
Preparing wild rice. NPS Ojibwe Village, Three Sisters Garden, and Canoe Warehouse. Ojibwe dancers at the annual Pow Wow. Montreal canoe arrives for Rendezvous Days. Looking into the stockade from Mount Rose. 

Kitchi Onigaming—The Great Carrying Place 
The Voyageurs—Backwoods Navy of Canoemen 

Voyageurs—French fo r " t ravelers." The hardy 
French Canadians were more at home in birch-
bark canoes than on land. Their repu ta t ion fo r 
w o r k i n g energetical ly w i t h o u t compla int , chant­
ing nostalgic French songs as they paddled, and 
vigorously defend ing the honor of the i r profes­
sion has earned t hem the status o f fo lk heroes. 
"There is no l i fe so happy as a voyageur's l i fe , " 
reminisced one w h o ret i red af ter 41 years. 

But in return for adventure and camaraderie they 
sacrificed comfort , health, and permanent homes, 
in t he employ of fu r - t rad ing corporat ions they 
labored to meet European demand fo r beaver 
skins. Whi le they fueled a young nation's economy 
and opened new terr i tory, the voyageurs o f ten 
fe l l v ict im to disease, collapsed along gruel ing 
portages, or d rowned in the icy waters o f t he 
Canadian wilderness. 

A water ne twork l inked Mont rea l , capital city of 
the Great Lakes fu r t rade, w i t h western Canada's 
fur -bear ing animals. Where streams were un-

Totaling some 3,000 miles, 
the routes of the north 
men (green) and Montreal 
men (orange) met here at 
the Grand Portage. 

Between Montreal and 
Lake Athabasca there were 
over 100 portages, none 
longer than 13 miles. 

navigable, canoemen carried boats and cargo 
over a portage, or t ra i l . Named Kitchi Onigaming 
by the Oj ibwe and "The Great Carrying Place" 
by French explorers and missionaries somet ime 

af ter 1722, the Grand Portage bypassed rapids 
on the lower Pigeon River. It was the th roughway 
to Canada's pr ime fu r country. In 1784 Grand 
Portage became headquarters of the North West 
Company, owned by Highland Scots. To transport 
furs the company hired a backwoods navy of 
voyageurs. 

The company's post on Grand Portage Bay was a 
convenient meeting place for the voyageurs. They 
had evolved into t w o groups based on geogra­
phy: the nor th men, or "w in terers , " and the 
Mont rea l men, also called "pork-eaters." Late in 
July brigades of nor th men set ou t f r om Grand 
Portage fo r t rad ing posts in the Canadian nor th . 
Trade goods bought furs f rom Native Americans. 
Like tobacco in colonial Virginia, beaver furs 
were currency in the Northwest. Ul t imately they 
were fashioned into elegant fe l t t o p hats fo r 
European and American upper classes. 

Through the harsh w in te r the nor th men t raded 
ou t o f their lonely posts. W i th the break-up o f 
the ice in about mid-May they returned to the 
Grand Portage. Meanwhi le the Montrealers pro­
pelled their craft up the Ot tawa River and west­
wa rd across t he Great Lakes. Two months later 
they jo ined the i r counterparts fo r the annual 
Rendezvous. A t this company-sponsored event 
the nor th men exchanged furs for t rade goods 
and supplies furnished by the Mont rea l men, 
partners struck deals, and Europeans and Indians 
alike engaged in raucous enter ta inment . 

A f te rward the winterers headed t o the back-
country, and Mont rea l men paddled canoeloads 
of furs eastward. The Grand Portage t rading cycle 
cont inued unt i l 1803 when the company moved 
upshore to Fort Wi l l iam. By 1821 the portage 
had fal len in to disuse. A-. the fur t rade lost mo­
mentum toward the mid 1800s—fashions changed 
and beaver populat ions d imin ished—the hard­
wo rk i ng , rambunct ious voyageurs f ound the i r 
profession becoming obsolete. 

