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Introduction

While there is general agreement that First Nations women were vital in the fur trade and their physical work has been recognized, their value as the developers and transmitters of culture has received much less historical analysis. This article will attempt to examine some of the mechanisms by which women pass on the code and skills of their world.  The utility of a common maternal language in mixed marriages will be explored. Examples of successful second-generation double cross-marriages will show some of the variety of marital choices available to first generation fur trade children of the plains, whether they were living in fur trade posts or had moved to the then new community of Red River.  

Reconstruction of Community

The phrase “mother tongue,” commonly used to denote a person’s first language, has deeper implications for researchers exploring the origins of the Metis Nation. Perception of the importance of this adage grew out of a study reconstructing the community of fur traders and their families in the Assiniboine basin between 1793 and 1812.  The study suggested new relevance to the category of mother's ethnicity in the genesis generation in the process of metissage.  Much of the work on the earliest history of metissage was based on patrifocal work records and as such, paid inadequate attention to the contributions of the aboriginal mothers to the development of Metis culture.  

The study used primary documents in archival collections, the heavily patri-focal employment records and subsequent church records of men employed by fur trade companies. Taken one at a time, these records reveal little about women or family life.  Much of what we know about fur trade life on the Assiniboine is revealed by the writings of officers and clerks who served in the Assiniboine Basin: Chief Traders Robert Goodwin and John McKay for the Hudson's Bay Company in the Brandon journals
; John McDonell
 and Charles Chaboillez;
 clerks Daniel Harmon in his personal memoir,
 and J.B. Larocque in his story of a trip to the Rocky Mountains,
 all for the North West Company; and John Pritchard for the X.Y. Company, writing of his wanderings in the summer of 1804.
  A.N. McLeod’s North West Company journal from the year 1800/01 at Alexandria sheds light on relationships among traders of the era.
 Charles McKenzie's diaries of trips to the Mandans in 1804-1807 for the North West Company provide thumbnail sketches of the region and some of the bourgeois on those trips.
  There are occasional mentions among these journals of the wives or children of fur traders and their employees.

The fur trade created a most complex web of relationships and interesting mixing of peoples in this area.  The bourgeois from Montreal, men such as John McDonell and the Grants, were new immigrants, first generation Canadians. In contrast, their employees, the engagés, were from old families with long histories in Canada and in some cases, third or fourth generation traders and voyageurs, included men with Great Lakes Métis ancestry.  Some of the HBC officers served lengthy terms in the basin, and for them and their families, this area became home.  The HBC servants included what one officer called “Creoles”
 or first and second generation mixed bloods, with maternal roots in the Muskwego Cree from the regions around the Bay. The Scots NWC officers provide one instance of adaptations.  Notable for their use of kin and friendship ties both in the emigration process and in entering the fur trade, they further

resembled in some respects other ethnic groups known in various parts of the world -- “groups with strong kin ties, but with insufficient economic opportunity in their home areas, that have slipped into the trader role in so many peasant societies.”  A group of this type is, Lloyd Fallers observes, “productive of associations”; since it lacks “satisfying and reliable moral ties with the indigenous local community,”  it is “typically a socially segregated and hostilely-regarded community of kinship units, knit together and defended by associational ties.”

The HBC men and their trade rivals were people experiencing cultural modification, integration into a new life, and for some, a new identity.


As the people from the two streams of trade entered the area, they first experienced cross-cultural contact to which they responded as individuals. Some men immersed themselves in the ‘new’ community, while others seem to have been relatively impervious to change. Some individuals were transformed by the native cultures around them, such as the “residenters” described by Wood and Thiessen.
  Many of the men made native unions.  Intermarriage among the smaller native populations and expanding mixed populations,
 along with adaptive changes to new environments created the base for the ‘traditional’ Red River Métis, and it is here that they were first identified as a specific ethnicity or “nation”.
 

