In the interim, district reports filed for Outfits 1823-24
and 1824-25 provide some important glimpses of the changes that were
underway.
Regarding the local ‘Indians,’ Chief Trader John Haldane’s report for the
Lake Superior District for 1823-24 stated:
The Indians about Fort William are not so numerous as they were
some years ago—some having gone to Nipigon—others to Fon du
Lac, and a small portion to St. Mary’s. The number still
frequenting this establishment, generally, may amount to 20 Men
& Lads. There is one principal Chief to whom the others in a
great measure look up—the only name he goes by, even with the
Indians, is “Espagnol.” This band are beyond the old Grand
Portage, last year he gave us almost all his years hunt amounting
to 60 Beaver Skins besides a good many otters and martins.
Haldane added that in 1822-23 there had been a winter outpost at ‘Mil Lacs’
[Lac des Mille Lacs] distance about 4 days,’ which was ‘partially relinquished
by me & now made final by the Governor and Council of the Southern District.’
According to Haldane, this decision led the ’12 men & lads, with the exception
of one’ to go to international border, which he and other company traders
referred to as ‘the line,’ and deal with the Americans, at an annual cost to the
company of about five packs of fur, mostly beaver.95
Nipigon House, which was about ‘six days march’ from Fort William ‘in
a loaded canoe when the weather is fine,’ had been in latter the post’s orbit.
About Nipigon country Haldane wrote:
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during the time of the N.W.Com. many of the Indians of that place
were wont to resort to Fort William in Summer, for the sake of
seeing our Montreal Gentlemen, and receiving some present from
them. This is now discontinued, they not having the same incentive
to come and indeed now that the Americans are so near us, we
endeavour to make them keep by their own lands both summer &
winter. There are about 40 Indians (men & lads) who frequent
Lake Nipigon. Too many for that part of the country for the furs
about it.’96
Similar to other parts of the Lake Superior District, depletion of fur and game
animals was causing a great deal of hardship for the local Aboriginal population.
About this problem Haldane wrote:
All this part of the Country in former times produced a good many
beaver & Otters. The Indians now complain of a scarcity in those
animals—there are still many Martins & Cats, but foxes, Fishers, &
Bears are not numerous & the Musquash not so much so as in other
parts of the country near the lake. Formerly there were Moose deer.
At this time not one is to be seen, being literally extinct. Carribou
was also at a former period, and not a great many years since, very
numerous. Few now are seen. The scarcity of those animals is
greatly felt by the Indians. In Winter their sole dependence for
subsistence is on Rabbits (a species betwixt the English hare &
Rabbit & which does not burrow) & Partridges of various kinds. In
the summer and fall the Indians are furnished with Nets and in the
fall they are supplied with a good stock of ammunition.
Notwithstanding these supplies they are often necessitated to have
recourse to the establishment when we give them fish, potatoes &
Indian corn. Humanity & Interest compel us to be kind to them, &
they are generally grateful to us.97
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According to Haldane’s report for Outfit 1824-25, approximately forty to fifty
Native People commonly resorted to Fort William during the harshest winter
months when their food supplies ran short. Anticipating their need, in the
autumn of 1824 he stockpiled several hundred bushels of potatoes, about 6000
whitefish averaging one pound each (caught during the autumn fishery at the
rapids), and 82 bushels of corn, which came from St. Marys.98
In his report for 1824-25 Haldane also elaborated on the company’s
responses to growing competition from Americans and free traders. He indicated
that competition came from two quarters – Grand Portage to the southwest and
Sault Ste Marie to the east. Haldane described these threats and his responses to
them:
Being uneasy about the Americans I sent people to watch about the
old Grand Portage, until the Ice began to take in the Lake and also
men to discover if any Americans were about White Fish Lake,
[on] the tract from the Old Grand Portage to Lac la Pluie, but none
were at either place at this period: On the other side we were afraid
of Intruders from the Sault St. Marys and on that account kept men
on the look out until the ice set in in many parts of the Lake.99
Regarding the threat from the latter quarter, Haldane indicated that competitors
often operated at Pays Plat. The year before (1823-4) one of the company’s
opponents who had established himself there was a freeman named Mr. Sayer.100
Haldane then turned his attention to the physical plant at Fort William,
which was now much larger than required:
As regards the present state of Fort William in its buildings, Farm,
etc. no extra expenses have been incurred for the former, with the
exception of putting in repair the winter house for the person in
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charge of that place. The other buildings are still in good order and
will be allowed to remain, as the materials composing them would
be of no use. With respect to the Farm, potatoes with some barley for
the use of the establishment are what is chiefly attended to, and the
fields produce ample hay for the cattle…We must now endeavour to
reduce the stock of cattle and as many of our posts are but poorly off
in regard to living their comforts might be more attended to, and get
rid of the superfluous stock in this way.101
It is clear from these remarks that downsizing was continuing at the post, but the
company was not investing labour in demolishing buildings that were no longer
needed.
The post journals for 1827-28 provide the first detailed information about
the seasonal round of activities at Fort William after the merger. Table 20
provides a synopsis of the places mentioned and the activities that were
associated with them. The top eight account for eighty percent of the references.
Figure 8 shows the locations of identifiable local references accounting for two
percent or more of the place references.
In Haldane’s reports for Outfits 1823-24 and 1824-25 he had emphasized
the need to counter the Americans ‘at the line.’ At the time, he focused on need
to take action at Whitefish Lake. By 1827-28 the company had established an
outpost nearby at Lac la Fleche (Arrow Lake). This explains the heavy
interaction that location.
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Table 20: Fort William Interaction Sphere 1827-28
Fig. 8 ID
LLF
NH
MICH
PP

PLACE
Lac la Fleche
Nipigon House
Lake Nipigon,
Michipicoten

ACTIVITY
Outpost - outfitting, correspondence,
trading
Post - Outfitting, correspondence,
First Nations visits from,
District Depot - Outfitting, correspondence

Point a Pere

#

%

MONTHS

44

18.0%

All

25
17

10.2%
6.9%

Freemen and First Nations camps,
canoe wood

16

6.5%

Welcome Islands
Paté Island [the
Patti also]
Pic

Fishery, ice

10

4.1%

All
All
SeptemberJanuary,
April-June
January-February,
April-May

Cedar, autumn fishery
Correspondence.

9
9

3.7%
3.7%

Rabbit [hare] Island
Grand Portage [His
Lordship's Portage]

Fishery (salt), firewood

9

3.7%

American traders at, transportation

8

3.3%

Lac la Pluie

8

3.3%

Petit Marrais

Post – Outfittting
Timber harvesting at,
First Nations camped at

8

3.3%

Point Tonnere
[Thunder Cape]

Fishery (salt)

8

3.3%

8

3.3%

Black Bay

Freemen camp, transportation
First Nations hunting
trappping, in transit

7

2.9%

Mountain (the Fort)

Sugar maple, wood, fish, trading

7

2.9%

Isle au Moutton
Montreal

Fishery
Visitors, Correspondence

6
6

2.4%
2.4%

Mille Lac
Old Collin's fishing
place

Trapping First nations, transport

5

2.0%

Fishery (freeman)
First Nations hunting/
trapping, make marten traps
Trading First nations from, camp
trading
Fishery
First Nations camping, birch bark
Fish seine above
Making traps, First Nations
American traders at
Outfitting

4

1.6%

3

1.2%

August-October
December,
January,
March
December, March,
May, July
SeptemberOctober,
June
August-September
January
April, June,
December
January, February,
March, April
September,
October
May, September
February, May,
September
October,
November
November,
March

3
3
3
2
2
2
2

1.2%
1.2%
1.2%
0.8%
0.8%
0.8%
0.8%

August
July
July, August
December
December, July
April, Augusts

WI
PI
PIC
RI
GP
LLP

PM
PT

WFL
White Fish Lake
BB
MTN
M

ML
?
B
Bottom of this Bay

RC
SB
DL

Pays Plats
Riviere Courante
Sturgeon Bay
Big Fork
Dog Lake
Fond du Lac
Moose Factory
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Sturgeon Lake
Entrance of River
Grand Marais
Isle au Livres
Isle Royal
Lac la Pluie
Portage la Prairie
[Savanne area]
Red River
White Fish River
York Factory

First Nations camp
Fishery
American traders at
Fishery
First Nations from
Supplied HBC Men
First Nations camp
Visitors, Correspondence
First Nations camp
Correspondence.

