
On the Canoe Trail From Le Detroit to les Miamis  By way of the Maumee River  

  

I would like to thank the Society today for inviting me again to present a talk.   

Previously, I discussed items that I had discovered in my research along the French canoe trail 

that led from Fort St. Joseph at present Niles Michigan to the Kankakee portage.   

That presentation and the one today come from my work on a book-to-be that analyzes French 

trade routes in what is now Illinois, Indiana and southern Michigan. It’s a massive project, and 

I’ve been at this for several years. I would never say that I have a lot on my plate; I would say 

that I have a lot on my dining room table.   

This book will focus on place names, both French and American Indian, and their linguistic 

analyses, on the names of rivers and lakes, on the history of these trade routes and on their 

geographical (GPS) locations.  

Today I would like to talk a little about the canoe trail that led from Fort Pontchartrain up the 

Detroit River, around the western end of Lake Erie to what is now Toledo, Ohio, and then up the 

Maumee River to the French establishment and Miami Indian villages at what is today known as 

Fort Wayne, Indiana.  

IMAGE OF TRAIL  

Among the primary sources that I use to analyze this trade route are three:  

1)   A detailed itinerary with marked distances written out by the Jesuit missionary Pierre 

Potier at Detroit sometime after 1740, the year of his arrival from Belgium. Potier both 

elicited trader itineraries as well as created two or three of his own. All of Potier’s 

itineraries are at the Jesuit archives in Montreal. They are not online.   

  

While Robert Toupin published Potier’s itineraries in his book Les Écrits de Pierre Potier, 

he occasionally made a copying error, and so his copies are not entirely trustworthy. 

Finally, someone made a copy of Potier’s itineraries on a typewriter for the Detroit Public 

Library, probably in the mid-1900s. Unfortunately, there are numerous copying errors 

and even omissions in the DPL’s version.  

 NEW SLIDES 

 

2)   In a small but important way, my second source for the Detroit to Fort Wayne route is a 

journal composed by Henry Hamilton.  Hamilton (1734-1796) is rather well known. He 

served as a captain in the British army in the (in)famous battle at Quebec in 1759. Then, 

in 1778, during the American Revolution, as Lieutenant Governor and Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs at the British outpost at Detroit, Hamilton led an expedition from Detroit 

up the Maumee River across the portage to the Wabash River and then down the Wabash 

to capture the Fort Sackville at Vincennes, Indiana.  

Hamilton later, from 1782 to 1785, served as the Lieutenant Governor and Deputy-

Governor of Quebec.  



The original of Hamilton’s journal is housed at the Houghton Library at Harvard 

University. However, it was published in its entirety in 1951 by the historian John D. 

Barnhart. Aside from a couple of important items discussed here today, Hamilton’s 

journal is far more important for his description of the Wabash River than it is for the 

route from Detroit to present Fort Wayne.  

  

3) I also use a very detailed map, housed at the Public Archives in Ottawa, which was made 

of the Maumee River by 2nd Lieutenant Henry Duvernet, an Englishman despite his 

French name, but who seems to have had a passable knowledge of French. He served 

under Hamilton’s command. Duvernet appears to be related to a Huguenot family that 

settled in England after 1150.  His map of the Maumee is accessible on line, but it is big 

and comes in four pieces. Here is but a section of it. 

   

SLIDE OF WABASH 

Before continuing, I would like now to say a few words about the identity of the man who gave 

Pierre Potier the itinerary that I am using today. Father Potier noted that he got the itinerary from 

a trader whom he called simply “Charlau”. This man was also named by Potier as the source of 

two itineraries which together describe the journey down the Wabash River, from present Fort 

Wayne to Ouiatanon, and then from Ouiatanon to Le Poste, present Vincennes, Indiana, where 

Potier spelled the man’s name “Charleau” 

POINT OUT THE ROUTE. 

