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Paddle, Pipe, and Portage

Grand Portage, Minnesota

Natives called Lake Superior “the water too far to see across.” White 
explorers braved this water in birch-bark canoes, paddling while sing-

ing songs to bolster their spirits and pace themselves. They were called voya-
geurs, or travelers. Indians described them as “men with hairy faces who have 
no women.” In their heyday in the late 1700s and early 1800s, these hard-
bitten men supplied beaver pelts, called “soft gold,” to make top hats, capes, 
and muffs for the fancy crowd in Europe. It’s been said the voyageurs were 
“mighty men taming mighty country.” Some, called “Montreal men,” took 
trade goods from eastern Canada to Grand Portage, midway along the north 
shore of Superior. Others, known as “north men,” laden with furs, navigated 
the rivers and lakes from the Canadian interior, which was called le pays d’en 
haut, or upper country, to Grand Portage, a French name for great carrying 
place. It refers to a portage from Lake Superior up to the Pigeon River, which 
flows from the north but has rapids and waterfalls above the mouth, neces-
sitating the voyageurs’ nine-mile trek overland. It was at Grand Portage that 
the two groups of canoers traded cargo and returned to where they had come 
from—one to the city, one to the bush—but not before indulging in a fleeting 
but grand time. 

The spirit of this rendezvous enlivens people yet. Each August, three hun-
dred or so people travel to a campground at Minnesota’s Grand Portage Na-
tional Monument, fifty miles west of Thunder Bay, where they participate in 
a four-day reenactment of the days of the voyageurs, creating personas, dress-
ing in costume, and telling stories of the past.

On the first evening of the gathering, in the waning light, Rodney Brown, 
a wandering minstrel from Thunder Bay, sings of the past. He has dedicated 
an album to the voyageurs. Save for a yellow do-rag and cloth belt, Brown 
wears modern street clothes. In front of him, in a little meadow, perhaps a 
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hundred people sit on the grass in the cool, still evening. Some men smoke 
little clay pipes; a few women knit. Behind Brown, there is a copse of tall 
white spruce. Black flies are pesky.

“Our hearts long for drink and song,” he sings.
One song is about William McGillivrary, for whom Fort William is 

named. For a time, McGillivrary ran the Northwest Company’s fur trade out 
of the north shore. McGillivrary had two wives: a white and a Cree. Brown’s 
favorite lyrics in his voyageur songs are about the Cree wife. They include her 
tombstone epitaph—“Mother of the country, daughter of the land”—to 
which he adds, “We leave you poor, with beggar hands.” Those words, Brown 
says, recall a bad time for the natives, who faced starvation when the fur in-
dustry dried up.

Gone, then, were the voyageurs—and the clerks, traders, and managers 
who were called “company men”—gone were all except the mixed breeds 
who were, and are, called the métis. These people opened up the region, this 
north shore of Lake Superior and beyond, all the country northwest of Lake 
Huron’s Georgian Bay—an area, Brown says, that the voyageurs called “the 
big lonely.”

The first European to view these expansive waters was probably Etienne 
Brulé, who came to what was called New France in 1610, at age sixteen. He 
traveled up the St. Lawrence River to Quebec, which had been founded by 
Samuel de Champlain in 1608. Champlain took the young Brulé under his 
wing and sent him to live among the Huron people, whom Champlain had 
befriended, to learn their way of life and how to survive in his new world. 
Brulé is variously described as a scout, pathfinder, and the very first coureur 
de bois, or woods runner.

Champlain reached Georgian Bay in 1615, his farthest foray west. It is 
believed that Brulé pushed on from there, traveled up the St. Mary’s River, 
and reached what is now Sault Ste. Marie between 1620 and 1622. Brulé was 
ahead of the crowd. Jean Nicolet didn’t discover Lake Michigan until 1634. 
Claude Allouez didn’t reach the west end of Lake Superior until 1666. The 
backdrop of this time in the New World was the continual squabbling and 
warring between the French and British, both with their Indian allies. When 
the British captured Quebec in 1629, Brulé switched his allegiance from the 
French to the British. One historical sketch says of Brulé and this ill-fated 
move, “Despite his notable accomplishments, his death was unheroic and 
gruesome; for changing his loyalty from the French to the British, he was 
killed, quartered, boiled, and eaten by his blood brothers, the Bear Tribe of 
the Huron Indians.”
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Those who followed Brulé were mostly French, and they became the 
voyageurs. They pushed west, following the sun and the watercourses. To 
admirers, these men were brave and daring; to the English they were “cor-
rupt, and debased as savages.” Whatever their character, they had tough hides 
as they sought furs and the Northwest Passage. Along the way, the French 
built more than a hundred forts and made what one observer calls “a long-
stretched supply route.” 

The voyageurs took a lesson from the natives and navigated these waters 
by canoe. The birch-bark canoe was to the opening of the Great Lakes region 
as the horse was to the opening of the West. These “birch-rind canoes” were 
made by the Algonquin people of the Ottawa River valley and southern On-
tario. Lightweight, they were like sailing on “a dried leaf.” It was said, “They 
can sail them before the wind, but not else.” One chronicler of the period 
likened them to “a wretched fragile water lily.”

The French used bigger canoes for large rivers and Lake Superior, and 
smaller ones to negotiate the many rapids and portages in central and west-
ern Canada. A bigger one, the canot de maître, or master canoe, was thirty-
four to forty feet long and had a crew of eight to fourteen. A smaller one, 
the canot du nord, or north canoe, was about twenty-five feet long and had 
a crew of four to six. The men who hired on to paddle these vessels were a 
colorful and stouthearted bunch. One contemporary, Daniel Harmon, wrote 
in 1819:

The Canadian Voyageurs possess lively and fickle dispositions, and 
they are rarely subject to depression of spirits, of long continuance, 
even when in circumstances the most adverse. Although what they 
consider good eating and drinking constitutes their chief good, yet, 
when necessity compels them to it, they submit to great privation 
and hardship, not only without complaining, but even with cheerful-
ness and gaiety. They are very talkative, and extremely thoughtless, 
and make many resolutions, which are almost as soon broken as 
formed. They never think of providing for future wants. . . . They 
are not brave; but when they apprehend little danger, they will often, 
as they say, “play the man.” They are very deceitful, are exceedingly 
smooth and polite, and are even gross flatterers to the face of a per-
son, whom they will basely slander, behind his back. . . . A secret 
they cannot keep. They rarely feel gratitude, though they are often 
generous. They are obedient, but not faithful servants. By flattering 
their vanity, of which they have not a little, they may be persuaded 
to undertake the most difficult enterprises.
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Their odyssey was indeed formidable—grueling days, and thank the 
Lord for nightfall. Their journeys were mainly between May and October 
when the waterways were free of ice. It was common for “brigades” of up to 
twenty canoes to venture forth together. The men worked fourteen to eigh-
teen hours a day, covering sixty to eighty miles. On portages, they had to 
carry seventy- to ninety-pound pièces, or bundles, of supplies. They endured 
injury, death, and nature’s unfriendliness, including, according to one ac-
count, “clouds of black flies and mosquitoes against which the best repellent 
was a mix of bear grease and skunk urine.”

