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PREFACE

This report on Grand Portage National Monument is in ef=-
fect a basic data study, although the criteria for such was
developed after the report was in progress. The study has
been prepared in accordance with Historical Resource Study
Proposal, Grand Portage-H-lc, "Grand Portage: A History of
French, British, and United States Usage, ca. 1660-1842."

The following article was unintentionally omitted fron
the bibliography; its contribution to the report is hereby
recognized: Nancy L. Woolworth, "The Grand Portage Mission,
1731-1965," Minnesota History, 39, (1965), 301-310.
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REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

@rcheolggz

Reference is made to Appendix 9 in this report. Alan
woolworth, who is very much aware of the archeological situ-
ation at Grand Portage, has made several recommendations for
further excavating., Because documentary evidence on the struce
tures is scarce, this additional work is quite critical to an
understanding of the area at Grand Portage and at Fort Charlotte.
Woolworth's comments on re-excavating the interior of the Nw
Co. stockade are also important. An examination of his report
on the work done in the 1930's shows that modern techniques and
adequate funding and supervision could well be employed in the
compound.,

Sites

A relatively small amount of level land lies within the
boundaries of Grand Portage NM. At the same time, space is
required for such necessities as a visitar center and a main-
tenance area. Great care should be taken in selecting these
sites so that damage to or intrusion upon historic scenes does
not occur. Few remains will ever be found of the northmen's
camp ground or of the Montreal voyageurs' sleeping area along
the shore. Yet these sites, insofar as they may be determined,
are as historically important as the foundation ruins of the
great hall. They should not be '"used" for modern conveniences
on the basis that archeology shows no traces of ruins. The
files show that a few years ago consideration was given to
placing some of the modern necessities in that part of the
park between Lake Superior and Mount Rose that lies to the
southwest of the NW Co. stockade. Inasmuch as this area still
seems to be the one least affected by the events of the fur
trade, that concept still appears to be sound.

We may never positively identify such sites as the canoe-
manufacturing yard (local tradition suspects it was a few yards
up Grand Portage Creek). Yet when determining future plans for
the park, the unknown should be considered along with the known.

Great Hall

Architectural experts agree that the existing reconstruc-
tion of the Great Hall is far from satisfactory. Yet Grand Pore
tage needs reconstructions if casual visitors are to acquire
any deep appreciation of its history. Recommend that the work

vii



of Dr. Hussey and Mr. Kcue in s*udying fur trade posts be con-
tinued. Also recommend that the park prepare an RSP for re=-
search on great halls, with particular emphasis on Fort William,
Ont. In the process of preparing this report, I noticed a num=
ber of descriptions and illustrations of Fort William that would
be useful in reconstructing a great hall, especially since the
same men were at both posts and Fort William was Grand Portage's
successor. However, I believe that the present great Hall should
not be removed until 1. a visitor center is completed and 2. un-
til the study and plans for a new reconstruction are completed.

Interpretation

While Grand Portage lacks structures, it has a wealth of
themes suited for interpretation, e.g., canoe construction,
fur presses, the voyageur, portaging, trade goods, and many
more. Interpretation could take place at Grand Portage, the
portage itself, and on to Fort Charlotte. The portage itself
is in many ways equally important as the concentration at the
eastern end--it was the sole reason that the fur traders con-
centrated there.

Ipe Portage

The eastern end of the portage has certain problems, such
as a highway crossing it, a village on both sides, and a great
many physical developments accompanied by a lack of documenta-
tion as to its exact route through Grand Portage village. But
farther west the trail has remarkable integrity. Autos may
now reach a point about half-way along the trail via a dead-
end road (the former highway to Canada). Recommend that visi-
tors be encouraged to drive this road and at the end of it be
further encouraged to walk a portion of the portage.

Among the fascinating aspects of this beautiful portion
of the portage, at present, is a very active beaver colony.
The park is to be complimented for allowing this colony to cone
tinue its operations, even though the beavers constantly flood
a portion of the trail. Some modification of the beavers' ef-
forts are necessary, of course, just to keep the trail open to
portagers and hikers. This is successfully done by daily monie-
toring. The ponds are successfully navigated by means of board
walks. This practice should be continued for there is room
for beavers and visitors. The experience also reminds us that
in the fur trade days, portages were seldom easy, dry walks.
Where else, at present, may one see a beaver colony at work-~
the animal that caused the fur trade to reach its zenith,
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Significance

No matter how one looks at it, the prime significance of
Grand Portage is its relationship to the building of Canada.
By every test, except its location south of the later inter-
national border, its history is Canadian. Other than its role
in the North American fur trade in general and the rivalry be-
tween Great Britain and the United States in the far west, the
historical importance of the park cannot be forced into United
States history. This fact should cause no great problem; in
this case we are the custodians of a site at which occurred
important events of another country's history.

Note:

Since the completion of the report, the Great Hall at
Grand Portage burned to the ground when struck by lightning.
This accident invalidates part of the recommendations con-
cerning the Great Hall that are found on pages vj/and vii
However, the rest of those recommendations are still valid
and are retained for the reader's consideration.



The names of the North West Company
partners sound like a roll call of the
clans of Culloden. These men were
hardy, courageous, shrewd and proud.
They spent a good part of their lives
travelling incredible distances in
birch-bark canoes, shooting rapids,
or navigating inland seas. They were
wrecked and drowned. They suffered
hunger and starvation. They were
robbed and murdered by the Indians,
and sometimes by one another. They
fell the victims of smallpox, syph-
ilis, and rum. Yet they conquered
half a continent, and they built up

a commercial empire, the like of
which North America at least has nev-
er seen,

-~ W. Stewart Wwallace, Documents Re-
lating to the North West Company




CHAPTER 1

The French Rééime

Daring,-ambitious Samuel de Champlain, son of a French
sea-captain and the father of New France, exposed the secrets
of the great waterway that led from the unknown interior of
the New World to the salt water of the lower St. Lawrence.

He and his men overcame the Lachine Rapids of the St. Lawrence,
just above the future site of Montreal, traveled by canoce

up the Ottawa, sweated across the portages, discovered Lake
Nipissing, and became the first Europeans to gaze across
Georgian Bay, that huge arm of Lake Huron. The year was

1615, just eight years after Champlain had founded Quebec city.

In that short time the officials of the new colony had
already recognized the economic potential of what would come
to be called the fur trade. By unlocking the geographical
secrets of the new land, Champlain provided‘the basis for
the certain expansion of that trade and for the feats of
exploration that his successors would make during the 150
years that the colony would belong to France.

Shortly after Champlain's travels of 1615-16, his one-
time servant, Etienne Brulé, possibly became the first Euro-
pean to gaze upon a still larger body of water, the grey-
blue inland sea to be named Lake Superiox; Historians must

use '"'possibly' when discussing Brulé, for this son of the



forest did not record his wanderings in writing nor did his
hand trace any maps.

The colonists did not stampede to follow these first
explorations, The fur trade remained far behind the fish-
ing industry in importance throughout the sevénteenth cen=
tury. Not until a rage for hats made of beaver fur swept
over Europe toward the close of that century did the trade
begin its rapid rise to prominence in Canada's early history.1
Meanwhile a few French continued to push westward, justi-
fying their effort on an elusive dream of an easy passage

2
to the Western Sea and on carrying Christianity to the Indians.

1. 1In 1809, a leading official of the North West Company was

- able to write correctly that the fur trade was British America's
most important commerce. This is in contrast to the United
States where the fur trade was of much less importance in re-
lation to other industries. ''Some account of the trade carried
on by the North West Company'", photostat, 23 pages, 1808 or
1809, Public Archives, Ottawa. Much of this account is be-
lieved to have been written by William McGillivray, who here-
after will be identified as the author. This account has been
published in Authur G. Doughty, Report of the Public Archives
for the Year 1928 (Ottawa, 1928), pp. 56~73. See also Harold

A, Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, an Introduction to Cana-

dian Economic History (Toronto, U. of Toronto Press, 1967) p. 12.

2. Europeans believed that the Pacific Ocean lay not very far
beyond the Great Lakes. This misconception was the driving
force behind much of the early exploration. Even after the
breadth of North America was recognized, explorers maintained
a fierce rivalry in trying to find routes of communication,

by water if possible, across or around the continent. With
regard to missionaries, Alexander Begg, History of the North-
West (3 vols., Toronto, Hunter, Rose & Co., 1894 and 1895),

1, 63, says that Fathers Joques and Raymbmult visited Lake
Superior in 1641.




In 1659 two brothers~in-law entered on Lake Superior
in the spirit of exploration. Pierre Radisson and Médard
Chouart des Groseilliers, both French born, slipped away
from Three Rivers in defiance of the royal govgrnor's decree
that no one could engage in the fur trade without a permit.
They passed the winter in the bleak rocky land to the north
and west of Lake Superior, the Fire Country, returning in
the summer of 1660 loaded with furs. Students of this
expedition and of a second by this pair a few years later
have concluded that they did not Pass near the subject of
this report, the Grand Portage.3

Later, these two adventurers, running into the dis-
favor of the governor at Quebec, changed their allegience
to an alien country, England, where they provided the
stimulus that created the Hudson's Bay Company, the long=-
est lived of all the great fur-trading companies.