Then, on another itinerary, the name is spelled “Charlot” and he is given a family name 

“Chevalier,” a name famously connected to Michilimackinac. This fourth itinerary led from Fort 

St. Joseph, up the St. Joseph River, across the Kankakee portage and then down the Kankakee-

Illinois River waterway to the Mississippi. Therein Potier indicates a site where “Charlot 

Chevalier” wintered, which was located at the western end of the grand Kankakee Marsh. Thus, 

“Charlot” also knew the Fort St. Joseph to Cahokia trade route.    

SHOW CHARLOT CHEVALIER WINTERED 

Charleau pronunciation slide 

Note that all these familiar forms of “Charles,” whether written  “Charlot,” “Charleau” or 

“Charlau” have the same pronunciation in French: [šarló]. This is, of course, the equivalent of 

English “Charlie”.  

The use of the familiar name Charlua suggests that this is someone that Potier knew well. 

 

SLIDE STAND UP 

Would the real Charleau Chevalier please stand. 

 



With the help that Suzanne Sommerville, Loraine DiCerbo and Gail Moreau-Des Harnais of this 

Society, a particularly good candidate has emerged for “Charlau”.  

SHOW SLIDE OF WHO HE IS 

The location of the birth of Charles Lavoine dit Chevalier would put him in the enviable position 

when he grew up to pursue trade relations with the Indians both through Detroit and through Fort 

St. Joseph. Moreover, it would also allow him as a child to learn Native languages, and we know 

that Charles Lavoine dit Chevalier was an interpreter. We also know that he had a daughter with 

an Indian woman in 1782 at Ste. Genevieve when he was 55, which suggests that he WAS the 

source of Potier’s Fort St. Joseph-to-the Mississippi itinerary, which is stunning in its detail and 

shows that the trader who gave it to Potier had accurate knowledge of that river route.  

Moreover, there is some internal evidence in Potier’s itineraries that supports Charles Lavoine dit 

Chevalier being our “Charlau-Charleau-Charlot”.  

SLIDE  

First, Le fort des Pés, the Fort of the Peoria, the French establishment at the bottom of present 

Lake Peoria, is named on the itinerary that indicates the location of the wintering site of Charlot 

Chevalier. This is not the original fort that Henri de Tonti built and which was abandoned by the 

French in 1673. The fort referenced here in Potier’s itinerary was built in the 1740s, rebuilt in the 

1750s and then burned down in 1773. It was not rebuilt.  

While the span covering the 1740s to 1773 does not help much in tracking down the identity of 

“Charlau” it does offer the possibility that Charles Lavoine dit Chevalier was our man as he was 

old enough to be working in the Illinois River valley at that time. He would have been 20 years 

old in 1747 and 30 years old in 1757, years that were well within Potier’s time at Detroit, 1741-

1780.  

Second, in the itineraries for the Wabash River that Father Potier attributed to “Charleau,” the 

site of present Fort Wayne, Indiana, is still referred to as le fort des Miamis, Ouiatanon is still 

fort fr(ançais) and Vincennes is still Le Poste. This indicates that these itineraries were recorded 

before the British took control of eastern North America, and thus date to before but probably 

not after 1760. Again, Charles Lavoine dit Chevalier qualifies.  

 

  

                                                   Today’s Trip  

  

SLIDE 

We’ll start today where Charlau’s and Hamilton’s journeys began, that is, at Fort Pontchartrain. 

We know that Hamilton’s journey started at what had been the French fort since the construction 

of the Britons’ Fort Lernoult [lǝrnǝlt], located north of Fort Pontchartrain, would not start until 

November of 1778.  



Charlau was apparently not that interested in noting sites along the Detroit River as his itinerary 

starts at “Le Detroit,” that is, Fort Pontchartrain, and while he does mention River Rouge, his 

itinerary then moves directly to Lake Erie. Note, however, that, while Potier wrote that it was 6 

leagues from the fort to the entrance of Lake Erie, it was actually 8, that is, about 19 miles by 

canoe. My sense in this case is that the error was a copying mistake on Potier’s part since the 

distances indicated by Charlau for the rest of the journey are very good. For example, Charlau 

describes the distance between the beginning of Lake Erie, where the Detroit River begins, to the 

entrance to the Maumee River, as 14 leagues (34.97 miles), which is exactly correct.  

