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Songs Upon The Rivers – A Review 

Diane Wolford Sheppard, FCHSM Member 

 

Songs Upon The Rivers – The Buried History of the French-Speaking Canadians and Métis from the 

Great Lakes and the Mississippi across to the Pacific, by Robert Foxcurran, Michel Bouchard, and 

Sébastien Malette (Montréal: Baraka Books, 2017).  Although I agree that the general public needs to be 

educated about the history of the French, Native Americans, and métis, the authors have failed in their 

execution of this goal.  While well intended, the authors attempt to summarize 200 years of Canadian, 

Great Lakes, and Mississippi Valley history in 391 pages.   

 

Limiting my review to the discussions of the history of the Great Lakes, and in particular, the history of 

Michigan from the 17th through the mid-19th centuries, Songs Upon the Rivers fails.  The individual 

chapters are narrated in a disjointed fashion because the history is not presented in chronological order.  

Even if two centuries of Michigan’s history could be told in two or three chapters, the results are only as 

good as the underlying sources.  The fatal flaw is the fact that the authors relied on an odd assortment of 

underlying sources ranging from 17th century multi-volume histories to vanity press histories of 

communities that rarely cite sources.  Included in the mixture are outdated or discredited articles or books.  

While some readers may excuse the error by stating that the authors are not Michigan natives or may not 

be familiar with the best sources of Michigan history, I believe that the authors purposely chose to pick 

the sources that support their views of history and ignoring those sources that disagree with their distorted 

view of Michigan history.  Following are a few examples of their distorted and erroneous statements and 

beliefs about Michigan history; to discuss all of the errors would likely require more space than the 

authors used in Songs Upon the Rivers for their discussion of Michigan’s history.   

 

o The authors reply on Sleeper-Smith’s erroneous beliefs regarding the fur trade and the role that 

Native and métis women played in the fur trade at Fort St. Joseph.  In addition to Sleeper-Smith’s 

erroneous statements regarding the fur trade, she also made numerous erroneous statements about 

Marie Madeleine Réaume and her ancestry, as well as the ancestry of Marie Françoise Alavoine, her 

mother in law.  See my review of Indian Women and French Men on the Book Reviews Page on the 

FCHSM website.  The fact that the authors cite Sleeper-Smith is evidence that they know nothing 

about the operation of the fur trade during the French Regime. 

 

o The authors rely on Jacqueline Peterson’s erroneous beliefs published in her dissertation and 

subsequent articles that all communities in the Great Lakes through about 1830 were “métis 

communities”; but they fail to acknowledge that she has changed her opinion about the presence of 

“métis communities” in the Great Lakes, thereby misleading readers of Songs Upon the Rivers.  See 

my review of Peterson’s works on the Book Reviews Page on the FCHSM website.  

 

o One of the most famous métis living at Michilimackinac and later at present-day Green Bay, 

Wisconsin, was Charles Michel Mouet de Langlade.  His participation in military expeditions started 

in 1739 and continued through the French and Indian War and the Revolutionary War.  Prior to 1754, 

he had an illegitimate son by an Ottawa.  He married Charlotte Ambroisine Bourassa in 1754.  

Although Langlade’s biography is in the Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online 

(http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/mouet_de_langlade_charles_michel_4E.html), Songs Upon the 

Rivers does not mention his French-Canadian wife and their daughters, and date his military 

expeditions to after 1763.  In other words, once again they distort the record.  See the 

Michilimackinac Page on the FCHSM website for my profile of the Mouet de Langlade Families. 

 

o While speaking of the American Regime, the authors note “After a generation had passed, American 

politicians and settlers could overlook the contributions the French of the Old Northwest had made in 

the fighting the British during the American Revolution.”  [p. 215] This statement shows that the 

http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/mouet_de_langlade_charles_michel_4E.html
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authors do not understand the basic facts of the history of the Northwest.  Contrary to the author’s 

statement, the French and Native Americans in present-day Michigan fought on the side of the British 

during the American Revolution.  In fact, the British refused to abandon the forts and communities of 

Fort St. Joseph, Michilimackinac, and Detroit until they were forced to do so by the Jay Treaty which 

was ratified by the United States Senate on 24 June 1795.  Although 29 February 1796 was the 

effective date of the Treaty, the British did not abandon present-day Michigan’s Forts until July 1796 

[Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jay_Treaty, accessed 13 May 2018. . 

 

Missing from their sources are the most respected books published in the 20th and 21st century about the 

fur trade and the history of Michigan and the three distinctive communities (Michilimackinac, Fort St. 

Joseph, and Detroit) that existed during the French Regime.  Songs Upon the Rivers is not an unbiased 

history of Michigan and its French Canadian, Native American, and métis inhabitants; instead it is a 

biased and often erroneous history of the fur trade and the métis.  

 

For those who are interested in exploring the true history of the French Canadians, Native Americans, and 

métis, I invite you to read the numerous articles found in the subpages of the French Canadian and Native 

American – métis parts of the French-Canadian Heritage Society of Michigan website: 

www.habitantheritage.org.  

 

I also recommend that readers purchase or borrow on inter-library loan the following books.  Had the 

authors of Songs Upon the Rivers consulted these books, the content of their chapters which discuss 

Michigan History would have been entirely different:  

 

Cleland, Charles E., Rites of Conquest – The History and Culture of Michigan’s Native Americans (Ann 

Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, originally published in 1992; 1998 edition). 

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

Wayne State University Press, 2008).   

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

University Press, 2001).   

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

Indiana: Support the Fort, Inc., 2003).  Sleeper-Smith consulted a microfilm or copy of this book prior to 

its 2003 publication. 

 

Kelley, Sharon A., editor, Marriage Records Ste. Anne Church Detroit 1701 – 1850 (Detroit: Detroit 

Society for Genealogical Research, 2001). 

 

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 (Silver Fox Enterprises, 2001). 

 

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

Michilimackinac, 1669-1781 (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 2004). 

 

Lajeunesse, Ernest J., The Windsor Border Region: Canada’s Southernmost Frontier (Toronto: 

Champlain Society, University of Toronto Press, 1960; 2010 reprint by the Essex County Historical 

Society).  Available online at:  

https://ia800606.us.archive.org/13/items/windsorborderreg00laje/windsorborderreg00laje.pdf 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jay_Treaty
http://www.habitantheritage.org/
https://ia800606.us.archive.org/13/items/windsorborderreg00laje/windsorborderreg00laje.pdf
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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), hereafter RAPQ1930 

Moreau-DesHarnais, Gail, Diane Wolford Sheppard (Volume 1) and Suzanne Boivin Sommerville 

(Volume 2), Le Détroit du Lac Érié 1701-1710 (Royal Oak, Michigan: French-Canadian Heritage 

Society of Michigan, 2016).   

Paré, George, The Catholic Church in Detroit, 1701 – 1888 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1983, 

reprint). 

 Available from the Hathi Trust: 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015071402997;view=1up;seq=1  

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

Edge of Empire (East Lansing, Michigan and Mackinac Island, Michigan: Michigan State University 

Press and Mackinac State Historic Parks, 2008). 

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

Entrepreneur (East Lansing, Michigan and Mackinac Island, Michigan: Michigan State University Press 

and Mackinac State Historic Parks, 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) 

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015071402997;view=1up;seq=1

