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The Early History 

Introduction 

Jacques Cartier, in the journal of his first voyage, is the 

first European to describe a trade for furs in Canada, but 

on his subsequent voyages, he makes no further references to 

such a trade. After the French crown abandoned its plans to 

conquer the Kingdom of the Saguenay and withdrew from Canada, 

Frenchmen still frequented the Gulf of St. Lawrence, at 

first to fish and later to fish and trade. The fur trade 

was conducted at Tadoussac, at the mouth of the Saguenay 

River, with the Montagnais Indians who acted as middlemen, 

purchasing their furs in the Great Lakes region. The French 

would not venture above Trois-Rivières because of the 

hostility of the region's inhabitants, the Laurentian 

Iroquois, whom Cartier and Jean-François de La Rocque de 

Roberval had aliented. 

By 1603 the Montagnais-Algonquin-Huron alliance had 

succeeded in opening the St. Lawrence below Montreal Island 

and for the first time the Hurons began to appear on the 

river. The Iroquois still controlled the river below 

Montreal. In 1608, Samuel de Champlain selected the "point 

of Quebec" as the site of his wintering quarters. In the 

succeeding years, Champlain aided the Hurons and Algonkins 

in their struggles with the Iroquois on Lake Champlain and 

in the vicinity of Lake Ontario and thereby earned the 

enmity of the Iroquois. Besides Quebec, the principal 

trading sites in the 1620s were Tadoussac and Trois-Rivières. 

A third but less important location was Miscou on the Baie 

des Chaleurs. 
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In the 1630s, the Iroquois raids along the St. Lawrence 

River became increasingly frequent. A settlement was founded 

in 1642 by the Compagnie de Saint-Sulpice on the strategically 

located Island of Montreal. During Montreal's first two 

decades, the Iroquois lurked in ambush outside its walls and 

upstream along the Ottawa River, waylaying the Huron brigades 

bringing their furs to the settlements on the St. Lawrence. 

The Iroquois, in the latter part of the 1640s, destroyed 

Huronia, and eliminated the Hurons as middlemen in the fur 

trade. After the campaign of Alexandre de Prouville de 

Tracy against the Mohawks in 1666, the St. Lawrence River 

was for the first time completely open to the French, and 

the Jesuits and soon after fur traders and coureurs de bois 

penetrated into the Great Lakes and beyond. René-Robert 

Cavelier de la Salle succeeded in reaching the fur hunters 

of the Mississippi River. To the north, the coureurs de 

bois settled among the Ottawa Indians along Lake Huron, who 

had inherited the role as middlemen in the trade upon the 

destruction of the Hurons. Claude Greysolon de la Tourette, 

representing his brother Daniel Greysolon de Dulhut, who had 

the support of Governor Joseph-Antoine Le Febvre de La Barre, 

established posts beyond the middlemen Indians at Lake 

Nipigon in 1684 and Kaministikwia in 1685. The two posts 

remained in operation until the early 1690s. The Ottawa 

Indians sold only a relatively small part of their furs to 

the traders among them, bringing most of them to Montreal 

where annual fairs were held. 

The advent of the second Iroquois war forced the aban­

donment of the settlements to the west and northwest of 

Montreal. Immediately after the conclusion of hostilities 

between England and France in 1713, the French established 

posts on Lake Superior at Michipicoten. Zacharie Robutel de 

La Noue, in preparation for an exploration of the route to 

La Mer de l'Ouest, erected forts in 1717 at Kaministikwia 

and Rainy Lake to serve as supply depots. Soon after, a post 
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was founded either on Nipigon River or on Lake Nipigon. In 

the 1730s, Pierre Gaultier de Varennes de La Vërendrye ex­

tended the settlements into the Prairies. This expansion 

eliminated the middleman Indians in the fur trade, and the 

fairs at Montreal came to an end. 

In the 1720s and 1730s, the French posts, Fort Frontenac 

and Fort Niagara, experienced competition from the English 

at Oswego. During this period, the officers commanding the 

interior posts served as their lessees and paid the govern­

ment a low rent, making it possible for them to maintain an 

attractive trading tariff. But subsequently, the posts were 

farmed out to the highest bidder, and the lessees, in their 

turn, raised the tariff so sharply that both forts Frontenac 

and Niagara by the mid-1740s were being undersold by Oswego. 

Consequently, in 1749 a small fort, called Fort Rouillé, was 

established on the site of present-day Toronto. It was in­

tended to intercept the Indians going to Oswego and to under­

sell the English post. 