Map SLIDE 

At this point in the journey Hamilton’s journal takes precedence in that he mentions an island in 

the Detroit River, one lying near the entrance to Lake Erie, which he terms “Isle Celoron”. 

Hamilton refers to this island because that is where his army was forced to spend the first night 

of their expedition, October 8, 1778. They had to stay there on account of high winds and rough 

water on Lake Erie. Today this island preserves its historic name and is known as Celoron Island. 

It was named after Pierre Joseph Céleron de Blainville, who served as a commandant at Detroit 

in the 1740s and early 1750s. Therefore, the name dates to that general time period.  

Some of you may be familiar with Celoron Island. It lies in the Detroit River just north of Lake 

Erie and is located at these coordinates 42°04′47″N  83°10′24″W   

SHOW photo AND AERIAL VIEW SLIDE  

Although Celoron Island was a single island when Hamilton’s army had to stop there for the 

night, it is now two islands, the original having been severed by erosion. These islands are 

uninhabited today and form part of a wildlife preserve.  

   

Lake Erie  

Both Potier and Hamilton indicate the entrance to Lake Erie from the Detroit River.  

The meaning of the name “Erie,” written Érié by the French, is transparent although its meaning 

has not been properly explained and will likely surprise some. 

  

Érié  

In the famous early French map from 1641 titled NOVVELLE FRANCE, which depicts Le Pays 

d’en Haut, the Upper Country west of Montreal, and the locations of its Indian tribes, Lake Erie 

is simply called Lac des Gens dzu Chat, that is, “Lake of the People of the Raccoon”.   

Lac des Gens du Chat  

  

The American Indian tribe known as the Érié were indeed called les Gens du Chat by the French, 

that is, “the People of the Raccoon”. But Érié does not means “Raccoon People” nor does it 

mean “long tail,” in reference to the mountain lion as some have said.  

SLIDE OF FORMS 

https://geohack.toolforge.org/geohack.php?pagename=Celeron_Island&params=42_04_47_N_83_10_24_W_region:US-MI_source:gnis-622961&title=Celeron+Island


 Érié is of Huron-Wendat origin, and the French spelling in fact is quite good. The name is 

phonemic eríɂxe.   

 

READ FROM SLIDE 

This analysis is supported not only by the best Iroquoianists in the business, but also by a map 

from 1895 by Gabriel Gravier where the French name is written Le Lac Érié ou des cerises ‘Lake 

Erie or (Lake) of the Cherries’.  

  

NEW SLIDE ONANGUISSE 

Traders and travelers in canoes and bateaux going from the Detroit to the Maumee River and 

back would have followed the western perimeter of Lake Erie. They would not have dared cross 

the open water of Lake Erie in such watercraft.  

Charlau calls todays Maumee Bay <onanguissé>; Hamilton <Nanguissé>; while Potier writes 

<onnang8isse baye d’onnanguissé>. AND THE DICTIONARY OF CANADIAN BIOGRAPHY 

“Ounanguisse”. According to The Dictionary of Canadian Biography, this was a pro-French 

Potawatomi chief from the St. Joseph River, who is said to have been of Sauk origin. He was a 

very important regional leader around the turn of the 18th century. The Canadian Encylopedia 

says his name means “Shimmering Light of the Sun”. However, unable to understand the 

meaning of this name, I consulted my very best colleagues in Algonquian linguistics, Ives 

Goddard at the Smithsonian and Dave Costa at the Myaamia Institute, but they, too, had no idea 

what it means. Moreover, I have no idea why Maumee Bay would have been identified with this 

Potawatomi leader. Thus, this name and its historic application to Maumee Bay remain 

mysteries.  

 

Black swamp slide  

In historic and prehistoric times, the Maumee River was the major drainage for the Great Black 

Swamp, shown here on this map from Wikipedia. In fact, the Maumee River even today has the 

greatest watershed of all the rivers that flow into the Great Lakes. Think about that. That is 

impressive given all the rivers in several states and Canadian provinces that feed the Great 

Lakes.  