88
2
1
1
1
1
1

0.8%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%

1
1
1
1
245

0.4%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%
100.0%

February, June
October
October
November
July
March
March
July
January
September

In his reports Haldane indicated that prior to the merger it had been a practice of
First Nations people from Lake Nipigon to visit Fort William to receive presents from the
North West Company as part of its efforts to sustain their loyalty. He stated that the
Nipigon people stopped making these visits after the merger because the Hudson's Bay
Company discontinued the practice of elaborate gift giving. Also, the HBC operated
Nipigon House on the shores of Lake Nipigon. The journal for 1827-28 reveals, however,
that the Nipigon people renewed their visits to Fort William. The journals indicate that
they did so partly to trade, partly because kinship ties (those of First Nations and
Freemen) linked the two places, and because food shortages in the Nipigon area were
acute. For example, the journal entry for 24 June recorded: ‘Main Pacque and
Duashquashcon arrived. The latter is a Nipigon Indian who comes this way to see his
relations. Fine day. Wind South.’102 A month later, post manager Roderick McKenzie
complained: ‘In the afternoon Illinois and sons arrived, they are Nipigon Indians, and
from what I understand, they will not return to that post any more. They are a burthen
upon the place situated as we are at present; it is impossible that we can catch a
sufficiency of fish to feed the men and families of the Fort and Indians. There are now no
less than 50 Indian souls here at present, men, women, and children.’103
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The close ties between Fort William and Nipigon House are also reflected in the
journals from the latter post for 1827-29 (Table 21). Thirty-eight percent of the place
references in the journals are to Fort William.
Table 21: Spatial Interaction Sphere of Nipigon House, 1827-29104
PLACE
# OF REFS
% OF REFS
Ft. William
38
37%
Sturgeon L.
17
17%
Pic
13
13%
Red Rock
13
13%
Michipicoten
9
9%
Long Lake
5
5%
Lake Nipigon (bays & islands)
7
7%
102
100%
Other entries indicate that Fort William also served as a sort of regional fur trade
‘retirement’ center, a role similar to that played by Red River and Sault Ste. Marie.
For instance, on 9 November 1827 McKenzie reported: ‘In the afternoon an Indian from
Lake Nipigon arrived with a letter from Mr. Alexr. McTavish and along with
Quashquashcon's family, giving information that Quashquashcon was drowned on the
29th of last month quite... He was a valuable Indian, good natured, and an excellent
hunter. The company will have to support his family (two women and three children),
which makes now about the Fort 14 souls superannuated old women and children.
The references to freemen in McKenzie’s journal indicate that men and
their families of mixed descent also were settling in the area. The freemen
maintained an important fall and winter camp at a place called Point au Père,
which appears to have been located somewhere on the shores of Lake Superior
between Sturgeon Bay and Grand Portage. First Nations also camped there.
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Bands specifically mentione in association with this place were those of Main
Paquet and Peau de Chat.
McKenzie referred to ‘the freemen’ collectively and he named some
individuals who were closely connected to the post. In alphabetical order, those
he mentioned most often were: Michel Collin and his ‘wife’ and ‘son,’ Old
Collin, who was Michel’s father, Jacques Fanniant,105 Louis Ross,106 Antoine
Morriseau, Alexis Trembley, and Jean Baptiste Visina. It is likely this is the
same individual who was referred to as Vesinat in 1820-21.
The Collins extended family appears frequently in the journals. In fact,
the journal of 1827-28 opens on 1 June with a reference to Old Collin beginning
to make a canoe at the fort. He continues with this work for most of the summer,
completing 3 canoes by 6 July. On the 10 July he began a three-day break from
canoe-making to hoe potatoes. On 10 July his wife arrived bringing canoe
bark.107 He resumed building north canoes on the 13 July. Four days later he
turned his attention to other tasks, repairing a hay wagon being among them.
Apparently Old Collin did no further work on canoes until 8 September. On the
latter day he began making a fishing canoe. It is unclear how long he continued
at this task, but by 16 October some of the company’s servants brought sixteen
barrels of fish from his autumn fishing camp. It is unclear where the latter
fishery was located. He returned from this fishery on 1 November, before setting
off to trap marten 10 days later. In his journal entry for 8 November, McKenzie
reported that he: ‘Arranged Old Collin with all necessities for his winter in order
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to be off tomorrow for Point au Père to make canoe wood and to winter.’ As
noted, this place was a wintering camp for Freemen and First Nations alike.108
On 18 November Old Collin paid a visit to the post bringing 8 marten
skins from his Point au Père camp. He was back at the post for the Christmas
regale and was drinking with his son on until 26 December. There are no further
references to Old Collin after that date until 12 April when he returned to the
fort from his sugar bush to report that the cold weather had delayed the start of
making sugar.109 He promptly returned to his sugar bush where he remained
until 28 April. On that date Old Collin: ‘arrived from the sugar bush for good
and all.’ On the second to last day of the outfit (28 May): ‘Old Collin and four
men went to the Patti [Pie Island] for Cedar to make Canoe wood.’110
Old Collin’s son Michel111 also played an important role in the local
settlement economy. Often Mackenzie referred to him simply as Michel.
Apparently Michel Collin had a house adjacent to the fort.112 Mckenzie made his
first reference first to him on 15 June, when he reported: ‘Michel Collin went off
for Birtch [Birch] Lake along with his family to rise [sic] canoe bark.’ It is not
clear what lake McKenzie was referring to, but it seems to have been located to
the southwest of Fort William considering that the journal entry for 7 July
recorded: ‘arrived with 50 Rolls bark and says he left 60 more at the Sturgeon
Bay, in all 110.’ Michel headed off the next day to collect the remainder of his
canoe bark, returning on the tenth.
On 11 July Michel set two nets near the fort and the following day he
and two other men were ‘mowing weeds in the seining places.’ On 13 July he
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began to help his father build canoes, a task he continued at for the next three
days before returning to fishing. On 30 July he and several other men began
mowing hay. They continued this work until 15 August. The next day McKenzie
dispatched Michel and Samuel McKenzie (Roderick’s son) to Riviere Courant
[Current River] to set nets.113 By 8 September he was back at the post and again
helped Old Collin build a canoe. Three days later Michel set off for Rabbit
Island to arrange his autumn fishery. He returned sometime before the 10th of
November, because on that date McKenzie sent him to Lac La Fleche with
Hyacinthe Davilleau.114 The two men returned on 5 December with 90 lbs. of
furs. The next reference to him is on 26 December, when he was drinking with
his father at the post.
McKenzie does not mention Michel again until 8 January, when he reported that
Michel and Samuel [McKenzie]115 set two nets at the Welcome Islands, which are located
in Thunder Bay near the delta for the Kaministiquia River. Two days later Michel and
Joseph Fontaine116 headed off for Point au Père. He was back at the fort by the 16th of
January overhauling fishnets. On the nineteenth, he and Baptiste Deschamps:117 ‘went to
the mountain in search of wood for boat building found 3 good trees.’118 It is uncertain
where this landscape feature was, which is also referred to as the ‘fort mountain.’ Most
likely it is a reference to the highlands near Kakabekka Falls considering that the portage
around the falls was known as the ‘Mountain Portage.’4 Another clue that this was the
case is a journal reference on 21 July 1828 stating that a native had arrived from ‘the

