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Picture Postcard (Lesson #1) 
 
Writing Literacy Strategies: Think/Pair/Share, Mind Map, Image Analysis 

 
Time:  2-4 Class Periods 
 
Expectations Addressed: 
 

• Grades 7, 8 Language – Writing, Visual Communication 
• Grades 7, 8 History – New France, Canada; A Changing Society 

 
Background and Purpose:  
 Whether paddling from an Athabasca post or from Montreal, the voyageurs were 

paddling for weeks on end before reaching the rendezvous site at Fort William. 
During their time on the water, life was adventurous and gruelling. A voyageur 
must have strength, will and wit to survive. Students will analyze a painting 
depicting voyageur life and write a postcard of what they imagine life is like 
through the voyageur’s eyes as he writes to a loved one or family member. This 
image analysis and writing activity gives students a chance to develop creative 
writing skills and learn about the intriguing life of the voyageur. 

 
Materials: 
 Voyageur Survival Challenge Instructions 
 “Voyageur Mind Map” Handout 
  4 Voyageur Sketches (provided) 
 
Introduction:  

Think/Pair/Share: Tell students to brainstorm a list of ten items they would pack for a 
canoe trip. Ask partners to prioritize the items in terms of survival and discuss their 
reasons as a class. Talk about who the voyageurs were and how they canoed for weeks 
at a time while carrying trade goods or animal pelts.  Some things, such as personal 
belongings might be similar to what we brainstormed as they would have same basic 
needs for survival. Yet, we have to consider what items were available in 1815. 

 
Procedure: 

• Voyageur Survival 
1) Divide the class into 3-4 groups. 
2) Play the Voyageur’s survival game to get students critically thinking and to 

visualize the voyageurs in a wilderness context. 
3) Class Discussion: Debrief the game for the next challenge. 
 

• Mapping Memoirs of a Voyageur 
1)  Reinforce that the voyageurs passed back and forth through the 

wilderness for weeks and months at a time. Ask: What do you think they 
saw in the wilderness in which they travelled? How might they feel? What 
might they think about? 

2) Hand out the “Mind Map” worksheet so students can independently 
ponder these questions. 

3) Review their answers or create a large replica of the Mind Map to hang 
on a classroom wall so students can fill in their answers. 
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• Pass the Picture! 
1) Have the class form a circle. 
 
2) Pass around ‘Picture A’ of the voyageurs. Tell each student to take a good look at it while 
pondering the same questions that were part of the “Mind Map” worksheet. 
 
3) Pass the picture around three more times and ask each students the following questions 
each time, ensuring not to repeat the same response that someone else provides: 
- List one object in the picture 
- Think of a verb that describes something happening in the image 
- Say one word that depicts the mood of the picture 
- Imagine how the voyageurs in this picture feel right now (one adjective) 
- What might they be thinking about (Describe in as many words as you like.) 
 
4) Divide into groups of 3-4 and repeat this ‘Pass the Picture’ exercise with pictures B, C, & D.  
(One picture per group) Have one group member be the recorder and take down all of their 
group’s responses. Students will copy down their group responses for the ‘Pass the Picture’ 
exercise and return to their desks. This will prepare them for the next ‘Picture a Postcard’ 
activity. 

 
• Picture a Postcard 
1) Students should review their group responses from ‘Pass the Picture’ to refresh their 

memories.  
2) Explain to the students that we cannot know for sure the thoughts of a voyageur like the 

ones captured in these paintings. Furthermore, the majority of the voyageurs could not 
read or write so they left few written records behind, although oral tradition of French-
Canadian paddling songs handed down over generations and reflections by a few who 
travelled with them (i.e. fur trade officials and explorers) and paintings help us to know the 
voyageurs a bit better.  

3) For this exercise, students will imagine being a voyageur from the picture they analyzed. 
They will give the voyageur a name and write a letter to a loved one or family member 
about what’s happening in the picture, ensuring to include their feelings and thoughts. 

4) A rough copy will be peer reviewed and the good copy can be written on the “Picture a 
Postcard” template. 

 
Accommodations:  
Activities can be split-up and divided over the course of a day or several days.  Within an 
activity, teachers may choose to do one or all of the lessons. More student art activities 
based on this time period can be found online at: Library and Archives Canada – Art 
Venture; A Collector’sChallenge, 
http://www.collectionscanada.ca/education/art/05060211_e.html

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.collectionscanada.ca/education/art/05060211_e.html
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Picture A – Class Exemplar (Lesson #1) 

 
 

 
 
Frances Ann Hopkins, Voyageurs at Dawn 1871 National Archives of Canada, C-2773, detail : 
www.collectionscanada.ca
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.collectionscanada.ca/
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Picture B – (Lesson #1) 
 

 
 

Frances Ann Hopkins, The Red River Expedition at Kakabeka Falls, 1877. National Archives of 
Canada, C-2775. : www.collectionscanada.ca

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.collectionscanada.ca/
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Picture C – (Lesson #1) 

 
 

Frances Anne Hopkins (1838-1919), Shooting the Rapids, c. 1879 
Source: National Archives of Canada (1989-401-2X; C-2774) : www.collectionscanada.ca

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.collectionscanada.ca/
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Picture D – (Lesson #1) 

 

 
 
 
Frances Anne Hopkins (1838-1919) Canoe Manned by Voyageurs Passing a Waterfall, 1869 
National Archives of Canada (1989-401-1X; C-2771)  
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Challenge Title: Voyageur Survival (Lesson #1)  

 
 

Type of Challenge: Problem Solving  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Challenge Parameters 
Recommended Age Group: 10 and up 
Recommended Group Size: groups/ teams of 4  
Indoor/Outdoor Activity: either 
Estimated Time: 20-25 minutes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Program Outline 
Storyline: You and your brigade are setting out for the long journey to Fort William.  
Although you are an experienced voyageur and have completed the trip many of times, 
your men doubt your skills and are challenging you on the items that you should be 
bringing with you.  As a group you must decide which items are most important to bring 
on the trip from Montreal to Fort William.  Note that some items listed may not exist in 
1815. Be sure to pick items that are time period appropriate. 
Description: Use the following list of items to put into order of priority!  Trap, food, a 
women, canoe, first aid kits, birch bark patches, rum, large piece of canvas, tobacco, 
blankets, paddles rope, bathing suit, paddles, map, sponge, axe, kettle, clean shirt, 
musket, matches, rubber boots 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                          
 

Other (diagram, solution etc.):  Food – needed for energy and survival to 
ensure that the voyageurs made it to Fort William 
Canoe –the most efficient method of travel for the 1815 time period when waterways 
were the most frequently travelled highways 
Paddle –obviously to aid in moving the canoe 
Large Piece of Canvas – used when the winds were just right and the voyageurs were 
able to put up a sail (sailcloth), OR if the canvas was covered with oil on one side it was 
used to cover the cargo (trade goods) in rain or rapids (oilcloth). 
Tobacco –not only did the voyageurs smoke tobacco during their break times, it would 
have boosted morale among the men, also was an essential trade item 
Blanket –each voyageur was issued one blanket for the entire trip; also blankets were 
another item frequently traded with 
Musket and trap –both very essential trade items 
Rope –a useful tool for almost any adventure. Most often used during a décharge; a 
method of unloading the cargo and guiding the canoe through rapids and obstructions. 
A women –although women did not frequently travel with voyageurs, some were brought 
along to repair moccasins and canoes, were extremely skilled workers 
Axe –used to chop wood for fires and to aid in canoe repairs; part of the Agret 
Bark Patches –bark was readily available along the voyageur routes, however brigades 
did carry patch kits with gum called Agret 
Sponge and Kettle –both used to bail out canoes; were part of the Agret 
Clean Shirt –not a priority, but 2-3 hours before the voyageurs would arrive at Fort 
William the would stop, wash, shave and maybe put on a clean shirt and sash 
Map –chases of a voyageur having a map are slim 
First Aid Kit –non existent in the 1800’s, voyageurs would have used natural medicine? 
Bathing Suit, Rubber boots, matches –non existent 
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Mind Map Worksheet – (Lesson #1) 

 
What would a voyageur bring with him?  

(List some personal items)                                 How might a voyageur feel travelling for 
weeks at a time by canoe?    

