Religion of the Fur Trade Engagé
By Isaac Walters


Although sometimes a touchy subject, something that is often missing in our portrayals is religion.  From our modern world where we so often separate the secular and the spiritual and where we have laws that create “a wall of separation between church and state”, we often forget that this was not the case for our historical counterparts.


For the French-Canadians [hereafter simply referred to as canadiens] that were involved in the fur trade, this religion was a mixture of Roman Catholicism, peasant folk belief (often based on misunderstanding of proper Church doctrine), and some American Indian beliefs. 
In New France and even later in British Canada the Church delved into both the spiritual and secular world and was a major part of life.  New France was originally established to be a truly French colony.  Mother France was a much divided region with many different ethnicities, speaking very different versions of the language, and following many different customs.  It was the goal of France to have its colonies be a homogenous region of what France was supposed to be like.  Part of this “standardization” or “francification” of the colony was through religion.

Only Catholics were permitted to settle in the colony (although examples can be found to the contrary).  Many people who were not Catholic but wished to settle in New France converted in order to stay.  The first of the King’s soldiers to ever come to New France were the Carignan-Salieres Regiment.  Many of the soldiers that made up the unit were Huguenots. Upon arriving to New France, they were forced to convert.  Local officials made a big deal of this and even had local habitants collecting and cutting firewood for a bonfire to celebrate the occasion. (Verney, The Good Regiment)
Many visitors to Canada during the 18th century comment on the piety of the canadiens.  We must be cautious with what we read into these comments as many of the writers have agendas and biases of their own, but overall, many of these quotes combine to make a vivid picture of the people of Canada.
The French, in their colonies, spend much more time in prayer and external worship, than the English and Dutch settlers in the British colonies.  The latter have neither morning nor evening prayer in their ships and yachts, and no difference is made between Sunday and other days.  They never, or very seldom, say grace at dinner.  On the contrary, the French here have prayers every morning and night on board their shipping, and on Sundays they pray more than commonly; they regularly say grace at their meals; and every one of them says prayers in private as soon as he gets up. At Fort St. Frederic all the soldiers assembled together for morning and evening prayers.  The only fault was, that most of the prayers were read in Latin, which a great part of the people do not understand.  (Kalm p.214)
It was both strange and amusing to see and hear how eagerly the women and soldiers said their prayers in Latin and did not themselves understand a word of what they said... Most of the service was in Latin. It seemed as if the whole service was too much an external opus operatum. [mechanical act]  Most of it consisted in the reading of prayers with a rapidity that made it impossible to understand them, even for those who understood Latin. I could only get a word now and then and never a whole sentence, so that the common man could certainly get nothing of it nor derive any benefit from it.  (Kalm quoted in Moogk p. 236)

Many interesting morsels can be found in these quotes from Swedish Botanist, Peter Kalm.  We notice that prayers are common and often said morning and evening as well as before meals.  Additionally, these prayers are in Latin, the language of the Church.  From the second quote we see that canadiens learn and recite their prayers in Latin, but most likely did not understand what they were saying.  It should be noted however, that Kalm as a Swede was most likely Protestant and probably had some negative biases towards the Catholic Church.  

Although, Kalm may be biased against the Church, others that are biased towards the Church, like Father Charlevoix who writes in the 1720s, often repeat Kalm’s comments on the commonness of saying prayer and the piety of the canadiens.  Father Charlevoix mentions that canadiens are pious and well instructed in their faith.  Historian Peter Moogk points that this may be exaggerated as there is some evidence that suggests otherwise.  A comic example given by Moogk is of a catechism class in Louisbourg “when a priest asked a girl to describe the Christian virtue of hope (l’espérance), she replied that ‘l’Espérance’ was the sergeant who slept with her mother.”  (Moogk p. 250)  ‘L’Espérance’ is a common Christian nickname seen among soldiers (and voyageurs as well).
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“Breaking Lent” by Cornelius Krieghoff 

For the canadiens in the fur trade, we see an importance of prayer as well as celebration of Catholic holidays.  The Sabbath was reserved for worship and while on the voyage, the men had to paddle through the Sabbath as time was limited and goods needed to be delivered.  Sometimes voyageurs bargained to be given compensation in time off later in the year.  A good example of this is given in the British period when Alexander Henry the Younger is pressured by his engagé to give them the Sabbath off.  (Podruchny Making the Voyageur World  pp. 79-80)  

