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I.es Pays

PDen Haut

by Isaac Walters

Mythbusters: the Real Coureurs de Bois of New France

have now been reenacting for a bil

over a decade. Durng this tme |

have met a number of people with a
large vanety of personae. One of these
personae that has always iningued me
was that of the cowewr de bofs.  Like
other popular  personae such &8s
longhunter, ranger, scoul, and mourdain
man, there is plenty of misunderstanding
and much romanticism that surmounds
the coursr de b,

In the next few pages, | hope fo
ba able to shed some light on who the
courens de hots really were as wel as
share some addiional information on
them and the fur frade,  This arlicle is by
no means a comprehensme study on the
sublect, nor an end all on the fope, bt i
i5 my hope that it will begin a more
serious ook at these characters and
ultmately end in better and mone

accurate portrayals,

The phrase cowewr de bofs
lterally means “woods runner,” however,
in s mosl basic sense, a coursur de
bols was a person engaging in the fur
rade ilegally In order o better
understand this we have o understand
howy the fur trade worked

Onginally, during the 17
cantury, Natve hunters and trappers
brought thesr furs to trade fairs in or near
Montreal where they would trade for a
wade vanety-of European goods (natives,
not Eurcpeans, doing the hunting and
trading for European goods s the norm
for three centunes), Starting in the 1650s
and 60s, Frenchmen and canadkns
(Canadian bom and of French descant)
began tavelng inland o trade more
direclly with the naiives. Although not
necessanly and complelely lbegal [at

least not untl 1673}, this was highly
disliked by the authorities,

In 1681, an official system was
put into place for the regulaton and
leensing of the fur trade. 25 licenses
(corgés) were ssued each year al a
price of about 8600 hes each, and a
stiputabion was made that a person coukl
not have a conge two years In a row,
Conges could then be resoid, some for
up to 1,000 lves or mare. (Kent RS p,
49), Many of thase congds wers given
lo the poor (or at keast the "poorest” of
the nch or alite) and needy as a way for
them to make money thraugh  their
resale.  In addition o this, the Inandant
was allowed to sell additional congas for
budget reasons as well as to help in the
shipping of needed supplies to interior
posts.  Holders of these additional

Slvantinniel on pragie £5)

The author as a coureur de bais? Certainly not... a licensed voyaguer,
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A 1750s image of a voyageur from an ex vato painting at Ste. Anne de Beaupre,
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licenses were often required to carny 200
fwres of military cargo for evary 5000 of
merchandise. (Kent PD p 837, Dechéne
P. 94} So in reality there were more than
25 congeés aclually in circulation. At this
time amnesty was granted to all previous
LOUBLrS de bois.

Licenses are granted in witing
by the Govemor General fo poor
gentiemen and ol officers who have
charge of children. hey are sposed of
by the Kings orders: and the design of
tham is to enable such eErsons to send
commodities fo these Lakes  The
rumber of the persons thus ermpowersd
ot not fo excesd ferih-fve in one
year But God knows how marny more
have private fioenses. Al other Persons,
of whatever qually or condiion, are
prohibited to go or send fo these Lakes,
without such licenses. under the pain of
oeath. Each ficense externds to the lading
of one greal canoe; and whoever
Rrocunes & whole or a half lcense for
fumsell, may either make use of i
himself, or sell it to the highest bidder

Commonly, they are bought &t six

hundred crowns apiece {1,800 lvres]”
(1685, LaHontan quoted in Kent RS P
53)

At the time of this new leensing
we see Ihe emergence of the tems
voyageurs and engagés for legal
parocipants in the fir frade. From this
point on, anyone operating without g
contract of conge (and therefore ilegaily)
would be referred to as a coumur de
bois.  Voyagews were wage Bhorers
conracied by licensed merchants. Most
ofien they, through the femms of therr
conract, would profit from the achual
tade of the goods. and many times
these  voyegeurs were  themselves
fraders or invested mongy into the
voyage and tade. Engagss generally
did not have vested interest i the cance
or the goods but simply were contracted
laborers. It & inferesting to note that the
lerm engagé was alko used in New
France fo descrbe an  indentured
servanl. of whom Governar Frontenac
describes as. ‘2 man obliged to qo
wherever and do whatever his master

commanded like a slave during the time
of his indentureship" {queted In Dechéne
p. 27}, Engages most often were
contracted to make a trip into the Fays
den haut and back with goads  or
supplies, leaving in the spring  and
reluming by the end of the summer
Voyageurs often spent extended periods
n the Pays den haut whereas the
engages were basically seasonal
workers,

