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EXPLORATION AND THE FUR TRADE

UROPEAN EXPLORATION of the area we now call Northern Ontario began
in the carly r7th century. In16rs Huron canoes carried Samuel de Champlain, and
pethaps Etienne Brilé, up the Mattawa River, across Lake Nipissing, and down
the French River to Georgian Bay. This was probably the first time white
explorers had set eyes on the territory. Later this waterway became part of the
great Canadian canoe route to the west.

The early French and English explorers of the north searched for a shorter trade
route to the Pacific Ocean and Asia. By mid-century it had become clear ¢hat no
easy route to Asia existed, but there was some compensation: the land was rich in
furs. Northern Ontario was a treasure trove of beaver, marten, fox, wolf, and
“musquash” or muskrat. The intruders left the dream of Cathay behind and
focused on the treasures at hand.

The Indians were the first to harvest the furs. They had hunted and trapped
animals for food, clothing, and utensils for thousands of years before European
traders appeared on the scene. The Europeans arrived at a time of increasing
demand for furs in Europe, especially for the beaver pelts needed by hatmakers.
The beaver(felt) hat remained fashionable until the silk hat began to replace it in
the 1840s.

While furs were in demand in Europe the Indian tribes in turn provided a
market for European manufactured goods—guns and ammunition; knives, axes,
needles, and awls; copper and iron kettles; and cloth of all kinds. These useful
articles reduced the daily drudgery of a subsistence way of life. A superior
technology was eagerly welcomed; as one Indian said, “The beaver does every-
thing well. It makes kettles, hatchets, swords, knives, bread. In short it makes
everything. ... The English have no sense. They give us twenty knives for one
beaver skin.” But the trade had its negative side too. It brought an increasing
dependency on trade goods, as the Indians lost their traditional skills and way of
life. Worse than this, it brought the ravages of liquor and disease.

The Indian was important to the European trader not only as a supplier of furs
and ¢ umer of goods, but also as an activ participant in.the daily r
trade 19ES,
b 106es that wete the: : time.
The marriages of Indian women with the white traders were perhaps the most
obvious symbols of the new alliance.

The Huron of the Georgian Bay area were the early middlemen in the trade
between the French and the northern tribes. As carly as the 16405 the upper Great
Lakes began to fall into the orbit of the fur trade of New France. The destruction
of the Huron Nation by the Iroquois in the late 1640s changed the fur-trade
patterns: furs were now moved eastward along both shores of Lake Superior, with
a number ofA]gonkian—speaking tribes, including the Ojibwa, acting as middle-
men. Many of the Ojibwa at this time lived near the southeastern shores of Lake
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Superior and the north shore of Lake. Huron. They were
soon to be replaced as the middlemen of the trade by the
French traders themselves.

dets:known toshavé
: Supegior. They win-
tered at Chequamegon Bay during 1650-60 and crossed the
lake in the spring to a point possibly near the Pigeon
River, where they met some Crees and Assiniboines.
Radisson later claimed that he had reached the northern
sea (Hudson Bay), although this claim has been disputed
by most historians. More likely he was told by the Indians
of a water connection with the bay and realized that the
rich fur grounds of the north might be more casily
reached by ocean vessel than by canoe.

When Radisson and Groseilliers returned to New
France with a rich cargo of furs, they were roughly
handled by the authorities. They eventually decided to go
to London with their proposal and found a receptive
audience there. A trading venture by the Nonsuch to
60, with Groseilliers aboard, was very

£)

: -'his vast area included most of
what is now Northern Ontario.

Meanwhile other French explorers, traders, and mis-
sionaries were beginning to put the Great Lakes region on
the map. In 1671 the Sieur de St. Lusson assembled fourteen
tribes in council at Sault Ste. Marie and raised the royal
arms of France. No doubt the Indians were more
impressed with the ceremony of the occasion than they
were with its implications. Shortly afterward, while
René-Robert Cavelier, Sicur de La Salle, was exploring
the lower Mississippi River, Daniel Greysolon, Sieur de
Du Lhut, extended his explorations of its upper waters to
the north shore of Lake Superior. He built the first posts
on the Kaministikwia (Kam) River and on Lake Nipigon
in 1679. Soon French traders were siphoning furs that
otherwise would have gone to the HBCs bayshore posts
in Cree canoes. From the post on the Kam other explor-
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ers ventured west, perhaps as far as the present site of
Kenora.

nonEe: for “rench :..toﬂpush north-and west:o
«Superigr. The postsinthasregion fell into neglect.

