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Introduction
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This is a collection of stories set in an era referred to as the Canadian Fur Trade – a period from the early 17th century to the late 19th century, set mostly in the Canadian Northwest. I deliberately included the word 'Tale' in the title of this book because its contents are a blend of fiction and fact. Peter Pond, Simon Fraser, Alexander Mackenzie, Sir George Simpson, and David Thompson were prominent, recognizable figures in the Canadian fur trade. These men are not fictional, nor is the historical setting in which these stories occur. However, the characters, story plots and dialogue are imaginary. 

Eric Wolf, in his epic work of European history, wrote “...non-Europeans were active participants in global processes like the fur and slave trades and so were not ‘frozen in time’ or ‘isolated’ but had always been deeply implicated in world history.” (Eric Wolf – Europe and the People Without History.) My stories are also about the people often without a voice in history – the common fort Orkney labourer, French Canadian voyageur, the Métis interpreter, or the Dene Shaman. Each helped shape our country into what it is today, but they are often marginalized in our historical narratives. I am neither of Indigenous, Orcadian, or French-Canadian descent. I do not speak for any of these Peoples. However, I appreciate their varied and distinct histories. I search between the lines in the history books for a more inclusive, balanced Canadian antiquity. While my stories are fictitious, the exploits of these people and their contributions to Canada are not.

Author Kurt Vonnegut, in his novel Cat’s Cradle, wrote: History! Read it and weep. We humans, throughout our history, have done atrocious things to one another. In the Canadian fur trade there was pain, sorrow, deceit, conflict, and anger. There was racism, gender inequality, and atrocities done to the environment. There was also often a pious attitude by those in positions of power, based on ignorance, that their ways were superior to others. Unfortunately, that attitude still lingers. Hopefully, my stories help reveal the flaws in this way of thinking. But to only delve on the negative does this part of Canadian history no justice either. There was also love, laughter, friendship, and unions between people of diverse cultures. There was also a deep understanding of the environment by Indigenous peoples, which many in the fur trade and we Canadians do not always fully appreciate.

A few common threads run through this work. First, the Canadian fur trade was a rich cultural tapestry. People from many occupations and backgrounds provided certain skills and abilities that benefited those for whom they worked. Their accomplishments are the pillars upon which this country was built. Second, my stories are based on historic objects. As an archaeologist, I often interpret history through the objects people acquire, use, and discard. In this volume, I consider the historic object’s place in story-form.

The stories in this collection are categorized geographically – central versus northern regions of the interior or western Canada – then chronologically, with one exception. The last story, “My Boy, Twist”, while set in today’s northern Alberta, is about major changes in both regions during the latter half of the nineteenth century. It is better placed at the end in chronological order than with the other northern stories at the beginning of the book. While not ideal, this ordering best portrays the environmental, economic, and cultural differences of the two regions and the progression of events in the Canadian fur trade.

Read on if you wish to know more. I hope you enjoy reading the book as much as I have loved writing it.

Heinz W. Pyszczyk
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CHAPTER 1

Mr. Pond's Finest Set of China
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Preface

Imagine travelling into an uncharted Canadian wilderness in a flimsy canoe, often not knowing where you are. Your life, and that of your companions, rests on your Native guide, but also on your leader, who you hope has the qualities necessary for success. In the late 1770s, American trader, Peter Pond, took on this challenge. Pond was the first White man to enter the Arabusca (Athabasca) Country through a maze of rivers, lakes and difficult portages. According to explorer David Thompson, Pond "... was a person of industrious habits, a good common education, but of a violent temper and unprincipled character." Trader Roderick Mackenzie said Pond “...was odd in his mannerisms.” History has been uncertain how to judge this man. Was he merely an eccentric, or a lunatic? Despite his considerable physique and skills, was he someone you would want to lead you? 
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American explorer and fur trader, Peter Pond, drew this crude map of Lake Athabasca, Alberta, Canada in 1785. This segment of his map shows a long, narrow lake at the bottom of this image which is Ile-a-la-Crosse. The orange writing is mine.


Rupert’s Land, 1778

He lay on the hard ground tossing and turning. He dreamt the same dream repeatedly. In it, he was only a young boy. His father was beating him mercilessly for bumping into the delicate porcelain tea set, sending it smashing onto the wooden floor, while eating his supper. His mother looked on, saying nothing. Then the next blow came. The pain was excruciating. "That’ll teach you to be more careful at the table, Peter." The little boy only nodded and continued crying. 

Peter Pond woke suddenly from his dream drenched in sweat. He was shaking violently. He looked around their camp into the black of the night. He heard nothing. His men were still asleep. He lay there in the stillness of the wilderness, wondering if the dreams that tormented him would ever stop. What had he done to deserve them? He reached out his arm feeling the fine porcelain tea set in the bag that was never far from him. Assured it was safe, he finally dozed off again. But the dreams persisted and haunted him through the night. 

As dawn broke over the quiet waters of the northern lake, Pond’s men were already preparing for another day of endless paddling. Pond, wearing his almost worn-out blue American officer coat and his legendary English jockey-felt hat with a large feather sticking out of it, was humming a strange-sounding tune and occasional words as he strode around giving his men orders:

Father and I went down to camp,

Along with Captain Gooding.

There we see the men and boys,

As thick as hasty pudding.

Yankee Doodle keep it up,

Yankee Doodle Dandy...

He wondered what this day would bring. Would his trading rivals finally catch up to him? He pondered too if perhaps he should have stayed at home in Connecticut and continued to serve in the military where he’d already reached officer rank. How had his Canadian benefactors, Joseph Frobisher and Simon McTavish in Montreal, convinced him that this venture was a good idea? Upon hearing it, it sounded simple enough. But on further reflection, perhaps not. He was to travel northwest further than any White man had ever ventured before. He must go into an unknown, inhospitable country, covered by endless lakes, rivers and forests, rumoured to be rich in furs. But that was the problem. No one knew where that eldorado was and how to get there. On top of that, if he were the first one in and the first one out, he would become a rich man. For whatever reason, the first and best prime furs always fetched the highest prices in the European markets. And if there was any truth to the rumors, the furs from this northern unchartered region were thicker and more lustrous than those further south. 

He realized, however, that he was not alone. Those other annoying Canadian traders were also searching for the same passage into the Arabusca Country. They were as tenacious as a pack of hungry wolves. There was one man in particular whom he loathed above the rest. Paul Black – a braggart, a bully, and a cheat, who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. Unfortunately for Pond, the man also wanted to be the first in and out of the Arabusca Country, his canoes laden with furs. His head began to throb even thinking about the man. But there wasn’t time to dwell too long on Black. They needed to get underway before his brigade caught up to them. 