Engage numbers increased
throughout the 18" century and by the
penad of British controlled trade, starting
in the 17680s, most all workers are
engages but become simply referred to
as voyagews. (Greerp, 179) Itis during
this later British controlied perid that the
distinction between winterers
(hvernawts) and pork-eaters (mangeurs
du lard) or "Montreakmen” becomes
commen (Greer p. 182, Also, o note,
the licensing that made a courawr de
boés llkegal during the Erench regime. no
longer existed in the |ater British periad,
So there were o couretrs de bois
during this later period.

Mow comes the confusing parl

A
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A detall of one of the 3 coureurs de bois from the Beinecke Rare Books Collection,

Many of the people thal worked llegally
one year very well could be legal and
licensed the next.  Like-wise, amnesty
was grarted many times 1o the courewrs
de haois when they were needed by the
government for their various skills as well
as for their numbers, This can be seenin
the timeline given at the end of the
article, as the dates of these pardons
correspond  with  major - military
expediicons (the Fox Wars, The War of
Spanish Succession, Vilar of Ausirian
Succession, efc.). Offen nol anly was
amnesty ghen to those that surrendered
themsahwes and participated but also
trading lioenses were given to them for
doing s0. In addition o al of this,
somelimes  the authorities, when
complaining about those involved in the
fur trace (legal and llegal), refered o
everyone involved simply as coureurs oe

bois,

" refer fo what relates lo the
disphedience of the courewrs de bois.. i
has af fast reached such a point that
everyone boklly confravenses the Kings
imerdiciions. There s no longer any
conceaiment: even paries are gathered
with astonishing insolence o go and
frade i the native country... There is an
almost general disobedience throughout
this country, The number of thase in the
woods is esfimaled af neary fve or six
hundred. exchashel of those who set
out everyday. The greal number of
people who have gone lo the natve
country fo bade for pefines ruin the
coky, because those who alone could
improve & being young and strong for
work, abandon their wives and chidren,
the culfvation of lands, and the care or

‘arg  “libertines
| debauched” (Denonville quated in Kent,

rearing their catlfe; lhey Dbecome
dissipated... Their absence gives nise to
feentiousnass among theirwives, as has
often been the case, and is sl of dally
ocourence. They accustom thermnselves
to a foafimg and vagabond fife, which it fs
bevord their power to guil. They derve
but fittle beneft from  their labors,
hecause they are induced o wasle, it
drunkennass and fine clothes, the filfle
that they eam, which is very trifling, since
thase who give them licenses have the
farger share, besides the price of the
goods, which they sell o them very

axpansivel:.”
{Duchasneau quoted in Kent, RS p. 37-
38)

Governor Denonwilla In 1650
gves similar complaints as to the
coureirs de bos “icensed and not” not
mamyng, growing in numbers, etc. He
further states that there is a "cultivation of
a vagabond, independent, and idle spirit.
For the anstocratic mannars which thay
assume upon thalr return, both in their
dress and in drunken revelries, wherein
they exhaust all of their gains in a very
short time, lead them to despise the
peasantry, and consider it banealh them
to many daughters, though they
themselves peasants like them”™ They
and the

RS p 116). Also, Intendant Riverin says

| the foliowing in 1705,

"Since fite time s requied o
camy out this frade the life of the courewrs
dle bois is spent in idleness and dissolute
iy, They sleep, smoke, drink brandy
whatever it costs, gamble, and debauch
the wves and daughters of the nalives.
They commit a thousand conternphible
deeds. Gambling drinking, and wornen
oftan consume all of their capital and the
profits of their voyages. They lve in
complete independenca, and account o
noone  for their aclions. They
acknowledge no superon No fudgs, no
faw; no pofice. no subordination.”

