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Abstract
The American Fur Company established and operated commercial fishing stations in
Lake Superior from 1834 until the company dissolved in 1842. The role that the company
played in the fur trade created ecological and economic conditions that had detrimental
impacts on the Anishinaabe’s ability to practice traditional ways of life and diminished
the Lake Superior region of fur bearing mammals. These conditions were exasperated in
their commercial fishing efforts which brought about a transition in relations between
labor, capital, and the environment. This was a period of transition for both the AFC and
the Anishinaabeg who by the 1800’s had resided in the Lake Superior region for
centuries. While the AFC was able to exert control over Anishinaabeg labor and lifestyles
through their involvement in the fur trade, their long standing government lobby efforts,
and their monopolistic control over commerce on the American side of Lake Superior,
the transition from the fur trade into the commercial fish trade also created conditions
where the Anishinaabeg people were able to adapt their lifestyles to participate and in
some ways benefiting from the growing industry. Because of their generational
Indigenous knowledge and the resulting power over trade this imparted on them, the
Anishinaabeg were able to resist AFC control while also participating in the euroAmerican cash economy in a way that preserved some aspects of their traditional
lifestyles and autonomy. This thesis will employ archaeological data and primary source
documents in arguing these themes and will present a narrative of mutual adaptation that
characterizes the interactions between the AFC and the Anishinaabeg peoples in the early
19th century transition period between the fur trade and the commercial fish trade.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction
The American Fur Company’s fishing operations on Isle Royale were a culmination of
wide reaching economic, political, and social relations put into motion long before
company fishers dipped their gill nets into the icy waters of Lake Superior. At least since
the 17th century, Anishinaabeg people journeyed to Isle Royale aboard birch bark canoes
seeking its bountiful copper, game, and fish resources (Warren & Schenck 2009; Clark
1999). Before them, archaic-period and Woodland era cultures visited the island to mine
fish and hunt since at least 1700 BCE (Campetti et al 2015). French Jesuits made their
way into the interior of North America in the 17th century, and Europe soon heard tales
of these resources. These readily available and cheap to exploit resources enticed colonial
powers to venture deeper into North America, forming trade relations with Indigenous
groups and injecting cheap European goods into the continent. Fur trapping was the first
industry that enticed white Europeans to venture into the North American interior and the
insatiable market for such goods spawned a number of monopolistic entrepreneurs that
exchanged cheap European goods, alcohol, and tobacco in seemingly uneven trades with
Indigenous peoples for their furs. Indigenous societies in North America were
irreversibly damaged by the smallpox epidemic of 1783 which migrated to "the new
world" along with European colonists and their goods (Dolin 2012). The fur trade era
(17th to 19th century) was also synonymous with a period of increasing subjugation of
Indigenous populations. This occurred through the attempted erasure of culture and
forced assimilation into a cash economy which over time made Indigenous autonomy
increasingly difficult to maintain. That said, the Anishinaabeg were successful at
preserving aspects of their autonomy, land, and traditional lifestyles through the most
intense years of the fur trade until treaties in the 1830’s, 40’s, and 50’s severely
minimized their abilities to do so (Witgen 2012). The colonial mechanisms established in
the fur trade were transformed and recreated in ancillary industries as some fur bearing
mammals in the Eastern United States were over-harvested to near extinction and the
market for furs in Europe dwindled. The American Fur Company's (AFC) fishing
experiment on Lake Superior was a perpetuation of this cycle of monetizing North
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American society and ecology to feed the colonial demand for its natural resources while
also introducing a new form of labor relations to the continent and to the world at large in
the form of the capitalist mode of production.
The North American fur trade was the first of many colonial industries that would
directly and indirectly exploit Indigenous knowledge and labor for profit (Dolin 2012).
The colonization of North America and the growth of the fur trade coincided with each
other with the former relying on the latter as a source of wealth vital to propping up the
infant colonies. While the fur trade was instrumental in the establishment of a social
system antithetical to Indigenous ways of life, the fishing industry in the Great Lakes
continued and amplified this discrepency. Industrialization brought on an apocalyptic
scenario for Indigenous people as early interactions between them and colonists resulted
in the introduction of devastating diseases like Smallpox and Scarlet Fever to North
America. Particularly deadly outbreaks in the late 18th century decimated Indigenous
populations and the disproportionate impacts of these diseases on elderly generations
resulted in an untold loss of cultural knowledge and oral traditions (Hackett 2002; Alden
1995). This fragmentation and loss of population due to foreign disease posed the largest
threat to Indigenous society but other factors contributed to the societal transformations
that occurred in the 18th-19th centuries.
The material wealth that was gained by trading furs was a powerful economic incentive
that led to overzealous trapping of many fur bearing mammals that the North Shore
Anishinaabeg1 relied on for their traditional way of life (Dunbar-Ortiz 2015). As these
animals became scarce in the 19th century, and Anishinaabeg could no longer rely on the
land for subsistence as much as they always had; some seasonal subsistence practices
began to be increasingly replaced by seasonal congregations near European forts and

1

The Anishinaabeg that reside(ed) on the north shore of Lake Superior differed from their south shore
counterparts notably in subsistence practices. The Anishinaabeg migration of the 14th-15th centuries
passed through Sault Ste Marie, along the shores of what is now the upper peninsula of Michigan, and into
the northern shores of Lake Superior. The Kitchi-Onigaming (Grand Portage Band of Lake Superior
Chippewa) were the primary users of Minong (Isle Royale) in the years preceding European Intervention.