 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
            
 
 

                   A Voyageur’s Life in the Wilds 
    
 
What do you think they saw  
in the wilderness while travelling? 
      Imagine what a voyageur’s thoughts                   

might be… 
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Picture a Postcard – Good Copy (Lesson #1) 
 

 

Today’s Date:_____, 1815 

Dear _______________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Address: 

       _____________________ 

       _____________________ 

       _____________________ 

       ____________________ 

 

 

 

                         Sincerely, ______________ 

 

Student Name: _____________ 
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Ojibwa Stories and Legends (Lesson #2) 
 
Oral Literacy Strategies: Reading Aloud, Role-playing, Narration, Co-
operative learning (Peer Practice) 
 
Time:  2 Class Periods 
 
Expectations Addressed: 
 

• Grades 7, 8 Language – Reading, Writing, Oral 
• Grades 7, 8 Arts – Drama 

 
Background and Purpose:  
 
The First Nations peoples knowledge of navigable water routes and wilderness survival was 
crucial to the development of the fur trade. The history of Ojibwa peoples, who migrated to the 
north shores of Superior during this time, was passed down through oral traditions. Stories and 
legends served as teachings, the passing of information, connecting with the Great Spirit or the 
natural world. Sometimes a story was also a diversion from harsh climatic conditions.  
Students will define myths and legends and be introduced to the significance of the oral tradition 
through Ojibwa legends. By role-playing, narration and non-verbal communication techniques 
students will respectfully present local legends to their peers to explore the Superior area 
through traditional Ojibwa culture. 
 
Materials: 
 Tamarack and Chickadee 
 Kakabeka Falls, Sea Lion and the Welcome Islands Legends 
 Optional: Classroom items to make props (paper/scissors, coloured pencils) 
 Stories and Legends worksheet 
  
Introduction:  

 Ask: Does anyone know what Aboriginal peoples lived near Fort William during the fur trade? 
(Ojibwa peoples)  Explain: The history of Ojibwa peoples was mainly passed down through oral 
traditions such as stories, myths and legends. Brainstorm: What might be some reasons for 
telling stories/legends? Why would these be spoken and not in books? (Stories and legends 
served as teachings, the passing of information, connecting with the Great Spirit/ the natural 
world or as a diversion from harsh climatic conditions...)  

    
Procedure: 

• Tamarack and Chickadee (Ojibwa story) 
 
Note: Refer to the attached background information titled “Storytelling – Ojibwa Legends, 
Stories and Tales” written by Ann Magiskan, Native Heritage Program Officer, Fort William 
Historical Park. This provides background information on properly sharing Ojibwa oral traditions. 
 
1) Read aloud to the class the Ojibwa story titled ‘Tamarack and Chickadee’’. Hand out copies 
of the legend so visual learners can follow along. 
2) Recap:  In pairs, complete the ‘Stories and Legends’ worksheet. 
3) Class Discussion: Review answers as a class and go over definitions of story and legend. 
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• Local Legends/Stories 

 
1) Divide the class into 3 groups and give each group a local legend to read together. 
Instruct them to take turns reading aloud, providing peer support. 
2) Students will role-play this legend for the class. Each group must have a designated 
narrator and everyone else is acting out at least one role in the story silently (sound effects 
are fine, but no speaking). 
3) Students should organize and rehearse a few times with the teacher providing feedback 
and minimal facilitation to each group.  

  
Note: Reinforce that these legends are very important to the Ojibwa culture so to respect this  while 
role-playing. 

 
Extension: 

 
 Simple props can be made with items around the classroom to identify characters or 
 enhance the mood of the legend. (i.e. Hats for different characters, clapping/banging for 
 thunderstorms, or pictures drawn/cut out of significant objects in the legends). 
 

Accommodations:  
Activities can be split up and divided over the course of a day or several days.  Within an 
activity, teachers may choose to do one or all of the lessons.  This activity would be ideal 
pre or post a visit to Fort William Historical Park’s Native encampment where they can 
learn more about the Ojibwa culture. 
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Tamarack and Chickadee Story (Lesson #2) 

 
The Anishinabe say that long ago the tamarack was evergreen, like the red pine.  They 
say its beautiful green cone-shaped form graced the forest all through the long winter. 
 
One day, during a terrible storm, a chickadee was injured.  It was nearly dead from cold.  
The little bird struggled through the blowing snow until it stood at the foot of a tall 
tamarack..  “I need your help.  Please drop some of your lower branches to shelter me 
from the storm,” the little bird begged. 
 
“I should say not,” tamarack quickly replied.  “I did not grow beautiful green branches to 
break them off for you.  I’m sorry, but I prefer to keep my fine form.” 
 
So the chickadee pulled its small battered body to the foot of a tall red pine.  “Please 
drop some of your lower branches to shelter me from the storm,” the bird cried. 
 
The red pine pitied the poor little chickadee.  Quickly it dropped enough branches to 
shelter the bird.  Now the Great Spirit saw what had happened and said to the red pine, 
“You will always drop your lower branches to remind others that you paid a high price so 
a small bird could live.” 
 
When tamarack heard this, he was glad he had not dropped any branches.  Now he 
thought I will keep my fine form. 
 
“Yes, tamarack,” the Great Spirit said, “You will keep your fine form, but from today your 
needles will begin to turn brown.  You will soon die and be forgotten because you had 
no mercy for a chickadee.”  The tamarack wept, “The punishment is too harsh,” he 
cried.  Chickadee had crept out from under the red pine branches lying on the snow.  
He pitied tamarack.  “Oh, Great Spirit,” the bird said.  “Please don’t let tamarack die and 
be forgotten”.  “Very well,” the Great Spirit said to chickadee.  Turning to tamarack he 
said, “You will not die and be forgotten.  But every autumn you will lose your fine green 
needles and stand naked all winter as a reminder to others that it is better to have 
mercy and be kind than to be vain and selfish.” 
 
 
*Source: Ann Magiskan, Native Heritage Program Officer, Fort William Historical Park (April 
30/2005) 
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Lesson #2: Storytelling – Background Information 
 

Here is some background information & tips for storytelling before teaching this lesson to your 
students….. 
 
Legends: 
 
Legends and stories were told to pass on ancient beliefs of the Ojibwa people through oral 
tradition. 
 
Legends were told in the winter after the first snowfall when nights were long and the spirits 
were asleep or far away and would not be offended. 
 
Legends and stories reflect the importance of living in harmony with the natural environment, 
showing the relationship between spirit, nature and humanity. 
Storytelling also served to teach a lesson to explain things, to pass on wisdom or knowledge, 
and to entertain. 
 
Tales usually focussed on adventure, mighty hunters and warriors, forest creatures, or godlike 
beings. 
 
The Ojibwa legend of creation involves Gitchi Manitou, the Great Spirit, who created the world 
and Nanabijou a godlike hero who revived the world after a great flood. 
Nanabijou is the central character in many tales.  The paradoxical character of Nanbijou is wise 
and foolish, powerful and important, good and evil.  He is portrayed as a trickster, and his 
adventures are often humorous. 
 
It is important to explain living in harmony with the natural environment.  Spirits live in every part 
of the nature, and everything in nature speaks the same language.  Everything in nature has the 
potential to do good or harm, therefore we must live in harmony with nature. 
 
It is advisable to avoid stories and legends that are likely to be sensationalized and therefore 
misunderstood.  It is important to remember that legends are an integral part of Ojibwa 
spirituality.  The intention is not to “thrill” your young audience with gruesome details and 
terrifying events, but to teach, explain, and share in a light-hearted way. 
 
Always remember that storytelling and legends are a central aspect of Ojibwa culture. 
 