According to writer Eric Morse, “The voyageur’s daily routine was a kill-
ing one.” Up at two or three o’clock to the shout of Leve, leve, nos gens!—
Up, up, we men!—they traveled twelve miles before breakfast, which was 
cooked overnight but not provided until eight o’clock. Lunch was limited to 
dried meat eaten on the run. “Fairly regularly,” Morse writes, “a stop was 
made for a few minutes each hour to allow the men to smoke a pipe.” This 
event was so important that distances came to be measured in pipes; three 
pipes might be fifteen to twenty miles, “depending on wind and current.” 
Such a break from routine and labor, Morse writes, was “a motivating and 
enticing thought.” Dinner, at eight or ten o’clock in the evening, typically was 
dried meat mixed with flour and water, creating a potage that the voyageurs 
called rubbaboo. After one last pipe, the voyageurs slept on the ground—“on 
turf, moss, or beach,” Morse says—with their heads under an overturned 
canoe and a tarp stretching from the canoe to protect them from “the rain 
and dew.” Johann Kohl, a chronicler of the period, describes these inconve-
niences as “extremely unpoetical.” He reports a common lamentation among 
the voyageurs: Au misère!

Their food had little variety, though it differed by region. At the outset of 
the journey in Quebec or Montreal, the voyageurs ate maize, dried peas, 
beans, and cured pork; at Sault Ste. Marie, there was wild rice, maple syrup, 
fish, venison, and corn; in central and western Canada, buffalo and pemmi-
can. The corn was soaked in a mixture of wood ashes and water and boiled 
to a thick hominy that was sometimes spiced with bacon fat or bear grease. 
Not until they reached Grand Portage did the men eat sumptuously; then, 
according to Kohl, there were delicacies such as beaver tail, buffalo hump, 
bear paw, and moose nose.

In 1824, Edward Talbot wrote about the voyageurs and their lot: “How 
the men who are employed in this difficult navigation exist, without ruining 
their constitutions, is a mystery which I am utterly unable to explain.” Per-
haps to their advantage, these men were believers in God. They prayed for 
safety and to be remembered. Some, of course, succumbed along the way. 
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Where they were buried, crosses were set in place. Upon encountering one, it 
is said, the voyageurs tipped their heads and said a prayer.

Washington Irving wrote of the voyageurs in 1836, “They are dexterous 
boatmen, vigorous and adroit with the oar and paddle, and will row from 
morning unto night without a murmur. The steersman often sings an old tra-
ditional French song . . . in which they all join, keeping time with their oars; 
if at any time they flag in spirits or relax in exertion, it is but necessary to 
strike up a song of the kind to put them all in fresh spirits and activity.”

Our voices keep tune and our oars keep time . . .

Row, brothers, row, the stream runs fast,

The rapids are near and the daylight’s past.

Voyageurs who sang and paddled and smoked their way from Montreal to 
Grand Portage were called “pork eaters,” after the French appetite for that 
meat. They also were called engagés, laborers or hired hands. These men re-
turned to Montreal. The north men who lived in the Canadian wilderness were 
called hivernants, or winterers. A pork eater became a north man only after a 
winter in the backcountry and a rite of passage, described this way: “The new-
comer was sprinkled with water from the first north-flowing stream, and made 
to promise never to kiss another man’s wife without his permission. This ended 
with the drinking of rum and a boistering barrage of back-slappings.”

Whether pork eater or north man, there were three kinds of laborers in 
each canoe: the avant, or bowman, in front, acted as guide; the gouvernail, or 
steersman, in the stern, directed the craft; and the milieu, or the paddlers, 
were stationed in the middle. As well, there were the express men, they of the 
highest stature, who carried important people or messages at twice the pace 
of a supply canoe.

The cargo capacity of the lake canoes was up to eight thousand pounds, 
half that for the smaller canoes going into the interior. Each voyageur’s sup-
plies were limited to thirty to forty pounds—basically, tobacco, a blanket, and 
clothing, including a good set of clothes to play the dandy in Grand Portage. 
It is said that God turns a blind eye to all soldiers for an hour before battle. 
Perhaps he turned a blind eye to all voyageurs at the rendezvous at Grand 
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Portage, where, after eight weeks of toil and isolation and more than two 
thousand miles of wilderness, the men took to rum and women. Their women 
were called “temporary wives” or “fair Partners.”

Alexander Ross, one man who was a part of this commerce, wrote:

I have now been 42 years in this country, for 24 of them, I was a 
canoe man; I required but little sleep, but sometimes got less than I 
needed. No portage was too long for me, all portages were alike. My 
end of the canoe never touched the ground ’til I saw the end of the 
portage trail. Fifty songs a day were like nothing to me. I could 
carry, paddle, walk, and sing with any man I ever saw. During that 
period, I saved the lives of 10 Bourgeois [members of the upper 
class], and was always their favorite, because when others stopped 
to carry at a bad step, and lost time, I pushed on—over rapids, over 
cascades, over chutes; all were the same to me. No water or weather 
ever stopped my paddle or my song. I had 12 wives in the country; 
and was once possessed of 50 horses, and 6 running dogs, trimmed 
in the finest style. I was then like a Bourgeois, rich and happy; no 
Bourgeois had better dressed wives than I; no Indian Chief finer 
horses; no white man better-harnessed or swifter dogs. I beat all In-
dians at the race, and no white man ever passed me in the chase. I 
wanted for nothing; I spent all my earnings in the enjoyment of plea-
sure. 200 livres, twice told, have passed through my hands; although 
now I have not a spare shirt to my back, nor a coin with which to 
purchase one. Yet, were I young again, I should glory in commenc-
ing the same career again, I would willingly spend another half- 
century in the same fields of enjoyment. There is no life so happy as 
a voyageur’s life; none so independent; no place where a man enjoys 
so much freedom as in Indian country. Huzza! Huzza! pour le pays 
sauvage [for the savage country].

