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THE 18TH CENTURY WESTERN CREE AND THEIR NEIGHBOURS:

IDENTITY AND TERRITORY
ABSTRACT

The eighteenth century historical documents fail to
support the accepted view, advanced by David Mandelbaum and
others, that the Cree and Assiniboin invaded the west after
1690 as a result of the introduction of the fur trade. This
view, seemingly supported by nineteenth century authorities,
has its only source in several brief ambiguous statements
published in 1801 by Alexander Mackenzie.

The western limits of the Cree and Assiniboin in the
early 1700s remain unclear. Their marauding activities
against members of the Blackfoot Confederacy occurred only
in the late 1700s, almost fifty years after they were
documented as peacefully living in central Alberta.

In the mid-1700s, six major Cree groups inhabited the
western parklands, plains and boreal forest: the Susuhana,
Sturgeon, Pegogamaw, Keskachewan/Beaver, Athabasca and
Missinipi. These groups were all obliterated by the
smallpox epidemic of 1781, and it was the resultant
population shifts which were‘noted by nineteenth century

observers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 AIM

Authorities on the historical background of Indian
groups on the northern plains share a common view that the
western Cree, following the introduction of the fur trade on
the shores of Hudson Bay in the late 1600s, expanded
westward from a homeland thought to be in northwestern
Ontario or eastern Manitoba. This view sees the movement as
resulting from a chain of circumstances: a dependency on
European trade goods leading to a depletion of local furs
which in turn motivated the invasion of new territories in
the search for new fur sources. This invasion succeeded
because of the{almost exclusive access to guns which allowed
the Cree and their Assiniboin allies to overcome their
western neighbours and invade as far as present-day Alberta
and the Northwest Territories by the late 1700s. As a
‘result, there were great shifts in the locations not only of
the Cree and Assiniboin in the early historic period but
also of the Gros Ventre, Blackfoot, Peigan, Blood, Beaver,
Slave and Chipewyan. In turn, the Snake, Kutenai and other
Indians in southern Alberta were displaced. This invasion
of the Cree from the east has been described often with
relatively minor variations ( e.g. Curtis 1976:55, 56; Hlady

1964:24-31,46; Hodge 1971:117-118; Hyde 1959:127; Jenness
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1963:284; Mandelbaum 1979:15-46; Morton 1973:11-13,18-19;Ray
1974:13,19-23).

Only two objections have been raised, these by
Athapaskanists, who regard the Cree occupation of the
Athabasca area as pre-dating the fur trade (Gillespie 1975,
1981; Smith 1975, 1981; 1987).

With the exception of Beryl Gillespie and James G.E.
Smith, only three attempts have been made to document the
migration of the Cree in the historic record. All other
writers simply describe the movement briefly. The first
documentation, by David G. Mandelbaum (1979), was published
in 1940 by the American Museum of Natural History. Much
later, Walter Hlady (1964) wrote a short article outlining
the historical migrations of Indian groups in the west. He,
like Mandelbaum, used only published sources and although
his outline of Cree history follows Mandelbaum’s, he does
not refer to him. The third treatment was Arthur J. Ray’s
(1974), whose focus was on the Indian involvement with the
fur trade. Ray was the first to use the archives of the
Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC). Although he lists Mandelbaum in
his bibliography, he has no direct references to him and in
his passing discussions of the migration of the Cree and
Assiniboin, often refers to Hlady’s work. However, Ray was
indebted to Mandelbaum for his views since in an earlier
article, which he expands in his book, Ray (1972:117 n.4)

acknowledges Mandelbaum’s "well considered" discussion of



the variables which led to the migration of the Cree.
Because there are only slight differences among these three
writers, the present study is addressed particularly to a
re-examination of Mandelbaum’s view of Cree history. He,
alone, focussed on the Cree and his work, recently
reprinted, has been described by his editor as "a basic work
of scholarship which will be sought out, and referred to, by
scholars for many years" (Mandelbaum 1979:xvii).

| Despite the wide acceptance of this view of the history
of the Cree, a careful examination of both archival and
secondary sources reveals that it is fundamentally
misconceived. There is a lack of historical evidence to
support it and the presence of countervailing evidence.
Further, it presupposes patterns of raiding, hunting and
trapping which are inconsistent with customary behaviours of
the Cree, as far as they can be determined.

This thesis has two aims. First, to examine the
archival and secondary sources in detail to explain the
development of this view of Cree history. Second, to set
forth the identity and distribution of eighteenth century

Cree groups and their neighbours.

1.2 AREAS OF INQUIRY
This study is an examination of the eighteenth century
historic sources along the following lines of inquiry:

i. the historical background and
development of the now accepted view of Cree



history

ii. the reliability and limitations of
the primary records as a source of evidence
for Cree movements

iii. the reconstruction of the identity
and locations of Cree groups, as far as the
sources permit, for evidence of a recent
migration from an eastern forest habitat

iv. an examination of the sources for
the territorial limits of the A331n1b01n for
evidence of a migration

v. a similar examination of adjacent
Indian groups for evidence that they had been
forced from their homelands by invading Cree
and Assiniboin.

1.3 THE SCOPE OF THE STUDY

There are both geographical and temporal limits to this
study. We are here concerned with the Western Cree, those
living west of a line through Lake Winnipeg and, roughly,
along the Nelson River to Hudson Bay. This area includes
the boreal forest west to Lake Athabasca, the parkland belt
stretching from southern Manitoba to central Alberta and the
northeastern plains.

The emphasis is on the historic documents written
between 1682, when English and French traders appeared on
western Hudson Bay, and 1781-1782 when the Cree inhabitants
were decimated by smallpox resulting in the disappearance of
former recognizable groups. This catastrophic event coupled
with the arrival of traders on the Saskatchewan River marked
a major change in Cree history. Before 1682, the only data
on the inland Cree are from French missionaries and traders

in the Great Lakes area. These sparse data are examined



since they have been used to delineate Cree territory prior
to 1690. As well, data from after 1782 are used for some
areas which were not penetrated by European observers until

after that date.

1.4 UNITS OF STUDY
1.4.1 SUBDIVISIONS OF THE CREE

Since the first attempts in the mid-nineteenth century
to construct Cree dictionaries and grammars, the Western
Cree have been subdivided according to dialect differences
based primarily on the substitution of /y/, /n/, /th/, or
less frequently, /r/ for Proto-Algonquian *1 (e;g. Horden
1881:2; Howse 1844:316; LaCombe 1874:xv; Wolfart 1973:9 map
2) . With the exception of the /r/ dialect, all are extant
but their precise boundaries remain unclear (Wolfart
1973b:8-10) .

The Western Cree have also been subdivided according to
geographical range: the Swampy, Plains, Rocky and Woods or
Thickwoods Cree. These divisions generally coincide with
dialect boundaries. Thus the Plains and Woods Cree are /y/
speakers, the Swampy Cree are /n/ speakers, the Rocky Cree
speak the /th/ dialect while the Athabasca Cree, now
extinct, are reputed to have spoken an /r/ dialect (Hives
1943:3; LaCombe 1874:xv; Mandelbaum 1979:12; Rossignol
1939:62; Smith 1981:256).

Either of these divisions, geographic or linguistic,
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would be appropriate units for discussing Cree history since
they refléct differing geographic distributions and
ecological adaptations. However, there are two problems
with their historic identification which invalidate their
use for this study.

First, thefe are no linguistic data for the inland
areas from the 1700s which could serve to delineate dialect
boundaries and locations. Where later data might suggest
shifts in such boundaries, it is difficult, if not
impossible, to determine if dialect differences in the same
locality are a result of shifts of population, changes in
dialect, or, simply, errors on the part of various
observers. For example, in the York Factory area,
seventeenth century French writers recorded Cree words using
/1/ and /r/ forms (Jérémie 1926:22; La Potherie 1968:262-
264) whereas eighteenth century HBC personnel used /th/
(Graham 1969:207-209; Isham 1949:5-64) and more recent
writers use /n/ (Michelson 1936:686,; Trudeau 1966:14,16).

An added difficulty is that the early observers often
considered dialect differences inconsequential. Cree
dialects were described as involving only "a slight
difference in accent" (Marest 1968:123), and even the
obvious differences between Cree and Saulteaux were
considered a "trifling variation" as late as 1819 (HBCA
B.159/e/1). Cree vocabularies written between the 1740s and

1820s from Hudson Bay west to Alberta and the Mackenzie all



reflect the /th/ dialect as do the few Cree words recorded
by the HBC employees wintering inland from 1691 to 1772
(e.g. Graham 1969; Henry the Younger 1965; Isham 1949;
Mackenzie 1970; Umfreville 1954; Kelsey 1929; Cocking 1908).
Thus isolated words may reflect the existence of a dialect,
but its temporél and geographical limits are unknown.

A second problem is the difficulty in determining the
referents of the terms Plains, Swampy, Woods and Rocky Cree.
Mandelbaum (1979:12) considers the "Woodland Cree" to
include the /n/, /1/ and /th/ dialects. Smith (1976:429)
uses the term "Strongwood Cree" to refer to the /y/ speakers
of northern Alberta. Hives (1943:3) speaks of the "Wood
Cree" who use the /th/ dialect. Butler (1883:372) speaks of
the "Thickwood Indians" who include the "Rocky Mountain
Stonies [Assiniboin], the Swampy Crees and the Saulteaux."
Because the same terms were used in such a different manner,
their occurrence in historical documents must be treated
very cautiously.

Many of these general terms do not occur in the early
records. The /th/ speakers of northwestern Manitoba and
northeastern Saskatchewan have only recently been known in
the anthropological literature by the name they themselves
use, the Rocky Cree, i.e. People of the Rocky Land, or
"assiniskwawidiniwok" (Rossignol 1939:61; Smith 1975; 1981).
The use of /th/ is found throughout the early HBC documents

and is recorded in place names as far west as Lake Athabasca



and Methy Portage (Portage la Loche). However, the use of
the term "Rocky Cree" dates only to 1888 when Peter Badger,
an Anglican missionary at Cumberland House, mentioned a
group of "Rocky Indians" who had visited from the north
(David Meyer: personal communication; PAC CMS.41 C 1/0
A.115). 1In 1914, Alanson Skinner (1914) used the term
"Asinskau-winiuuk, Stone People" in the list of Cree groups
he recorded at Qu’Appelle in 1913 but whether this refers to
northern /th/ speakers is not known. James Smith (n.d.:4
n.4) has suggested that early writers on Hudson Bay may have
confused the word fbr Rocky Cree, asiniskawithiniwak, with
the /th/ term for the Assiniboin or Rocky Sioux,
Assinipoetuk. Although Smith seems to have discarded this
idea, the possibility of such confusion should be kept in
mind.

These problems which arise in the use of the term Rocky
Cree apply to the terms used for other major Cree groups as
well. As Smith (1976:419) pointed out, "I should strongly
note that the identification of dialect group with self-
identified groups -Maskegon, Rocky Cree and Strongwoods Cree
- is far from certain.™ As a result of this lack of data,
the ambiguity in terminology, and the varying time depths in
their recorded use, the present study uses the group names
for the Cree which are found in the early HBC records.

The daily numbers of canoces arriving to trade at York

Factory and Fort Churchill were recorded in the respective



HBC daily journals. Most often the groups of canoes or
flotillas were referred to in very general terms: so many
"Canoes," or "Trading Indians,"™ or "Upland Indians" had
arrived. An exception was the four memoranda concerning
trading Indians kept at York Factory in 1757, 1758, 1760 and
1761 (HBCA B.239/a/42,44,47,48). Recorded in these
supplements to the daily journals, and often differing from
the latter, were the arrivals, identity and number of the
various groups trading in those seasons. Some of these names
occur sporadically as early as 1715, in the oldest surviving
journals. The names often reflect a geographic feature of
the home environment = frequently a prominent river or lake
- such as the Red Deer, Athabasca, or Missinipi groups.
Many of these names also occur, with their wider tribal
affiliations, in the lists of Indian groups trading or known
at the Bay found in the nine manuscript versions of Andrew

Graham’s Observations on Hudson’s Bay (Graham 1969; Isham

1949:309-317; HBCA E.2/4-13).

These groups would appear to correspond to the
definitions of regional and, in some cases, the local bands
as described by Helm (1965:375-378). However, this
suggestion is tentative since there are few if any, data on
the size of the group, its territorial boundaries, intra-"
group kin ties, regional adaptations or dialect affiliation.
All that can be determined is that the major named groups

came from certain areas and existed through time.
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In great part, little is known of the groups since none
are named after the smallpox epidemic of 1781-1782 which
seemingly caused such havoc that these structures broke
down. Named Cree groups do not re-appear in the historic
record until well into the later 1800s. Unfortunately,
continuous first-hand data for the inland Cree are only
available after this period beginning with the establishment
of the inland HBC posts at Cumberland House in 1774 and on
the North Saskatchewan River in 1779. Nevertheless, these
early named Cree groups are the only sub-groupings of the
Cree that, to some degree, can be located in time and space.

Further, by being able to specify certain Cree groups,
the common error, which has permeated all previous
discussions of the history of the Cree, can be avoided.
This is the mistake of treating any and all western Cree
groups as being alike. Certainly, Cree groups from the
southern Manitoba Escarpment, the North Saskatchewan River
and the upper Churchill River differ: in the identity of,
and their relations with, their immediate neighbours; in the
faunal resources which they utilised; and in their exposure
to the fur traders. 1In other words, their specific
histories vary widely and it is not useful, except on a most
general level, to speak of "the Cree moving west" or "the
Eependency of the Cree on the fur trade" without specifying
which Cree groups are meant, An example of this is the

widely accepted model of the seasonal exploitation cycle
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developed for the Cree and Assiniboin by Ray (1972a;
1974:46-48) . Because it synthesizes data from various
groups, it is not applicable to any specific group, and as a
result is misleading.

It must be pointed out, however, that the earliest
historic data seldom refer to specific Cree groups. As a
result, the early Western Cree can be discussed only at a
very broad level of generalization. Nevertheless, the
problem can be partly addressed by recognizing the dangers
of over-generalizing and utilizing all available clues as to
the identitykand location of the Cree who are mentioned in

the early literature.

1.4.2 NOMENCLATURE
There is a lack of formal agreement on the nomenclature
of various Canadian Indian groups. Use has been made of the

"Glossary of Indian Tribes" of the Dictionary of Canadian

Biography and, where possible, the Handbook of North

American Indians. However, there are occasional differences
between accepted Canadian and American forms.

A particular problem concerns those eighteenth century
Cree groups for which there are no agreed forms, whose
spellings vary widely in the records and whose original Cree
form is either not clear, or differs from the anglicized
form. An attempt has been made to select nomenclatures

which will be recognizable in the historic sources and which
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reflect, sometimes distantly, the Cree source. The
following forms have been selected as being more appropriate
than forms previously used (cf. Russell 1982b, 1988):
Muscotay, Askee, Susuhana, Pegogamaw and Keskachewan.

Following Hugh A. Dempsey (1986:8), the Blackfoot
Nation includes the Blackfoot, Blood and Peigan while the
Blackfoot Confederacy also includes their nineteenth century
allies, the Sarcee and Atsina (Gros Ventre). "Peigan" is
the official Canadian form of the American "Piegan" (p.Z28
note) .

The term "Archithinue" is discussed in detail (see
section 12.2 below). Briefly, it was the anglicized form of
the Cree word for stranger and referred to any group which
was neither Cree nor Assiniboin.

Following a growing Canadian usage, "Assiniboin" refers
to the tribal group while "Assiniboine" refers to the river.
It should be pointed out that in the HBC records, the
Assiniboin were called, from the Cree term, the Assinipoet
or simply the Poet or Stone Indians.

The form "Naywatamee Poets" has been selected as better

following Cree pronunciation than the form "Naywatame Poet."

1.4.3 CANOE ROUTES TO THE BAY
There was a network of river systems by which the
trading Indians could reach the Bay. However, groups were

relatively consistent in the general routes they used.
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Unlike Indians from the Saskatchewan area, those from
southern Manitoba seemed unafraid of the open expanse of
Lake Winnipeg. They travelled to modern Norway House by way
of either Lake Winnipeg itself or through Lake Winnipegosis,
Mossy Portage, Cedar Lake and Grand Rapids. They then
reached Oxford Lake and the upper Hayes by way of the
Echimamish River.

Groups from the Saskatchewan River had a choice of two
routes (Morse 1979:44-47). Persons using the Middle Track
travelled to the Hayes River by way of Cedar Lake, the
Minago Rivervand Cross Lake. The Upper Track followed
Cumberland Lake to Split Lake by way of the Sturgeon-weir
and Grass rivers. From here either the Hayes or the more
dangerous lower Nelson was taken.

Fort Churchill was reached either by way of the
Churchill River itself or from Cumberland Lake by way of the
Sturgeon-weir and Kississing rivers. At the same time,
groups from the upper Churchill reached York Factory by way
of the Burntwood River and Split Lake. These groups

particularly seem to have used the lower Nelson.

1.5 THE NATURE AND LIMITATIONS OF THE HISTCRICAL DATA
1.5.1 SOURCES OF DATA

Except for the three month journal kept by Henry Kelsey
(1929) during his journey in eastern Saskatchewan in the

summer of 1691, there is no detailed first-hand account of
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the western interior until Anthony Henday’s Jjournal written
during his trip from York Factory to central Alberta in
1754-1755. Although at least four Frenchmen were sent
inland from York Factory in the 1690s (Kelsey 1929:84,111;
Lindsay 1873:141-142) and three expeditions were sent to the
northwest by the HBC in the early 1700s (HBCA B.239/a/1,2;
B.42/d/1; Knight 1932:132) no journals and very few details
have survived of these ventures.