The Database


The database created to study some of the individual changes and adaptations that lead to the formation of a group identity in the Assiniboine Basin was composed of 172 North West Company employees, for whom minimal work records were available, and 171 Hudson's Bay Company employees for whom the work record including total time spent employed in Brandon House has been collected from HBC journals.  For these first generation individuals, records of a relationship have been found for 71 NWC employees and 18 HBC employees.  From those relationships, records have been found of 139 children of the NWC and 59 children of the HBC for whom.


Hudson’s Bay Company portions were compiled by going through the journals, year by year, to trace individual employment histories. Those employees were then cross-referenced to existing biographies in the Hudson’s Bay Company Archives, the Dictionary of Canadian Biography, and other sources.  Family data came from the same sources, plus the Denney collection and the work of T.R. (Pat) McCloy who compiled an exhaustive set of records around the John McKay family.


The North West Company data came from the Assiniboine basin journals listed in the first paragraphs, as well as lists in Masson
 and the census records in the journals of Alexander Henry.
  Family data for this group was found through exhaustive examination of the St. Boniface database, which also provided some information about the ethnicity of the men, i.e., whether they were from Quebec or inland and whether they were known to be of mixed descent. 

Many of the native wives of those first seasonal European traders residing on the plains season after season were identified only by a Christian name, probably chosen by their European husbands, followed by a European variation of a tribal designation, making identification of their band and family group exceedingly difficult if not impossible.  

There were, however, exceptions to that generalization.  Fur traders in their journals identified certain women with references to their father or other kin.  It is important to note that most of these were the relationships of bourgeois or commis.  The relative scarcity of detail about labourers' spouses merely reasserts the truism that the men who kept the records preserved more information about their own families.

Other early traders in the basin included bourgeois John McDonell, “Le Prêtre,”
 brother to Miles McDonell and married to Magdeleine Poitras who was the daughter of commis Andre Poitras, Sr.
 and his native wife;
 commis Angus McGillis who married Marguerite (Vent de bout) and was the son of Mary McDonell;
 commis Pierre Falcon, Sr.,
 who married Pas au Traverse’s daughter and whose son, Pierre Jr. married Mary Grant, daughter of Cuthbert Grant, Sr.;
 Andre Poitras, Jr. who married Marguerite Grant
 (father unknown); and bourgeois A.N. McLeod (married to a Snake woman)
 who established upper Fort Alexandria.

Mothers' Ethnicities

The study identified 89 couples, who were divided into categories by common factors such as work position, ethnicity, and birth cohort. Because of the existence of the common naming pattern, it is possible to include the ethnicity of some of the mothers as part of that examination.

[Figure 1 about here.]

Examination of second generation marriages 

The study then examined the marriages of the children of those relationships for such common factors as the company allegiance of fathers, ethnic background of parents, and religion.  The study focused on examining those marriages, looking for common factors that might explain the numerous marriages in that first pre-Red River generation which appear to be across cultural lines. 

Another way to explain the data is to look first at the total number of children for whom records were found and then the total number of cross-marriages found out of the total of all marriages found.  Out of the 201 children, marriage records were found for 140.  The ethnicity of the spouse's mother was discovered in 54 of those marriages.  Out of them, 16 appeared to be cross-marriages. It appears that the rate of cross-marriage in that first generation was about 30%, much higher than previously suggested for the Red River Metis.

Of those cross marriages, nine are the best documented.

[Figure 2 about here.]


The table suggests a couple of factors that may be predictive of these types of cross-marriages.  From the table it appears that the presence of a Saulteaux [Ojibwa] mother, or of a mixed-blood parent of either gender would seem to improve the likelihood of a child entering into a mixed relationship, especially if both partners have the same background.  The presence of a Cree mother may also improve the likelihood of a marriage to someone who also has a mixed Cree background, but this cannot be derived from the table.  As the Cree were the dominant native trading group in the area, most natives unless otherwise identified may be seen to be Cree.