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trading posts in order to find employment and to trade furs for supplies. A dependence on
European settlements originally rose as disease ravaged Indigenous populations in the
17th and 18th centuries but direct and indirect impacts of the fur trade such as famine and
a growing scarcity of fur bearing mammals in the early 19th century led to an increased
reliance on European infrastructure which amplified this settlement trend (Jesuit
Relations 1638, cited by Devens 1992; Rogers 1963). Missionaries and colonial powers
encouraged this congregating near their establishments as being a tactic in "pacifying"
what they saw as an inferior way of life (Bowden 1985, Devens 1992). Religion and
economic incentives like offering assistance in establishing agricultural methods of
subsistence amongst Indigenous peoples acted as a means to separate them from their
lives in the wilderness that they managed. The seasonal subsistence migrations practiced
by the Anishinaabeg and other Indigenous peoples were thought to be where religious
heresy and militant oppositions to European and American settlement were fomented
(Devens 1992). The population loss due to diseases, a reduction in available resources as
a result of the fur trade, and the social and cultural pressures from European settlers
culminated to create an Indigenous reliance on a cash economy. The AFC seized this
opportunity in the 1830's to hire Anishinaabeg fishers from the areas around the La
Pointe settlement,2 Sault Ste Marie, and especially the north shore of Lake Superior
(North Shore Anishinaabeg) who had a great knowledge of fishing on Isle Royale and in
the lake at large. The AFC hoped to employ this knowledge and skillset to capitalize on
the vast fisheries that were reported to reside in the lake, especially near its north shore
(Cochrane 1982).
The transition of resource production in North America from an Indigenous mode of
production to one that dominated Europe from the decline of feudalism until the
Industrial revolution reflects a transition in Indigenous society that made traditional
lifestyles more difficult to obtain. Traditional Anishinaabeg values of Minobimaatisiiwin
(The good life), discussed in more detail in Chapter II, encompasses all aspects of one's

2

Historic and prehistoric settlement on Madeleine island within the Apostle Island Archipelago on the
southwest shore of Lake Superior.
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life including the relations between humans and nature and the divisions of labor across
genders, was antithetical to the goals of colonialists hoping to capitalize on the
continent's natural resources (Johnston 1990; Norrgard 2014). The fur trade arguably
operated under a tributary mode of production which was highly reliant on mercantile
trade carried out by people such as John Jacob Astor of the AFC. However, unlike in a
feudal system that dominated tributary production in Europe prior to the discovery of "the
new world", tributes were not relinquished in exchange for military protection but instead
they were exchanged for goods and supplies needed for survival and continued resource
extraction. This relationship became increasingly vital to survival as the fur trade
progressed; strengthening the parallels between tributary production in Feudal Europe
and the fur trade in North America. As political realities changed amongst the colonial
powers, and relations between humans and nature were reconfigured due to the
ecological and social impacts of the fur trade, the Tributary mode of production became
less ideal and was replaced with the first iterations of Capitalism (Wolf 1986). The
commercial fish trade in the northern Great Lakes region was perhaps the first industry to
introduce capitalist organizations of labor to the region under conditions established and
nurtured through the fur trade.
The American Fur Company commercial fishing experiment was as much an experiment
in establishing profitable fisheries in Lake Superior as it was an experiment in a new set
of labor relations between producers, traders, and company agents. The operations were
organized in a way that is emblematic of capitalist ventures in that it sought to maximize
profits while minimizing risk by employing cheap labor to exploit cheap nature to
produce cheap food to sell to low income individuals (Cochrane 2018; Patel & Moore
2018). The labor force that fueled this venture was made up of former French-Canadian
voyageurs, mixed race Anishinaabeg and French-Canadians, and Anishinaabeg men and
women. Synthesizing these relationships of capital, labor, and the environment are central
to understanding the role that this early extractive industry played in the growth of the
United States, of free market capitalism, and of the associated corporate exploitation of
resources and bodies. The company’s rise and fall and its failure to realize profits amid
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the changing realities of a declining fur market are also characteristic of the cyclical
nature of capitalism.