4

Possibly it was a reference to the falls area considering that the portage around the falls was known as the
Mountain Portage. Report on the Exploration of the Country Between Lake Superior and the Red River
Settlement. Toronto: John Lovell, Printer, 1858:21 (Google Books
http://www.google.ca/books?id=gty4hBsJ8iMC).
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Mountain’ with nine sturgeon.119 As noted, one of the major fisheries in the area was
located just below the falls. In any event, sometime after 20 January Deschamps left for
Lac la Fleche, from which he returned on 9 February. On 18 February Michel and three
other men again headed off to this lake taking ‘three trains of corn,’ returning on the 23rd.
On 7 March he headed off with Jean Baptiste Visina (discussed below) for his spring
trapping, before heading to the sugar bush on 25 March. On 4 April: Michel Collin
arrived from the Sugar Bush with a keg of Gum which I traded with him for some Indian
corn.” The next day he returned to his sugar bush. On 28 April, ‘Visina, Fenniant and
Michel arrived from the sugar bush with 185 oz [?] sugar, being all that they made as yet.’
Michel was not finished making sugar, however, and he headed back returning to the Fort
William on 7 May. This marked the end of his sugar production for the year. Three days
later he was part of a large work party preparing seed potatoes. He spent the rest of the
month working at the potatoes and helping put up fencing. In June, while McKenzie was
away, Michel served as the interpreter for the post.
Jean Baptiste Visina had been recruited in Canada as a middleman and
his contract expired 22 August 1827.120 A month later (21 September 1827) he
headed to his fishery at an undisclosed location. Possibly it was at Sturgeon Bay,
where his wife and mother-in-law had spent time during June 1826 raising canoe
bark or he might have gone to nearby Pie Island where he fished the following
autumn (see below).121 It is not clear when he returned to Fort William, but on 9
November the post manager hired him to accompany Charles Robidoux122 to the
old Grand Portage to see the Indians about that place and to get some
intelligence of the Americans.’ Three days later the men returned from Point au
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Père with furs they had obtained from First Nations who were camped there. The
following day Visina headed off to trap marten. From 13 November until early
April he travelled back and forth from the fort to his traplines. As noted above,
on 8 April Visina arrived from ‘his sugar bush,’ which likely was in the vicinity
of Point au Père, but reported that the sap was not yet running. He made
occasional visits to the fort from this unspecified location until the end of April.
On one of these visits (15 April 1828) he came for a supply of fish and potatoes.
Almost two weeks later (28 April) Visina, accompanied by Fenniant and Michel
[Collin] arrived from the sugar. Shortly thereafter the post manager apparently
hired Visina to serve on a brigade to Michipicoten. On 30 April 1828, Roderick
Mackenzie (Senior) noted that: ‘Daviault123 Bouché, Louis Bouchard, Visina
and Fanniant prepared themselves to be off tomorrow in a north canoe for
Michipicoten.’ Visina’s round of activities for 1828-29 was very similar to that
of the previous year. The post journal for this year did specify the location of his
autumn fishery, however. It was located on ‘Paté Island.’124 No doubt this is a
reference to the Keefer Point area of Pie Island (southwest), which is near the
highland named ‘Le Paté.’
The freemen Antoine Morriseau125 and Trembley also appear frequently
in the pages of the post journal. Similar to Visina, they worked around the post
during the summer, mostly mowing hay. In early September they carried letters
to and from Michipicoten and brought back net thread from the latter post. On
15 September they took advances and five days later headed off to winter at
Point au Père where they had a fall fishery and hunted for Martens.’126
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Bouché was another individual who is referred to frequently in the
journal. The entry for 21 September 1827 indicated that he headed off with
Michel to fish, apparently at Rabbit Island considering Bouché made a brief visit
from there on 20 October. Some time before 8 November he had returned to the
post, because on that date he set off to make marten traps. For the rest of the
month he travelled to and from his marten trapline until 30 November, when the
post manager hired him on a nine-month contract ending 1 September 1828.
1849-50
On the eve of the Robinson Treaties, life at Fort William and the nearby
area had changed little, albeit John Mckenzie’s post journal (Appendix 7) would
suggest, at first glance, that freemen played a less important role in the local
economy. He specifically mentions them only three times and one of his
references is in connection with the local Catholic priest, Reverend Chonier,
who had hired them to help him build a new residence. The likely explanation
for this paucity of references to freemen is that John was not as diligent a
journalist as Roderick McKenzie had been. John McKenzie’s daily
commentaries tended to be very terse and often repetitious. Many of his journal
entries simply state: ‘people as before’ or are equivalent expressions. Whereas
Roderick commonly signified the individuals he mentioned who were freemen,
John never did not do so. Reading through the latter’s journal it is clear, however,
that a number of the families of freemen who had been present locally in 182728 were still living in the area in 1849-50. Key among them was the Collin
family (Michel Collin, his son, and ‘the latter’s men’ and Jean Baptiste
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Collin).127 Other freemen also were living in the area that did not appear in the
journal record of 1827-28. These were: Jospeh and Michael Deschamps, 128
Charles Louis,129 A Mr. McKay,130 and Pierre Plante,131
As in earlier years, local Half-breeds also took part in the economy as
company servants. Two of these were Joseph Boucher and Francois Visina.132
Most of the other employees at the post also had been hired in ‘Indian country.’
They included bowsman Henry Ackibie133 and cooper John Finlayson.134 Table
22 lists the individuals (excepting First Nations) who are mentioned in the Fort
William post journals for the same outfit. We have indicated those who we
consider to have been freemen either because they were identified as being such
in the company’s servant account books, or the contexts in which they were
mentioned in the journals points to that conclusion.
Table 23 lists the places mentioned in the journal and Figure 9 displays
them. In 1849-50. Lac la Fleche (Arrow Lake) was no longer an outpost of Fort
William. Lac D’Original now served that purpose during the winter and this
explains why the latter appears at the top of the list along with Nipigon House.
The latter remained strongly connected to Fort William for all of the same
reasons that it had in earlier years. Also similar to earlier years was the
importance of fisheries at Rabbit Island (Hare Island), the Rapids/Falls
(Kaministiquia Falls area), Thunder Point (Thunder Cape), and Sturgeon Bay.
There was a new fishery at a place called ‘Shaginapy’ (or ‘Shaginaty), which
possible is a reference to Shaganash Island.
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The many references to Princes Bay are related to mining operation that
was underway there and the visits of a Mr. Robertson, who was in charge of
operations. The links to Pigeon River resulted from the presence of a Catholic
Missionary there, the ‘Reverend Mr. Chone (also spelled Chonier),’ who visited
Fort William to minister to the local First Nations and freemen.
Table 22: Individuals Mentioned in Fort William Records, 1849-50
NAME

FREEMEN

Ackabie, Henry

PARISH

CAPACITY

DISTRICT

SOURCES WHERE
MENTIONED*

Indian country

Bowsman
Chief
Trader

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Boute

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Anderson, James (Nipigon)
Boucher, Joseph

Indian Country

Chone [Chonier], The Rev
Collin, John baptiste

Ft Wm Pj
Freeman

Ft Wm Pj

Collin, Joseph

Indian Country

Collin, Michel

Indian Country

Steersman
Interperter,
etc

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Lake superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Deschamps, Joseph

Freeman

Ft Wm Pj

Deschamps, Michael

Freeman

Ft Wm Pj

Deschamps, Pierre

Indian country

Laborer

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Dumoulin, Isadore

Indian country

Milieu

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Finlayson, John

Indian country

Cooper

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

L'Honaire de Sault
L'Honaire de Sault, Pierre
son of above)

Ft Wm Pj
Ft Wm Pj

Lambert, Michel
Louis, Charles
McIntyre, Nicol
Mckay (Given name not
listed)

Canada

Laborer

Lake Superior

Freeman

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj
Ft Wm Pj

Ft. William

Cow keeper

Lake Superior

Freeman

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj
Ft Wm Pj

McKenzie, John (Fort William)

Chief
Trader

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Mclean, Murdock

Stornaway

laborer

Mcleod, Alex

Carthness

Laborer

Mcleod, John (c)

Stornaway

Laborer

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Mcleod, John (e)

Stornaway

Laborer

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj
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Plante, Pierre

Freeman?