This brings up the important question of definition of a mixed marriage.  If both members of a couple had common aboriginal ethnicity, perhaps it was only in European eyes that this was an exogamous relationship.  For instance, Marie Short (English father) and Pierre Pangman (German father), married on 28 Nov. 1843, both had Saulteaux mothers, as did Mary Desmarais (French father) and John Anderson (English father), married on 7 Feb. 1833.  If we had more data on the mothers of the first generation cross, we might find that, in those cases where there seems to be no common paternal culture, there might have been common maternal links.

For some of the people in that second-generation cohort, the question of what is a cross-marriage is a real consideration.  For instance, Cuthbert Grant and Elizabeth McKay shared very similar backgrounds. Research has shown that the similarities are even more striking between Grant and her brother John Richards McKay.  Both were well-educated sons of Scotsmen in charge of posts in the area.  In Cuthbert Grant of Grantown, Margaret MacLeod, developing the narrative of Grant's early life, discussed the friendship that he formed with John Richards McKay.  Further research confirmed the friendship expressed in the bequests the two men made to each other in their wills, written years after their activities on opposite sides during Red River’s Pemmican War, 1814-16.

This development of relations points to the existence of a matrilineal web of relations around the posts.  In ways not previously explored, the men in the posts were dependent on the aboriginal women and their kinfolk for some of the tasks necessary to the productive cycle of the season.  These were tasks - skill-sets that the mothers would have taught their children - country ways that were important for survival in the interior where they could not depend upon European goods or power.

Women in post culture

It is already generally accepted that women contributed significantly, materially, to the well being of the fur trade post.  Their work was more than “small jobs” around the post.  The fur trade depended on them for food preparation, for acquiring foodstuffs such as fish and rabbits, and for supplying native clothing for fur trade employees.  Without native women, there were no moccasins, no snowshoes and no food in times of bad weather or poor hunting.
  These ideas were first explored by Sylvia Van Kirk.  Her findings were confirmed by this study with references in the journals such as John McDonell's mother-in-law's moccasins,
 with women bringing in fish to sell,
 acquiring building supplies,
 as well as hunting
 and trading.

Social roles

The fur trade also depended on the First Nations mothers and their kin for interpretation with other native groups, for coalitions with other traders and alliances with local trading groups, and as teachers of country skills, native politics, and social roles and rules.  Again, Sylvia Van Kirk introduced these ideas.  This study reinforces them.

Interpreters 

The best illustration of the utility of women as interpreters is the story of Hugh Heney's woman.  Peter Fidler wrote on 1 September 1814, “Spoke to Mr. Heney’s woman to remain here till fall as an interpreter for the Stone Inds. at Brandon H. as we are very badly off for an interpreter in that language.  The Canadians very much want her for that purpose.”
  That this woman was his wife of some standing is testified to in the letter sent with men from Brandon who followed Heney to Pembina during the Brandon mutiny of 1810/11.

Connectors  

The role of women as connectors in the fur trade has been explored previously. Sylvia Van Kirk discussed their role as creating "a reciprocal social bond, which served to consolidate his economic relationship with the trader."
  The best known woman in the fur trade who acted as a connector is that of Thanadelthur, as told by Sylvia Van Kirk.
 John Sutherland's wife, Jeanny, illustrates another type of connection.  His opposition seemed to find him a fool
 they seemed to enjoy the company of his wife.  A. N. Macleod referred to playing Cribbage with her
 and his clerk, Daniel Harmon, was effusive in his praise. 

Harmon found “Jeanny’s” company very pleasant.  He says of her in his Journal (page 39): “He [Sutherland] has a woman of this country, for a wife, who, I was pleased to find, could speak the English language, tolerably well.  I understand, also, that she can both read and write it, which she learned to do at Hudson’s Bay, where the Company have a school. She speaks, likewise, the Cree and Sauteux [Chippewa] languages.  She appears to possess natural good sense, and is far from being deficient in acquired knowledge.”
  

A friendly relationship with Jeanny undoubtedly smoothed the way for better relations with her husband.