Apart from the records of the HBC, the earliest data on
the Western Cree are found in the several general accounts
of the Bay resulting from the sporadic French occupation of
posts in the York Factory area written between 1682-1714
(Jérémie 1926; La Potherie 1968; Marest 1968; Radisson 1961;
Silvy 1968). Little is known of the French traders who
entered the west between 1730 and 1760. Although there are
many documents from the La Vérendryes (La Vérendrye 1968),
these are not daily journals but rather general letters,
reports and memoranda which give few details of Indian
groups. Further, the La Vérendryes did not penetrate west
beyond the lower delta of the Saskatchewan River. The only
other data comes from a second-hand account of the founding
of Fort La Jonquiere on the éaskatchewan written in
southern Manitoba (Saint Pierre 1887).

Neither La Vérendrye nor Saint Pierre mention the

presence in the west of French "Wood-runners" or coureurs de

bois although they were mentioned by the HBC as early as
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1716 and again in 1732 (HBCA B.239/a/2 3 August 1716;
B.239/a/14 June 16 1732). At least one such person, Joseph
la France, described his experiences in southern Manitoba
between 1740 -1742. His account however, was recorded in
London by an early critic of the HBC who interpreted it in
light of earlier published French accounts from the Bay. The
published version is so vague and distorted as to be almost
useless (Dobbs 1967:29-39; Great Britain 1749%a:xvi-xxxi).

After the withdrawal of the French from the west in
1760 as a result of the Seven Years’ War, traders from
Montreal reappeared in the west in the late 1760s where they
competed with the HBC until the North West Company was
amalgamated under the HBC in 1821. Very little data has
survived from these Montreal traders or Pedlars as they were
known to the HBC and the few extant journals are mainly from
after 1790.

Although there are occasional references to named Cree
groups in these various accounts from the French and
Montreal traders, very often the names differ from those
found in the HBC records. As a result it is not possible to
correlate the two bodies of information. Thus the
Assinipoel and Assiniboin of the French are the Poet and
Assinipoet of the HBC, the Eagle-eyed Indians and
kincugeoulini of the French seem to have no HBC equivalents,
while it is not clear if the Cree of the Prairie referred to

by La Vérendrye are the same as the Muscotay Indians
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mentioned in the HBC records 25 years earlier.

Certainly, the largest body of data concerning the
Western Cree are the data from the HBC posts established in
the York Factory area after 1682 and at Fort Churchill after
1717. Most of the data from before 1714, when the HBC
regained control of Hudson Bay, are missing. It was not
until the Parliamentary Inquiry of the HBC in 1749 that a
strict policy towards the lending of materials was enforced.
Neveftheless, most of the daily journals and account books
written afte; 1714 are extant. The most important missing
records are several of the annual reports as well as most of
the inter-post correspondence, although the latter may never
have been forwarded. The inter-post letters often gave
information about specific inland groups which was either
not mentioned in the journals and annual reports or
described only in very general terms. For example, a letter
from York Factory might mention that the Sturgeon Indians
failed to come to trade because they had gone to war whereas
the General letter to London might say only that some
unidentified Indians had gone to war.

Of greater importance is the loss of records due to the
capture of York Factory and Fort Churchill by the French in
August 1782. Although the posts were re—establiéhed late
the following summer, the result is that the only accounts
of the smallpox epidemic are from the inland posts at

Cumberland and Hudson Houses. Thus a general perspective on
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the effects of the epidemic are absent. As well, it was at
this time when the Pedlars were establishing posts in the
west, especially in the Athabasca area. It is unclear how
much the decline of the HBC trade was due to mortality in
the epidemic and how much to the change in allegiance to the
Pedlars because of the lack of HBC goods.

The published early first-hand accounts of the west
basic to any discussion of Cree history were all written by
persons who arrived after the smallpox epidemic of 1781 when
the established Cree groups had become extinct (e.g.
Franklin 1970; Gates 1965; Harmon 1957; Henry the Younger
1965; Mackenzie 1970; M’/Gillivray 1929; Masson 1960; Tanner
1956;‘Thompson 1968, 1962; Tyrrell 1934; Umfreville 1954).
The few eighteenth century first-hand published accounts
which pre-date the epidemic neither describe the wvarious
Indian groups in detail, nor present historical sketches of
the various groups, nor describe the west as a whole (e.q.
Cocking 1908; Dobbs 1967; Hearne 1958; Henday 1907; Henry
the Elder 1969; La Vérendrye 1968; Rich 1951,1952; Saint
Pierre 1887 Tyrrell 1934).

Thus the post-epidemic data either reflect a situation
much different from the early historic period when the Cree
were said to be moving west or are from an earlier period
but present no general overview by which the distribution of
various groupé could be determined. One means to escape

this impasse is through the journals of the various HBC
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employees who travelled inland from York Factory to winter
with Cree groups between 1754 and 1775. The most useful of
these have been published (Henday 1907; Cocking 1908).
However, another nine journals remain unpublished and
largely unknown except for several summaries, sometimes
inaccurate, in Morton (1973) and to a lesser extent in Ray
(1974) . These are examined in some detail because of their
importance in giving details of the daily movements of the

Cree, even though several are almost unintelligible.

1.5.2 THE NATURE OF THE DATA

There are surprisingly few data about the inland groups
in the HBC records. The daily entries in the annual
journals were in the nature of ship’s logs. Most entries
are brief including only the weather and wind direction, the
daily chores assigned to employees, a mention of any men on
sick call and any other information regarding the operation
of the post which would be of interest to London. Thus the
number and length of stay of Indians coming to the post were
recorded as well as their purpose: to trade, to gain relief
against famine, or to participate in the semi-annual goose
hunts. However, the London office was not interested in the
identity of either individuals or groups and as a result,
these are seldom identified. Events which might affect the

trade were mentioned such as warfare, disease, famine,
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extreme weather conditions, the presence of French and,
later, Montreal traders, and the shift in allegiance of a
group from one post to another. Again, however, these were
usually mentioned in only general terms.

The information most consistently given in the journals
concerns the numbers of canoes arriving to trade in the
summer. The value of such data varies widely. Most useful
is the specific identification of a single group of canoes:
e.g. 15 canoes of Susuhana Indians. Of some use are the
descriptions of mixed flotillas: e.g. 75 canoes of Susuhana,
Sturgeon, Keskatchewan and Assini Poets. Of little value
are the majority of entries: e.g. 90 canoes of trading
Indians. In this regard there was a great difference between
the Fort Churchill journals in which the identities of the
trading Indians are only rarely given and those from York
Factory where they more often occur, at least between 1730
and 1760.

In great part, the lack of information regarding the
interior was a result of the lack of knowledge about the
inland geography. Details and maps were not available until
after Henday’s journey of 1754. At the same time, it
appears that information aboﬁt the interior which was of
interest to the London Committee was not included in the
journals and annual reports because it had already been
communicated in person when the chief factors returned to

England on leave. To what extent this occurred is not known
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since no records exist of these conversations. Isham
(1949), Graham (1969) and Falconer (PAC MG 19 D 2) all wrote
descriptions of the Bay between 1743 and the late 1700s,
apparently for the benefit of the London office, although,
as E.E. Rich (Isham 1949:1xvi) suggests in the case of
Isham, their efforts seem largely to have been ignored.

Throughout the eighteenth century documents, there is a
lack of reference to geographical details which is difficult
for a twentieth-century observer‘to understand. Cases in
point are Anthony Henday’s failure to describe the Rocky
Mountains and La Vérendrye’s failure to describe, and even
to visit, the Missouri River while visiting the Mandan. For
the HBC personnel at the Bay, this may reflect attitudes
towards a hinterland whose features were not of direct
importance. Yet a similar inattention to the landscape is
found in the Jjournals of the HBC employees sent inland
between 1753-1774. The result is that few geographical
details of the inland were recorded until the late 1700s.

It is impossible to control for distortions in the
data, either accidental or deliberate, when, as is often the
case, there is only one source to depend upon. The HBC
daily journals were transcribed in fair copy before being
sent to London and several rough copies still in existence
‘show some errors of transcription in, for example, the

numbers of trading canoes. Similarly, the memoranda
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occasionally show differences from the journals in the date
of arrival, numbers and identifications of trading canoes.
Certainly, there were difficulties in transcribing Cree
names. Common Cree terms were quickly anglicized but this,
at times, has hidden the original Cree meaning, e.g. the
Susuhana Cree.

Since these were primarily business records, the
factors were anxious to place themselves in a good light and
were quick to excuse a fall in trade in any season.
Similarly, the Indians themselves often gave excuses for not
coming to trade, especially when inland posts were
established by the French and Pedlars. The various excuses
include inclement winters, the outbreak of disease, inter-
group warfare and the presence of Canadian traders. Very
often the excuses were valid, but in at least one case a
false excuse was given. Isham, who was factor at Churchill,
said that the decline of trade was because the Indians had a
"natural aversion" to the post due to its northern location
(B.42/a/27 22 June 1745). However, his successor wrote that
it was a result of Isham’s mistreatment of the Indians (HBCA
A.11/13 30 July 1746).

It is also difficult to know how much allowance should
be made for exaggeration. This is particularly true for
James Knight who said much of his attempts to establish the
inland trade in the 1710s and from whom we have most of our

early information on these groups. Knight had suffered a
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great deal, especially after his supply ship failed to
arrive in 1715, and he pointed out the effect this would
have on the trading Indians. He described the great numbers
of Athapaskans who were potential customers if he could only
provide them with guns as protection against the Cree.
However, his successor cast doubt upon Knight’s comments -
which were often bitter and self-serving - by saying that

all the marten Indians and cat Indians,

besides many other nations so much talked of

by Knight and his hangers-on, does not exceed

two hundred families (Davies 1965:94).

His tendency to exaggeration calls into question other
important statements, such as that over 1000 Assiniboin were
killed due to the lack of ammunition to protect themselves
(HBCA B.239/a/2 22 April 1716) or that 5000-6000 Chipewyan
had been killed by the Cree (ibid: 6 May 1716) or that he
was establishing a peace for 1000 miles from south to
northwest (ibid: 8 May 1716).

These problems with the historical sources - ambiguity,
loss of records, omissions, errors and exaggerations - are
counter-balanced in this study in several ways. First,
reliance was not placed on a single source of data. Second,
the data from an entire period was examined. A serious
attempt was made to review all the historic data both
published and archival up to, at least, the 1790s. The only
records which were not examined in detail were the HBC

records from James Bay which would have had little relevance
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to the western interior except for the possible survival of

some inter-post correspondence.

1.6 THE COURSE OF THE CREE MIGRATION

The Cree and Assiniboin are said to have moved west
because of their dependency on European trade goods and the
consequent need for new areas for fur exploitation. They
were enabled to defeat adjacent groups through their
possession of firearms. This thesis will not treat the
topic of the participation of the Cree in the fur trade, nor
of Cree warfare. However, several aspects of these should

be mentioned.

1.6.1 CREE PARTICIPATION IN THE FUR TRADE
The European bias of observers has been
responsible for exaggerating the dependency of the Cree on
the fur trade. There are few, if any data to suggest that
the Cree were forced to invade the weét because of their
need for more furs. The number of individuals who were
dependent on, or even involved with, the trade is not clear.
Thus, Mandelbaum’s description of their dependency during
the period 1690-1740 borders on caricature:
Knives, forks, pots, and axes soon became
indispensable to the native life.... The Cree

at once grasped the potentialities of the gun
in defeating their enemies and in easing the
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rigors of the hunt.... They soon had little

use for the bow. Before long they became

strongly addicted to whiskey and Brazil

tobacco (Mandelbaum 1979:30).

As early as the 1710s it was said that the Cree and
Assiniboin had lost the use of bows and that the lack of
ammunition might well cause them to starve to death or be
killed by their enemies (e.g.Jérémie 1926:40; Knight
1932:149; Ray 1974:21). Yet there are ample references to
the use of the bow until, at least, the early 1800s
(e.g.Franklin 1970:113; Harmon 1957:209; Henry the Younger
1965:513) .

Although it is not known how much ammunition an
individual needed for‘a year, Andrew Graham (l969ﬁ276—277)
said, that on average, each Indian traded six pounds of
powder and twenty of shot. Graham’s average was close: in
1766, for example, 260 canoes traded an average of 8.6
pounds of powder and 18.7 pounds of shot per canoe. Yet the
HBC hunters at the Bay were allowed one pound of shot and
powder in proportion for each 20 geese or 40 ptarmigan they
killed in Graham’s time (1969:192). Although the hunters at
the Bay were given extra ammunition for themselves, an
average of 6 pounds of powder would not get a Cree hunter
through the winter. Clearly, they were not depending solely
on guns.

Cree who planned on trading with the Pedlars in the

fall rather than going to the Bay in the summer would have
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been disappointed in some years. For example, the posts on
the Red Deer River failed to bring powder in 1757 and 1758
and were low in supplies by late winter in 1774 and 1775.
Data are available for these years only because HBC inland
winterers were nearby. It is not known how frequently such
failures occurred. Consequently, even for Indians trading at
the Bay, there was relatively little powder inland and the
presence of Pedlar’s posts did not guarantee a ready supply.

It is clear that only a few Cree were involved in the
fur trade if the numbers of trading canoes are considered.
Assuming an average of two men per canoe, which is too high
an estimate (see section 7.5 below), from 500 té 800 men
were trading annually from the entire area west of the
Ontario border. The maximum number of canoes trading at
both York Factory and Fort Churchill between 1717 and 1770
ranged from a low of about 220 canoces in 1722 to a high of
about 440 canoes in 1731 and 1739. 1In 1764, 1765 and 1766
when the French had abandoned the west and the only traders
were the HBC at the Bay, only 351, 357 and 342 canoes traded
in the respective seasons. This was a maximum of some 700
men. Yet Tomison reported a camp of 200 tents, or at least
400 men, near Fort Dauphin in 1770 (HBCA B.239/a/64 1 June
1770) while Henry the Elder saw two camps totalling 300
tents of two to four families each, or 600-1200 men, in the
Touchwood Hills in 1775 (Henry the Elder 1969:295, 316). It

has been suggested that each canoe brought goods from
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several other individuals remaining inland, yet the average
number of goods traded per canoe is closer to the average
that Graham said was traded per person. Even assuming
individuals only traded every two or three years, the Cree
and Assiniboin populations are much under-represented.

Henry the Younger, whose figures are low, thought there were
some 2000 Assiniboin males and 900 Cree males on the plains
alone circa 1809.

It is difficult to obtain information on fur depletions
before the 1780s. Although there are references to the
scarcity of fur animals, these are often contradictory.
Beaver were said to be depleted along the Beaver River yet a
short distance up river, they were said to be plentiful
(HBCA B.239/a/58 19 October, 13 November 1767). Similarly
furs were said to be hunted out along the Shell/Sturgeon
rivers west of Prince Albert but the Indians were given
presents to encourage them to trap (ibid:20,27 August 1767).
Beaver were numerous on the main Saskatchewan River in 1763
despite its importance as a travel route and the presence of
nearby French posts since 1740 (HBCA B.239%/a/52 August
1763) . Cocking found many beaver in Eagle Creek in 1772
though this had been an important area from at least
Henday’s time (Cocking 1908:106). Again, he reported many
beaver on the upper Red Deer and Assiniboine rivers in 1774
though there had been posts in the immediate vicinity since

the 1750s. Although the evidence is anecdotal, there is



27
nothing to suggest that fur depletions were causing problems
for the local Cree and Assiniboin, although this situation

changed when intense competition started in the 1790s.

1.6.2 EIGHTEENTH CENTURY CREE WARFARE

For individual Cree, particularly for those Cree in the
parklands for whom there are the most data, the opportunity
to participate in raiding expeditions was just as important
as, if not more important than, the journey to the Bay.
While Matthew Cocking was on the North Saskatchewan, he

observed that

they own these [war] Expeditions cause them to
undergo great hardships and besides are
distressed for wont of Amminition and Tobacco
for Two Years after but the [desire to raid]
seems to be above all difficulties B.239/a/69
March 28 1773).

It would seem that in any one year, some Cree were
involved in raiding activities but the frequency for any one
group is not known. There is some evidence that raids
increased in frequency after the establishmént of inland
posts. According to William Walker, who had gone inland to
Cumberland House in 1775 and became master at Hudson House
in 1781,

I can remember the time altho’ it is but a few

years that they did not go to War above Once

in Three, but now they have got such great

supplies of Amminition that...they go every
Year (Rich 1952:262).
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William Tomison made é similar observation: "what I must
observe nothing more incourages these natives to go to wares
then trading Houses Settled inland" (HBCA B.239/a/64 29
- March 1770). These comments may refer to an increase in the
amount of participation rather than frequency of raids,
despite Walker’s comments. Each of the inland HBC winterers
reported raiding activities each year they were inland
between 1754 and 1774. Before the establishment of any
inland posts the Sturgeon Cree were said to go on raids
every second year, rather than going to the Bay (HBCA
B.239/a/22 4 July 1741).