Ft Wm Pj

Shewatick, Pierre

Freeman?

Ft Wm Pj

Skandaiganse, Francois

Indian country

Laborer

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Spence, Jacob

Orkney

Laborer

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Vizina, Francois

Indian Country

Bowsman

Lake Superior

Serv Accts & Ft Wm Pj

Table 23: Fort William Interaction Sphere, 1849-50
PLACE

#

Saint Mary (the Sault & Sault ste Marie)
Nipigon
Princes Bay (Mining site)
Lac d'Original
Rabbit Island (also Hare Island)
Red River
Shaginapy (Shagnivah, Shaginaks,
Shaginaty)

15
14
13
9
7
7

13%
12%
11%
8%
6%
6%

13%
25%
37%
44%
50%
57%

Outfitting, correspondence, travellers
Outfitting, correspondence, First Nations visitors
Visitors
Outfitting & correspondence
Fishery (Boucher)
Visitors & correspondence

7

6%

63%

6
6
5
4
3

5%
5%
4%
3%
3%

68%
73%
77%
81%
83%

3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
115

3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
100%

86%
89%
90%
92%
94%
95%
96%
97%
97%
98%
99%
100%

Fishery
Fishery (autumn) (Acabie, Finlayson & First
Nations)
Correspondence & First Nations visitors
Outfitting & correspondence
Fishery (autumn) (the men)
Correspondence (to/from Red River)
Outfitting & correspondence & meeting of Council
for Southern Department
Mission
Cut cedar wood
First Nations traders
Fishery (summer) (Finlayson & First Nations)

Kakabekka Falls (also 'the rapids')
The Pic
Lac la Pluie Rainy Lake)
Thunder Point
L. Nunican (Numican)
Michipicoten
Pigeon River
Bottom of the Bay
Dog Lake
Sturgeon Bay
Bay des Sciewis
Current River
Grand Forks
Isle Royal
Lake Nemaiscan
Manitoulin Island
Welcome Island

CUM

Purpose

Search for cedar
Missionary house construction site
Miners
Lake Nemaiscan
Government gift-giving location
Waterfowl hunting (spring)

The increase in the relative importance of contacts with Sault Ste Marie reflects
the increase in traffic on Lake Superior District that was related to the copper mining and
prospecting that was underway.
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PART 5: Sault Ste Marie
Sault Ste Marie, or St. Marys as it is more commonly referred to in HBCA
records pertaining to the 1820s to 1840s, is one of the oldest fur trading/Métis settlements
in the Upper Great Lakes region. Detailed descriptions of the settlement are available
from the late Eighteenth Century. One of the earliest of these is that of fur trader
Alexander Henry (the Elder) from 1761:
On the 19th I reached the Sault. Here was a Fort with stockades in
which, under the French government, there was kept a small garrison,
commanded by an officer, who was called the governor, but was in fact
a clerk, who managed the Indian trade here, on government account.
The houses were four in number; of which the first was the governor’s,
the second the interpreter’s, and the other two, which were the smallest
had been used for barracks. The only family was that of [Jean-Baptiste]
Cadotte [Cadot], the interpreter, whose wife was a Chipeway.135
Henry then described the physical setting and explained why a settlement
developed there:
The fort is seated on a beautiful plain, of about two miles in
circumference, and covered with luxuriant grass; and, within sight are
the rapids in the strait, distant half a mile…
These rapids are beset with rocks of the most dangerous
description; and yet they are the scene of a fishery… They are full of
white-fish,

much

larger

and

more

excellent

than

those

of

Michilimackinac, and where are found here during the greater part of
the season., weighing, in general, from six pounds to fifteen…
This fishery is of great moment to the surrounding Indians, whom
it supplies with a large proportion of their winter’s provisions; for
having taken the fish… they cure them, by drying in the smoke, and lay
them up in large quantities.
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There is at present a village of Chipeways, of fifty warriors,
seated at this place; but the inhabitants reside here during the summer
only, going westward, in the winter, to hunt. The village was anciently
much more populous.136
Henry passed the winter of 1761-62 at Sault Ste Marie as a guest of the Cadots. Mr Cadot
had been active in the Upper Great Lakes since 1742, when he served at Lake Nipigon,
before moving to the Sault in 1750. He and his wife raised the earliest recorded family of
mixed descent in the territory.137 On 22 December 1761 a fire levelled the fort and
adjacent building with the exception of the Cadot’s house. It also destroyed the fish and
other provisions that had been stockpiled for the winter season. The garrison was forced
to forage for fish and game until February, when the ice was sufficiently thick to venture
to the safety of Fort Michilimackinac. Henry said of this trek: ‘the commandant wishing
to go to that fort, M. Cadotte, myself, two Canadians and two Indians, agreed to
accompany him.’138 It is unclear whether the Canadians were members of the garrison, or
resided nearby, raising the possibility that other families of mixed-ancestry were living in
the vicinity.
Certainly other families were present sixteen years later when fur trader John
Long visited. According to Long, at Sault Ste Marie there was: ‘a small picketed fort
built by Indians, and about ten log houses for the residences of English and French
traders. The nation of the Sauteurs formerly were settled at the foot of the falls, and the
Jesuits had a house near them.’139
Of importance for understanding the latter history of the settlement, Henry and
Long both indicate that the local Anishinabe no longer maintained a permanent
settlement at the rapids. Henry’s comments suggest that a reason for this likely was that
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fur and game animals were not readily available there during the winter season. Certainly
this was the case in later years. So, groups visited the rapids to catch and preserve fish for
later consumption elsewhere.
Subsequently, the NWC established operations on the north side of the river. To
facilitate the movement of canoes from Montreal to the Northwest, the company built a
small canal by 1797. While the Nor’ Westers were building an important transport depot
on the north shore of the St. Mary River, American merchants established themselves
along the south shore. By 1820 there was a thriving dual settlement when Henry R.
Schoolcraft paid a visit and left a detailed description:
The village of Sault de St. Marie is on the south or American shore, and
consists of from fifteen to twenty buildings, occupied by five or six
French and English familes. Among the latter is that of J. Johnston, Esq
a gentleman of rank, who, in the prosecution of the northwest fur trade,
settled here shortly after the close of the American revolution, and
married the daughter of a Chippeway Chief (Waubjeeg)… The site of
the village is elevated and pleasant, and a regular plan appears to have
been observed in the buildings, though some of them are in a state of
dilapidation, and altogether it has the marks of an ancient settlement
fallen into decay…
Schoolcraft again noted the local First Nations’ almost complete reliance on the
fishery at the rapids:
It has always been the residence of Indian tribes, who are drawn to this
spot in great numbers, by the advantages of taking the white-fish, which
are very abundant at the foot of the rapid. There are, at present, about
forty lodges of Chippeway Indians (called Saulteurs, by the French)
containing a population of about two hundred souls, who subsist wholly
upon white-fish… This fishery is of great moment to the surrounding