Ross wrote this remembrance in 1850. He was the last of a breed. In 1802, 
the rendezvous was relocated from Grand Portage to Fort William, at what is 
now Thunder Bay. The 1820s sounded the death knell for the entire operation. 
The beaver simply ran out; and anyway, silk hats had replaced beaver hats as 
the fashion in Europe. So the fur trade ended—yet it still tugs at the imagina-
tions of the reenactors, who are quite serious about their masquerade.

The 2007 reenactment is made up of 133 encampments—a setting of white 
canvas tents and lean-tos. To the north are green hills that spill down to 
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Grand Portage Bay, half a mile long, with an island, a few acres in size, a 
quarter mile offshore. Soft, halfhearted waves lap at the narrow, boulder-
strewn shoreline. A bulky young man stands facing the water and plays bag-
pipes. His audience is a few seagulls and a little dark-haired girl who sits on a 
big rock. Wood smoke from many campfires scents the cool evening air. All 
about are the artifacts of the fur trade: a birch-bark canoe, wooden kegs, 
flintlock rifles, fire-blackened pots and kettles, a wooden yoke for carrying 
pails, and colorful wool blankets. Piles of firewood are there for the taking. 
People mill about, all in period dress, the men in white shirts with no buttons, 
breechcloths, moccasins, and leather leggings, and the women in long dresses. 
A good many men sport dashing beards, mustaches, and sideburns. There is 
all manner of head cover: chukes (from the French toque, for hat), berets, do-
rags, squat stovepipe beaver hats (the point of this whole business, after all), 
and cocked hats, or tricornes, which one man describes as “the most useless 
hat ever invented in the world. When you walk through the woods, it’s like 
having a cowboy hat with treble hooks. It catches on everything.”

Karl Koster has organized this annual reenactment since 1998. “He’s in 
deep,” a friend says of his involvement. On this night he wears a faded red 
shirt, black neck scarf, burgundy sash, moccasins, and a white do-rag. He 
also carries a walkie-talkie, one of the few deviations from the traditional at 
this gathering (although I do run into a woman who hides a rubber spatula). 
Koster keeps events on schedule, makes sure all campfires are out by one 
thirty in the morning, and makes himself useful.

Trade goods that the Montreal men carried included firearms, ammuni-
tion, metal tools, cloth, beads, twine, salt, and liquor. Koster says the furs (70 
percent were beaver) that the north men brought to Grand Portage were gath-
ered by Indians with nets, spears, snares, and clubs through holes in the ice. 
In contrast, he says, “In the Rocky Mountains, there were a handful of guys 
with traps.” He adds, “The Lake Superior fur trade, in all aspects, really 
blows away that Rocky Mountain fur trade. There was so much more—from 
here to the Pacific, here to the Arctic.”

Grand Portage, Koster explains, is “a small, little spot on the map, but for 
a lot of people here, this was the center of the world.” He describes the area as 
“a chunk of land” between two watercourses—on one side Lake Superior and 
on to the Atlantic Ocean; on the other side the Pigeon River and on to the Pa-
cific Ocean. “So if you think about it,” Koster says, “that’s what this portage 
does—gives you the route to go from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean. 
It’s the center of the continent. This is where you go east and west, right here.”

The Great Lakes fur trade opened up not only the Lake Superior region 
but also the Canadian west and northwest. Looking for the Northwest Passage, 
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Sir Alex McKenzie, head of the Northwest Company, journeyed west out of 
Grand Portage, took a right turn, and reached the Arctic Ocean in 1789. Four 
years later, he stuck to a westward route and reached the Bella Coola River, 
which dumps into the Pacific Ocean, eleven years before Lewis and Clark made 
it to that country.

Grand Portage, then, was a stepping-off point for a huge enterprise that 
Koster loves to talk about. Just outside of his canvas lean-to, a deer hindquar-
ter and a buffalo roast, impaled with a spit, hang over an open fire. Visitors 
sit on bales of hay or canvas bundles of the same size. The bundles, wrapped 
with rope, represent the packs that the voyageurs carried over portages and 
sat on when they paddled their canoes, which had no seats. One is a cooler 
covered up to look like a bundle.

Koster, who is in his late forties, admits, “I’m too old and too fat to be a 
voyageur.” He works for the National Park Service from May to October and 
is a freelance historian and consultant specializing in the fur trade. There are 
more than forty reenactments about the fur trade a year in Minnesota and 
Wisconsin alone. Grand Portage is one of the bigger and more popular ones. 
“Grand Portage was the exact site where a real rendezvous took place,” Koster 
says. “That’s what makes this one so special.” He says the reenactment of the 
Grand Portage rendezvous began at least as far back as the 1970s. “It took over 
everything and became a profession,” he says. “It’s a strange life—dressing 
funny and doing old stuff.” He adds, “The kids just absolutely love it.”

Koster smokes a small, traditional pipe, made of kaolin, that he bought 
from a man who specializes in making them. On this day, Koster wears blue-
and-white-striped stockings, a “finger-woven” wool garter, linen knee britches 
(the 1790s were “a trouser period,” he says), a linen shirt (the color of the 
tents: unbleached white), a black silk scarf, a plaited straw hat right out of 
vaudeville (“The style dates from 1790”). Many reenactors wear head cover 
common to the period. “It’s a sign of respect,” Koster says. He is a student 
and a fan of this era. “I go home at night, relax, grab a beer, and read a fur 
trade journal. It’s an everyday thing in my life and I never get tired of it be-
cause I don’t know everything yet.” He doesn’t romanticize the history or the 
people. “The more I research the voyageurs, they didn’t have much of a 
choice. These guys needed a job.” 

Recalling these people, the reenactors slip into the past so thoroughly 
that they talk of it as though it were the present. The coureur de bois? “They’re 
earlier than us,” Koster says.

I ask Koster what attracts him to this avocation.
“Like-minded people,” he says. “Camping with guys who like to talk 

about the same things you like to talk about.”