Teachers 

 While it would seem to be common sense that the traders learned languages and customs from their mates, less attention has been given to the teaching role of fur trade women to each other.  There is a note in Robert Goodwin's "Servants Accounts" that suggests Mrs. John McKay perhaps influenced Goodwin's wife's interest in European clothes. His personal order account for 1801 includes the line “3 Women’s Shifts  the same kind as was sent to Mr. J. McKay.”
  Although Goodwin and McKay never served together, the two families may have encountered each other in their seasonal travels.  Mrs. John McKay, Mary Favell, was the daughter of an HBC officer and a Cree woman.  Born on the Bay, she would have grown up in the fur trade culture.
  Mrs. Goodwin, on the other hand was Mistigoose Jane/Jenny, a Cree woman.
  It is possible to read this note as evidence that women in the fur trade taught each other, passing information on European customs as well as on fur trade and aboriginal cultures.  

Post childhood 

Children raised in fur trade posts were socialized in a world of both European and First Nations.  However, it would be a mistake to believe that they were exposed to the totality of both cultures.  Given that mothers were generally charged with the care of small children in both nineteenth century European families and in First Nations societies, the fur trade children would have first experienced their mother's First Nations material culture as expressed inside the Post.  In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, there were no European women in the west.  Therefore, the only model for perinatal and infant care was the aboriginal one.  One would expect fur trade babies to have been carried in moss bags or cradleboards after the customs of both the Cree and the Saulteaux and to be breastfed for an extended period.
 Other elements of childcare, such as societal control and teaching by elders would be less present than in the tribal setting.  

Children growing up inside the Posts would have been exposed to both aboriginal and European foodstuffs.  The Post economy depended on the partially processed meats brought in for trade.  Reference has already been made to the use of food procured by the native mothers.  The fish and small mammals brought in by them provided the bulk of the diet in seasons of scarcity. Conversely, the Brandon Journals record the growing of a number of European vegetables.

1804  May 15th  Men at Brandon House, to wit.  James Inkster, William Yorston, George Henderson, Humphrey Favell, Jn Easter and Self.  Men digging part of the Garden over for the small seeds.

16th  sowed Indian Corn, Onions, Beans, Pease Cabbage Thyme Carrots Turnips Millons Pumpkins Marigolds Cucumbers and Calibashis.

An early twentieth century Metis family story suggests an unexpected link between breast-feeding and fostering.  The story goes that two sisters used to baby-sit for each other when they had infants and small children.  If one wanted to accompany her husband on a trip, the other would take her children until she returned.  The babysitting included breast-feeding the other woman's infant along with her own.  The story became known when the last two infants to enjoy this reciprocal favor would tease each other about it as old men.

That such a custom existed lends credence to the existence of an intimate woman's network inside the Posts.  In such a network, women would co-parent the children of the community, prepare food communally, and work together to prepare provisions and clothing.  Alice Kehoe suggested something of women's relationships in aboriginal family bands that might relate to their lives in fur trade posts:

"With men frequently away on raids, trading expeditions, or hunting, women were the mainstay of daily life in camp and the arbiters of all that concerned the family.  They needed to be brave, strong, and independent to care for and protect the children.  They processed nearly all the raw materials brought into the camp, transforming carcasses into comfortably furnished tipis stocked with handsome clothing and nutritious provisions."

Others have explained women's roles and networks, specifically in the Ojibwa culture, as being distinct enough to constitute a subculture.
  That idea is especially satisfying when applied to the lives of the aboriginal wives in fur trade posts.  They were somewhat separated from their own families and cultures and had to cope daily with the expectations of the European men who surrounded them.  They would have derived a great deal of comfort and support from the other women in similar positions.  