"Shooting the Rapids," 
painted by Frances Anne 
Hopkins in 1879, shows 
four passengers (sitting 
amidship) and 16 canoe-

Native Americans 

The arrival of French explorers in the mid-1600s 
began a new era fo r the f ew hundred Cree and 
Oj ibwe who lived at Grand Portage, as wel l as 
the Sioux, Blackfoot, Beaver, Chipewyan, and Slave 
Native Americans of the Canadian Northwest . 
Superb canoeists and hunters, they practiced their 
ancient skills as vi tal part icipants in the interna­
t ional fur trade. They furnished sought-after pelts 
and equ ipment and knowledge essential t o t he 
voyageur., w h o spent most of the year in the 
lands the Indians had inhabi ted fo r generat ions. 
Tribesmen taught the newcomers t o bui ld canoes 
f rom birch bark and guided them along the water 
routes into the wilderness. Sometimes the rela­
t ionship between Indians and new settlers w e n t 
beyond business, and many voyageurs marr ied 
Indian women . 

Voyageurs of fered the Indians exotic new items, 
curiosities at f irst t ha t eventual ly became neces­
sities. Glass beads f r o m Venice decorated cere­
monial c loth ing. Woo l blankets and woven cloth 
replaced animal skins. Iron implements—kett les, 
axes, f irearms, and traps—became indispensable, 
as d id disti l led spirits. By the 1800s European 
cul ture had left its indel ible mark on the lives 
o f even the most remote people. 

Birchbark Canoes 

The North West Company 

In 1763, af ter the French and Indian War, France 
ceded Canada to Great Br i tain. Under British 
rule just abou t anyone was a l lowed to extract 
t he natural wea l th of the Canadian Northwest . 
Those w i t h foresight pooled the i r resources and 
fo rmed wilderness corporations. The North West 
Company was fo rmed in 1784. Company head 
Simon McTavish and his partners, canny business­
men w i t h a ready eye fo r expansion, inspired 
Washington Irving's descript ion, " lords of the 
lakes and forests." Canoemen themselves, these 
partners accompanied voyageurs into the wi lder­
ness or back t o Mont rea l . 

The enterprise succeeded mainly because of the 
expedient wa te rway in to the Canadian inter ior 
via the Grand Portage. Voyageurs paddled far 
in to the wilderness, in tercept ing Indian hunters 
before they had t raded away furs t o t he compe­
t i t ion. Intense rivalry heightened in the early 1800s 
as the partners vied w i t h t he Hudson's Bay Com­
pany fo r business, and prof i ts d iminished fo r 
bo th . In 1821 the t w o merged, pu t t ing an end 
to the sometimes v io lent feud . 

On foot voyageurs might 
have trudged 15 or 20 miles 
a day. By canoe they cov­
ered 60 to 80 miles and 
hauled tons of cargo. Were 
it not for the lightweight, 
speedy birchbark canoe, an 
invention of the region's 
Indians, North America's 
fur-trading empire would 
not have existed on such 
a vast scale. 

Canoes used by the win­
terers on narrow, rapid 
waters were about 25 feet 
long and carried four to 
six voyageurs. Lake canoes 
about 10 feet longer car­
ried twice as many Mon­
treal men and up to 8,000 

pounds of cargo. Both were 
built from large sheets of 
birch bark—lashed with 
split spruce roots to a wood­
en gunwale, then lined 
with cedar planks and sta­
bilized with ribbing. Spruce 
pitch waterproofed the 
seams. No hardware was 
used. 

As practical as these canoes 
were, they were not inde­
structible. Easily punctured 
bark skin required con­
stant care and frequent 
repairs. Many a voyageur 
spent his evenings patch­
ing a canoe before crawl­
ing underneath to sleep. 

"The Portage" by Dennis 
Gale (topj shows canoe­
men beginning the over­
land haul between two 
waterways. William Arm­

strong's watercolor (below) 
shows voyageurs at the 
end of a portage turning 
their canoe into a tempo­
rary shelter. 