 EARLIEST NAME: READ FROM SLIDE 

 

The Maumee river’s name in the Miami language 

taawaawa siipiiwi ‘Ottawa River’  

Maumee River’s name in Ottawa: maami. This is the origin of “Maumee”. 

  



The Miami language had two names for the Maumee River historically. Since 1748 it has been 

known as taawaawa siipiiwi ‘Ottawa River’. It was so named by the Miami because the Ottawa 

had settled along its lower reaches in 1748. It was the Ottawa who were the source of the name 

“Maumee,” which they pronounced maami, and of course referred to the Miami who lived 

upstream from them. American Indian tribes never named rivers after themselves.   

However, in early historic times and probably in late prehistory the Miami understood the 

Maumee River and the St. Mary’s River to be one and the same waterway.   

NEW SLIDE MAP   

   

 Occasionally, Native and European hydrological conceptions could be quite different. Let me 

give you one amusing and confusing example.    

There are two major rivers in Indiana called “White River” in Indiana. So, if someone tells you 

that she lives near White River, you have no idea where she lives.    

WHITE RIVER SLIDE 

 

waapikamiiki ‘It is White Water’  

aankwaahsakwa siipiiwi ‘Driftwood River’  

  

Now, while these two rivers eventually merge right before flowing into the Wabash River, they 

are not mere forks of one river system; they are distinctly different rivers with different drainage 

systems. Only one of them is a translation of the Miami name for the river, waapikamiiki ‘It is 

White Water’, which gave first French La Rivière Blanche and then English “White River”; the 

other White River was known as aankwaahsakwa siipiiwi ‘Driftwood River’.  

3 Rivers slide : 

la Rivière de St-Joseph  

la Rivière de Ste-Marie  

la Rivière des Miamis ~ La Rivière des Mis  

As for the Maumee River-St. Mary’s River waterway, it was the French who divided it into two 

rivers. They determined that at the site of present Fort Wayne, Indiana, la Rivière de St-Joseph 

‘the St. Joseph River’ coming from the northwest, which I’ll discuss later, met la Rivière de Ste-

Marie ‘the St. Mary’s River’ coming from the southeast, and that these two rivers together 

formed the Maumee River, which the French called La Rivière des Miamis, “the River of the 

Miami”. Later arriving English-speaking Britons and Americans maintained this distinction, 

which survives today.   

 

New slide: 



mameewa siipiiwi ‘Sturgeon River’  

  

In Miami, however, there was just one original river, and the St. Joseph was one of its tributaries. 

The older name for this Native hydrological conception, that is, the combined Maumee-St. 

Mary’s waterway was mameewa siipiiwi ‘Sturgeon River,” which in the modern Miami 

language designates only the St. Mary’s River. The old Miami hydrological conception was 

called “Sturgeon River,” since this entire waterway was a spawning river for the fish known in 

English as the lake sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens).    

The toothless fish, a distant relative of sharks in fact, is a bottom feeder that can grow to around 

8 feet in length and can weigh up to 250 pounds. Lake sturgeon are long-lived, and females of 

the species can live up to 150 years. These fish typically spawn on gravel shoals and stream 

rapids, which are a typical feature of the Maumee that both Charlau and Duvernet often describe 

and a feature that made Hamilton’s journey up the Maumee in bateaux laden with cannons and 

provisions particularly difficult. 5 million pounds of lake sturgeon were taken from Lake Erie 

alone in just one year in the 1890s, and by 1900 the lake sturgeon fishery throughout the Great 

Lakes had collapsed. Although this fish can still be found in the Great Lakes, it is sensitive to 

manmade pollution. Here’s a likeness of the lake sturgeon that I culled from Wikipedia:  

 

While sites on the Maumee and the names of its tributaries are too numerous to note in this brief 

time we have today, I would like to point out a few that appear in both Potier’s itinerary and on 

Duvernet’s map.   