The existence of such a communal network would partially explain one of the mysteries exposed by the study of the families in the Assiniboine Basin.  One of the key families in the study, the John McKay family, is orphaned in 1810 after the death of Mary Favell McKay on March 19, in childbirth, and John's death on July 5, leaving eight children.  All of the children survived to adulthood and successfully raised their own families. The youngest two were a newborn infant and a two-year-old.   The oldest was an eighteen- year-old, but he did not begin his own family until 1816, so he could not have provided a surrogate mother.
  Someone took care of the infant until she could survive on a regular diet.  Someone wet-nursed the infant.  Likely candidates would have been any of the mothers in Brandon House who had infants of nursing age.  Possible foster mothers include Mary Anderson, Saulteaux wife of James Anderson, "taylor" at Brandon House, whose daughter Hannah was born that year and Marie Desmarais, also Saulteaux, wife of Francois Desmarais serving the North West Company, whose son Baptiste was born that year.

Another element exposed by the study was the development of a true sense of community that included the workers from both the North West Company and the Hudson's Bay Company.  As I previously said:

Examination of the writings of the traders in the Assiniboine valley that winter reveals ongoing social interaction and a sense of community that goes beyond what current historiography would lead us to expect.  The weekend ball in May 1805, which Harmon described, included residents of the North West, XY and Hudson’s Bay Company posts.  A close examination of the probable participants in that event reveals familial and friendship ties suggestive of an expanding fur trade social network.

Men from Souris Post and Brandon House went to trade with the Mandans together.
  They went hunting together.
  They partied together.

May 27, Monday. [1805]  Riviere a la Souris or Mouse River  [Fort Assiniboine, also known as Fort La Souris].  Here are three Forts belonging to the North West  XY & Hudson’s Bay Companies.  Last evening Mr. Chaboillez invited the People of the other two Forts to a Dance and we had a real North West Ball, for when three fourths of the People were so much intoxicated as not to be able to walk streight, the other fourth put an end to the Ball or rather Bawl! And this morning we were invited to breakfast at the Hudson’s Bay House with a Mr. [John] McKay and in the evening to a Ball, which however ended in a more decent manner than the one we had the preceding evening at our House _  not that all were sober, but we had no fighting.
 

They also visited each other and cared for each other during illness.  On 18-20 July 1805, John McKay, HBC master at Brandon visited the North West Company post at Mountain a la Bosse and taken ill, returned home in the chaise which belonged to the North West Company partner, Charles Chaboillez.  At the end of the summer, he sent two men and four horses off to hunt with Pierre Falcon’s NWCo men “as my men cannot hunt.  the Canadians is to give them half the meat.”
  


Later in the year, he reported buffalo hunting with Pierre Falcon.  “April 8. self and Mr. Falcon run the Buffalo.  the latter shot three, self none,”

 and wrote of his illness earlier that winter when he was nursed by Pritchard, Falcon and Chaboillez.  That entry for 1 February 1805 is quite extraordinary and worth including in full:

Feb.1th I have been very bad since the 27th.  I am [illegible] and am not well yet.  the men have been as usual running after Indians and hauling meat.  I remember very little of what happened since I fell sick but as I am told by the people Mr. Chaboillez, Mr. Pritchard & Mr. Falcon sat up with me several nights.  I had three convulsive fits.
 in one of them trying to open my mouth with a large key they broke all my front teeth.  I can eat nothing but broth  My tongue is bit in several places.  Hump [Favell] and three men who were 5 days off with the Indians came in for men to fetch the meat of three cows.  I cannot stop that fellow from killing cattle.  We learn by a packet from Montreal that the N.W. and X.Y. are joyned, I though this wast of goods would not last for ever. . . .
 

F.A. Larocque tersely reports this incident on 15 February 1805. “Commis & two men arrived from River la Souris fort, they report that John Mckay of the HB had entirely lost his senses.”
  The commis from Souris would have been Pierre Falcon. 


While there is no hard evidence to document corresponding relationships between the women of the two posts, there is some reason to believe that the fur trade posts were gathering places for women when the men were away.
  If there was significant interaction between men of different ethnic backgrounds and different company loyalties, how much more would be possible among women with common ethnicity, language, customs, separated only by conjugal ties to adjacent but rival fur trade posts?