The evolution of the fur trade in French Canada pro-
ceeded apace with the growth of the colony. At first any
would-be trader, who had both the nerve and the capital,
could undertake trade with the Indians of the western coune
try. The resulting reckless competition, combined with
losses inflicted by the fierce raids of the Iroquois (New
France's lasting enemy), brought on increasing governmental

control. Champlain himself arranged for a mnonopoly of sorts,

3. Solon J. Buck, "The Story of Grand Portage', Minnesota
History Bulletin, 5 (1923-24), 15; Innis, Fur Trade, p. 25.
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which at first was little more than a loose association of

those involved. In 1627, however » the Company of New France

gained a more real monopoly. Although the names of the com-

panies and their members would change from time to time,

and the concept of monopoly would be modified to meet chang=~

ing conditions, governmental control by means of licenses

characterized the fur trade throughout the French régime.4
As the trade slowly increased, French settlement moved

up the St. Lawrence so that the sources of trade goods

would be closer to those involved in the trade. A fort

grew up at Three Rivers in 1634. Another settlement began

at the head of navigation in 1641-42, Located below the

Lachine Rapids, near the junction of the rushing Ottawa .

anc. the stronger, quieter St. Lawrence, this settlement

would go down in history as one of the great French cities

of the world by the name of Montreal. Before the end of

the regime, a system would evolve, at least rudimentarily,

in which tﬁe interior traders would share their profits and

risks with the Montreal merchants.

At their maximum development, the French posts would be

of three kinds: the '"free" posts, such as Detroit and Michi-

limackinac; the king's posts, such as Tadoussac and Toronto,

and those posts leased to individuals, which included

4. Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 32-33, 36-38, and 40-42; Ww. McGillivray.
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Sault 5te., Marie and St. Joseph's. All were under one de-
gree or another of governmental control; each enjoyed a mono-
poly within a prescribed geographic area; all were required
to sell their furs to the King's stores at fixed prices.
The trade was marred from time to time by greed and cor-
ruption.5

Gracdually, posts came into being along the Great Lakes.
However, the north shore of Lake Superior presented a formi=-
dable barrier that took time to breach. Large navigable
rivers did not cut troughs through that lonely land of the
glacier-scoured Laurentian Shield, a cold land of rock,
lakes, and forests. Eventually, the early explorers dis-
coverecd three practical routes that crossed 'the height of
land" to the drainage basins of Lake Winnipeg and, ulti-
mately, Hudson Bay. The St. Louis River (the Fond du Lac),
after a leisurely trip through northeastern Minnesota, emp-
ties into the southwest corner of Lake Suﬁerior at the pre-
sent city of Duluth. By traveling up that stream and mak-
ing portages to other rivers, men discovered that they could
reach Fainy River near what is now International Falls.
Of the three routes, this was by far the longest. Almost

200 miles to the northeast, the Kaministikwia River adds its

5. Wayne E. Stevens, '"The Organization of the British Fur

Trade, 1760-1800", The Mississippi Valley Historical Review,
vraye. .

3, (1916), 177; W. McGillivray.



waters to Lake Superior by means of Thunder Bay.6 The ex-
plorers found that they could travel up this small river

and by making portages from lake to lake and stream to stream
could cross the land to Rainy Lake. The early French, at
least until La Vérendrye, used this route more than the other
two.

The third passage lay about thirty miles by water southe
ward of the Kaministikwia. This the explorers came to call
the Pigeon River. Today it marks a small part of the boun-
dary between the United States and Canada. The lower few
miles of the Pigeon are not navigable. Here the river rushes
between narrow walls, its rapids swirl over rocls masses,
and large crashing waterfalls cause men to gaze with awe,
However only five miles by canoe from the mouth of the Pige
eon River, toward the southwest, lies a small, sheltered,
gentle bay. Here, from ages unknown to history, the Indians
had developed a trail that led almost nine niles across the
hills to a point on the Pigeon that lay above the rapids
and falls. The French were the first Europeans to discover

the trail and they named it le Grand Portage, the Great

Carrying-Place.

6. Spelled a variety of ways in the historical sources, and
spelled by the North West Company most often as Kaministiquia,
this river appears here in tie official form recognized by
the Government of Canada. :
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Although this last route had more portages than either
of the others, it was the most direct route to western lands
and was destined to become famous. For a brief time, before
revolutions and international relations changed the course
of nations, this small piece of land tied togefher the fur
trade of the west and the capitals of Europe and parts of
Asia. And across its green miles, there strode a grand as-
semblage of traders, explorers, scientists, and financiers.
The strategic geography of this small neck of land, the vit=
ality and stature of the men who came here, and the economic
wealth that poured over the trail have for generations cap=
tured, if not stunned, the imaginations of generations of
students.

Daniel Greysolon, the Sieur Du Lhut, known too as the
King of the Woodsmen and as an honest man, may have been
the first identifiable Frenchman to visit the Grand Portage.
In 1679 he paddled along the north shore of Lake Superior, in=-

tent on establishing a trading post. Most historians be-
lieve this post to have been at the mouth of the Kaministike
wia, although a few believe that he selected the mouth of
the Pigeon. 1In either case, it is possible that he learned
of the Grand Portage either through his contacts with the

Indians cf the area or by personal exploration.’ However,

7. Innis, Fur Trade, p. 49; Buck, p. 15; Marcel Giraud, History
of Canada (Paris, University Presses of Canada, 1946), trans. by
Harold S. Boedeker, p. 26 of typescript at Minnesota Historical
Society.



Du Lhut failed to record this event, if indeed it occurred,
thus he did not earn for himself the title of discoverer
of the Grand Portage.

A decadevlater, in 1668, Jacques de Noyon, a twenty-~
year-old French Canadian born at Three Rivers, was at the
mouth of the Kaministikwia. He traveled up that river,
passing through Dog Lake, Dog River, Height~of~Land Lake,
Lac des Mille Lacs, and the Seine River to reach Rainy Lake,
At the west end of Rainy Lake he built a small wintering
post. He traded with the Assiniboines and, traveling still
farther westward, reached at least the Lake of the Woods.
But, like Du Lhut, he failed to note the existence ‘of the
Grand Portage.8

In discussing these documented explorations it is im-

portant to note the coureurs de bois, the runners of the

woods, a group of half-legendary, mostly illegal, independent
traders, who avoided securing licenses to collect furs through=

out the wilderness. They could find their heroes in Radisson

8. Lawrence J. Burpee, ed., Journals and Letters of Pierre
Gaultier de Varennes de la Vérendrye and His Sons (Toronto,
the Champlain Society, 1927), p. 6; Innis, Fur Trade, p. 50;
Giraud, History of Canada, p. 26; Burpee, The Search for the
Western Sea, the Story of the lorations of North-Western
America (2 volumes, Toronto, The Macmillan Company, 1935),
1, 243, does not give credit to de Noyon for traveling west
of Lake of the Woods to Lake Winnipeg as have some histor-
ians,
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and Groseilliers who had defied the government in trading
with the Indians. Secretly slipping away from the settle-
ments, avoiding the king's agents en route, and adopting
the customs of the Indians, they traveled far and wide in
the regions of Lakes Superior and Michigan. A 1681 letter
describes their activities:

There are two sorts of Coureurs de bois. The
first go to the original haunts of the beaver,
amorng the Indian tribes of the Assinibouets,
Nadoussieux, Miamis, Illinois and others, and
these caniot make the trip in less than two or
three years, The second, who are not so humerous,
merely go so far as the Long Sault, Petit Nation,
and sometimes to Michilimackinac.9

These wide-ranging free spirits too may have known the
Grand Portage and their moccasins may have crushed its dew-
laden grass blades, Yet, whether because of illiteracy or
because the nature of their business discouraged record
keeping, these romanticized wanderers failed to meet the
test of history as its discoverers.

In the years following Jacques de Noyon's activities
a lull occurred in activities along the north shore of Lake
Superior. One of the reasons for this was the French cap-
ture and temporary ownership of the British posts on Hudson

Bay. When the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713, returned these forts

——m—

9. Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 59-60, quoting a letter from M.
Du Chesneau to M., de Seignelay, Nov. 13, 1les81.



to the Hudson's Bay Company, the French turned once more

to breaking through the barrier of the Shield. While the
trade in the Illinois was more lucrative than the northwest,
France considered it important to gain the allegiance of

the Indians north and west of Lake Superior in order to dis-
courage them from trading with the British to the north.

In 1717, Lt. Zacharie Robutel, Sieur de la Noﬁe, left
Quebec with 32 voyageurs to reestablish Fort Kaministikwia
on a permanent basis and to open trade with the interior.
From then until the fall of New France, French traders and
military were active at this establishment. It would be
but a matter of time before Grand Portage entered the his-
torical record,10

The time came in 1722 when a French officer, known only
as Pachot, wrote that the most favorable route for trading
west was by way of the Pigeon (he.called it the Nantokuagane)
River which, he said, was about seven lieues (about 18 miles)
distant from the Kaministikwia. While the officer was a
little short in his estimation and while his description im-
plied that he had not seen the Pigeon himself, there is little

doubt but that he knew of the existence of the Grand Portage.11

/ R
10. Burpee, La Verendrye, p. 7; Innis, Fur Trade, p. 91; Marcel
Giruud, The Canadian Half-Breed, His Role in the History of the

Provinces of the West (Paris, Institute of Ethnology, 19455 Works
and Memoirs of the Institute o

f Ethnology, 44, translated by Har-
cld S. Boedeker, p. 182 of typescript at Minnesota Hist. Society.