Studying the AFC is greatly aided by the ease at which one can access their company
records. Primary source company letters, ledgers, blotters, and inventories are publicly
accessible at a variety of institutes across the Midwest. But even so, as Grace Lee Nute
noted in 1944,
The history of the American Fur Company is so little known-especially its
uniqueness as an example of “Big Business” half a century before the
monopolistic and large-scale tendencies are popularly supposed to have originated
in the United States-that an interesting and significant episode in its development
has been overlooked. (Nute 1927; 523)
Indeed, the seeds of capitalist relations were planted in the fur trade and this complicated
set of events and decisions is chronicled in their company records. Since Nute's statement
was made, a number of historians have followed in her footsteps, while also introducing
new narratives based on the documents, but there remain gaps in how the story of the
AFC is contextualized within a global imperial-capitalist force. In many cases, the
exploits of the company are valorized and the impacts that their operations had on
Indigenous people and their land and resources is overlooked in lieu of sympathetic
admirations for the economic success of a few ‘great men’. Although Nute’s work was a
product of it’s time and there are certain narratives absent from her publications, she was
a trail blazer in many respetcs in her approach to researching the fur trade. While many
historians that preceded and proceeded her tended to focus on the aristocracy of the fur
trade, Nute presented narratives of the working class Euro-American Voyageurs. She was
also a pioneer in her work cataloging and preserving the AFC papers in microfiche in a
time when the technology was in its infancy. Nute’s calendar of AFC papers continues to
be the only resource that offers summaries of the vast majority of AFC letters of
correspondence.
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Terrel's biography of John Jacob Astor, Furs by Astor is a take on the life of Astor and
his company that largely neglects to address the role it played within the colonial
dismantleing of Indigenous lifestyles. Similarly, the more contemporary book, Astoria,
by Peter Stark chronicles the Thomas Jefferson-supported and AFC-funded westward
explorations meant to expand the company's fur empire to the West Coast of the United
States. The book falls short in its nostalgically jovial narrative that does not confront the
long-term impacts that the fur trade had on Indigenous populations or the transformation
of labor relations that it introduced. Instead, the book casts Indians in supporting roles as
an exotic people of little consequence to the heroes of the narrative and the book closes
with the founding of the eponymous West Coast Colony, without addressing the
transformations of North American Indigenous society that resulted from the fur trade.
Other fur trade history texts like The First in the Wilderness by David Lavender (1998)
evoke focus within fur trade histography on the plight of the charismatic French
Canadian Voyageur and Mountain Men while also perpetuating colonial myths that cast
Europeans as discovers of a new and previously untouched world. Indigenous peoples
within these texts are largely confined to characterizations diminishing them as having
only a supporting role in the fur trade as trappers of beavers and providers of archaic
knowledge despite the central and integral role they played in the industry. These are
factual representations of the fur trade but they also exemplify the tone and scope (or lack
of) that is present in much of the bodies of the work that have been written regarding the
industry, especially in the case of books meant for a broad audience as these were. These
trends in reimaging the fur trade, absent of robust discussions pertaining to the negative
impacts it had on the environment and Indigenous people were in large part a product of
their time and their shortcomings have only become more apparent as Indigenous
scholarship has become more widely available and recognized for the important
contributions and critiques it makes of historical representations of "New World"
narratives. A more accurate and inclusive understanding of the past requires challenging
American myths of "discovery" and offering counter narratives to the tales of the epic
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adventures of Voyageurs, Mountainmen, and Courers de bois,3 who are depicted braving
the wilderness and it's "savage" inhabitants to conquer terre nullis, a land without people,
for a more "deserving", ie. white European, people.
Other works like those of Timothy Cochrane are a prime example of contemporary
scholars amending this oversight by exploring the ceremonial and cultural importance
that places like Isle Royale and Grand Marais have/had in the seasonal lives of the North
Shore Anishinaabeg while also contextualizing these narratives within the drastic societal
changes that occurred as the fur industry and eventually the fishing industry was
introduced into Lake Superior. Indigenous scholars offer the most reliable perspectives
on the lived experiences of the those inhabiting North America prior to European
intervention. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz's book An Indigenous Peoples' History of the United
States (2015) provides a critique of the popular imaginings of the American experience,
providing evidence through an unabashed perspective on the myriad systemic
mechanisms enacted by colonial governments, past and present, that had/have genocidal
effects on Indigenous populations across the continent. Europe and the People Without
History by Eric Wolf (1982) provides insights into the global transformation of modes of
production from a Feudalism mode, to a Tributary mode, and finally to a Capitalist mode
and accurately plots the trajectory of changing labor relations throughout western history.
His discussion of the Marxist categorizations of Indigenous modes of labor as being a
Kin-Ordered mode of production although not inaccurate, were meant to be broad
characterizations of labor relations across differing cultures and geographic regions and
were never meant to be applied accurately to any one specific set of relationships.
However, the broad framework provided by this text is important to contextualize the
differing scales of relationships present in the fur and fish trade within the global
transformations of labor and society that occurred in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries.
The relations between Indigenous people, labor, and their environment prior to and
leading up to European intervention are well represented within the works by Norrgard,

3

Translated from French to “Runners of the woods”.
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Kulnieks, Longboat, Young, McGregor, Bell, Smith, Littlefield, Knack, and Martusewics
who employ Indigenous values, pertinently the Anishinaabeg tenets of
Minobimaatisiiwin in understanding Anishinaabeg labor and relations with their natural
environment, each other, and all living things through the paradigms of Indigenous
scholarship (Kulnieks, et al 2013; Littlefield and Knack 1996; Norrgard 2014; Smith
2012). The implications of generalized Marxist interpretations of labor and transforming
modes of production greatly benefit from a synthesis with Indigenous scholarship which
provides detail otherwise lost in macro level analysis. This will foster an informed
representation of the actual lived experiences of these populations and presents a more
complete interpretation of the goals and values that motivated Indigenous social
organization.