Story of First Contact 
 
Through a legend we hear about the Ojibwa peoples first encounter with the Europeans.  This 
first encounter was foretold in a vision from an Ojibwa prophet.  The prophet was so disturbed 
by the dream that we are told he took sweat baths and fasted for several days.  The people of 
this village feared that impending warfare of famine had been revealed to the prophet.  After 
several days the prophet revealed his dream to his people, “Men of strange appearance have 
come across the water…..  Their skins are white like snow, and on their faces long hair grows.  
These people have come across the great water in wonderfully large canoes, which have great 
white wings like those of a great bird.  The men have long and sharp knives, and they have long 
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black tubes, which they point at birds and animals.  The tubes make a smoke that rises into the 
air just like the smoke from our pipes.  From them came fire and noise.” 
Ojibwa legend says that it took the prophet a day to tell his story that his people were 
spellbound.  When the prophet finished, the legend tells us that the chiefs sent out a fleet of 
several canoes eastward along the Great Lakes.  This fleet travelled to the east side of Lake 
Superior to a clearing where “the largest trees had been cut down quite smoothly.”  The people 
collected wood shavings as evidence of the new technology, which cut such large trees and 
continued eastward.  They met the strangers and took back souvenirs to show their people. 
The people of the village crowded around to see the souvenirs of the journey.  The men had 
brought back the shavings, pieces of wood cut with sharp tools and gaily coloured cloth.  The 
cloth was torn into small pieces, so that each person might have a piece.  To impress other 
chiefs and tribes, they fastened splinters of wood and strips of calico to poles and sent them 
with special messengers.  Some Ojibwa believe that the other nations of Lake Superior first 
leaned about the Europeans from the hand to had circulation of these exotic articles and 
repetition of the stories the messengers passed along with them. 
 
The Ojibwa legends say the warning came in dreams, which were commonly used by 
storytellers to enhance their authority and power. 
 
It is likely that they learned about the presence of the newcomers elsewhere on the continent 
from overlapping storytelling and trading networks. 
 
Storytelling was a lively art and an important part of life in communities across Native Canada. 
 
The best storytellers were held in high regard for their eloquence, imagination, and sense of 
drama and humour. 
 
The written words that we have today do no justice to the stories that were told orally. 
 
Stories are not perceived as true happenings.  Anything with Nanabooshoo in it for example, 
can be told at any time of year, as he is not a real being; he is made up.  Legends are believed 
to be true happenings and are constructed the same as stories.  Examples of this are legends of 
Creation, or of spiritual content.  They tell of important life lessons, and speak of appropriate 
behaviour and attitude to keep one on a true and good path throughout life. 
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Lesson #2 – Student Worksheet 

 

Stories & Legends 
Name: _______________ 
Date: ________________ 

Legends: 
Legends are believed to be true happenings and are constructed the same as stories. They tell 
of important life lessons, and speak of appropriate behaviour and attitude to keep one on a true 
and good path throughout life.  
 
Stories:  
Stories are not perceived as true happenings.  Tales usually focussed on adventure, mighty 
hunters and warriors, forest creatures, or godlike beings.  
 

The Tamarack & the Chickadee Story 

 
 Answer the following questions on a separate piece of paper to explore the story. 

 
1. According to this story, why does the Tamarack drop its’ needles once a 
year? 

 
 
 
 
2. What else does a tree provide for other plants and animals in the forest? 
 
 
 
 
3. What are some lessons you can learn from the story? 
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Legend - Maiden of the Mist (Lesson #2) 
 

 Few visitors leave Thunder Bay without viewing the beautiful Kakabeka Falls. This 

remarkable work of nature is truly something to marvel at but the story of the heroism of a lovely 

Native Princess is still more enchanting than the rushing, whirling water and the crystal studded 

mist rising endlessly from the great gorge. 

 Chieftain White Bear, the peace –loving grand old leader of the Ojibwa tribe was 

interested only in the welfare of his people. One day Chief White Bear was greatly vexed to 

learn that large numbers of the fierce warlike Sioux were approaching his tribe’s encampment at 

the mouth of the Kaministiquia River, bent upon the destruction of his tribe. 

 Being too old to go to battle himself and not knowing how to ward off the enemy, the old 

Chief was greatly distressed. Seeing her father’s dilemma, Princess Green Mantle devised a 

plan. 

 Bidding her father farewell she hurriedly left the camp and paddled swiftly up the 

Kaministiquia River. Many times before she had gone for long canoe rides with her brother and 

she well knew of the Great White Falls. Leaving her canoe at the foot of the falls, she ran swiftly 

along the bank until she reached a point well above the waterfall. 

 She soon came within sight of the Sioux Camp. Boldly the young maiden walked into the 

camp of her bitterest enemies. At once they pounced upon her and captured her. Pretending to 

have lost her way, she led them to believe she was very frightened. Green Mantle was taken 

before the Sioux Chieftains and they decided to put her to death. Bargaining with them she 

followed through with her plan and told them that if they would spare her life she would lead 

them to her father’s camp. The Sioux Chiefs were elated, thinking that they had indeed been 

blessed by the Gods. 

 The following morning the young Princess was placed in the lead canoe and the great 

band, in their war canoes followed, tied as Green Mantle suggested, one behind the other so 

that they would not get lost. However, she did not tell them about the falls and as they swiftly 

turned the bend of the river, they plunged headlong into the great gorge, killing all. 

 Princess Green Mantle of course lost her life also but all of her tribe were slaved from 

the torturous hands of the most dreaded of all Native tribesmen. 

 The Great Manitou looked kindly upon the brave maiden, and if one takes the trouble to 

walk down the viewing pods, the figure of Green Mantle can be observed in the mist, standing 

as a monument to the memory of the Princess who gave her life for her people. 

 

City of Thunder Bay: http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/maiden.asp

http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/maiden.asp
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Legend - The Sea Lion of Silver Islet (Lesson #2) 

 
One of the most interesting sights of the islet is the great stone Sea-Lion, a fitting subject for the 

artist and the camera enthusiast. As a point of interest it is more unusual, so also is the legend 

of its origin. 

 

A great pet and constant companion of Nanabijou, Spirit of the Deep Sea Water, was the giant 

Thunder Bird. Legend tells us that lightning darted from its eyes and its voice was the thunder. 

 

The origin of this belief can be easily imagined when one listens to the storms of Thunder Bay, 

and realized that the ancient Native peoples knew very little of the scientific explanations for the 

acts of nature. 

 

Our story however deals more with the Lion, “Nagochee”. He too was a great companion of 

Nanabijou. Nagochee was no ordinary animal, for he was credited with having the wings of an 

eagle and the feet of a duck. His speed was that of the wind and he could swim faster then the 

great fish. 

 

One day the Spirit God was called upon to go on a long journey; mounting his great beast he 

hurriedly departed. In his haste he forgot to take his Thunder Bird with him. Thinking he no 

longer cared for him and being very jealous, she bitterly resented being left at home and 

planned to destroy Nagochee. Waiting for the return of Nanabijou, she started to screech when 

she saw him appearing over the clouds. Her voice shook the heavens and a terrific storm broke, 

striking the Lion and rider with its full force. 

 

The great wind snapped off one of Nagochee’s wings and he was twisted over and over, 

throwing his Master into the Big Sea Water. The Lion tried in vain to swim to Nanabijou’s aid but 

the waves were too much for him. 

 

Nanabijou finally reached the shore by his own efforts and thinking his beast had failed him, 

placed a curse upon him and turned him to stone. There to this day, stands the faithful old 

Nagochee, looking solemnly out to the water, waiting for his master to return. 

 

City of Thunder Bay Website: http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/sea_lion.asp

http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/sea_lion.asp
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Legend- The Three Sisters (Lesson #2) 
When storms lash the waves in fury, mariners on Lake Superior look forward to the three 
islands near the harbour of Thunder Bay, for here at last is shelter. Adequately named the 
“Welcome Islands” these havens of refuge had a strange origin, according to legend. 
 
Many years ago there lived a great Ojibwa Chieftain, loved and respected by his people for his 
kindness and love of children. Besides two fine sons, the Chief had four daughters. 
 
The three older girls were cruel and haughty, but the fourth and youngest was tender and of a 
dreaming nature. She loved to roam the forest and talk to the birds and little animals and would 
sometimes tell her family of strange conversations she had with the spirits of the forest. Her 
sisters would deride her but her father, understanding her better, loved her all the more for her 
kind simplicity. 
 
One day, when the young maiden was out for a walk in the woods, she heard a great and kindly 
voice call her name. Not seeing any person she realized that it must be a spirit. Sitting down 
upon a fallen tree, she listened intently to the voice. It was the great Nanabijou! 
 
He told her how much he loved her gentleness and that he had chosen her to be the bride of his 
son, North Star. Instructing her to come to this place in the forest on a certain day, Nanabijou 
departed, leaving the young girl very happy. 
  
That evening when all of her family was sitting around the campfire, the young daughter told 
them of her meeting with Nanabijou. The three elder sisters laughed mockingly at her and told 
her to drink herb medicine because she might be sick in the head. At this, the chief grew very 
angry and taking a long strip of deer hide, gave them a sound thrashing.  
 