{Riverin quated in Kent, RS p. 159)

It should be noted here that
both legal and illegal parficipants of the
tracle are mentioned equally. We should
glso be wery careful with these
descriptions as they certainly have a
buil-in upperclass bias. Habifants are
(at least in the eyes of thelr superiors)
peasants, and in this period they were
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considered by the government and the
upper-classes as litle more fthan a
resource.  Generally they are viewed in
terms of economic o miltary worth,
Economically they are seen as
manpower for the aghcultural production

needed to support lhe anslocracy and

govermment.  Mililarly we have already
seen their worth at times of war when
they were granted amnesty.  Durhing
times of war, they suddenly were of ulility
and importance when they were needed
lo paddle canoes, tanspod  goods,
interprel and halp with the native alles,
and fight.

The mentions of the “cowews
e bois" and heir lack of regard for law,
lack of response o superiors and even
being refermred o as “libertines’ shows
ther fear of these administrators in thelr
lack of ability 1o maintain cortrol over the
ower" classes and  keap  power
Canadian historian  Alan Greer
summarizes this best when he says, ",
discussions of habitands  in lellers,
repors, and fravel acoounts generally
revolve around questions of their martial
valour, their agriculiural productivity, and
their disposition 1o obey or rebel.” (Greer
P )

In all ruth there seems o be
very lithe difference, other than legality,
between courewrs de  bois and
vovagewns.  Today's reenactors  that
portray couretrs de bols seem fo do so
as they feel they are more lkely bo un
with, live with, and marry among the
natives. Alsothere s the strong desire to
dress more “native” and have mone
"native influenced" gear. On top of all of
this, there is an assumed increase of
freedom that the courewrs de bois had,
Az can be seen in the past and
upcoming quotes, all of this was the case
with vovageurs as well.

W ois most unforunate that = e e

Canadian youths, who are vigorous and
tough, have no indination for anything
but these vovages where they ve in the
forast e fndians for wo or fhree vears,
withat any benefts of the sacramenis.”
{Jean Bochart de Champigny 1691
qucted in Eccles p. 80)

“Many of them seifle among
the fndians far from Canada, many
friclian womnen, and never come back
again."

(Peter Kalm 1749, quoted in Eccles p
an)y

_

A detail of one of the 3 coureurs de bois from the Beinecke Rare Books Collection.

So what of the person who
wishes 1o portraly a “colreur de bois™ A
few things must be rememberad. You
are iflegal, and vou are not geing to be
flaunting that fact  This wolld be much
ke potening a8 deserter al a war

o e e e s i

regnactment and going  around
announcing to everyone, with pride, that
you were a deserter. In aither case, you
would probably be caught. arrested, and
punished for being who you were and
therafore would not be announcing your
legal status,

ar
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A 1686 image of two voyageurs from Father Claude Chauchetiers.

Not only are you not going to
flaunt your ilegality, but the term courew
de bois would be rather insulting.  This
can easily be seen In the 1672 acoount
of Piere de Lugerat, a miller from
Montreal who was drinking at a friend's
home, White diunk, he told his friends
that he would not consent to the
marmage of his son to the daughter of a
local tailor, Micolas Huber. Lugerat said
thal Huberfs family was a bunch of
chaussers ef coureurs de bois, Insulted,
Hubert took Lugerat to coud for
defamation. (Moogk p. 136) Even it you
are a courstsr de bois, you will probably
not refer o yoursell as one. This &
similar to referring to a 21 century family
as a bunch of poachers. Even f you
were  hunting  without a  license
(poaching) you probably would refer 1o
yourself as a hunter and would be
insulted at being called a “poacher”.

Another thing 1o think about &
where are you?, what are you doing?,
and what lime are you portraying?
There is a good chance that, regardiess
of your pasl, you may be pardoned and

no konger llegal. Many cowrer de bois
reenactors | have seen are portraying
penods of war when they would most
likely have been pardoned to fight
against the English. ¥ you were not
pardoned, you would not want to be
caught amongst a bunch of soldiers that
would amest you for your crimes.