Pond’s four twenty-foot Canot du Nord had been heading west the last few days. Pond knew the direction he was travelling, but it occurred to him that he was hopelessly lost. Although a seasoned and able enough seaman, he found it difficult to follow a course through endless lakes and rivers without a proper map. He recalled Thomas Frobisher’s instructions. Once he was past Lake Gichi-gami (Lake Superior), he was to take the northern route west past a large lake the Anishinaabe called Weenipagamiksaguygun. Once again, he looked at the crude map Frobisher had given him. He muttered to himself realizing it was useless. He had heard rumours about sizable rivers flowing to the west, which might eventually lead to the Pacific Ocean. In this maze of waterways, was there a passage leading to those western rivers and lakes? It was somewhere out there. But where? His native guide had insisted it lay ahead of them.

He stood on the shores of the lake scratching his head, staring at the crude little sketch map in his hands, then into the wilderness. It did not make much sense. They had travelled up a long, narrow lake, one of hundreds in the region. Pond did not know which of the many inlets and bays along the lakeshore to take further west. He took another reading with his compass and then looked at the crude map, trying to figure out which direction to take. He was so focused on his task, that he barely realized that one of his men was talking to him.
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Part of the Churchill River canoe route, through Ile-a-la-Crosse, up the Churchill River into Churchill Lake and Peter Pond Lake, northern Saskatchewan, Canada. The dashed lines mark the routes Pond and Paul Black took, searching for a way into the Athabasca drainage. 




"Where to, Peter?” Elliot, standing beside Pond, was also looking at the map. As his most trusted companion and fellow American, Elliot had served with Pond in other campaigns. Of average build, thirty-four years of age, Elliot’s quiet, steady personality, was in stark counterpoint to Pond’s volatility. He knew Pond would not answer immediately. Having travelled countless miles with the man, he was aware of his occasional somewhat unorthodox habits. He saw the little signs and dared say no more. This man, although usually kind and understanding with his men, and the Natives, developed sudden flashes of anger and violence. Sometimes he became unglued over the most trivial things. So, Elliot patiently waited for Pond’s response.

Pond’s hands started shaking violently trying to decide which way to go. “I just don’t know, Elliot, if it’s this blasted inlet or we go further up. There’s nothing to give us a clue, to lead us. And this useless map...” 

Pond’s Dene guide, Yakecan, appeared and shook his head. Gesturing further up the lake with his finger, he managed to say, “Further up,” before striding off again. Pond’s guide said only enough to keep Pond and his men on the right path. Reluctantly Pond agreed and within minutes the canoes were in the water again being moved further up the lake by the voyageurs’ churning paddles.

The men paddled in unison to the boatswain’s singing, soon locked into the trance of their labour. Unexpectedly behind them a shot rang out, its echoes cascading down the length of the lake. The men stopped singing and looked anxiously around. Pond, however, knew who was shooting. His annoying opponents had found him. He looked back, seeing their canoes coming out of the mist still far behind them. The musket shot bothered him. How dare someone shoot at them. Then, as always when he became angry, his head started throbbing. His thoughts flashed back to another time when someone had brandished their pistol in his face. The man was now dead. And these men, especially this Paul Black, threatened to take everything he had worked so hard for. They were constantly breathing down his neck. If that was not enough, there were his damned dreams. He clutched his throbbing head and vaguely realized he was fighting two enemies. The one on the lake was fast approaching him now. The other one inside his head threatened to implode his skull.

Pond’s men paddled at a leisurely rate of about thirty strokes per minute, but slowly Black’s brigade was gaining on them. Pond, sitting in the back of the lead canoe, fighting the pain in his head and blurry vision, turned and finally saw him. Paul Black. He was a tall swarthy-looking man, dressed in a bright red British military uniform, with a greenish tinge to his black beard; a consequence of constantly chewing tobacco and spitting out its dregs. Tobacco juice was also permanently encrusted on the front of his jacket. The Montreal trader was feared by those who crossed his path, even by his men. He relied on bullying his opponents and was considered extremely dangerous because he never entered a fair fight, always stacking the odds in his favour. This most unsavoury character was now threatening Pond’s party. There was no law enforcement within two thousand miles.

As Paul Black, now also standing in his canoe, closed in on Pond’s brigade, everything began to slow down for Pond. His head was spinning, his breath now coming in short gasps. He started to hyperventilate, feeling one of his sudden rages coming on which, if the past was any indication, was never a good thing for whoever happened to be near him. His men looked on worriedly, knowing that if their leader’s mind went into the dark abyss, Paul Black was a dead man.

As Pond desperately tried to control himself, his troubles back home flashed through his mind. They were equally painful. His creditors were getting relentless. If he failed in the trade, and this expedition, he would be in considerable difficulty. Through the fog now enveloping his head, he tried to make sense of all his troubles. First, however, he realized he had to deal with Paul Black. 

When Black’s canoes closed in on Pond’s brigade, both parties stopped paddling. Pond’s three other canoes were now near him, all laden with the articles of trade – tobacco, brandy, axes, knives, blankets, and an assortment of glass beads. His men, mostly French-Canadian, waited anxiously for their leader to do something. Pond looked around desperately, hoping to find a simple way out of this dilemma. All he saw was endless water and little inlets and channels that went nowhere. It was virtually impossible to hide or escape from the menacing Black.

He cringed as Paul Black’s thunderous voice bellowed across the water. "Well, if it isn't the Yankee retired soldier, Mr. Peter Pond, still dressed up in blue. What, lost your way, Pond? Why are you looking so puzzled? I thought you were a talented navigator and mapmaker.” Paul Black scowled at Pond, hoping his goading would loosen up information on exactly where on earth they were. He had no idea where they were going since leaving the large river leading west. He hid well from his men the fact that he was hardly the navigator Pond was. His only hope to get to the fur rich west was to follow him. 

Black continued to gaze at Pond waiting for his reply. The man looked terrible. He noticed Pond's hands trembling, his lips quivering, and that vague stare in his eyes. He had heard the rumours about the American. His tendencies towards violent outbursts were well-known. But it could not be helped. He needed vital information if he was to survive. Perhaps poking the bear would help him get what he needed. He too, craved success in this endeavour as did other Canadian traders who were beginning to challenge the fur trade monopoly of the Hudson’s Bay Company in Rupert’s Land. He and the other trading concerns in Montreal hated this American. He was too good and posed a serious threat to their plans. He had no business in their country. 