The older girls, now full of hate for the sister that had been the cause of their punishment, 
planned to kill her. Remembering the day and place Nanabijou told their sister to meet him 
again in the woods, they followed her and hid in the low bushes, each armed with a bow and 
arrow. 
 
Soon North Star came to the spot and the young girl gently embraced him for she had fallen in 
love with him at first sight. North Star however, was a spirit and the elder sisters could not see 
him. Thinking they were sitting alone, they drew their bow strings and shot their arrows right 
through the young maiden’s heart. The arrows had pierced both North Star and the young girl, 
but instead of falling to the earth, she was borne gently upwards by her lover, to the sky. 
  
The three sisters became very frightened and ran swiftly towards their camp. Nanabijou, furious 
at what had happened to the young girl came down in the midst of a terrible storm, and catching 
them up as they ran, turned them into stone and cast them into the water of Thunder Bay. 
 
Time has no doubt changed some of the actual details but there lay the three islands and who 
can tell, “Truth is often stranger than fiction”. 
 
City of Thunder Bay Website: http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/three_sisters.asp
 

 

 

http://www.visitthunderbay.com/about/legends/three_sisters.asp


Fort William Historical Park 

© Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2007 21

 

The Greatest Canadian Fur Trader (Lesson #3) 
 
Reading/ Writing/Oral Literacy Strategies: Small group discussion (Placemat), Highlighting, 
Reading between the Lines (Inferences), and Tableau 
 
Background and Purpose: 
Whether it was a clerk, voyageur, bourgeois, trapper or a country wife, all involved in the fur 
trade era had a significant impact on founding the Canadian nation. However, there is limited 
documentation for each party involved in making the fur trade successful. Historians must piece 
together people and events through letters, journals and ledgers kept during this time. From 
these writings specific instances or events that helped to shape elements of Canadian history 
and our current identity are revealed. Several biographies have been written about such 
historical characters and how they contributed to Canada’s history. 
Students will research a significant historical character and defend why this person should be 
considered as the Greatest Canadian of the Fur Trade Era. After research and group 
presentations, students will vote to determine the winning candidate, as well as gain a sense of 
how the candidates contributed to Canada’s history and current identity. 
 
Expectations Addressed: 
 
Grades 9, 10 English (academic, applied) – Literature Studies and Reading, Writing, Language 
Grades 11, 12 English (university, college) – Writing, Language  
Grade 12 Canada & World Studies – Canada: History, Identity and Culture 
 
Time:  2-4 Class Periods 
 
Materials:  

4 Fur Trader Biographies 
Chalkboard space or chart paper 
Highlighters 
Internet Access (optional): 

Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online: http://www.biographi.ca/EN/index.html
The Canadian Encyclopaedia Historica: http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
In Pursuit of Adventure; The Canadian Fur Trade and the Northwest Company: 
http://digital.library.mcgill.ca/nwc/ (general fur trade Information) 

 
Introduction: Class Discussion: Ask the class what they already know about the fur trade.  

What is the fur trade? Why did it happen? Who was involved? Where were they 
from? What were their jobs or duties? How can we piece together information of 
the past? Where does it come from? Why piece together history? Think about 
this last question while we read a biography of David Thompson. 

  
Procedure: 

• Reading between the Lines (Inferences) 
Explain that material to write a biography about a historical character entails piecing 
together information from a variety of sources. (I.e. journals, letters, ledgers) Historians 
must utilize the strategy called “making inferences” or “reading between the lines” while 
piecing together information for a biography. 

1) Before reading the biography, students should practice ‘Reading between the 
lines to infer meaning’. Write the following sentences on the chalkboard & ask 

http://www.biographi.ca/EN/index.html
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
http://digital.library.mcgill.ca/nwc/
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students to explain what they think might be happening in the following 
situations: 

 
A. Your neighbour, married about a year ago, is shopping for diapers and baby 
formula. 
 
B. A car containing two men has been parked in front of your neighbour’s home 
everyday for a week. 
 
C.  A truck is parked in a Canadian Tire parking lot. No one is inside, the 
headlights are on and the driver’s door is open. 

 
2) Hand out the David Thompson biography worksheet. Tell students that it will be 

determined as a class who is the Greatest Canadian Fur Trader with a class 
vote. The first candidate is David Thompson. 

3) Read David Thompson’s biography as a class with students taking turns reading 
aloud.  

4) Have students read one more time individually and highlight any sentences that 
may have inferences. 

5) Small-Group Discussion (Placemat): Divide students in 3 small groups. Give 5 
minutes to discuss any inferences that they found in the biography. Draw a 
diagram of the ‘Placemat’ exemplar on the chalkboard. All groups should copy 
this diagram on a piece of chart paper with a marker, answering all of the 
questions in the 4 outer squares of the placemat. 

6) Give each group a chance to present their answers to the class. 
7) Post the placemats on the classroom wall for a visual representation. 
  

• Greatest Canadian Candidates! 
1) Hand each of the 3 groups a different biography of a Greatest Canadian Fur 
Trader Era candidate. 
2) Discussion: What do you notice about the candidates? (i.e. all male, non-native 
newcomers, bourgeois) Who is missing? (i.e. women, children, working class, native, 
Métis) Why are they missing? (Those with social/ political power/money/education 
are more likely to influence large events or trends and leave a record of their 
activities. Thus, this is the Greatest Canadian Fur Trader Candidates only, rather 
than solely the Greatest Canadians. 
3) Have students follow the same steps as they did with the David Thompson 
biography to determine any inferences about their candidate utilizing the Placemat 
student worksheet. 
4) Groups will orally present their placemat to the class. All group members must be 
involved so ensure everyone has a role. You may want to have a couple of speakers 
and the rest of the students performing a Tableau of a significant event for which 
their candidate is known. 
5) Give all students a ballot and have a formal vote at for the Greatest Canadian 
Fur Trader after the presentations. 

 
Extension 

1) Have the class construct a display in the school hallway or have a table set-up during 
lunchtime where students can share with the school some historical Great Canadians. (Or 
conduct presentations/an assembly and have a campaign for a school wide vote). 
2) Turn this activity into a larger independent study by having students conduct further 
research of their Greatest Canadian utilizing the online websites listed above. 
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Accommodations  

Activities can be split-up and divided over the course of a day or several days.  Within an 
activity, teachers may choose to do one or all of the lessons. Combine these activities 
with a visit to the Fort and staff can customize a program for your class, highlighting 
these Great Canadian Fur Trader candidates during your visit. 
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A Biography of David Thompson - Exemplar (Lesson #3) 

 
 
David Thompson (1770 – 1857) 
was born April 30, 1770 in Westminster (London), to Welsh parents. Left orphaned, at age 
seven Thompson was admitted to the Grey Coat Hospital, a charity school for the poor children 
of Westminster. He subsequently enrolled in the Grey Coat mathematical school, where he 
received basic training in navigation, and on May 20, 1784 he was apprenticed to the Hudson’s 
Bay Company for seven years. 
 
Thompson joined HBC rival North West Company in 1791. In fall of 1792 he was instructed to 
follow up on Turnor’s work in the Athabasca. Even though Thompson was appointed HBC 
surveyor at the handsome salary of £60 a year 1794, five disappointing years filled with 
logistical difficulties led Thompson to walk from Bedford House to Alexander Fraser’s post on 
the Reindeer River on May 23, 1797.  
 
Thompson now began 15 years of productive work with the NWC. The boundary between 
British and American territory west of Lake of the Woods, established in Jay’s Treaty, was a 
concern for NWC partners. Thompson surveyed westward along the 49th parallel and charted 
the position of NWC posts. He worked at an astonishing pace, completing in just 10 months an 
exploratory survey of the major rivers and lakes from Lake Superior to Lake Winnipeg and on to 
the Swan River valley, then south along the Assiniboine and Souris rivers and overland to the 
Mandan villages on the Missouri River, back to the Assiniboine and up the Red River, across to 
the headwaters of the Mississippi, then over the divide to Lake Superior by way of Fond du Lac 
House, and finally along the south shore of Superior to Sault Ste Marie and back to Grand 
Portage. 
 
