





AN OJIBWAY woman. left. shown breast feeding
her child; Katawaubetai (Broken Tooth). «
leader of the Big Sandy Lake. Minnesota,
band of Ojibway. right

ing with his “brother” Ojibway, the trader wanted to
give clothing, blankets. and tools and receive in return
the Indian’s clothing. the beaver robes that he had wom.
as well as all the other furs that he did not wear.

In some wavs the fur trade relationship covld exactly
paralle] that between the Indian agent and his “chil-
dren.” Sometimes a large fur compuny took on the char-
acteristics that one would expect only a government to

¥ Here and below., sce author's translation from Frangois
Victoire Mathiot, Journal, 1804~05. September 3, LS04, p. 13,
in Rare Books and Special Collections. McGill University Li-
brarics, Montreal.

have had. The Ojibwav of Lac do Flambeau. Wisconsin,
were in the habit of referring to William McGillivray.,
one of the chief partners of the North West Company, as
their “father.” When Francois Victoire Malhiot arrived
there in the winter of 1804-05 as North West trader. his
men circulated the vumor that he was MeGillivray's
brother. The Indians thereupon began addressing him as

“father.”

MeGillivray., a distant figure who did not come to
visit the Ojibway, performed in effect the function of a
king or president. Tt was in McGilliveay’s name that
presents were given at the beginuing of the trading
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vear. The actual exchanges of goads took place with a
trader who more nearly represented a brother to them.
Perhaps tor this reason Malhiot undevtook to represent
himself wot as their father but as an equal to the Ojib-
wav, calling thew cither his comrades or his relatives. In
other wavs he sought to capitalize on McGillivray's pa-
rental position. For examiple. Malhiot gave some pres-
ents to a chief named 'Outarde {Bustard), sayving, "My
Relation. The coat which I have just placed upon you is
sent by the Great Tvader [McGillivray]. 1t is with this
clothing that he honors the most eminent of a nation.
This flag is [also] a real mark of a leader with which vou
must feel honored. since we do not give them to just any
Indian. You must be what vou are to get one. that is to
sav. vou must love the French [the mostly French-
Canadian traders who represented the company in the
area) the way vou do and protect them and help make
packs of furs for them. Look at me, all of vou, see
before vou the trader sent to vou. Tam the vhe vou asked
for. [ veceived this summer three paroles from the chiefs
on the prairies to go back to winter in their land. But 1
refused them i order to live up to what the Great Trad-
er told vou. He sent me here to be charitable toward
vou but not to be scorned. be devoted to our tort,
protect its doovs, and I wil) carry good news about vou all
to yvour Father in the spring.”

The smaller companics and independent traders,
who were more typical of the Europeans trading among
the Ojibsway. had little chance to win their lovalty by
giving gifts in the name of a Great Trader. Often thev

merely represented themselves. Yet they used manyv of

the same gifts as North West Company traders. The
account of John Long, an independent trader among a
group of Ojibway northeast of Lake Nipigon in Ontario
in the 1760s. demonstrated the process by which inex-
perienced traders could be initiated into gift giving by
the Ojibway themselves, ™

On arrival at his wintering place, Long was greeted
by a Jarge band of people and their leader Kesconeek
(Broken Arm). who gave him skins. dried meat. fish, and
wild rice. In return Long gave them some gifts. but he
did not report what thev were. Then the Indians went
into Long's house. Kesconeek. “standing upright with
great dignity in the centre of the tribe.” delivered a
speech that the trader recorded in both Ojibway and
English: "It is trne. Father, T and my voung men are
happy to see you: — as the great Master of Life has sent
a trader to take pity on us Savages [the Qjibway version
of this speech gives this word as “Nishinnorbay.” or
Anishinabe, meaning simply people or Indians]. we shall
use our best endeavours to hunt and bring vou where-
withal to satisfy vou in furs, skins, and animal food.”

