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Preparing wild rice.

Kitchi Onigaming—The Great Carrying Place

Voyageurs—French for “travelers.” The hardy
French Canadians were more at home in birch-
bark canoes than on land. Their reputation for
working energetically without complaint, chant-
ing nostalgic French songs as they paddled, and
vigorously defending the honor of their profes-
sion has earned them the status of folk heroes.
“There is no life so happy as a voyageur’s life,”
reminisced one who retired after 41 years.

But in return for adventure and camaraderie they
sacrificed comfort, health, and permanent homes.
In the employ of fur-trading corporations they
labored to meet European demand for beaver
skins. While they fueled a young nation’s economy
and opened new territory, the voyageurs often
fell victim to disease, collapsed along grueling
portages, or drowned in the icy waters of the
Canadian wilderness.

A water network linked Montreal, capital city of
the Great Lakes fur trade, with western Canada’s
fur-bearing animals. Where streams were un-
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Totaling some 3,000 miles, Between Montreal and

Ojibwe Village, Three Sisters Garden, and Canoe Warehouse.

the routes of the north
men (green) and Montreal
men (orange) met here at
the Grand Portage.

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

navigable, canoemen carried boats and cargo
over a portage, or trail. Named Kitchi Onigaming
by the Ojibwe and “The Great Carrying Place”
by French explorers and missionaries sometime
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after 1722, the Grand Portage bypassed rapids
on the lower Pigeon River. It was the throughway
to Canada'’s prime fur 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 two groups based on geogra-
phy: the north men, or “winterers,” and the
Montreal men, also called “pork-eaters.” Late in
July brigades of north men set out from Grand
Portage for trading posts in the Canadian north.
Trade goods bought furs from Native Americans.
Like tobacco in colonial Virginia, beaver furs
were currency in the Northwest. Ultimately they
were fashioned into elegant felt top hats for
European and American upper classes.

Through the harsh winter the north men traded
out of their lonely posts. With
the ice in about mid-May they returned to the
Grand Portage. Meanwhile the Montrealers pro-
pelled their craft up the Ottawa River and west-
ward across the Great Lakes. Two months later
they joined their counterparts for the annual
Rendezvous. At this company-sponsored event
the north men exchanged furs for trade goods
and supplies furnished by the Montreal men,
partners struck deals, and Europeans and Indians
alike engaged in raucous entertainment.

he break-up of

Afterward the winterers headed to the back-
country, and Montreal men paddled canoeloads
of furs eastward. The Grand Portage trading cycle
continued until 1803 when the company moved
upshore to Fort William. By 1821 the portage
had fallen into disuse. As the fur trade lost mo-
mentum toward the mid-1800s—fashions changed
and beaver populations diminished—the hard-
working, rambunctious voyageurs found their
profession becoming obsolete.

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

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

Birchbark Canoes

men on an express run.
Fur companies, however,
rarely substituted passen-
gers for payload.

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.

Montreal canoe arrives for Rendezvous Days.

“The Portage” by Dennis
Gale (top) shows canoe-
men beginning the over-
land haul between two

waterways. William Arm-
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strong’s watercolor (below)
shows voyageurs at the
end of a portage turning
their canoe into a tempo-
rary shelter.

The arrival of French explorers in the mid-1600s
began a new era for the few hundred Cree and
Ojibwe who lived at Grand Portage, as well as
the Sioux, Blackfoot, Beaver, Chipewyan, and Slave
Native Americans of the Canadian Northwest.
Superb canoeists and hunters, they practiced their
ancient skills as vital participants in the interna-
tional fur trade. They furnished sought-after pelts
and equipment and knowledge essential to the
voyageurs, who spent most of the year in the
lands the Indians had inhabited for generations.
Tribesmen taught the newcomers to build canoes
from birch bark and guided them along the water
routes into the wilderness. Sometimes the rela-
tionship between Indians and new settlers went
beyond business, and many voyageurs married
Indian women.

Voyageurs offered the Indians exotic new items,
curiosities at first that eventually became neces-
sities. Glass beads from Venice decorated cere-
monial clothing. Wool blankets and woven cloth
nal skins. Iron implements—kettles,
axes, firearms, and traps—became indispensable,
as did distilled spirits. By the 1800s European
culture had left its indelible mark on the lives

of even the most remote people.
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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.

In 1763, after the French and Indian War, France
ceded Canada to Great Britain. Under British
rule just about anyone was allowed to extract
the natural wealth of the Canadian Northwest.
Those with foresight pooled their resources and
formed wilderness corporations. The North West
Company was formed in 1784. Company head
Simon McTavish and his partners, canny business-
men with a ready eye for expansion, inspired
Washington Irving’s description, “lords of the
lakes and forests.” Canoemen themselves, these
partners accompanied voyageurs into the wilder-
ness or back to Montreal.