Karl Koster: I go home at night, relax, grab a beer, and read a fur trade journal.
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Along with period costumes, there are period trades—silversmith, tanner, 
soap maker, tinsmith, hunter, and cobbler—and among these practitioners of 
the past there is some swapping going on. “There’s an argument,” Koster 
says, “about how much gear we can take to do our trading.”

John Powers, who is in his sixties, is a forestry consultant from Duluth, 
Minnesota. He adopts the persona of a man he identifies as LaFrenierie. The 
Frenchman and his compatriots began their journey in Montreal with a visit 
to the Church of Saint Anne-de-Bellevue, where, Powers says, “They asked 
for protection to bring them safely home.” They ended their journey at Grand 
Portage which, Powers says, was decidedly unholy—“a place that’s wild, 
away from church and social stuff.” He describes these men as “full of piss 
and vinegar and drunk—they just got paid, so you can imagine what this 
place was like.” They swelled the population of Grand Portage from fifty 
stalwart souls braving the winter to fifteen hundred enjoying the summer. 
“They were adventurers for whom the civilized life back east was too confin-
ing,” Powers says. Most were just contract laborers—the muscle behind the 
fur trade.

The lineage connecting LaFrenierie and Powers is a fanciful bloodline 
stretching back to the voyageur rendezvous, an event of legend and lore, and 
now make-believe. Powers camps in a tent and dons period garb—red head 
scarf, polka-dot scarf, light-colored pants and shirt, moccasins, and a ceinture 
flesch, a woven sash with an arrowhead pattern—and practices period activi-
ties. He uses a wooden water cup and a wooden spoon, cooks over an open 
fire, eats off rocks or birch bark instead of plates, and loves it all. “I slipped 
down the slippery slope into the hobby,” he says of this reenactment. He is a 
tall, lean man who canoes and hunts and sews his own shirts.

Tim Peterson, who is in his late fifties, of Two Harbors, Minnesota, has 
been participating in the rendezvous for ten years. A graduate of the College of 
Saint Scholastica, he works for the Army Corps of Engineers in wetlands man-
agement. He has granny glasses, a white beard, and a light brown mustache. 
We sit on the grass and converse. It rained lightly last night, but the day is warm 
and sunny, and the ground is dry. Peterson says, “It was nice last night—listen-
ing to the rain on the tarp.” He smokes a pipe; it’s not kaolin, like most; the 
bowl is cherry, and the stem is dogwood. He is alone on this day; sometimes he 
comes with his wife and daughter. “You know what’s nice about these?” he 
says of reenactments. “It’s safe. You don’t worry about the kids.”

He wears buckskin leggings and a breechcloth. “You don’t want the 
branches tearing up your legs.” He also wears elk moccasins. Hanging from his 
waist is a small wooden cup for eating and drinking. He calls it a “noggin.”

“How do you spell that?” I ask.



John Powers: I slipped down the slippery slope into the hobby.



Tim Peterson: 
You know what’s nice about these? You don’t worry about the kids.
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“Wrong,” he says, and then adds, “I had beer out of this last night. You 
use it for everything. I got this and my bone spoon and that’s all I need.”

He also has what he calls a “patch knife.” It’s used to cut the cloth patch 
for a black powder gun. It has a handle that he made of deer antler.

Blue beads dangle from his neck. He wears a silver earring with a tur-
quoise feather. I remark on it.

“I got it at a rendezvous someplace,” he says.
“What kind of stone?”
“I really couldn’t tell you. Blue?”
He sports a black beret. His persona is Scottish. Most of the voyageurs 

were French Canadian, he says, but after them, the Scots played a significant 
role.

Kids are all about, playing. “Aren’t they great?” he exclaims. The rendez-
vous, he adds, “teaches them confidence. They know they can survive. If 
you’re at one of these, you’re usually self-sufficient.” The children, he says, 
have an appreciation for food, fire, and shelter. “Drop them in the woods 
someplace, they’ll do just fine.”

He has four children, aged fifteen to thirty. He says his youngest daughter 
trails friends like a caboose does a train. “They have a ball at these things.”

“Why do you go?” I ask him.
“History is a lot of it. Relaxation. I don’t know. People play golf. I just 

like this. That’s a question you can’t answer.”
He carries a buckskin pouch. Inside is a brass box filled with flint, steel, 

and char cloth, which is partly burnt cotton that’s like charcoal—“It catches 
fire real quick.” Strike the flint and steel, the spark lands on the char cloth and 
you can blow on it and coax a flame out of it. He’s been on seven- and nine-
day canoe trips in the Boundary Waters. “Nobody used a match that whole 
trip,” he says.

He also carries a medicine bag, filled with “luck charms, beads, feathers, 
fur, part of a piece of eight, plus things I’m not going to tell you.”

He’s a trapper of beaver, fox, coyote, fisher, and martin. But, he says, 
“I’m not big-time.” One of the rendezvous events is a trapping demonstration 
later in the morning. Peterson says he’ll go. “You can always learn something 
new. That helps you out.”

He also dries venison. “I cheat. I use the oven.” And he gathers wild rice. 
“I know where the rice is and go when it’s ripe. Actually, it makes good 
Christmas presents if you get a little extra.”

He pauses and lights his pipe with his flint and steel and char cloth. He 
does it easily. He says of the voyageurs, “Those guys knew what they were 
doing.”
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I wander to the lakeshore where a man is putting on a trapping and hunt-
ing demonstration.

“Who are you?” I ask.
“My name is John Hayes.”
“What do you do?”
“In the twentieth century, I’m an attorney. But right now I’m essentially 

a gouvernail in this setting right here. Doing hunting and gathering, mostly. 
Meat hunting and wild ricing, supporting my family.”

John Hayes is in his early forties and lean, with dark hair in a long pony-
tail. He’s been enthralled with voyageurs since he was a shaver. At age nine, 
he made his first leather pouch. At twelve, he made his first moccasins (he’s 
made two hundred pairs since). At fourteen, he made his first buckskin shirt.

“Why do you do it?” I ask.
“I daresay it’s trying to dig into history. To get it right. And always trying 

to improve your persona, your camp, your accoutrements, your approach, 
your mind-set. Do what they would have done with the stuff that they had. 
They were hard workers. They knew how to use their back.”

He slips into the present tense. “You have to be able to paddle most of 
the day. When you get to a portage, you unload the canoe, carry the packs 
across, carry the canoe, put the packs back in, and you’re ready to go again. 
And you do that day in and day out.”