The HBC were interested in raiding activities since
their occurrence meant the Indians would not be down to the
Bay to trade. 1In the several reasons given for raids, the
seeking of new territories is never mentioned. 1Instead, the
motivation was for revenge for a death in the group whether
from past raids, disease or accident.

...1f any person Dyes with Sickness or is

Killed a Monkst them then the Must Gow to war

with the Other Natives Calld Ye,artch a thyne

a Wok and Kill as Many as the Con of them and

then the Say that the are Eaven with them for

the Death of Thare Frend or Frends (HBCA

B.239/a/58 26 September 1767).

James Knight had made a similar comment much earlier: "the
Devil must have so many [deaths] Every year and if they can
but kill their Enemys they be Spared theméelves" (HBCA
B.239/a/3 17 April 1717).

Further, the records indicate that raids were not
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usually carried out on immediate neighbours but on groups
lying beyond an intervening group, who themselves may or may
not have been Cree. This would be especially practical for
groups whose junior males were trading at the Bay. Thus the
western parkland Cree groups did not attack the neighbouring
Blackfoot groups but instead joined them in raids against
more distant groups to the south and west (e.g. Thompson
1968; Henday 1907). The Cree of the Athabasca at least
tolerated the neighbouring Chipewyan but raided other
Athapaskans down the Mackenzie River (Mackenzie 1970). At
the same time, Cree from the Cumberland House area attacked
groups in the Athabasca district (Rich 1951:15, 94; HBCA
B.42/a/56 30 June 1762). This leapfrogging aspect of Cree
raids would certainly not lead immediately to territorial
expansion. However, the long term effects may have been for
the target populations to gradually retreat. However, it is
difficult to explain the Cree presence in the far west at an
early date as a result of this sort of warfare.

Townsend (1983) has demonstrated that early guns gave
’little superiority beyond the fright they caused by their
noise. Early muskets were not efficient weapons, especially
for quick raids rather than set battles. In fact,
Saukamappee said that the first result of armed warfare was
the cessation of such set battles as had been formerly
practiced (Thompson 1968:335). Difficulties in reloading

caused problems in mounted warfare after horses were
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introduced on the plains before the mid-1700s. There were
simple difficulties like trying to keep the powder dry (HBCA
B.239/a/8 28 August 1726). Further, most groups were out of
powder and shot by mid-winter and these commodities were not
available again until they returned from the Bay in mid-
summer unless inland posts were nearby. Thus supplies were
limited for any raids carried out in the spring or early
summer. Although some of the Blackfoot groups were later
said to store up the powder they occasionally traded from
the Cree, this meant they had to kill all "beasts" with bows
(HBCA B.239/a/69 4 November 1772).

This is not to say that the possession of guns did not
give the Cree an advantage in war. However, it is difficult
to see that either the nature of Cree raids or the
advantages from guns enabled them, before 1740, to have
"swept over the Gros Ventre and Blackfoot in the west, and

the Athapascans to the north" (Mandelbaum 1979:31).



2. DAVID MANDELBAUM: THE WESTERN MIGRATION OF THE CREE

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, it was taken for granted that the Cree and
Assiniboin had invaded the west as a result of the
introduction of the fur trade. It was not until 1940 that a
serious attempt was made to document the event through
historic sources. That year the American Museum of Natural

History published The Plains Cree, part of David

Mandelbaum’s doctoral dissertation completed four years

earlier: Changes in an Aboriginal Culture Following a Change

in Environment, as Exemplified by the Plains Cree. The

published portion formed two parts: the history of the
Plains Cree between 1640 and 1880, the period in which they
were to have moved from northwestern Ontario to the northern
plains; and a reconstruction of Plains Cree life as it was
in 1860-1870.

In recent years, there was a need for a more accessible
edition of Mandelbaum’s work. Not only was it the only
study of a western Cree group but, until Arthur Ray’s (1974)
study of the fur trade, it was one of the few historical
studies of a western Canadian Indian group. In 1979 a new

edition was published which has since been reprinted: The

Plains Cree: An Ethnographic, Historical and Comparative

31
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Study. This new work incorporates the remaining section of
Mandelbaum’s dissertation: a comparison of the Plains Cree
with both their eastern woodland and western plains
neighbours.

Mandelbaum’s work 1is considered authoritative on the
Cree presence in the west and their effect on other Indian
groups of the northern plains. Although the study is 50
years old. no critical analysis has been made of his use of
sources; However, his use of the data and his conclusions
are marked by internal inconsistencies, omissions and, to a
lesser extent, errors of fact that are readily apparent on
even a casual reading. The fact that he had serious
problems in documenting the migration of the western Cree
suggests that the historical sources must be re-examined.
Before doing so, it 1is necessary to review the major
problems in the history of the Cree, as developed by

Mandelbaum and other nineteenth and twentieth scholars.

2.2 MANDELBAUM’S HISTORY OF THE WESTERN CREE

For Mandelbaum, the historical documents showed that
the Cree had moved west after the introduction of the fur
trade, especially with the establishment of the Hudson’s Bay
Company in 1670. There were four stages to this movement by
which the Cree reached the west and modified their culture

from an Eastern Woodlands to a Plains mode of adaptation:



33

In the period of earliest contact with

Europeans [1640-1690], the Cree ... lived in
the forests between Hudson Bay and Lake
Superior.... There is no hint that they were

reaching westward in the seventeenth century.
The period from 1690 to 1740 witnessed

the establishment of trading posts in the Cree

country.... and [they] became dependent upon

trade

goods. When intensive trapping

exhausted the faunal resources ... they were
forced westward to exploit fresh territory.
Armed with guns, they were able to force out

the former inhabitants.... These forces
brought the Cree close to the prairies; their
function as middlemen ... sent them deep into

the lands beyond the scope of their conquests.

From 1740 to 1820 the Cree were expanding
to their widest limits. Although some bands
were out on the plains, they had not
completely severed themselves from the forest.
Toward the end of the period, the Cree on the
prairies had largely ceased to waver between
the two environments and were abandoning
excursions into the woodlands.

The final era ([1820-1880] found the
invaders firmly established in the plains as a
true plains tribe. They waged an unremitting
warfare with the Blackfoot [and] were probably
taking on new cultural forms ... (Mandelbaum
1979:45-46) .

Mandelbaum documented these four stages through

published primary sources. Little has been added to this

body of published data since his day. Although Mandelbaum

did not have access to the HBC archives, these materials

have done little to encourage a re-examination of his

conclusions since inland posts were not established until

after 1774.

Further, the major journals of the pre-1774 HBC

inland travellers, those of Henry Kelsey (1929), Anthony

Henday (1907) and Matthew Cocking (1908) were available to

Mandelbaum. The few unpublished journals (Chapter Six below)
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do not contradict the information available to him since
they were often of inferior quality and simply mirror the
situation of the published accounts.

The underlying problem with Mandelbaum’s history of the
Cree and their neighbours is not that he had insufficient
data but that he interpreted the material within a body of
preconceptions. These preconceptions, widespread before
Mandelbaum’s time, did not arise from direct observations of
the Cree but can be traced to a single source, Sir Alexander

Mackenzie (see Chapter Three below).

2.3 FIRST CONTACTS, 1640-1690

For Mandelbaum (1979:20), "The first fifty years of
documented history reveal the Cree as a nomadic people
occupying much the same territory between Lake Superior and
Hudson Bay as do the Eastern Cree today," including the
area from Lake Nipigon east to James Bay (p.16). He also
feels that initially, their access to trade goods was
through the Sioux who, in turn, obtained them from the
French through Ottawa and Saulteaux middlemen, a misreading
of the discussion in Innis (1962:44). The Cree themselves
took on this latter role “foilowing the establishment of the
Hudson’s Bay Company at the mouth of the Nelson River in
1670" (Mandelbaum 1979:20). Although the Cree of this

period were powerful and feared by their enemies, especially
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the Dakota, they "[had] not yet acquired firearms to any
extent, and [were] eager to obtain trade goods" (p.20).

Mandelbaum’s main sources for this period were the
seventeenth century letters and reports in the Jesuit
Relations (see Chapter Four below). The Cree, known as the
Kilistinous or its many variants, are first named in the
Relations of 1640. A later Relation, that of 1656-58,
described four divisions of the Cree whom the editor of the
English edition of the Relations described as living "in the
region of Lake Nipigon, in the country west of James Bay,
between lake Nipigon and Moose River, and along the East
Main River" (Mandelbaum 1979:16). |

In 1667-68, Father Allouez (Mandelbaum 1979:16) wrote
that the Cree, who "have their usual abode on the shores of
the North Sea," travelled on a river entering a great bay
which he believed to be Hudson Bay. Dablon, in 1669, met
Cree at the fishery at Sault Ste. Marie where famine had
driven them from their lands near the North Sea. That same
year, Marquette wrote that though their rendezvous was still
not known, apparently a reference to the spring aggregation
sites, they lived northwest of the Sault but travelled there
in the summer to trade for corn. 1In 1670-71, Dablon also
said that the Cree were dispersed through the whole area
horth of Lake Superior. From these sources, Mandelbaum
(1979:17) concluded "it seems that the territory between

Lake Superior and Hudson Bay was then occupied by Cree bands
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intermingled with bands of various other tribes." There may
well have been Cree further west but the French were as yet
unacquainted with those lands.

From accounts written between 1658 and 1661 by Radisson
and Perrot as well as the Relation of 1672-74, Mandelbaum
demonstrates that the Cree, who by 1661 were allied with the
Assiniboin, were establishing their propensity for congquest
by carrying out successful raids against the Dakota.

The Jesuit missionaries quickly realized the problems
in trying to work with the small nomadic groups scattered in
northwestern Ontario. By the late 1600s, the area was
ignored as the missionaries and the fur traders turned their
attention to the larger, more sedentary groups living south
of Lake Superior. Mandelbaum appears to have realized this
change of focus: "it is hardly to be expected that the early
priests and traders could have known of the lands beyond
Hudson Bay or even about Lake Winnipeg" (1979:20). Yet, he
immediately continues, "there is not the slightest evidence
that the Cree had a westward extension. Their travels were
strictly in a north and south direction" (p.20). Thus,
Mandelbaum’s several statements that the Cree did not extend
beyond Lake Superior before 1690 were based solely on the
lack of data for that area, not on evidence that the Cree
were not found there. However, as Mandelbaum later reveals,
there was clear evidence from 17th century observers on

Hudson Bay of both Cree and Assiniboin west of Lake
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Winnipeg.

2.4 THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE FUR TRADE, 1690-1740
Mandelbaum, like most scholars writing in this period,
assumed that Indian groups had an overriding need to obtain
European trade goods. Thus, in his view, the fur trade
necessarily effected rapid and profound changes in Cree
life. These changes were triggered by the establishment of
the HBC in 1670 which gave the Cree direct access to
European goods by way of the posts on the western shores of
James and Hudson Bay. By 1740, they had become dependent on
the fur trade posts not only for weapons, tools, utensils
and clothing but also for tobacco and liquor (1979:29-30).
The thrust of Mandelbaum’s argument is that the rapid
involvement of the Cree in the fur trade was a result of
several factors. The fur traders were themselves forced to
penetrate into Cree territory when the areas around their
settlements became depleted of beaver (p.29). Because the
Cree already hunted over a wide territory in small groups
and because they were adept in using cances, they were able
to trap beaver efficiently and transport the hides to the
trading posts (p.30). Their familiarity with the trade
meant  they were eminently suited to become middlemen.
Further, their access to guns enabled them to "reach into

far lands [and] repel the previous inhabitants" (p.30). In
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these efforts, they were motivated "by their insatiable
desires for liquor and tobacco" (p.30); the depletion of
furs in their own lands; increases in the cost of European
goods; and the frequent squandering of a year’é labour "in
one grand spree" that forced them to work even harder to
obtain more goods (p.30).

As a result of these factors, the Cree, within 100
years of the arrival of the whites, had moved west. In the
process "the wave of Cree conquest swept over the Gros
Ventre and Blackfoot in the west, and the Athapascans to the
north" (p.31). Thus by 1740, the conquering Cree had
reached "the fringes of the prairie country" while,
according to Mandelbaum, as middlemen, they "travelled into
the plains to carry goods to distant tribes" (p.31),
apparently the same groups they were attacking.

Mandelbaum explicitly states that the 17th century Cree
did not extend beyond northwestern Ontario
(1979:20,45,261,) . However, he contradicts himself by
suggesting that the Cree occupied a more western area than
his argument supposes. Referring to Emile Petitot (1883),
Mandelbaum (1979:24) writes that even "before the advent of
the English," the Cree were pushing back Athapaskan groups
from Lake Athabasca to Great Slave Lake. In a curious aside,
he also writes that "we cannot be certain, it is true, that
buffalo hunting was not occasionally practiced by some Cree

before the advent of Europeans" (p.262).
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Mandelbaum begins his discussion of the post-1690
migration of the Cree by referring té 17th century observers
on Hudson Bay. Yet these writers all describe Cree and
Assiniboin around or west of Lake Winnipeg before 1700.
Most important are the first-hand observations made by Henry
Kelsey during his journey inland in 1690-92. Although
Mandelbaum gives no hint of Kelsey’s itinerary, his editors
place him on the Saskatchewan plains beyond Red Deer River
(Kelsey 1929:xxxviii n.2), a position still accepted today.
Mandelbaum (1979:29) considered Kelsey’s guides to the area
to be Cree without noticing that Kelsey describes himself
with groups clearly adapted to plains bison hunting (Kelsey
1929:13,14). 1In fact, his guides were Assiniboin (Kelsey
1929:xx) as were, apparently the several camps he mentions
meeting in his three-month journal. Yet Kelsey gives strong
inferential evidence for Cree in the area. His geographical
features are named in Cree, his Assiniboin are anxious to
take good care of him for fear of reprisals from the Cree,
and the Cree attacked the Naywatamee Poets whom Kelsey had
travelled so far out into the plains to meet. Although
Mandelbaum (p.21) discusses these last two points, he fails
to notice their relevance inAestablishing the presence of
western Cree in 1691.

According to Mandelbaum (p.21), the Cree "in the twenty
years that the Hudson’s Bay posts had been established, were

‘already firmly entrenched as middlemen...." Kelsey is
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silent in this regard. However the statement reveals a
curious error on the part of Mandelbaum in light of the
importance he places on the introduction of the fur trade.
He (p.20) writes that "posts were established at the mouth
of the Nelson, Moose, and Albany rivers"™ in 1670. Thus he
thought that Kelsey’s observations were of groups with
twenty years experience with the fur trade. 1In fact, Moose
Factory was established in 1674, Fort Albany in 1679 and the
Nelson River posts near York Factory in 1682. Kelsey’s
groups had only eight year’s exposure to direct trade at
Nelson River while there is no evidence that they travelled
to James Bay.

The 17th century French observers at the Port Nelson
posts clearly show the Cree were far west of Lake Superior,
although little was known of the inland geography. Father
Silvy wrote in 1685 that the "village" of the Cree and
Assiniboin lay beyond Lake Winnipeg, 15 or 20 days inland
(Mandelbaum 1979:22). Father Marest, in 1695, wrote that
the Cree and Assiniboin were the most distant tribes while
he called Lake Winnipeg the "Lake of the Cree" (p.22). 1In
1697, La Potherie described the Cree as "a numerous people
with an immense territory. They extend as far as Lake
Superior" (p.23). He (1968:259) also wrote that the true
country of the Cree was Lake Michinipi or Lake Winnipeg, an
observation not noticed by Mandelbaum.

Mandelbaum next refers to the various papers of the La
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Vérendryes who established the first French posts west of
Ontario in the 1730s and 1740s. Here there is mention of
the Cree of the Prairies in a memorandum dated to circa
1749, which Mandelbaum dates to 1730. These Cree, along with
the Canoe Assiniboin, had asked that Fort Dauphin, west of
Lake Manitoba, be established. The memorandum states that
La Vérendrye’s son ascended the Saskatchewan "as far as the
fork [the area of The Pas, Manitoba], which is the
rendezvous every spring of the Cree of the Mountains,
Prairies, and Rivers to deliberate as to what they should
do- go and trade with the French or with the English"
(Mandelbaum 1979:26; La Vérendrye 1927:487).

For Mandelbaum, this is the "first authentic and
plausible notice in the literature that the Cree were living
in the plains country south of the Saskatchewan...it appears
that in 1730 [sic], a good part of the tribe was already out
on the prairies" (p.26). Other Cree bands were found at
the mouth of the Winnipeg River, on Lake Winnipegosis, and
on the northeast shore and to the south of Lake Winnipeg.
Apart from the brief discussion of Petitot’s remarks on Cree
in the Lake Athabasca area, Mandelbaum makes no mention of
Cree west of the present
Manitoba/Saskatchewan border. Yet he (p.25) states that the
La Vérendryes, who mention only trading with Cree and
Assiniboin, had established posts "almost to the Rockies"

(p.25), an opinion questioned by La Vérendrye’s editor (La
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Vérendrye 1927:491 n.l; Henday 1907:319) and now rejected
(Morton 1973:237).

The period 1690 - 1740, according to Mandelbaum
(1979:31), was marked by the arrival of the Cree only as far
as the fringes of the prairieé although they carried out
long-distance trade with tribes further west. This
conclusion 1is largely drawn from the La Vérendrye papers
where only Cree and Assiniboin groups of the eastern
parklands are described. Quite simply, the 1lack of
references to a more western distribution of the Cree was
because La Vérendrye never travelled northward from the
south end of Lake Winnipeg and his sons did not go west of
The Pas, Manitoba (La Vérendrye 1927). Again, Mandelbaum
interprets the absence of data regarding the western Cree to

mean the Cree themselves were absent from the west.