 New slide 

La Roche Debout ‘The Standing Rock’   

  

[kahrẼꜪɂndu·teɂ] ‘Standing Rock’: Huron-Wendat 

Johnson: <Cagharendute>  

  

neepaaweeki ahseni “the stone is standing”.  Miami 

   

  

La Roche Debout ‘The Standing Rock’   

  

The first major landmark that travelers moving up the Maumee River would have encountered 

that is noted by both Potier and Duvernet is an outstanding rock formation that the French called 

La Roche debout, “the Standing Rock”. The French name derives from an ancient place name 

found in both Iroquoian and Algonquian languages. In the Iroquoian Wendat language it was 



phonemic [kahrẼꜪɂndu·teɂ]‘Standing Rock’. This name was recorded by the trader John 

Johnston in the early 1800s in the form <Cagharendute>.  

In the Algonquian language known as Miami, this rock formation is known as neepaaweeki 

ahseni “the stone is standing”.   

These photos show what remains of this rock today which in former times was much taller.   

  

new slide 

Auglaize River   

Au  

la glaise ‘clay’  

*la Rivière aux glaizes  

La rivière à la Grande Glaize  

La Petite Glaise  

  

Auglaize River   

   

Both men indicated the Auglaize River, the major tributary of the Maumee, and both noted 

correctly that it entered the Maumee from the left as one was going up the Maumee. Potier wrote 

in his good French La Grande Glaise, while Duvernet wrote in his passable French “La Grand 

Glaise”    

This river enters the Maumee today at Defiance, Ohio.   

First, let’s look at the modern hydronym, Auglaize River. It’s a little monster.   

On face value, it’s just bad French “Au,” which means “to the” or in this case “with the” is of the 

masculine gender, but the word “glaise,” meaning “clay” is feminine.    

However, the spelling reveals something interesting. It tells us that at some point in the past, 

some speakers of French called this stream *la Rivière aux glaizes, “River with the Clays”. The 

modern spelling “Auglaize” tells us that the “Au-“ is actually French aux the plural form for both 

genders, which is pronounced just like French au and the “-glaize” is a miswritten glaizes, the 

French plural of “clay”.    

But that is not the end of this mischievous place name.   

If one consults Wikipedia about the meaning of “Auglaize,” the online dictionary says,    

“The French called it ‘rivière à la Grande Glaize’ (later spelled as ‘glaise’, meaning river of 

Great Clay), referring to the soil in the area.”    

This is wrong in a confusing, and laughable, way.   



1)    Although the French word for “clay” has been standardized in modern orthography to 

“glaise,” it was spelled historically “glaise” and “glaize”.   

   

2)    The “Great,” which is the translation of the French “Grande,” of la Rivière à la Grande 

Glaize doesn’t refer to clay; it refers to the fact that there is a nearby stream once known 

as La Petite Glaise, which is also marked by both Charlau and Duvernet. Today this 

stream is called Tiffin Creek, but on both the itinerary and the map, it is correctly noted 

as a tributary of the Maumee coming in from the north side of the river;   

   

3)    While “glaise” does mean “clay” in French, in historical North American  French, the 

word also meant a “lick,” that is, a place where animals, especially, buffaloes and deer, 

would come to lick the clay for its mineral nutrients, sometimes salt, sometimes not. In 

his Geologie Practique de la Louisiane, Thomassy writes of the “glaizes”— “salty ground 

named ‘glaizes’ by the former Creoles and licks by the Americans.” (« terre salées 

nommées glaizes par les anciens Créoles et licks par les Américains » page 244)   

   

This example just goes to show how one must be extremely cautious when reading etymology of 

names, personal, tribal, toponymic, hydronymic, etc. offered by Wikipedia.   

  

NEW SLIDE 

Charlau: La Glaise à Roye  ‘Roye’s Clay Lick”  

Duvernet: la glaise du Roy “The King’s clay lick”    

  

  

On up the river, both authors note another clay lick. Potier writes La Glaise à Roye  ‘Roye’s Clay 

Lick” while Duvernet has la glaise du Roy “The King’s clay lick”    

Duvernet’s “The King’s clay lick” is a folk-etymological reformulation of the original place 

name, which Potier’s itinerary properly notes. The name has nothing to do with any French king. 

He never visited the site. He didn’t care about clay licks in northwestern Ohio. However, for 

reasons unknown, “Roye” probably refers to Pierre Roy, an early trader and interpreter 

associated with the Maumee River, and an ancestor of some of you here today.   

