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during the French Regime 

Diane Wolford Sheppard 

 

Ultimately, most misconceptions, misunderstandings, and myths arise from a failure to adequately study 

the operation of the Fur Trade during the French Regime.  Instead, many authors of books and 

dissertations have relied on books written about the operation of the fur trade during the British or 

American Regimes.  These authors have made the fatal mistake of assuming that the conditions that 

existed during these regimes also existed during the French Regime.  Researchers consulting these 

dissertations or books often accept the author’s conclusions without checking to see if the author cites a 

source for their conclusion or check the sources to see if the source cited supports the author’s 

conclusions or if the sources apply to the same time period or location.   

 

Misconceptions about our voyageur ancestors: 

 

Canoe paddlers vs. Trappers: Contrary to statements that you may read on blogs or social media such 

as Facebook, most of the French Canadians who were involved in the fur trade as voyageurs, coureurs de 

bois, or engagés during the French Regime did not personally trap the beaver that they brought to 

Montréal and Québec for eventual shipment to France.  Instead, they relied on their Native partners who 

trapped and processed the hides and furs.  Support for this fact is the fact that merchants classified beaver 

into two categories: 

 Castor gras or coat beaver – taken while prime, trimmed, sewn together and worn next to the 

body for 12 to 18 months.  The friction with the skin loosened the outer guard hairs.  The sweat 

added a glossy sheen.  The pelts were well greased, pliable, and the most valuable.  

 Castor Sec or parchment beaver – the beaver was stretched flat, dried, and traded immediately. It 

still had the guard hairs and lacked the thickness and quality of coat beaver. 

 

Canoe and Crew Sizes: 
Rather than falling into the trap of believing that early voyageurs travelled throughout New France in the 

large canoes depicted in nineteenth-century art, or travelled and lived under the conditions described in 

some books published by authors who relied primarily on English-language sources, we encourage you to 

read the articles on the main Fur Trade Page, the articles published in Michigan's Habitant Heritage, as 

well as consulting the sources listed below and on our Bibliographies' Page.  

 

FCHSM member Timothy J. Kent's careful analysis of contemporaneous accounts and contracts related to 

canoe travel reveals that crews manned by more than eight voyageurs were not used until 1730. 

  

Timothy J. Kent's, Birchbark Canoes of the Fur Trade (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 

1997 - Two Volumes, 686 pages) is the most comprehensive study of the canoes used in the fur trade. The 

first volume is divided into fifteen chapters, four appendices, and a twelve page, double-column 

bibliography.  The second volume is divided into eight chapters discussing the eight surviving original 

voyageur canoes from the nineteenth century (four full-size canoes and four miniature models). Kent 

copiously illustrates the two volumes with over 150 early and contemporary photographs, 200 line 

drawings and numerous artworks from the fur-trade period.  

 

Based on the fur trade permits (congés) issued prior to 1720, two or three men were authorized to man the 

canoes, four-men crews were authorized starting in 1720, six-men crews in 1723, and eight-men crews in 

1730 (figure 38, p. 89). 
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Misconceptions and Myths found in Sleeper-Smith, Susan, Indian Women and French Men – 

Rethinking Cultural Encounter in the Western Great Lakes (Amherst, Massachusetts: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2001). 

 

The following comments are limited to the misconceptions and myths which refer to the fur trade.  

Numerous other errors are found in her book, especially her comments regarding Native-American 

culture. 

 

Myth: the fur trade was banned between 1696 – 1714.   
 

Facts: 1696 –1700 – Abbreviated Timeline – A detailed chronology with sources can be found on 

the History of New France Page 

 

1696 – Louis XIV ordered the closure of the Great Lakes Posts or Forts due to a surplus of furs, but did 

not order the closure of Fort St. Louis (Illinois). 

1697 – Louis XIV changed his mind in order to maintain the alliances with New France’s Native Allies, 

but forbad the commandant and officers from taking part in the fur trade. 