[n Long's opmion the speech was as an attempt to
“induce me to make them further presents: Tindolged
them in their expectations. by giving them two kegs of
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rum of eight gallons each. lowered with a small propor-
tion of water. according to the usual custom adopted by
all traders. five carrots of tobacco, fiftv scalping knives,
gun-flints, powder, shot, ball, &c. To the women I gave
beads. trinkets, &c and to eight chiefs who were in the
band. each a North-west gun, a callico [sic] shirt, a scalp-
ing knife of the best sort, and an additional quantity of
ammunition. These were received with a full vo-hah, or
demonstration of joy.”

In the metaphorical relationship of parent to child,
the parent is seen, at least initially, as giving the greater
quantity of goods. Thus, when an Qjibway wanted to
receive gifts from rather than give gifts to someone,
he would, like Kesconeek. address the other as
“father™ and appeal to his “pity.” The Ojibway also
sought to evoke the pity of spiritual heings by fasting — a
way of showing that he was truly in need of any aid that
being might offer. Long may very well have been correct
in assuming that Kesconeek wanted the trader to give
more presents. But did it necessarily follow that ceremo-
nial demonstrations were made strictly with immediate
material return in mind? If an Indian told a trader or a
government agent that he was “destitute” and in great
need. did this mean that he was simply acquisitive? Was
it not also possible that he was interested in establishing
a social and political tie with the trader or government
agent??”

Such a possibility might put into perspective many
accounts of diplomatic and trade meetings between the
Ojibway and Europeans in which the latter reported
their distinct impression that the Indians were suffering,
starving, and greatly dependent on themy — perhaps far
more than was actuallv the case. The Europeans mav
have been confusing ohjects and what thev represented,
jgnoring the important contextual factors.?

An incident recorded by Alexander Henry, em-
barking on his first trading voyage west of Lake Superior
in 1775, suggests that occasionally the Ojibwayv claimed
to be in need when they were really well off. His de-
seription of a typical transaction at Lake of the Woods
contained many of the elements found in other such
tracles. but in this case the trader was just as much in
need as the Indians claimed to be.?!

“From this village.” wrote Henry. “we received
ceremonious presents. The mode with the Indians is,
Brst to collect all the provisions they can spare. and place
them in a heap; after which they send for the trader, and

“Here and bwo paragraphs below, see Long, Voyages and
Travels. 55.

2 Among the Australian Bushmen, for example, to ask
somconc for something was to show vour love for him: Sahlins,
Stone Age Economics, 232.

¥See MeKennev, Tour to the Lakes. 460.

Here and three paragraphs below. see Henry, Tracels
and Adventures, 243.



address him in a formal speech. Thev tell him, thal the
Indians are happy in seeing him return into their country:
that they have been long in expectation of his arrival:
that their wives have deprived themselves of their provi-
sions. in order to afford him a supply: that they are in
great want, being destitute of every thing, and particu-
larly of ammunition and clothing: and that what they
most long for. is a taste of his rum, which thev uniformly
denominate milk.

“The present, in return. consisted in one keg of gun-
powder, of sixtv pounds weight: a hag of shot and
another of powder, of eightv pounds each: a few smaller
articles, and a keg of rum. The last appeared to be the
chief treasure, though on the former depended the
greater part of their winter's subsistence.

“In a short time, the men began to drink, while the
women brought a further and very valuable present. of
twenty bags of rice. This I returned with goods and rum.
and at the same time offered more. for an additional
quantity of rice. A trade was opened, the women barter-
ing rice, while the men were drinking. Before morning,
I had purchased a hundred bags. of near)v a bushel meas-
ure each. Without a large quanlity of rice, the vovage
could not have been prosecuted to its completion.”