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

104

Indians, whom it supplies with a large proportion of their winter’s
provision… they cure them by drying in the smoke, and lay them up in
large quantities.
Schoolcraft then turned his attention to the adjoining settlement on the British
side:
On the north, or Canadian shore of the river, there are also six or seven dwelling,
occupied by French and English families [mixed-ancestry], exclusive of the Northwest
Company’s establishment, which is seated immediately at the foot of the Falls, and
consists of a number of store and dwelling houses, a saw mill, and a boat yard… This
company have also constructed a canal, with a lock at its lower entrance, and towing path
for drawing up barges and canoes. At the head of the rapid they have builty a pier from
one of the islands, forming a harbour, and here a schooner is generally lying to receive
the goods destined for the Grand Portage, and the regions northwest of Lake Superior.140
By the time of the merger of the two companies in 1821, fur trading had ceased to
be of significance locally. About this subject, in 1825 Chief Trader Angus Bethune
wrote:
The Indian trade is an matter of little import, the whole amount of furs
collected at St Marys by all traders (of whom there are a great many, for
every shop keeper on the other side of the River…is a trader) amounts
the present year to about £1000. Mr. Ermatinger is the principal one,
and he has told me, that his collection including what he has picked up
in sundry trips on the south side of Lake Superior amounts to £700, his
profits however are nothing; the expense attending his mode of trade is
enormous, and his trouble beyond conception. I have known several
instances of his sending two men out to collect furs, each man having
5/- p. day & rations, to be absent eight days and return with only one
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marten skin; and the best winter trip, which are few, never exceed
twenty skins, and such is reckoned excellent by those employed.141

Ermatinger, who was Bethune’s primary source of information, belonged to a Métis
family, which had Anishinabe connections throughout Lake Superior country and as far
westward as Lac la Pluie.142 Bethune’s and Ermatinger’s observations help explain why
trading is rarely mentioned in the few surviving St. Mary’s post journals for the 1820s
and 1830s.
Bethune’s journal of 1824-25 offers some glimpses of the role that local Métis
were playing in the settlement’s economy. On 1 September 1824 he noted that the:
Engaged men of the post are Amable Bienvenue, Phillipbert Seccard,143
Charles De Lorme, and Antoine Bourgeau. The porkeaters are Vital
Mandville, Francois Buchon, Jean bon Enfant, Joseph Pichette, Joseph
Tourelle, Michel Chretin, Pierre Gaudert, and Antoine La Fertin. The
discharged servants of the post [i.e. living locally] are Joseph Couture
and Martin Boulez; those from Lake Superior district are Louis St. Jean,
Xvier Mellorrie, Amable Dupras, and Clarke Ross.144
Bethune noted that, in addition to the above men, another who was present was: ‘Joseph
La Verduce, a freeman who is in the habit of jobbing about the fort for his living.145 Two
days later Bethune: ‘entered engagements with two freemen… their names are Francois
Topier146 and Jean Bte. Perrault.’147 The following day ‘there were some freemen …
applying for labor.’148 On 9 November Bethune hired La Batt, who was ‘a daily labourer,’
to replace Perrault. In addition to hiring day laborers, or ‘jobbers,’ Bethune also
contracted freemen to fish and to act as fish buyers. Michel Bousquet was one of the
contract fishermen. Antoine Gingrus and Alexis Cadotte, who was ‘a native of St. Marys,’
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acted as fish buyers at the rapids.149 Bethune also bought fish directly from unnamed
local ‘half-breed’ fishermen. On 5 October, for example, he observed: ‘the halfbreeds
begin to come now of their own accord with fish.’150 Table 21 lists all of the Men who
are mentioned in the records for St. Mary, 1824-28.
Regarding the local fisheries, Bethune indicated that beyond the rapids there was
another fishery at ‘Pointe aux pins.’ On 12 September a Mr. Sayer was there: ‘making
nets and Scoops.’151 Very likely Bethune was referring to the Métis Henry Sayer, who
had lived at Sault Ste Marie since at least 1818.152 As was typical at trading posts in the
Upper Great Lakes area, ‘the women’ in the area, brought cleaned and preserved fish to
the post. They also helped harvest the potatoes.153
Bethune seldom commented on aspects of life in the adjacent settlement. He did
so only when they had implications for the operations of his post. He made one of these
rare observations on 24 March 1825. On that date Bethune reported that: ‘a house in the
suburbs, the residence of Mr. Black and Old Piquette was burned together with their store
and all belonging to them.’154 Probably these two men had been significant opponents
until that unfortunate event. Bethune’s comment does make it clear that freemen were
active as traders on the Canadian as well as the American side of the river.
Given that trading had tapered off and the transportation needs of the
amalgamated company were much smaller than those of the NWC had been in the Upper
Great Lakes region, the HBC substantially reduced operations at Fort St. Mary as it also
did at Michipicoten and Point Meuron/Fort William. According to the district report for
1826, the complement of fulltime employees had been reduced to three permanent
servants (including a domestic), one clerk and one trader.155 Also, the company had
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allowed the now oversized former NWC post to deteriorate in the immediate aftermath of
the merger. The report for 1826 described its dilapidated condition: ‘the old
Establishment [of the NWC] is going to runs. Not a thing remains there …but the
magazine & [saw] mill, the latter altho in tolerable good order at present will soon go to
ruin. The wharf is completely useless, part of it… will go adrift this fall and the
remainder will follow in spring.’156
Given this state of affairs, a new post of appropriate size was needed. By 1826
reconstruction was well underway on adjacent land. According to the report, the project
included the erection of a new dwelling house (40’ x 30’), a three-story structure (40’ x
24’), a combined men’s house/carpenter’s shop/blacksmith’s shop (60’ x 20’), a barn (45’
x 20’) and a root house (17’ x 14’). The post manager hoped to complete work on these
buildings before winter arrived. Meanwhile, he and his handful of men also had to attend
to the warehousing and shipping functions of the post, now its primary reason for
existence, and operate a farm (comprised of three horses, two colts, three cows, one bull
and two calves), and deal with two potato patches. The latter were substantial in size, one
being twenty-nine by fifteen feet in diameter and the other 210 by 110 feet.
Needless-to-say, the small permanent labour force could not cope with all of these
tasks (Table 24). The post journal of Outfit 1826-27 (Appendix 8) makes this abundantly
clear. It focuses on the on-going construction projects to the exclusion of most other
economic activities. The journal indicates the extent to which Bethune had to draw on the
local labour pool. As previously, he hired some men on seasonal contracts and others,
‘the jobbers,’ he retained on a daily or weekly basis. The son’s of company servants
(Francois and Michel (the younger) Modinger) were among the latter as were a couple of
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father and son teams that Bethune hired from the adjacent settlement (la Batte and son
and La Fleur and son). He again also hired women to assist with the gardening, especially
potatoes.
Table 24: Men Mentioned in HBC Records Pertaining to St. Mary, 1824-28
SOURCE

Servant

Journals

Accts
(B135/g/)

NAME

PARISH

CAPACITY

District

(B 149/a/)

Bienvenue, Amable
Boisseau, Charles
(dit) Sanscartier,
Bon enfant, Jean
Bousquet, Michel
Boulez, Amable

Canada

Blacksmith, Carpenter,
discharged 1826-7

St. Mary

1826-7

Boulez, Martin

Blacksmith
Porkeater157
Freeman/contract fish buyer
Blacksmith

St. Mary

St. Mary

Labourer, discharged 1824-5

Borgeau, Antoine
Buchon, Francois
Cadotte, antoine
Cantin, Antoine
Chreitien, Michel

Canada
Canada
St. Mary
Canada
Canada

Middleman
Porkeater
Freeman/contract fish buyer
Carpenter, discharged 1825/6
Porkeater

St. Mary
L.
Superior

Couture, Joseph
Dannis or Daunay, Mich.
De Lorme (Delorme) ,
Charles
Dubois, Joseph (Jnr & Snr)

St. Mary
?

Carpenter, discharged 1824
?