Black had also heard about Pond’s financial troubles. If he failed in this venture, perhaps they could permanently get rid of him. He had already decided that if Pond found the elusive passage west, they would ensure he never returned, keeping the secret for themselves. Sighing, thinking about his next move, should he provoke the American? That could be costly. His musket was in his hand, ready to fire if necessary. "We're six canoes to your four, Pond. So, don't get trigger-happy or there will be trouble. I promise you that."

Pond just stared back at Black, feeling nauseous, his headache getting worse. He began trembling. It was always like this before something terrible happened. As he was about to reach for his musket, the practical part of him kicked in. It was that small rational part remaining in his head that had allowed him to avoid most confrontations such as this. He must stay calm. He thought about the welfare of his men and slowed his breathing trying to steady himself. If they were to survive, anger and emotion would not help. No. Not yet. Don't do this. Not yet. With these somewhat garbled thoughts, he managed to pull his trembling hand away from his musket. Elliot looked on, relieved. The rest of his men were more focused on Black’s party, ready to fight if they had to.

The two parties continued the insults, the tension increasing. Pond finally found his voice. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Black. I see you're still wearing those losing colours. Red doesn’t become someone of your reputation.” 

Black’s face turned as crimson as his coat. His French-Canadian voyageurs snickered at Pond’s jab, receiving a dirty look from Black. Violence between the two parties now appeared unavoidable. One wrong move and all hell might break loose. Suddenly Pond’s Native guide, Yakecan’s head snapped up. He began urgently gesturing and talking to Pond. 

“We must get off the lake, Datsą́ (Raven). Fierce winds come which our canoes can’t endure.”

Pond looked over at Black. “We’re leaving now, Black. I suggest you do the same and head for shore quickly. There's a storm coming.”

“Coward! You’re a coward, Pond. What an excuse...” Before Black could say any more the winds began to blow hard. Both parties paddled frantically towards shore before their fragile canoes were swamped, and they went under. 

Once safely ashore, having survived two potential mishaps before noon, Pond returned to his first task. "Well, which way, Yakecan?” He looked at his map again thinking how useless it was. Someday, with all the data he’d collected, he would create a better one. This map showed a blob for the lake on a piece of paper, and a river running out the west end, but little more. With it was a note saying, 'Turn west at fifty-five degrees north latitude.’ What was Frobisher thinking? That Pond carried a sextant in his pocket to accurately measure latitude? 

His Dene guide, Yakecan just shrugged, pointing at the water. “The water will tell us, Datsą́.” 

Pond, massaging his still tender forehead, trying to make the headache disappear, was baffled by his guide's words. They had paddled almost the entire length of the lake and there were at least four large bays and inlets that continued west. Each channel was a third of a degree, or less, apart from the next one. Pond knew he could not measure their position that accurately even if he’d had a sextant. And that fool Frobisher drew a thin oval for a lake. Its simple shape did not distinguish it from all the other countless lakes out there. This entire situation was damn more complicated than that. He turned to his guide once more. "Which is the right course, Yakecan?" 

Yakecan shrugged, again, then patiently replied. "Many fish swim in muddy waters. Find the fish and the moving muddy waters. That's the right way, Datsą́."

Pond only grimaced, wondering if he’d hired an idiot for a guide. He had heard, however, that this guide was one of the best available. And so far, he liked Yakecan. He had been dependable up to now. Besides, he also secretly cherished his new Dene name, Datsą́, given to him by Yakecan. Among the Dene, Raven was the trickster, always plotting to get the upper hand. Which, in some ways, Pond realized was what he was doing playing this game of hide-and-seek with his Canadian rivals.

“Fish, muddy waters? I don’t quite understand, Yakecan. Tell me more.”

“The waters of the bay that has the river flowing into it will be muddy this time of year. The fish go up those rivers to spawn. There is only one way.” 

Pond suddenly grinned once he realized what his guide was telling him. His men only looked on in bewilderment. What was the Dene talking about? They wondered too what Pond was about to do next wearing that silly grin on his face.

For now, the demons in Pond’s head had fled. After regaining his composure, he addressed his men. "Okay men, gather around. Those scoundrels from Montreal are waiting for us to take the correct route west. They need our help to find the right passage. Mr. Black, although an able enough woodsman, lacks basic navigation skills. Even worse they don’t have a Native guide. Without our help, they'll soon be lost again. Here's what we'll do..." Pond carefully laid out his plan to deal with his rivals. His men grinned, delighted. Now they also knew what Yakecan was talking about. The waters will lead us.

After explaining his plan to his men, Pond strolled away to prepare his tea, whistling and muttering the words of a now all too familiar little tune, much to the amusement of his men:

Yankee Doodle keep it up,

Yankee Doodle Dandy,

Mind the music and the step,

And with the girls be handy...

...

Both parties were stranded on the lakeshore for the rest of the day, letting the winds blow themselves out. After breaking camp the next morning, Pond travelled back up the long, narrow lake again before selecting a channel leading northwest. Black and his men pretended not to notice the direction Pond had chosen. 

Sitting in the stern of his canoe, Pond gazed at his men effortlessly paddling their large birch bark canoe. He often marvelled at their skills, their strength and endurance. These men, barely five-and-one-half feet tall, paddled for hours on end, with hardly a break. They sang their French-Canadian songs to help keep a steady rhythm to their strokes. Frobisher was right, he thought. These were the best canoemen on the continent. Perhaps occasionally they were a little too boisterous and flamboyant. But given their considerable skills and endurance, he could overlook that. He decided it was time to give his men more instructions. "Okay men, set a steady, but medium pace. Let those bastards catch up and pass us before we make our next move." 

Black watched from shore, as Pond's canoes headed toward an inlet, then disappeared. He turned and shouted at his men. "Get those canoes into the water, you lazy turds. Follow him and be quick, before we lose him." 

His men reluctantly obeyed, eyeing him as they would a hungry wolf. He continually violated their sense of pride. Being called a lazy merde was an enormous insult to a voyageur. One of the oarsmen, Daniel, now wished he’d never signed on. But he had no choice. He had a wife in Lachine and four children to feed. He was refused work by the other brigades travelling west. His five-foot-nine-inch height made him too tall to be a good voyageur. Perhaps he should have stayed home and farmed with his father.

Daniel whispered to his paddling companion, LeTour." I hope that arrogant arse knows what he's doing. He leads like an emperor, more with the whip than his brains. We could all get lost out here in this godforsaken water wilderness and perish. All because of his conceit. "LeTour nodded knowingly. He also reluctantly signed with Black, being overlooked by other brigades, his age finally catching up with him. He was in his mid-thirties, and his body was failing him whenever traversing the long, strenuous portages that the men constantly faced. He glanced knowingly at Daniel. They could do little but obey when Black became angry.