2.5 CONQUEST OF THE WESTERN FORESTS, 1740-1820.

There are two themes in Mandelbaum’s discussion of the
period 1740-1820: the expansion of the Cree to their widest
limits and their movement onto the plains where they still
maintained ties to the forest. It is not surprising, given
his dissertation topic, that he focuses on these ties.
However his discussion is hampered by a simplistic view of
vegetation zones.

For Mandelbaum, in his discussion of Plains Cree
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history, there are only the plains and the forest: "the two

environments" (pp.35, 46); "the transition from forests to

plains™ (p.31); "... not yet totally sundered from the
forest" (p.40); "... broke with the Woodlands entirely and
remained on the plains" (p.262). There is no mention of

the parkland , the large aspen belt which, today, in
Saskatchewan, is almost equal to the plains in extent. Yet
in the Introduction to his study, Mandelbaum makes clear
reference to the importance of the parkland for the Plains
Cree:

The Plains Cree live on the northern edge

of the Great Plains, chiefly in the Park Belt,

the transitional area between the forests and

plains. They have occupied this territory

only since the beginning of the nineteenth

century, for it was formerly inhabited by the

Assiniboin and Gros Ventre in the eastern part

and by the Blackfoot in the western section.

The Canadian Park belt, within which the

Plains Cree lived, is ... characterized by

luxuriant grass vegetation and dotted with

patches of hilly woodland (1979:7-8).

Because Mandelbaum then ceases to identify the
parklands as an intermediate zone between the forest and
plains, he is forced to regard any movement of some Cree
bands from the prairies as being directed to the forest.
These ties to the forest, which supposedly characterize the
Cree until 1820, are in turn used to support the assumption
that the Cree were only recent migrants from it.

During this period, from 1740 to 1820, Cree groups had

entered the plains but, even at the end of the period "had
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not éompletely severed themselves from the forest"
(Mandelbaum 1979:46. This conclusion is reached through
recourse to a series of observations recorded by traders in
the latter half of the period. As we shall see,
Mandelbaum’s interpretations of these data are seriously
flawed.

The historic basis fqr believing that the Cree were
seasonally "shuttling in and out of the prairies" (p.31) was
derived from autobiographical details of Saukamappee dating
to the 1730s (Thompson 1968:328-344; see below section 6.2).
Saukamappee was a Cree who was later adopted by the Peigan.
As a youth he had joined them in several battles against the
Snake or Shoshone. 1In his account, Saukamappee spoke both
of Cree and Assiniboin camps within five days travel of the
borders of the Snake and of his parents travelling to the
"low country of the lakes," seemingly the léwer
Saskatchewan Delta. Thus, the westernmost Cree in 1730,
were familiar with the far plains while still utilizing the
forested lake country far to the east (Mandelbaum 1979: 31-
32.)

Other accounts are used to show that the Cree were
still centered east of the prairies. Arthur Dobbs (1967),
writing in 1744, "knew something about the prairies and
their inhabitants, [yet] it is significant that he does not
mention Plains Cree"™ (Mandelbaum 1973:32). Instead he

described the true country of the Cree as being about "a
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great lake, called Michinipi" while the boundary between the
Assiniboin and Cree was formed by Lake Winnipeg (p.32).
Mandelbaum (p.32-33) supports this eastern distribution of
the Cree through Jonathan Carver’s (1974) remarks learned at
Grand Portage from visiting Cree and Assiniboin from the
lower Assiniboine River: "the Cree dwell mainly about Lake
Winnipeg, and along the Nelson River" (Mandelbaum 1979:33).

Evidence that the Cree were shuttling between the
plains and in the forests in the late 1700s is found in the
journals of Matthew Cocking (1908) and Edward Umfreville
(1954) . Cocking, a HBC employee, wintered near the North
Saskatchewan River in 1772-73. Here, he described Cree and
Assiniboin travelling to the east to trap wolves and pound
bison while his own group later joined a mixed camp of
Assiniboin, Cree and Blackfoot at a pound. Cocking’s group
later built canoes in order to travel to the Bay. Thus,
Cocking was observing "Cree sufficiently acculturated to
Plains life to build bison pounds [while] they had not yet
given up the use of the canoe" (Mandelbaum 1979:33).

Mandelbaum found Edward Umfreville’s (1954) account of
the Cree, published in 1790, very puzzling since he
described Cree who were a "woodland-dwelling, canoe-using
people" yet who seemed also to have used horses, hunted
bison and used plains methods of warfare. "We can only
conclude that the Cree known to Umfreville were

characterized by an ambivalence between the two
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environments" (Mandelbaum 1979:35).

There are serious problems in Mandelbaum’s use and
interpretation of these accounts. However, it must be
pointed out that a missing portion of David Thompson’s
Narrative, which was not discovered until 1957 (Thompson
1962), shows that Saukamappee was born in the area of The
Pas, Manitoba. It was from this area, apparently, that he
travelled west to aid the Peigan. However, Saukamappee’s
story tells of the battles of the Peigan, not of the history
of the Cree who remain almost unmentioned (see section 6.2
below). Thus, there are no details of the location of
Saukamappee’s parents’ summer camp before they went to the
"lowlands of the lakes," their homegrounds. Nor are there
any data showing that the Cree and Assiniboin, within five
days of the Snake borders, were people whose homeland also
lay in the forests to the east.

Mandelbaum’s problems lie with his discussion of the
accounts after Saukamappee. Dobbs, an Irish critic of the
HBC, learned of the Canadian west only second-hand from
seventeenth century French writers at the Bay and the very
confused account that he learned directly from Joseph La
France, a Metis who had briefly lived in the Lake Winnipeg
area (see section 4.2.3 below). The information Mandelbaum
used from Dobbs was copied directly from La Potherie’s 1697
account from which Mandelbaum himself quotes (p.23). A

plagiarized account from 1697, when the interior was little
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known, cannot be used to describe the western boundaries of
the Cree in the 1740s.

Jonathan Carver knew little of the west since he did
not travel beyond the upper Mississippi River. His Cree
informants were not in a position to speak of the far west
since they were from the lower Assiniboin River. Thus they
describe only the Lake Winnipeg area with which they were
familiar. Yet Mandelbaum uses the limited data from Carver
to support the flawed data from Dobbs.

Mandelbaum only briefly alludes to the journal of
Matthew Cocking. Yet Cocking’s detailed account of his
1772/73 wintering between the Eagle Hills and the lower
South Saskatchewan was, and remains, the second-oldest
published journal of the west (see section 6.3.5 below). His
journal indicates Cree and Assiniboin bands were living
between the Branches of the Saskatchewan, when they were
supposedly invading the west, and were allied with the Gros
Ventre, the Blackfoot Nation and the Sarcee. The Cree
remained on the prairie on the south edge of the Eagle Hills
until severe weather forced them back to the parkland. Most
importantly, some of his group had left for the west in the
fall: to Manito Lake and to the Rockies. Although those
Cree trading at the Bay built canoes in the spring, it is
difficult to see the western Cree as being invaders still
tied to the forests.

There is a simple explanation for Mandelbaum’s
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puzzlement over Umfreville’s description of Cree who are at
one and the same time oriented to both forest and plains.
Umfreville (1954:16,74) clearly indicates that he is
describing two different parts of the country. Thus he
describes first the forest Cree bordering Hudson Bay where
he was employed by the HBC for eight years. Second were the
Cree whom he later knew at the westernmost post on the North
Saskatchewan River when he spent four years with the rival
NWC. Umfreville’s Cree were not manifesting a dual persona
as a result of shuttling between two environments but were
two separate and distinct groups.

It is most surprising, given the range of material that
Mandelbaum consulted, that he fails to discuss the lengthy
journal of Anthony Henday (1907; see below section 6.3.2)
who travelled from the Bay to winter in central Alberta in
1754-55. This work is of critical importance in any
discussion of the history of western Canadian Indian groups
since it is the first sustained account of the west and,
until the 1790s, our only view of central Alberta

Henday shows that in 1754, the Cree and Assiniboin were
not only wintering in the Red Deer and Edmonton areas but
were accompanying the local Indians, probably Blackfoot or
Gros Ventre, on their raids to the southwest. Thus, within
60 years of the time when the Cree supposedly had no
westward extension from Lake Superior, they were camping

within sight of the Rockies and amicably trading with the
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very groups whom they presumably had battledyfor possession
of the prairies.

There is no ready explanation for Mandelbaum’s failure
to use the data from Henday. Since Mandelbaum had access to
Cocking’s published jouinal, he would have had equal access
to Henday’s, which was published only a year earlier and

under the same aegis: the Transactions of the Royal Society

of Canada. Indeed, Mandelbaum had some acquaintance with
Henday’s work since he wrote that the inland Indians
"proffered a variety of reasons to Kelsey and Henday, the
upshot of theh all being simply that they did not want to
trap beaver for the English" (Mandelbaum 1979:29; cf.Henday
1907:338).

Mandelbaum derives the warlike character of the Cree
and their invasion of the west from Alexander Mackenzie’s
(1970) description of the geography and peoples of the west
published in 1801; Briefly, Mackenzie outlined the
boundaries of the Cree and discussed grand population
movements throughout the west. Mandelbaum interprets this to
mean that through their possession of firearms, the Cree had
invaded the west from Lake Winnipeg to the Edmonton area and
north to Lake Athabasca. According to Mandelbaum (p.36-37),
they did not yet control the area south of the North
Saskatchewan, the future home of the Plains Cree, although
by this time they "were already on the down grade."

The seminal nature of Mackenzie’s work in the formation
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of scholarly views of Cree history warrants its discussion
in detail in the next chapter, particularly since the work
has been ill-used. More important than Mandelbaum’s use of
only selected portions of Mackenzie is his failure to
realize the influence of Mackenzie’s work on all later
discussions of Cree history including his own.

Mandelbaum concludes that by 1820 "the Plains Cree were
no longer vacillating between the forest and woodlands
[sic], as they had been in the middle of the eighteenth
century. Although not yet firmly entrenched in the prairie
lands, their woodland excursions were becoming less
habitual"™ (1979:39). The support for this conclusion comes
from David Thompson, who said Cree from north of the North
Saskatchewan "still preferred their ancient mode of life to
living on the plains"™ (1979:36); Alexander Henry the
Younger, who said that Cree in the same area hunted bison
and the plains and trapped in the forest in the winter
(1979:38); Lewis and Clark, who said that Cree living
between the Missouri ‘and the Qu’Appelle still resorted to
the "marshy or wooded lands"™ (1979:39); and Daniel Harmon
who wrote of Cree bands living in the forest at Swan River
while others raided the Gros Ventre and Blackfoot on the
plains (1979:39). Yet all these are descriptions not of
Cree in general but rather of specific groups in specific
localities. Further, Harmon (1954:75) also described Cree

and Assiniboin wintering as far west as Last Mountain Lake
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while Lewis and Clark had only a confused view of the
Qu’Appelle since they were never north of the Missouri
Valley.

The period from 1740 - 1820 was crucial to Mandelbaum’s
history of the Cree since this was the supposed height of
the invasion, a period in which ties to the forest still
remained. Although Mandelbaum used a wide range of historic
accounts to support his argument, it fails largely because
of the information in the few published eighteenth century
journals. From Henday, we learn that, in fact, Cree and
Assiniboin groups were well established in central Alberta
in 1754-1755. From Cocking, we learn that Cree of the Eagle
Hills area were wintering on the plains and only retreating
to the parkland (not the forest) when inclement weather

forced them to follow the bison who were seeking shelter.

2.6 THE OCCUPATION OF THE PLAINS, 1820 - 1880

The period 1820 - 1880, when the Cree reached their
maximum extension, lies outside the limits of this study.
However, it continues to show the weaknesses in Mandelbaum’s
work. Briefly, Mandelbaum focuses on two aspects: wars with
the Blackfoot and the smallpox epidemics. The Cree had
become "a bone fide Plains tribe" by 1845, apparently as a
result of population increases in the Lake Nipigon area and

a scarcity of game around Hudson Bay (Mandelbaum 1979:40-



52
41). The movement was characterized by the intermittent
warfare between the Cree and Blackfoot in this period. At
this time, however, they were also being decimated by
smallpox "one important factor in the decline of the Cree
(p.42-43). It is not clear how, in this period, the Cree,
who were going downhill by 1800, were undergoing decimation
by disease and who were being killed by the Blackfoot
Confederacy, were yet able to reach their maximum extension.
Yet, in fact, this extension did not go much further than
the Red Deer/Edmonton area where they were in 1754 nor
beyond Slave River where evidence of them was seen in 1772
by Samuel Hearne, the first European in that area.

Mandelbaum does not discuss the development of the

Plains Cree who during the period "were probably taking on
new cultural forms" (p.46) as they evolved from a forest to
a plains oriented group. It will be remembered that this
process was the thrust of the title of his dissertation.
The evidence from the eighteenth century, at least in regard
to the location of the Cree, suggests that these processes

had been occurring long before 1820.

2.7 SUMMARY

For Mandelbaum, Cree history was straightforward. 1In
1690 the Cree groups left their homeland north of Lake
Superior and reached the fringes of the plains by 1740.

Until 1820, they continued to move between the forests and
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the prairies trapping in winter and hunting bison in the
summer. Finally, they severed their connections to the
forest and after 1820 became a true Plains group.

They were motivated in this movement by their
dependency on trade goods which forced them to seek new fur
resources, first as trading middlemen and then for their own
trapping as furs in their own lands became depleted. Their
possession of guns allowed them to easily defeat their
western neighbours, the Gros Ventre and the Blackfoot.

On the surface, Mandelbaum’s history is plausible and
attractive; he is able both to describe and explain the
movement of the Cree. But, as we have seen, his account
will not stand examination in light of the sources he uses.
He omits, passes over or misinterprets the evidence. Yet
Mandelbaum’s work has stood uncriticised for 50 years; in
large part because he was not introducing a new view of Cree
history. Inétead, he was offering documentation which only
supported a view that was widely held in his time and which
had been held previously for over 100 years. Because this is
not apparent from his work - Mandelbaum does not put his
work into the context of scholarly studies - it is necessary

to examine how the idea of a Cree migration developed.



3. THE CREE MIGRATION: AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Authorities for over 150 years, with few exceptions
(see section 10.3 below), have consistently projected the
same view of early Western Cree history: the view which
Mandelbaum attempted to document. Since these authors only
rarely refer to the historic record for support, it is
necessary to determine how they reached their conclusions,
especially in. the light of Mandelbaum’s failed attempt.
Either Mandelbaum simply erred in demonstrating what was, in
fact, a valid view or there has been a long-standing,
pervasive misunderstanding of Cree history.

The following traces the development of perceived
Western Cree history beginning with Sir Alexander Mackenzie
and his immediate nineteenth century successors - Sir John
Franklin, Sir John Richardson, Captain John Palliser and Sir
William Francis Butler. Then follows the use of these
accounts to describe the Cree by later writers - Edward S.
Curtis, Albert Gallatin, Diamond Jenness, James Mooney, A.S.
Morton and Henry Schoolcraft, . The continuity of the
accepted view of Cree history is briefly reviewed through
studies written after 1940, Mandelbaum’s date of

publication: works by Walter Hlady, George E. Hyde, Robert
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Lowie and Arthur J. Ray.

3.2 THE ROLE OF SIR ALEXANDER MACKENZIE
3.2.1 MACKENZIE’S TRAVELS

In 1801, Alexander Mackenzie (1971, 1980) published an
account of his explorations to the Arctic and Pacific

oceans: Vovages from Montreal, on the River St. Lawrence,

through the Continent of North America, to the Frozen and

Pacific Oceans; in the Years 1789 and 1793. With a

Preliminary Account of the Rise, Progress, and Present State

of the Fur Trade of that Country. The book was an

immediate success. Within two months Mackenzie was knighted
and the following year saw six new editions in England, the
United States, France and Germany. Editions continued to be
published in these countries and even, in 1806, a Russian
synopsis (Mackenzie 1970:35,36).

Mackenzie stands alone in the breadth of information he
presented on the northwest. Although the first fifth of

the book is entitled A General History of the Fur Trade from

Canada to the North-West, it includes much information on

the geography of the west. It traces, in great detail, the
canoe route from Montreal to the Athébasca by way of the
Sturgeon-weir and Churchill rivers. Mackenzie includes
detailed comments on the adjoining country, its history and
its inhabitants, including the area west of Lake Winnipeg

which lay outside this route. Further, there is a lengthy
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ethnographic description and short vocabularies of the Cree
and Chipewyan. The daily journals of his travels to the
Arctic and Pacific oceans both begin with his departures
from Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca. Although presented
in the form of daily Jjournals, he again skillfully addresses
the general public by including explanatory details.
Generally unnoticed are the final six pages of his book,

included within the Pacific Ocean journal, which summarise

his generalizations of the west presented in his History of

the Fur Trade.