France gave up the captured bay posts in 713 under the
Treaty of Utrecht and once more directed its attention to
the Lake Superior and Mississippi River regions. A second
post was built on the Kam in r7r, & i

Among the French post commanders in the I720s,
Pierre La Vérendrye deserves the most attention. While
posted at Nipigon, he was given a rough map drawn by
an Indian named Ochagach. It showed a water connec-
tion with the west and hinted at a western sea. Part of the
route west of Lake Superior had already been explored,
and the Grande Portage of the Pigeon River was k 1own
to French traders by that time. It soon became a viable
alternative to the longer and more difficult Kam route.
By 1731 La Vérendrye was ready to enter the western
mterior. Fort Michilimackinac and Fort Kam were the
main dispatch posts, but others were established—Fort
St. Pierre (now Fort Frances) and Fort St. Charles (near

, today’s Kenora). For the next five years the activities of La
{ Vérendrye and his sons focused on these posts. Since the

costs of their exploration were paid by the profits of the
trade, 1t was important for them to be on friendly terms
with the neighbouring Crees and Monsoni. In doing so,
the La Vérendryes took their side against the Sioux.
Although La Vérendrye preferred to have all the tribes at
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CULTURE AND THE ARTS

ORTHERN ONTARIO'S CULTURE is not limited to those people who
frequent opera houses and art galleries. It includes the life of everyone, the ethnic
groups and associations, who make up the population of Northern Ontario. The
story of this land is one of architecture, religion, and education. When the basics
of life have been achieved, people have turned to the enjoyment of music,
dancing, theatre, the visual arts, and more recently, their own literature. Artistic
expression in Northern Ontario has been dramatically affected by the close
relationship artists feel to the land itself, and the experience of living in the north
has inspired its residents to express its qualities in various media.

Two hundred years ago the culture of Northern Ontario was vastly different
today;Eheats nhabited by Cree and Ojibwa Indi atd

el missionaries. Native .men. tra hunted; and

life, and the women spent
r husbands and children.
and jewelry making, and:
often made beautitul th 5. Theya

tobacco, telling rales.of the Theilesbive se-the-
Ancigg,
raders;at Michilimackinac, Sault Ste. Marie, Fort William, and Fort
Brancesenjoyed the music of the fiddle and the flute. Between 1803 and 1821, when
Fort William was the main midsummer meeting place of the North: West.
Gompany: traders, the Rendezbous was a_time of much singing, dancing, and
drinking to distract the mind after months of work and hours of business meetings.
Both the Great Hall frequented by the gentlemen and the voyageurs’ encampment
outside the palisade came to life during these days. After the union of the North
West and the Hudson's Bay companies in 1821, this lively period came to an end.

Not until the 1880s and "gos did the north’s culture change much. Then, with the
discovery of new resources came new transportation systems and service centres.
Towns sprang up, and their buildings showed almost as many architectural
influences and styles as there were builders. Houses in the towns ranged from log
cabins to pretentious homes built in the Georgian style. Entire communities were
built of logs, as the bush camp reconstructed at Thunder Bay’s Centennial Park
demonstrates. In sharp contrast, the buildings at Dryden early in this century
included only one log dwelling, the rest consisting of two-storey frame buildings
erected in the space of a few weeks.

Although the Gothic Revival style might be seen in features such as the front
windows, the houses generally lacked any distinctive style. Basically, architectural
styles depended on the roles that particular buildings played. Banks and office
buildings were often constructed in the Neoclassical style, and churches in the
Gothic style made popular by early rgth-century romanticism.
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41 Brag loads were  form of entertainmment,

rather than serious lopging activiry. Camps
would challenge each other to see who could
stack the most logs. Under the right
conditions (about 0°C >) this load could be

pulled by two horses. The snow under the
runners would melt, and the sleigh would run
on a thin film of water. Lake Matinenda,
around 1930.




9-8 From 1803 to 1821 Fort William was the
main midsummer meeting place for the
North West Co. traders. Today, at the
reconstructed Old Fort William, the re-
enactment of history has become an art form
and a tourist attraction.

The earliest forms of entertainment in these new
towns involved activities within the family and neigh-
bourhood circles. Leisure fime was enriched by singing,
playing instruments, dancing, and story-telling. Quilting
opportunity for women to get together, and
barn raisings became occasions for the whole community
to work and socialize. Social life in the early years was
encouraged by the establishment of Mechanics’ Institutes,
Young Men’s and Young Women’s Christian Associa-
tions, and Women’s Institutes. Fraternal organizations
such as the Masons and Knights of Columbus and various
service clubs gave men occasion to meet. These associa-

tions organized clinics and libraries, as well as social
events such as dances and movie or skit nights.

In time, cultural activities developed that involved the
entire community. Schools played an important part in
organizing elaborate Christmas concerts and huge pic-
nics, especially in the spring. The whole community
turned out to enjoy these events, especially the Christmas
concerts, where children recited poetry, performed in
plays, and sang carols. Churches were also important in
the development of social and cultural activity, as persons
of various denominations began to meet to share their
beliefs.