1697 – Frontenac disobeyed Louis XIV’s orders and closed Fort Frontenac, Fort St. Joseph, and 

Michilimackinac because he felt that the commandant and officers could not exist on their salaries alone.  

Fort Frontenac was re-opened in 1699 after Frontenac’s death. 

1700 – The Company of the Colony (Compagnie de la Colonie) was formed and given the monopoly of 

the fur trade in New France. 

 

31 May 1701– Louis XIV pardoned the traders who fled to the Mississippi Valley following Frontenac’s 

closure of the posts. 

24 July 1701 – Cadillac founded Detroit. 

July and August 1701 – Callière held the Great Peace of Montréal.  During the conference, Callière 

invited the Native Americans to settle in Detroit. 

o 1640s and 1650s–Native Americans began to move north and west from present-day Ontario, 

Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania to avoid Iroquois attacks.  From 1650 to 1701, these areas were 

only used as hunting grounds. 

31 October1701– Callière and Intendant Champigny turned over management and control of the fur trade 

at Fort Frontenac and Fort Pontchartrain (Detroit) to the Company of the Colony. 

 

Hundreds of voyageurs, including Native Men and slaves, were hired as voyageurs during the periods 

between 1697 – 1714 

 

Misconceptions and Misstatements about the Fur Trade and Catholic Kin Networks from 1696 –

1714 (pp. 42-44) – No sources are offered for any of these statements!  They are just her opinions – as we 

will see, her opinions are deeply flawed. 

 

“The Catholic kin network that appeared during the years of the fur trade ban, 1697-1714, was firmly 

established by the time many of the western posts were reopened between 1718-1720.” 
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“Entrée into the eighteenth-century trade was increasingly governed by Catholic kin networks, rather than 

by the regulating authority of the New France government” 

 

“Without kin and allies, one could neither govern nor trade.” 

 

Facts:  

Sleeper-Smith’s “Catholic Kin Networks” did not suddenly appear between 1697-1714.  I have compiled 

a list of 196 French-Canadian Families who were either involved in the fur trade or who travelled to the 

Great Lakes as part of military expeditions in the 17th Century.  You can access this list from the main Fur 

Trade Page on our website. 

 

While certain coureurs des bois lived at or near the Great Lakes Posts or Forts, the fur trade continued to 

be governed and regulated by the authorities through the end of the French Regime. 

 

Myth: Sleeper-Smith alleged that Marie Madeleine Réaume, a métis women “controlled” the fur trade at 

Fort St. Joseph.     

 

Facts: The ultimate control of the fur trade at any post rested with the Governor and Intendant who acted 

on the orders of Louis XIV or Louis XV.  During the 18th century, the following rules/practices were 

followed: 

 

o The Governor appointed the commandants of the posts, usually with the prior approval of the King. 

 

o The Company of the Colony held the monopoly on the Fur Trade from 1700 – 1706 when the 

Company was dissolved. 

 

o The Company of the Colony turned over control of Detroit to Cadillac in 1705.  Starting in 1706 

through 1710, Cadillac conceded land outside the fort and sites inside the Fort to individuals.  The 

concessions included the right to trade if the individuals fulfilled their obligations under the 

concessions.  Louis XV revoked the grants in 1716. 

 

o During some periods of time, the commandant of a post held a monopoly on the fur trade at the post.  

If a commandant held the monopoly on the fur trade, he ordered merchandise and hired voyageurs to 

transport the merchandise and supplies to the fort.  He retained the profits from the fur trade at the 

post.  In some cases, a commandant who was in need of funds leased his rights to a monopoly of the 

fur trade at his post to a merchant or group of merchants for a specified amount of money. 

 

o In other periods, the governor or intendant leased the monopoly of the fur trade at a post to a 

merchant or group of merchants.  The funds remitted for the lease was retained for the benefit of the 

colony.  A sample lease is included in the article Fur Trade Contracts during the French Regime 

which can be accessed from the main Fur Trade page. 