St. Mary
St. Mary

1824-5

Canada
Canada

Middleman
Middleman

St. Mary
St. Mary

1824-5
1828-9

Dupras, Amable

Canada

Boatman, discharged 1824-5

St. Mary

1824-5

Dupuis, Charles

Canada

St. Mary

1824-5

Fertin, Henrie
Frichette, Ettienne
Gaudert, Pierre
Gauthier, Joseph
Gingrus, Antoine

Canada
Canada
Canada

Carpenter, discharged 1824-5
Middleman, discharged, 18245
Labourer, discharged 1828-9
Porkeater
Mason
Freeman/contract fish buyer

St. Mary
St. Mary

1828-29

St. Mary

1826-7
1824-5

Hortubeise, Joseph
La Batte
La Certe
La Fertin, Antoine

Canada

Carpenter, discharged 1826/7
Freeman/jobber
Jobber
Porkeater

St. Mary

1826-7
1826-7
1826-7
1824-5
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Canada
Canada
St. Mary

St. Mary

Canada

1823-4-18267
1823-4-18245

1824-5
St. Mary

St. Mary

1824-5
1824-5
1824-25
1824-5
1826-7
1824-5

1823-4
1823-4-18245
1824-5

1825-6
1823-4-18245
1823-24
1824-5
1823-4, 18245
1823-4-18245
1823-4-18245

1826-7
1825-6-18267
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La Fleur, Baptiste
La Tourelle, Michel

Canada
Canada

Middleman
Porkeater

La Valle, Jean Baptiste
La Verduce
Le Mai, (Old)158

St. Anns
St. Mary

Post Master/Steersman
Freeman/jobber
Freeman/jobber

Liard, Joseph
Mandville, Vital

Sawyer, discharged 1824-5
Porkeater

St. Mary

1823-4-18245

McDonnell, Michael

Canada
Canada
Kelala,
Mayo

Meloury (Mellorrie), Xavier
Modinger, Michel
Pacquette, Joseph159
Perrault, Jean Bte.

Canada
Canada
Canada
St. Mary

Clerk
Middleman, discharged 18245
Middleman
Porkeater
Freeman/jobber

St. Mary
L.
Superior
St. Mary

1823-4
1823-4-18245
1826-7

Winterer

St. Mary

Picard, Jean Bte.
Provincier
Quebec
Ropertin
Ross, Clark
Seccard, Phillibert

L. Superior

St. Mary
L.
Superior

?

Winterer

Topier, Francois

St. Mary

Freeman/jobber

1826-7

1828-9
1824-5

1828-9

1826-7
1826-7
1824-5

1823-4, 18245
1826-7
1828-9
1828-9
1824-5
1824-5

Labourer/Boatman
Labourer/Boatman
Boatman
Labourer

Thysault, Hyac

1826-7
1824-5

St. Mary

1823-24
1824-5

Seven years after the completion of the extensive building project of 1825-27,
again the post was in need of extensive repair. By that time (Outfit 1834-1835) the cost of
Canadian and ‘Half Breed’ jobbers who were needed for transport and other tasks had
increased to the point that the post manager William Nourse (Bethune’s successor)
devoted most of his brief 1835 report to the subject. Nourse summed up the problem he
faced as follows:
With regard to the expenses incurred for occasional day labourers I am
persuaded a saving might be easily effected granting that the Freemen
would be dispensed with for the transport: the present mode of hiring
the Freemen as day labourers for work, which the present establishment
of Men cannot perform, is perhaps unavoidable so long as we required
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to employ them in the Summer, as that alone might be no sufficient
inducement for them to continue steadily inclined to services; but it has
so many disadvantages that I feel confident a change would be of much
benefit as it forms a considerable item in the expense of the
Establishment. Our firewood alone costing nearly the wages of one
other man for a year, and I go much below the mark, when I state the
expense for other day Labourers under ordinary circumstances at twice
as much with rations to boot, and in some cases this last has been much
more; besides we are under a state of thralldom as things are now, the
Freemen here knowing we cannot do without them, are often very savy:
to keep them in humour credits are often given to them—and many
often lost: were we enabled to do without them no such risks would be
incurred, and some saving might be effected.160

Another reason that Nourse was concerned about his dependence on high-cost freemen
jobbers was the prospect that the government of Upper Canada might remove the ‘halfbreeds’ and Canadian ‘squatters,’ who lived at the Sault in an effort to stop them from
trading liquor to the ‘Indians.’ The latter had settled near a mission station that had been
established there. Nourse wrote about this threat:
From a circumstance that came to my knowledge this summer I am led
to anticipate that a change in the mode of carrying on the Transport
business to and from Michipicoten will in long be forced upon us, and it
may therefore be the more proper to take time as it were by the forelock.
A complaint had been made to Sir John Colborne [Lt. Gov. Upper
Canada 1829-36] against the Free Canadians and Half Breeds settled on
this side the River, and altho’ some of these complaints are incorrect,
others cannot be denied; the petty grog shops are a great nuisance in the
neighbourhood of the missionary Establishment…
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Nourse added:
you would observe from my letter of 24 October to the Hon. Company
agent at La Chine, aquainting that Charles Raiemion and Crew after
leaving the House at St. Marys put ashore a little below and got all
intoxicated, that we have equal cause for complaint on that score. The
Lieut. Governor was so highly insulted that he directed the Indian
department to write to Mr. Bethune to investigate the matter and report
upon it, and threatened if the complaints proved correct to have all the
“Squatters” removed. Now although Mr. Bethune’s report is not
unfavorable to them generally there are as I have said before complaints
that are undeniable –fresh causes of complaint have since arisen, and
will of course reach Sir John Colborne, who at last will in all
probability order their removal: preparations are now [in the] making to
erect Houses for the Indians behind the Mission House, and no
disagreeable neighbours will I think be suffered to locate themselves
near this Indian village.161
In the end, the government threat did not materialize and the freemen and ‘half-breed’
settlers remained
Because the company records for St. Mary are so highly focused on the small post,
they provide only scattered observations about the other components of the Sault Ste.
Marie settlement. Fortunately additional glimpses can be obtained from other sources.
Key among them is the 1849 report of surveyor Alexander Vidal, who had been sent to
the Upper Great Lakes to obtain the information about the Native People living there in
preparation for Robinson Treaty talks. Vidal reported that there were at least 36 families
resident in the community, most of whom were of mixed ancestry, and he indicated the
lengths of time the heads of them had occupied their parcels of land (Table 22).
Significantly, eleven of them had lived there from before the amalgamation of the two
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companies in 1821; all but six had been residents for a decade or longer. Of interest, only
two of the family heads on the list appeared in the company records of the 1820s and
1830s as jobbers. They were Henry Sayer and Michel La Batte. This suggests that most
of the long-term local residents had little involvement with the company.
Curiously, several of the servants and jobbers mentioned in the company’s
records do not appear on Vidal’s list (Tables 24 and 25). One explanation might be that
the discrepancy reflected the high degree of mobility associated with the lives of freemen
and half-breeds. The problem with drawing such a conclusion is that Vidal’s list suggests
that, on the contrary, there was considerable locational stability among these people.
Almost fifty-four percent of the families for whom Vidal provided length of residence
information had lived at Sault Ste Marie for a quarter century or longer and eighty-four
percent had been there for a decade or more. So, it is likely that Vidal’s list was not
complete.
The La Fleur family was one of those that was present, but not accounted for by
Vidal. In 1855, the German ethnographer and traveller Johann Georg Kohl, visited the
Upper Great Lakes to study of the Anishinabe. His travels included stops at the Sault Ste
Marie settlement and the adjoining Garden River Anishinabe community. While there he
stayed with the La Fleurs, who stimulated his interest in the Métis. This family lived
adjacent to the Anishinabe community at Garden River. When describing his host’s
homestead, Kohl wrote that they:
had cleared the forest around to a considerable extent, and thrown
gardens around their most cleanly and neat dwellings, and thrown
across the forest streams bridges possessing some architectural
pretension. Before all, though, they had made a wooden roof over four
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trees, and constructed beneath it a pleasant little chapel, in which there
was no want of flowers and other gay votive offerings on the altar of
the Virgin. In this chapel our whole party was present at mass every
morning, and then we took our canoe, and made excursions to the
Ojibeway village opposite in search of Indian traditions.162
Table 25: List of Family Heads at Sault Ste. Marie in 1849
YEARS OF
ESTIMATED
NO. FAMILY HEAD

RESIDENCE ARRIVAL

1 Belleau, Pierre

4

1842

2 Biron, Alexis

31

1815

3 Bossanneau, Joseph

30

1816

4 Bossanneau, Joseph Jr.

?

