


the author of the Snake River diary? Besides the dissimi-
larity of handwriting, which White believes could dis-
pose of the possibility, theve is no record of Shepherd
either working lor the North West Company or appear-
ing in the Fond du Lac district after his trip to Montrea)
in 1797.

Another question that White addressed had to do
with the 1791-93 accounts. From their presence in the
same volume as the diary, and the apparvent resemblance
in the handwriting in both sections, it appears likely that
the diary and 179)-93 accounts were written by the same
person. Could we not. then, by demonstrating the au-
thor of the earlier pages indirectly identify the author of
the diary itsell?

Working under this assumption. White tried to find
evidence that would carroborate the hvpothesis that the
ledger pages were kept by Saver. perhaps as Birk had
earlier sugzested, during the trader’s vears as North
West Company agent at Sault Ste. Muarie, From the en-
tries in these pages. it was evident that whoever ket the

des Chats. see Alenander Mackenzie aad Co.. “Accounts Cur-
rent,” 1830513, p. 42, 41 in Mackenzie and Co. Papevs,
Séminaire de Québec. micrafilm copy in MHS division of ar-
chives and manuscripts. For Sayer's brief obituary. see
Monireul Guzette, Octaber 21, 1818,

Y although the volume continming the diary (vol. 12, Mas-
son Collection. Public Avchives of Canadi) s falling apzrt and
some of ils pages are misxing, s lormer state is avident from an
examination of the remuants. The vulume consisted ol six sig-
natures of thirty-two pages each which were fastened together
with narrow strips of a thick, though plisble. parchment. The
hoards in which the volume was bound were of a rough gray
cardlboard coveved with marbled paper. Parchment also cov-
erec the spine. Contained in the earlv pagex of [he first signa-
ture were a number of miscellaneous accounts, including those
of 1796-97 und 1804. The diary of 1804-05 heginy on what wax

originalty page 22 ol the first signature and ends on page 11 of

the third signature The remaining nineteen pages of the thiul
signature are blank. The fifth signature has five Llank pages.
On the sixth page ended a series of ledger entries, dated
1791-93. which heusan on puve 26 of the sixth signature and
proceeded towards the middle of the volume. upside down in
redation to the diary and other later accounts. That these en-
tries of 1791-93 were bonnd in this way ix clear from Lhe [act
that while the volume was st intact it received a soaking in
some hquid which catisedd a purple stain (wine?) and sub-
sequent deleriovation at the gotter and top of each leat of the
diarv, and at Yhe hottom and gutter of each leal'in the 1791 93
Sec({on. For more on the volime, see White's research report, a
copy of which will he filed in the MHS divisian of urehives and
manuseripts.

“2 Anthony Shepherd contract with North West Comnpany,
Mav 3. 17, in records of notary James . Beek. National
Archives of Quebec at Montveal. photocopy in Canadian
Notaries” Records, MHS division af archives and nunuseripts:
Sayer and Co. Account book. 1795-96, p. 114,

43 Anthony Shepherd to George Meldrum, August 2, 1797,
in Campau Family Papers. Barton Historical Collection. De-
troit Public Library, photocopy in MHS division of archives
and maouscripls.

records had. like Sayer, an ongoing business relationship
with the firm of Meldrum and Park, as well as business
relations with Joseph Réaunse, one of the very traders
later mentioned n the Snake River diary. In addition.
there were references in the ledger pages to the “Com-
pany at St. Marvs.” But more significant were the refer-
ences in these entries to John Sayer himsell.

His name appeared imany times in the ledger pages.
This. of eonrse. neither proved nor disproved the
hvpothesis that the records were Sayer's. While it is true
that in a diarv the author might not mention his own
name, in a financial record of this kind he would be much
more likely to do so. What was significant about the
1791-93 ledwer pages wus onlv not that Sayer’s name ap-
peared so many times, bot the way in which it appeared.

Unlike transactions involving other individuals listed
there, particular transactions iwwolving Saver wot only
showed uwp on his own debit-credit pages. but also on
those of other individuals. For example, Joseph Réaume,
on his pages. was shown as indebted "To |. Saver as per
blotter” for the sum of 6 livres and 14 sols. On the credit
side of the page devoted to John Sayer, the same transac-
tion was listed. Another entry, showing Saver a¢ indebt-
ed to Meldromn and Park for the sumi of 36.16 livres.
wus also on the credit sicde of the ledger puges concerning
Meldrum and Park.

An examination of the ledger’s debits revealed that
almost without exception the debts of most individuals
were “lo” various kinds of merchandise obtained from
the keeper of the account book. Exceptions to this in-
volved only John Sayer, “"the company” (perhaps the
North West Compaay). or dralts against other persons.

From this analvsis. White believes that either Sayer
himself kept the ledger pages or that he was associated in
some way with the person or company (onnamed) for
which the ledger was being kept Why else would Sayer's
own debts to 2 number of separate people be recorded
there?

