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Lake Superior, Severn and Albany Districts after 1821

Introduction

During the 1810s, the decline in fur-bearing animals in the
Nipigon region became more accelerated. The coalition of
1821 ended the overhunting of the region, and the number of
posts was reduced. Lake Superior district was created after
the coalition and placed in the Southern Department. The
posts in this new district were formerly in the southern
part of Moose district and North West Company's Pic, Fort
William and Michipicoton departments. From the middle of
the 1820s, the Lake Superior district's establishments,
especially those on Lake Superior, were subjected to
increasing competition from traders and settlers. In the
1840s, mining speculation began on both sides of the lake.
Minerals were found on the American side and mines were
opened which in the 1850s attracted many Americans.

Despite the fact that Severn district had only two
posts, Severn and Trout Lake, after 1821, its decline
continued. Simpson abandoned it between 1828 and 1832 to
permit it to regenerate. Only one post, Severn, was
maintained in the district in the 1830s and Trout Lake was
added in 1844. Albany district, on the other hand, began to
recover immediately after the coalition, and its improvement
continued unabated throughout George Simpson's three decades
as governor. Simpson founded beaver preserves in the
district and adopted other necessary conservation measures.
Lake Seul was the most wersterly post in the district's
interior, and Martin Fall the most easterly. Lake Seul was
subjected to competition in the 1840s and afterward from
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traders in the Rainy Lake and Red River regions. The other
posts were secure; the lack of country provisions in the
heart of the district discouraged traders from penetrating
inland from Lake Superior and Lake Huron districts.

Lake Superior District

The Hudson's Bay Company's inventory of posts in 1821 lists
the following establishments in the North West Company's
Nipigon Department: Lake Nipigon, Sturgeon Lake, Lake Seul,
Escabitchewan, Red Lake, Lesser Sturgeon Lake and Abimonde

1

[or Atimonde] Lake. Pic Department included Pic, Long

2

Lake and Black River,“ and Michipicoton Department,

Michipicoten, Mattagami, New Brunswick, Batchewana Bay,

Petoubeau (?) and Sault Ste. Marie Depot.3

For Fort
William Department, the posts listed were Fort William Depot
and Mille Lacs;4 for Lac la Pluie, Vermilion Lake, War

Road and Whitefish Lake.? The establishments occupied by
the Hudson's Bay Company in 1820-21 in Albany District,
which included the region between Berens River district and
Moose and Kinoogumisee districts, were Albany and its
outpost at Capusco, Henley, Martin Fall and its outpost at
Attawapiskat Lake, Osnaburgh and its outposts at Moose Lake
and Crow Nest Lake, and Red Lake.® Berens River district
included Berens River and its outposts at Jack Head, Middle

7

Olimpic and Sandy Point Lake. Severn district was composed

of Severn and its outposts at Trout Lake and Waynuskee.8
Lac la Pluie district had only one establishment, Lac 1la
Pluie.?

Lake Superior district was created after the coalition
of 1821 and was placed in the Southern Department. The posts
comprising this new district were formely in the southern
part of Moose district, and in the North West Company's Pic,

Fort William and Michipicoten departments. Lake Nipigon was
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also included. We do not possess a list of establishments
for 1821-22, but it is certain that none of the principal
posts was closed. They were Fort William, New Brunswick,
Michipicoten, the Pic and Lake Nipigon.

Michipicoten's outpost at Batchewana Bay was abandoned
in 1821. At one time Batchewana Bay had been productive;
however, by this date the returns did not defray the cost of
its maintenance. By 1823, some residents of Sault Ste. Marie
began settling there, hurting the trade at Michipicoten.lO
Thus, in 1824-25, Donald McIntosh at Michipicoten sent his
son, J. McIntosh, "to watch them at Bathiwana Bay, as much
as to intercept the Indians of the Place as to be on the way
of falling in with the Sault Indians who had come hither to
look after furs." The same strategy was used in 1825—26.ll
Batchewana is listed as Michipicoten's "appendage."