Multi-lingual community 

The mix of people with different languages, raising their children together, led to the development of a multi-lingual community.  Children would have first learned the language spoken by their mother, whether Cree, Assiniboine, or Saulteaux.  They would next have picked up the language used by their father and the other men.  In Brandon House, that would have been Orcadian or English.  In Fort Souris or other North West Company posts, it would have been French, Gaelic, or English.  Then they would have begun picking up words, expressions, phrases from the other children in the area.  Children like the Andersons, with a Saulteaux mother and Orcadian father and McKays with a Cree/English mother and English speaking, Scottish father, being raised together in Brandon House, would have quickly learned to converse in each other's mother tongue. Similarly, the Desmarais children, with a Saulteaux mother and French father, and the McDonell children with a French/Cree mother and English speaking, Scottish father, would have quickly become knowledgeable in their common languages. By the age of ten, fur trade children would have been able to converse in smatterings of four or five languages and speak two or three fluently.  This marks the real beginning of the rise of Mitchif and the true complexity of the Metis culture.  

Later, the existence of a mixture of languages in general use in the buffalo hunting camps on the prairies was much mentioned by observers.  Peter Erasmus commented about Vitalle, the buffalo hunter for the Palliser expedition on the plains, that he spoke very bad English but "succeeded in intermixing French, English and Cree to a degree unequalled by any person in [his] acquaintance."
  Over time this mixture of languages became systematized into what is known as Mitchif and preserved in Metis communities into the late twentieth century.

This is the environment in which Cuthbert Grant Jr., Pierre Falcon Jr. [the Bard of the Plains], and other early Metis leaders grew up and internalized their ideas of society.  They spent their childhood in the mixed cultures in the Assiniboine basin, were sent out to their fathers' communities to be educated, and then returned to provide access to European goods and business functions to their mothers' people.

Conclusions

While there is general agreement that First Nations women were vital in the fur trade and their physical work has been recognized, their value as the developers and transmitters of culture has received much less historical analysis.

This article has attempted to examine some of the mechanisms by which women pass on the code and skills of their world.  First, the utility of a common maternal language in mixed marriages was explored.  Successful second-generation double-cross marriages show some of the variety of marital choices available to first generation fur trade children of the plains, whether they were living in fur trade posts or had moved to the then new community of Red River.  

The existence of the cross marriages also suggests common cultural elements, such as women's roles, childcare, diet, and other basic elements from the Plains material culture, elements from the First Nations cultures that would have had sustainable utility in life in the fur trade posts.  Common elements in the Plains material culture would have been important in women's lives in the developing Metis culture.  

The development of a common multi-lingual style of conversing was hypothesized. This development would have begun among the children of the multi-ethnic marriages and would have been retained into their adult life as fur trade employees. The idea of a maternal network or sub-culture in the Posts was applied to a historical case study, where fostering and wet-nursing are strongly implied.  As well, it was revealed that this would have taken place in an environment when fur trade employees, supposed enemies or at least avid rivals, were hunting, travelling and partying together.

Finally, let me add a note on what paying attention to mothers' identities means and does not mean.  It does not suggest a strengthened tribal identity.  The cross-cultural connections are too diverse for them to have promoted closer ties to any one band or tribe.  It does suggest that paying attention to mothers' ethnicity or ethnic background may lead to a different way of contextualizing relations in a culturally mixed environment.

Paying more attention to fur trade marriages with Ojibwa women as the Ojibwa people moved west in the early nineteenth century might reveal more about ties between those newcomers and the new fur trade economy which incorporated Plains provisions.  There may also be undetected material culture links between the decorations of the Ojibwa and the Metis. 

Doing more work with historical documents to identify aboriginal wives may reveal more associations with specific bands and their leaders.  Exploring the lives and work of Metis women from historical documents may reveal that the Metis continued the gendered dual sub-cultures of the Ojibwa, with Metis women continuing to be brave, strong, and independent, fulfilling their roles even when their spouses were working at some distance from their home and community.
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