The game of chase continued. "We're almost ahead of them. Paddle faster, harder," shouted Black at his men. He gave Daniel and LeTour a sour look. Those two were talking more than paddling. He wondered why he had ended up with them. They were no longer fit for the trade. But he had no choice. The best voyageurs seemed reluctant to sign on, so he was stuck with these misfits. “You two shut up and paddle. You’re hired to work not gossip.” 

With thoughts of riches and fame rolling through his head, Black started singing, forcing his reluctant men to sing along:

Alouette, gentille alouette, (Lark, Nice lark)

Alouette, je te plumerai. (Lark, I Will pluck you)

Je te plumerai la tête. (I will pluck your head)

Et la tête! (And your head)

Alouette! (Lark)

A-a-a-ah (O-o-o-oh)

LeTour thought this was perhaps an appropriate song for someone like Paul Black. The man was jaunty and boisterous enough but with dark and dangerous meanings lurking beneath. Their voices rolled across the waters, sounding more like someone’s funeral dirge. Maybe that was where they were heading – to their deaths and not Pond’s demise.

Despite Black’s warnings, LeTour bent over in the canoe and whispered again to Daniel. "How's this supposed to work, Daniel? So, we get ahead of Pond. Black doesn't know where he's going. And he doesn't bother hiring an Indian guide. I don't like this at all, my friend." Daniel said nothing but was also thinking the worst. On his last tour into these northern regions, he had watched an Indian guide draw a map of lakes and portages for the trader. Even on paper, they were so complex they were nearly impossible to follow. And this fool was leading them to where exactly? Then there was their American rival’s cunning and temper. That worried him even more. Perhaps there was a good reason the Dene called him the Raven.

Finally, the six Canadian canoes pulled up beside Pond's canoes, the men dropping their paddles and waving and jeering as instructed by Black. Pond stoically looked on. Black urged his men on. They began swearing and spitting at Pond. Daniel and LeTour did little except watch. Black, once again majestically standing in the back of his canoe, waved his fist at Pond’s canoes. "Thought you could outrun us, Pond? No bonus for you this year, Yankee. We'll be returning, laden with furs, before you reach the Arabusca Country. Don’t even bother following us, or things will get worse for you."

Pond remained silent, letting Black and his men vent to their heart's content. But one of Pond’s men nearest to Black finally snapped. He abruptly grabbed the steersman's long paddle and gave Black a blow to the ribs, sending him overboard into the freezing spring waters. Just as Black was about to sink into the murky depths, a voyageur’s strong hand grabbed his heavy coat by the collar and hauled him into the now tilting canoe. 

Once onboard, a furious Black pulled out his wet pistol only to realize how useless it was. His men looked on at this rather bizarre act, barely concealing their laughter. "I'll get you for this you Yankee toad. I won't forget." Black did not look very splendid anymore in his soaked gaudy uniform, and his water-soaked knee-high leather boots. But the greenish tobacco juice had disappeared from his beard and jacket.

A drenched Black, however, not to be denied, grabbed a paddle and struck one of Pond’s canoes just below the waterline opening a large gash in the fragile birch bark. Water immediately poured through the jagged hole. One of the voyageurs soaked up the water with a large sponge, desperately trying to keep them afloat. Pond’s canoes turned to shore for repairs. Paul Black’s canoes moved west up the narrow inlet and were soon lost from sight behind an island in the lake. 

Once the men repaired the canoe, Pond decided this was a suitable time to stop and eat. He wanted Black to have a good head start before they executed the next part of their plan. Their cook brought out a large leather bag holding a coarse-grained meat concoction. He cut up fist-sized chunks of the meat and started frying it. “I have no onions of potatoes to add to the pimîhkân, so this will have to do.” Once the meat was cooked, he gave each man a chunk of the fried meat. 

Pond felt better after seeing Black at least a little humiliated. He started eating the pemmican he had bought from the Natives further south. Consisting of dried pounded meat, with lots of fat and berries thrown in, it filled him at once. He looked at his men who were contently chewing away. They too liked the mixture, which was so nutritious, that it took little to satisfy their hunger. Pemmican was a perfect food for the trade. 

Lizotte, usually silent, piped up. "You know, Peter. I’ve been eating this stuff day after day now and never tire of it. It’s rich and fills the stomach. It gives me the strength to paddle for hours. And you don’t need much to make a meal. A bag of this will get us across the continent." The other men nodded in agreement. Pond was pleased that his new experiment was effective. Although Lizotte was known to exaggerate, the pemmican was a godsend. There was not enough time to hunt while journeying up the lakes and rivers, so the pemmican solved a crucial logistical problem.

"Well done men. Especially sending that arse Black into the drink. Too bad he didn't drown. Now let's turn around and find the right channel west before they figure out what we're up to." The men pushed the canoes into the water and readied themselves for a day’s paddling. Abruptly Pond bellowed out the next stanza of his strange little tune in his rich baritone voice. The men laughed and turned and looked at Pond. As he sang, the man’s face was calm and serene as if nothing untoward had ever happened that day:

The ‘lasses they eat every day,

Would keep a house a winter.

They have as much that I’ll be bound,

They eat it when they’re a mind to,

Yankee Doodle keep it up, Yankee Doodle Dandy...

...

Once they were underway again, Pond listened carefully to Yakecan’s directions. His canoes took a different route than Black had taken. His men, however, were distracted by the strange sight in the water. The waters were churning with the thousands upon thousands of fish. This steady flow of fish swam up the lake channel toward the water roaring out of the mouth of the river at the end of the lake, to spawn. "This one, right, Yakecan?" His guide merely nodded at Pond. 

As they got closer to the mouth of the river, at the end of the inlet, the sediment-laden water grew murkier from the spring runoff. "Many fish swim in muddy waters," his guide exclaimed again. Yes, the spring spawn was on. They had found the correct bay. A sizeable river, leading ever further west, spewed out its muddy waters into the bay.

Pond’s brigade paddled two days against the river's current, or portaged around the unnavigable parts of the river, to reach another large lake further west. After their strenuous journey, that evening, sitting around the fire, the men feasted on fresh fish and rested. Elliot glanced at Peter. "I wonder what those Montrealers are up to now, Peter? They will be even more dangerous and belligerent after this little incident. If they ever find us again." 

