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whether they had seen anything of the traders ? The men repHed, 
that they had parted from them a few days before, and that they 
proposed being here the second day from the present. They ac­
cordingly arrived at that time greatly to our satisfaction, but 
more particularly so to that of the Indians, who found by this 
event the importance both of their priests and of their nation, 
greatly augmented in the sight of a stranger. 

From 1767 onwards the importance of Grand Portage grew 
steadily, and for a quarter of a century or more it was regarded 
as the western headquarters of the fur trade. Unfortunately 
fur-traders were not as a rule given to the keeping of diaries 
or journals, and we get only such occasional glimpses of the 
life at Grand Portage as the comment of Alexander Henry, 
the elder, who wrote in 1775: " At the Grand Portage I found 
the traders in a state of extreme reciprocal hostility, each pur­
suing his interests in such a manner as might most injure his 
neighbor." Modern commerce has in some respects grown 
away from that primitive idea of neighborliness, but it may 
be questioned if even today we have not still some way to 
travel before we live up to the spirit of the Golden Rule. 

Roderick McKenzie, a cousin of Sir Alexander Mackenzie, 
who had gone out from Scotland in 1784 and joined the staff 
of Gregory McLeod and Company in Montreal, reached Grand 
Portage the following summer. Roderick, it will be remem­
bered, spent several years collecting material for a history of 
the fur trade, but apparently the labor of gathering the infor­
mation exhausted his enthusiasm. At any rate the work was 
never published, though some of the journals were afterwards 
printed by Louis R. Masson in his Bourgeois de la compagnie 
du nord-ouest. 

Peter Pangman, in 1785 a member of the firm of Gregory 
McLeod and Company, and afterwards a partner of the North­
west Company, went out from Grand Portage to meet the 
west-bound brigade. " He accompanied us," says Roderick 
McKenzie, " to his new establishment, which consisted of one 
hangard or store warmly put together, and sufficiently spacious 
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for the purpose of the season." Masson adds that it stood on 
the north side of Pigeon River and " opposite the ' old fort' 
occupied by their opponents "of the Northwest Company. 

A few days after McKenzie reached Grand Portage John 
Gregory, Sir Alexander Mackenzie, and James Finlay arrived 
from Michilimackinac. " Now," says Roderick, " all the mem­
bers of the new concern were assembled at their Head 
Quarters." Gregory, Pangman, John Ross, and Alexander 
Mackenzie were partners; Duncan Pollock and Laurent 
Leroux were clerks; and James Finlay and Roderick McKenzie, 
apprentice clerks. Pangman retired from the fur trade in 1793 
and purchased the seigneury of Mascouche in Quebec. Leroux 
was afterwards associated with Alexander Mackenzie and 
David Thompson in western exploration; he built Fort Provi­
dence on Great Slave Lake in 1790, became a member of the 
legislative assembly of Quebec forty years later, and died at 
the age of ninety-seven — not an unusual example of longevity 
in the fur trade. 

Roderick McKenzie gives us interesting glimpses of the life 
at Grand Portage in 1785. He was only a youngster, fresh 
from the very different life of the Old World, but he seems 
to have fitted himself very quickly and efficiently into the ways 
of the western fur trade. He notes in his reminiscences that 
" Pollock and Leroux did not seem to like doing the ordinary 
drudgery attending the generous rendez-vous [at Grand Port­
age] and were seldom called upon to do it, so that I, who could 
yet claim no privilege, necessarily became the fag of the whole." 
Being a shrewd young Scot he did not grumble, though often 
enough he slept on his desk in the countinghouse. While his 
cousin Alexander, Pangman, Ross, and Pollock made up their 
outfits and set out for the interior posts, Roderick remained 
for the winter at Grand Portage under Pierre L'Anniau, who 
was in charge. It is amusing to speculate whether L'Anniau 
may not have been one of La Verendrye's men. McKenzie 
says that he was put in charge of Grand Portage because he 
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" had been for many years in that country." L'Anniau might 
even have been that one loyal voyageur who went on with La 
Jemeraye when all the others refused to make the portage. 
Who knows? 