The maps Thompson later compiled were based on a series of fixed points, usually trading 
posts, located by means of astronomical observations for latitude and longitude. His accurate 
calculations of latitude and longitude are a tribute to his care and diligence in taking multiple 
observations whenever possible. Direction of travel was established by compass and distances 
were usually estimated on the basis of elapsed time; these observations, especially his 
estimates of distance, show considerable inconsistency. His visual perception of distance was 
undoubtedly affected by his partial blindness. 
 
He began his famous map in 1812, utilizing his many years of experience to complete what was 
perhaps the greatest achievement in Canadian cartography at the time, covering an area of two 
million square miles, from Lake Superior to the Pacific Ocean.  Thompson presented his map to 
the shareholders of the Company, at Fort William in 1814.  It remained the most accurate 
illustration of Canadian geography until the end of the nineteenth century.  
 

 
 

Source: Adaptation of information from the online Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
www.biographi.ca
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Lesson #3 – Placemat Student Worksheet 
 
 
After reading the David Thompson biography, fill out this placemat with your group. (Note: 
This exemplar should be drawn on the chalkboard or chart paper so the entire class can 
participate) 

 
Who is this person? 
(Describe your candidate) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What makes them special? 
(List his accomplishments, places discovered….) 
  

What else? 
(Hint: Read between the lines!!) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why should this person be considered to be the Greatest Canadian Fur Trader? 
(How did their contributions affect others? Also, think about reasons pertaining to Canada’s history
and identity) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Greatest 
Canadian Fur 

Trader 
Name of your 

candidate: 
_______________ __ 



Fort William Historical Park 

© Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2007 26

  
A Biography of William McGillivray (Lesson #3) 

 
 

William McGillivray (1764 – 1825) 
is known as a fur trader, landowner, justice of the peace, office holder, politician, and militia 
officer, but is best known for his role as Chief Director of the North West Company. He was born 
1764 in Dunlichty, Scotland, son of Donald McGillivray and Anne McTavish, Simon McTavish’s 
sister. McTavish paid for his nephew William’s education and brought him to Canada in 1784 to 
enter the newly-formed North West Company as a clerk. He spent 1785-6 in the Red River 
Department and was at Lac des Serpents in 1787. He received a share in the company and 
became a wintering partner in 1790. William returned to Montreal in 1793, and joined the 
agency firm of McTavish, Frobisher and Company when Frobisher retired in 1798. After 
McTavish’s death in 1804, William became Chief Director. He usually travelled to Fort William 
each summer to chair the annual meetings with the wintering partners at rendezvous. He 
negotiated a partnership with the XY Company, and reorganized the agency to become 
McTavish, McGillivrays and Co. William played an instrumental role in negotiating the 1821 
merger between the Hudson’s Bay and North West Companies. 
 
In addition, McGillivray had a place in Lower Canadian society: Beaver Club member, justice of 
the peace, Montreal West representative in the Lower Canadian House of Assembly, 
Lieutenant-Colonel in the Corps of Canadian Voyageurs, member of the Legislative Council, 
and member of the Scotch Presbyterian Church. He was also a landowner: in 1813 the 
government of Upper Canada made him a substantial land grant at Plantagenet. And, in 1817, 
he purchased the modest estate of Bhein Ghael, in Scotland. 
 
William McGillivray was a husband and father too: in 1790 William married (1790), à la façon du 
pays, a Cree mixed-blood woman named Susan, and they had three sons and one daughter. 
When William left the interior in 1793 to act as agent he separated from his family. In 1800, 
William remarried a London woman named Magdalen McDonald and with her had six children 
of whom four died in infancy. When William died on October 16, 1825, he bequeathed his 
Scotland estate and £10,000 apiece to his daughters, Anne and Magdalen, children of his 
second marriage. To his sons, Simon and Joseph, the only surviving children of his first 
marriage, he left £2,000 and the lands in Plantagenet Township. 

 
Source: Adaptation of information from the online Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
www.biographi.ca
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A Biography of Sir Alexander Mackenzie (Lesson #3) 
 
 
Sir Alexander Mackenzie (1764 – 1820) 
is widely known as an explorer, fur trader, and author. Born in 1764 at Stornoway, on the Isle of 
Lewis, Alexander’s mother died when he was a child, and his father, Kenneth Mackenzie, 
immigrated to New York in 1774, taking Alexander with him. Alexander lost his father in the 
American Revolution and was left in the care of his aunts, who sent him to school in Montreal in 
1778. Alexander quickly entered the service of fur traders Finlay, Gregory and Co. (later 
Gregory, MacLeod & Co.) as a clerk. By 1784 Alexander made his first trading trip inland to 
Detroit. He was offered a share in the business, assigned to the English (Churchill) River 
department, and was stationed there until 1787 when Gregory, MacLeod & Co. merged with the 
NWC. Mackenzie received one share of the new 20 share partnership. 
 
Mackenzie wintered in the Athabasca with Peter Pond in 1788. The next year, Mackenzie set 
out from the newly established Fort Chipewyan to descend the large river (now the Mackenzie) 
that flows from Great Slave Lake. Travel was slow and difficult in the upper part of the Slave 
River but once the party entered the Mackenzie River progress was rapid. They covered over 
1,000 miles of river in only 14 days: an average speed of more than 75 miles per day. 
Mackenzie quickly realized the river would not empty into the Pacific but completed the journey 
to the Arctic and turned home on July 16. The party reached Fort Chipewyan on September 12. 
They completed the round trip, totalling over 3,000 miles, in 102 days. 
 
Mackenzie began his second expedition in the fall of 1792 with a compass, a sextant, a 
chronometer, and a large telescope. With this limited equipment, Mackenzie plotted his position 
with remarkable accuracy. In October Mackenzie left Fort Chipewyan and started up the Peace 
River, built an advance base, and wintered there. After mustering a crew, he left at last on 
May 9, 1793. By June the party had descended the McGregor River and reached the Fraser. 
Four days travel later he met Indians who strongly advised him to proceed no farther: the best 
way to reach the ocean was by a considerably shorter route overland. The party traveled back 
up the Fraser and followed the valley of the West Road River to the coast. They crossed the 
6,000 foot Mackenzie Pass, descended into the deep gorge of the Bella Coola, and reached the 
Pacific Ocean. Mackenzie became the first white man to journey overland across North America 
north of Mexico. 
 
The party slept on a rock in Dean Channel on July 21st. Mackenzie mixed some vermilion with 
melted grease and wrote his now famous inscription on a southeast rock face: “Alexander 
Mackenzie, from Canada, by land, the twenty-second of July, one thousand seven hundred and 
ninety-three.” The rock has been identified and the words reinscribed upon it. Mackenzie’s party 
began the return journey on July 23 and were back safe and uninjured at Fort Chipewyan on 
August 24. Once again his speed of travel was phenomenal: the total distance covered was 
more than 2,300 miles. Sadly, Mackenzie’s route to the Pacific was of no immediate use to the 
NWC. He did add a huge tract of country to the map of the world, but the routes followed in later 
years by fur brigades would be discovered by Simon Fraser and David Thompson. 
 
The winter of 1793–94 saw Mackenzie resolve to leave the northwest, but not the fur trade. 
When he left the northwest, he proposed to John Graves Simcoe, lieutenant governor of Upper 
Canada, that the NWC should participate in a cooperative effort involving the HBC and the East 
India Company. The HBC would make its supply route via Hudson Bay available, and the East 
India Company would modify its monopoly rights in the China trade to permit the marketing of 
furs shipped from the Pacific coast. 
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Mackenzie was diverted by the offer of a partnership in McTavish, Frobisher and Company. 
From 1795 Mackenzie travelled to Grand Portage for the annual rendezvous with the wintering 
partners. On many points of internal policy he found himself more in sympathy with the wintering 
partners than with his fellow agents. His interest in a broader trading strategy revived, and this 
led to differences with McTavish: trade handled through Hudson Bay or the Pacific coast would 
not benefit Montreal, where McTavish’s interests were centred. Mackenzie’s partnership expired 
in November 1799, and he left abruptly for England. 
 
He published his Voyages from Montreal in December 1801 and was knighted February 10, 
1802. In the last few pages of his Voyages Mackenzie again outlined his proposal for 
cooperation between the NWC, the HBC, and the East India Company. However, Mackenzie 
owned shares in the New North West Company, also known as the XY Company, and later 
known as Sir Alexander Mackenzie and Company, and by 1802 Mackenzie returned to Montreal 
to broker an amalgamation with the NWC, but antagonism between Simon McTavish and 
himself was too great to make union possible. When McTavish died in 1804, his nephew William 
McGillivray took over as Chief Director and did effect a merger, but Mackenzie was excluded. 
 