Another noticeable sign of the canadien piety can be seen in the Canadian landscape.  Peter Kalm noticed many wooden crosses along the roads of New France ornamented with symbols of the crucifixion. Kalm says, “Everyone who passes by crosses himself, raises a hat or does some bit of reverence.”  (quoted in Moogk p. 238) Crosses also were used to mark graves or spots of death of voyageurs (much like are seen along our roads and highways today). These crosses memorialized the deaths of these voyageurs but also served as warnings to future paddlers.  When brigades of voyageurs passed by these crosses on the shore, voyageurs pulled off their hats and made the sign of the cross while pausing to say a prayer.  Daniel Harmon complains, “[A]t almost every Rapid that we have passed since we left Montreal, we have seen a number of Crosses erected, and at one I counted no less than thirty!” Harmon’s complaints are those of a boss seeing workers slowed up as well as are a result of differences between the Catholic canadien voyageurs and himself, a British Protestant.  (Podruchny, Voyageur World p. 84) Daniel Harmon also noted, “The Canadian Voyagers when they leave one stream to follow another have a custom of pulling off their Hats and making the sign of the Cross, and one in each Brigade if not in every Canoe repeats a short Prayer.”  (quoted in Podruchny, Voyageur World pp. 71-72)  
[image: image2.jpg]


 An original crucifix from Michilimackinac
This complaint is also seen of the crosses that are erected along roads.  Thomas Anburey in the 1780s mentions a trip with Captain Grattan who became irritated when the canadien driver constantly stopped by roadside shrines to kneel, cross, and pray while they sat shivering in the cold.  At a third stop, Grattan seized the driver by the queue “and declared if he did not immediately drive on, he would instantly cut it off.” The canadien then quickly crossed himself, recited a brief prayer from the driver’s seat and raced off, cursing the “heretical foreigners.”  (Moogk p. 238)

In addition to crossing one’s self, use of the rosary at times of danger as well as prayers to the saints were commonly seen among voyageurs.  Alexander Ross mentions one group of voyageurs, stuck in storm on Lake Winnipeg, lost their sail, and became frightened. They began to count rosary beads and crossed themselves.  Another group mentioned by Ross, also caught in a storm on Lake Winnipeg, knelt in their canoe took out rosaries and prayed to various saints.  (Alexander Ross quoted in Podruchny, Voyageur World p. 80-81) 
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left: Detail from a map showing Frenchmen in the Caribbean.  This man has a chapelet around his finger and is praying   Right: Partial Rosary from Michilimackinac
In spite of all their alleged piety and outward signs of good faith, canadiens also had plenty of misunderstandings when it came to correct Church doctrine and dogma.  This misunderstanding by the common people and its results are what scholars refer to as “peasant folk belief.”  When in came to canadien folk belief, historian Allen Greer best summed it up when he stated, “Of course there was a popular peasant religion that did not coincide precisely with the official theology.  Habitants often had recourse to magic potions, incantations, and other practices condemned by the Church as ‘superstitious’.”   (Greer p. 113)
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An 18th century crucifix from Michigan recently sold on eBay

Common to this folk belief were prayers, medallions, and crucifixes; all common talismans for protection.  This once again is seen in the cases of the voyageurs stuck in the storm on Lake Winnipeg.  Medallions and crucifixes were often worn to protect the wearer.  Medallions of St Benedict were often put in the foundations of houses and sometimes thrown in wells to insure good water (among other many other things, St. Benedict offered protection from poisoning). Additionally, pieces of paper with prayers, incantations, and etc. were often read in time of danger. One of these protective formulae, written in 1740 and held in the Public Records Office in London reads:
Que L’immaculée Conception de la tres Sacrée vierge marie mere de Dieu te Serve de passe port et te preserve de tout peril, tant sur mer que sur terre. Tota es pulera era amica mea et macula originalis numquam fuit te

“May the Immaculate Conception of the most holy Virgin Mary, the mother of God, serve as your passport and preserve you from all peril, whether on sea or on land. All is dust, Mary my friend, and the mark of original sin never was in you.” (shown in Moogk p. 235)
Note only did this have “power” as a prayer to the Virgin Mary but also because it was in Latin.  
Understanding that Latin was the language of the Church and of prayer, many also believed incantations in Latin had power from the language itself.  In 1699 at Trois-Rivières, two soldiers copied magic formulae on paper strips, as dictated by a third man in their marine company.  One paper was described in the court records as “a note for magic” and the other written text was “to maintain an erection (pour se render dur)” These incantations caught the magistrate’s attention and the soldiers were sent to Sovereign Council on charges of blasphemy.  (Moogk p. 236)  Another interesting anecdote is the marriage of Montreal gunsmith Pierre Gadois and Marie Pontonnier in 1657.  Corporal René Besnard, a soldier who also desired Marie, said an incantation over a thrice-knotted rope to render Pierre impotent.  In an attempt to counter this spell, the frightened groom recited the Latin psalm Miserere mei, Deus backwards during the wedding ceremony.  In spite of this, three years passed without having children.  The marriage was annulled “because of impotence caused by witchcraft.” (according to court records).  With the marriage broken the spell must be as well?  Proving this, Gadois married five years later and a second wife bore him 14 children (last two were twins).  (Moogk p. 237)