11, Burpee, Search for the Western Sea, 1, 202.
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Despite the constant westering of the French, almost
a century and a quarter passed between the founding of Que-~
bec and the first documented crossing of the Grand Portage.
In 1731, Pierre Gaultier de 1la Vérendrye sailed toward the
Grand Portage with the intention of crossing if in a major
effort to find the Western Sea. Born to the governor of
Three Rivers in 1685, La Vérendrye, as he is known to his-
tory, had served in the army in France. Returning to Can-
ada, he had acquired command of the trading posts on Lake
Nipigon north of Lake Superior where he had resided from
1727 to 1728. Here he had had Indians sketch maps of the
routes to ''the great river of the West! and had decided ,
he would travel by way of the Pigeon River.

With him in 1731 were three sons: Jean-Baptiste, Pierre,
and Framgois, and his nephew La Jemeraye. At Michilimackinac,
a Jesuit priest, Father Messayer (or Mesaiger) joined the
expedition. Counting everyone, including the soldiers and
the voyageurs, the party amounted to 50. On August 26, the
expedition reached the Grand Portage. In a letter written

1 by the governor of New France the following year, one senses
that, although this was the first documented visit, the site

was already well known. The Marquis de Beauharnois wrote

el

Ek that he had received letters from both La Vérendrye and Father
rks .

I:r- Mesaicer, who informed him about their experiences at '"the

11



portage of Nantaouagan', that is, the Grand Portage.12

The experiences described were not entirely pleasant.
On arriving at the portage, which La Vé;endrye described
as being from three to three and one quarter lieues (7.5
tc 8.1 miles) Jong,vhe was disappointed to leain that "all
our people, in dismay at the length of the portage...
mutinied and loudly demanded that I should turn back."
Out of the group, La Vérendrye finally found one voyageur
who would cross, La Jemeraye, the nephew and who was second
in command, one of the sons, and the lone volunteer set off
across the portage to establish a post on Rainy Lake. La
Vé&endrye led the rest up the coast to the fort at Kamipis-
tikwia to pass the winter.13
La Jemeraye threw together Fort Pierre that fall on

the cutlet of Rainy Lake, wintered there, and returned a-

cross the Grand Portage in the summer of 1732 to report to

12. Burpee, La Vé;endrze, PP« 53«4 and 91. Burpee quotes
from a letter from M. le Marquis de Beauharnois, Oct. 15, 1732,
to Monseigneur Maurepas,

13. Ibid., pp. 436-7. The quotation concerning the mutiny is
taken from a 1774 letter by La Vé}endxye, thirteen years after

the event. 1In this same letter he uses the name Grand Portage.
His original letters of 1731-32 are lost. While he was explicit
about only one volunteer, there must have been more. For he

also said he "had enough (men?) to equip four medium sized canoes",
and "had the portage made at once and gave them a good guide."
Four men could not alone have managed four laden, medium-sized
canoes. Beauharnois in 1732 (see note 12) said that three med~
ium sized canoes were dispatched. See also Burpee, 'Grand Por-

tage', Minnesota History, 12 (1931), 363. A lieue was about
2% miles,
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La Véiendrye. By June 8 all was ready and La Vé}endrye led
the whole group across the portage and on into the interior
of the country, taking "great care to improve all the por-
tages" along.the way.

He pushed on to the Lake of the Woods where he built
Fort St. Charles, said to be a stockaded enclosure 100 feet
square having four bastions, two gates, and one watch tower,
La Véfendrye's and his sons' travels of the next dozen years,
which were sufficient to mark him one of the great men of
discovery, need only to be summarized here. 1In 1734 he
Tfounded Fort Maurepas on the Red River that flowed north in-
to Lake Winnipeg. Four years later he constructed Fort La
Reine (Portage la Prairie today) on the Assiniboine. Also
in 1738, he visited the Mandan Indians on the Missouri River.

Two of his sons, Fran?ois and Louis-Joseph (a fourth
son who joined his father in 1735), searched still farther
westward for the Western Sea. Students still disagree on
“heir route but some conclude that the mountains the young
men saw were the Black Hills. La Véiendrye himself re-
ceived credit for discovering the Saskatchewan River and
for traveling up it as far as it forks, in present Saskat-
chewan. Other forts built by the family included Dauphin
on Lake Winnipegosi; and Bourbon near the mouth of the Sas~
katchewan. During these years, La Vé}endrye visited Quebec

from time to time to renew his support. Chances are high

13



that he and his people continued to use the Grand Portage
route, which the explorer himself recognized as having more
portages than the Kaministikwia route but being one-third
shorter and having fewer rapids.

Despite its success at exploration, the family traveled
in the shadow of death. La Jemeraye died in 1736, That
same year Indians killed Jean-Baptiste, Father Jean Pierre
Aubneau, and about twenty voyageurs at the Lake of the Woods.
Louis-Joseph was drowned at sea in 1761 while enroute to
France. Pierre traveled eastward to Prince Edward Island
(Isle de St., Jean) around 1746. He made at least one more
visit to the west, then faded from history. Frangois lived
the longest, dying in Montreal in 1794. La Vérendrye him-
self gave up his western travels in 1744, He died in Mon-
treal in 1749, greatly in debt toward the end. He did not
find the Western Sea, but he did mark a land that would be-
ccme an empire for others after him., Most important to the
moment, La Vé;endrye placed the Grand Portage on the maps

and he bridged the gap from Lake Superior to Lake Winnipeg.l4

1l4. Burpee, La Vé;endrze, pp. 9-32; Burpee, ''Grand Portage,
Minn, History, 12, 362-64; Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 92-94; Giraud,
Canadian Half-Breed, pp. 192 and 195; Arthur E. Jones, S.J., ed.,
Rare or Unpublished Documents II, The Aubneau Collection, 1734~
1745 (Montreal, Archives of St. Mary's College, 1893), pp. 3,
49, 67, 71, 87, and 93, Father Aubneau also described Fort St.
Charles: ''merely an enclosure made with four rows of posts,
from twelve to fifteen feet in height, in the form of an oblong
square, within which are a few rough cabins constructed of

14



‘tage Only ten years elapsed between the death of La vdr-

g e endrye and the fall of Quebec to General Wolfe. Small

third notices in the accounts of the time indicate that the French
continued to be active west of Lake Superior in the last

traveled days of New France.

That The question arises whether or not the French erected

Pierre any kind of post at the Lake Superior end of the Grand

1e Woods. Portage, as they had at the mouth of the Kaministikwia.

2 to The evidence is inconclusive. A writer, early in the pre-

sland sent century, said that La Nole himself erected a fort at

¢ more Grand Portage between 1718 and 1720, while he was in com=~

s lived mand of Kaministikwia. However, he cited no sources and

e him- subsequent research has disclosed no evidence to support

n Mon- this. Solon Buck, an ardent student of Grand Portage, wrote

id it that a post undoubtedly was established at the eastern end

~1d be- of the trail during the French period, but, alas, "of this

to the no information has been found."1® sSir Alexander Mackenzie,

maps of whom much is to be said later, wrote that the French had

'“ipe9°l4- a "principal establishment" at the mouth of the Kaministikwia,

‘ortage, logs and clay and covered with bark." Burpee, Search for

’4; Giraud, the Western Sea, 1, 243, gives Jean Baptiste de 1a Vérendrye

Sy, SeJo., ed.,
tionl 1734~
)» PP. 3,

>d Fort St. 15. Buck, 16 and 1l6n.
f posts,

' an oblong

ted of

credit as being the first European to travel from the Lake
of the Woods to Lake Winnipeg and Red River.
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but made no mention of a fort at Grand Portage.16

In 1750, Jacques R. Legardeur de Saint-Pierre became
the commander of the 'posts of the Western Sea'". He made
his headgquarters at Vé}endrye's Fort La Reine on the As-
siniboine. One of his men, Boucher de Niverville, tra-
veled up the Saskatchewan in 1751 and built Fort La Jon-
quiére in the evening shadows of the Rocky Mountains. In
1753, Legardeur's replacement, Chevalier de la Corne, vis=
ited Grand Portage. La Corne was the last of these gover-
nors. He returned to Quebec in 1755. The fires of war in

North America and Europe were about to be formally lit.17

16. Alexander Mackenzie, Voyages from Montreal on the River
St., Lawrence (Ann Arbor, University Microfilm, 1966).

17. Burpee, "Grand Portage", Minn. History, 12, 364-65;
Burpee, La Vérendrye, pp. 32-33 and 37. La Corne has ac-
quired the distinction of being the first to plant wheat in
present Saskatchewan, today one of the world's great wheat
producing areas.
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CHAPTER 2

Genesis of the North West Company

The fortress of Quebec fell to the British in 1759.
Montreal held out until 1760, not because it was a center
of French military strength but because winter slowed down

the British troops. Three more years passed before France
ceded Canada, in 1763, Now one flag flew from Florida to
Hudson Bay.