The Pic, in 1823-24, had two outposts, Long Lake and
Black River. Fifty-eight Indians frequented the three. The
country was poor in provisions, causing frequent starvation
in the winter. Long Lake and Black River each had a clerk.12
Jacob Truthwaite was at Black River and Duncan Clarke at
Long Lake in 1823-24. The ensuing winter, J. Vincent

13

replaced Clarke. Nicholas Garry passed one hour at the

North West Company establishment at the Pic on 28 June 1821,

but left us no description.14

Simpson, on his journey around
the world, dined with the post's master, Mr. MacMurray, on a
small rocky island in its vicinity. Simpson says that it

was "prettily situated at the mouth of a small river of the

same name.“15 16

D. McIntosh was its master in 1827-28.
Because of its closeness to the American border, Sault Ste.
Marie and Drummond Island, the hunters at times cheated the
post with impunity. By 1827-28, most of the beaver had been

destroyed, and beaver was seldom traded there.l”

Long Lake
is the only outpost listed in the Pic journals for

1840-41.18
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Lieutenant Mervyn Vavasour, R.E., sent during the Oregon
Crisis with Lieutenant Henry J. Warre, A.D.G., to report on
the state of the military defences of Canada and the
possibility of establishing military posts in central
British America and on tha Pacific Coast, passed the Pic as
well as two other establishments on Lake Superior in May and
June 1845. He said:

Fort Peak is surrounded by a Picket

fence, the interior consisting of the 3 musket

proof buildings forming 3 sides of an oblong,

open to the Peak River on the east side of which

and near its junction with the Lake Superior it

is situated. This Post is capable of offering

resistance against any sudden attack of Indians

or irregular troops.

Michipicoten consisted "of 5 or 6 small wooden buildings
situated on a sandy plain but overlooked by a small hill to
the east." The third post was Fort William.12

Before 1821, some of Lake Nipigon's hunters traded at
Fort William, but by 1823-24, this practice had been
discontinued because of the proximity of the Americans to
Fort William. In 1823-24, there were about 40 Indians, men
and boys, hunting on Lake Nipigon, too many "for that part
of the country and for the furs about it."20 Alexander
McTavish was the clerk at Lake Nipigon in 1824-25 and
1825-26.21

It is not certain whether Sturgeon Lake was retained
after 1821. It was open in 1823-24, when 27 hunters
patronized it. It served only as a wintering estab-
lishment,22 and between 12 and 16 packs of furs were

g.23

annually obtaine Provisions were difficult to procure

there. 1In 1824, the master of Lake Superior district
contemplated closing it, but decided that it should be kept
open for another season to determine whether its trade could

24

be diverted to Osnaburgh or Lake Nipigon. The following
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year, Chief Factor Dougald Cameron and Chief Trader Simon
McGillivray, concluding that the hunters would otherwise go
to the American border, advised that it should be retained.25
In 1825-26, there was at least one outpost from Fort
William, Whitefish Lake, located near the American frontier.
It had been in operation the previous winter. Two traders
were in opposition there in 1825-26.2% Another outpost
may have been founded at Pays Plat, "almost in the center
between the Pic, Nipigon and Fort William." John Haldane
wrote in September 1825 that he expected that free traders
would winter there, and intended to counter them. A
Mr. Sayers had wintered there two years before.27
Lac la Fléche was the only outpost from Fort William in
1827-28, though Whitefish Lake and Pays Plat apparently had
been in operation until that winter. Lac la Fl&che was
about 67 miles from Fort William, and was "a post of very
little consequence to the concern," only three packs being

made annually.28

It was hazardous and expensive to supply,
and the barren nature of the region barely permitted the men
29 But Donald McIntosh at Fort William feared

that if it were closed, an opposition party could settle in
30 31

to subsist.

the area

It was still Fort William's only outpost in 1830-31.32

or the Indians would go to the Americans.