The people who revere this life will travel far for “a good camp,” Hayes 
says. He has been to six states. He especially likes the Grand Portage reenact-
ment. “I would rank this up there with some of the best camps.”

The historical reenactments have become a blend of restriction and imag-
ination. Some things are frowned upon at voyageur camps. “Your western 
mountain man—buckskins with beads and fringe—those things are heavily 
discouraged. The prairie dress and prairie bonnet—they’re strongly discour-
aged.” On the other hand, he says, “Take a persona and run with it.” Name. 
Parentage. Religion. Background. “It never quits. No. Never does. You got to 
look at it like a backwards funnel. You start coming in the nozzle, backwards, 
and it just opens up and gets wider and wider.”

Under a tarp, before an audience of eight, Hayes puts on a short course 
in woodlore and a way of thinking. Voyageurs, he says, had few needs and a 
use for everything. “The practicality of the eighteenth-century mind is a kind 
of a minimalism.”

Much of the trade of that time revolved around animals. Beaver, of 
course, “for the true felted hat.” Deer hides for tradesmen’s britches. Tough 
red squirrel hide for gloves. Soft groundhog hide or moose maple (“that little 
rubbery tree”) for sewing. Deer for meat. Salted buffalo, sent east (it lasted a 



John Hayes: 
The practicality of the eighteenth-century mind is a kind of a minimalism.
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year in a springhouse). Corned bear hams and bacon. (“They didn’t have pigs 
back then around the country. They had them on the East Coast and on the 
farms, but in the borderland, in the rough areas, in the frontier, bear took the 
place of pig.”) Deer tallow rendered into grease both for cooking and to oil a 
gun barrel.

Hayes demonstrates the fashioning of a rabbit deadfall made out of a few 
notched and shaven sticks. He makes a turkey call, rubbing a small slab of 
slate with a birch dowel. “That’s a hen calling,” he says. “‘Come here, boy, 
come here. Come here, you handsome devil.’ I can almost purr with this. It’s 
a feeding call. A call of contentment.” Use hot lead, a ladle, and a can of 
water to make lead shot for grouse, swans, and muskrats and round ball for 
deer and buffalo. Fashion antlers and bones for implements. For warmth in 
the winter, line moccasins with pieces of blanket, leaves, cattail down, or hair 
from deer, elk, and caribou, which is hollow. “Hollow hair is an incredibly 
good insulator.”

“What’s the name of the game here?” Hayes asks his small audience. 
“What’s the common thread you see happening here?” He answers himself: 
“Self-sustaining. Self-sufficient. Resourceful. Reliant.”

He instructs about hunting deer with stealth. “Don’t stomp, stomp, 
stomp” through the bush, he says. “Go in there . . . gently. Try to move into 
the wind. Keep that wind in favor.” Some hunters, he says, are so concerned 
with odors that they won’t eat meat for three days prior to hunting and will 
cleanse themselves in the sauna immediately beforehand. In mimicking the 
past, he doesn’t go that far, but he nonetheless cautions about a deer’s sense 
of smell. “A smell out of place is a smell out of place.” A deer near a farm will 
be accustomed to the smell of oil, he says. On the other hand, “Don’t rub 
yourself with pine needles and duff and then go into an oak forest.” “Re-
sourcefulness,” he repeats. “You’re always thinking ahead. . . . The first rule 
of thumb is not to get in a pickle. And the second, I guess, is if you’re in a 
pickle, you’re going to have to get yourself out.

“These people,” he continues, “weren’t so gadget-burdened as some peo-
ple nowdays. You don’t need a whole bunch of stuff.” One spoon, one knife, 
one cup, and so on, he says. “Abe Lincoln said, ‘Most people are as happy as 
they want to be.’ Most people are as satisfied as they want to be, as far as I’m 
concerned.”

Hayes practices some period skills and methods. For instance, he uses 
one muzzleloader for hunting, whether the game is squirrel or deer. “The only 
time I use a modern gun is if I’m out duck hunting late-season divers, and 
they’re coming, screaming in, about sixty miles an hour. It’s nice to have a 
couple of shots there for that big bluebill or whistler.”
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Hayes has built a home in the style of the late eighteenth century, with 
both French and Dutch aspects. By living the way he does, caught up in a 
bygone time, he hopes to impart to his children “an appreciation of what we 
have nowdays.” He wants them to keep alive skills from the past. He wants 
to teach them “to be able to do without, to put up with some discomfort once 
in awhile” and “to appreciate a warm fire when you get home, a hot bowl of 
soup.”

“Were you born in the wrong century?” I ask.
“No, I was probably born in the right century, but if I could go back right 

now, I’d take a huge notebook, and I’d be looking for the answers that people 
have nowdays for questions.”

Which are many. “We can pick up guns and knives and cooking uten-
sils,” he says. “We can see how they were used and where their wear marks 
are. But the soft culture—the way people spoke or what they taught—isn’t 
always clear.”

For Berit Allison, this is especially true. I sit on the grass in the sweet 
evening air with her. She is a small, dark-haired woman with silver bracelets 
and silver earrings. Allison, from Long Lake, Minnesota, became a reenactor 
about fifteen years ago. She has a degree in Native American studies and has 
two names—Crow Woman in Dakota, Little Horse Woman in Lakota. She 
has worked as a sign language interpreter, in special education, and as a 
teacher of English as a second language.

Her rendezvous persona is a métis woman whose father and grandfather 
were French traders and whose mother and grandmother were Dakota. 
“Having grown up in my mother’s village, I’ve met, many years ago, a Scot-
tish trader and have gone to live with him. When a trader married a native, 
they called it a marriage à la façon de pays—a marriage in the fashion of the 
country. When they would have children, if the child was a boy, he would 
frequently, at a certain age, go back to Montreal and perhaps even to Europe, 
to be educated . . . in hopes that he would come back here and work as a clerk 
for the fur company, and this kept the cycle going. Whereas girl children, 
daughters, would stay here in the wilderness and the frontier with their 
 mothers—in the hopes of marrying a trader and continuing the fur trade cycle 
that way.”