As mentioned before. White in the course of his first
months of research came across four documents signed
Iy John Sayer after his retirement trom the Fond du Lac
fur trade. Ay of May. 1975, these were the only samples
of Suyer's handwriting that had been found. On the basis
of the similarity between these signatures and the writ-
ing of Saver's name in the 1791-93 ledger pages, and the
basic similarity between these accounts and the hand-
writing in the diarv jtself, White wrate in his preliminary
report that. when added to Birk's discoveries. the evi-
dence was consistent with the hypathesis that Saver was
the author of the Snake River diary. White lid recom-
mend, however, that further efforts be made to locate
samples of Sayer’s handwriting so that eventually a
handwriting expert could be found to make a detailed
cCompPUrison.

This search took place in conjunction with White's
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attempts to find further evidence of Connor’s illiteracy
and also as a part of his later research for The Fur Trade
in Minnesota. a bibliographical guide to manuseript
sources on the subject, published by the Minnesota His-
torical Society in 1977.

While working on this project in the fall of 1976,
White. in looking through a roll ol microfilm of the Hal-
dimand Papers from the British Museumn. stumbled
across a full-page bill against the British government lor
supplies furuished to the Indians by Sayer and his
emplover, a Montreal supplier named Joseph Howard,
at Michilimackinac in August, 1781. The handwriting of
the bill seemed consistent with the other samples of
Saver’s hand that had been found as well as with the
Snake River diary. White ordered a photographic print
of the bill from the British Museum and while awaiting it
continued to search for other evidence. In particular he
hoped to find dacuments written at a time closer to that
of the Snake River djary. %4

What White subsequently found are, he is con-
vinced, not only such documents, but also important
links between Sayer and the St. Croix River tur trade
close to the time of the “Connor” diary.

It will be remembered that Michel Curot recorded in
his 1803-04 diary, kept at the nearby Yellow River post,
that Sayer went to the Snake River in the spring ol 1804,
Then Sayer and his ien returned to Fond du Lac head-
quarters. On May 30 Curot reported that Saver left for
Grand Portage "in a Light Canoe with nine Men.” (He
probably meant that Saver was headed for Kaministi-
kwia, since North West Company headquarters weve
fully transferred there by 1804,)45

Another diarv placed Saver back at the Fond du Lac
post on July 19, 1804, but gave no indication about his
subsequent trading activities. Clues, however, were
evident in photocopies of two contracts that White un-
covered in January, 1977, not in some far-off collection,
but instead in the Minnesota Historical Society's own
manuscripts and archives division. The two contracts,
dated July 27-28, 1804, in a handwriting that White be-
lieves to be the same as that of the diary. recorded the
hiring at Kaministikwia by John Sayer, representing the
North West Company, of two engagés who were to go
from Kamiustikwia to their wintering place. “La Folle
Avoine,” or St. Croix River area. The originals ol these
documents belong to the McCord Museum in Montreal.
and copies had, ironically, been obtained by Wayne Ste-
vens for the Minnesota Historical Society in the 1920s at
about the same time he found the unsigned 1804-05
cliary. 46

With this piece of evidence linking John Sayer to the
area mentioned in the diwy a short time before it was
written, White concluded his research into the Connor-

Sayer question. By this time it was clear to him that if

Jobn Sayer had not kept the Snake River diary it was the
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work of someone so close to Sayer that he had been given
Sayer's account book, so hurnble that he kept a diary and
allowed Sayer to get credit for it shortly afterwards, and
so shadowy that he left not one solid piece of evidence of
his existence to associate him wijth the diary or the Snake
River post. White felt that he had done his part. In the
summer ol 1978, he forwarded the document samples
relating to the Connor-Sayer question to a Canadian
handwriting expert.

NOW THAT their research has been completed and all
that remains is the expert analysis of the handwriting in
the diayy and the related documents, Birk and White
remain convinced that Sayer was the author of the Snake
River diary. They recognize, of course, that their convic-
tion is based on their own understanding of the evidence
they have uncovered. They also know that those who
follow them must do as they have done — fAnd new
answers to old questions and ask new questions about old
evidence, They believe that their research, far from deal-
ing werely with a single instance of mistaken identity,
has more general vamifications [or the fur-trade history of
the region. Out of it has emerged a new recognition of
the importance of John Saver to the fur trade ol northern
Minnesota from the 17805 through the early 1800s. Long
neglected by historians, Sayer may yet find his place in
Minnesota fur-trade histary.

It also seems to them that the problem they have
studied demoustrates the usefulness of a detailed exami-
nation of fur-trade records in revising our understanding
of the subject. It is generally no longer useful or even
possible to write about the fur trade solely on the basis of
secondary sources and interpretive works. Fresh exami-
nations based on original records of the fur-trade com-
panies and traders must be undertaken if we are really to
understand the early economic and political history of
Minnesota.