Were the [ndians in (his ceremonial exchange saving
that without the European’s aid they would not be able

2The behavior of the Ojibway chief Keeshkemun (La
Prerre 2 Affiler) toward his son-in-law. XY trader Simon Chau-
rette, suggests, however. that ambiguities might still be pres-
ent in the relationship between father-in-law and son-in-law.
Keeshkemun seemed to be Chaurette’s allv as long as Chau-
rette was present. When he was gone, Keeshkemun dealt with
Chaurette’s rival. Malhiot. See Malhiot. Joural, August 5,
1804, p. 6, February 4. 1805, p. 27. Even more distant Indian-
trader kinship was useful; trader Michael Cadot. at Lac du
Flamibeau in the 1780s, derived henefits from the intercession
of his wife's uncle, Warren, in Collections. 5:302.

B For more about cultural communication and understand-
ing as important by-products of the {ur-trade process. sec
Bruce M. White, “Parisian Women's Dogs: A Bibliographical
Essay on Cross-Cultural Communication and Trade,” in
Carolyn Gilman., Where Two Worlds Mect: The Great Lakes
Fur Trade, 120-126 (St. Paul, 1982). Theve are of conrse many
unanswered questions having to do with the economic impact
of gift giving on fur trade rates of exchange and traders” profits.
At what point did metaphorical and real kinship hecome an
impossible economic burden? The author is engaged i a study
of these problems in relation to the Lake Superior fur trade.

THE ILLUSTRATLON of the Treaty of Fond du Lac by Ficld-
ing Lucas on p. 68 is reproduced with permission of the Amer-
ican PhiJosophical Socicty. The other color photos are from
McKenney and Hall's Indian Tribes of North America, 1104,
124], 2:178. 3:158 (Philadelphia. 1842}, The pictures on p. 63
and 66 are from the MHS audio-visual librvary.

to survive? Or were they simply following the etiquette
of such encounters as they saw it?

THE POSSIBLE ambiguities in the metaphorical
kinship ties that the Ojibway used to establish friendship
with strangers are evident. In terms of gitt giving, for
mstance, a trader might function as a “father™ or
“mother™; in terms of direct trade. the relationship
might be that ol a “brother.” Certainly such contradic-
tions in the relationship might cavse some confusion in
regard to what cach party expected from the other. But
the trader might make another more durable hond, pos-
sibly assuring more clarity i his relations with the Ojib-
wav, by changing a metaphorical tie into a “real” one.
He might NMaTy an Indian woman.

Frequently. the influence and success that a trader
had with the Indians corresponded to the strength and
renown of his father-in-law. Leading traders often mar-
vied the daughters of feading Ojibway: in marrving a
chief’s daughter. the trader gained a powerful ally
among his Indian customers. Since the authority of a
chief was sometimes the result of extended kinship ties.
the trader may have formed actual ties with a larger
number of people. The chief's influence over kin and
nonkin alike depended largely upon his persuasive abili-
ties — especiallv his oratory. Thus, through marriage.
the trader gained an alliance with a man of demonstrated
ability to influence his fellows. The father-in-law became
i a sense a diplomatic agent for the trader. useful in
persuading his people to be friends and customers. *2

For the chief there were comparable advantages.
Allying with a trader could bolster his own influence and
power with his people. since the chief would often dis-
tribute the gifts that his son-in-law brought each year to
trade. In so doing. the leader gave matevial demonstra-
tion of concern for the welfare of the other Indians with-
in his family or within the larger group. showing that he
was worthy, generous. and upnselfish. These attributes
might strengthen his ties to nonkin.

Tn any case, gift giving was of continuing importance
to the fur trader. Marrying into an Indian family did not
lessen his obligation to give gifts: it simply provided him
with a previously defined kinship network in which to
carry on his gift giving. Only by continuing this was the
trader’s position in this kinship svstem validated.

Far from being briberv, gift miving — whether in
personal velationships, trade. or diplomacy — was an
important social act among the Qjibway. \Vithout par-
ticipating in the process a lorcigner. whether he be a
diplomat or a trader. could not hope to arrive at his
political or economic ends. By their participation, fur
traders and diplomats demonstrated more than a Super-
ficial understanding of Ojibwav culture. ™
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