Allison says that native women were key to the fur trade. “They made 
moccasins. They made snowshoes for the men, without which they couldn’t 
have left the posts in the winter because of the deep snow. They helped them 
with the process of learning the construction of the birch-bark canoes, which 
are actually sewn. Frequently, because the European men were not familiar 
with this area and procuring food in the wintertime, the native women would 
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snowshoe out of the posts and snare rabbits and squirrels and bring them 
back and often kept the traders from starving over the winter.” Allison says 
the women’s role was unheralded. “Men of the time wrote in excess about 
themselves and about the men around them, and there was no detail too small 
to record. They’ll go on and on and on about their voyageurs, and they’ll say, 
‘And he had this native woman with him,’ and that would be it. It’s very dif-
ficult to find good, rich detail about these women.”

They were stalwart. “Early on, some of the traders tried bringing Euro-
pean women over, and they were called ‘the fragile exotics’ because, trans-
planted from their homes in Europe and plopped down here, it was just such 
an incredible culture shock. They weren’t prepared for the harsh climate, the 
incredible demand for physical labor. The European men couldn’t believe 
how strong the native women were. They were pulling sleds that the dogs 
couldn’t get through the snow, they were hauling wood and fur bales along-
side the men—they’d never seen women work this hard and be that physically 
strong. And they soon saw that the European women just were not going to 
make it here, and so for awhile, there was an actual ban at the fur posts: 
‘Don’t even try to bring European women here. It’s terrible. It’s a terrible 
mistake. We use the native and métis women.’”

Besides providers, Allison says, the native women and métis were “liai-
sons”: “They helped the traders to understand and learn their native lan-
guages, to understand the cultural differences. They were really bridges, 
cultural bridges, between the fur traders and the native people.”

The differences between the two cultures were at times dramatic— natives 
loyal, traders opportunistic. “If a trader came in and married a native woman, 
then he was family, and I think the traders didn’t often fully understand the 
meaning of that. When that man, that trader, became a relative, you should 
be able to count on him. Relatives support you. They keep promises to you. 
If you’re having trouble with your enemies, your relatives will come and help 
you.” In that context, she talks about Pierre La Verendrye, an early French 
trader. “He traded with the Cree and the Ojibwe, and then traded with the 
Dakota. Well, when the Dakota traded with him, he became a family member, 
and then when he traded again with the Cree, the enemies of the Dakota, it 
was seen as a terrible betrayal—‘Why would our brother, our relative, give 
weapons to our enemies, who are immediately using them against us?’ So 
then they retaliated and murdered La Verendrye’s men, including his son, and 
made a very strong statement. Because when they murdered them, they cut off 
their heads and put them around a fire and wrapped each head in a beaver 
pelt, as if to say, ‘Here’s the beaver pelt you want so badly. You have to have 
your hats. You need these beaver pelts. Well, here they are, wrapped around 
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the heads of your dead.’ . . . A pretty grim message, but you know, to them it 
had to be made. ‘How can you betray us like this? You are our family, and yet 
you’re arming our enemies.’ So I think that cultural difference was hard to 
grasp.”

Allison shows off a line of red paint along the part in her hair as well as 
a short horizontal line on each temple. “The red I have is a trade item called 
vermilion, and it was a powder. This intense pigment that was traded all the 
way from China. Unfortunately, during the time, the recipe for vermilion 
started with a hundred parts mercury and twenty parts sulfur, so I’m fairly 
certain it was not good to be wearing it on your skin every day. Before trade 
with Europeans, the native people would wear red ochre to color themselves, 
but once they saw this vermilion, the brilliant red, as opposed to the rusty red 
of the red ochre, people just couldn’t get enough of it. It was such a fantastic 
color, and red was a color of power and life and joy. Among Dakota people, 
it’s said that a man each morning would paint the part of his woman’s hair 
red as an outward sign of his regard for her.” Often, Allison adds, the women 
sported red decoration on their cheeks, forehead, chin, ears, and jaw. “It was 
really just cosmetic. It looked good . . . and then also, practically, it’s great 
protection from the sun.”

While Allison and I visit, her husband, a paramedic whose persona is a 
Scottish craftsman, brings her a cup of syllabub, an eighteenth-century bev-
erage. “It’s a mixture of port and brandy and brown sugar, and then you put 
cream and layer it on. If you were a fine person of social standing, you’d 
have this in a lovely glass and you could see the cream swirl down into the 
drink, and it’s this beautiful garnet color. You want to taste it? It’s spectacu-
lar. It’s funny how, because of this passion, we seek out eighteenth-century 
recipes for food and beverages, and when someone has something new, it’s 
all exciting.”

She and her husband attend reenactments in Wisconsin, Minnesota, 
Iowa, and Illinois, including a couple in the winter. There is an air of camara-
derie in all of them. “Absolutely. Some of the people have become our dearest 
friends.” They come from all directions and distances. Sometimes, she says, 
“we only get to see each other a few times a year”—only at rendezvous—
“and then it’s a great, huge, special occasion.”

What’s the point of all the detail?
“As we started out, we were really, really loose. We really had no idea 

what we were doing. It was like, oh, people dress up and you wear buckskin. 
As you learn more, you really want everything you’re doing, or wearing, or 
talking about, to be right. And as you come to a place like this, it’s almost a 
tribute to those who have gone before us.”
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A friend brings food. He’s cooked up a dish called haggis, which is a 
Gaelic word meaning “to hack up”— organs, in this case. “It’s a traditional 
meal of Scotland,” Allison explains. “It’s cooked in the stomach of a sheep. 
It’s made of hearts and liver and lung and kidneys. I think that’s it. All chopped 
up with onion and, traditionally, oats, and lots of nice spices.” Instead of 
oats, her friend uses wild rice to translate the traditional Scottish meal to the 
Great Lakes, where oats aren’t available but wild rice is plentiful. “Put it all 
in the stomach of a sheep, tie it closed, and boil it for about three hours.”

“Why do you do all this?” I ask Allison.
“I don’t know,” she responds. “It’s just a passion.”
She likes to teach what she calls “the public” that visits a rendezvous. She 

likes the good company of fellow reenactors, whom she describes as kindly 
and generous. She simply admires them. “The people here are the most 
knowledgeable group of people I’ve ever encountered.” She treasures the eve-
nings when they all sit around flickering campfires and talk about history. 
Most of all, she loves to teach schoolchildren about the history of the fur 
trade, especially the role of the native women and métis. “If we can see how 
very strong and powerful women can be, not in a feminazi sort of way, but to 
see that, 250 years ago, 300 years ago, women were making the difference 
between life and death for men who were new to this place—if that can be 
presented to a native girl and have her take some extra pride in who she is, 
and who her forbears were, it’s just splendid.”