The English settled at the mouth of Moose River in 1673, 

and six years later the French established themselves on 

Lake Tëmiscamingue. On his march to Hudson Bay in 1686, 

Pierre de Troyes constructed a fort on Lake Abitibi. Troyes 

surprised and captured Moose Fort in June of that year. The 

English retook it in 1693, but lost it soon afterward. It 

was recaptured by the English in 1696, but was ceded to 

France the following year by the Treaty of Ryswick. 

The Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 restored all of Hudson 

Bay to the British, but they did not reside on Moose River 

until 1720. Meanwhile, Abitibi post was in continuous exis­

tence throughout the French period. The post at Lake 

Tëmiscamingue was closed in the 1690s, but was reopened in 

1720. 

The Hudson's Bay Company appointed governors and councils 

to govern its factories on the bay. The officer in charge 
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was the governor, with his second in command and the surgeon 

as councillors. Each council was independent of the others, 

and answerable only to the Governor and Committee in London 

(London Committee). 

New France 

Jacque Cartier is the first European who has left an account 

of a trade for furs in Canada. On 6 July 1534, while sailing 

off Paspébiac Point in the Baie des Chaleurs, he noticed that 

some Indians on shore were waving their furs in the air. The 

following day, a brisk trade was conducted at the cove of 

Port-Daniel, where Cartier anchored his ships. The Indians 

"bartered all they had to such an extent that all went back 

naked without anything on them." Another trade was con-
2 

ducted the following day, most likely at Tracadigash Point. 

It is evident that the inhabitants of this region either had 

previously come into contact with Europeans or had learned 

the value they placed on furs from other Indians. 

On his second voyage in 1535, Cartier visited two Indian 

villages, Stadacona, near Quebec City, and Hochelaga, on the 

Island of Montreal. Between Quebec and Montreal there was 

extensive cultivation, and the land surrounding the village 

of Hochelaga was covered with "the corn of the country which 
3 

resembles Brazil Millet." The houses in the village and 

the wooden palisade which surrounded it were similar to those 
4 

erected by the Hurons in Samuel de Champlain's time. 

Cartier does not seem to have traded for furs at Hochelaga. 

He was given a "great heap of musk-rats" as a present on his 

approach to the Island of Montreal, but apparently this was 
5 

only a food offering. 

The colonization of the St. Lawrence was delayed by a 

war in the latter part of the 1530s between France and Spain. 

At the beginning of 1541, Francis I selected Jean-François 

de La Rocque de Roberval as the leader of an expedition 

6 



numbering 5 ships, 400 sailors and 300 soldiers which was to 

conquer the Kingdom of the Saguenay. Cartier commanded at 

sea while Roberval had charge on land. At Cap Rouge River, 
7 

nine miles above Quebec, a fort was constructed which was 

named Charlesbourg Royal. 

In the narration of Roberval's voyage, published by 

Richard Hakluyt in his collected works, the fort is described 

as being 

very beautiful to beholde, and of great force, 

situated upon a high mountaine, wherein there 

were two courtes of buildings, a great Towre, 

and another of fortie or fiftie foote long: 

wherein there were divers Chambers, a Hall, a 

Kitchine, houses of office, Sellers high and 

lowe, and neere unto it were an Oven and Milles, 

and a stoove to warme, men in, and a well before 

the house. And the buylding was situated upon 

the great River of Canada, called France prime 

by Monsier Roberval. There was also at the foote 

of the Mountaine another lodging, part whereof 

was a great Towre of two stories high, two courtes 

of good building, where at the first all our 

victuals, and whatsoever was brought with us was 

sent to be kept: and neere unto that Towre there 

is another small river. In these two places 
Q 

above and beneath, all the meaner sort was lodged. 

In the course of the summer, Cartier voyaged to Montreal 

Island, intending to gather more information about the fabled 

kingdom of the Saguenay. He surveyed the region in the 

vicinity of the island as far as the Long Sault, and then 
9 

returned to Charlesbourg Royal. 
The following year, Roberval sailed from France with 

three ships, and passed the winter at the fort, which he re­

named Fort of France-Roy. In June 1543, he was at 
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Montreal Island, but it is unlikely that he proceeded beyond 

the Lachine Rapids. 

There is no indication whether Cartier and Roberval 

traded for furs. They were seekinq gold and diamonds, and 

in the 1541-42 and 1542-43 narratives furs are not mentioned. 