The Northwest Company's post at Grand Portage was in 
1785 in charge of a very respectable old man named Cloutier. 
With his assistant, Givins, who had been brought up at De­
troit, McKenzie seems to have got on very well indeed, for 
he writes: " He and I, though in opposition, were always to­
gether and separated, in the Spring, good friends." That 
sounds better than the " extreme mutual hostility " of the days 
of Alexander Henry. Givins afterwards became superinten­
dent of Indian affairs in Upper Canada. McKenzie also got 
on very well with the Indians, though on one occasion he threw 
out of the fort a native who had attacked L'Anniau with a 
knife. " When the leaves grow large in the Portage," cried 
the Indian, " I will remember you." That evening there was 
a drinking match in the native camp; " such a dreadful racket," 
says McKenzie, " that one might believe that all the Furies of 
Hell were let loose." In the morning one of the young men 
he had befriended came and told him that five Indians were 
dead. " One of them I killed," he said; " he was your enemy 
and meant to kill you on the first opportunity." 

In the spring of 1786 Robert Grant and William McGilli-
vray arrived at Grand Portage from the interior. They were 
both Northwest Company men. The former built Fort Es-
perance on the Qu'Appelle River in 1787; the latter, a nephew 
of Simon McTavish, the dominating spirit of the company, 
became a partner in 1790. Fort William was named for him. 
McKenzie called upon them when they arrived at Grand 
Portage, and was well pleased with his reception. A short time 
later he left for the English River with Alexander Mackenzie. 
Roderick McKenzie and William McGillivray had charge of 
rival posts that winter at Lac des Serpents, and they got along 
very well together. In the spring the two traders with their 
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men set out for Grand Portage and arrived there side by side, 
the crews singing in chorus, to the no small amazement of the 
more sophisticated folk at this metropolis of the fur trade. 
That year the rival interests were united in the Northwest 
Company. 

In 1790 Alexander Mackenzie went down to Grand Portage 
from the Far West for the annual meeting of the partners. In 
the previous year he had made his famous expedition down the 
Mackenzie River to the Arctic. He writes to Roderick from 
Grand Portage on July 16 somewhat bitterly: " M y expedi­
tion was hardly spoken of, but that is what I expected." The 
indifference of the partners to anything that did not further 
the interests of the fur trade did not, however, discourage the 
explorer from planning and carrying through to a success­
ful conclusion in 1793 his even more notable expedition to the 
Pacific — the final culmination of that search for the Western 
Sea to which La Verendrye had devoted his life. 

Another Scotsman in the western fur trade who is casually 
met with at Grand Portage is John McDonald of Garth, known 
to the voyageurs as Bras Croche because he had a deformed 
arm. Notwithstanding this and the further handicap that he 
was small in stature. Bras Croche had all the pride and fiery 
temper of a Highlander. In the preface to his "Autobio­
graphical Notes " he reminds us that the McDonalds date back 
to Noah, had a boat of their own on Loch Lomond, and were 
therefore independent of the ark. On the way over from Scot­
land this pugnacious boy of seventeen challenged a fellow-Scot 
to a duel because of some fancied slight. Through the influ­
ence of his granduncle, General Small, he had been given a 
clerkship in the Northwest Company; and in June, 1791, he 
started out from Lachine with the annual brigade. Simon 
McTavish was in the party. McDonald records: 

There were great rejoicings at Grand Portage on Mr. Mc-
Tavish's arrival: several Partners were there from the interior, 
as well as the Agents from Montreal. . . . During a stay of j)er-
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haps a fortnight here I had a quarrel with a clerk, a large Eng­
lishman of the name of Harrisson. He threw a loaf of bread at 
me, and I called him out — with my pocket pistols again. — He 
took a rope and said: "this is my pistol." He was afterwards 
under my command, and a very good fellow, but no trader. 

Two years later McDonald is back at Grand Portage with 
the east-bound brigade. " The men, on arrival at Grand Por­
tage," he writes, " were always regaled with plenty, and feasted 
on bread and pork — an unusual diet — and a coup to make 
them merry. There were usually about six to eight hundred 
men on the ground." 