French traders had abandoned their western posts be-
fore the fall of Queber. When Wolfe and Montcalm received
their mortal wounds on the Plains of Abraham, 'there was
no Frenchman, save an occasional straggler, left west of
Lake Superior."1 However, this condition did not last for
long. Even before the ink dried on the treaty of peace,
French and British traders in Montreal were gathering fhe
resources to renew the western trade. In 1761 the first
of these moved up the waterway. Among the small number
that year was Alexander Henry. Later, his namesake would
be in the fur trade, thus historians have called this first
Alexander '"the Elder" or '"Senior". He had been active in
the fur trade in New York and during the war had been a

civilian supplier to the British army moving on Montreal.

l. W. S. Wallace, "The Pedlars from Quebec', The Canadian
Historical Review, 13 (1932), 388.
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After the fall of the town, he decided to remain there.
A smart man could see opportunity in the ruins of the col-
lapsed French trade.

Henry may have preceded Robert Rogers' 250 Rangers
who went up to the former French post at Michilimackinac
in the fall of 1761. If he went on to the Grand Portage
that year, he may have already pushed on before a party of
traders and a detachment of the Rangers arrived in the spring
of 1762.2 One of the soldiers in the escort was Thompson
Maxwell, who later would be a participant in the Boston Tea
Party. Reminiscing years later, Maxwell recalled the jour=
ney. He referred to the traders as the North West Company.
That was the pardonable error of hindsight. There was no
such firm in 1762. "In the latter part of May," he wrote,
"we crossed Lake Superior, to the Grand Portage, at the north-
west corner of the Lake, guarding, as we went, the goods
of the Northwest Company." Maxwell set a precedent that
was to be followed by most future visitors when he failed
to describe the place: '"There we unloaded and rested a few
days and returned to Mackinaw again sometime in August."3

wWilliam McGillivray recounted in his narrative that

2, Innis, Fur Trade, p. 168. Innis says that Henry arrived
w

at Grand Portage in 1761l. See also Buck, '"Grand Portage'",

Minn. History, 5 (1923-24), 17.

3. "Thompson Maxwell's Narrative, 1760-1763", Minn. Historical
Society, Collections, 11 (1888), 213n, 2l4n, and 215.
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between 1761 and 1763, "some English and French traders sent
goods to Lake Superior, and a few went even as far north as
rainy lake."4 This renewal of the trade suffered a sudden
set-back in 1763, when Pontiac resisted encroachment on In-
dian lands by the British. The Rangers had left Michili-
mackinac, and this post fell to the Indians. Pontiac then
laid siege to Detroit and effectively checked the travel of
traders. This hiatus lasted until 1765. It proved to be
the last interruption in Grand Portage's role as the key

to the northwest fur trade for the next forty years.

Also in 1763, the new British government at Quebec
proclaimed an end to the French system of monopoly, but ate
tempted to regulate the fur trade by its own means. The
governor declared the Indian trade open to everyone proe
viding a license was first secured. Sir william Johnéon,
Superintendent of Northern Districts, assumed general con-
trol of the traders and laid down regulations. This scheme,
while bringing about certain problems that will be noted,
provided the basis for the strong and rapid growth of the
fur trade out of Montreal. The new British traders quickly
gained control of the great waterway stretching inland to
Grand Portage. They spread into the southwest through the

Illinois country and on to the Missouri River. They marched

4. W. McGillivray.
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westward up the Saskatchewan and would soon fan out from the
Arctic Ocean to tbhe Oregon Country. They would discover the
way to the Western Sea that La Vé}endrye had vainly sought.
Neither the Hudson's Bay Company to the north nor the Amerie
can colonies to the south would be able to break into the
superb line of communication that led to empires.

After the threat from Pontiac had passed, the traders
immediately renewed their activities. Alexander Henry
grasped the lead by securing a license in 1765 to trade in
the Lake Superior region, a license that in effect gave him
a temporary monopoly.6 The next year, peddlers, as the Hud-
son's Bay Company derisively called the Montreal-based tra-

ders, reached Lake Winnipeg and established a post amidst

" the ruins of the French forts.

Among the traders securing licenses at this tine were
Thomas Corry, an Englishman, Maurice Blondeau, a French Can-
adian, and James Finlay. This last was the first English
trader from Canada to reach the Saskatchewan. He arrived

~r

there in 1768. Others would be close on his heels. Another

5. Stevens, pp. 179-81; Innis, Fur Trade, p. 170,
6., Innis, Fur Trade, p. 168,

7. Wallace, "Pedlars", Can. Hist. Review, 13 (1932), 388-89
and 392; W. S. Wallace, The Peddlars from Quebec, and Other
Papers on the Nor'Westers (Toronto, Ryersoﬁfﬁress, 1954), pp.
4-7. W. McGillivray did not agree that British traders were
active on the Saskatchewan that early. He claimed that they
could not travel safely on that river until 1771.
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name destined for importance was Frobisher. Three brothers
of this family engaged in the trade. Benjamin was the first
to walk fhe Grand Portage, in 1765. Joseph followed his foot-
prints in 1768. Thomas did not arrive at the Portage until
1773.8

In 1767, Grand Portage received its first literary-
ninded visitor, Jonathan Carver, an associate of Robert Rogers,
whose Rangers had raised the first British flag at the por-
tage five years earlier. Carver did not describe the site
in detail, but his description is so matter-of-fact as to
indicate that traffic on the portage was well developed.

He told his readers that "those who go on the north west
trade, to the Lakes De Pluye [Rainy], Dubois [Lake of the
wOods], etc. carry over their canoes and baggage about nine
miles, till they come to a number of small lakes." He
wrote that "at the Grand Portage is a small bay, before the
entrance of which lies an island that intercepts the dreary
and uninterrupted view over the lake, which otherwise would
have presented itself, and makes the bay serene and pleasant."
Carver was always interested in Indians and here he met "a

large party of Killistinoe [Cree] and Assinipoil,™ who "were

8. Strathcona Papers, Public Archives, Ottawa, Box 2, Cor=-
respondence, relating principally to Joseph Frobisher. Innis,
Fur Trade, pp. 190-191, says that Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher
made their first venture to the northwest in 1769.
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come down to this place in order to meet the traders from
Michilimackinac, who make this their road to the north west."
These traders had not yet arrived, and both Carver
and the Indians, their provisions low, waited impatiently.
when the Montrealers did arrive, Carver was unable to pro=
cure sufficient supplies from them to continue his ex-
plorations; thus he had to '"return to the place from whence
I first began my extensive circuit.”" His account made no
reference to either any ruins of a fort from the French
period or an establishment erected by the British. The
only structure that he noted was "a large house'" that be~
longed to the Chippewa leader in that part of the country.9
The evidence is scanty, but it seems probable that
Carver arrived at Grand Portage one year before the British
began to develop the lake-end of the trail. Many years
later, Maurice Blondeau testified about the early days at
Grand Portage. He recalled that when he was first there,
in 1766, the forest had not yet been cleared from the shore
of the bay. However, two or three years later, wﬁich would
be after Carver's visit, the waterfront was cleared of its

growth, Blendeau did not make it clear if a fort was

9. Jonathan Carver, Travels Through the Interior Parts of

North America in the Years 1766, 1767, and 1768 (London,
1781), pp. 70, 78, and 82; Burpee, "Grand Portage", Minn.
History, 12 (1931), 365; Wallace, Peddlars, p. 3. Wal=
lace names the others in Carver's party as James Stanley
Goddard, James Tute, William Bruce, and two French Canadian
interpreters.
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‘om erected at that same time.l®

west ! After 1769, when Guy Carleton assumed the governor-

- ship and loosened restrictions on the fur trade, Grand
tly. Portage entéred the records with increasing frequency. Of
pro=- the 76 trading licenses that Governor Carleton issued in

1769, three designated Lake Superior and two others in-

hence volved the Sea of the West, that is, Lake Winnipeg. These
no latter two involved Maurice Blondeau (3 canoes and 19 men)

h and Laurent Ermatinger (2 canoes and 15 men). The next

e year saw Blondeau sending four canoes and twenty men with

be- goods valued at £1,506. At this time, 1770, Benjamin

xtryog Frobisher, then associated with the Montreal firm of Todd,

At McGill and Co., acquired a license to send three canoes to

citish Michilimackinac and Grand Portage., His brother, Joseph,

rs appar;ntly spent the winter of 1770-71 trading with the Inde

s at ians on the Red River. The years 1771-74 saw licenses is-

ere, sued to such people as Thomas Corry, Franceway, the Fro-
shore ' bishers, Blondeau, Ermatinger, and James McGill. 1In 1774,
would

£ its | 10. Court of King's Bench, Montreal, 1803, "Dominique Rousseau

and Joseph Bailly vs. Duncan McGillivray", photostats, Public
Archives, Ottawa. The original document is in the Strathcona
Papers, Edinburgh General Register House, Scotland. This im=-
portant document is edited by Grace Lee Nute, "A British Legal
Case and 0l1d Grand Portage", Minn. History, 21, (1940), 117-48.

ts of Blondeau's testimony appears on p. 134. See also Joseph E.
E;;:" and Estelle L. Bayliss, in collaboration with Milo M. Quaife,

{inn. River of Destiny, the Saint Marys (Detroit, wayne University
;1‘:" Press, 1955), p. 52,
1ley

anadian
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Samuel Hearne of the Hudson's Bay Company, who was watching
the rival peddlers with intense interest, reported that more
than 60 canoes had come inland from the Grand Portage.11

Laurent Ermatinger, from his desk in Montreal, sent a
flurry of letters during these years to his partners at
Michilimackinac and Grand Portage. From them, a glimpse
of the operations may be seen. In one of these he intro-
duces the name of Pangman as being a merchant at Grand
Portage (1772). Peter Pangman will return to this nar-
rative later. In a letter to Forrest Oakes at Grand Por-
tage, also in 1772, he advised Oakes to have the voyageurs
who brought the trade goods from Montreal to carry the
pieces across the portage. This "very good skeeme" will
allow Oakes to proceed into the interior more quickly.
The North West Company would later employ this same tech-
nique so as to allow the wintering partners from the more
distant posts to make the turnabout more quickly.