The settlement in Canada was abandoned in 1543. France 

and Spain were again at war, and the "precious stones" which 

Cartier and Roberval had brought back to France proved to be 
12 

worthless. France's attention in the New World sub­
sequently turned toward Florida and the West Indies. 

After 1543, Frenchmen still frequented the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence, at first to fish and later to fish and trade for 

furs. Samuel de Champlain writes that by 1610, Frenchmen had 
13 

been coming to Tadoussac for 60 years. They did not 

venture further inland, no doubt in large measure because of 

the hostility toward Europeans created by Cartier's and 

Roberval's kidnappings and their high-handed treatment of 
14 the Laurentian Iroquois. The Montagnais, a branch of the 

Algonkian family, acted as middlemen in this trade, which 

flowed from the Ottawa River and beyond to the Saguenay River 

and down to Tadoussac. This round-about route was used be­

cause the St. Lawrence River route was controlled by the 

Iroquois. The Montagnais and their allies, having acquired 

iron weapons in their trade, in the latter part of the 16th 

century succeeded in conquering these sedentary Indians. But 

in the last decade of the 16th and first decade of the 17th 

century, the Montagnais-Huron control of the river was still 

being challenged by the Iroquois dwelling on Lake Ontario and 

northern New York state. The Saguenay River was the only 

secure route, and the French merchants conducted their trade 

at Tadoussac every spring. 

The Frenchmen who frequented Tadoussac remain anonymous 

until 1599. In that year, François Gravé Du Pont of Saint-

Malo outfitted a vessel which he placed under the command of 
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Pierre Chauvin de Tonnetuit of Normandy, and it sailed in 
15 the company of other vessels to Tadoussac. Gravé Du 

Pont then petitioned the king for the exclusive right of 

trading with the Indians, promising to colonize and defend 

the country with 500 men. His petition was granted. A few 

ships were outfitted and sailed from Honfleur to Tadoussac. 

Chauvin desired to make a settlement for the winter at 

Tadoussac, but Gravé Du Pont objected, recommending that it 

should be built further upstream at Trois-Riviéres. Chauvin, 

however, refused to go beyond Tadoussac. On a previous 

voyage, he "had gone as far as Three Rivers to seek out the 
17 Indians and barter with them." 

At Tadoussac, Chauvin constructed a "summer house" 

which Champlain saw in 1603. Champlain says that it was 

"twenty-five feet long by eighteen wide and eight feet high, 

covered with boards with a fireplace in the middle, the 

shape of a guard-room, surrounded by wattles and a small 
18 

ditch dug in the sand." At least 16 men passed the 

winter there. The trade was not rewarding and a second 
19 voyage by Chauvin was equally unproductive. 

Before he could undertake a third voyage, Chauvin died. 

A monopoly was then given to Aymar de Chaste, the governor 

of Dieppe, and his partners, some merchants of Rouen. Grave 

Du Pont was selected to lead the expedition and Samuel de 

Champlain was charged with the exploration of the St. 
20 Lawrence River up to the Lachme Rapids. 

On this his first voyage to Canada, Champlain cast 

anchor on 27 May 1603 at Tadoussac harbour, which he says is 

small, not being able to accommodate more than ten or twelve 

ships and "is like a cove at the mouth of the Saguenay River." 

Champlain immediately went to St. Matthew's Point (Pointe 

aux Alouettes) on the west side of the harbour, "running a 

league out into the sea" where 80 to 100 Indians were en­

camped celebrating a victory over the Iroquois. The 
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following day, they moved their encampment to Tadoussac 

harbour, where Champlain's ship was anchored, and a trade 
21 

was conducted. ' On 11 June, Champlain ascended 12 or 15 

leagues up the Saguenay River. One week later, he set off 

for the Lachine Rapids, arriving there at the beginning of 

July. After walking around the rapids and questioning the 

Indians about the river above, he returned to Tadoussac, 

where his ship was still at anchor, and from there sailed to 
22 

Gaspé. From Isle Percée, he went back to Tadoussac. He 

found another band of Montagnais encamped there, having re­

turned after defeating the Iroquois on Lake Champlain. 

Champlain passed 13 days at Tadoussac, and then sailed for 
2 3 

France. 