This synthesis of Indigenous and Western scholarship acts as a theoretical framework that
provides a larger context for my thesis which will address two primary questions about
the social relations of production and the organization of labor in the American Fur
Company’s Great Lakes fishing experiment. One question entails examining the structure
and organization of the American Fur Company. How did the company exert control over
the means of production in guiding their profit seeking ventures through their
management of workers and the goods they produced and the exploitation and
commodification of Indigenous bodies and knowledge? The second question is about
how this larger company infrastructure impacted the micro-structure and organization of
labor at AFC fishing camps on Isle Royale and how the transition from a tributary mode
of production to a capitalist mode of production through the commercial fishing industry
manifested itself in the archaeological and archival record.
A combination of archival and archaeological resources is utilized in answering these
questions. A rich collection of primary source documents from a variety of archival
repositories speak directly to the colonial systems of commerce that extracted resources
from the Great Lakes region and injected cheap European goods into traditional ways of
life. The narrative revealed by the business correspondence made up of letters, ledgers,
and contracts is one of wanton resource extraction and exploitation of labor, especially
8

that of Indigenous peoples who are often described in dismissive terms despite their
central importance to the fur and fish trade and their complex networks of trade that
existed in North America prior to European intervention. Material goods documented in
AFC correspondences trace a network of commerce that originated in Europe which
consumed resources from North, Central, and South America as well as Africa and the
Caribbean in exchange for relatively cheap European goods (Wolf 1986). It is important
to trace this expansive and complex network of commerce and the resulting concentration
of wealth because the movement of goods, which served to enrich a small number of
individuals, forcefully disrupted countless societies that flourished for thousands of years
and paved the way for the growth of a new system based on the accumulation of wealth
at the expense of nature and the health and wellbeing of an overwhelming majority of
humans around the world.
Archaeological field work was conducted at the Checker Point fishery at Isle Royale
National Park in Lake Superior in the summer of 2018 (Doucet & Wurst 2019). This site
had been studied in 1989 by Dr. Patrick Martin of Michigan Technological University but
findings from this preliminary work were not contextualized within the colonial capitalist
system in which the AFC operated. Artifacts excavated in 1989 and in 2018 provide
evidence for the networks of commerce that moved European goods into the interior of
North America. The distribution of structural features at the site, their construction
methods, and the artifacts associated with them, are analyzed to speak to the level of
investment the AFC employed in their fishing venture and the organization of labor and
power at the site. Although the total number of artifacts from both archaeological studies
are relatively limited, when used in conjunction with the plethora of primary source
archival documents, additional narratives emerge of the functions that labor, particularly
Indigenous labor, played in the overall organization of labor and life at Checker Point and
how this contributed to the accumulation of wealth by company executives.
Chapter II of this thesis will introduce relevant historical narratives. A discussion of the
Anishinaabeg way of life prior to European intervention will illuminate the disconnect
between traditional values and those of colonial capitalists. An understanding of the
9

traditional technology and methods utilized in subsistence practices is necessary when
comparing them to those used by the AFC in articulating how the company commodified
Indigenous knowledge and technology. It is also important to discuss the Anishinaabeg
tradition of visiting Isle Royale to subsistence hunt and gather as well as to trade
resources and how this traditional use was interrupted and transformed by the fur trade.
Next, the history of the AFC and the fur trade will be summarized with a focus on how it
formed and spread across the continent and what micro and macro economic and societal
forces influenced the growth of the company and the spread of European values and
material goods across North America. This section will also detail the AFC's operations
in Lake Superior and on Isle Royale as well as how the fur trade as a whole acted as a
Trojan horse that once fully realized, irreversibly transformed North America and the
world.
Chapter III will focus on the archaeological and archival methods and results associated
with the excavation of the AFC fishery at Checker Point in 1989 and 2018 and the
archival research conducted in 2018 and 2019. In addition to presenting these findings,
this chapter will also provide an analysis of what these data sources indicate about the
AFC’s operations on Isle Royale and in Lake Superior.
Chapter IV will apply these findings and interpretations to answer the questions posed in
this research. It will present how the archaeological and archival records complement
each other while also presenting the myriad ways that the AFC used their financial and
political influence to exert control over Anishinaabeg labor. This chapter will also discuss
how the organization of labor was transformed from the loose organization of labor in the
fur trade into the wage-based and central organization within the AFC’s commercial
fishing endeavors. The resulting loss of control over the means of production for
Anishinaabeg laborers will be contextualized within the methods they employed in
preserving control over their lifestyles and asserting agency while adapting and surviving
within the growing capitalistic forms of relations.

10

Figure 1: Overview of American Fur Company fishing establishments in Lake Superior.
Most major stations also had smaller fishing camps nearby that acted in support of the
main hubs.