Another interesting misunderstanding of proper Catholic belief is exemplified in the concept of mariage à la gaumine.  This concept centered around the idea of marriage as a sacrament and for the holy union to occur, vows needed to be made in the presence of God.  Mariage à la gaumine occurred when a couple could not get the needed permission to wed and took things into their own hands.  Due to transubstantiation during the Eucharist, where the host actually becomes the body of Christ, it was believed that this was enough to be considered the “presence of God” and if the couple stood suddenly during this portion of the Mass and stated their vows, they became married.  There are as many as 15 noted cases of this in the court records of New France, one even suggested by a priest (the 1737 marriage of Jean Lelarget and Marguerite-Louise Sanson, suggested by Father Juvenal a Récollet)  (Moogk pp.248-9) One might wonder how many “marriages” occurred that were not caught.  
Similar to the mariage à la gaumine are folk beliefs where a pack of cards hid under the alter cloth during the Eucharist became powerful due to their blessing.  Many other items were blessed in order to render them more powerful. (Moogk p. 246-7)  Another blessed item that becomes important is holy water.  Holy water is seen in the stories in the next paragraph as well as vials of it are seen hanging from the wall of habitant homes in the many paintings of Cornelius Krieghoff.  It is also mentioned that saints’ medals that are blessed are more powerful.
Common folk tales also often centered around ideas of witchcraft, the Devil, and protection by holy objects.  Some of these folktales include loup-garou (the werewolf), feux-follets (Will o’ wisps), and la Chasse-Galérie (The Flying Canoe).  One such favorite is the story of the dark stranger and Rose Latulipe.  In the story, Rose is at a party during Mardi Gras.  A dark stranger enters (the Devil?) and attempts to get Rose to dance with him through the night.  His plan is to get her to dance past midnight, into Ash Wednesday, which would profane it as it was a holyday.  During the dancing the stranger would not remove his gloves, and at one point tries to remove the crucifix around Rose’s neck.  Eventually, Rose is saved when another guest splashes holy water on the stranger and he disappears in a puff of smoke.  Many folk tales like this are seen with the devil as an important figure and with the idea of sinners being hurt by their misdeeds. (Moogk p. 247)

During the 17th century crucifixes and medallions were often handed out to parishioners on New Years day.  This practice disappears from texts around 1650.  This is very likely because it became too common to mention. (Thwaites in Rinehart p. 331).  Throughout the 18th century, it was quite common for women in New France to wear crucifixes.  Kalm notes this when he describes canadiennes saying:

All the women in the country, without exception, wear caps of some kind or other. Their jackets are short, and so are their petticoats, which scarcely reach down to the middle of their legs; and they have a silver cross hanging down on the breast.
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  Detail of a late 18th century image of a canadien couple from the Bibliotheque de Montreal.  Note the woman’s necklace
This seems to continue as fashionable into the British period and is seen on a painting by an anonymous artist, which is held by la Bibliothèque de Montréal of a canadien couple in Montreal.  Of course, this is also the case in the earlier mentioned story of Rose Latulippe.
Medallions, crucifixes and parts of Rosaries have been found archaeologically at many sites throughout the French colonies and many of them also date after British conquest. At Michilimackinac all medallions are brass.  Of the crucifixes [and cruciforms]; 19 are brass, 1 lead, and one ivory.  (Rinehart p. 332)  This seems about the same throughout other sites as well.  Brass seems most common on crucifixes and is the sole metal seen for medallions. Beyond the archaeological record; medals, crucifixes, and rosaries show up on a lot of lists of goods being sold and traded.  Even into the mid 19th century, we see people selling religious items in Canada.  Cornelius Krieghoff painted an image called “The Picture Peddler” which shows a man selling prints of religious paintings to a canadien family in the 1840s.
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“The Picture Peddler” by Krieghoff

Among the holy items most commonly seen on or used by the canadien was the earlier mentioned saint’s medallion.  Often the medal represented a saint that was important to the activity the person did or was the patron saint of their region or parish.  There were also connections between baptismal names and the saint on the medals that a canadien might wear. (Rinehart p. 331)
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St. Ignace Medal from Michilimackinac