Like the canoe that kept 
the fur trade in motion, 
Ojibwe homes and other 
items requiring light­

weight, decay-resistant, 
waterproof material were 
made of birch bark. 

Native Americans, French-
Canadian voyageurs, and 
British partners carried 
on a profitable fur trade 
for over a century. 
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men on an express run. 
Fur companies, however, 
rarely substituted passen­
gers for payload. 
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A Guide to Grand Portage 

From 1784 to 1803 Chief Director Simon McTavish 
and his Nor th West Company partners ran the 
most prof i tab le fu r t rade operat ion on the Great 
Lakes. The company's in land headquarters was 
located at the Grand Portage, the largest fu r 
t rade depot in the heart of the cont inent. Sixteen 
w o o d e n bui ldings stood inside t he palisade, in­
c luding a business off ice, warehouse fo r t rade 
goods and furs, f ood storage buildings, and living 
quarters fo r the partners and clerks. 

This was also t he site o f Rendezvous, an annual 
gather ing awai ted t h rough the long w in te r sea­
son by everyone connected w i t h the company. 
Hundreds o f voyageurs spent the bet ter part of 
July camped outside the palisade. "The North 
men live under tents , " w ro te explorer Alexander 
Mackenzie, a company partner, " b u t t he more 
f rugal pork-eater [Montreal man] lodges beneath 
his canoe." 

Alexander Mackenzie de­
scribed the North West 
Company's headquarters 
during a summer visit: 

"Beneath an hill • i s the 
fort, picketed in with cedar 
pallisadoes, and inclosing 
houses built with wood 

and covered with shingles. 
They are calculated for 
every convenience of 
trade, as well as to accom-

Food was p lent i fu l and l iquor f l owed f reely—at 
least fo r those w i l l i ng t o part w i t h wages just 
received fo r the past year's work . Long-standing 
rivalries sometimes sparked f ist f ights and ex­
ploded into al l -out brawls, landing part icipants 
in t he company ja i l . 

On the f ina l n ight o f Rendezvous the partners 
and their guests feasted and danced in the Great 
Hall, wh i le outside voyageurs and Indians staged 
thei r o w n celebrat ion. Grand Portage Oj ibwe 
donned ceremonial garb, and canoemen sport­
ed the i r t rademark apparel : p lumed caps, br igh t 
jackets, and f r inged sashes. When Rendezvous 
ended the voyageurs t ook up the i r paddles and 
headed fo r another season of t ravel and t rade. 

The post was abandoned in 1803 after the North 
West Company, owned by Scots but operat ing 
on American soil, relocated no r thward to avoid 
the complicat ions of cit izenship, licensing, and 

impor t duties. When explorer David Thompson 
surveyed the area nearly 20 years later, he saw 
only the remains of clover-covered foundat ions. 
The Grand Portage itself was obscured by vege­
ta t ion and fal len trees. In 1958 the Grand Portage 
Band of Minnesota Chippewa donated the lands 
tha t became the nat ional monumen t tha t same 
year. Wr i t t en accounts and archeological exca­
vations provided in format ion for reconstructions. 
Interiors are furnished 1797-style. 

The Great Hall, inactive most of the year, came 
to life as fu r traders converged in late June for 
Rendezvous. Company partners, clerks, and Indians 
ta lked business in the Great Hall by day and 
d ined in t he evening. Food was prepared in t he 
ki tchen, behind the Great Hall. 

During the company's heyday all t rade goods 
go ing to outposts in the Canadian fu r country 
and all furs bound fo r Montreal were tunne led 

th rough Grand Portage. The cedar-picket palisade 
was designed mainly as secure storage for exten­
sive inventories of goods rather than as defense 
against attack. Visitors may cl imb the lookout 
tower f o r a v iew of the grounds and Lake 
Superior. 