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Chapter 2 – Background History
This chapter will provide historical context that will inform discussions on the
interactions between the American Fur Company and Anishinaabeg society during the fur
trade and later in the commercial fish trade. Presenting the history of Anishinaabeg
society prior to European intervention is important to understand how their life values of
Minobimaatisiiwin exist and how these values were modified and transformed to exist
within the set of social and economic relations introduced to the continent by colonial
powers. These relations were introduced through the fur trade and presenting the AFC’s
roles in creating and perpetuating these relations will lay the groundwork for how these
relations persisted and were transformed once the company began commercial fishing
operations. Isle Royale represented the most active AFC fishery on Lake Superior and the
history of their activity on the island speaks to the novel methods of labor organization
and control that the AFC introduced to the region. This historical context is a primer for
the analysis and discussions in the following chapters that will center on the
archaeological and primary source documents utilized in informing interpretations of the
AFC’s control over labor and the trade of commodities in Lake Superior.

Anishinaabeg Society Prior to European Intervention
Anishinaabeg4 is an overarching autonym for many different groups of Indigenous people
across the upper Great Lakes region in current day Canada and the United States. This
term encapsulates the Anishinaabeg, Odawa, Salteaux, Potawatomi, Oji-Cree, and
Algonquin peoples who were spread across a wide swath of land that stretched from
present day North Dakota, to the area around Montreal, and from south central Ontario to
near the southern border of Michigan's lower peninsula (Witgen 2012). The
Anishinaabeg people in this vast region spoke similar languages, held similar beliefs, and

There are multiple commonly used terms that are synonymous with “Anishinaabeg”. “Chippeway, and
Ojibway (along with their many spelling variations) are often confused as being differing groups of people
but they both refer to a loosely related people who share common ancestral roots. “Anishinaabeg” was
chosen as the term to be used in this thesis due to its common acceptance, and to mitigate any confusion
that may arise from the use of varying names synonymous with it.
4
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traded freely with one another. However, the varied geographic locations they found
themselves in required differing lifestyles in order for them to subsist and thrive.
Although it is widely accepted that the Anishinaabeg people of the Great Lakes region
migrated from the Atlantic coast near the region of what is now the St. Lawrence Seaway
(Warren & Schenck 2009), some details remain contentious (Smith 2012). Through
chronicling oral histories and traditional beliefs, William Warren's ethnography of the
Anishinaabeg people offers perhaps the best interpretation of the Anishinaabeg migration
from the Atlantic (Warren 2009). The Anishinaabeg migration story begins at the
Atlantic coast where it is believed that the Creator bestowed knowledge of “food that
grows upon the water” to the Anishinaabeg. It is believed that Manoomin (wild rice) is
what spurred this migration and teaching suggest that the Anishinaabeg were told to find
this bountiful resource (Fiskio 2016; Johnston 1990). The Anishinaabeg migrated from
the coast to Bow-e-tig (Sault Ste Marie) and then on to Mo-ning-wuna-kaun-ing (La
Pointe) "long before the pale face appeared among them" (Warren 2009). Although
conflicts with the Dakota to the west of Bow-e-tig and Naudoways to the east likely
confined the Anishinaabeg in the Bow-e-tig region for some time, they eventually made
their way to Mo-ning-wuna-kaun-ing which is regarded as being where the
"Anishinaabeg tribe first grew, and like a tree has spread its branches in every direction"
(Warren 2009). Sometime after this, the Anishinaabeg split into the northern and southern
groups which diverged from each other in their alliances, dialects, and subsistence
practices.
Oral histories suggest that the Anishinaabeg settled at Mo-ning-wuna-kaun-ing 8
generations prior to 1842 and 6 generations prior to the first Europeans making their way
to Lake Superior. Warren infers the length of a generation and arrived at a date in the
early 17th century as being when the Anishinaabeg established themselves on Lake
Superior. Critiques have since been leveled at these inferences retorting that his
interpretation of the Anishinaabeg concepts pertaining to the temporal length of a
‘generation’ differed from that of English speakers and the length of an Anishinaabeg
‘generation’ might have been only half as long. The archaeological record suggests that
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Anishinaabeg ancestors came to North America via the Bering Strait and through a series
of migrations they moved to the Atlantic coast and then eventually into the Canadian
shield around 1400 CE as they escaped diseases (Warren 2009; Witgen 2014). Many
Indigenous peoples, Anishinaabeg included, believe that they are autochthonic and that
they were put in North America by their creator. Some beleive the Bering Strait theory to
be "white man's fiction" (Smith 2012). In any case, the Anishinaabeg likely settled
around Lake Superior sometime between the 14th and 17th centuries which put them in a
prime position to subsist off the lake and the surrounding lands.
The Anishinaabeg people residing in the Lake Superior region, mostly concentrated near
the shores of the lake. Anishinaabeg bands from the north shore were the primary users of
Isle Royale between their migration to the area and when Europeans made their way into
Lake Superior. They were known to be expert fishers and lake farers given the
importance this resource played in their seasonal diets (Cochrane 2009; Bogue 2000;
Doherty 1990). The topography and environment of the north shore of Lake Superior
region is characterized by steep rugged terrain, harsh winters, and a relatively low
abundance of large game compared to the regions to the west and south of Lake Superior.