Both Mackenzie’s book and its success stand in contrast
to the only two previously published descriptions of the
west. Edward Umfreville’s account, published in 1790, was
primarily a diatribe against his ex-employers, the HBC, and
gave only brief general descriptions of Indian groups and
game species. Samuel Hearne’s account, published
posthumously in 1795, described in detail his Jjourney from
Fort Churchill to the Coppermine and included ethnographic
and faunal descriptions. However, it was of little relevance
since no Europeans were to explore the Barrenland until
1893. Further, it offered no historical generalizations of
the west.

Mackenzie’s book, which was readily available through
numerous editions, was to have a powerful influence on later
travellers to the northwest. His knighthood guaranteed his

personal reputation. His first-hand knowledge of the
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establishment of the fur trade in the far northwest gave
great authority to his comments about the history of the
west. Finally, his detailed description of travel routes was

required reading for anyone wishing to visit the west.

3.2.2 A NOTE ON ANDREW GRAHAM

There is only one instance of a discussion of Cree
movements which predates that of Mackenzie’s. These
statements precede Mackenzie’s account by some twenty years
yet remained unpublished until 1949 (Isham 1949:309-310).
The comments are those of Andrew Graham (see section 7.2
below) and are found in the final versions of his

Observations on Hudson’s Bay (HBCA E.2/9,10,12) which were

transcribed between 1772 and 1791 (Graham 1969:342-361). In
a section describing the Cree Indians, Graham writes:

At the time the English first settled in
Hudson’s Bay different tribes of this nation
[i.e.Cree] inhabited the country from the sea-
coast [i.e.Hudson Bay] up to the Lakes; but
either to avoid Europeans, or in order of
[sic] search for furs to barter, or because
food grew scarce by the large numbers of
animals destroyed for their furs and skins,
one or more of these reasons has caused them
gradually to retire farther inland, until they
came amongst the buffalo, and they now extend
from the head of Nelson [Saskatchewan] River
down to the Grand Portage [Kaministiquia]....
But a remnant remained about the Factories and
at present constitute what we call the home-
guard Indians ... and although extremely
debilitated and depraved from their ancestors,
yet the language has undergone no alteration
(Graham 1969:191).

At first glance, these statements appear to lend
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independent support for Mackenzie and the accepted view of
Cree history, although no connection can be traced between
the two men. However, Graham is not offering evidence that
the Cree invaded the west but is simply trying to explain
the similarity between the coastal and inland trading Cree.

This is apparent in the preceding version of his

Observations. Here, Graham gives his reasons for believing

the groups were related. We see that he offers no evidence

for believing that the coastal Cree, or Home guard, had

priority of occupation. Graham writes that the inland Cree
talk the same language that the ... home-guard

Indians does and as they have the same manners

and customs &c. which makes me firmly of the

opinion that both are one and the same people

and that the English settling along the coast

obliged them to look for food farther inland.

Indeed the Assinepoets looks upon them as

interlopers never allowing them to penetrate

far into their country (HBCA E.2/7 £.30).

Graham’s comment about the relations with the
Assiniboin was omitted from his later manuscripts. It is
contradicted by the HBC employees sent inland between 1754
and 1774 (see chapter Six) who all record amicable relations
between the Cree and neighbouring Assiniboin, but perhaps
not between the Saskatchewan River Cree groups and the
Southern Assinipoets (see section 11.5). Further, Graham
contradicted himself in these same early manuscripts by
éomplaining of "considerable numbers of Keskachewan [Cree]

Indians harbouring and strolling among the Archithinue and

Asinepoet Indians for the sake of good living" (1969:268,
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see also p.269).

3.2.3 MACKENZIE’S LIMITATIONS

Although Mackenzie spoke with authority in regard to
many features of the west, there were topics which he knew
only second-hand and on which he could only speculate.
Further, he approached these latter topics, especially the
history of Indian groups, within a specific intellectual
framework. Unfortunately, scholars have not examined his
limitations nor his historical paradigm. Instead, his
statements have all been imbued with the same authority
despite the limitations of both his experience and
knowledge.

After a year spent as a t;ader in Detroit, Mackenzie
was sent in 1785 to Ile-a-la-Crosse on the upper Churchill
River which had been established in 1776. In 1787, when his
firm was absorbed by the North West Company (hereafter NWC),
he was sent to work under Peter Pond at the "0ld
Establishment" on the lower Athabasca River. Pond, who had
established the first post on the Athabasca in 1778, had
traded earlier at Fort Dauphin in 1775 and at Sturgeon Post,
near modern Prince Albert, from 1776-1778. Thus Pond was
the likely source for much of Mackenzie’s background
knowledge of the west. He was enthusiastic to reach the
Arctic Ocean, which he had heard of through Indian report,

and is reputed to have ordered Mackenzie to the Arctic
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(Mackenzie 1970:13) although he himself left the west in
1788. An indication of his interests is the series of three
maps he made in 1785, the first major maps of the northwest
(Wagner 1955:endpocket). |

On June 3, 1789, when he was 25 years old, Mackenzie
left Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca on his journey to the
mouth of the Mackenzie River. He was back 102 days later on
September 12. 1In 1791-92, Mackenzie returned to England in
order to become more skilled "in the sciences of astronomy
and navigation" (ibid:58). 1In October, 1792, he left Fort
Chipewyan to establish Fort Fork on the Peace River to
enable him to get a quicker start on his way to the Pacific.
He left from there on this second journey on 4 May 1793 and
was back to Fort Fork by 24 August and then wintered on Lake
Athabasca. Here he suffered depressions and resolved to
leave the northwest at the age of thirty after having spent
seven years in the Athabasca country. He never returned:
"For I think it unpardonable in any man to remain in this
country who can afford to leave it" (ibid:453).

Clearly, the nature of Mackenzie’s feelings towards the
west were much different from those of others of his time
such as David Thompson and Peter Fidler. More important is
the fact that his description of the prairie and parkland
was based entirely on second-hand data as he did not know
the Saskatchewan River west of Cumberland Lake. His entire

experience in the northwest was in the Athabasca district.
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3.2.4 MACKENZIE ON THE WESTERN CREE
For almost 200 years, comments by Alexander Mackenzie
have been understood to mean that the Cree and Assiniboin
moved west in order to participate more fully in the fur
trade, their possession of guns allowing them to defeat
their outlying neighbours. However, as we shall see, his
comments are made in various contexts and often 1lack a
specific time frame. Further, he has little to say about the
history of the western Cree. When we examine the available
literature, both the published and unpublished sources, we
find that there is no justification for this view of the
Cree and Assiniboin. That the two groups moved from a more
eastern homeland 1is not denied (e.g.Siebert 1967). But
there is no evidence to suppose that this was either a
historic event or that it was associated with the fur trade.
Mackenzie’s opening paragraph sets the tenor for his
views of the effects of the fur trade on the Indians:
The fur trade, from the earliest
settlement of Canada, was considered of the
first importance to that colony. The country
was then so populous, that in the vicinity of
the establishments, the animals whose skins
were precious, in a commercial view, soon
became very scarce if not altogether extinct.
They were, it is true, hunted in former
periods, but merely for food and clothing.
The Indians, therefore, to procure the

necessary supply, were encouraged to penetrate
the country... (1970:65).
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These few statements embody three assumptions that
underlie almost all later views of the effects of the fur
trade on the western Indians. First that the Indians became
so dependent on trade goods that they rapidly intensified
their hunting and trapping. Secondly, local areas soon
became depleted in furs. Thirdly, that it was necessary to
search out new lands to obtain new fur resources. Mackenzie
considered these to be self- evident truths and provides no
evidence to support them. Although these assumptions can be
questioned in light of the historic data, they provided the
context within which Mackenzie’s readers interpreted his
later statements (e.g.Mandelbaum 1979:29).

However, Mackenzie is speaking of neither the western
Indians, nor the Cree in particular. He is speaking of the
initial fur trade of the St Lawrence River/ lower Great
Lakes area where there were fur depletions due to high
population densities and where large population movements
had occurred. It is not until later that he outlines the

development of the fur trade beyond Grand Portage (1970:70).

It is when he is describing Indian groups of the
Saskatchewan area, that Mackenzie offers the widely quoted
remark that has been used to establish Cree history:

there is no question of their having been, and
continuing to be, invaders of this country
[the Saskatchewan River area] from the
Eastward. Formerly, they struck terror into
all the tribes whom they met; but now they
have lost the respect that was paid to them;
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as those whom they formerly considered

barbarians, are now their allies, and

consequently become better acquainted with

them, and have acquired the use of fire-arms

(1970:117) .

Almost all later writers of the west have paraphrased
these lines to describe the early history of the Cree but
few have acknowledged their source (e.g. Richardson, in
Franklin 1970:69, original 1823; King 1836 vol 1:57;
Palliser 1968:375; Hector 1860:251; Mooney 1971:117-118;
Morton 1973:15-19; Jenness 1963: 254,284; Patterson
1972:91-92; Ray 1974:12,23,98). An example of the reliance
on Mackenzie is Sir John Richardson’s description of the
Cree written while he accompanied Franklin to the Arctic
from 1819-1822:

the Crees having early obtained arms from the

European traders, were enabled to make

harassing inroads on the lands of their

neighbours, ... but their enemies being now as

well armed as themselves, the case is much

altered (in Franklin 1970:69).

Richardson’s statements, in turn, were given great
authority through his association with first, the Franklin
expeditions and later, the Franklin searching expeditions.
A fellow of the Royal Society, he later wrote an account of
the west where he (1852:266,268) briefly mentions an
Algonquian movement from the east but refers the reader to
his earlier descriptions of the Cree in Franklin’s (1970)

Narrative of his explorations. Although Richardson seems to

be supporting Mackenzie’s statements, he is simply copying
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themn.

Mackenzie’s statements about the Cree congquest
mentioned above lose their directness when they are examined
in context. They were not written to explain either the
effects of the fur trade on the Cree or even Cree history in
general. Rather Mackenzie was describing all the various
Indian groups found along the Saskatchewan drainage. He was
hypothesizing continental movements of all western Indian
groups in order to explain their distribution in his day.
More importantly, he does not relate any of these movements
with the fur trade. Thus the Assiniboin, who had split off
from the Sioux "at a time before our knowledge" were moving
northwest from the upper Mississippi and lower Missouri
(1970:112); the Fall or Big Bellies who were related to
groups on the Bend of the Missouri are also moving
northwest. Mackenzie could only assume the Blackfoot groups
were also from that direction as he knew of no other
languages similar to theirs. The Sarcee were Athapaskans
and had therefo:e come from the northwest. It was only
after describing all these groups, that Mackenzie goes on to
mention the Cree. Clearly, since they were Algonquian-
speakers and related to the many groups living as far east
as the Atlantic (1970:131), there could be little doubt that
they had moved from this area sometime in the past.

That Mackenzie considered the movement of the Cree to

have been independent of the fur trade is found in the final
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pages of his book. Here, Mackenzie reviews the geography of
the west then turns his attention to its inhabitants. He
suggests that he is thinking of the distant past:

Much has been said,and much more remains to
be said on the peopling of America. On this
subject I shall confine myself to one or two
observations, and leave my readers to draw
their inferences from them (1970:414).

Mackenzie then goes on to review the movements of the
Indians: the Eskimo have moved west along the coasts from
Greenland; the Cree west from the Atlantic and banks of the
St Lawrence River; the Chipewyans and their related tribes
have moved east from a traditional home in Siberia; and
finally, the Assiniboin have moved northwest from the south.
These statements of the movements of Indians are made as
explanations of how they came to be located where they were
in Mackenzie’é day. As his mention of Greenland and Siberia
indicate, they were not related to the fur trade.

Mackenzie does not say that the possession of guns
enabled the Cree to invade the west. Rather, the people
whom the Cree considered to be barbarians "now have guns and
have become their allies." However, the identity of these
former enemies is not clear. It is commonly assumed that
these must be the groups lying immediately west of the Cree:
the Gros Ventre and Blackfoot tribes. But their
relationship with the Cree must be described in precisely

opposite terms. All accounts from Saukamappee through to

Matthew Cocking and even David Thompson show that the
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western Cree groups were allied with the Blackfoot Nation
from the 1730s to the early 1780s. It was only in the last
decade of the 1700s that the hostilities broke out which
were to characterise the relations between the groups, so
often described by the writers of the nineteenth century.
Moreover, the group Henday visited had guns by at least
1754. It is possible that Mackenzie is referring to the
Snake, whom the Indians were surprised to see with guns in
1785 (HBCA B.87/a/8 26 December 1785) although the Cree and
Snake were never allies.

These comments of Mackenzie’s are more appropriate to
the far northwest where he saw his only direct evidence of
Cree raids, raids carried out against groups on the
Mackenzie and upper Peace rivers. His remarks at one point
are very similar to his comments on the Saskatchewan area.
Although the Beaver Indians had made peace with the local
Cree, other Cree kept attacking them until they were able to
obtain guns: "they still entertain a great dread of their
natural enemies, but they are since become so well armed,
that the others [the Cree] now call them their allies"
(Mackenzie 1970:253-54). It seems that Mackenzie, who had
never been near the Saskatchewan area, has extrapolated his
knowledge of a specific, localized group of Cree to apply to
any and all groups of Cree in the west.

Apart from these contemporaneous raids beyond the

Athabasca, Mackenzie gives three instances reflecting the
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invasion of the Cree, none of which apply to the
Saskatchewan area. These are in his descriptions of Frog
Portage lying between the upper Sturgeon-weir and the
Churchill river of northeastern Saskatchewan; of
Ile-a-la-Crosse on the upper Churchill River in northwestern
Saskatchewan: and of Peace Point west of Lake Athabasca in
northeastern Alberta. However, in all of these, he is very
vague, if not silent, concerning the dates, the people and
the motivations involved.

Mackenzie (1970:121) states that the Churchill River
received its Cree name, Missinipi, when the Cree "first came
to this country, and either destroyed or drove back the
natives whom they held in great contempt."™ To show their
contempt for these people, especially their attempts to trap
beaver and prepare their skins, the Cree stretched the skin
of a frog and hung it on Frog Portage which " was, at that
time, the utmost extent of their conquest or war-faring
progress West...."

Mackenzie gives us no hint of who these original
inhabitants might have been nor when the event occurred.
References to beaver skins suggest that the fur trade might
have been involved, but Mackenzie’s next gomments suggest
the presence of the Cree in the area preceded this period.

Mackehzie explicitly avows his ignorance of the arrival
of the Cree in the upper Churchill area in his discussion of

Ile-a-la-Crosse:
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Who the original people were that were
driven from it, when conquered by the
Knisteneaux [Cree] is not now known, as not a
single vestige remains of them. The latter,
and the Chepewyans, are the only people that

have been
the last-
strangers

Mackenzie

known here; and it is evident that
mentioned consider themselves as
...(1970:125).

is now speaking of the place where he had

spent two winters and where he knew the people well. This

was only 100 years after the introduction of the western fur

trade yet nothing could be determined as to who the early

people might have been.

Mackenzie’s third reference to a Cree conquest is also

his most detailed. He says that Peace Point, about 50

air-miles up the Peace River from Lake Athabasca, received

its name when the Cree and Beaver Indians "settled their

dispute":

When this country was formerly invaded by
the Knisteneaux, they found the Beaver Indians
inhabiting the land about Portage la Loche;
and the adjoining tribes were those whom they
called the slaves ([sic]. They drove both
these tribes before them; when the latter
[Slave] proceeded down the river from the Lake
of the Hills [Lake Athabascal, in consequence

of which

that part of it obtained the name of

the Slave River. The former [Beaver]
proceeded up the river; and when the
Knisteneaux made peace with them, this place
was selected as the boundary (1970:238).

Here we are, perhaps, hearing of an event for which

there is contemporary evidence. Morton (1973:12) dates the

event to the smallpox epidemic of 1782/1782 and Yerbury

(1981:34) to Matonabee’s efforts in 1765. However in the HBC
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journals written at York Factory between 1715 and 1721,
there are references to a Cree leader named Captain Swan who
went into the Athabasca area to make alliances with the
local Indians (see below section 5.6, 10.8). Swan described
the Athabasca River and its tar formations and a large lake,
Lake Athabasca. He made several trips into the area,
wintering with the unnamed Indians with whom he arranged a
truce, the two groups exchanging children.

It is likely that it was Swan’s efforts in the 1710s
which were remembered at Peace Point. However, Swan makes
no mention of Indians being driven from the Portage la Loche
area, rather he had to go to Lake Athabasca to meet the
group. Further, it is difficult to understand how the
Beaver and Slave were driven from the la Loche area when
there was no memory of other than Cree at Ile-a-la-Crosse,
only 160 km to the south. Even if we take Mackenzie’s
account at face value, it says nothing of the Cree invasion
from the east but rather their movement into the Athabasca
basin from a position already far in the west.

In both the journals written of his trips to the Arctic
and the Pacific, Mackenzie records evidence of Cree raiding
parties. However, they are not evidence of the expansion of
the Cree. In all cases the remains of these camps, for that
is what he observed, lie beyond all known distributions of
the Cree. Furthermore, intervening groups lay between the

home area of the Cree and the area in which they were
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raiding.

On his Arctic trip he saw evidence of what were
reported to be Cree raids on the west shore of Great Slave
Lake (1970:174); near the mouth of the Liard River
(1970:179); and near present Wrigley, nearly 580 km from
Great Slave Lake. Jenness (1968:32,284,424) has stated,
using these data, that the Cree were raiding as far as the
delta of the Mackenzie River, but it is clear that the Cree
were then some 1000 km from the mouth.