 

o Finally, during some periods the trade at a post was open to free trade.  The governor or intendant 

sold licenses or permits to individuals, merchants, and various business associations.  The licenses or 

permits specified where the trade could take place and often specified the route that could be taken to 

reach the post. 

o Licenses and permissions both required that a list of the voyageurs be registered in Montréal 

and carried with the license or permission. 

o Individuals who violated the provisions of a license or permission were subject to arrest and 

could be punished with six months’ imprisonment. 
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o In addition to the rules and practices, the fur trade during the French Regime was heavily documented 

in the following types of records: 

o Official correspondence; 

o Individuals who wanted to trade at a particular post often formed a business association with 

other individuals and then purchased a permit or license. 

o Permits or licenses and the corresponding registration of the names of the voyageurs; 

o Business loans from merchants or others who financed the voyage – these items are referred 

to as obligations.  If the voyageur and / or his associates did not repay these loans, the 

merchants or other lenders could seize all the voyageur’s property.  In order to protect 

themselves, the merchants and other lenders hired a notary recorded the obligations.  

o Merchant invoices; 

o The recipient(s) of a permit or license hired voyageurs to paddle the canoes that transported 

merchandise to a post or fort.  In the case of a small partnership, society, or other business 

association, members of the business group often accompanied the voyageurs or engagés on 

the voyage and handled the actual trading with the Native Americans. 

 

o In light of the documents listed above, it is relatively easy to find some documentary evidence of an 

individual’s participation in the fur trade.  Conversely, if an individual is not named in one of the 

preceding documents, there is no evidence that they were involved in the fur trade. 

 

o In the case of Marie Madeleine Réaume and her spouses (Augustin Larchevêque and Louis Thérèse 

Chevalier), there is no evidence that they were ever involved in the fur trade at Fort St. Joseph, let 

alone “controlled” the fur trade.  See the Fort St. Joseph Page and download the list of commandants 

and individuals documented to have been involved in the fur trade at Fort St. Joseph.  See the profile 

of the Réaume Family on the same page for a discussion of some of the other errors about the family 

found in Sleeper-Smith. 

 

Although Marie Madeleine Réaume was not involved in the fur trade, I have documented dozens of other 

women who were involved in the fur trade.  See the list of those women on the main Fur Trade Page. 

 

Rather than relying on books or dissertations that have jumped to erroneous conclusions, we invite you to 

read or consult the following: 

Dunnigan, Brian Leigh, A Picturesque Situation, Mackinac before Photography 1615 – 1860 (Detroit: 

Wayne State University Press, 2008).  Dunnigan expertly narrates the history of Mackinac 

through the hundreds of maps, paintings, and portraits that illustrate this book. 

*Dunnigan, Brian Leigh, Frontier Metropolis: Picturing Early Detroit, 1701 – 1838 (Detroit: Wayne 

State University Press, 2001).  Dunnigan has lavishly illustrated Frontier Metropolis with all of 

the known images, maps, and plans of Detroit or its residents prior to 1838.  Through these 

illustrations, he presents the history of Detroit and our ancestors. 

 

Idle, Dunning, The Fort of the St. Joseph River During the French Régime 1679-1761 (South Bend, 

Indiana: Support the Fort, Inc., 2003).  Dunning Idle’s PhD. dissertation originally published in 

1946 is one of the two recommended books about Fort St. Joseph (also see the entry for Joseph L. 

Peyser’s Letters from New France).  Idle divided the book/dissertation into chronological 

chapters which cover the commandants, the missionaries, the soldiers, families, traders, and 

Native Americans of Fort St. Joseph.  For the periods following the re-opening of the Forts of 

New France, he provides references to families named in parish records, tables covering the 

trading contracts, as well as references to administrative correspondence and orders.  The book 

includes copious endnotes. 
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Kent, Timothy J.  Birchbark Canoes of the Fur Trade (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 

1997). 