One of the saints commonly prayed to by the voyageur was Ste Anne.  Ste. Anne is the patron saint of Brittany, New France, and sea travel.  For centuries sailors and fishermen prayed to Ste. Anne before embarking on a journey.  (Podruchny, Voyageur World p. 55).  The prayers of these maritime men continued with the waterborne voyageurs.  Many chapels and Churches were built in honor of Ste Anne.  One of the most important of these churches in mentioned by Peter Pond as he left Montreal on his first voyage into the pays d’en haut.
As you Pass the End of the Island of Montreall to Go in a Small Lake Cald the Lake of the Two Montains thare Stans a Small Roman Church Aganst a Small Rapead this Church is Dedacateed to St. Ann who Protescts all Voigeers heare is a Small Boc with a Hole in the top for ye Reseption fo a Lettle Muney for the Hole father to Say a Small Mass for those who Put a small Sum in the Box Scars a Voigeer but Stops Hear and Puts in his mite and By that Meanes thay Suppose thay are Protacted while absent …  after the Saremoney of Crossing them Selves and Rapeting a Short Prayer we Crost the Lake and Entard the Grand River.”  (Peter Pond in Gates p. 30)
Carolyn Podruchny mentions that the events in this Peter Pond quote are symbolic of the voyageurs leaving the Catholic world and into entering into a world of foreign spirits and religion… le pays d’en haut (Podruchny, Voyageur World pp. 52-53)
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Ex Voto painting from Ste. Anne de Beaupre ca. 1754


As voyageurs ventured into the pays d’en haut, their Catholicism followed, but the constant influences of the Natives they would encounter would also impact their spiritual beliefs.  It does not seem that voyageurs ever gave up their Catholic beliefs or that they “converted” to a Native religion of any form. It is more of an integration of Native beliefs and customs into what they were already doing.  It is hard to say if these were added to the voyageurs’ beliefs because of constant exposure, similarities to beliefs that they already held, or if they did it because it just seemed to work or seem right.  
Among the evidence of voyageurs following Native customs and beliefs is a mention of a voyageur by George Nelson, an XY Company clerk.  He mentions a voyageur named Joseph Labrie, that on Lake Superior in 1802, prays to the “‘mere des vents’ and drops a penny, a bit of tobacco, and a flint steel, spunk and etc. into the lake for good wind” He is successful, but “The Knight [Alexander Mackenzie] was much displeased & rebuked him for his nonsense” (Podruchny, Voyageur World p. 72 also Nelson p.41 n.28).  Interestingly almost two hundred years earlier we also see the use of a tobacco offering by a Frenchman in Canada. In the 1620s Father Gabriel Sagard chastises his French interpreter when the interpreter mentions that he had offered tobacco, like the Natives, and mentions that the following journey was his most successful ever.  (Sagard p. 171)  

There are many other possible similarities between the cultures that result in adoption and adaptation of these beliefs and customs.  Podruchny mentions that the common use of the pipe as a break from work and use of it for important measurements (in “pipes”) for the length of a voyage could perhaps be similar to the act of smoking as an act of prayer, much like the natives.  (Podruchny, Voyageur World p. 72)  Voyageurs also adopted some native beliefs such as that of windigos (a form of cannibal ice demon) as well as of “bear walkers” and other “evil” spirits.  Perhaps the voyageurs saw a cultural conjunction with folk-beliefs they already understood such as werewolves, witches, demons, and the Devil.  (Podruchny, “Werewolves and Windigos” p. 678 and Podruchny, Voyageur World pp. 82-83)

Of course there are other beliefs that are not mentioned but are commonly seen among various Indian nations and would most likely be followed by the voyageurs in order to, if nothing else, not break cultural taboos.  Voyageurs spent a lot of time among these people, traded with them, lived with them, and even married among them.  If they were to even remotely fit in, they would have probably not done things such as pointing or whistling at night.  Items as simple as this probably went without being noticed by the casual observers whose journals and letters we read today, and this could explain why we see no historical mention of them

Between proper Roman Catholicism, peasant folk belief, and the influence of Native religions and beliefs; the religious beliefs of the canadiens engaged in the fur trade is quite rich and interesting.  The beliefs and actions of these people were influenced by every institution in their life: their government, their family, and their profession.  Many of these beliefs manifest in their everyday actions and even their appearance.  Much of this can potentially be shown in our own portrayals of these individuals.  
Authors Note:  A number of good reproduction Crucifixes and Medals are now being reproduced from castings of originals.  To take a look at what is currently available to the reenactor, check out http://www.attheeasterndoor.com/  A special thank you goes out to Ward Oles and Michael Galban for the information and original items that they have shared with me, as well for our discussions on religion and material culture in colonial North America.
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