The same is true of fur-trade archaeology. Much re-
mains to he done. Haw, for example. do we know the
truth of the ocecasionally repeated statement about the
Snake River post — that it was a “typical” wintering post

$4Record of transaction between John Saver. vepresenting
Joseph Howard, and the British government, August 6, 1781,
in Sir Frederick Haldimand Papers. Additional Papers, item
21.757. British Musenm, microfilin copy in \JHS division of
archives and manuseripts.

SCwot. “Jowrnal,” in Wisconsin Historical Collections,
20:459. 469.

8 Francois Victor [Victoive] Malhiot, "A Wisconsin Fur-
Trader's Journal, 1804-05" in Wisconsin Historical Collec-
tionxs, 19173 (Maclison, 1910; conlracts hehveen Naorth \West
Company {represented by John Sayer) and Augustin Roy. July
27. 1804 and Baptiste Réaume, July 28, 1804, both in McCord
Muosewn, MeGill University, Montreal, photocopies in Gover-
nor General of Conada Papers, MIS division of archives and
NN nseripts.



THE SIGNATURE that John Sayer affived to a document
in 1810 (above. top) bears a strikine similarity to the
writing of his name in the acconnts of 1791-93 filed with
the Snake River diary (above. bottom). Below for com-
parison is an eadarged section of the diary. AF right is
one of the July, IS804, contracts with which John Sayer
hired two winterers for the Folle Avoine or St. Croix
River area. The latter }Jhm‘,i is courtesy of the MeCord
Muscwm in Montreal.,
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— unless we comparve it with other excavated examples
within the same trade district? Civen the contrasting
economic and social ranking of Saver and Connor. the
archaeological record ol the Snuke River post can be as
valuable as written docomentation in providing informa-
tion on the builder of the post. (These und other aspects
of the subject will be dealt with in Birk’s scon-to-be-
completed ethno-archaeological veport.)

Birk and White also hasten to add that, although their
conclusions diseredit Thomas Connor as the author of
the diary. his importance to the St. Croix fur trade from
the 1820s to the 1840s remains intact. Thus Connor is
still a legitimate subject of commemoration and re-
search, but for diflerent reasons than previously as-
sumed.

Finally, it should be pointed out that the people of
Minnesota owe a great debt of gratitude to Grace Lee
Nute and Charles M. Gates for their work on Five Fur
Traders of the Northwest. Had they not called attention
to the “Diary of Thomas Connor,” there would probably
have heen no excavation or reconstruction ol the Snake
River post and our understanding of the site would have
sufferecd. That their hypothesis about Connor was al-
lowed to stand for so long without lurther testing has
more. to do with the unwillingness of those that followed
to make such an extensive examination than with any
desire on their part to have that hvpothesis stand un-
tested. Changing the name of the author of the diary
does little to detract from their original work. Rather. it
promises to enhance its value for the future.

POSTSCRIPT

IN THE SPRING of 1978, the society's historic sites
division. as a result of the research described here,
changed the name of “Connor's Fur Post” to the "North

188 Minnesota History

West Company Post,” a name which is certainly an accu-
rate one no matter which fur trader was in charge of its
operation .37

At the time of the society’s announcement, the Pine
City Pioneer reported that Ann Vach, a local researcher,
working independently in 1969, also came to the conclu-
s1on that the Connor hypothesis did not hold up and that
much further research needed to be done on Connor to
prove that he was connected with the 1804-05 diary or
post. 18

In April, 1976, Birk wrote a biographical essay on
Jolm Saver to appear in volume S of the Dictionary of
Comdian Biography.

In June, 1978, archaeologists from the State Histori-
cal Society of Wisconsin began excavating two related
fur-trade sites on the Yellow River which may be the
location el the post where John Sayer spent the winter of
1803-04, as described in the diary of Michel Curot.

Examination. by a Canadian handwriting expert, of
the various documents in the Connor-Sayer case, is still
in progress. A report on this analysis, once it is com-
pleted, will appear in a {uture issue of Minnesola His-
tory.

47 Peg Meder, 7 Diarist illiterate, so Tur poust renamed.” in
\inncapolis Tribune April 250 1976, p. 1b.

BUFyr Post needs more research to prove occupants.” in
Pine City Pioncer. Apnl 7, 1976, p. I.

THE PHOTOCRAPH on p. 173 of the excavation was taken by
Leland Cooper and belongs to the MHS division ol historic
sites and archaeology. The reconstruction picture aud the aer-
il view on the same page are Irom the \IHS audio-visnal
library. Dennis HoHa's picture was taken by Biuce M. White.
The Saver signature on p. 187 iy reproduced courtesy of the
National Archives of Quehec at Montreal.
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