In 1774, Ermatingexr informed Oakes of changes taking
place in the trade. He mentioned the forming of partner=

ships among the hitherto fiercely competitive traders.,

11. Louise Phelps Kellogg, The British Regime in Wisconsin
and_the Northwest (Madison, State Historical Society of Wis-
consin, 1935), pp. 102-3; Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 190-93; Wal-
lace, Peddlars, pp. 9-13; E. E. Rich, The History of the Hud~
son's Bay Company, 1670~1870 (2 vols., London, The Hudson's
Bay Record Society, 1959), 2, 12. In 1770 there were still
only 360 Englishme.. in all Quebec.




ching

11

mt a

ose

tro=-

teC.. -

more

iking

tnerw=

sconsin

- of Wis-
93; Wal-
" the Hud-
udson's
e still

"Messers Todd and McGill setts out Next Week...the former
has sold his share of concern in the North West Trade to
Mr. Charles Paterson who setts out to Winter in that Quarter
with McGill." He added that "Adhamar and Blondeau are also
concerned in that Trade. A good many Goods are going this
Year into the Northwest which I am afraid may Hurt the en-
suing Year's Trade,"12
Ermatinger's letters reflected the condition of the
fur trade in 1775, fifteen years after the British had cap-
tured Quebec. While there was still a number of French Can-
adians engaged, the number of British was growing ever lar-
ger, whether they be new immigrants or migrants from the
southern provinces. Yet the common heritage of these new-
comers did not prevent their being ruthless adversaries.
None of them hesitated to employ liquor to bend whatever
Indians to their ends. Ermatinger alone, in 1775, sent
about 48 barrels of rum to his trader.13 The traders in-
flicted ruin upon one another as well as debauching the
Indians with liquor whenever possible. The full story of
bribery and violence will never be known, but blood was spil-
led and, in the end, relations with the various tribes were

of a far lower level than during the French réaime. Alex~

12, Instructions de Mr. Mayrand, Montreal, May 14, 1772;
Letter to Forrest Oakes, May l1ll, 1772; Letter to Oakes, May 3,
1774, all in Laurent Ermatinger Letter Book, 1770-78, Public
Archives, Ottawa.

13. Ibid., Letter to Forrest Oakes, April 25, 1775.
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ander Henry arrived at the Grand Portage in 1775 and re=-
ported that he '"found the traders in a state of extreme
reciprocal hostility, each pursuing his interests in such
a manner as might most injure his neighbor. _The con=
sequences'", he added, ''were very hurtful to the morals of
the Indians."14

From this turmoil, several traders were sufficiently
foresighted to recognize that success in the fur trade
would be more assured if they could agree on becoming part-
ners, partners with sufficient drive and loyalty to the cause
that together they could exert an influence on the trade far
beyond that which any one of them could exert alone. The
year 1775 saw such an arrangement come into being. It was
not a formal, legal organization in the present-day sense.
And the name North West Company was not yet born. But it
was these northwesterners who in this year formed the nucle-
us of what would eventually become the fabled organization
of history.

Exactly what happened in this year is not known. The
written record is not extant. What is known is that a li-
cense was granted to a combine that included James McGill,

Benjamin Frobisher, Maurice Blondeau, and Alexander Henry

14. W. McGillivray; Alexander Henry, Iravels and Adventures In
Canada and the Indian Territories...1760-1776, ed. by James

Bain (Boston, Little, Brown, and Co., 190l1), p. 235.
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for twelve canoes with 78 men to go to Grand Portage and
beyond. A military guard escorted this convoy from Michi-
limackinac to Grand Portage. The theater of operations ap-
pears to have been the Saskatchewan River. Of great im-
portance was the fact that the fur returns of the combine
in 1776 were considerable. Historians of the fur trade mark
this successful cooperation as the beginning of similar com=
bines that led to the formation of the North West Company.15
The formation of this combine did not by any means
eliminate opposition«then or in the future. Eight other
licenses were issued in 1775, including those of Laurent
Ermatinger and Peter Pond. Grand Portage became busier.
Alexander Hamilton described it this year in a little more
detail than heretofor: 'The transportation of the goods

’

at this grand portage, or great carrying-place, was a work

of seven days of severe and dangerous exertion, at the end
of which we encamped on the river Aux Groseillers", another
name for the Pigeon. He described the portage as consisting
of "two ridges of land, between which is a deep glen or

valley, with good meadow-lands, and a broad stream of water,

15. W. S. Wallace, ed., Documents Relating to the North

West Company (Toronto, The Champlain Society, 1934), pp.4-5;
Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 194-95; Kellogg, pp. 138-39; H. A,

Innis, "The North West Company,' The Canadian Historical Review,
8, (1927), 310. 1In his book on Peter Pond, Innis adds the names
of the Ellices and Simon McTavish to this group, apparently
referring to their financial backing. See H. A. Innis, Peter
Pond, Fur Trader and Adventurer (Toronto, Irwin & Gordon, 1930),
p. 91.
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The lowlands are covered chiefly with birch and poplar, and
the high with pine."16

By 1776 the American Revolution was in full blossom. This
cataclysmic event had little immediate effect on the Montreal=-
based fur trade, other than to hurry the consolidation of
interests as a reaction to any potential threat by the Ameri-
cans., It was in this year that Laurent Ermatinger used, for
the first time, the term North West Company in a letter to an
associate.l” Ermatinger himself continued to operate as an
independent trader. He wrote Oakes at Grand Portage in April,
reflecting the impact of the Revolution: ''No Powder can be
Sent to you this Spring. All my Powder (which was a considerable
Quantity) and the rest of the Merchants also, was in the Kings
Stores, from thence on Board a Vessel and in going to Quebec
was thrown overboard." Furthermore, 'the Continental Troops
are so much in want of [blankets:lthat I really don't believe
they will Lett any go out of this Province." E. E. Rich, in a
recent study, states that in this year, because of the southern
problem, the traders shifted their supply base from Michili-

mackinac to Grand P‘ortage.18

16. Wallace, Peddlars, p. 14; Henry, p. 236; Laurent Ermatinger
to Forrest Oakes, April 25 and May 7, 1775, Ermatinger, Letter
Book, Public Archives, Ottawa.

17. 1Innis, "North West Company", Can. Hist. Review, 8, (1927), 311,

18, Ermatinger, April 22, 1776, to Forrest Oakes, Ermatinger,
Lettexr Book, Public Archives, Ottawa; E. E. Rich, Montreal and
the Fur Trade (Montreal, McGill U. Press, 1966), p. 72.
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The Montgomery-Arnold invasion of Quebec during the
winter of 1775-76 slowed down the trade, but by no means
halted it. Nor did the British restrictions on shipping
in the Great Lakes., At no time was the Grand Portage it-
self threatened. 1Its steady growth as the gateway to the
west was reflected in the licenses of 1777, Although only
eight of the 121 issued were for Grand Portage, each of
these eight licenses represented larger consignments of
goods than theretofore. A positive effect of the Revoe-
iution was the flight of a number of Loyalist merchants
10 Montreal from the Amﬁfican colonies. Most noticeable
among these were Simon MéTavish and the firm of Phyn and
Ellice.l®

Traders continued to reach the Grand Portage in 1778
and 1779. The British commander at Michilimackinac, Maj.
Arent Schuyler de Peyster, continued to provide escorts
across Lake Superior. In 1778 the officer in charge of
this guard was Lt. Thomas Bennett, 8th Foot. John Askin,
at Michilimackinac, alerted one M. Beausoleille at Grand

Fortage of Bennett's coming: 'You will have an officer

and several soldiers to pass the summer at Grand Portage.

19. Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 180-81, 188 and 195. The 1777 licenses
for Grand Portage were issued to: J. Bte. Adhemar, V. L. St.
Germain, Charles Paterson, James E. Waden, C. Chaboillez, George
McBeath, Alexander Ellice, Forrest Oakes. (Ermatinger), and
wWilliam Kay. None of the future giants of the North West Co.
appears on this list.
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I beg you to try and have a house ready to receive them

so that it may be let to them. The place must have a
Chimney." Askin recognized the existence of one fort, and
perhaps two, at Grand Portage in this letter. Although
his reference is not wholly clear, he wrote: '"You will
have the goodness to have 200 pickets forty feet long

made by your men and errected as a barrier between the old
fort and yours.” If, as is likely, Askin was writing as
the Michilimackinac representative of the embryonic North
West Company and if Beausoleille was its Grand Portage
representative, it may be deduced that the combination
had recently erxrected a fort of its own, and that for a
longer time there had been another, "old" fort at the
clearing on the bay. In this same letter, Askin made a
reference to the North West Company when he added that it
would be "the great Company's duty to furnish a dwelling
for the officer and his soldiers".

Bennett, because of the delayed arrival of reinforce=-
ments from Niagara, set out from Michilimackinac with only
five soldiers and seven French Canadian civilians. He ap-
parently did more during his stay at Grand Portage than
soothe the Indians' feelings. In a letter to Governor
Haldimand in 1779, Major de Peyster added a postscript:

"I should be glad to know if your Excellency will please
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to allow the officer any pay for his laying out and direct-
ing the route at the Portage." Wwhatever engineering tal-
ents Bennett lent to the improvement of Grand Portage have,
unfortunately, been lost to history.zo

In this same year, 1778, a new combination of traders
and merchants came into being that probably justified As=-
kin's term '"the great Company". The Frobisher brothers
joined with Simon McTavish (recently from New York), McGill,
and others to back the trading expedition of Peter Pond.
These men, particularly the Frobishers, McGill, and McTavish
were soon to be among the most powerful merchants in Mon-
treal and the wealthiest men in Canada.

They already were men of means, particularly among
their fellows at the Grand Portage. They were already
acquainted with the hard life of the canoce and the por-
tage. But it is hardly conceivable that they would have
lived in simple tents or huts at Grand Portage during the
meetings. Their means and tastes lead one to expect that
the portage already had a fort that was at least as com-

fortable as those in the interior. While Askin did not

20. John Askin, May 18, 1778, to M. Beausoleille, in "Fur
Trade on the Upper Lakes, 1778-1815," Wisconsin Hist. Society,
Collections, 19 (1910), 240; Major de Peyster, June 29, 1778,
to Governor Sir Guy Carleton, and Jan. 20, 1779, to Governor
Sir Frederick Haldiman, both in "Papers From the Canadian
Archives, 1778-1783", Minnesota Historical Society, Collec-
tions, 11 (1888), 112, 112n, and 123. John Askin, as will

be noted further on, is the person believed responsible for
clearing the land on the shore of Grand Portage Bay, around
the late 1760 s.
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make clear if the fort of 1778 was the one later to be
described as the North West's stockade, its existence can=
not be doubted.21
Further evidence of forts and the system that was
evolving at Grand Porxtage appeared that year ih a memorandum
prepared fox Governor Sir Guy Carleton at Quebec. The memo-
randum r.uted that +he fur trade now auounted to about f 40,000
sterling and employed almost 500 people. The traders "have a
general rendezvous at the Portage, and for the refreshing and
comforting those who are employed in the more distant voyages
the Traders from hence have built tolerable Houses; and in
order to cover them from any insult from the numerous savage
Tribes, who resort there...have made stockades around them."22
The war dragged on in 1779. This year the British
Army had to turn down the request for an escort across
Lake Superior. Nevertheless, the fur tradgrs continued
along the lines of consolidation, and the North West Company
took on a more definite form. A complete roster of those
who "joined their stock together and made one common in-

terest of the whole" that year is difficult to ascertain.

21. Innis, "North West Company," Can. Hist. Review, 8, (1927),
312; Rich, Montreal, p. 73. This year too British names out-
numbered French among the Grand Portage traders for the first
time since Canada bDecame an English colony.

22, Kellogg, p. 146; "Trade in the Lake Superior Country in
1778", Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society, Hist. Coll., 19,
(1911), 337. )
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Innis, in his monumental study, The Fur Trade, listed only

ten shares out of a possible sixteen.

E. E. Rich, in a more

recent study, Montreal and the Fur Trade, lists more names

but does not show the number of shares each held. Elaine

Mitchell listed still a different assortment, but noted

a total of 16 shares:
Innis

Todd & McGill=2 shares
B. & J. Frobisher-2
Holmes & Grante2
Wadden & Co.-2
Ross & Co,~1
Oakes & Co.-1

10

Mitchell

Todd & McGill-2 shares

B. & J. Frobisher-2

Holmes & Grante2

Wadden & Co,.=2

Ross & Co. -2

Oakes & Co,=2

McTavish & Co.=2

McGill & Patterson=2
16

These partners limited their

Rich

Todd & McGill(James)

B. & J. Frobisher

Holmes & Grant

Wadden & St. Germain
McTavish & Small
Patterson & McGill (John)
McBeth (acting for Peter
Pond).

agreement to one year.

It was a busy year. The increase of activity at Grand

Portage was indicated in a petition of the merchants where~

in they claimed that 800 men were now involved in the north-

west trade. Of these, 300 came to the Grand Portage during

the summer rendezvous.

23. Innis, Fur Trade, p. 312; Rich, Montreal, p. 74; Elaine



The organization of the North West Company, then and later,
might be abhorred by a modern corporation lawyer but, as E. E.
Rich has pointed out, "it was never a company in the strict
legal sense which would have made it a corporate unit in the
eyes of the law, responsible for its debts, accouﬂtable for its
action, and capable of being sued as a single body. Rather,"
he writes, "it was a copartnership . . . wherein individual
partners took action for the common interest . . . members . . .
traded outside the Company as well as within it."24

The following year, 1780, the partners made the decision
to renew their association, this time for three years. Again,
they decided upon sixteen shares. Those having two each were:
Todd & McGill, Holmes & Grant, and Wadden & Co. Represented
by one share each were McBeath & Co., Ross & Co., and Oakes &

Co. Lacking a copy of the agreement itself, one cannot make an
accounting of the sixteenth share, unless Peter Pond received it.
Despite the air of confidence shown, the partners later agreed to

end this agreement in 1782 instead of 1783.25

Allan Mitchell, '"The North West Company Agreement of 1785",
The Can. Hist, Review, 36, (1955), 126. See also, Buck, p. 19;
w. McGilI!vray; and Douglas Dunham, The French Element in

the American Fur Trade, 1760-1816", PhD Dissertation, U. of
Michigan, 1950, pp. 179-180. Innis, Peter Pond, p. 91, re=-
cognized the possibility that McGill & Patterson, McBeath

& Co., and McTavish & Co. had interests in the 1779 agreement.

24. Rich, Montreal, p. 75.

25, Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 197-98; Rich, Montreal, p. 76.
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Alexander Henry, possibly an independent trader at

xen this time, stepped back into the picture in 1781. Re=-
g flecting the dreams of the early French explorer, he
petitioned the Canadian government for permission to set
€ out from Grand Portage, "150 leagues from Méckinac," in
e order to cross the continent to the Pacific. Official re=-
"

- action to this request is not known. But it would not be
' Alexander Henry's destiny to be the first across the con-
"o tinent. The year 1781 was too early. In his petition,

Henry described the portage, saying that "the Carrying
Hon Place is Twelve Miles over and no other Method of Trans-
jain,

porting Canoes and Goods, but by Canadians, who are very

were: 26
Expert in that bussiness."

ted
By the time of the rendezvous in 1783, the members
es &
of the association were ready for another reorganization.
ta.  an
Among the worries that concerned them was that the United
sived it.
States had won its rebellion and now had control of the
agreed to
southern shores of the waterway. The Montreal-based tra-
ders felt that only consolidation would assure their con-
tinued supremacy of this route.
’5"’
p. 19; The new company that emerged from the negotiations
in
. of is regarded by some authorities as the true emergence of
re-
h
2ement . ,
26. Alexander Henry, Oct. 18, 1781, to Joseph Banks, Montreal,
Public Archives, Ottawa.
6.
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the North West Company. Although further readjustments
would mark the coming years, the pattern of operation was
now well established. Also, the new organization was
more formal than its predecessors. Then, too, Benjamin
and Joseph Frobisher and Simon McTavish began their rise
as the most powerful of the associates, From now on, if
not earlier, these three wculd not be seen west cf Grand
Portage. In the future, they would manage their commercial
houses in Montreal, act as creditors for the wintering
partners (those who ran the far flung posts in the north-
west), and serve as middlemen between the winterers and
the European markets. They would visit the rendezvous

at Grand Portage each summer where the business of the
company was carried out.