5 Bossard

?

6 Bouille, Michel

12

1834

3

1843

8 Cadotte, Charles

15

1831

9 Cammeron, Mr.

?

7 Brassar

10 Cammeron, Rev. W.

?

11 Charette, Jean Baptiste

25

12 Contain, Jean Baptiste

?

13 Crachier, Jean Baptiste

11

1835

14 Denomme, Jean Baptiste

12

1834

15 Driver, John

?

16 Guidon

?

1821

17 Jolineau, Etienne

27

1819

18 La Batte, Michel

12

1834

19 La Roche, Agustin

25

1821

20 La Roche, Augustus

25

1821
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21 La Rose, Francois

31

1815

22 LaFond, Joseph

31

1815

23 Lesage, Jean Baptiste

28

1818

24 Lisk

4

1842

25 Martin, St. Marc

2

1844

26 Mastat, Raymond

30

1816

27 Miron, Louis

10

1836

28 Perrault, Madam

30

1816

29 Perrault, William

2

1844

30 Perrault, Xavier

26

1820

31 Sayer, Henry

28

1818

32 Seyer, Joseph

12

1834

33 Soulier, Jean Baptiste

25

1821

34 Surette, Ambrois

26

1820

35 Trott, Joshua

6

1840

36 Wilson, Joseph

?

Métis interpreter John Driver was one of the local residents whose name
did appear on Vidal’s list in 1849. Forty-seven years later (1893) the Stipendiary
Magistrate for Northern Ontario, E. B. Borron, took a deposition from Driver
about life at Sault Ste. Marie at the time when the local Ojibwa and Métis
negotiated the Robinson Treaties.163 Driver provided Boron with a thumbnail
sketch of the economic life of the Métis men of the settlement. His account paints
a much broader picture of settlement economic life and its spatial dimension than
the one we can glean solely from the HBC.164 The reason is that no post journals

17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

115

survive for the 1850s for the St. Mary post and, as the foregoing discussion has
shown, the company’s operation had a minor impact because of the few men it
employed permanently or as jobbers. Furthermore, the company obtained only a
fraction of the local fur trading business. Most of it apparently of it went to
American competitors. Table 26 is a list of the Canadians and Mixed-bloods who
had accounts with the American Fur Company in 1838. Table 27 summarizes
Driver’s information and Figure 12 presents it spatially. It is clear from Driver’s
observations that the Métis living at Sault Ste Marie were well integrated into the
expanding regional economy. This meant that they tapped a very large area in the
course of their annual cycle. Curiously Driver did not mention working for the
HBC. This activity would have involved a few men travelling on the brigades
from the settlement to Michipicoten and La Cloche.
Table 26: Sault Ste Marie Clients of the American Fur Company, 1838165
NAME

INCLUDED IN VIDAL’S SURVEY, 1849

Boissoneau, Joseph

Yes

Cameron, William

Yes

Joleneau, Jr., Etienne.

Yes

Labatte, Michel

Yes

LaRoche, Augustin

Yes

Lesage, Jean Baptiste

Yes

Masta[t], Raymond
[Remon]

No

Mirond [Muron], Charles

Yes

Mironde, [or Miron], Louis

Yes
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Nolin, Louis

No

Perrault, William

Yes

Sayer, Henry

Yes

TABLE 27: Métis Seasonal Activity Cycle At Sault Ste. Marie Circa 1850166
SAULT STE.
MARIE METIS

SEASONAL
LOCATION

ACTIVITY

SEASONAL

Sault Ste. Marie

house-building, sleighmaking,
boat-building, netmaking, etc.
carrying mail for
Americans

various

chopping cordwood,
tending livestock, ice
fishing herring
Trapping & hunting

winter

when the Americans..built up their
town and the steam boats began to
navigate the lakes and
rivers…young men found
employment (2)
When youg men were away

Winter

For use and sale

Bar River [16 miles
up St. Mary River].

haying

summer August

wild grass for their cattle

Sault Ste. Marie

digging potatoes, fixing
fishing boats, mending
nets
fishing - white fish for
own use and sale to
Americans

fall Sept./Oct.

Maple Sugar-making

April

Young men

Saginaw Bay (450
miles away in Lake
Huron

Old Men

Near settlement

Not specified

Thessalon, Lake
Huron - Grand
Beature (16 miles E.
of Bruce Mines

Near settlement
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winter

late
fall/early
winter started
about Nov.
1

COMMENTS BY DRIVER, 1891

so that with fish and potatoes and
maple sugar and rabbits etc, they
managed to put in the winter time They had the best of food and with
what cordwood they chopped and
the maple sugar and fish they sold
they got flour, tea, clothing and
other things they needed (4)
For own use and for sale to
Americans.
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Part 6: Conclusion
In this report we have used HBC records to focus on the three primary Métis/fur trading
settlements in the upper Great Lakes region—Fort William, Michipicoten, and Sault Ste
Marie. At these locations people of mixed ancestry were involved in company operations
as permanent employees (servants and officers), on seasonal contracts, or as day laborers.
The latter were especially important at Sault Ste Marie. In addition, as ‘freemen’ they
operated independently of the HBC as (in probable order of importance) fishers, smallscale farmers, traders, trappers, and hunters. Some also were regular clients of the
American Fur Company and other HBC rivals across the St. Mary River.
The economies of these three settlements had a number of elements in common.
Fisheries (whitefish and lake trout especially) were the anchors of the local subsistence
economies. By the close of the period under review fisheries also were of increasing
commercial significance. The fisheries of Michipicoten were the most extensive,
extending from a few kilometers up river to Michipicoten Bay and southward as far as
Gros Cap. Those of Fort William also were extensive, reaching from Kakabekka Falls
into Thunder Bay at least as far as Thunder Cape, Pie Island and beyond to Sturgeon Bay.
Those of Sault Ste Marie extended from Batchewana Bay to the north shore of Lake
Huron. A Canadian government fisheries survey undertaken in 1861 indicated the
continued importance of the above fisheries (Table 25).
Gardening and farming operations also provided needed foodstuffs, especially
potatoes. Cutting hay (wild grasses) was labor intensive and, at Michipicoten, a spatially
extensive activity. Food also was imported from Canada and the United States. The need
for prodigious amounts of firewood and the demand for wood for building construction
and maintenance, boat-building, and canoe making meant that timber harvesting, bark
17 June 2011

Economic Settlements of Lake Superior Area, 1820-50

118

collecting, and gathering spruce roots were very time-consuming activities that had a
significant impact on the local environment to a distance of 12-15 kilometers.

Table 28: Fisheries of Eastern and Northern Lake Superior, 1861167

FISHERY

SPECIES

Gros Cap

Trout, whitefish
& herring

Batchewana Bay
& Indian village

Trout,
whitefish,
sturgeon, &
speckled trout

Montreal River

FRESH/
PICKLED

Both

Consumed by
HBC
men & Indians

More or less in season. Indians assemble in
summer

both & frozen

Consumed by
HBC
men & Indians

Seining daily in spring for use of post;
Indians
assemble annually.

both

Indian band
lives on
fish 10 months
of
year

Lake and speckled trout taken by weirs in
rivers in fall; speckled trout killed and dried
in large quantities in spring.

fresh

Consumed by
HBC
men & Indians

Seining daily in spring; inland Indians
assemble annually; fish upwards of three
months.