For 1826-27, Michipicoten had outposts at New Brunswick

and Batchewana, and the Pic at Long Lake.33

Batchewana

Bay was designed to protect Michipicoten, but settlers and
merchants at Sault Ste. Marie did succeed in drawing a few
furs away. Lac la Fléche protected Fort William. There
were, however, Americans settled within 20 or 30 miles, who
attracted a few hunters. The American Fur Company was at
Grand Portage. Simpson had intended to abandon Sturgeon
Lake after the 1827-28 season, but changed his mind, because
the Americans who had settled in the Lac la Pluie and Lac la

Fl&che regions were trading with the Indians and corrupting
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their morals. Sturgeon Lake was "placed on a more respect-
able footing," and prices for furs were increased. The
other establishments in the district were secure from
opposition.34

There were five clerks and 39 men assigned in 1827-28
to Lake Superior district, a reduction of two clerks and
seven men from the previous outfit. George Keith, the
district's master, was popular among the hunters, officers
and men. Through careful management, he was able to
increase the returns in 1827-28 despite the reduction in
expenses.35

Opposition parties from Penetanguishene were expected
in 1829-30 in the Lake Superior district, but they did not
materialize. The American's at Lac la Fl&che, having
suffered annual losses, withdrew in 1829-30.3°

In 1830-31, the permanent establishments in the district
were Michipicoten, Pic, Fort William, Lake Nipigon and New
Brunswick, and wintering posts were maintained at Batchewana,
Long Lake and Lac la Flé&che. A large number of men was
needed, and formed "an item of expense nearly equal to the
Outfit." Because of the district's lack of country
provisions, not only the establishments but the natives
depended principally on imported food. This expense
drastically cut the district's profits. The barren nature
of the country also worked to the company's advantage,
discouraging petty traders from establishing themselves
there.37 Some of the Indians, however, by 1832 were
attracted to Sault Ste. Marie, and others who encouraged
free traders to come into their lands. However, the petty
traders in Lake Huron district had lost too heavily in the
1820s and early 1830s to venture into Lake Superior.

New Brunswick, in 1831-32, was detached from Lake
Superior district and transferred to Moose district. This

was done because its hunters were increasingly attracted to
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Lake Superior, and had come into contact with free men and
Indians at Sault Ste. Marie. New Brunswick had been used as
a "half way station" between Moose and Lake Superior, but
the injurious effects on the natives outweighed this
convenience.38

Chief Factor George Keith, who had managed the district
with "great regularity and economy for several years," fell
ill in 1832, and was replaced by Chief Factor Angus Bethune
from Sault Ste. Marie. Sault Ste. Marie was attached to
Lake Superior district; Simpson did not think that it war-
ranted a commissioned officer, as it was only a supply depot.
It was placed under the charge of a clerk, having only one

man, "the most economical footing on which it can be

In 1831-32, a quarrel broke out among the inhabitants
of Lake Nipigon, who had long been notorious for their feuds.
Several murders were committed and Simpson, thinking that it
was too dangerous to stay in their region, prepared to
abandon Lake Nipigon post in the 1832-33 season. But the
Indians had resolved their dispute by the summer of 1832,
and the post was retained. 40

The hunters frequenting Michipicoten, Pic and Fort
William suffered from starvation in 1831-32; those attached
to the inland posts were also hard pressed, but not as much,

provisions always being more plentiful inland. 4!

Simpson
wrote,
Starvation prevails throughout in all seasons,
to such a degree that whole Districts of
country would be quite uninhabitable even to
the wretched natives, who are from their births
inured to misery and privation were it not that
large supplies of Indian Corn, Flour, and other
provisions, are issued to them every Fall at

our Establishments, which with Rabbits and a few
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Fish with a seasoning of "tripe de roche",
constitute their only dependence in the way
of living, but when Rabbits are scarce their
situation is quite deplorable.42
The liquor trade was discontinued in the Lake Superior
district in 1835-36, and the hunters, instead of receiving
their traditional "regale" of liquor, were given additional
flour, Indian corn and other imported supplies. This
created much dissatisfaction; some did not hunt as actively
as in former years, while others withdrew to other districts
where they could obtain spirits. The additional imported
provisions raised the expense of the district. So extensive
was the distribution of supplies that the hunters frequently
could not pay their entire debt. A large stock of trading
articles was kept at the various posts in order to discourage
the "enroachments" of petty traders, a policy which was
still successful in 1836.43
In 1835, the American Fur Company's principal establish-
ment was moved from Mackinac to La Pointe, about 100 miles
from Sault Ste. Marie, on the western shore of Lake Superior.
44 1n 1833,
Simpson had concluded a three year agreement with William