In 1804 Mackenzie was persuaded to enter politics as representative of the county of 
Huntingdon in the House of Assembly of Lower Canada. He attended only the first session, 
went to London in autumn of 1805, and made only brief visits to Canada thereafter, the last in 
1810. 
 
Mackenzie bought HBC stock in the hope of exerting pressure to secure the use of the Hudson 
Bay supply route for the Montreal traders. This came to nothing and Mackenzie retired to 
Scotland. In 1812, at the age of 48, he married 14 year old Geddes Mackenzie. He and 
Lady Mackenzie spent the season in London and lived the rest of the year at Avoch, where 
Mackenzie took an interest in local activities and improvements. A daughter was born in 1816, 
and two sons followed in 1818 and 1819. By the time the sons were born Mackenzie’s health 
was failing, likely from Bright’s disease. In January 1820 he went to Edinburgh for medical 
advice; in March, on the return journey to Avoch, he died unexpectedly in a wayside inn near 
Dunkeld. 
 
Source: Adaptation of information from the Dictionary of Canadian Biography Onine, 
www.biographi.ca
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Fantastic Fur Trade Tales (Lesson #4) 
 
Reading / Writing/ Oral Literacy Strategies: Storytelling, Pair/Share, Most/Least Important 
Idea(s) and Information Chart, Dramatic Presentation, Organizing Idea & Rough Draft 
 
Background and Purpose: 
Contemporary journals and documents collected from the Fur Trade are invaluable as their 
pages provide historians with a picture of everyday life, as well as documentation of interesting 
and/or significant events. But how does a historian decide what resources to rely on?  
Students are introduced to primary sources and guiding principles for assessing validity of a 
primary source through engaging activities that explore traces of their past. Students then read 
intriguing Fur Trade Tales and create a dramatic re-enactment of the tale for the class. 
Teachers can choose to extend this activity by having students generate research questions 
from the presentations for writing short-essays.   
 
Expectations Addressed: 
 
Grades 9, 10 English (academic/applied) – Literature Studies and Reading, Writing & Language 
Grade 10 History (academic/applied) – Canadian History in the 20th Century 
Grade 12 Canada & World Studies – Canada: History, Identity and Culture 
Grades 9, 10 (open) The Arts – Drama, Media Studies (only if performances are videotaped) 
 
Time:  3-5 Class Periods 
 
Materials:  
 
6-8 Fantastic Fur Trade Tales (one per group) 
chart paper 
Most/Least Important Ideas worksheet 
Paper/markers, etc. for props 
 
Introduction:  
Scenario: A television producer is making a documentary titled “Fantastic Fur Trade Tales”. The 
producer has compiled several accounts of 19th century fur trade accounts from across Canada. 
Discussion: If you were producing this documentary where would you get your information for 
the fur trade tales from? (i.e. books, journals, artefacts) How would you know if it was a reliable 
source of information/ a trustworthy historical record? Let’s find out by looking at our own 

ies….. personal histor  
 
Procedure: 
 
• TRACING YOUR  PAST 
 
The historical record gives us a glimpse into the past, but this glimpse depends on what was 
recorded, and what evidence remains for us to look at.   
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a. Traces Left Today- EVENT (10 min) 
 
1. Class Brainstorm: What is a primary source? Write answer(s) on the board or chart paper for 
future reference. 
2. Think/Pair/Share: Team up with a partner.  Use a scrap piece of paper to record an event or 
fact in your partner’s life. Brainstorm the kinds of traces that might remain in the historical record 
in a hundred years time as evidence.  
3. As a class, share one or two examples of personal histories and their traces. 
4.  Add examples of primary sources to the running list on the board or flipchart. 
 
b. Traces Left by Your Elders – PERSON (10 min) 
 
1. Think/Pair/Share/Square: With your partner, turn your gaze into the past to the personal 
histories that have already been lived.  Think of an elder (i.e. a grandmother or grandfather) in 
your family and tell your partner everything you know about their life. 
2. Share and record on the ‘Person’ Handout the kinds of evidence that might enter the record 
to help us understand the life (rather than just one event) of an ancestor. 
3.  Add to the running list of primary sources on the board or flipchart. 
 
c.Types of Primary Sources/ Discussion 
 
1.Class Discussion: Looking at the list of sources (types of evidence, traces of lives lived).  Can 
your group put these sources into categories?  Use marker or chalk to group sources. Are there 
any things in this collection that you think don’t qualify as a primary source?  Why? 
 
2. Introduce the class to the following Guiding Principles for Primary Sources: 
 
 
Principle 1: Time and Place Rule (I.e. Immediacy) 

To judge the quality of a primary source, historians use the time and place rule. This rule 
says the closer in time and place a source and its creator were to an event in the past, the 
better the source will be.  

 
Principle 2: Bias Rule 
 
The historians' second rule is the bias rule. It says that every source is biased in some way. 
Documents tell us only what the creator of the document thought happened, or perhaps only 
what the creator wants us to think happened. 
 
Every piece of evidence and every source must be read or viewed sceptically and critically.  
 1   
Time & Place Rule and Bias Rule Source: Library of Congress 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/psources/psteach.html#Overview

 
• Engaging in Reading 
1. Divide the class into 6-8 groups and hand each group a Fantastic Fur Trade Tale. 
2. Instruct them to read the passage silently. 
3. Next, have one student in each group read the tale aloud while encouraging the others 

to think about the most and the least important ideas. 
4. Hand out the chart worksheet and have each group generate the most and the least 

important ideas, as well as the key ideas from the passage. 
 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/psources/psteach.html#Overview
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Note: These reading methods are based on the Ontario ‘Think Literacy’ document, 2003 
 
• Portraying the Past! 
1. Students will create a short drama presentation based on the most important and key 

ideas from their fantastic fur trade tale, as if they were being filmed for a television 
documentary. 

*  If there is access to a video camera, record the presentations for a media class or for 
debriefing/generating research questions.  
2. Ensure all group members must have a role in the presentation. Props are optional as is 

scripting as long as the key ideas of the tale are conveyed to the audience. 
3. After each presentation, debrief the performance (i.e. Ask the audience what they 

thought was happening/ have the group explain their tale verbally) Encourage students 
to brainstorm potential research questions and write them on chart paper. 

 
• Accumulating Answers (Short Essay) 
1. Students work individually to answer their research question. 
2. Methods of research inquiry may include:  
- Online research (Note: Refer to the list fur trade web links provided) 
- Books, Journals, Historical Documentation (Visit the Fort library or a local public library) 
- A visit to Fort William Historical Park 
3. Hand out the Research Organizer worksheet provided and start researching. 
4. When research is complete, students will create a rough draft.  
Handout: Short Essay- Rough Draft for specific writing instructions. The essay will include 
why they chose their research question, what they found out and the validity of their sources 
based on the Bias Principle learned during this lesson. 
5. Write a good copy to hand-in for evaluation.  (Evaluation Rubric provided) 
 

Accommodations  
 

Combine this activity with an existing program at Fort William Historical Park, or ask our staff to 
customize a program for your class based on this particular lesson. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 

Tale 1 - Rebellion in the Ranks 
 
When voyageurs signed a contract with the NWC, they pledged to serve and obey their 
employers. Many contemporaries remarked upon the hardships and dangers they suffered with 
surprising endurance and good spirits. There are very few recorded instances of rebellious 
activity among the voyageur ranks, but there are a few. 
 