One must also consider the
number-of men involved in the trade and
the number of fcenses out there
Commenality would suggest that you are
going o be licensed (or confracted by
someone who 5], at least more often
than not  Voyagewr and engage
population generally squsted between
2%-12% of adult male population in New
France by the mid 18" century.
Island would have a fur trade pogutation
as much as 50%. (Dechéne pp. 18-
119} Addiionally, the fur rade affected
micst all of the citizenry of these areas—
canoe builders. blacksmiths,
woodworkaers and coopers,
seamsiresses. famers (who provided
pork, peas, and wheat for supply), and

many others, While speaking
of other trades or occupations,
we shauld note that by the mid-
gighteenth  century.  most
paddiers in the fur frade were
engagés and as seasonal
emplovees would have sorme
other type of job for the
remainder of the year If
porraying one of these paople,
you very well may wanl 1o
research and learn about baing
a farmer, baker, or some other
trade.
Finally, one last thought for the
reenactor. How native would a
coureur de bois actually look?
Beside the common
breechclout, leggings, loase
European  shirt  (without
waistcoat  and  justaucoms),
and  moccasing,  what  alse
would have been common?
We do know that tatloos were
commorn, bul all of these wara
common alse to the voyagetr,
Also, many period accounts
mention  how  European  the
natives were in dress, wearing
French shirts, tapaboards or
tugues, capots, and even thair
native gaments being made of

European clath,

There s only one  known
penod image of coureurs de bois. Itis In
the Beinecke rare books library at Yale
and pictures three very plainly dressed
men. Two wear only a shirt and capat,
with their heads covered by fugues, and
their legs and feet are bare. The third is
dressed the same but has leggings and
maecasing on. They are quite devoid of
the excessive decoration that is often
seen on reenactors,  Athough pative
tems were most lkely used by many, a
more  conservative, “less s momg’
gpproach may lead to a more
appropriate portrayal (whether voyageur
OF coureur de bois),

The coureur de bois, although
highty romanticized, exaggerated, and
misunderstoad, is a porfrayal that many
of us see al reenactments. With a dose
examination of the information available
o us, it is my hope that reenactors will
ke an accurate and authentic approach
to their portrayal. It is also my hope that
many reenactors wil  consider the
comman road and develop  their
pwirtrayaj accordingly,
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Timeline

Early 1600s - Compagnie des Cenfs
Associés controls the fur frade. The
Compagrie allows open trade but has
MonoRoly over exports

1650s - Some canoe-men are heading
into the intenor (ilegally) and legal trade
Is done in Montreal at “fairs”

1673 - Royal decree prohibits {on
penally of death) anyone from keaving
homes and wandering woods for mere
than 24 hours without permission and
permit from the govemment

1679 ~ The Intendent {Duchesneau)
siates there o be “neary’ S00-600
courenrs de bois in the interior.  Most
historians  befieve Duchesneau to be
exaggerating. Louise Dechéne stales
that the numbers must be highly
exaggerated based on numbers of
imports. Mone likety 100, if that, backed
by merchants, (Dechéne p. 8929

1681 - Licensing established and trade
can only be legally conducted by those
with a license (congé).  The terms
"Voyagew'" and "Engage” Emenge.

1696 - Al westem posts and lrade
closed, llegal activities continue,

1714 - Amnesty granted to coursurs de
hois and granted again 1716

1719-20 - Revocation of licenses and
rade system. Licenses however were
stil issued, against the King's onders, In
the colony. (Kent, RS p. 229)

1728 - Trade renewed

(Cechéne states that conges  weme
feestablished between 17716-19
suppressed again and then
reestablished in 1726)

1737 - Amnesty granted again

1742 — Licensing changed and no ran
through the leasing of posts to femiers
who woulkd resellidistribuite/sublease their
licenses

1756 - War interupts and most legal

hadersmﬁhedbackees{%ne
remain in west.
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