The soil there is also less than ideal for agricultural activity in contrast to the lower
peninsula of Michigan, for example, where the Odawa practiced agriculture as a primary
source of subsistence. As such, the North Shore Anishinaabe’s migration patterns
differed from others as their food sources and the seasons at which they could be best
harvested dictated their movements through the region. Although fishery resources on the
north shore of Superior were so plentiful that some North Shore Anishinaabeg lived in
permanent coastal settlements, most of them lived a semi migratory lifestyle reflecting
the seasonal availability of a variety of food, medicine, and utility items (Johnston 1990;
Bogue 2000; Norrgard 2014).
Life in Anishinaabeg society revolves around the Minobimaatisiiwin Anishinaabeg
standard of living. Meaning "the good life", this concept focused on ideas of the
interconnectedness of all things and the responsibility of recognizing this connection and
internalizing it into one's everyday life (Kulnieks, Longboat, Young 2013). It is this
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recognition of a relationship with all living things and the natural environment that
emphasizes the idea that everything is alive, and everything is related. Minobimaadiziwin
encapsulates seven original ancestral teachings that guide one in living the good life.
Concepts of love, honesty, respect, truth, bravery, wisdom, and humility guide one
towards having a capacity for caring for the world and its inhabitants, recognizing one's
autonomous but interconnected role within the world which includes the physical and the
spirit world, respecting all things past and present in honoring ones ancestors,
recognizing the gift of vision of interconnectedness afforded to those who follow the
guidance, and protecting oneself and the natural world as two parts of a whole (Johnston
1990). These ideas emphasize community and a careful use of natural resources in a way
that maintains harmony (Bell 2013; McGregor 2013). Ancient in origin and passed down
through generations, Minobimaadiziwin guided Anishinaabeg people in their seasonal
rounds and in their interactions with each other until European values, which were
fundamentally antithetical to the values of Minobimaadiziwin, were injected into North
America and became the defining force of change on the continent.
Prior to European intervention, Minobimaatisiiwin informed Indigenous labor practices
and the "seasonal round" of resource gathering based on the seasonal availability of
resources. It guided fishers, trappers, harvesters, and hunters in how to survive and
provide for themselves and their communities while also being stewards of the land and
"Mother Earth". While 17th century European colonists would later instill an incentive to
commodify natural resources and concentrate them into surpluses for the accumulation of
wealth and power, the Anishinaabeg operate under values of sustainability and
subsistence resource gathering. Anishinaabeg family groups adhere to these values
because they recognize the interconnectedness of different natural biomes and ecologies
long before Western science established environmental sciences studies. They knew that
living sustainably within their environment was the best way not only for their society to
survive in perpetuity, but also in living a good life that respected their ancestors and the
land, water, and air they managed and protected (Kulnieks, Longboat, Young 2013;
Gross 2014).
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The patterns of subsistence procurement practiced by the North Shore Anishinaabeg can
be summarized in three primary methods; Hunting/trapping, gathering, and perhaps most
importantly, fishing. (Quimby 1966; Cochrane 2009; Devans 1992; Norrgard 2014). All
three of these methods are used throughout the year but are primarily employed
seasonally when different types of resources are most readily available and abundant. The
North Shore Anishinaabeg migratory rounds were largely undertaken by relatively small
clan groups made up of close relatives and allies. These groups merged with one another
into larger groups in the summer to include more loosely related relatives and allies and
then shrunk in size as they dispersed to hunting and gathering grounds in the winter
months.
The small and mobile winter groups were usually made up mostly of immediate family
members and close relatives or friends. North Shore Anishinaabeg spent the winter north
of Lake Superior along waterways in the central interior of Canada where wild game was
most abundant and easier to procure (Cochrane 2009; Doherty 1990). This region saw
heavy snowfall which aided hunting and trapping for several reasons including that tracks
left by animals in the snow were easily followed which made game trails obvious features
in the snowy landscape. This made tracking caribou a straightforward affair that was as
simple as finding the freshest tracks and following them. The men had an easier time
hunting caribou in the winter not just because of their obvious tracks on the landscape but
also because the harsh winters and deep snows weakened the caribour and made it
difficult for them to escape predators and hunters alike. The deep winter months with its
sunny days and frigid nights proved to be the best time for hunting as this daily
temperature fluctuation created an icy shelf on the snow which could be easily traversed
by hunters while injuring and quickly fatiguing any large animal making haste to escape
predation. It took far less time for a caribou to become exhausted when pursued in such
conditions which translated to a lower energy cost for hunters hoping to procure wild
game. Fresh winter snow also simplified small game hunting for Anishinaabeg women as
corridors used by snowshoe hares were much easier to identify allowing for a more
efficient deployment of hair hare snares. (Quimby 1966).