The two victories in 1603 by the Montagnais and 

Algonkins over the Iroquois opened the St. Lawrence River to 

their allies, the Hurons. Lake Ontario remained under 

Iroquois control, and the Hurons were obliged to take the 

French River-Lake Nipissing-Mattawa River-Ottawa River route 

from Lake Huron into the St. Lawrence River. The Hurons, 

before the coming of the Europeans, had bartered their corn 

and vegetables with their neighbours to the north for bear­

skins and bones of seafish which were transformed into tools. 

Every summer, the Indians between the Saint-Maurice and 

Ottawa rivers met to trade at a designated place on the 
24 

Ottawa River. The Hurons now turned their attention to 

purchasing furs from their neighbours as far east as the 

Attikamegues on the Saint-Maurice River. The Hurons' 

principal trade was to the west of Huronia with the Ottawas 

on the western shores and islands of Lake Huron, the 

Winnebagos of Green Bay and the Potawatomis of Lake 

Michigan. Besides their own corn, the Hurons traded the 

tobacco and hemp, which they used to make fishnets, obtained 
2 5 

from the Petun and Neutral Indians. 
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In 1604, de Chaste died. Pierre Du Gua de Monts, a 

Huguenot of Saintonge, received a commission to trade in 

Canada, and he dispatched one vessel under Gravé Du Pont to 

Tadoussac, while he went himself to Cape Breton with 
2 6 

Champlain, who served as the official geographer. De 

Monts established himself on Ile Sainte-Croix (Dochet 

Island). Having experienced a "dreadful winter," he re­

moved his settlement the following year to Port-Royal, 25 
27 

leagues away. There his men experienced a less severe 

winter in 1605-06, though they still suffered from scurvy. 

The settlement was maintained in 1606-07 and was abandoned 
2 8 

in August 1607. 

De Monts obtained from the crown in 1608 a monopoly for 

one year, and appointed Champlain as his lieutenant, giving 

him command of one of the two vessels which he equipped. 
29 

The other was commanded by Gravé Du Pont. On his 

arrival at Tadoussac, Gravé Du Pont found the crew of a 

Basque vessel engaging in trade. He attempted to enforce de 

Monts' exclusive trading rights, but the Basques, led by 

their captain, Darache, overpowered his crew and took away 

their weapons. Champlain entered Tadoussac harbour after 

the incident, and was able to soothe relations between Grave 

Du Pont and Darache, making the latter promise that "he 

would undertake nothing against Pontgravë [Gravé Du Pont], 

nor against the king's interest nor that of the Sieur de 
30 

Monts." 

At the end of June, Champlain left for the "narrowing" 

of the St. Lawrence River, where he arrived on 3 July. He 

selected the "point of Quebec" as the site for his wintering 
31 

quarters. The fort 

contained three main buildings of two stories. 

Each one was three fathoms long and two and a 

half wide. The storehouse was six long and 

three wide, with a fine cellar six feet high. 
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All the way round our buildings I had a yallery 

made, outside the second story, which was a 

very convenient thing. There were also ditches 

fifteen feet wide and six deep, and outside 

these I made several salients which enclosed a 

part of the buildings, and there we put our 

cannon. In front of the building there is an 

open space four fathoms wide and six or seven 

long, which abuts upon the river's bank. 

Round about the buildings are very good gardens, 

and an open place on the north side of a 

hundred, or a hundred and twenty, yards long 
32 

and fifty or sixty wide. 

No trade was conducted at Quebec in 1608. 

In June 1609, Champlain left for Tadoussac, where Gravé 

Du Pont had just arrived from France. In their discussions, 

they decided that Champlain with 20 men should conduct ex­

plorations into the interior, while Gravé Du Pont should 
33 

prosecute the trade at Tadoussac. On the island of St. 

Eloi, Champlain encountered some Algonkins and "Ochateguins" 

(Hurons), who were intent upon conducting a campaign against 

the Iroquois, and Champlain, to earn their good will, agreed 

to accompany them. The Iroquois met the Hurons and Algonkins 

in battle on Lake Champlain, but fled upon the discharge of 
34 

two arquebuses. Thus the French for the first time had 

taken an active role in the wars of the Indians. 

Champlain returned to France at the end of the summer. 

De Monts and his partners, after being assured by the Hurons 

that they would help in exploring the St. Lawrence River in 

return for aid against the Iroquois, resolved to retain 
35 

Quebec, and Champlain sailed in the spring of 1610 to 

conduct the explorations. On April 26, he reached Tadoussac, 

where ships were already anchored. The Montagnais he en­

countered promised that they would help him explore "the 