Pond was lost in his thoughts, not listening to his companion. Instead, he was drinking his tea from a small delicate porcelain cup, staring into the wilderness, wishing nature would take hold of him and whisk him away somewhere else. Or maybe he would take that flying phantom canoe, his voyageurs were always talking about, back home to Connecticut. Both the tea and the setting always relaxed him. Contemplating his next move, he heard the haunting cry of a loon across the quiet waters of the lake. The bird’s cry sounded so forlorn. He wondered if it also faced a crisis to make such a sad sound.

Instead of answering Elliot’s question, Pond, merely said, “Listen, Elliot. Do you hear it?”

“You mean the loon, Peter? It’s hard not to.” 

“No, not the loon. Listen more closely. There’s music in the air. The sounds of a hundred-billion starving bugs out there.”

Elliot listened thinking little of it. Absently swatting himself, he had dealt with these little creatures all his life. But in the north, it was always worse. His clothes, reeking of smoke, soaking up the smoke from the countless cooking fires, kept the bugs at bay. The bear grease helped too. Also, after several hundred bites, the itching became less severe. “I hardly think that’s music, Peter. But it’s not frightening. They are a nuisance but little else.”

“Yes, yes, it is frightening, Elliot, if you look at it differently. Because if enough of those little blood-sucking savages converged on us all at once, they could suck us dry in less than a minute.”

Elliot had never thought of it in that way. Before his now pale-faced companion could answer, Pond continued. “Oh, and Elliot, our competition is listening to the same music elsewhere. They’re just not enjoying it as much as you and I.” 

...

Black’s cursing drowned out the buzzing of the insects. His canoes finally reached the end of the inlet only to find a small creek with a trickle of water coming out of it. There was no water passage west this way. They had been tricked.

Black, incensed, suddenly stopped his ranting, knowing fully well how it affected his men. He wondered how this could have happened. Was no one watching that bloody American? Then he realized that perhaps they had left too hastily, thinking Pond would follow them. He glared at his men, daring them to say something. 

Daniel finally spoke up, almost having had enough of Black’s blustering ways. "You told us to paddle hard, Sir. So, we put our heads down, and backs into it, never looking to see if they were following us." As his companion said this, LeTour also wondered why Black, in charge of the expedition, was not paying more attention while they paddled. But he said nothing more. There was no sense confronting their hotheaded leader.

Black caught the veiled accusation and saw the dark looks in the men’s eyes. Perhaps it was best to say no more about the incident and prepare a plan to show them he was still in charge. Now what, thought Black? He had no idea which direction to take. They would have to check each bay and inlet to find the right one. That could take days, perhaps weeks. And they could lose Pond. He swore again and told his men to turn around. “I guess we’ll try each inlet until we find a river or channel that takes us further west. It’s as good a plan as any.” His men did not respond. LeTour, however, cast a side-long glance at Daniel. Both men knew Black was guessing. The man did not have a clue...

After trying two successive smaller inlets that led to dead ends, Black settled on a larger one. Almost at once he saw the moving waters and the long brown streak coming from the western shores of the lake. Was this the proper route? Luckily, Black had guessed correctly. He yelled triumphantly and then pushed his men relentlessly up the river, trying to make up lost time to catch Pond's party. His men, now exhausted from paddling all night, somehow managed to continue. It was beneath their self-esteem as voyageurs to ever think of stopping. Finally, they reached the end of the river, and there on the shore of another enormous lake stood Peter Pond. Around him his men were busy repairing their canoes which had taken a beating on the journey up the rock-filled treacherous river.

It had taken three eighteen-hour days, and one entire night’s paddling, to finally catch Pond. Black looked at his badly battered canoes and wondered why they were still afloat. His men used an enormous sponge to soak up the water in the canoe to prevent disaster. They needed to get to shore and repair the canoes and give the men some rest. He looked at Pond’s camp. No one there was in any hurry to break camp and get ahead of him.

Black’s brigade landed hurriedly to avoid a last-minute mishap. A now red-faced Paul Black marched up to Pond, yelling as if the man was hard of hearing. "You tricked me once, Yankee. It won't happen again." He was about to reach for his musket and shoot Pond. But then he saw Pond smiling at him. Why was the man smiling? Black noticed Pond’s hands were trembling and there was sweat on his brow. The man did not look too threatening. But, beside his hand, lying on a large fallen tree, was a loaded musket. Seeing this, Black thought better than to reach for his weapon. Besides, he and his men were not in the best condition to start a fight. But again, he wondered if something was wrong with Pond. 

Pond watched as Black’s hand moved slightly toward his musket and then abruptly withdrew it. He realized too that Black’s party was in no shape to confront them. His musket was nearby and loaded. He had no qualms about blowing the man’s brains out. But perhaps it was better to negotiate with him and stall for time. "I didn’t trick you, Black. You were in a hurry to get ahead of me before I could explain that you were going in the wrong direction. Look, Black, why don't we work together? Why continue all this bickering and fighting? From what I hear, there are enough furs for everyone where we go. We'll all be rich. And, besides, with a few compass readings, surely you would have found your way."

Black’s tired-looking men waited for their leader's answer. Black meanwhile was stalling trying desperately to put a good spin on the last few days’ events. He suspected Pond knew the truth: that he did not carry a compass with him. Even if he did, it would not have helped. Knowing where north, east, south and west were in the endless lakes and rivers, did not necessarily show you the correct route. 

"You know goddamned well why a compass or even a sextant wouldn't work here my friend. They won’t help find the right passages.” Well, that was about as good as he could do to cover up the fact that he had neither nor knew how to use them. 

Black waited for Pond to respond. He had stopped shaking and continued to smile at Black. Also, a slight smile appeared on Pond's Dene guide’s face. Seeing this, Black wondered, what the man was smiling at. At his stupidity for not hiring an Indian guide to take them into these unchartered territories? In hindsight, perhaps that had not been his wisest decision. But his benefactors in Montreal were trying to cut corners to make bigger profits. Black had argued that the northern waters were expansive and only a few people knew the right passages through them. But they ignored his fears. Instead, he was told there would be a little more for him if he slimmed down the number of men in his party. Greed, coupled with his arrogance, it seemed, trumped everything.

Pond watched Black eyeing his Native guide, appearing distracted by the man. He wondered who would ever, in his right mind, travel in this wilderness without a Native guide? He must take advantage of the man’s recklessness. It was time to spring another trap and keep him guessing, exhausting his resources and his men’s spirit. Black’s men looked drained, and the lure of good strong rum would help ease the tension and slow everyone down. Pond also saw the discontent on Black’s men’s faces. Two of Black’s men were in a particularly dark mood. Were they ready to abandon their leader? Perhaps not yet. But he knew it was only a matter of time before those men did not respond to his commands. One more bad incident might do it. Pond had only to set the trap for those events to play themselves out. 