On his trip to the Pacific, Mackenzie (1970:271,275)
also saw evidence of what he was told were the remains of
Cree raiding parties as far west as the Peace River Canyon
near modern Hudson Hope, British Columbia. They (1970:318)
later met a woman near modern Prince George on the Fraser
River, who said she had been captured by Crees and carried
east over the mountains but had escaped and returned to her
home. Again, these raids were being carried out over a
distance/of, at least, 900 to 1200 km from the
Alberta/Saskatchewan border. Clearly these raids had
nothing to do with territorial aggrandizement.

In his ethnographic sketch of the Cree, Mackenzie
(1970:132) gives their distribution. In northwestern
Ontario, their southern boundary followed the watershed
between Hudson Bay and Lake Superior:

It then proceeds till it strikes the
middle part of the river Winipic, following

that water to the discharge of the
Saskatchiwine into it; from thence it
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accompanies the latter to Fort George [65 km
west of the Alberta/Saskatchewan border], when
the line, striking by the head of Beaver River
to the Elk River [Athabasca River], runs along
its banks to its discharge in the Lake of the
Hills [Lake Athabasca]; from which it may be
carried back East, to the Isle a la Crosse,
and so on to Churchill by the Missinipi
[Churchill River]..... Some of them, indeed,
have penetrated further West and South to the
Red River, to the South of Lake Winipic, and
the South branch of the Saskatchiwine.

Mackenzie, who had never seen the edge of the northern
plains and adjacent parkland knew little of the Cree of that
area and greatly underestimated their western boundaries.
The earliest data from southern Manitoba indicate the Cree
were south of Lake Winnipeg in 1738 (La Vérendrye
1968:298-99) and groups west of Dauphin were described as
the Cree of the Plains (p.485). Although the Cree seldom
moved up the South Saskatchewan River past Moose Woods, even
in the early nineteenth century, they were familiar with the
adjacent area in 1754 (Henday 1907). At that time, groups
visited the modern Red Deer, Alberta area and wintered south
of modern Edmonton, which were some 275 km and 175 km from
Fort George. Thus, Mackenzie is in error in saying that the
western boundaries of the Cree followed Lake Winnipeg to
Fort George on the North Saskatchewan River.

These, then, are the statements that Mackenzie made
about the Cree, a group he was familiar with only through

the small population in the Ile-a-la-Crosse and lower
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Athabasca River areas. We see that Mackenzie occasionally
refers to a Cree "conquest" of the west but he never
suggests that this was a result of the fur trade. Although
he does refer to the advantage which the Cree had because of
their possession of guns, this was in reference to the far
northwest. The specific raids of which he had direct
knowledge were carried out far beyond even his recognized
boundaries of the Cree and would not have served to expand
Cree territory.

Furthermore, his term "conquest" must be understood in
a particular sense. He is speaking in terms of a migration
from an eastern homeland unrelated to the fur trade. As we
have seen, Mackenzie knew the Cree were related to groups as
far east as the Atlantic Seaboard. It is not surprising
that he regards the Cree as having migrated west but as to
when this occurred, he is either silent or refers to a
distant undated past.

It must be remembered that Mackenzie never visited the
plains and parklands of the west. When he speaks of the
Cree of this area, it appears that he is extrapolating from
his knowledge of the Athabasca area.

His book has had a profound influence on all the later
perceptions of the history of the west and of Indian groups.
Specifically, his views became the framework for a very
definite and particular history of the Cree although, as we

have seen, he is at times silent, ignorant and even wrong
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about specific events.

We will now examine the path by which Mackenzie’s
scattered references to the Cree came to have such
influence. First, we will examine the debt owed to
Mackenzie in the treatment of Cree history by twentieth
century scholars, both after and before Mandelbaum. Then we
will trace how this influence developed in the nineteenth
century through writings which appeared to lend support to
Mackenzie but which, in fact, most often used him as an

unacknowledged source.

3.3 TWENTIETH CENTURY SCHOLARS AND THE MIGRATION OF THE
CREE

David Mandelbaum’s (1979) study of Plains Cree history
forms a watershed for twentieth century thought regarding
the Western Cree. He was the first to intensively examine
the historic record in order to demonstrate that the Cree
had, in fact, moved west.

Not only was Mandelbaum’s work one of the last
"classic" ethnographies of a northern Plains group but it
marked the beginning of a hiatus in fieldwork among
Saskatchewan Indians which lasted many years. This was
accompanied by a general shift of academic focus away from
not only Indian groups but the entire fur trade period. As
a result, scholars have been forced to rely on Mandelbaum

and have been strongly influenced by his views.
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Writers contemporaneous with, and immediately prior to,
Mahdelbaum indicate the store of common knowledge from which
Mandelbaum worked and serve to clarify the contributions of
nineteenth century authorities to our conception of Cree
history. However, as we shall see, these authorities do not
offer additional data to support Mackenzie, instead they
refer back to his statements. Thus the whole framework of
our understanding of western Cree history has a fragile

base.

3.3.1 POST-MANDELBAUM WRITERS

George E. Hyde in his synthesis of the northern plains

Indians, Indians of the High Plains, offers the general view

held of the Cree and Assiniboin:

Equipped with firearms by the French and
English, the Cree and Assiniboins began to
terrorize neighboring tribes. By 1690 they
had pushed westward beyond Lake Winnipeg and
up the Churchill River from Hudson Bay, and
during this advance they seem to have driven
the Blackfoot, Atsenas and Arapahoes ... from
their older homes, perhaps in the valley of
the Red River, forcing them to retire into the
district west of Lake Winnipeg and south of
the Saskatchewan (1959:127).

In 1954, Robert Lowie (1963) published his synthesis

of the Plains groups, Indians of the Plains. According to

the Jesuit Relation of 1666-67, the Cree were in the country

between Lake Superior and Hudson Bay.
With the coming of the Hudson’s Bay Company

... the demand for beaver made them penetrate
further west, displacing the older inhabitants
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with the aid of the Europeans’ guns. By about

1730 a detachment of Cree was reported south

of the Saskatchewan, and they had certainly

reached Lake Winnipeg.... they were now

depending on the traders for weapons,

clothing, utensils, and even food. The

advantage due to firearms, however, decreased

as other tribes likewise got guns.... In

1772 the western advance guard was impounding

buffalo, but still clung to the canoe

(1963:211).

Although these works were written primarily for an
American audience only peripherally interested in the
Canadian west, their authors had sufficient prestige that
their statements were more widely influential. However, the
same views are found in the more recent syntheses of
Canadian Indians. E. Palmer Patterson II in a widely used
text, summarizes Mandelbaum. He speaks of the Cree as being
originally from east of Lake Winnipeg but "armed with guns
and seeking furs, they pushed out gradually into the
Prairies, where they formed an alliance with their
Assiniboine neighbours..." (1972:91-92).

One of the few attempts to review the published primary
data was made by Walter Hlady, an avocational archaeologist
from Manitoba, whose statements became influential among
archaeologists of the northern plains. Hlady interpreted
the archaeological data to indicate that the Cree had been
in eastern and central Manitoba from prehistoric times.
However, Hlady also saw the Cree as historic migrants into

the farther west: "With the acquisition of firearms, the

Cree became much more expansive than the gradual westward
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movement of earlier centuries" (1964:26). Although Hlady
(p.24) considered the prehistoric movement to be triggered
by a population buildup of a people who needed large areas
of land on which to subsist, the motivation for the later
movement is unstated, although it seems to have been vaguely
associated with the fur trade.

The most detailed assessment of both the published data
and the HBC archives is Arthur J. Ray’s (1974) study of the

western Indians, primarily Cree and Assiniboin: Indians in

the Fur Trade: Their Role as Hunters, Trappers and Middlemen

in the Lands Southwest of Hudson Bay, 1660 - 1870. Ray

(1974:12), utilizing the data from the Relations places the
Cree first around and east of Lake Nipigon in 1658, in the
Rainy River area by 1688, and in the forest between the
lower Nelson River and the lower Saskatchewan River by 1690.
However, his map of the period shows the "probable limits of
the Cree, 1658 - 1690" as still lying east of Lake Winnipeg
(p.5 figure 1).

After allying themselves with the Assiniboin and "using
the arms they obtained at the Bay, they quickly assumed the
role of middlemen in the evolving trade network and expanded
their trading areas with force" (p.23). By 1720 the Cree
and Assiniboin moved into the forest and northern edge of
the Parkland Belt from southern Manitoba west to the Alberta
border and north to the head of the Churchill River to

expand "their trapping and trading area" (p.19). 1In the
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late 1780s, the Cree "turned southward and began pushing
more vigorously into the grasslands and parklands located to
the south of the North Saskatchewan River" and into the
lower South Saskatchewan and upper Qu’Appelle rivers (p.98).
This later movement was a result of a shift in the role of
the Cree in the fur trade from being trappers to being
suppliers of provisions, i.e. bison meat (p.104).

Neither Hlady nor Ray refer to Mandelbaum, although
their positions are not basically different from his. They
add a prehistoric perspective, but the Cree are still, in
the early contact period, in eastern or central Manitoba.

As a result of the fur trade, they begin a rapid migration
northwest across Saskatchewan and into eastern Alberta.
Since 1940, then, there has been a general consensus that
varies only in details. We then must ask whether Mandelbaum
changed the earlier view of Cree history, or whether he
merely documented what was already, by his time, the

accepted view.

3.3.2. EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY WRITERS

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
marked a florescence in the study of the fur trade. It was
during this time that most of the primary documents were
published or translated (e.g. Henday, Cocking, Thompson,
Kelsey, Jérémie, La Vérendrye, Henry the Younger, Harmon,

the Masson collection). However, the editors of these works
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had little interest in tracing the role that the Indians
played in the development of the fur trade or in examining
what these documents revealed about their history.

For example, A.S. Morton (1973, original 1939), one of
the first historians allowed access to the HBC archives,
barely mentions Indians in his monumental study: A _History

of the Canadian West to 1870 - 71. Being a History of

Rupert’s Land (the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Territory) and of

the North-West territory (including the Pacific Slope)

When he does, his critical sense is weakened, and he accepts
sources and makes interpretations that he avoids in speaking
of the Europeans. More importantly, he does not critically
examine the printed sources in light of his archival data.
However, he does try to sketch the locations of the western
Indian groups at contact.

Morton (1973:26) writes that the Cree were east of Lake
Winnipeg in 1749 while the Assiniboin were on the plains to
the west and south. He then notes that traditionally the
Cree were said to have welcomed the Assiniboin to the
plains, and that in 1691 the Assiniboin and Cree lived on
the plains between the Red Deer River and the Touchwood
Hills. Morton suggests that the Blackfoot tribes moved
southwestward from the North Saskatchewan and drove out the
original inhabitants, the Snakes and Kutenais (p.18). The
Gros Ventre moved into the resultant vacuum

driven before the Crees and Assiniboins, armed
with guns. They [the Gros Ventre] occupied the
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open plains to the south, while the

Assiniboins took possession of the North

Saskatchewan, the Eagle Hills, and the lower

Battle River. The Crees possessed themselves

of the north bank of the Saskatchewan and the

wooded country north of it (p.19).

Morton’s brief discussion of Indian groups was simply
to set the background for his description of the fur trade.
Other writers of the time attempted to synthesise the new
fur trade data that were being published. Most important
among these were the works of Diamond Jenness (1963;
original 1932), Edward S. Curtis (1976; original 1928) and
J.S. Mooney (1971; original 1907). The first edition of

Jenness’s work, The Indians of Canada, was published in

1932. It was an ethnographic and historic description of the
Indians of Canada using both primary and secondary sources.
However, he does not often indicate his sources or examine
the rationale of his views.

Jenness clearly recognizes that the western limits of
the Cree cannot be determined in the early period. At one
point he suggests that the original home of the Cree was in
"the hinterland of James Bay" from which they "marched
northwest... and raided the whole valley of the Mackenzie
river" as they defeated groups who were unable to get guns
from Hudson Bay (1963:32). However, elsewhere, he states
that the Cree

in the early sixteenth century [sic]

appear to have wandered over part of the

country west of lake Winnipeg, perhaps between

the Red river and the Saskatchewan. As soon
as they obtained firearms from Hudson bay,
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however, they expanded westward and northward

until, in the middle of the eighteenth century

they controlled northern Manitoba,

Saskatchewan and Alberta (p.284).

These movements resulted from the demands for furs: the
over-trapping of land caused them to "expand into new
areas,often invading the territories of their neighbours"
(p.254).

Edward S. Curtis, in his multi-volume study of The

North American Indian, writes that

[The Cree] movement into the open country in
pursuit of buffalo was westward up the
Saskatchewan....It was the advance guard of
the western Woods Cree that expelled the
former Athapascan inhabitants of the country
south of Athabasca lake, only to be forced in
turn southward to the Saskatchewan... (1976:55-
56) .

The Cree had been in close association with the
‘Assiniboin with whom "they joined forces in pushing the
Blackfoot, Bloods, and Peigan southwestward out of the
plains bordering the Saskatchewan river" while the Woods
Cree "were limited to dispossessing the Athapascans of their
territory between the Saskatchewan and Athabasca lake" (pp.
56-57). Evidence for these statements is then provided
through quotations from Mackenzie and Franklin.

In the encyclopedic Handbook of American Indians North

of Mexico, James Mooney’s article on the Cree (Hodge
1971:117-118) considers that although the Jesuit Relation of
1640 indicates that a portion of the Cree lived in the James

Bay region, the Relations of 1661 and 1667 indicate that the
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larger part of the tribe lived further to the northwest.
Some of them appear to have lived in the Red River area
according to a tradition collected by Lacombe, and were soon
attracted to the plains by the presence of bison. Here they
welcomed the Assiniboin and the two tribes united to drive
the Siksika and their allies to the southwest from the
Saskatchewan River. After they obtained guns, they carried
out raids as far as the Rocky Mountains and the Mackenzie
River.

All these twentieth century writers have a common
theme: the Cree were originally in the east, whether in
Manitoba or northwest Ontario. As a result of the fur trade
and because of their access to guns thé Cree, allied with
the Assiniboin, moved west through the forest and pafkland
then onto the plains where they displaced the original
inhabitants, pushing them to the north and southwest. The
one exception to this general view is Jenness who, for
unstated reasons, is willing to consider the Cree to have
been far. into the west as early as 1525, although, as we
have seen he is self-contradictory on this point.
Nevertheless, it is clear that Mandelbaum was not breaking
new ground in his discussion of Cree history; rather he was

filling out the details of an already accepted view.

3.4 NINETEENTH CENTURY OBSERVERS AND SYNTHESIZERS

The roots for the common view of Cree history held by
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twentieth century writers might be expected to lie in the
nineteenth century. However, neither the travellers in the
west nor scholars with access to historical data present any
information not found in Mackenzie.

In the Canadian west the most influential travellers
were no longer fur traders but members of various scientific
expeditions. Of these, the most renowned were the Sir John
Franklin expedition to the Arctic of 1819-1822 and of 1825-
27; the overland Franklin searching expeditions later made
by Richard King under Sir George Back in 1833-35 and by Sir
John Richardson in 1848; the expeditions to explore the
Canadian plains by Captain John Palliser in 1857-60 and by
Henry Youle Hind in 1857-58; and Sir William Samuel Butler’s
fact-gathering journey to the plains in 1870.

These expeditions all resulted in popular editions,
except for Palliser (whose account remained available
through Parliamentary Blue Books), of travels in the
northwest giving descriptions of both the lands and people.
Few primary sources were available to the authors except
that of Alexander Mackenzie, who as we have seen, was
regarded as authoritative. Since the west was undergoing
great changes, particularly after the amalgamation of the
rival HBC and NWC in 1821, it is not surprising to find
these authors depending on Mackenzie, particularly for the
historical portions of their works. Also important, for our

discussion, is that all these writers witnessed the serious



83
outbreak of hostilities between the Cree and Blackfoot
Confederacy which lasted from the early until the late
1800s. These hostilities seemed to vividly illustrate
Mackenzie’s statements of the Cree invasion of the west.

Sir John Franklin’s account of his journey to the
Arctic Ocean includes several chapters on his party’s
wintering at Cumberland House based on journals kept by
Robert Hood (1974) and Sir John Richardson. Richardson
supplied a historical sketch of the western Indian groups:

The Asseenaboine, termed by the Crees

Asseeneepoytuck, or Stone Indians

originally entered this part of the country

under the protection of the Crees, and in

concert with them attacked and drove to the

westward the former inhabitants of the banks

of the Saskatchewan. They are still the

allies of the Crees, but have now become more

numerous than their former protectors.... The

nations who were driven to the westward by the

[Assiniboin] and Cree are termed, in general,

by the latter, Yatchee-thin-yoouc, which has

been translated Slave Indians, but more

properly signifies strangers [the Fall,

Peigan, Blood, Blackfoot and Sarcee] (Franklin

1970:107-108) .

Richardson realized that "the origin of the Cree...,is,
like that of the other Aborigines of America, involved in
obscurity." However, he suggested that the Cree had moved to
the shores of Hudson Bay and westward to "the plains which
lie betwixt the forks of the Saskatchewan" (Franklin
1970:62) . Franklin’s journal contains one contemporary

reference to the Cree immediately northeast of Lake Winnipeg

who "have of late years been gradually deserting the low or
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swampy country, and ascending, where animals are more
abundant" (p.37). However, his statement that this was a
recent phenomenon indicates that it has nothing to do with
the suggestion that the Cree had moved west with the
introduction of the fur trade some 140 years earlier.