In January, 1794, Alexander Mackenzie writes to his cousin 
from Fort Chipewyan, on Lake Athabaska: 

I wish we could contrive matters so that we could both go to 
the Portage. The Premier [a name applied in derision to Simon 
McTavish because of his haughty manner] having arrived from 
England, we may expect him at the Grand Portage, where it wiU 
be right that all the interested should meet him. 

I am fully bent upon going down, for I think it unpardonable 
for any body to remain in this country who can leave it." 

Three years later Roderick McKenzie was again at Grand 
Portage, after a considerable absence. On his way inland to 
Rainy Lake he met a family of Indians at the height of land 
" from whom " he says " I accidentally learned the existence of 
a water communication a little way behind and parallel to this, 
extending from Lake Superior to Lake La Pluie, which is 
navigable for large canoes and, if adopted, would avoid the 
Grand Portage." He continues: 

This was excellent information; of course I immediately en­
gaged one of the Indians to meet me at a certain pwint in Lac La 
Croix, to show me this new route, but on my arrival, as appointed, 
the Indian was not there. However, being acquainted with the 
entrance of the route, I proceeded without him and reached a 
post of the Company where I procured a guide who accompanied 
me to Caministiquia on Lake Superior, from whence I soon 
reached Grand Portage, being the first who reached there from 
Lac La Pluie direct by water communication. 
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This apparently new route, being at the door of Grand Portage, 
and formerly used by the French, it is most astonishing that the 
North-West Company were not acquainted with it sooner. 

It was as a result of this rediscovery of the Kaministiquia 
route that the Northwest Company decided to remove its head­
quarters from Grand Portage to the mouth of the Kaminis­
tiquia, where Fort William was built. 

The year 1797 is notable in that it probably brought to­
gether at Grand Portage the three men who were preeminently 
the explorers of western Canada during the early part of the 
period of British rule. We know in any event that Sir Alex­
ander Mackenzie, David Thompson, and Simon Fraser were 
all at Grand Portage in that year, and it is altogether probable 
that they were there at the same time. Mackenzie, who was 
then agent of the Northwest Company, attended the annual 
meetings at Grand Portage. David Thompson arrived there 
on July 22, 1797, having left the service of the Hudson's Bay 
Company and joined the Northwest Company's forces. Simon 
Fraser was in charge of the post at Grand Portage. It would 
be interesting to know what each thought of the others. They 
were, of course, in different official grades at that time, for 
Mackenzie was a magnate of the fur trade, Fraser was in 
charge of a post, and Thompson had just joined the company, 
though in a special capacity. All three are, however, listed as 
bourgeois or partners in 1804. 

In 1798 David Thompson met Alexander Mackenzie again 
at Sault Ste. Marie, and the former was instructed to continue 
the survey he had already made of the south shore of Lake 
Superior around the north shore to Grand Portage. He com­
pleted it in six days, and that was quick work because Thomp­
son never made a perfunctory survey; what he did was done 
thoroughly. In his manuscript journal for this year, which 
has not been published, he gives, according to J. B. Tyrrell, 
" a very interesting account of the men who were almost daily 
arriving [at Grand Portage] from, and departing for, many 
widely separated posts throughout the west." 
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The following year Thompson again went down to Grand 
Portage, taking with him this time his young bride of not quite 
fourteen, daughter of Patrick Small, the fur-trader. He left 
for the West with John McDonald of Garth. By the way, the 
Thompsons ultimately had what today — outside of Quebec 
— would be regarded as a fairly large family, seven sons and 
six daughters. Roderick McKenzie was also at Grand Portage 
in 1799, that year " so critical in the history of the N. W. Co. 
when the rivalry between Sir Alexander Mackenzie and Simon 
McTavish culminated in the withdrawal of the former, amidst 
angry dissentions at G. P . between the wintering bourgeois 
and the agents of the company." 