"Why don't we just break out a few kegs and have some drinks, Black? I'll make you a present of rum to make up for my little indiscretions over the last few days. Let’s talk things over like adults and gentlemen and tomorrow be on our way. You know the way from here, right Black?" 

Black nodded, trying to look confident in front of his men. He was not certain at all which way to go. His maps were even worse than Pond's. His navigating skills were almost non-existent. And not having a Native guide to help was perhaps his worst mistake of all.

"Agreed Pond. But I’ll not tolerate any more tricks." 

Black’s party set about setting up their camp and repairing their beat-up canoes. They hauled out large rolls of birch bark and cut them into the required shapes. A few men dug up spruce roots to sew the new birch sections onto the canoe. Others heated the blackish spruce gum to seal the seams. Pond watched, now feeling totally in control of affairs. He strode over and put the kettle on the fire to boil water. Next, he placed a white linen tablecloth on a large, flat rock. Then he brought out his china tea set and set it on the rock. Black looked quizzically on.

“What, Black? You look puzzled. We may have differences, but we must act like gentlemen; even out here. May I offer you tea?” Black watched open-mouthed as Pond prepared the tea. It was the suddenness of it all that bewildered him. First, Pond’s staring, sweating, hands shaking. Now, as if nothing had happened, the man was offering him tea from a bloody delicate porcelain tea set. Why did this man carry a tea set around with him, he wondered? Now, if he were British that might make sense. But an American...? 

Later that afternoon, after tea, Black and LeTour watched as Pond stood by the lake. He was staring out into the waters whistling a tune they’d never heard before. Then he took readings with his compass along the east shoreline of the lake facing north. He pointed toward an inlet in the distance, mentioning something to his guide. His guide nodded and then pointed in that direction as if agreeing with Pond that it was the right direction.

Black played along as if knowing also that where Pond was pointing was indeed the right direction. "He points north-to-northeast, I think. That’s also the direction I was considering taking." Now satisfied Black turned and strode towards to the fires, preparing for the evening events. His men would be happy. The drinks were free tonight, courtesy of his newly made friend, Mr. Peter Pond.

LeTour looked on uneasily. From what he had just heard and seen, he was not sure which one of these two men was bluffing the most. He would listen carefully by the evening fires to see if he could find out more from Pond's men about which route to take. Hopefully, the rum would loosen their tongues. Eventually, someone would talk. There was little else he could do. He shrugged, turned and walked toward the blazing campfires.

By the time the sun sank below the western horizon, the drinking had already begun. The two camps were set close together along the shore of the lake. Large campfires burned between them, the sparks shooting high into blackening evening skies. As Pond promised, his men had rolled over two ten-gallon rum kegs for Black’s men. Then they proposed a drinking match, the winner being given an extra keg, to whomever finished the kegs first. 

The men celebrated well into the night. The usual fistfights broke out, but nothing serious came of them. There was boisterous singing and gambling. And the tongues wagged about which direction to take tomorrow to reach the Arabusca Country. By the time the party finished, Pond’s men had, in slurred tones, shared every direction on the compass with Black’s men. Each man claimed that he was right. That night, after winning the drinking contest and the extra keg of rum, Black's men slept sounder than usual.

...

Before dawn broke, Pond and his men crept silently away. The rum in their kegs was watered down, and his men were quite sober. Their canoes were already loaded the night before, two men from each canoe having slunk away during the night's festivities to deal with the matter. Pond and his men headed out into the misty waters just before sunrise. Soon they were far away from Paul Black and his drunken, comatose men. 

Elliot looked at Pond. "What did you put in the last keg you gifted Black, Peter? His men are out cold, and not just from too much drink." He waited for an answer which finally came. Pond was busy looking at the dwindling stars and making notes.

"I laced those kegs with Laudanum. Those men won't wake up for some time. And they won't have any dysentery problems for months."

Elliot grimaced. “Laudanum! But that stuff’s bitter.”

“We could have pissed in that last keg, and those drunkards wouldn’t have noticed.”

After looking at his compass, Pond glanced over at Yakecan. "This isn't the right lake, or channel is it my friend? According to my readings, we're heading too far north."

Yakecan shrugged, before saying, "This is one of many lakes that are all interconnected. Follow the shore and find where the moving water comes from, Datsą́. Then follow it."

By now Pond was accustomed to his guide's rather terse, calculated responses. The man did not waste a word: follow the moving water. The American was not about to argue. Without his Dene guide, he would not have gotten this far. Earlier Yakecan drew him another water route through many lakes and rivers, so complex he wondered how his guide even remembered it. He realized the Dene were part of the land, constantly travelling through it. That was how they remembered. Although he had sailed as far as the West Indies, out here he and other Whites were dependent on Indigenous knowledge.

By sunrise Pond's canoes came around a spit of land jutting into the water. They were just about to pass a narrow channel. It was only about two hundred yards wide. It looked like a dead end turning back on itself. Then Pond saw the water rushing through the channel toward them. Follow the moving water. "Turn in there, men." Yakecan nodded approvingly.

The canoes moved up the narrow channel, which was slightly over a mile long, the current constantly pushing against them. The channel ended, opening into another immense lake that continued endlessly towards the western horizon. Pond marvelled at the sight. The lake was oriented in the direction they needed to take – west to northwest.

"This one Yakecan, right?" 

Yakecan nodded again. Pond's men began a canoe song as they journeyed west up the long lake. Once the morning breezes picked up, the men unfurled the sails on their canoes and stowed their oars. Their song echoed across the waters:

Why should we yet our sails unfurl?

There is not a breath the blue wave to curl,

But, when the wind blows off the shore,

Oh, sweetly we’ll rest our weary oar.

Blow, breezes, blow...

...

Louis frantically shook an unresponsive Black. "Wake up, Black." Black opened one eye, only to see Louis staring down at him, his breath reeking of last night's festivities. "They're gone. Not a trace of them anywhere."

Black, now fully awake, stared at Louis. "Who's gone? What are you talking about?" Then he remembered the celebrations and the drinking. He gingerly touched his head, trying desperately to focus.

"The American and his men have disappeared again."

At Louis's words, Black sobered up fast. "Gone? Well, to hell with them. We know which direction to take, Louis. You heard the rumours last night, right? They only confirm the direction I think we should take." 

“There’s more, Sir. LeTour and Daniel have also disappeared. They are nowhere to be found.” Black’s mood darkened. Had they deserted him? And if so, where had they gone? There was only one answer to that little riddle – over to Pond.