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Winter was also the best month for hunting beaver which was another important animal
to the North Shore Anishinaabeg for similar reasons as caribou. They were harvested for
sustenance and their thick winter coats were excellent for making warm clothing that the
North Shore Anishinaabeg needed to survive Canadian winters. Winter not only made
beaver pelts more desirable due to the extra layers the rodent grew for insulation, but it
made procuring them much easier. Hunters were able to approach their dens on thick ice
and break them apart with their hands and tools, forcing the beavers inside to retreat
underwater and towards one of their washes leading to the shore. The limited number of
points of egress for the beaver and the thick ice cover made it relatively easy for hunters
to grab them barehanded and dispatch them (Quimby 1966). Although beavers were
certainly sought out by the North Shore Anishinaabeg prior to European intervention,
they were more of a secondary source of food and clothing utilized when caribou and
their larger pelts were scarce. They did not become a highly sought-after commodity until
European markets demanded them and assigned them a cash value (Bogue 2000).
As the snow thawed and sap began flowing again, the North Shore Anishinaabeg would
make their way south towards sugar maple stands near the shore of Lake Superior and on
Isle Royale. A band of these trees ran inland and parallel for most of the length of the
lake on the north shore and provided a source of easy to preserve sugars that could be
used throughout the year (Cochrane 2009; Doherty 1990). This was an extremely busy
time of year for Anishinaabeg women as they tapped sugar maples, boiled the sap into a
syrup, and carried out other duties related to preparing for the coming fishing season.
This time of year was also ideal for harvesting birch bark for the use in making birch bark
canoes which were an important technology for the lake faring Anishinaabeg (Quimby
1966). While men typically gathered these supplies and built the canoes, women were in
charge of preparing the implements that fishers would use. These included gill nets, dip
nets, and spears (Devans 1992). Their seasonality of migrations mirrors the types of tools
used in each season. The North Shore Anishinaabeg were excellent at adapting to the
changing seasons and utilizing generations of knowledge learned through obersavtions of
the natural world as well as trial and error to procure the resources needed for survival.
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Come the spring and summer months, and especially in the late fall when most fish were
spawning, the small and dispersed family groups that made up the winter hunting parties
congregated near the shore of Lake Superior and its tributaries to fish. Various Lake
Trout species, Lake Herring, Walleye, and perhaps most importantly, Whitefish, were the
primary species to be fished by Indigenous fishers (Norrgard 2014; Quimby 1966). These
fish preferred rocky shoals in relatively shallow water which made them accessible with
the use of gill nets equipped with stone sinkers and wood floaters. This was especially
true in the late summer and fall months when they congregated in these easily accessible
and shallow waters to spawn. Other fishing methods included the use of hoop nets and
spears. Hoop nets were observed to be used by Anishinaabeg in Sault Ste Marie in the
17th century and this practice consisted of a hoop with twine net fastened to it at the end
of a long pole. This method was typically used at the mouths of rivers where fishers
would position their birch bark canoes in the shallow water, standing at the bow and
spotting and netting any fish that came close enough (Bogue 2000). Spears were also
used in a similar fashion, sometimes aided with the use of a torch at the bow of the canoe
to attract and see walleye at night. Spears were not as efficient as gill nets in open water
and are mostly used at the mouths of streams, in inland lakes, or for ice fishing in the
winter months (Quimby 1966; Cochrane 2009).
For most of the year, the Anishinaabeg would spend their time near the shore of Lake
Superior where they could employ their expertise in fishing and canoeing for subsistance.
They were certainly people of the lake and as much as their seasonal movements were
tied into the cyclical change in the landscape and resource availability, the North Shore
Anishinaabeg were unique in their reliance on the resources of the lake. This brought
about much reverence for the lake and many traditional beliefs and oral histories center
around Lake Superior as a giver of life through its bountiful fishing resources, as well as
a taker of life in its unpredictable and sometimes violent weather (Gagnon 2016;
Johnston 1990). Mishebeshu is a Lake Superior spirit in the form of a panther or lynx that
was believed to be the most powerful underwater being who held domain over all the
creatures in the lake. It was a fierce protector of the resources within the lake especially
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in the case of copper (Smith 2012). This reverence for Mishebeshu was often
misinterpreted in historic documents as being rooted in a deep fear of the lake. Although
historic accounts written by Europeans mention this in regards to a fear of the apostle
islands and reservations about crossing the lake to Isle Royale (Ross 1960; Cochrane
2009), the reality is that the lake and the spiritual forces that resided in it were not feared
as much as they were venerated. Lake crossings or extended trips into the deep waters of
the lake were often preceded by ceremonies of gift giving to Mishebeshu. Prayers were
recited and offerings of Asemma (tobacco) were cast from canoes as fishing and hunting
parties began their journeys into the lake (Cochrane 2009).
This respect for the lake and the resources that resided in it illustrates the relationship that
North Shore Anishinaabeg have with their natural surroundings. Their beliefs translated
to subsistence practices that focus on survival and reciprocity with neighboring groups
opposed to building a surplus of resources. The North Shore Anishinaabeg understand
that the long-term survival of their people relies upon healthy ecosystems so hunting and
fishing is carried out under a model of consumption and care known as “honorable
harvest” based in gathering only what is needed (Kimmerer 2013; Devans 1992). The
reverence for Mishebeshu warns against upsetting the natural ecological order through
over-harvesting. It communicates a belief that one is putting their life at stake when they
remove more from their environment than is necessary (Cochrane 2009; Smith 2012;
Johnston 1990).