  

NEW SLIDE 

Le Grand Détour   

  



  

Le Grand Détour   

As one approached the headwaters of the Maumee River, Charlau’s itinerary writes Le Grand 

Détour while Duvernet’s map says le Détour. Show map of river today.   

I want to discuss this term as it could easily be misunderstood. In modern French it has the same 

meaning as the English term “detour,” which of course came from French. However, even today 

in French, where it means both “detour” and “bend,” as a bend in the road, it was common in the 

language of the French voyageurs and traders who traveled by canoe as it was the word for a big 

bend in a river.    

   

The Headwaters of the Maumee, so to speak.   

Miami: myaamionki ‘at the Miami’   

Miami: čeečaahkonki ‘at the Sandhill Crane’  

Potier: <tochingooke>,   

thohsinkohke(h) “at the Sandhill Crane”.  

  

  

 We don’t have a documented name in the Miami language for the Miami town or villages where 

the Maumee begins today. However, they would have been called myaamionki ‘at the Miami’ 

and čeečaahkonki ‘at the Sandhill Crane’, the name for the Miamis who lived at this site. The 

Iroquoian-speaking Wendat-Huron knew the Miami town here as thohsinkohke(h), written 

<tochingooke> by Potier. CHECK This means “at the sandhill crane,” which was a translation of 

the Miami’s own name for their town čečaahkonki, “at the sandhill crane,” čečaahkwa ‘sandhill 

crane’ being the self-designation of the Miami.   

  

This predictable name is nicely reflected in a documented Iroquoian-speaking Wendat-Huron 

name the Miami town, thohsinkohke(h), recorded by Potier in the form <tochingooke>, which 

means “at the Sandhill Crane”.  

More about these and other names can be found in my book: show photo of cover. Although the 

title denotes that the name therein are in Indiana, there were no artificial lines dividing what is 

now Indiana from other lands now known as Michigan, Ohio and Illinois. Place names naturally 

spill over the boundaries of modern states.  

A Little History READ FROM SLIDE 

  

NEW SLIDE OF BEAN RIVER 

  



Miami: kóčiihsasiipi ‘Bean River’ “KOcheesaSEEpee”   

Honey locust tree (Gleditsia triacanthos) honey locust seeds: fèves ‘beans’.  

 

Slides of honey locust pod and seeds 

 

NEW SLIDE 

 

By the time Hamilton arrived in 1778, the first French fort had disappeared and what was left of 

the second French fort, built in 1750 by M. de Raimond, was simply a conglomeration of traders’ 

huts. The second French fort was located upstream on the St. Joseph River. 

SHOW PHOTO OF THE SITE TODAY 

 

The site today 

 

LAST SLIDE 

 

https://www.acgsi.org/genweb/fort-wayne/forts-of-fort-wayne-indiana.html#french 

 

 

 

Archaeological Investigations of Fort St. Philippe des Miamis (1722) 108 

and the First American Fort (1794) in Fort Wayne, Indiana 

Christopher R. Andres, Dorothea McCullough, Michael Strezewski, 

and Robert G. McCullough 

 

https://www.academia.edu/32866326/Archaeological_Investigations_of_Fort_St_Philippe_des_

Miamis_1722_and_Fort_Wayne_1794_Fort_Wayne_Indiana 

 

Robert McCollough does excellent archaeology. However, the history in this article is a little off. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.academia.edu/32866326/Archaeological_Investigations_of_Fort_St_Philippe_des_Miamis_1722_and_Fort_Wayne_1794_Fort_Wayne_Indiana
https://www.academia.edu/32866326/Archaeological_Investigations_of_Fort_St_Philippe_des_Miamis_1722_and_Fort_Wayne_1794_Fort_Wayne_Indiana


 



 



 

 

A Pictorial History of Fort Wayne Indiana: a review of two centuries of occupation of the region 

about the head of the Maumee River by B. J. Griswold. C.O. Law. Chicago. 1917 

https://archive.org/details/pictorialhistory00gris/page/42/mode/2up 
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