“The folks are as good as the people,” my old aunt says. That was not 
the case in history at Grand Portage. The fur trade occurred during a time of 
class distinction. The company men (“That means you shave and put on a 
suit,” one reenactor says) were mostly Scottish or English, and they lived in-
side the stockade. Voyageurs, along with farmers, woodsmen, tradesmen, and 
habitants (“all washed-up voyageurs”) lived outside of the stockade with the 
natives and métis. “A trader wouldn’t touch any manual labor,” one reenac-
tor tells me, and the voyageurs’ attitude was, “He pays us—we don’t like 
him.”

The fort, then, would be off limits to Tim Timmerman, were he dis-
placed to 1800 and his voyageur persona, but these days he’s allowed to 
hold forth in a small room in the Great Hall. Timmerman is from Waukon, 
Iowa, and he introduces himself as a knot tier. “I do all the different sailing 
knots,” he says. “My persona in the rendezvous—my story goes—I served 
on a French frigate, a man-o’-war. Actually, a sailmaker is what I was, and 
I decided that was enough and I wanted to become a craftsman on the 
shore. So I decided to come inland, and I ended up in a canoe, and this is 
how I became a voyageur.”



Berit Allison: 
The people here are the most knowledgeable group of people I’ve ever encountered.
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Timmerman, who is in his midforties, has dark hair that is starting to 
whiten. He has been going to reenactments for eighteen years. He describes 
the early days as “the infancy stage” of what he now calls “the rendezvous 
circuit,” which attracts acolytes like him from afar. “As you grow into the 
hobby, you start learning all the niches and the tricks of the trade—what’s 
period-correct and what’s not period-correct. It’s a history thing.”

He likes to read fur trade journals and figure out what these people did, 
how they did it, and why they did it. “Who would run around in clothes like 
this and drive nine hours to be along Lake Superior? I talked to a public per-
son and she was amazed we did this. All my friends do it. It’s a normal thing 
to me.”

He’s a man of diverse talent. Blacksmith. Silversmith. A sewer of ditty 
bags. “Knot tying came in probably eight years ago,” he says. “I was always 
fascinated with knots and ships, the older vessels, and knot tying goes hand 
in hand with being a sailor, and that’s one of my personas.” He ties many 
knots—a Turk’s head, which he says is also known as a Gordian knot, mon-
key fists, and sheepshanks—“the whole works.” Even a noose. “Nooses are a 
common sailor knot. They used it for all kinds of applications, because it’s a 
jam knot. It never comes out. Once you lock it on to something, it’s tight.” 
Historically, he says, some knot tying was suspect. “Knot tying was consid-
ered a black art, because you could trick people with knots. They called it 
knot sorcery. In the late 1600s, they had a law that if you tricked somebody 
with a knot, they could have you incarcerated. People were scared because 
they didn’t understand it. It’s like a Turk’s head. A Turk’s head is a blind knot. 
There’s no beginning and no end.”

“What were they used for?”
“Decoration. You could tie big balls with them.”
“Were they weapons?”
“Yeah. The one hanging down at the camp, we tied it tight enough that 

you could thump somebody pretty good.”
“You must be handy,” I tell him.
“I’m a dyslexic, and dyslexics are very good with their hands.”
He claims he can tie knots backward.
Timmerman has another period pursuit—hunting with a flintlock rifle. 

(Matchlock muskets are too early, and caplocks too late.) He’s made his own 
flintlock. “You learn something new from everybody that you encounter. You 
stop learning, you’re dead.” He likes to know how things are done. “Modern 
people don’t know,” he says. “They’ve never seen a weapon being built, a 
chair being built, or a fire started with flint and steel. People are just, like, 
amazed. They’re stunned. It’s like magic.”



Tim Timmerman: It’s a history thing.
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“Why do you do it?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” he says. “The epitaph on my tombstone is going to say, 

‘He did everything one time, and he did it well.’”
He brags that his children are “historically sound,” and he chuckles as he 

recounts that they sometimes correct their history teachers.
His voyageur persona is not his only one. He also does an eighteenth-

century naval surgeon.
I ask him about venereal disease. He says that he knows from researching 

his naval surgeon persona that VD was rampant in ports of call. “They used 
mercury to cure it. It was one of the compounds they used to cure a lot of 
things. There’s a very old eighteenth-century saying that goes, ‘A night with 
Venus leads to a lifetime with mercury.’ I don’t know about the voyageurs so 
much. There’s a lot of maladies in the fur trade. Broken bones to starvation to 
typhoid. So they fixed you with anything they could. They’d bathe you in 
rum, for God’s sake.”

He likes to tease people by acting out his persona. “People say, ‘You’re 
dressed funny.’ ‘No, I’m not dressed funny. You, my friend, are the one. I do 
not recognize your clothes.’”

That’s the point of it all, he says. “We’re trying to impress on people: 
How did we get to this point? It’s like the lacrosse tournament out here today. 
Lacrosse is a very violent game. It prevented wars, because the tribes would 
get together and that’s what the war would be—on the field. They called it 
‘the little brother of war.’ It wasn’t a full-blown war, but it was a war between 
tribes to prove who was who.” It’s important stuff, he says. “There’s a lot of 
things that brought us to this point in history. If none of that had ever hap-
pened, we probably would never have made it this far.”

In 1995, Timmerman took a canoe trip from Minneapolis to Prairie du 
Chien, Wisconsin, in period dress and a birch-bark canoe. Paddling the canoe 
was tricky. It was somewhat leaky. Somewhat frail. Somewhat tippy. “You 
don’t want to do handstands or somersaults.”

He has canoed on Lake Superior, too. The voyageurs weren’t foolhardy, 
he says. “The misconception that people have is that they paddled across 
Lake Superior. They came along the shore. I mean, the lake, she could change 
her mind any day, any second of the day. Eat you right up.” Earlier on this 
day, he was part of a group that went by canoe to Grand Portage Island, the 
little piece of land offshore from the campground, and back. “The wind”—
another reenactor calls it “old woman wind”—“changed probably four 
times,” Timmerman says.