The sixteen shares that year seem to have been divided
as follows: McTavish-3, the Frobishers-3, George McBeath=2,
Robert Grant-2, William Holmes-1, Patrick Small (who was
closely allied with McTavish)=-2, Nicholas Montour (who
was closely allied with the Frobishers)-2, and Peter Pond-
1.27

Peter Pond, busy in the interior, did not come out

to Grand Portage until 1784. Wwhen he learned that his share

27. Rich, Montreal, pp. 76 and 78; Mitchell, p. 126; Innis,
Fur Trade, pp. 198 and 252. '
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of the concern was only one-sixteenth, he was quite un-
happy. Apparently he felt that it had been his brains

and brawﬁ that had developed the system on the Red and
Saskatchewan Rivers and points beyond. He may have had

a fiery temper and less regard for human life than some

of his associates, yet only a strong man could have de-
veloped a system that coaxed the Indians to trap (a
woman's work) and bring their pelts to the Company's

posts rather than to the Hudson's Bay establishments on
Hudson Bay. Some of the members, he noted, such as George
McBeath, had never been beyond the Grand Portage, yet had
two shares. Pond refused to sign the agreement and, rather
than return to the upper country, went down to Montreal.
There he talked with Peter Pangman about beginning their
own cbmpany. But before he and Pangman got fully organ=
ized, Pond reconsidered and eventually rejoined the North
West Company. Pangman, however, held out, and, in 1785,
formed an opposition,

This rebellion of Pond's would be repeated by others
throughout the history of the North West Company. '"Withe
out a charter and with no legitimate monopoly," wrote Paul
Phillips, '"the company's whole history was a struggle for
existence against rebellion from within and opposition from

without ,"28

28. Alexander Begg, History of the North-West (3 vols., Tor=-
onto, Hunter, Ross & Co., vols 1,2, 1894, vol. 3, 1895), 1, 95;

I‘\nnis, Peter Pond, pp. 104-6; Paul Chrisler Phillips, The Fur
Trade (2 vols., Norman, U. of Oklahoma Press, 1961), 2, 8,
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Besides Pond's dissatisfaction, the Company had other
worries in 1784. Many of these concerns arose from the
now-successful American Revolution. A worry that would
exist for many years was that the Company's near-monopoly
of the Great Lakes, as well as its ports at Detroit, Mich-
ilimackinac, and even Grand Portage, might be threatened
by American claims. Strange as it may seem, the British
traders had no knowledge of the old French route up the
Kaministikwia. This year the company sent Edward Um-
freville to explore for an alternate route that would be
outside American territorial claims.

Unfreville had worked for the Hudson's Bay Company
during the 1770s but, after a series of misadventures and
a falling-out over pay, had joined the North West Company
as a clerk in 1783, Now he explored a route that led
from Lake Nipigon, north of Lake Superior, through the
"Fire Country" of the Shield, to Lake Winnipeg. However,
this route was too long and had too many extensive por-

29
tages ever to become a popular alternative to Grand Portage.

29. Innis, Fur Trade, p. 2523 W. S. Wallace, ed., Documents
p. 503; E. E. Rich, The Fur Trade and the Northwest to 1857
(Toronto, McClelland & Stewart, 1967), p. 168. Umfrevilie
served on the north branch of the Saskatchewan from 1784 to
1788, when he left the N.W. Co. He tried to return to the

H. B. Co., but was refused. In 1790 he published The Present
State of Hudson Bay. After that he disappeared from the
historical record. He also wrote an account of his 1784
explorations, "Journal of a Passage in a Canoe from Pais Plat
in Lake. Superior to Portage de l'Isle in River Ouinipique",
Ontario Provincial Archives, Toronto.
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During the American Revolution, the Montreal merchants
had lived under strict and severe regulations issued by
the British authorities concerning transportation on the
Great Lakes., Although these merchants had continued to
send trade goods to Grand Portage by means df canoe bri-
gades up the Ottawa, and they had managed to keep a schooner
or two on the Great Lakes, they felt the urgency to expand
their tonnage on the Lakes once the war was over. The
Frobisher brothers petitioned Governor Haldimand on this
problem in 1784. They pointed out the growing impor-
tance of Grand Portage by saying that, by July 1785, the
North West Company would have an interest there of
"f 50,000, original Cost, in Furrs, to be sent to Montreal
by the returns of their Canoes, and in goods for the In-
terior Country.”" They requested permission to construct
a vessel at Detroit, which they would then get up over
the Sault Ste. Marie for transporting goods on Lake Su-
perior. The governor granted his permission.

The Company built the Beaver at Detroit, 'measuring
no more than Thirty-four Feet Keel, Thirteen feet Bean,
and Four feet Hold", at a cost of £ 1,843.,13.2 York (To~
ronto) Currency." Despite her small size, the Beaver
could not get up the Falls of St. Mary's. The company
would try again latér, but it kept this vessel on the

lower lakes, transporting goods from Fort Erie to Detroit
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and on to Michilimackinac and St. Marie's.3o

In both 1784 and 1785, the company, through the Fro-
Bishers, wrote at length to government officials at Quebec
requesting a monopoly at Grand Portage and for the northe=
west trade. These were lengthy pleas, and their contribu~
tion to history was a description of the fur trade as it
was carried on from Montreal and Grand Portage.

The Frobishers mentioned their concern about Ameri-
cans challenging the northwest trade. They told about
Unfreville and his associate, Venance St. Germain, searching
for a new route. As proof of the North West Company's
value to the crown, they offered to survey all the West
between the latitudes 55 and 65. In return, they asked
for "an exclusive right to the passage they may discover . . .
and also of the Trade to the North-West either by that
passage or by the present communication of the Grand Por=-
tage for Ten Years only, as a reward for their services."

The lieutenant governor forwarded the memorial to
London with the recommendation that it be approved. He
did not ordinarily like monopolies, but in this case he
thought it might be to the Indians' advantage: "The returns
might be very great for a short period, but [otherwise | the

Indians would be drowned in rum and . . .[competition, and this]

30. Innis, Fur Trade, p. 183; Wallace, Documents, p. 84;
Douglas Brymner, Report on Canadian Archives, 1890 (Ottawa, 1891),
Memorial, B. and Joseph Frobisher to Lt. Gov. Halimand, May 8, 1785
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would be the occasion of endless quarrels and bloodshed."
The company failed to obtain an exclusive right to the
trade.

According to the memorials, British traders, probably
including Alexander Henry, reached Rainy Lake in 1765 and
l.ake Winnipeg in 1767. The Frobishers said that they them=
selves first entered the trade in 1769, when they formed
a connection with the Montreal merchants, Todd and McGill.
They recalled the ruthless competition of those early
years, and noted that the major survivors had united to
form one company ''under the title of North-West Company,
of which we were named the Directors, dividing it into
sixteen shares."

The memorials explained the system as it had been
inherited from the French and improved upon during the
past twenty years: "Iwo sets of men are employed...
making upwards of 500; one half of which are occupied in
the transport of Goods from Montreal to the Grand Por=-
tage, in Canoes of about Four Tons Burthen, Navigated by
8 to 10 men." The other half were "employed to take out
such goods forward to every Post in the interior Country
to the extent of 1,000 to 2,000 miles and upward ...in
Canoes of about one and a half Ton Burthen, made ex-
pressly for the inland service, and navigated by 4 to 5

men only."
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The Montreal canoes ''sett off early in May, and as
the Provisions they take with them are consumed by the time
they reach Michilimackinac, they are necessitated to call
there" to pick up additional supplies for themselves and
for the canoes coming down to Grand Portage from the in-
terior. The Montreal canoes had to be at Grand Portage
by early July '"for the carrying place being at least Ten
miles in length, Fifteen days are commonly spent . . . by
the Canoemen'" in transporting the goods to Pigeon River. As
for the winterers, "their general loading is too-thirds
Goods and one-third Provisions, which not being sufficient
for their subsistence until they reach winter Quarters,
they must . . . depend on the Natives.' However, "in win-
ter quarters . . . they are at ease, and commonly in plenty,
which only can reconcile them to that manner of life and
make them forget their Sufferings in their Annual Voyage to
and from the Grand Portage." |

Peter Pond, back in the company by 1785, supported
the memorials. He was certain that the company had ac-
complished explorers who could conduct the survey. Further-
more, he warned of foreign competition. He had learned that
the Russians had a port on the Pacific coast and that the
Americans were preparing to sail in that region. In the

end, neither the Frobishers nor Pond were able to sway the



British government to their ends.31
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that the 31. Brymer, Report on Canadian Archives, 1890, Memorial
from Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher to Gov. Frederick Haldi-
In the mand, Oct. 4, 1784; Lt. Gov. Henry Hamilton to Lord Sydney,
June 6, 1785; and Peter Pond to Lt. Gov. Hamilton, April
, sway the 18, 178s. :
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CHAPTER 3

Grand Portage Days, 1785-1793

Although Peter Pond had rejoined the North West Co,
by 1785, a considerable opposition had developed by then.
This particular opposition operated under the little
known title of the Montreal Company. It consisted prine
cipally of Peter Pangman, who, like Pond, was an American-
born trader; Alexander Mackenzie, later to become a re-
nowned explorer; and several other winterers. The backers
of this group included an Englishman, John Gregory, and
a Scot, Alexander Norman McLeod, who went by the name of
Gregory, McLeod and Co. Another partner who should be men-
tioned was John Ross. He too was a winterer and his mur-
der in the Athabasca Country during the winter of 1786-87
would bring a cloud upon Peter Pond; the whisper ran
through the trade that he was responsible for Ross' death.