The company posed no major threat to the trade.

Aitken, one of its wintering partners, in which the American
Fur Company pledged not to interfere in the trade across the
border on the shores of Lake Superior in return for an
annual payment of £300. This agreement subsequently was
extended and remained in force until the American Fur
Company was purchased and reorganized in 1843 by Pierre
Chateau Jr. and Company.45
The American Fur Company, in the early 1830s, extended
its enterprises to curing fish, and conducted fisheries on
the Canadian side of the boundary line. These activities
did not injure the Hudson's Bay Company's trade. However,
the American Fur Company subsequently established a retail
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shop at Sault Ste. Marie for the purpose of purchasing fish
for goods and buying furs. Simpson did not protest against
this action, but in the summer of 1833 he instructed Keith
to send merchandise valued at £500 to Sault Ste. Marie.
Sault Ste. Marie was separated from Lake Superior district
and placed under the supervision of Mr. Nourse, an "intel-
ligent clerk." Simpson expected that it would soon increase
in importance.46

The Southern Council's winter arrangements for Lake
Superior district in 1836-37 were: Michipicoten, Chief
Factor John D. Cameron and Dougald McTavish, clerk; Agawang,
John Robertson, postmaster; Pic, William Clouston, post-
master; Long Lake, Louis Denis LaRonde, postmaster; Fort
William, Chief Trader Donald McIntosh; and Lake Nipigon,
John Swanston, clerk. Michipicoten was the principal post
in the district. The complement of servants did not exceed
36, and the outfit included 850 pieces of provisions and
tobacco from Sault Ste. Marie, and 300 pieces of goods from
Moose. 47

By 1837, a large part of the district's provisions,
including flour and Indian corn, was purchased in the United
States. Food was sold to the Indians at a rate which was
only a little above cost and charges. 1In 1836-37, a band of
50 natives, suffering from starvation, was maintained free
of charge at Fort William for eight months; another, of 40
Indians, was maintained for two months. 48

Mr. Cotte, the agent of the American Fur Company at
Grand Portage in 1841-42, employed some Indians attached to
Fort William to construct sleds but apparently did not trade
with them. Simpson made a mild complaint to one of the
company's partners, Ramsey Crooks, and Cotte subsequently
was prohibited by his company from continuing this practice.
The American Fur Company's agent at La Pointe, Dr. Borrus,

on the other hand was circumspect in his actions and polite



441

in his communications with the master at Fort William.4?

The Cleveland Company established itself in Lake
Superior district in 1839-40 or 1840-41; where we are not
told. It withdrew in 1842-43. 1In 1842-43, the district was
free from opposition, "except from the few petty traders
belonging to the Sault who infest the Goulait and Batchewana
Bays."50

Lac d'Orignal was founded as a temporary outpost from
Fort William to protect the trade near the boundary line
during the period of opposition from the Cleveland Company.
After the latter's failure, Simpson hoped to close it.
However, a few "strangers" subsequently established them-
selves at the upper end of Lake Superior, and consequently
it was retained.51

In the summer of 1841, an agricultural settlement was
formed on the Kaministikwia River by a number of retired
servants of the Hudson's Bay Company and several half-Indian
families. Fearing that this community, possessing men who
could act as interpreters and voyageurs, could become a
menace to the trade of the interior country, Simpson ordered
that none of its residents should be employed or given
assistance. Within two years it dissolved, being unable to
subsist without supplies from the company.52