Alexander Mackenzie, in his General History of the Fur 
Trade, describes Grand Portage and the life there as they were 
in 1801. He writes: 

The bottom of the bay, which forms an amphitheatre, is cleared 
of wood and inclosed; and on the left corner of it, beneath an 
hill, three or four hundred feet in height, and crowned by others 
of a still greater altitude, is the fort, picketed in with cedar palli-
sadoes, and inclosing houses built with wood and covered with 
shingles. They are calculated for every convenience of trade, as 
well as to accommodate the proprietors and clerks during their 
short residence there. The north men Hve under tents: but the 
more frugal pork-eater lodges beneath his canoe. 

Mackenzie then proceeds to describe the arrival of a brigade 
from Montreal. 

When they are arrived at the Grande Portage, which is near nine 
miles over, each of them has to carry eight packages of such goods 
and provisions as are necessary for the interior country. This is a 
labour which cattle cannot conveniently perform in summer, as 
both horses and oxen were tried by the company without success. 
They are only useful for light, bulky articles; or for transporting 
upon sledges, during the winter, whatever goods may remain there, 
especially provision, of which it is usual to have a year's stock 
on hand. 

Having finished this toilsome part of their duty, if more goods 
are necessary to be transported, they are allowed a Spanish dollar 
for each package: and so inured are they to this kind of labour, 
that I have known some of them set off with two pjackages of 
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ninety pounds each, and return with two others of the same weight, 
in the course of six hours, being a distance of eighteen miles over 
hills and mountains. This necessary part of the business being 
over, if the season be early they have some respite, but this de­
pends upon the time the North men begin to arrive from their 
winter quarters, which they commonly do early in July. At this 
period, it is necessary to select from the pork-eaters, a number of 
men, among whom are the recruits, or winterers, sufficient to man 
the North canoes necessary to carry, to the river of the rainy 
lake, the goods and provisions requisite for the Athabasca country; 
as the people of that country (owing to the shortness of the season 
and length of the road, can come no further) are equipped there, 
and exchange ladings with the people of whom we are speaking, 
and both return from whence they came. This voyage is per­
formed in the course of a month, and they are aUowed propor­
tionable wages for their services. 

This was the mode of living at Grand Portage, as described 
by Mackenzie: 

The proprietors, clerks, guides, and interpreters, mess together, 
to the number of sometimes an hundred, at several tables, in one 
large hall, the provision consisting of bread, salt pork, beef, hams, 
fish, and venison, butter, peas, Indian corn, potatoes, tea, spirits, 
wine, &c., and plenty of milk, for which purpose several milch 
cows are constantly kept. The mechanics have rations of such 
provision, but the canoe-men, both from the North and Montreal, 
have no other allowance here, or in the voyage, than Indian corn 
and melted fat. The corn for this purpose is prepared before it 
leaves Detroit, by boiling it in a strong alkali, which takes off the 
outer husk; it is then well washed, and carefully dried upon 
stages, when it is fit for use. One quart of this is boiled for two 
hours, over a moderate fire, in a gallon of water; to which, when 
it has boiled a small time, are added two ounces of melted suet; 
this causes the corn to split, and in the time mentioned makes a 
pretty thick pudding. If to this is added a little salt, (but not 
before it is boiled, as it would interrupt the operation) it makes a 
wholesome, palatable food, and easy of digestion. This quantity 
is fully sufficient for a man's subsistence during twenty-four 
hours; though it is not sufficiently heartening to sustain the 
strength necessary for a state of active labour. The Americans 
call this dish hominee. 

Mackenzie then tells us something about the brigade from 
the West. 
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The North men being arrived at the Grande Portage, are regaled 
with bread, pork, butter, liquor and tobacco, and such as have not 
entered into agreements during the winter, which is customary, 
are contracted with, to return and perform the voyage for one, 
two, or three years: their accounts are also settled, and such as 
choose to send any of their earnings to Canada, receive drafts to 
transmit to their relations or friends: and as soon as they can be 
got ready, which requires no more than a fortnight, they are again 
despatched to their respective departments. It is, indeed, very 
creditable to them as servants, that though they are sometimes 
assembled to the number of twelve hundred men, indulging them­
selves in the free use of liquor, and quarrelling with each other, 
they always show the greatest respect to their employers, who are 
comparatively but few in number, and beyond the aid of any legal 
power to enforce due obedience. In short, a degree of subordina­
tion can only be maintained by the good opinion these men enter­
tain of their employers, which has been uniformly the case, since 
the trade has been formed and conducted on a regular system. 