 

Kent, Timothy, J.  Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit: A Guide to the Daily Lives of Fur Trade and Military 

Personnel, Settlers, and Missionaries at French Posts, Volumes I and II (Ossineke, Michigan: 

Silver Fox Enterprises, 2001).  FCHSM member Timothy Kent’s two volumes about the early 

history of Detroit provides unparalleled detail about what life was like in Detroit’s early years.  

The two-volume set includes the following chapters: Introduction; Historical Overview; Canoe 

Transportation; Provisions, Cooking, and Eating; Hunting and Warfare, Trapping and Fishing; 

Buildings, Hardware, and Furnishings; Furnishings of the Church, Vestments, and Activities of 

the Priest; Woodworking, Metalworking, and Masonryworking; Farming and Gardening; 

Clothing; Sewing, Laundry, and Cleaning; Grooming and Medical Treatments; Recreation; Trade 

and Commerce.  The appendices contain translations of 32 documents related to life and trade at 

Detroit.  Finally, Kent has illustrated the book with drawings, maps, and photographs. 

 

Kent, Timothy J. Phantoms of the French Fur Trade (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 2015). 

 

Kent, Timothy J., Rendezvous at the Straits: Fur Trade and Military Activities at Fort de Buade and Fort 

Michilimackinac, 1669-1781 (Ossineke: Silver Fox Enterprises, 2004).  Kent uses maps, 

drawings, quotes from correspondence, and translations of dozens of contracts (including 52 

documents that have never been translated before) to narrate the history of Fort de Buade and 

Michilimackinac.  This book should be considered essential reading for anyone who is interested 

in the history of the Forts during the French Régime and the first 21 years of the British Regime 

 

Massicotte, E. Z., “Répertoire des engagements pour l’ouest conservés dans les Archives Judiciares de 

Montréal (1670-1778),” Rapport de L’archiviste de la Province de Québec pour 1929-1930 

(Québec: Rédempti Paradis, 1930). 

 

Massicotte, E. Z., “Congés et permis déposés ou enregistrés à Montréal sous le régime françois” Rapport 

de L’archiviste de la Province de Québec pour 1921-1922 (Québec: Rédempti Paradis, 1922). 

 

Peyser, Joseph L. (translator and editor), Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre: Officer, Gentleman, 

Entrepreneur (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 1996). 

 

Peyser, Joseph L. (translator and editor), Letters from New France – The Upper Country 1686-1783 

(Urbana and Chicago, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1992).  Prior to the printing and 

publishing by the University of Illinois Press in 1992, two previous editions existed, one was 

published in 1981, and a second revised edition was published by the author in 1988.  Letters 

from New France . . . is the second recommended book about Fort St. Joseph (See the entry for 

Dunning Idle’s The Fort of the St. Joseph River During the French Régime 1679-1761 for the 

other recommended book).  Joseph L. Peyser presents the history of Fort St. Joseph through his 

translations of dozens of French language letters and other documents regarding Fort St. Joseph; 

his narrative provides additional historical background and perspective. 

 

Peyser, Joseph L. (translator and editor), On the Eve of the Conquest – The Chevalier de Raymond’s 

Critique of New France in 1754 (East Lansing/Mackinac Island: Michigan State University 

Press/Mackinac State Historic Parks, 1997). 

 

Peyser, Joseph L. (translator and editor) and José Antonio Brandão (editor and author of the Introduction), 

Edge of Empire – Documents of Michilimackinac – 1671 – 1716 (East Lansing, Michigan and 
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Mackinac Island, Michigan: Michigan State University Press and Mackinac State Historic Parks, 

2008).  The 62 documents translated in the volume provide the reader with great insight into the 

fur trade at Michilimackinac.  It is an excellent complement to Kent’s and Dunnigan’s books on 

Michilimackinac. 

 
Skinner, Claiborne A. The Upper Country– French Enterprise in the Colonial Great Lakes (Baltimore: 

The John Hopkins University Press, 2008). 

 