The arrangements made for 1843-44 in Lake Superior
district were: Michipicoten, Chief Trader John Swanston and
five men for the winter and two for the summer; Batchewana,
Joseph Turner, postmaster, and two men for the winter; Pic,
Erland Erlandson and five men for the winter and two for the
summer; Long Lake, C. Roussain, postmaster, three men for
the winter; Nipigon, J.Anderson, clerk, and seven men for
the winter and two for the summer; Fort William, H. McKenzie
and eight men for the winter and two for the summer; and Lac
d'Orignal, L.D. Delaronde, postmaster, and two men for the
winter. 1In all, the district had two chief traders, two

clerks, three postmasters and 32 men.>3 Erland Erlandson
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had been master at Long Lake the previous winter, and was
transferred to Pic because of his "steadiness and
attention-"54 The district's returns and profits

increased by £1,000 in 1842-43.

The Hudson's Bay and American fur companies continued
their co-operation in the mid-1840s to exclude opposition
from the shores of Lake Superior. Ramsey Crooks indicated
to Simpson, in the first part of 1844, that if an opposition
appeared at Pigeon River, he might place a post beside it
for their mutual protection. Swanston at Michipicoten was
instructed by Simpson to communicate with the officer in
charge of La Pointe if an opposition did appear. Lac
d'Orignal was retained.>>

The arrangements for 1844-45 were: Michipicoten, Chief
Trader John Swanston and five men; Batchewana, Joseph Turner,
postmaster, and two men; Pic, E. Erlandson, clerk, and five
men; Long Lake, C. Roussain, postmaster, and two men; Lake
Nipigon, James Anderson, clerk, and six men; Fort William,
Hector McKenzie, clerk, and seven men; Lac d'Orignal, Michel
Collin, interpreter, and two men.56

By the spring of 1843, a United States joint-stock
company had begun to exploit a copper mine on the western
shores of Lake Superior at Copper Harbour. The mine was
expected to employ between 800 and 1,000 men.?? 1In 1844-45,
the mine and the fisheries which were operated near it
attracted numerous Americans from all parts of the Union.
From thewe, some began spreading out on both sides of the
lake.%8 The same year, the American government established
a military post at La Pointe. Petty traders subsequently
settled there and they attracted many of the Hudson's Bay
Company Indians, especially those attached to Fort William.
Meanwhile, traders at the American military post at Sault
Ste. Marie injured the trade of Batchewana and

Michipicoten.59
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The competition from Americans promised to accelerate
later in the decade. The United States government was
cutting a canal on the south side of Sault Ste. Marie,
connecting the St. Marys River with Lake Superior. An
American steamer was expected to be in operation on Lake
Huron in 1846, and a number of sailing vessels were being
constructed on Lake Huron. Simpson calculated that within a
short time the Lake Superior district trade would be "very
unproductive." The United States government was careful to
exlude all British subjects from interfering with the fur

60

trade on its side of the boundary line. Despite the

increased competition, the district's returns in 1844-45
showed an improvement of £l,800.61

Simpson encouraged the Indians of Fort William to make
an agricultural settlement on the Kaministikwia River near
Fort William, calculating that it would keep them about the
post and away from the Americans. He also requested the
Roman Catholic bishop of Toronto to send a missionary, and
the bishop promised to do so in 1847.62

The district's profits, in 1845-46, again increased,
this time by a few hundred pounds. This gain Simpson
considered only temporary, for the competition was annually
increasing and the government was encouraging the Indians to
become agriculturalists on Manitoulin Island, where a
settlement had already been formed. The district was so
rocky and barren that it would be impossible to employ "free
trappers" to replace the Indians.63

By the mid-1840s, much exploration for minerals had
been conducted on both the British and American sides of Lake
Superior. The region was thought to be rich in minerals,
especially in copper, iron, lead and silver. The Canadian
government began selling blocks of land to mining companies
at 4 shillings per acre, and Simpson applied to purchase the

lands the company occupied on Lake Superior.64 He did so