In 1808, Simon Fraser and his crew made their celebrated journey down the river that now 
bears his name. In many ways they were aided by the native people that they met, who 
received them with kindness and civility. But not all native communities welcomed the 
newcomers. On one occasion, the crew were pursued and threatened over a period of a few 
days and this caused at least some of the crew to defy orders: 
 
 

Thursday, July 6, 1808 
I then directed the men, who were on shore, to embark, but Mr. Stuart came to inform 
me that several of them refused. . . two of them declared in their own name and in that of 
others, that their plan was fixed, and that they saw no other way by which they might 
[save] themselves from immediate destruction, for continuing by water, said they, 
surrounded by hostile nations, who watched every opportunity to attack and torment 
them, created in their minds a state of suspicion, which was worse than death. . . After 
much debate on both sides our delinquents yielded and we all shook hands, resolving 
never to separate during the voyage; which resolution was immediately confirmed by the 
following oath taken on the spot by each of the party: “I solemnly swear before Almighty 
God that I shall sooner perish than forsake in distress any of our crew during the present 
voyage.”1

 
 
 Source: Lamb, Kaye W. Simon Fraser, The Letters and Journals of Simon Fraser 1806-1808, 
ed. Toronto: MacMillan, 1960, 112-113. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 

Tale 2 - Race on Lake Winnipeg 
 
In 1794, Nor’Wester Duncan McGillivray left Grand Portage on Lake Superior to take up his 
wintering post at Fort George on the Saskatchewan River. At Lake Winnipeg, he found himself 
encamped on an island in the centre of the lake with two rival canoe brigades: the Fort Dauphin 
and Athabasca brigades. McGillivray himself was a passenger in one of the light canoes 
accompanying the brigades – a smaller canoe built more for passengers than freight. 
 
 

17th Augt. It is surprizing what extraordinary exertions the people have made for 2 days 
past to decide a contest that had arisen between them on the night of their departure: 
The Athabasca Men piqued themselves on a Superiority they were supposed to have 
over the other bands of the North for expeditious marching, and ridiculed our men “a la 
façon du Nord” for pretending to dispute a point that universally decided in their favour. 
Our people were well aware of the disadvantages they laboured under (being about ¼ 
Heavier loaded than their opponents) but they could not swallow the haughtiness and 
contempt with which they thought themselves treated, and tho’ they could flatter 
themselves with no hopes of success from the event yet they resolved to dispute the 
Victory, with the greatest obstinacy that their opposers might not obtain it without the 
sweat of their brows. In consequence of this determination the two Bands instead of 
camping according to orders, entered the Lake at sun-set, the one animated with the 
expectation of victory, and the other resolved, if possible, not to be vanquished. They 
pursued the Voyage with unremitting efforts without any considerable advantage on 
either side for 48 hours during which they did not once put ashore, ‘till at length, being 
entirely overcome with labour and fatigue, they mutually agreed to camp where we found 
them, and cross the rest of the Lake together. . .1

 

Source: Morton, Arthur S.  Duncan McGillivray, The Journal of Duncan M’Gillivray of the North 
West Company at Fort George on the Saskatchewan, 1794-5 Toronto: MacMillan, 1929. 110-
111. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 
 

Tale 3 - Survival Against all Odds – Swallowing a Quill! 
  
In the 1800s, medical help was not always readily available. It was often left up to those with 
little or no medical training to act as healers. 
  
 

July 6–7–8 [1807] 
…Beaulieu [a voyageur] has been these ten days so very ill that he could not help us, & 
at length so much so that we inspired of his Life – his Complaint a violent dry Colic & 
Pain under his ribs on the left. This morning perceived a small swelling close under his 
Ribson the [left]. This Morng perceiving a small Swelling close under his left Ribs mid of 
the Side to be enlarging, he was feeling it with attention, & by his fingers feeling 
something rough he sent for me. It appeared to be a small splinter – I extracted it, & to 
our great surprise found it was a porcupine Quil,l that had made its appearance from the 
inwards – it was of the short thick ones on the Rump & Tail of the Porcupine. It can be 
accounted for only by supposing that, when he eat part of the Dog the day we passed 
the Height of Land, he had in eating the Meat swallowed the Porcupine Quill in the Meat, 
as he is a voracious eater. All our Dogs have been more or less wounded by the 
Porcupines, & no doubt some of their Quills have worked themselves into the internal of 
the Skins of the Dogs. The Porcupine Quill thus extracted was about one inch long, 
yellow, dry & hard & not the least matter about it – but seemed to have a kind of dry 
Sheath, altho’ the flesh all around from the inflammation attending its passage was hard 
like the egg of a Pigeon.1

 
Source:  Belyea, Barbara ed. David Thompson, Columbia Journals, Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1994. 50. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 
 

Tale 4 - Tragedy at the Rapids 

 

In 1786, Nor’Wester Cuthbert Grant was traveling to Great Slave Lake with a crew of voyageurs 
when tragedy befell at a rapid on the Slave River. Philip Turnor passed by this same rapid in 
1791 and recorded in his journal: “a few years since at this fall the Canadians Totally lost two 
Canoes and had 5 men drowned.”1 Though Turnor does not mention them by name, they were 
probably Louis Brisbois, Joseph Derry, Joseph Landrieffe, Dominique Ledoux and Jean-
Baptiste Scavoyard. Two voyageurs – Joseph Landry and Charles Doucette – are thought to 
have survived.2 The rapid is still known as Portage des Noyés (Rapids of the Drowned) today. 

 

Alexander Mackenzie gives a version of the story in his Voyages from Montreal: 

 

June, 1789 

Friday, 5…In the year 1786, five men were drowned, and two canoes and some 
packages lost, in the rapids on the other side of the river, which occasioned this place to 
be called the Portage des Noyés. They were proceeding to the Slave Lake, in the fall of 
that year, under the direction of Mr. Cuthbert Grant.3

 

Details of the accident were not recorded, but there is an oral tradition that describes how the 
incident occurred. According to the stories, the brigade guide thought the water level sufficient 
to shoot the rapids rather than portage. To test his theory, he would proceed down the rapids, 
and, once through, if he thought it safe for others to follow, he would fire a musket as a signal. 
The guide and his crew shot the rapids as planned, but were lucky to emerge alive: the rapids 
were more dangerous than he had thought. But, as they landed, one of the crew sighted a duck 
and fired at it with a loaded fowling-piece. At once the guide saw the danger, and raced to the 
other end of the portage to warn the others not to follow, but he was too late – two canoes and 
five men perished in the dangerous rapids. 

 

1. J.B. Tyrrel ed., Journals of Samuel Hearne and Philip Turnor Between the Years 1774 
and 1792 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 406. 

 

2. Harry W. Duckworth ed., The English River Book (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1990), xxxvii. 

 

3. Sir Alexander Mackenzie, Voyages from Montreal, ed. John W. Garvin, vol. 2 of 
Masterworks of Canadian Authors (Toronto: Radisson Society, 1927), 138-139. First published 
in 1801. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 
 

Tale 5 - Walks For Woman; The Intrepid Madame Dorion 
Marie Dorion (1786-1850), of the Iowa tribe, traveled with the Astorian exploration party from 
1811-1814 seeking an overland route across the plains and Rockies to the Pacific. Marie was 
the wife of Pierre Dorion, the interpreter and guide for the expedition. She traveled with her two 
young sons, four year old Jean Baptiste and two year old Paul, while pregnant with her third 
child. Outside the tiny eastern Oregon town of North Powder, a memorial plaque marks the 
location where she most likely gave birth (Dec 29, 1811) to the third child: the baby died about a 
week later. The party finally arrived at Fort Astoria, February 15, 1812. 

Pieced together, Marie’s story is this: in 1813 Marie and her family accompanied a beaver 
trapping party who set up their winter base camp at the mouth of the Boise River, near present 
Caldwell, Idaho. During a night attack on the camp by Snake River Indians, Marie and her 
children were saved by hiding in nearby brush. They were the sole survivors of the attack. They 
were able to locate one horse and fled. However, the snow became too deep in the Blue 
Mountains and after struggling for several days, she was forced to stop and build shelter for 
them. They survived for more than 50 days, on horse meat and melted snow. Finally out of 
necessity she wrapped her children tightly in blankets and set out on foot to find food and help. 
She was found and helped by Walla Walla Indians who then rescued her children. 

Marie’s story is interesting and well-documented. There are at least three accounts from the 
period: Ross Cox tells the story second-hand in The Columbia River,1 Alexander Ross recounts 
the story in his later years in The First Settlers,2 and the first-hand account here is from Gabriel 
Franchere: 

On the 17th of April we continued on our way, I in my canoe as I had found riding tiring 
the day before. About 8 A.M. we passed an attractive little river to the north. We soon 
saw a number of canoes hastening towards us but we paid little heed to them until a 
child’s voice called to us several times in French: “Stop, stop!” We landed, as it was time 
for a meal in any case, and the dugouts having joined us we recognized the wife and 
children of Pierre Dorion, a hunter who had been sent with a party of eight commanded 
by Mr. Reed to gather food supplies from the Snakes. 