Both companies, together with some independent tra-
ders who still managed to keep a toe-hold on the business,
sent to Grand Portage in 1785 f 26,675 worth of goods.
These supplies consisted of 4,850 gallons of rum, 604 gal-
lons of wine, 12,500 pounds of powder, 444 weapons, 70
hundredweight of shot, and so forth. Thirty-eight Montreal
canoes, powered by 391 voyageurs, carried the goods to Grand

Portage to meet the winterers. Although the opposition
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was very much present, by far the greater percentage of
the supplies represented the efforts of the North West
Conpany.

In 1785, the opposition huilt its own establishments
at Grand Portage, placing one at each end of the trail.
Although no detailed descriptions of these posts exist,

a small amount of information is available, especially
from the pen of Roderic McKenzie, a cousin of Alexander
Mackenzie and a new clerk in the opposition. The post at
the lake-end consisted of a substantial shed and a ware-
house. It was located on or near the beach to the north-
east of the palisades of the North West Company, and some=-
where across Grand Portage Creek that drains into the

bay. Roderic wrote that Pangman, Ross, and others had been
at Grand Portage since early spring and had "of course
advanced greatly the buildings for the ;eception of the
goods from Montreal" before he himself arrived.

At the western end of the portage, the opposition
erected a 'hangard or store warmly put together, and suf-
ficiently sapacious [sic] for the purpose of the season."

Masson, without citing his source, said that this post

1. Gordon Charles Davidson, The North West Company (Berkeley,
Univ. of Calif. Press, 1918), pp. 24-25. Of this total,

the Frobishers (N.W. Co.) sent 25 canoes with 260 men, car-
rying 3,500 gal. rum, 340 gal. wine, 8,000 lbs. powder,

300 trade guns, and 12 cwt. shot, worth f 20,000.
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s5tood on the north side of Pigeon River. This would have put

it in the unlikely position of being across the river from

the portage itself. It would seem that Masson was in error.

He also said that it stood opposite "the old fort" of the
North West Company, indicating that the latter had already
stcod there some time-ea fort that, later if not already, was
called Fort Charlotte.?

Roderic McKenzie, on his first visit to Grand Portage
and being very much history-oriented, recounted years later
(apparently from notes made at the time) those first im-
Fressions as an employee of the opposition:

A few days after our arrival Mr. Gregory and Mr,
Alexander MacKenzie arrived from Michillimackinac.
Now all the Gentlemen of the [rival] Concern, a-
bating Mr. N. McLeod, who was a dormant partner,
were assembled--and set to work at the outfits for
the Interior. Their clerks consisted of Duncan
Pollock, Laurent Le Rout, James Finlay, Roderic
MacKenzie [sic], with a few Commis-men [clerks]
of an inferior description. Mr. Le Rout & Mr.
Pollock did not like to engage in the drugery of
the general Rendezvouseand were not often called
upon to assist. Mr. James Finlay would willingly
believe that he knew very little of such coarse

2. George Bryce, Remarkable History of the Hudson's
Bav _Companv (London, Sampson Low, Marston & Co., 1900),

Pp. 115-17; Innis, Fur Trade, pp. 199-253; L. R. Masson,
Les Bourgeois de la Compagnie du Nord-Ouest (2 vols,,Quebec,
de 1'Imprimerie Generale a Cote & Co., 1889), 1, 22-23;
Burpee, "Grand Portagey Minn. History, 12 (1931), 367;
Correspondence between Alexander Mackenzie and Roderic
McKenzie, 1786-1816, and Memorandum by Roderic McKenzie,
both in Public Archives, Ottawa. Roderic spelled his

but most

often without.
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work=so that I, who naturally could claim no

privilege for any exemption, became the [fag?]

of the wholee=nor did I grumble at it=though

it often happened that the counter became my

pillow. However our busy season was sOOn over--

our outfits, which were not very numerous nor

extensive, were soon despatched, and disposed.

Roderic did not go west at the end of.Gregory-McLeod's
rendezvous that summer. Instead he stayed at Grand Portage
as an assistant to Pierre L'Anneau who was in charge of the
opposition establishment. Although L'Anneau had been a
trader for many years, Roderic did not think much of his
intelligence. "He knew ni 'A' ni 'B'"but "was so handy that
he was considered a 'jack of all trades'." To help the bour-
geois and his young clerk were 18 voyageurs. These men spent
the winter of 1785-86 "erecting the buildings and for the pur-
pose of traite." Young Roderic also spent a good deal of
time learning French.

During the winter Roderic lost much of his respect for
his boss: "By degrees I could perceive a gradual change

gaining ground for the worse in Monsr. L'aneas [;icj con-

duct & I made it my duty to keep a sharp eye over my gentleman."

3. Roderic McKenzie, "Memoirs of McKenzie," Public Archives,
Ottawa. McKenzie was extremely conscious of history. 1In

his late years he literally demanded reminiscences from traders
in the North West Company. He gathered a large body of valu-
able manuscripts, which, unfortunately, fell into evil times
and unskilled hands after his death. The first culprit was
L. R. Masson, a relative by marriage (note 2). As a result
there are today two slightly different sets of his reminis-
cences., Both are in the Public Archives, Ottawa.
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On his return from a fishing trip in December, McKenzie
learned that L'Anneau had been on a monumental binge. Un-
hesitatingly, he called the old bourgeois "into the office,
demanded the keys to the fort, and "assumed thg charge and be-
came master. This,'" he said, '"pleased all." McKenzie was

a man on the way up.

eod's
rtage Roderic made reference to the North West Company's
~f the post, which he called the 'old fort". The bourgeois there

a was a Mr. Cloutier, "a very respectable old man,'" and the
his clerk was James Givens, "that year from Montreal." Although
\dy that their companies were engaged in ruthless competition, the
the bour=- two clerks got along very well through the long winter.
men spent Roderic also developed friendships with the Indians who had

4
the pur- visited the area for a short time in the fall.
D g
. £ 'When his bosses arrived at the Grand Portage rendezvous
2a.
in 1786, they found McKenzie still very much in control.

During the winter he had finished the "complete Establishe

pect for
hange ment for all purposes,'" and had succeeded in persuading the
j cone local Indians, except one family, to camp and trade 'within

. . " .
y gentleman." the limits of our Establishment," to the exclusion of the

North West post.

Archives, The summer of 1786 was relatively unnoteworthy in
c

:S;:z;.trigers McKenzie's memory. Gregory and McLeod continued their opposition.
»dy of valu-
evil times
ulprit was
s a result
s reminis-

4. Masson, 1, 11-12,
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Although they had but a small portion of the whole trade,
they made a determined effort that year. James McGill,
associated with the North West Company and a successful
Montreal merchant, wrote John Askin: 'Your Friends of the
Northwest are making a larger outfit this year'than they did
last." He added that Gregory and McLeod planned to build a
small vessel at the Portage. It is po:.sible McGill meant
Grand Portage, but more likely he was using the term gen-
erally and may have meant the portage at Sault Ste. Marie=-
where ship-building was more likely to be carried on. While
Grand Portage had a "canoe yard," it does not seem probable
that ship carpenters and the necessary supplies would have
been present to build even a 'small vessel."

Roderic could not recall much about that summer except
that it was "nearly the Same as the year preceeding." When
the outfits were ready to start inland, he found himself
relieved of his year's duties and assigned to Cousin Alex~
ander, bound for the English River. He was about to become

5
a nor'wester,

5. The above was compiled from both the Roderic McKenzie ac~
counts (see note 3). In the Correspondence between Alexander
Mackenzie and Roderic McKenzie (note 2) there is still an-
other version of his memoirs. In this last he described
having trouble with an Indian, who was later killed during

a drinking match. Describing the drunken orgy, McKenzie
wrote that "the Gates of the Fort were of course secured."

He said too that the Indians had their own '"Great Lodge"
erected at Grand Portage for the purpose of a feast.
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As uneventful as 1786 was, 1787 brought significant
changes to the fortunes of the North West Company. On April
15, Benjamin Frobisher died. Simon McTavish, a financial
wizard and a man so fond of money he was called "the Marquis",
wrote Joseph Frobisher a letter almost immediately. He be-
gan: '"Ever since the death of my worthy Friend, your Brother,
I have been considering in what manner our business in the
N. W. can be best managed.'" He pointed out that the Agree-
ment of 1783 was coming to a close, Noting that he himself
found it difficult to run his Montreal business as well as
to attend the annual meeting at Grand Portage, he assured
Joseph that, now with Benjamin gone, he would find it equally
exhausting. Since it was important that a merchant be present
a* the rendezvous, would, he asked, Joseph consider an ar-
rangemént that would require only one of them going up each
summer=--in short, uniting into one company. He reminded his
friend that together they would hold 'near one-half the Con-
cern."

Frobisher replied on April 22, He agreed with McTavish
"that throwing our interests together seems to be the most
certain means of giving stability to our concern." As far as
making alternate visits to Grand Portage, he had no good ob-
jection, '"unless I urge that a single Person is more proper

for that Business than one who is married."6

6. Joseph Frobisher, Letter Book, 1787-88, Public Archives, Ottawa.
This appears to be a hand-written copy of the original at MecGill
University, Montreal=also consulted.
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