Louis continued. "As to last night’s festivities and directions. I heard all sorts of rumours about what the right direction was to take. I’m not sure what to believe. I don't trust that Yankee dog. He already tricked us once. He might again." Louis was scowling, also now in a less than jovial mood.

Black thought for a minute, but it only made his head hurt more. There were not many clear solutions to their dilemma. His groan did not go unnoticed by Louis. "Let’s follow the lake shore. There must be an opening somewhere which leads further west.”

Louis nodded. But he knew full well that Black was guessing. 

Finally, having roused his men and broken camp, Black’s men paddled for endless hours, seeing only more shoreline and water. Finally Black spotted something. "Well, this must be it. It's big enough. I think the water is moving slightly." The two men stared at the small bay at the north end of the lake. Louis was not convinced.

Black, however, persisted. "See that narrow channel at the end of the bay. This must be it, Louis. There’s no other opening along this lake. And he's gone." Black looked at his remaining men, two of whom were already missing. He saw fear in their eyes. He could feel the tension building. If he failed here, being lost would be the least of his worries. Both men stared at their chosen route which looked relatively wide and promising. Black yelled for the other canoes to follow him as the men steered his canoe toward the inlet. 

The days passed. The channel at the end of the bay led into a labyrinth of lakes and channels, the likes of which Black had never seen before. After canoeing for what seemed endless days their surroundings all looked alike. Sometimes the men had the strange feeling they had already passed here before. Finally, they reached the end of the last lake, hoping to find an opening leading them further northwest. It was a dead end. Instead, what faced them was a wall of impenetrable greenery. Now almost exhausted, fly-bitten, and nearly out of food, they looked forlornly at the impenetrable wall of forest along lake shore before them. There was no river, channel, or trail leading further west. All they could see was the dense northern forest ahead of them. The days were getting shorter, and the nights were getting colder.

Louis felt deflated. LeTour and Daniel were right. Black had led them astray. He should have left with them. Over the weeks of constant paddling, he overheard the men talking. There were more conversations about home, comfort, and loved ones. Soon talk turned into a kind of delirium and wishful thinking. The men whispered that perhaps it was time to make a pact with the devil and take the La Chasse-Galerie back home – the flying canoe that all voyageurs dreamed of after being away from their families for long periods of time. 

The men’s ramblings continued about the magic canoe that would solve their problems, Louis said little. He knew the signs. The men were getting increasingly desperate. They were ready to abandon Black. And finally, it happened. Three canoes and their men disappeared. They were down to three canoes. He hoped they would find their way back but doubted it. 

"We're completely lost, Black. There's no way any further by canoe. We must turn back. We've missed something."

Black only looked sourly at Louis. "Find our way back? In this labyrinth of channels, lakes, and marshes? I didn't draw a map as we were moving up. Or take directions. Did you?" 

Louis only looked despondently back into the distance, shaking his head, thinking, about their stupidity. They had lost to Pond and this unforgiving wilderness.

The Little Fort on the Arabusca River

His men saw Pond was growing irritated and at once moved away. "These goddamned blood-sucking mosquitoes. They never stop." He started wildly swinging his musket at a swarm of bugs above his head. Seeing the almost comical sight, the men moved even further away. Eyes bulging and sweat dripping off him, a desperate Pond raised his musket, thinking he’d found the solution to his misery. But it was the misery inside his head that tormented him and was far worse than any bug could inflict. He aimed his musket at the swarm of bugs and fired. "There, that'll show them." Suddenly Pond was calm again. He looked almost relieved. His men relaxed; at least for the time being.

LeTour and Daniel watched Pond, standing out of earshot, whispering and shaking their heads. "Paul Black threatens him, ridicules him. He's been sworn at, spat at, almost shot at and he does nothing. All he does is serve the man tea. Now he loses it over a swarm of mosquitoes. I don't understand, Daniel."

"Neither do I, LeTour. Because, according to his men, it wasn’t so long ago, he told Elliot how the swarming bugs reminded him of music. A northern symphony, he called it. No matter. At least he gets us to where all the furs are, alive. I have no complaints." The two men talked more about what they would do with all their money once they returned home next summer. But occasionally they wondered what had happened to Paul Black and his remaining men.

The Montreal Courts 1780

The atmosphere in the courtroom was tense. All of Paul Black’s benefactors were there. Paul Black and his men had not returned to Montreal. His backers had lost a small fortune in trade goods and had nothing to show for it. They wanted answers and revenge. The families of over thirty men were also in attendance. They scowled at Peter Pond as if he was responsible for their grief. They wanted justice.

The judge presiding over the hearing had looked at all the facts and accusations against Mr. Peter Pond. The list was long on accusations but short on facts. He knew about earlier allegations against Pond but like in this hearing, there was always little evidence and considerable doubt about what the man had or had not done. This case was no exception. After interviewing Pond’s men, the judge concluded that the two parties, while not exactly getting along, parted one morning going their separate ways. Black and his men had disappeared and had never been found. They might still be alive, but no one was certain. He sighed. This whole hearing was a charade. It was only even being considered because those ignorant but influential Montreal businessmen wanted answers. Unfortunately, they did not know shit about the Canadian Northwest.

"You understand Mr. Pond, this is not a trial. It is only an inquiry. We seek some answers and understanding about the disappearance of Paul Black and his brigade."

"Yes Sir, I understand." But before Pond could go on, Black's widow jumped up and started screaming and pointing a finger at him.

"He killed my husband. That Yankee bastard is to blame. String him up. Oh, my poor husband, and all those men. Their children will never see them again." With those words, she broke into tears and had to be led out of the courtroom.

The inquiry continued. "Mr. Pond, I understand that Mr. Black followed you northwest and you were in contact with him."

Pond pondered the question for a while, before answering. "Yes, Black's canoes were behind us, following us. They seemed lost without us."

"And was there any incident that might have led to their disappearance?"

Pond only smiled. Then he answered. "Yes, there probably was, Sir, or they wouldn't have disappeared." The magistrate merely scowled when hearing the Yankee's answer. Those in attendance grumbled.

“Mr. Pond, you’re being vague and unhelpful with your answers. Please reconsider your answer.”

“Your Honor, my answers are vague because honestly, I don’t know what happened to Black’s brigade. But I do know this: Black had no compass with him and didn’t know the land at all. Further, he didn’t hire a Native guide to help him navigate west. Without navigation skills and a guide, there was a high certainty he would fail.” At these words, Black’s benefactors stirred restlessly in their seats. 