In the narrative of Alexander Henry, the younger, one finds 
a more vivacious account of the east-bound brigade: 

Ever)d;hing went over the portages at one trip. Canoes and all 
at full trot; embarked aU hands helter-skelter, pushed off, and all 
paddled as if chased by an enemy. The Lake Winipic canoe was a 
dull vessel; threw her away at Lac du Bonnet and embarked her 
men in the five others. Arrived at Lac la Pluie early. . . . We 
had been stopped by the wind in Lac des Bois. . . . I procured a 
guide to take our brigade by the Kaministiquia road. . . . In Lac 
la Croix, at Pointe du Mai we struck away from the Grand 
Portage route, steering an E. course to the left just when we had 
overtaken an X Y brigade steering on the old track to the Grand 
Portage, where they continue to hold their general rendezvous. 
. . . Met at Prairie portage J. M. Bouche, who has built a hut and 
an oven to bake bread to sell to the winterers en passant for 
dressed leather, buffalo robes, etc. He had a great stock of pro­
visions and other articles for sale. He dunned us with news from 
Canada, all of which we knew better than himself, having met our 
dispatches from Montreal, etc., at Lac la Pluie. These petty 
traders are really a nuisance on the route. At Portage des Chenes 
we found another one, but he was not so loquacious as Bouche. 
We therefore soon got rid of him by taking wherewith to treat 
our men of liquor and provisions. 

. . . In the afternoon we arrived at our new establishment of 
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Kaministiquia. The first objects that struck us were two vessels 
lying with their sides against the bank, the Invincible and the 
Otter, which were unloading their cargoes. 

As the sloop " Otter " was plying on Lake Superior as early as 
1798 she must have used the old dock at Grand Portage. It 
may be noted that Henry is writing in 1803, after the North­
west Company had removed its headquarters to Fort William. 
It is a curious fact, however, that the 1802 agreement of the 
Northwest Company, which was to govern its operations for a 
period of years, was not only signed at Grand Portage on 
July 5, but provides among other things that the annual meet­
ing of the company be held as heretofore in June or July at 
Grand Portage, that the accounts be forwarded there, and that 
members of the firm of McTavish, Frobisher, and Company 
make an annual visit " for the purpose of conducting manag­
ing and carrying on the business of the concern on the com­
munication to and at the Grand Portage as heretofore practiced 
by the agents of the North-West Company." The decision to 
remove the headquarters to Fort William must have been de­
cidedly sudden. With that removal we may conveniently 
bring to a close this rambling account of Grand Portage. It 
continued to be used as a trading post but, as Washington 
Irving said later of Fort William when it too declined from its 
high estate, " the glory of the lords of the lakes and the forest 
has passed away." 

May I say in conclusion how deeply conscious I am of the 
importance to ourselves and to our respective nations of such a 
meeting as this? Here Canadians and Americans come to­
gether not as strangers but as neighbors to commemorate an 
event that is one of the many links in a chain of circumstance 
that binds together these commonwealths in a union that is 
none the less real because it does not affect even remotely the 
national sovereignty of either. The international boundary 
that lies so near Grand Portage, while it marks the frontiers 
of two distinct governments, and might in other parts of the 
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world represent mutual distrust and dislike, is here in a very 
real sense the invisible band that unites two peoples who polit­
ically, socially, and intellectually look at the problems of the 
modern world from much the same point of view. May Canada 
and the United States stand shoulder to shoulder in every 
movement that has for its purpose the welfare of this same 
rather troubled and bewildered modern world. 

LAWRENCE J. BURPEE 
INTERNATIONAL JOINT COMMISSION 

OTTAWA, CANADA 
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