Religion had long played an important part in the life
of Northern Ontario. As new settlers arrived, homes,
tents, and even barns served as the first locations for
worship services, prayer meetings, and church socials.
One of the earliest community activities in some cases
was the erection of an appropriate church building.
Christian services were at first organized by missionaries
and ministers of the Roman Catholic, Anglican, Wes-
leyan Methodist, and Presbyterian “‘conservative”
churches. Soon “revivalist” churches such as the Episco-
pal Methodists and Baptists began to appear. The minis-
ters of both types of churches were often required to
travel long distances on horseback or along the railway
lines to minister to the faithful.

Education has always been a significant service in
Northern Ontario. During the fur-trade era, many
fathers sent their Métis children to Glengarry County in
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Upper Canada or even to Europe for a “European”
education. In the settlement era, local efforts were again
called for, as Ontario administrators were slow in provid-
ing for these needs. Initially children met in homes and
churches, sometimes even in tents, to be taught. Eventu-
ally local school boards were created to meet these needs,
and the first one- or two-room wooden school houses
were built.

The success of these early educational efforts depended
as much on enthusiasm as on training. The teachers rarely
had much training, and salaries were too low to attract
more than a few women to the profession. In spite of this
the female teachers were quite successful in teaching the
three R’s and in encouraging children to enjoy music, art,
drama, and creative writing,

The development of the educational system came to be
largely in the hands of school inspectors such as W.J. Judd
of Thunder Bay. An carlier inspector, J.E. MacDougall
of North Bay, wrote Building the North in 1919, one of the
first books on education in Northern Ontario. Children
dreaded the recitations that the inspectors would require
of them, and teachers dreaded the visits of these men even
more, because their success in teaching their pupils was
being rigorously tested.

Educating children in isolated communities required
unique solutions in Northern Ontario. One solution was
the use of school cars, adaptations of the most modern
railway coaches of the time and well equipped as schools.
The first cars set out in 1926, and eventually seven school
cars operated along three different routes, the CPR main
line, the CNR lines, and the T & NO railway line. They
brought education to the families of railway workers,
loggers, miners, trappers, fishermen, and hunters, both
native and white, and from many ethnic backgrounds.
These people welcomed the three- or four-day visits of the
school cars. The cars represented a Canadianizing influ-
ence on the European settlers and ensured their allegiance
to the Canadian government.

School cars provided cultural experience for the par-
ents as well as education for the children. Part of the car
had fifteen desks, even though there were often far more
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9-9 Northem Ontario’s tum-of-the-century
settlers came from alimost everywhere, and
the buildings they constructed showed almost
as many influences as there were builders.
This is the Belair homestead on the Wolf
River, Dorion, around 1919. The original
building on the homestead was the salthox,
on the left. The new home on the right
shows diverse influences.

9-10 A successful farmer in the Rainy River

9-11 valley and one of its pioneer homesteaders,
Jimmy McOuat abandoned his agricultural
lifestyle in 1898 to live on the Canadian
Shield. He settled on the shore of the
crystalline White Otter Lake, between
Ignace and Atikokan. There he
singlehandedly built the unysual log structure
knows as White Otter Castle and occupied
it until his death in 1918. 9-10 shows the
castle as it appeared during Jimmy's lifetime,

with its four-storey tower and flower-filled

front yard. In 9-11 Jimmy poses for a

portrait to send to a prospective mail-order

bride in 1887,

9-12 The Prairie school of architecture was

represented at Kirkland Lake by the chateau

that Sir Harry Oakes built there in 1919.
The chateau was enlarged after a fire in

1929, and the interior has been renovated
house the Museum of Northem History,

to

171




Fort Severn

Big Trout
® Lake

o Pikangikum
@ Car Lake House

! RedLa k.oBalmertown
’ Ci

R gEar Falls

g
o

Ignace N
A,

Atikokan

R () S Thunder
A N

R Bay /
~

Rainy <2 C.N. R
River N ’\i

Fort
Frances

e

United States

NORTHERN ONTARIO

Showing major cities, towns, railways
and highways

20 km

100 miles

Cartography by:  lain Hastie, Geography Dept.,
Lakehead University

National

Winisk

River

ety
. “Pisky pp, Artawapiskar
@ Webequie Cirer !

Lansdowne

Fort Albany

Moosonee

S
N Ral]way
Longlac

Manitouwadge
Schrelber Trans-Canada
Highway
=N

q

Canadian

Englehart §

New
73

7 Sault

Biscotasing

Capreol
Ste.Marie © A% Elior Sudburygle—"3

olake
] Espanoh

Southern Ontario

Ontario
7/ pNorthland

Railway

Halleybury d

T mwgaml

3

Moose
Factory

Quebec

\\\

1
i
1
|
1
!
I
1
!
1
|
!

Lake

Iroquots Abitibi

oVirginiatown
\\Kirkland Lake
L}
B Earlton
Llske1rd \ Lake
Tiniskarming
Co alt (& ]

\ Temagqml

N orth
[ Bay
Sturgeon B

Mattarea R,
L. Nipissing

Toronto

[0