The enterprise succeeded mainly because of the
expedient waterway into the Canadian interior
via the Grand Portage. Voyageurs paddied far
into the wilderness, intercepting Indian hunters
before they had traded away furs to the compe-
tition. Intense rivalry heightened in the early 1800s
as the partners vied with the Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany for business, and profits diminished for
both. In 1821 the two merged, putting an end
to the sometimes violent feud.

Native Americans, French-
Canadian voyageurs, and
British partners carried
on a profitable fur trade
for over a century.
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import duties. When explorer David Thompson
surveyed the area nearly 20 years later, he saw
only the remains of clover-covered foundations.
The Grand Portage itself was obscured by vege-
tation and fallen trees. In 1958 the Grand Por-
tage Band of Minnesota Chippewa donated the
land that became the national monument that
same year. Written accounts and archeological
excavations provided information for recon-
structions. Interiors are furnished 1797-style.
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From 1784 to 1803 Chief Director Simon McTav-
ish and his North West Company partners ran
the most profitable fur trade operation on the
Great Lakes. The company’s inland headquar-
ters was located at Grand Portage, the largest
fur trade depot in the heart of the continent.
Sixteen wooden buildings stood inside the pali-
sade, including a business office, warehouse for
trade goods and furs, food storage buildings,
and living quarters for the partners and clerks.

Food was plentiful and liquor flowed freely—
at least for those willing to part with wages just
received for the past year’s work. Long-standing
rivalries sometimes sparked fistfights and ex-
ploded into brawls, landing participants in the
company jail.

through Grand Portage. The cedar-picket pali-
sade was designed mainly as secure storage for
extensive inventories of goods rather than as
defense against attack. You may climb the look-
out tower for a view of the grounds and Lake
Superior.

On the final night of Rendezvous, partners and
guests feasted and danced in the Great Hall,
while outside voyageurs and Indians staged their
own celebration. Grand Portage Ojibwe donned
ceremonial garb, and canoemen sported trade-
mark apparel: plumed caps, bright jackets, and
fringed sashes. When Rendezvous ended, the
voyageurs took up their paddles and headed for
another season of travel and trade.

Outside the palisade is a reconstructed ware-
house. Its location suggests the original building
might have belonged to an independent trader.
It also may have provided extra storage space
when warehouses inside the palisade were full.
Today the building displays historic items, in-
cluding birch-bark canoes built by traditional
methods.
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This was also the site of Rendezvous, an annual
gathering awaited through the long winter sea-
son by everyone connected with the company.
Hundreds of voyageurs spent the better part of
July camped outside the palisade. “The North
men live under tents,” wrote explorer Alexan-
der Mackenzie, a company partner, “but the
more frugal pork-eater [Montreal man] lodges
beneath his canoe.”

The Great Hall, inactive most of the year, came
to life as fur traders converged in late June for
Rendezvous. Company partners, clerks, and
Indians talked business in the Great Hall by day
and dined in the evening. Food was prepared
in the kitchen, behind the Great Hall. A fur press converted bulky furs into easily
handled cargo. About 60 beaver pelts piled atop
four binding cords and sandwiched in burlap or
muslin were pressed and tied into a compact
90-pound bale.

Alexander MacKenzie described the North West
Company's headquarters during a summer visit:
“Beneath an hill . . . is the fort, picketed in with

cedar pallisadoes, and inclosing houses built with

wood and covered with shingles. They are calcu-
lated for every convenience of trade, as well as
to accommodate the proprietors and clerks during
their short residence there.”

The post was abandoned in 1803 after the North
West Company, owned by Scots but operating
on American soil, relocated northward to avoid
the complications of citizenship, licensing, and

During the company’s heyday all trade goods
going to outposts in the Canadian fur country
and all furs bound for Montreal were funneled
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Great Hall) gives you

a view of life at Grand
Portage in the late
1700s. The historic
buildings are open
daily late-May through
mid-October. Other

Grand Portage Lodge.

Accessible Buildings
and grounds are acces-
sible for visitors in
wheelchairs. Service
animals are welcome.
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Hikers on the 812-mile
Grand Portage trail can
imagine what the voya-

geurs endured as they
carried heavy loads of
furs and trade goods.

Safety First Emergency
help is a long way off.
Remember, your safety
is your responsibility.

e Be careful crossing
roads. e Watch your

WWW.NpPs.gov/grpo

Grand Portage National
Monument is one of
over 390 parks in the
National Park System.
Visit www.nps.gov.