In an ethnographic sketch of the Cree, Richardson
explains that

the Crees having early obtained arms from the

FEuropean traders, were enabled to make

harassing inroads on the lands of their

neighbours, and are known to have made war

excursions as far westward as the Rocky

Mountains, and to the northward as far as

McKenzie’s River; but their enemies being now

as well armed as themselves, the case is much

altered (Franklin 1970:69).

Here we see the great debt that Richardson owes to
Mackenzie although there is never a hint that these
observations were not based on his wintering on the
Saskatchewan.

Further evidence that statements regarding Cree history
were based on Mackenzie, rather than on their own experience
in the west, is found in Richard King who visited Cumberland
House in 1833 on his way to the Arctic:

[The Cree] are no longer the intrepid and

e hardy warriors who conquered the inhabitants

of the Saskatchiwine and Mississippi rivers,

and drove before them the Slave nations, their

natural enemies. Having obtained arms and

ammunition from the first European trader§,

they were enabled to attack the neighbouring

tribes with the most fearful success... they

have been known to penetrate as far west as
McKenzie’s River (1836 vol 1:57).
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The government-sponsored expeditions of the 1850s, who
were given a specific mandate to collect information on the
Canadian prairies, reflect the continued, but unacknowledged
debt to Mackenzie. Although the Palliser expedition spent
several summers on the plains and wintered at Fort Carlton,
none of the observations made by the expedition provide data
on Cree history other than what is found in Mackenzie. James
Hector, a member of the Palliser expedition, in an address
to the Ethnological Society of London, gives us the view
which the members of the Palliser expedition held:

The Cree Nation was at one time very numerous,
and as they were the first of the Rupert Land
Indians to obtain firearms, they overran and
made a temporary conquest of the greater part
of the country, the tradition being that they
even crossed the Rocky Mountain and reached
the Pacific Coast (Hector and Vaux 1860:251).

Thomas Blakeston, in the official papers of the
expedition, submitted a report which David Mandelbaum said
"summarizes other evidence we have been considering and so
is worth quoting ..."

In fact the Crees generally may thank the
traders for the greater part of the interior
they now have in their hands, for it is not a
great many years since the Blackfeet held the
whole Saskatchewan plains, at which time the
Stone Indians ... inhabited the [Assiniboine
River], and the Crees were confined mostly to
the thick-wooded-country to the north of Lake
Winnipeg, and between that lake and Hudson’s
Bay. On the fur trade, however, being pushed
up the Saskatchewan and the Crees obtaining
fire-arms of the traders, they drove the
Blackfoot and Fall Indians, or Gros Ventres
west... (Palliser 1859:46 in Mandelbaum
1973:41-42).
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In the same period, Hind who had travelled in
southeastern Saskatchewan through the Qu’ Appelle valley and
then followed the South Saskatchewan to Fort Carlton then
back to Red River settlement. He, alone, of the western
explorers, does not offer any historical background of the
plains Indians although he devotes much space to the history
of the Iroquoian-speakers of southern Ontario. He writes of
the "great Algonquin family, whose hunting grounds then
extended from the north west side of the valley of the Saint
Lawrence to Hudson’s Bay" when the Jesuit missionaries
penetrated southern Ontario in 1615 (1971 vol.ii:181).
Otherwise, he lends indirect support to the Cree conquest by
speaking of the warfare between the Cree and Blackfoot
groups and suggesting that the Cree were recent arrivals

The rings of stones marking the site of Cree

encampments on the Qu’Appelle are of

comparatively modern date, and belong

doubtless to the ancestors of the present

races of the country (vol.ii:121).

Sir William Francis Butler (1968; original 1872) was
sent through the west to survey the effects of the smallpox
epidemic of 1870-71. His work is regarded as one of the
travel classics of the Canadian west (Peel 1973:342) and had
undergone 19 editions by 1924. He specific task was to
gather information on the Plains groups but he was able to
do little more than paraphrase Mackenzie, again without |

acknowledgement.

The Cree, having been the first to obtain
fire-arms from the white traders, quickly
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extended their boundaries, and moving from

Hudson Bay and the region of the lakes overran

the plains of the Upper Saskatchewan

(1968:375) .

While these travellers were moving through the west and
describing the Cree in what are almost identical terms and
with no specific details, others in the east were trying to
collect and collate information about North American
Indians.

Albert Galatin between 1823 and 1836 attempted to
present a synopsis of all the Indian languages north of
Mexico, but was restricted to 81 groups because of lack of
data. He was in direct communication with fur traders and
was familiar with the works of Umfreville, Hearne, Mackenzie
and Franklin (1973, original 1836:18-19). Although he was a
linguist, his work was influential because he offered the
first synthesis of North American Indians, especially of the
western groups. In his discussion, he writes that the Cree
"now extend, in consequence to recent conquests already
alluded to, from Hudson’s Bay to the Rocky Mountains
(1973:23). The conquests are seemingly a reference to the
Athapaskans, whose southern boundary was Lake Athabasca
"before encroachments had been made on their territory by
the [Cree]" (p.l17) and to the Athabasca River, "which is now
in the possession of the [Cree], who have driven away the
original inhabitants" (p.19-20). This information was

seemingly from Mackenzie whom Gallatin refers to, but he is
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not clear on this point. Later, he mentions that the Cree
have driven the Blackfoot "away from the easterly portion of
the Saskachawin country, and call them the Slave Nation,"
information which he apparently just obtained from Kenneth
Mackenzie, a trader at Fort Union on the mouth of the
Yellowstone River (p.133 note).

Henry Schoolcraft, although primarily concerned with
groups in the east does make scattered comments about the
Cree and their conquest in the west (e.g.1969, original
1851, Part 1:27,259; Part 3:401; Part 6:32-33). However, it
is clear that he is depending on Mackenzie for these
statements (e.g.Part 1:19, 27; Part 5:164) since he presents

quotations and information from Mackenzie’s account.

3.5 Conclusions

For over 150 years perceptions of early Cree history
have been essentially unchanged. For most of the 1800s,
writers simply reworked Mackenzie’s comments without adding
further details. 1In the twentieth century, with the
publication of original sources, the new data were made to
fit the established view although as we have seen in the
case of Mandelbaum, especially, this often led to
inconsistencies. This is despite the fact that Mackenzie
does not actually refer to a historical invasion of the west
by the Cree. Nevertheless, he was so interpreted and his

comments became so pervasive in the literature published on
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the west by later writers, that his statements were never
questioned. Further, although later nineteenth century
writers appeared to be offering independent support for

Mackenzie’s statements, they were, in fact, repeating them.



4. THE WESTERN CREE AND ASSINIBOIN: EASTERN APPROACHES

4.1 INTRODUCTION -

The historic record of the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries has been interpreted to show that the
Cree and Assiniboin arrived in the western interior as a
result of the fur trade. Since the HBC archives were not
readily available to researchers until the 1960s, and
published accounts of the western interior did not begin
before the late 1700s, researchers were forced to look at
the seventeenth century published material from the French
exploration of the Great Lakes area. These early references
to the Cree and Assiniboin from northwestern Ontario were
then combined with later references to these groups in the
west to support the view that a migration from Ontario had
occurred in the historic period.

In recent years, this view has been disputed. Syms
(1985:81-83) considers that the assumption of a historic
migration is based on what he calls the "Fallacy of
Displaced Observation". He points out, as has Smith
(1976:415, that it was not the native groups who moved west
but rather the European observers who were moving west and
simply becoming more knowledgeable of the western
distribution of Indian groups.

Neither of these opposing views has yet been

90
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substantiated by a detailed examination of the evidence. The
following is a discussion of the French exploration of the
west in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to evaluate
the evidence for a sevenﬁeenth century Cree homeland in
northwestern Ontario.

This immediate examination deals with only one of three
groups of data bearing on the distribution of the Cree and
Assiniboin. First are the records of the French who entered
the western Great Lakes area in the mid-1600s and eventually
reached the Saskatchewan River 100 years later where they
occupied posts until the end of the Seven Years War in 1763.

The second body of data (see Chapter 5) concerns the
knowledge of the Cree and Assiniboin gained from observers
on the western coast of Hudson Bay. These begin with the
exploration of the west coast of Hudson Bay in 1612 and
continue with the establishment of posts at the mouths of
the Hayes and Nelson rivers in 1682. Possession of these
posts vacillated between the French and English until the
Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 which established HBC ownership.
With few exceptions the traders did not try to penetrate the
interior and the only information regarding the inland
groups was second-hand, obtained from the Indians as they
came to the Bay to trade.

This changed in 1754 when, as a result of the inroads
made by French traders into the Saskatchewan River area, the

HBC began regularly to send employees inland to winter with
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the Cree and persuade the inland Indians to come to the Bay
to trade. These inland travels stopped with the
establishment of inland HBC posts in 1774, although there
were several later exceptions. Several of these men kept
regular journals, and it is this first-hand information
which forms the third body of data and offers the earliest
first-hand detailed accounts of the inland area (see Chapter

Six).

4.2 THE FRENCH IN THE WEST: 1650- 1763
4.2.1. APPROACHES TO THE WEST: 1615- 1716

The Jesuit Relations are the main source for early
ethnohistoric details concerning the Indian groups in
central Canada and the adjoining United States. These are a
series of reports written by the Jesuits and published in
France from 1632-1672 in order to attract support for their
missionary efforts among the Indians. The Relations, with
other documents dating from 1610-1791, were published in
parallel translation in 73 volumes at the end of the
nineteenth century (Thwaites 1896-1901).

These, with several memoirs written by explorers
travelling south of the Great Lakes to the upper Mississippi
River, are almost the sole sources of data on the Cree and
Assiniboin of this period. As we shall see, because of the

nature of this exploration and the resultant fur trade, the
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Cree and Assiniboin are mentioned only incidentally in these
later records.

In 1615, Samuel Champlain opened the Ottawa River route
for the French entry into the Great Lakes area. Although
missionaries had penetrated as far west as Lake Nipigon by
the 1640s, the outbreak of the Iroquois Wars, which ended
finally in 1650, hindered French utilization of the area
(Stone and Chaput 1978:602). It was not until 1656 when two
unnamed Frenchmen, (probably Groseilliers, but not Radisson,
despite his account (Nute 1978:23-24,27), returned to New
France with a rich cargo of furs, that attention was fully
directed to the potential fur resources of the western Great
Lakes. Previously, the fur trade had been largely dependent
on the Indians bringing furs to Montreal.

In 1659, Medard Chouart Des Groseilliers returned
inland with his brother-in-law, Pierre-Esprit Radisson, thus
beginning the partnership that was so instrumental in the
development of both the French and English fur trade. After
wintering south of the west end of Lake Superior they
crossed the lake to rendezvous with a group of Cree. In
later years Radisson (1961), whose various accounts are
self-serving, was to write that the two men had also
journeyed to Hudson Bay that summer, but this has been
rejected. (Nute 1978:65-66). Nevertheless, Radisson recorded
the first ethnographic details of the Cree of Lake Superior

whom he (1961:147) described as "a wandering nation, and



94
containeth a vast country." As well, he had heard of Lake
Winnipeg or the Stinking Lake and, long before La Vérendrye,
of a route to the South Sea (Nute 1978:116).

More importantly, the information they obtained made
them realize that

the great fur trade center of the North

American continent lay west and northwest of

Lake Superior, and that the easiest route

thereto was not by the difficult route through

the Great Lakes but on shipboard to Hudson Bay

and thence by canoe up either of two rivers,

the modern Hayes and the Albany... (Nute

1978:73) .

They never returned inland but, instead, focussed their
attentions on establishing posts on Hudson Bay so as to have
easier access to the furs of the interior.

After disputes with the administration of New France
and attempts to reach Hudson Bay from New England, the two
men made their way to England where they again found
sponsors. Finally, the success of their third attempt, in
1658, to reach the Bay resulted in the formation of the
Hudson’s Bay Company in 1670.

The colonial officials of New France were quick to
realize the threat to their fur trade presented by the
English presence on the Bay under the guidance of
Groseilliers and Radisson. The French intensified their
actions in the western Great Lakes. In 1671, Saint-Lusson

held a ceremony at Sault Ste. Marie formally claiming the

area in the name of the King of France. Missionary efforts
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and explorations had already increased, especially to the
south of the Great Lakes, although these were increasingly
hampered by rivalry between the Jesuits and other missionary
orders.

Inland posts were also established for the fur trade.
Greysolon Dulhut, who had established a peace between the
local Cree and Sioux at the head of Lake Superior,
established posts at Kaministiquia (Thunder Bay, Ont.) and
at Lake Nipigon in the late 1670s partly in order to prevent
the Cree from taking their furs to the English on Hudson Bay
(Zoltvany 1969:262-64). These posts remained in operation
until the late 1690s (p.261) when the French, who then had
posts on the Bay, banned the western inland trade.

Following the English possession of the Bay in 1713, the
Kaministiquia and Lake Nipigon posts were re-established in
1717 and were to be the stepping stones for La Vérendrye'’s
expeditions to the west in the 1730s.

The first trader known to have moved west of Lake
Superior was Jacques de Noyon. A report, dated 1716, seems
to be based on a lost memoir of his journey of 1688. The
report outlines the canoe route from Lake Superior to the
Mer du Ouest, through Rainy Lake, where Noyon seems to have
wintered, to Lake of the Woods and so to Lake Winnipeg. The
report then gives a short account of plans which were never
carried out:

Les Sauvages Assiniboiles ont voulu mener
a la Mer de 1’Ouest de Noyon, voyageur, il y a
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environ vingt-huitans (1688). Il avoit alors

hiverné a l’entrée du Lac des Cristinaux, sur

la riviére Ouchichiq, qui conduit au Lac des

Assiniboiles et de 1la a la Mer du Ouest, et

luy proposérent au printemps d’aller avec eux

a la mer du Ouest, ou les Sauvages allérent en

guerre... (Margry 1879-1888 VI:496-497).

Despite these names, there is nothing to suggest, in
this brief second-hand account, that the Assiniboin occupied
Lake of the Woods (Ray 1974:11) nor that the western limit
of the Cree was at Rainy Lake. Further, the names of the
lakes may reflect the usage of the later 1700s when both the
Lakes of the Assiniboin and of the Cree were associated with
the Manitoba Lakes system (Warkentin and Ruggles
1970:18,56) . For example, the itinerary quite properly
refers to and describes "Takamaniouen" River, the Cree term
for Rainy River, but refers not to Rainy Lake but to the
Lake of the Cree, a curious mistake for someone who had
wintered on the lake.

After the 1680s, the interest in expanding the fur
trade west of Lake Superior declined. In 1696, because of
the glut in the European fur market, financial difficulties
caused by the war with England from 1689-97 and complaints,
by the Jesuits, the western forts on and south of Lake
Superior were closed and fur trade licenses were revoked
until 1715. Officially, there was no reason for French
traders to be in western Lake Superior.

After the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, when the French

were finally denied posts on the Bay and thus access to the
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interior, interest was once more revived in the west: as a
source of furs; as a route to the western sea; and as a
means of cutting off the English trade. The result of these
events, which were more complex than can be described here,
was that no further exploration was carried out west of Lake
Superior after 1688, until 1717 when Robutel de La Noue was
directed to find a route to the northern sea and establish
posts first at Kaministiquia "after which he is to go to
Takamamisoun [Rainy Lake] in the direction of Lac des
Christinaux to set up a second, and through Indians to
obtain the necessary information for setting up the third at
Lac des Assenipoelle" (Margry 1879-1888 VI:505 in Voisine

1969:581) .

4.2.2 CREE AND ASSINIBOIN IN THE WEST

Although the Cree and Assiniboin were mentioned by the
French as early as 1640 (Thwaites vol. 18:229-31), the
references remain brief and vague even in later years. The
early missionary interest in these scattered, small and
nomadic groups quickly declined with the realization that
their efforts would be far more productive among the larger,
more sedentary, agricultural groups to the south.

One of the more detailed and, in the twentieth century,
influential accounts of the Cree is from the Relation of
1657-58 (Thwaites vol. 44:249) which described various

recently discovered nations in the west and north. The
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ninth nation described is the Assinipoualak (Assiniboin) or
Warriors of the Rock who live "thirty-five leagues or
thereabouts" from Lake Nipigon. The tenth nation were the
Kilistinons (Cree) who were divided into four tribes: the
Alimibegouek Kilistinons; the Kilistinons of Ataouabouscat
Bay; the Kilistinons of the Nipisiriniens; and the
Nisibourounik Kilistinons. Thwaites (ibid:325 f.n.Z21)
identifies these Cree groups as being those about Lake
Nipigon; those west of James Bay; those between Lake Nipigon
and Moose River; and,finally, a group on the Eastmain River.
It was on the basis of these identifications that Mandelbaum
(1978:15-16) placed the pre-1690 Cree around and east of
Lake Nipigon and Ray stated that the "Relations of 1658
suggest that the tribe was centred in the region between
James Bay and Lake Nipigon" (1974:12).