To the northeast of Grand Portage Island is Hat Point, one arm of Grand 
Portage Bay. Timmerman says there’s a cedar called the witch’s tree at the end 
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of the point. “It’s about five hundred years old. It’s a very beautiful tree. It 
only stands probably eight feet tall, but it’s gnarled up, and it’s growing right 
out of a rock. That’s why they call it the witch’s tree, because it’s so gnarled 
and old.” The voyageurs, he says, put their tobacco offerings at the base of 
the tree at the start of their return trip to Montreal—“for luck and for safe 
passage on Lake Superior, because it’s a mean place out there.”

I part ways with Timmerman and make my way back to the campground, 
to Karl Koster’s lean-to, where there’s a group of men sitting around talking. 
I ask Koster about the witch’s tree. There’s no documentation of the voya-
geurs putting tobacco down there, Koster says. “Maybe. Doubtfully.” An-
other man in the group allows that some voyageurs adopted some Indian 
ways. But, putting tobacco down? “That would be appalling to a lot of them. 
These guys were devout Catholics. That’s a whole other God.”

I wander to the stockade. In a room perhaps twelve feet by thirty feet, a 
man with a drawknife fashions a canoe paddle out of a slab of white cedar. 
Two big canoes hang overhead. He explains their traditional construction: 
the bark shell comes before the frame. The birch bark is sewn together, the 
joints sealed with pine tree gum. Then the interior ribbing, also white cedar, 
is steamed and bent and sewn to the bark. All the lashing is done with spruce 
roots, which don’t shrink as they dry.

Outside of the Great Hall, the bagpipe player puts on a show again, this 
time for a bigger audience. He is Jeremy Kingsbury of Milwaukee, and he 
studied American Indian culture and the Ojibwe language at Bemidji State 
University. He wears gillie brogues, hose and garter, a kilt, shirt, vest, and silk 
scarf.

“What are you wearing under the kilt?” I ask.
“Shoes,” he says.
He’s been playing the bagpipes since he was ten. “I’m pleased with my 

progress, but I definitely have a lot of advancement to go.” He describes the 
sound of bagpipes as “honey milk.”

Kingsbury gives me a paper handout with a Cree’s description of the 
looks, sound, and playing of a bagpipe. “One white man, dressed like a 
woman, in a skirt of funny color. He had whiskers growing from his belt and 
fancy leggings. He carried a black swan which had many legs with ribbons 
tied to them. The swan’s body he put under his arm upside down, then he put 
its head in his mouth and bit it. At the same time he pinched its neck with his 
fingers and squeezed the body under his arm until it made a terrible noise.”

I return to the campground. Karl Koster has organized a little cooking 
contest. Start with flour, salt, and water and “do anything you want to it.” 
Mark Baker of Grantsburg, Wisconsin, is cooking braised rabbit, spiced with 



Jeremy Kingsbury: I definitely have a lot of advancement to go.
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balsamic vinegar sauce and stuffed with sausage. He’s also folding pepper-
oni, mushrooms, onion, and Italian sausage into flatbread, which he’ll deep-
fry and cover with a red sauce. “This is a joke,” he says, “to woo the judges. 
It’s definitely not authentic to the time period.” He’s got a third concoction 
 going—a beverage of rum, water, sugar, fruit, spices, cloves, nutmeg, and 
 cinnamon—called shrub.

“Let it sit,” he says.
“How long?”
“Depends on how thirsty you are.” He’ll leave it overnight.
While he works on his concoctions, he jests, “I’m ready to get back to 

civilization and switch the lights on.”
John Powers, the Duluth forester, wins the cooking contest with a simple 

bread and thimbleberry concoction. He wins a small, flat chunk of lead 
painted yellow to look like a gold coin.

Neil Grunke, a thirty-seven-year-old natural-gas technician from Deer 
River, Minnesota, has been reenacting for ten years. His persona is Simone 
Benoit LeBoeuf. “I am a voyageur for the Northwest Company.” He wears a 
Cross of Lorraine on his chest and on his head rag.

“Are you religious?” I ask.
“Oh, but of course,” he replies.
He also wears a silver pin of two kissing otters. “A typical trade good.”
A hunter, Grunke tans deer hides, and he has brain-tanned them. “I’m 

told every animal has enough brains to tan their own hide,” he says.
He explains why he is not worried about not knowing where his two 

young children are. “This creates an atmosphere for my children that they 
can’t find anywhere else outside of a rendezvous. Trust everyone. Speak to 
strangers. They can be left alone and I know they’re safe.” The rendezvous is 
an education, he says. “They’re learning cultures and history even though 
they don’t realize they are.”

Wayne Krefting is a puppeteer from Minneapolis. At the rendezvous, he 
entertains children with a puppet he fashioned from a small bear head and 
cape. He wears a cocked hat, a vest, and a scarf. Krefting’s persona is a clerk, 
and he carries a handsome wood writing box filled with quills, ink, and 
paper work for inventory, debits, credits, and such. Krefting is still learning 
the accounting methods of the time. His handwriting on the papers is striking. 
“I’m still practicing,” he says. “It’s still too, too thick.”

He has studied the economy of this historical period, a task he describes 
as “slippery” due to the fact that there were three or four currencies in use in 
this part of the country at that time. The beaver trade was “huge”—with 



Neil Grunke: It’s all about accoutrements and a persona.
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“millions of dollars changing hands.” The “big money” was made in the 
1780s and 1790s. By 1820, the trade was “on the edge, on the margin.”

The common workingman, like the voyageur, made an annual wage that 
would equal $3,000 or $4,000 in today’s money, Krefting says. Clerks made 
three times that, and guides made six times that. Besides pay, the Northwest 
Company also gave each laborer a blanket, moccasins, a shirt, trousers, and 
a ration of rum and tobacco. The price of a blanket in that day ranged from 
$4 in Montreal to $14 in Fond du Lac, Minnesota. A beaver pelt sold for 
about $3.50.

Just before I leave the reenactment to rejoin the real world, I wander to 
the stockade again and sit down on a hewed timber next to a little boy and 
watch a group of preteens play two-ball. The little boy is eleven. He has black 
hair and tawny skin. He fingers a shiny tin candleholder.

“Did you make that?” I ask.
He nods but says nothing.
“How long did it take you?”
“Hours.”
“Can I see it?”
He hands it to me. It has a platelike base and finger handle. The part that 

holds the candle is soldered to the base. It’s nicely done.
“You should be proud,” I say.
“It’s my first one,” he says.