The judge considered Pond’s answer. All the evidence showed that Black was an ill-prepared leader primarily responsible for his demise. After a few more questions, the answers offering little more insight into the incident, the Judge ended the inquiry.

When the inquiry was over Peter Pond stood up and walked out of the courtroom. Now a much richer man, having traded for so many furs in the Arabusca Country, he would have to return next year to collect the rest he had cached. Perhaps he should give Black's widow a few pounds sterling. No. Then people might think he had done something wrong. He was already planning his next trip and perhaps finding the route leading to the Pacific Ocean when he looked up.

An immaculately dressed man was waiting for Pond by the courtroom door. “Well, Mr. Pond, you seem to have fared well. Do you have it?”

"Yes. But first let’s find somewhere more comfortable to conclude our business, Sir. Courtrooms are beginning to bore me." 

“Of course, Mr. Pond, I have rooms at a nearby inn. Let’s retire there, shall we, and conclude this business.”

Once at the inn, the two men had settled around a large table elaborately decked out in fine china. “Perhaps, Mr. Pond, I can interest you in tea. I’ve bought a lovely new tea set which I’m dying to use.” Pond marvelled at the tea set. It was indeed beautiful. 

Then Pond pulled a leather purse out of his pocket, holding exactly three-hundred-pounds sterling, setting it on the table in front of his creditor. 

“The sum I owe you, in full. I trust this settles my debt to you.”

“Indeed, it does, Sir. Thank you.” Both men reached over the table to shake hands on concluding their business when the gentleman accidentally hit a teacup and saucer sending them crashing to the floor.

Below the rooms, the barmaid in the tavern heard the commotion above. First, there was the crash of dishes hitting the floor. Next, she heard the cursing and pounding of heavy boots on the wooden floor. Then she heard the muffled roar of a musket and a pair of boots thumping down the back stairs of the inn. An eerie silence ensued in the tavern as its patrons, looking up, wondered what had just happened.

The barmaid rushed to the back door of the tavern and looked out the window. She was just in time to see a man disappearing around the corner of the street, a cup of tea in one hand, and what looked like a leather purse with money in the other hand. He was whistling a tune that was strangely out of character for the streets of Montreal:

Yankee Doodle keep it up,

Yankee Doodle Dandy.

Mind the music and the step,

And with the girls be handy.

...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

Mr. Pond’s Most Magnificent Map
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Peter Pond’s map of parts of North America, including the Saskatchewan, Athabasca and Peace River basins, 1785. Remarks by Saint-Jean de Crèvecoeur on Peter Pond’s map were incredibly positive: "Copy of a Map presented to the Congress by Peter Pond, a native of Milford in the State of Connecticut. This extraordinary man has resided 17 years in those countries & from his own Discoveries as well as from the reports of Indians, he assures himself of having at last Discovered a passage to the N.O. Sea; his gone again to ascertain some important observations. New York 1st March 1785. 

The original Map being incumbered with great deal of writing, I have thought it best to transcribe it separately with the references marked, by the numbers. - Copied by St. John de Crevecoeur for his Grace of La Rochefoucault." (National Archives of Canada/ MG 21, Add.Mss. 15332, Vol. 9, p. 5)

Preface

After France surrendered Lower Canada to the British in 1763, a few malcontents refused to recognize British rule. Anger grew when they realized that France had had a choice in the terms of surrender – they could either give up their North American colonies or their Caribbean holdings to the British. These trouble-making French Canadians felt they had been betrayed by their leadership. They wanted revenge. 

By the 1770s, independent pedlars from Eastern Canada challenged the Hudson’s Bay Company’s trade monopoly in Rupert’s Land. Rumours were rife. There was limitless wealth in furs west beyond the company’s territories, despite there being little knowledge about its geography and Indigenous population. As more independent traders ventured further west, defying the British Company’s stranglehold on the trade, they brought disease with them. The first major outbreak of smallpox (1780) wreaked havoc among Native populations as far west as the Kisiskatchewanisipi (Saskatchewan River Drainage). 

On the world stage, fast-emerging modern chemistry would eventually contribute to immunology which was still in its infancy. In this setting, imagine a somewhat unorthodox type of frontiersman entering a virtually uncharted Canadian frontier. He had outdoor skills but also was educated in the best French Institutes in the field of chemistry. Our main character in this story, Francois Fornier, was just such a man. His goal was to pursue and bring to justice the French rebels who had murdered his parents during the Seven Years War. 

Along the Upper Saskatchewan, Canada 1780

Raven watched from his lofty perch, overlooking the Kisiskatchewanisipi River (swift-flowing river). Nothing passed unnoticed by Raven.

He sat on the spruce branch overlooking the vast, winding northern river, gazing down at the little fort perched along its banks. The tipis and camps of ‘The People’ surrounded the fort. All seemed peaceful enough. But then he heard the wailing of the voices of many people, a sound so hideous it sent shivers down his spine. He watched the people flee from the fort in all directions, many falling, their bodies turning black and their souls lifting into the skies. He realized that all was not well in the lands of the Kisiskatchewanisipi. 

His steely black eyes looked upriver. There too he was shocked by what he saw. Six enormous birchbark canoes, each carrying eight men laden with trade goods, battled against the current, the men’s paddles a blur churning through the muddy waters. Strange words emanated from these men’s lips, as they sang their songs in rhythm with their paddles: Bonhomm’, bonhomm’, sais-tu jouer? Bonhomm’, bonhomm’, sais-tu jouer?...

In their wake, there was only blackness, even darker than Raven himself. Raven felt sick to his very soul as he watched the scene below unfold. Then he wept for them. Even though he sought revenge on these People, because long ago they had tricked him and turned his white feathers to black, he did not seek a reprisal such as this. He liked to play tricks here and there to avenge their deeds, but what he saw was treachery. 

As Raven looked into the future, as only a trickster such as he could, he saw a blinding bright light flash in the distance. It was a light so intense it sent black spots dancing before his eyes. As his vision cleared, he flew off the branch chuckling and muttering at what had happened. Perhaps all was not lost. Perhaps there was hope after all for the People.

Montreal, January 1785

The two men sat by the enormous fireplace, its opening big enough for someone to walk into, smoking their tobacco pipes and occasionally sipping their brandies. The snow swirled outside coming down harder now, the winds









































Cumberland House, March 1785


























Kwoen (Île-à-la-Crosse), March 1785













Kwoen (Île-à-la-Crosse), May 1785











































































The Unjegahu River (Peace River) Near the Chutes 1778







































































































































Montreal, Canada 1788
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