Michipicoten
Island
Fishing Harbor

Trout,
whitefish,
& sturgeon

pickled

Pays Plat, East

Trout,
whitefish,
& sturgeon

both

Gros Cap to Dog
River (Indian
band)

17 June 2011

Farmers rent fishery in front of their lots;
live upon fishery all the year.

Pickled

Pic River

Michipicoten
River

REMARKS

home, used by
HBC
post for winter
food
Consumed at
HBC
post Agawa
River

Trout
Trout,
whitefish,
pickeral,
herring,
sturgeon, &
speckled trout.
Trout,
whitefish,
pickeral,
herring,
sturgeon, &
speckled trout.
Trout,
whitefish,
pickeral,
herring,
sturgeon, &
speckled trout.
Trout,
whitefish,
siskawet,
herring,
sturgeon, &
speckled trout.

Agawa River

WHERE
SOLD/
CONSUMED
home, sold at
SSM,
American side

For HBC post
in
winter
Summer &
winter
use by HBC
men

Indians and HBC servants live upon fish all
the year; take large quantities of sturgeon in
nets in the ice.

Scoop net fishery for winter supply of post.

Live on fish all winter until spring seining.

Indians assemble in the spring: good fall
fishery in sheltered water, close to shore.
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and Indians

Pays Plat, South

Trout,
whitefish,
& sturgeon

pickled

Pays Plat River

Whitefish &
pickerel

pickled &
frozen

SSM, Toronto,
Collingwood,
&
traders
SSM, Toronto,
Collingwood,
traders, & post
in
winter.

St. Ignace, South

Trout, whitefish
& speckled
trout

fresh &
pickled

SSM American
side,
Detroit, traders

Conveyance to market takes all the profits.

Leesees winter up the side; whitefish run up
in the fall

Unoccupied leqses.

The hunting and trapping sectors of the settlement economies continued to suffer
from depletion problems. Moose and woodland caribou were nearly extinct in most areas.
Hunters had to focus on black bear, which were present but not abundant. Trapping
emphasized martin, lynx, and hare (Table 29). The latter was of no commercial value,
however. Trappers continued to take this animal mostly for food and to make winter
clothing and blankets. They took a wide array of other species in significant numbers, but
they were of small aggregate value.
Most hunting and trapping took place in the settlement hinterlands. As noted
earlier, the freemen of mixed descent were relatives of the local Anishinabe groups and
often hunted and trapped with them. The First Nations territories of the Lake Superior
District extended inland at least to the height-of-land and overlapped with those of their
neighbors. When Captain Thomas Gummersell Anderson, Superintendent of Indian
Affairs and Government Surveyor Alexander Vidal undertook their survey of the Upper
Great Lakes in 1849 in preparation for the Robison Treaty negotiations they commented
on these overlaps in their report and noted them on a map (Figure 10).168 They noted that
the Michipicoten and Sault Ste Marie bands claimed in common all of the lands from
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northwest of Michipicoten (Pukaskwa area) to southeast of Lake George on the
Canada/United States boundary and inland to the height of land. At this divide their
common territory would have overlapped with that of the Native People from Flying Post.
In the Lake George area, the eastern boundary of the Sault Ste Marie band would have
overlapped with that of the St. Joseph band.169 Beyond Michipicoten, Anderson and
Vidal indicated that the Fort William, Nipigon and Pic bands exploited a vast territory
extending northwest from the Pic River area that was not sharply subdivided among them.
In other words, although fishing/hunting/ and trapping territories were not sharply
defined at mid-century due to overlaps that no doubt arose from intermarriage, there were
two subregions: one was located northwest of the Pukaskwa area and the other lay to the
southeast.
The settlements at Sault Ste Marie, Michipicoten and Fort William were depots
along the HBC transport and courier networks. St. Marys Post interacted most frequently
with La Cloche to the east and Michipicoten to the Northwest. Fort William interacted
most often with Nipigon House and to a lesser, but significant extent with Michipicoten
and St. Marys.
Considering all of the foregoing data, there appear to have been two socioeconomic communities in the Lake Superior District on the eve of the Robinson Treaties
in terms of overlapping fishing, hunting, trapping and trading areas: One encompassed
the settlements of Sault Ste Marie, Batchewana Bay and Michipicoten, and more
peripherally the Pic and Long Lac,170 and the other centered on Fort William and Nipigon
House and their outposts. The following are key among the reasons that we draw this
conclusion: (1) the First Nations relatives of the Métis of the Lake Superior region were
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divided into two groups in terms of their primary traditional territories (as shown on
Figure 10)—the Michipicoten/Sault Ste Marie bands and the Nipigon-Fort William
bands; (2) the fishing, hunting, trapping and trading hinterlands of Michipicoten and St.
Mary overlapped in the Batchewana Bay/Gros Cap area whereas those of Nipigon and
Fort William intertwined north and east of the latter post; and (3) during the Robinson
Treaties negotiations the Michipicoten Métis chose participate in the talks that took place
at Sault Ste Marie rather than at Fort William.
It is also clear that these two clusters were closely linked together via the transport
network of the HBC and, by the 1840s, other public carriers on Lake Superior. In
addition, First Nations and Métis family networks extended throughout the region. Figure
11 is a cartogram that represents our understanding of the spatial dynamics of the Lake
Superior Métis world.
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Table 29: HBC Returns for Lake Superior District, 1847171

FUR
Bear, black large
(common)
Bear, black large (prime)
Bear, black small
(common)
Bear, black small (prime)
Bear
Beaver, large (common)
Beaver, large (prime)
Beaver, small (common)
Beaver, small (prime)
Beaver
Castorum, lbs
Ermine
Fisher, (common)
Fisher, (prime)
Fisher
Fox, cross (common)
Fox, cross (prime)
Fox, red (common)
Fox, red (prime)
Fox, silver (common)
Foxes, silver (prime)
Isinglass, lbs
Lynx pieces
Lynx, (common)
Lynx, (prime)
Lynx
Marten, (common) &
staged
Marten, (prime)
Marten
Mink, (common) &
staged
Mink, (prime)

NUMBER

PRICE (£)
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SHARE OF
TOTAL
VALUE

23
42

0.55
1.10

12.65
46.20

3
16

0.55
1.10

1.65
17.60
78.10
42.94
108.30
33.44
66.88
251.56
19.13
11.76

78.10

1.45%

251.56
19.13
11.76

4.68%
0.36%
0.22%

6.25
205.50
211.75
2.00
56.00
5.00
41.20
5.00
110.00
13.80

211.75
2.00
56.00
5.00
41.20
5.00
110.00
13.80

3.94%
0.04%
1.04%
0.09%
0.77%
0.09%
2.05%
0.26%

nil
80.00
1223.00
1303.00

1303.00

24.23%

50.12
2016.30
2066.42

2066.42

38.43%

82.32
240.11
322.43

322.43

6.00%

362.46

6.74%

84
113
285
88
176

0.38
0.38
0.38
0.38
662
25.5
392

25
411

0.75
0.03
0.25
0.50

436
4
56
25
103
2
22
69

0.50
1.00
0.20
0.40
2.50
5.00
0.20

16
320
2446

nil
0.25
0.50
2766

179
3666

0.28
0.55
3845

1372
1847

0.06
0.13
3219

Musquash
Musquash, small
Musquash

TOTAL
VALUE (£)

12082
1723

0.03
nil
13805

362.46
362.46
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Otter, (common) &
staged
Otter, (common) &
staged
Otter, (prime) small
Otters, (prime) large
Otter
Racoon
Squirrel
Wolverine (prime)
Total

1

124

165

0.55

90.75

31
1
377

0.35
0.70
1.10

10.85
0.70
414.70
517.00
0.05

574
1
46
2
26069.5

0.05
nil
0.25

0.50

517.00
0.05

9.61%
0.00%

0.50
5377.16

0.01%
100.00%
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