 This woman informed us of the unhappy fate of this whole expedition. She told us 
that in January last, the hunters having dispersed to set their traps for beaver, etc., 
Jacob Rezner, her husband and Giles Leclerc were attacked by Indians; that Leclerc, 
who was only wounded, made his way to her tent but that he survived only a few 
minutes after telling her that her husband had been killed. Forthwith she took her horses 
that were near the lodge and put her children up on them and went as quickly as she 
could to Mr. Reed’s winter camp, about five days’ travel from the place where her 
husband had just been killed. What was her astonishment to find the house abandoned 
and seeing some signs of bloodshed she had no doubt that he had been massacred. 
Losing no time, she fled towards the mountains that we saw south of the Wolamat River, 
where she spent the winter, killing the two horses to keep her and her two children alive. 
Finding herself without food, she had come down from the mountains towards the 
Columbia River hoping to meet more kindly Indians who would allow her to subsist until 
the arrival of the canoes that she knew would be coming up-river in the spring. 

 The men killed in this disastrous wintering party were John Reed (a clerk); Jacob 
Reznor, John Hobough [and] Pierre Dorion (hunters); Giles Leclerc, François Landrie, 
Jean Baptiste Turcot and Pierre Delaunaye…We had no doubt that this slaughter was 
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the Indians’ revenge upon us for the hanging of one of their men for theft by Mr Clarke 
and his party in the previous spring.3

 
1. Alexander Ross, Adventures of the First Settlers on the Oregon or Columbia River, 

ed. and intro. Milo Milton Quaife (Citadel Press: New York, 1969), 298-304. 

 

2. Ross Cox, The Columbia River, ed. and intro. Edgar I. Stewart and Janie R. Stewart 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1957), 152-154. 

 

3. Gabriel Franchère, Journal of a Voyage on the North West Coast of North America 
during the Years 1811, 1812, 1813 and 1814. Trans. Wessie Tipping Lamb, ed. and intro. W. 
Kaye Lamb (Toronto: Champlain Society), 152-153. 
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FANTASTIC FUR TRADE TALES: (Lesson #4) 
 
Tale 6 - The Riotous Days of the Beaver Club 
 

In Montreal, February 1785, nineteen hardy adventurers, each of whom had spent at least one 
winter in the interior, formed themselves into a dining club. They named it after the animal which 
had been largely responsible for their fortunes – the beaver. Regular meetings began the first 
week in December and were held once a fortnight until the second week in April. The only first 
hand description of a Beaver Club dinner that has been preserved was written many years after 
the event. Colonel George Landmann, when not yet eighteen years old and still a Lieutenant, 
writes of his attendance at one of these wild affairs: 

 

December, 1797 

In those days we dined at 4 o’clock, and after taking a satisfactory quantity of wine, the 
married men…retired, leaving about a dozen to drink to their health. We now began in 
right earnest and true Highland style, and by 4 o’clock in the morning, the whole of us 
had arrived at such a state of perfection, that we could all give the war-whoops as well 
as Mackenzie and McGillivray, we could all sing admirably, we could all drink like fishes 
and we all thought we could dance on the table without disturbing a single decanter, 
glass or plate…but on making the experiment we discovered that it was a complete 
delusion, and ultimately, we broke all the plates, glasses, bottles, etc., and the table 
also, and worse than that all the heads and hands of the party received many severe 
contusions, cuts and scratches…I was afterwards informed that one hundred and twenty 
bottles of wine had been consumed at our convivial meeting.1

 

This account may well be somewhat exaggerated, as each single man would have had to 
consume 9 bottles of wine! More accurate information comes from the bill of a September 17, 
1808 meeting which details that thirty-two men did drink twenty-nine bottles of Madeira, 
nineteen bottles of port, fourteen bottles of porter, twelve quarts of ale, and a little brandy, gin 
and negus. 

 

1. George Landmann, Adventures and Recollections of Colonel Landmann, Late of the Corps of 

Royal Engineers (London: Colburn and Co., 1852), 234, 238. 
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Engaging in Reading (Lesson #4) 
 
Read a Fantastic Fur Trade Tale once on your own once & then aloud with your group 

members. Use the chart below to record the most/least important ideas  from the reading.  
 

Most Important Ideas and Information Least Important Ideas and Information 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key idea(s) from this reading: 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Tip: Each reading includes quotes from actual people that lived during the fur trade, so sometimes the 

English is tough to understand. Look at the entire sentence to see if you can find context for the words 

you don’t know. If you can’t highlight the word so you can look it up after you’re finished reading. 
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Lesson #4 
Student Name: ___________________ 

 

Short Essay – Research Organizer 
(Informal, 3-Paragraph Essay) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
1.  What is your research question? 
 
 
 
2. How are you going to research for an answer? (I.e. internet, library, Fort William) 
 
 
 
3. Write down a rough bibliography for the books/ websites that you find so you can refer 
back to them when needed. (Have at least 3 resources) 
 
ROUGH BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Name, Date, Author of Book/ Website The Bias Principle 
(Read between the lines! Who wrote it & Why?) 

1. 
 

 

2. 
 

 

3. 
 

 

4. 
 

 

5. 
 

 

 
Note: Use the back of this page to write research notes. If you have access to the internet and a 

computer, consider cutting/pasting information into a Word File as you research. 
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Online Weblinks - Short Essay Research (Extension Lesson #4) 
 
Dictionary of Canadian Biography 

http://www.biographi.ca/EN/

 
The Canadian Encyclopaedia Historica 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
 
 
Canadian Institute for Micro reproductions 
www.canadiana.org
 
 
Virtual Museum of Canada 
http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/English/index_flash.html
 
 
Exploration of the Fur Trade and the Hudson’s Bay Company 
http://www.civilisations.ca/kids/kidse.asp
 
 
Canada’s National History Society (in partnership with the Hudson’s Bay company archives & 
Archives of Manitoba and the Manitoba museum) 
http://www.furtradestories.ca/  ,  http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.biographi.ca/EN/
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
http://www.canadiana.org/
http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/English/index_flash.html
http://www.civilisations.ca/kids/kidse.asp
http://www.furtradestories.ca/
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/
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(Extension Lesson #4) 
Student Name: ___________________ 

 

Short Essay – Rough Draft 

(Informal, 3-Paragraph Essay) 

 

1st Paragraph (5-6 sentences) 
* Introduce your research question, why you chose it, and what types of resources you utilized 

to attempt to find an answer. 

 

 

2nd Paragraph (6-8 sentences) 
* Tell the reader what you found during your research, making sure to provide references for 

direct and indirect quotations. Also, state the potential biases of the resources you utilized. 

 

 

3rd Paragraph (4-5 sentences) 
* Conclude your essay and state whether you feel confident that you found a correct answer for 

your question. If yes, why? If no, what would be the next step? 

 

 
Rough Work Space: 
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Extension Lesson #4 – Accumulating Answers; Short Essay Evaluation Rubric 
 

Student’s  Name ________________________________ 

 

CATEGORY  4  3  2  1  
Accuracy of 
Information  

Research question is 
addressed and 
answered according 
to short essay 
outline.  

Research question is 
mostly addressed 
and answered 
according to short 
essay outline.  

Research question is 
somewhat addressed 
and answered 
according to short 
essay outline.  

Research question 
was not addressed or 
answered according 
to short essay outline. 

Sources  All sources are 
accurately 
documented in the 
desired format.  

All sources 
(information and 
graphics) are 
accurately 
documented, but a 
few are not in the 
desired format.  

All sources 
(information and 
graphics) are 
accurately 
documented, but 
many are not in the 
desired format.  

Some sources are 
not accurately 
documented.  

Research 
Organizer  

Research organizer 
is fully completed for 
short essay outline.  

Research organizer is 
mostly completed for 
short essay outline.  

Research organizer is 
started and includes 
some information 
required for short 
essay outline.  

Research organizer 
has not been 
attempted.  

First Draft  Detailed draft is 
neatly presented and 
includes all required 
information.  

Draft includes all 
required information 
and is legible.  

Draft includes most 
required information 
and is legible.  

Draft is missing 
required information 
and is difficult to read. 

Mechanics  No grammatical, 
spelling or 
punctuation errors.  

Almost no 
grammatical, spelling 
or punctuation errors 

A few grammatical 
spelling, or 
punctuation errors.  

Many grammatical, 
spelling, or 
punctuation errors 
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