The source of the information in the 1657 Relation is
said to be Father Gabriel Druillettes then based at
Tadoussac. He initiated the establishment of the western
missions and, although he himself did not reach Sault Ste.
Marie until 1670
(Campeau 1966:281-82), he was eager for information of the
west. Druillettes had obtained his data from two unnamed
Frenchmen who had "made their way far inland and partly from
several Savages" (p.237). Which of the information came
from the Frenchmen who had been west and which from the

Indians who were probably familiar with the north, is not
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known. One of the Frenchmen was probably Groseilliers who
had just returned, in 1656, from his visit to the Great
Lakes, probably the Huron/Michigan area (Nute 1966:224).

The same two Frenchmen had also told others in Montreal
that the Cree "surpass all the above [tribes] in extent,
reaching as far as the North Seas" (Thwaites vol 42:221).
However, the two men could have had only hearsay knowledge
about the country west of Sault Ste. Marie and it is not
surprising that Druillettes’ knowledge did not extend beyond
-Lake Nipigon.

Several years later, Druillettes (Thwaites vol
45:217-39) again described the Cree. Here, however, most of
the information came from an Indian who had spent two
winters travelling on Lake Superior and from there to James
Bay and on to Tadoussac. This Indian, apparently while he
was at James Bay, "noticed especially the Kilistinons, who
are divided among nine different residences ..." (ibid:227).
The Indians west of Lake Superior, who are unidentified,
"get European goods either from the southern or western sea"
(ibid:223). The Indian also described a river flowing north
of Lake Superior leading to Hudson Bay from which Port
Nelson could be reached. The latter comment is most likely
the opinion of Druillettes, who had access to English maps
of Hudson Bay.

Druillettes also described the travels of two Frenchmen

who had just returned after wintering on the shores of Lake
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Superior, probably the expedition of Radisson and
Groseilliers of 1659-60. Here, surprisingly, in view of
Druillettes’ interests, there is no mention of Crees nor of
Hudson Bay. This raises the possibility that Radisson’s
(1961:144-147) description of the Cree and of James Bay may
have been learned, at least in part, through his
conversations with Druillettes who in turn had his data from
the unnamed Indian. As we have seen, Nute has rejected(the
idea that Radisson made such a trip to James Bay. Very
little reliance can be placed on the geographic distribution
of the Cree in the 1657 Relation as reflecting anything more
than a vague idea of those Cree immediately north and
northeast of Lake Superior.

Throughout the 1600s, there is nothing in the French
documents which can be used to place a western limit on the
Cree aﬁd Assiniboin, since the area west of the Great Lakes,
with one exception to be discussed, remained unknown. The
Jesuits, by 1666, had reached Lake Nipigon and western Lake
Superior, but they remained ignorant of the country to the
north and west. For example, they were still not sure of
the relationship between Hudson Bay, known to them from
English maps, and the North Sea, known from Indian reports.
Claude Allouez, who established the first mission at the
west end of Lake Superior in 1666-1667, wrote that

towards the Northwest there is a nation which

eats meat uncooked...while beyond these people

lies the North Sea. On this side are the
Kilistinons, whose rivers enter into Hutston’s



101

Bay....
The Kilistinons have their usual abode on
the shores of the North Sea, and their canoes
ply along a River emptying into a great Bay,
which we think is, in all probability, the one
designated on the Map by the name of Hutson.
For those whom I have seen from that country
have told me that they had known of a Ship;
and one of their old men declared to me that
he had himself seen, at the mouth of the River
of the Assinipoualac, some peoples allied to
the Kilistinouc, whose country is still
farther Northward (Thwaites 1896-1901 vol
51:55,57).

This could refer to any of several expeditions: of
Hudson to James Bay in 1610-11; of Button to the mouth of
the Nelson River in 1612-13; or of James to the same area in
1631-32. Nevertheless, it indicates an awareness that the
Cree extended beyond the known northwest.

Although the Jesuits became more familiar with the
west, their statements about the Cree and Assiniboin remain
vague. Father Jacques Marquette wrote in 1669-70 that

The Kilistinaux are nomadic people, and

we do not yet well know their rendezvous.

They are toward the Northwest of the Mission

[at the west end of Lake Superior], are always

in the woods, and have only the Bow to live by

(Thwaites 1896-1901 vo0l.54:193-95).

The Assiniboin were not much better known. They " are
Westward...being fifteen or twenty day’s journey distant on
a lake... I heard that there was in their Country a great
River leading to the Western Sea," either the Winnipeg
River, the Nelson, or even the Missouri. By 1671, almost

the final published Relation, it was still not known if the

Assiniboin lived in one large village or in thirty small
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ones. They were said to be two weeks’ journey from Lake
Superior and at the same time close to the North Sea. By
contrast, the Cree were simply said to be "dispersed through
the whole Region to the North of this Lake Superior"
(Thwaites 1896-1901 vol.55:99).

Daniel Greysolon Dulhut (also Duluth) had established a
post on Lake Nipigon in 1684 in order to cut off the English
trade. He wrote (Margry 1879-1888 vol. VI:50-51) that from
there he would be able to send letters to the French at the
Hayes River, indicating that the local Indians were familiar
with the route there. He wrote that "les Kilistinons, les
Assinipoualacs, les Gens de la Sapiniére, les Opemens
d’Acheliny, les Outouloubys et les Tabitibis, qui composent
toutes les nations qui sont a 1l’ouest de la mer du Nord"
(p.51) had promised to meet him next spring at the post,
Fort La Torette, he proposed to build at the end of Lake
Nipigon. Further, the following summer he proposed to build
a post "dans le pays des Kilisinos" which would completely
cut off the English. This post, Fort des Francais, was
actually built on the junction of the Albany and Kenogami
rivers, some 300 km east of Lake Nipigon. The initial
foray into the northwest was made by Jacques de Noyon, whose
wintering at Rainy Lake in 1688, was not to be duplicated,
at least officially, until La Noue’s wintering of 1717 and
La Vérendrye’s explorations beginning in 1731-32. No

writings of Noyon are known, but as we have seen, (Margry
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vol. IV:496-97) the Assiniboin of the area had offered to
take him to "la mer du Ouest," apparently Lake Winnipeg.
There is no mention of the Cree other than in the name "Lac
des Crists ou Cristinaux." However, the Assiniboin had told
Noyon of people further off, white and bearded, who lived in
fortified villages, a similar story to that which later led
La Vérendrye to the Missouri River. According to this same
report, Jérémie, who was at Fort Bourbon on the mouth of the
Hayes River from 1696-1714, had been brought two of these
people (see also Jérémie 1926:33).

The seventeenth century documents, then, give no
western limit for the Cree. Instead, whenever and wherever
the French approach northern and northwestern Ontario, there
are vague stories of Cree groups beyond. There are only
vague ideas of Lake Winnipeg and, perhaps, of the Missouri
River. The geographical area with which the French were
familiar was curiously circumscribed given the interest in
the west. There are no first hand accounts of the country
beyond Lake Superior, nor would any exist until the 1730s.
Certainly, the data do not support the view that the
homeland of the Cree, in 1658, lay east of Lake Nipigon.
Instead, that area then marked the limits of western
geography with which the French were familiar, even at
second-hand. For direct information on the distribution of
the Cree and Assiniboin, it is necessary to look at the

travels made west of Lake Superior in the 1730s, 70 years
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after Radisson and Groseilliers’ began the exploration of

Lake Superior.

4.2.3. THE FRENCH IN THE WEST: 1716-1763

The renewed interest in the west both as a source of
furs and as a potential route to the western Sea culminated
in the western expeditions of Pierre Gaultier de Varennes et
de la Vérendrye. As early as 1717, Zacharie Robutel de la
Noue had been sent to re-establish the post at Kaministiquia
(modern Lakehead, Ontario), and at Rainy Lake and to build a
third at Lac des Assenipolle, (Lake of the Woods ?) with the
aim of reaching the Western Sea. Indian hostilities
prevented him from going beyond Kaministiquia (Voisine
1969:581; Zoltvany 1974:248 but cf Burpee 1908:7,93) and
were to delay further expansion ﬁntil the 1730s.

In 1728, La Vérendrye succeeded his brother as
commander of the Poste du Nord based at Kaministiquia.
Using data he mostly obtained from the Cree, he was able to
influence government policy and shift the search for the
Western Sea from the Mississippi River drainage to the
northwest. 1In 1730, it was decided to send him to build a
post at Lake Winnipeg. The post "would not only facilitate
the discovery of the western sea but also greatly benefit
French commerce since the area was rich in peltries,
peltries which were going to the English on Hudson Bay

through the Crees" (Zoltvany 1974:247-249).
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It was five years before La Vérendrye actually reached
Lake Winnipeg, meanwhile he had heard reports of the
Mandan/Hidatsa villages on the Middle Missouri and rumours
of the Spanish trade. Thinking this was the route to the
Western Sea, he concentrated on reaching the Missouri and
sent two expeditions there from his post at modern Portage
la Prairie, established in 1738. He realized too late that
fulfillment of his hopes might better lie to the north. It
was while organizing an expedition in 1749 to the
Saskatchewan River, on whose lower reaches he had posts
established in 1741, that La Vérendrye died in Montreal.

His death did not mark the end of the French presence
in the west but the interest in the west began to focus on
the fur trade which was faced with increasingly serious
problems. The Seven Years War, 1756-63, meant there were
serious difficulties in getting government support for
exploration and in obtaining manufactured trade goods from
Europe. As well, men were needed back east to defend New
France from the attacks from the English Colonies. The
result was a rapid turn-over of the commandants of the "Post
du’Ouest" as the entire fur district in the west was called.
Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre succeeded La Vérendrye
(Chaput 1974:374-76). Although based at Fort La Reine
(Portage la Prairie), Legardeur de Saint-Pierre sent men
up-river from modern The Pas, Manitoba, to establish,

briefly, Fort la Jonquiére, near or above modern Nipawin
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(Legardeur 1887). This was, apparently, the last effort
directed at establishing a base for reaching the Western
Sea.

In 1752, Louis de La Corne was appointed to a three
year term (Russ 1974:332). Fort Paskoya (The Pas) was
improved and a post established at Fort des Prairies (also
called Fort St. Louis and, later, Fort a la Corne) below the
Forks of the Saskatchewan River. This marked the furthest
penetration of the French into the west. The strategy was
now to intersect the Indians as they made their way to
Hudson Bay by either the lower Saskatchewan Delta or by way
of Cumberland Lake.

A policy change regarding the western trade opened it
to the highest bidder, and in 1756 Louis-Joseph, son of La
Vérendrye was appointed commandant until 1758. However, he
operated the post while he remained in Montreal (Champagne
1974:243). 1In a report dated 1757 (Bougainville
1908:185-90), based on information obtained from La Corne
(p.185 £.n.31), we have the only general account of the
western trade after La Vérendrye. The area, called the "Sea
of the West," consisted of seven posts between Rainy Lake
and the Forks of the Saskatchewan:

the forts Saint-Pierre, Saint-Charles,

Bourbon, de la Reine, Dauphin, Paskoia, and

des Prairies, all forts of upright pickets....

The savages who come there to trade are the

Cristinaux and the Assiniboels; these two

nations form each a dozen villages of two
hundred and fifty men, each one supporting the
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other (p.185,187).

In 1758, the "Poste de 1’Ouest" was taken over by
Charles-Rene Dejordy de Villebon, the last commandant. He
apparently remained at Fort la Reine while a clerk took care
of the remaining two posts at Dauphin and The Pas. Dejordy
returned to Montreal in 1760, only to find it had
capitulated to the English on 8 September. This marked the
end of the officially licensed French trade in the west.
However, it appears from HBC documents that individual

traders or coureurs des bois continued to visit until the

arrival of the Montreal traders on the Saskatchewan in 1767
(Champagne 1974:171; Russell 1982a:111)

Although the French occupied the Saskatchewan River for
twenty years, there is only one brief general account of the
area and it is second-hand. By contrast, when the HBC sent
men inland between 1754 and 1774, the result, as we shall
see, was eight lengthy journals and two summary accounts.
Thus there is a great difference, both qualitatively and
quantitatively, in the respective bodies of data.

Unlike the personnel at the English posts on the Bay,
who were expected to submit journals, account books and
annual reports to the HBC head office in London, the French
traders left almost no records of their ventures in the
west. There was no head office to report to and they
arranged their own financing with the merchants in New

France. For much of La Vérendrye’s sojourn in the west, his
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business associates accompanied him and carried out business
while he attempted to organize his search for the western
sea. Since he was seeking the western sea under the
permission of the crown, it was necessary that he report to
the Governor in New France, who in turn reported to the
Minister of Marine in France.

It is from this official correspondence (La Vérendrye
1968), consisting of brief reports, memoirs and abstracts,
that we find incidental references to the Cree and
Assiniboin in the west. Because there are only two journal
segments, both concerned with the journeys to the Missouri
River, there is surprisingly little mention of the locations
and identities of the various Indian groups west of Lake
Winnipeg. However, much background information was probably
communicated personally by La Vérendrye or his
representatives in their many journeys back east to plead
for extra support.

La Vérendrye made few general statements about the
distributions of the western Cree and Assiniboin. The
clearest picture comes from a memorandum (La Vérendrye
1968:483-488) on the discovery of the Paskoyac (i.e.
Saskatchewan) River written by his son in 1749. Here, the
groups trading at the various posts can be determined:

Fort St. Charles, Lake of the Woods: Monsonis and Cree

Fort Maurepas, Lower Red River: Strong Wood Cree

Fort la Reine, Assiniboin River: Assiniboin
Fort Dauphin: Cree of the Prairie, Canoe Assiniboin
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Fort Bourbon, Red Deer River: Cree of the Lakes and
Little Rivers.

As well, this memorandum mentions that the Cree of the
lower Saskatchewan River knew of the Rocky Mountains since
they described its source as "very far, from a height of
land where there are lofty mountains" on the other side of
which lay a great lake, "the water of which was undrinkable"
(p.487).

The "Fork" of the Saskatchewan was described as the
meeting place each spring of the Cree of the Mountains,
Prairies, and Rivers where they decided whether to trade
with the English or French. This Forks was not the present
Forks of the North and South Saskatchewan (cf. La Vérendrye
1968:487 f.n.1) but rather the forks of the route from the
lower Saskatchewan by which Hudson Bay could be reached:
either the portage into Cumberland Lake or the Moose Lake
system. Similarly, the Cree of the Mountains were not from
the Rocky Mountains but rather the Manitoba Escarpment whose
various hills are still called "mountains" today.

In a recently discovered memorandum of La Vérendrye
(1982), is a description of the identity and size of various
groups along the route from Sault St Marie west to Fort la
Reine. There is little information on the western Cree and
Assiniboin as the memorandum was apparently written shortly
after 1741, before posts were established west of the mouth

of the Saskatchewan River. However, it shows that Cree and
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Assiniboin were well-established in southern Manitoba,
information which had before been only inferred:

... The Barriere [on the lower Winnipeg
River] is inhabited by Cristinaux of that
name; they number 25 to 30 men who speak that
same language, and the Monsonis.

the Barriere to Fort Maurepas, at the
bottom of the great Winnipeg River ... is
inhabited by the Northern Cristinaux who
number 50 to 60 men. They speak a corrupted
Cristinaux derived from the inland people
[gens des terres]. There are hardly 25 to 30
of these gens des terres, who speak bad
Sauteux with a lot of accents.

[The area) from the Téte de Bouef [Bull
Head] which divides [Lake] Winnipeg from Lake

Bourbon ... to Fort Bourbon, which is at the
bottom of the Postkoyac River ... to the
discharge of [Lake Winnipeg] ... is inhabited

by the true Cristinaux who claim to be about
six hundred men, most of whom are neighbours
to the English.

The country to the north of [the
Assiniboine] River belongs to the Cristinaux
of the strong woods [du bois fort], of the
fisher[du Pecan] and to those of the rough
water [de 1l’eau Trouble]. They could number
altogether three hundred men, and a large part
of them are allied to the Assiniboine.

The south side of the [Assiniboine] River
belongs to the Assiniboine, who also claim the
Red River. They are said to number 14 or 15
villages, of which the smallest have 20 to 30
lodges, while several have 100, 200 and 300.
They all speak the same Assiniboine language.
They occupy about 300 to 400 leagues of
country, all of it prairie.

La Vérendrye’s maps have little information on
Indian groups; instead they focus on geographical features
(La Vérendrye 1968; Warkentin and Ruggles 1970). His
earliest map of the west (La Vérendrye 1968:52; Warkentin
and Ruggles 1970:77), drawn in 1728-29 before he left

Kaministiquia, shows his Cree informants were familiar with
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the lower Saskatchewan and its source in the "Montage de
Pierres Brilliantes,™ the Shining or Rocky Mountains. A
1734 map shows Cree and/or Assiniboin trails to the Mandan
villages and, as detailed on a later map of 1741-42, a war
trail to the upper Missouri (La Vérendrye 1968:98; Warkentin
and Ruggles 1970:79). A map drawn in 1737, while the
furthest west post was Fort Maurepas I at modern Winnipeg,
shows Cree living west of the Manitoba lakes, the Assiniboin
beyond the Manitoba Escarpment, while on the upper
Saskatchewan River lived the "Hiattchiritiny," the various
Blackfoot groups and their allies (La Vérendrye 1968:116).

There are only three other accounts of the west as a
result of the French Regime, those of Father Aulneau,
Legardeur de Saint-Pierre and La France. The information
about the Cree and Assiniboin in these is very similar to
that of the earlier period: details are very scant and there
is little attempt to sketch broad descripfions. As the
French moved further west, they continually encountered Cree
and Assiniboin and there was no mention of possible western
li