Outside t he palisade is a reconstructed ware­
house. Its locat ion suggests the or ig inal bu i ld ing 
migh t have belonged t o an independent trader. 
It also may have provided extra storage space 
when warehouses inside t he palisade were fu l l . 
Now the bu i ld ing exhibits historic items, includ­
ing birch-bark canoes constructed by t rad i t iona l 
methods. 

A fur press converted bulky furs into easily handled 
cargo. Abou t 60 beaver pelts pi led a top four 
binding cords and sandwiched in burlap or muslin 
were pressed and t ied into a compact 90-pound 
bale. 

Enjoying Your Visit 

Getting Here Grand 
Portage National Monu­
ment is on Lake Superior's 
northwestern shore, 
seven miles south of the 
United States-Canada 
border and 36 miles north 
of Grand Marais, Minn. 
The park entrance is 0.5 
mile east of Minn. 61. 

Begin Your Visit The 
heritage center, open 
year-round except major 
holidays, has informa­
tion, exhibits, audiovisual 
programs, restrooms, 
and a bookshop. The re­
constructed depot area 
presents a view of life 
at Grand Portage in the 
late 1700s. The historic 
buildings are open daily 
late-May through mid-
October. A park entrance 
fee is collected at the 
heritage center. Admis­
sion is free to visitors age 
15 or under and holders 
of the interagency annual 
pass and senior and ac­
cess passes. Other areas 

Overlooks on Mount Rose 
offer spectacular views of 
the stockade and lake. 

in the park are open 
year-round for outdoor 
activities. 

Picnicking, Food, Lodging 
A picnic area is within 
walking distance of the 
depot area. Roadside 
parking is also available. 
Food and lodging are 
available at Grand Portage 
Lodge and Trading Post. 

Accessible Buildings 
and grounds are accessi­
ble for visitors in wheel­
chairs. 

The Grand Portage It 
took the voyageurs a few 
hours to carry two 90-
pound packs along the 
8.5-mile portage between 
Lake Superior and Fort 
Charlotte, the company's 
smaller storage depot 
on the Pigeon River. To­
day the portage is open 

year-round to hikers and 
backpackers. In winter 
cross-country skiers en­
joy the quiet woods and 
rolling terrain. There 
are no modern facilities 
along the trai l . Campers 
must register in advance 
for the primitive camp­
site at Fort Charlotte. 

Portage hikers can see 
first-hand what the voya­
geurs endured as they 

hauled backbreaking 
loads of furs and trade 
goods 854 miles at a time. 

There is no charge for 
primitive camping. 

Mount Rose Moun t 
Rose trail begins across 
the road from the depot 
area and ascends 300 
feet to the hill's summit. 
A brochure is available 
at thet ra i lhead. 

In summer you can take 
a passenger ferry f rom 
Grand Portage to Isle 
Royale National Park. 
Ask park staff for details. 

Related Sites Old Fort 
Will iam, Voyageurs Na­
tional Park, Fort Michili-
mackinac, and Pine City 
Wintering Post are histor­
ic fur trade sites open to 
visitors. The Minnesota 
Historical Society in St. 
Paul exhibits art and arti­
facts related to the fur 
trade. 

For Your Safety Be very 
careful crossing road­
ways. Watch out for un­

even ground, rocks, tree 
roots, and irregular steps. 
Watch your children— 
the dock area can be 
dangerous, and the lake 
is extremely cold. On the 
portage wearsturdy foot­
wear and carry plenty of 
water. In June and July 
mosquitoes and flies are 
abundant. Emergency 
help is a long way off; 
please be careful! 

Emergencies: call 911 or 
218-387-3030 

More Information 
Grand Portage 
National Monument 
P.O. Box 426 
Grand Portage, MN 55605 
Voice/TDD: 218-475-0123 
www.nps.gov/grpo 

Grand Portage National 
Monument is one of over 
390 parks in the National 
Park System. To learn 
more, visit www.nps.gov. 
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modate the proprietors 
and clerks during their 
short residence there." 
ILLUSTRATION—DENNIS SIMON 
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