This belief of maintaining a natural balance manifested itself in other aspects of North
Shore Anishinaabeg society as is evident in the gendered cooperation of labor. Women
and men held equally important roles in recreating their lifestyles in a way that promoted
equal autonomy between the two genders. Many of these duties do not fall within what is
considered Catholic European traditional feminine or masculine labor duties illustrated
by a quote from Jesuit Relations.
The women know what to do, and the men also; and one never meddles with
the work of the other. The men make the frames of their canoes, and the
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women sew the bark with willow withes or similar wood. The men shape the
wood of the raquettes [Snowshoes], and the women do the sewing on them.
Men go hunting, and kill the animals; and the women go after them, skin
them, and clean the hides. (Jesuit Relations 5:133)
As exemplified above, many duties required labor from both men and women in differing
capacities. Hunting was traditionally a man's duty and a successful hunt was a matter for
celebration. But, the man's role in hunting essentially ended when the game was killed.
Upon the harvesting of an animal, women would assume the responsibility of cleaning it,
butchering it, sharing it with members of their group, and preserving and constructing
textiles from the hides. Women had the only say in what happened with an animal and all
of its parts once it was hunted.
This balance of labor is also evident in fishing practices of North Shore Anishinaabeg.
Canoes were constructed by both men and women, the former being responsible for
gathering supplies for the canoe and building the frame while the latter attached and
waterproofed the birch bark. Men were typically the primary fishers although it is likely
women partook in this activity as well (Cochrane 2019). Once fish were caught via the
nets made by the women, women also cleaned and preserved the fish which is one of the
few traditionally female duties that survived into the 19th century commercial fishing
industry (Cochrane 2009; Bogue 2000; Nute 1927). Differing and co-dependent duties
imparted autonomy and equal power and status between men and women in Anishinaabe
society (Devans 1992). This tradition would be one of the many that contrasted sharply
with the Euro-Christian values that Europeans brought to North America. The alienation
of such traditional values from the Anishinaabeg was seen by Europeans as being
paramount to transforming the traditional Indigenous way of life to one that could be
employed by force or exploitation for profit (Devans 1992).
Although formal borders did not exist in North America prior to European intervention in
the way that they are contemporarily thought of, traditional hunting and gathering
grounds were organized based on seasonal use by different kin groups. In keeping with
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the values of Minobimaatisiiwin, different wintering groups often returned to the same
hunting grounds year after year. This was not so much to establish ownership over land
as the concept is conceived within contemporary western values, but to care for the
landscape by ensuring that resources were evenly distributed across different family
groups and that no single area was being taxed beyond its natural carrying capacity
(Doherty 1990). This interaction between people and the environment exemplifies the
fundamental disconnect between traditional lifestyles and their conceptions and relations
with nature and western philosophies of divine providence over the earth and its
resources as was believed by European colonists. The close relationship between people
and their environment in pre-European North America was exploited as a vulnerability by
Europeans as their economic ventures sought to extract Indigenous knowledge, resources,
and wealth from the lands that Indigenous peoples were stewards of for millennia.

The North American Fur Trade and the American Fur Company
The American Fur Company fishing operation on Isle Royale and within Lake Superior
at large was a culmination of myriad colonial capitalist institutions, legislation, and
unregulated market forces that incentivized monopolies and the exploitation of labor and
natural resources for maximized profits. The story of the AFC is synonymous with the
rise of free market capitalism in the United States and to understand how their fishing
industry came to be, one must consider the long-standing structural forces that were
spawned from and matured with the fur trade industry. In many ways, the commercial
fishing industry in the Great Lakes was a direct result of the fur trade and it was
established as an alternate source of revenue for a company that faced an uncertain future
amid the failing trade of increasingly scarce fur bearing mammals.
European intervention in the Lake Superior region began with early French explorers and
Jesuits who saw the people and the land they ‘discovered’ as being theirs for the taking
both materially and spiritually. Etienne Brule is thought to be the first European to
venture to Lake Superior in the mid-17th century (Nute 1944). What followed was a
series of Jesuits and explorers who introduced European goods and culture to the
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Indigenous nations of the region. The systematic introduction of these goods and the
tactics used by missionaries to secure converts, undermined the traditional social order of
Indigenous nations in the region to the point that everything from the long standing
seasonal migrations to the gendered division of labor and conceptions of autonomy were
altered, exploited, and almost destroyed making this the beginning of a period of
attempted purposeful erasure of Indigenous society (Dunbar-Ortiz 2015).
The fur trade would not have been possible had it not been for the pre-existing extensive
and complex Indigenous trade routes and relationships between Indigenous nations
(Dunbar-Ortiz 2015). Industry in the 18th and 19th century in general would have been
much more difficult if colonialists were unable to make use of Indigenous knowledge to
navigate, procure resources, and survive in a new environment (Cochrane 2009). The
American Fur Company followed in the footsteps of the Hudson Bay and Northwest
Companies who had already established relationships with Indigenous groups and led the
way in introducing European goods and ideals into the interior of North America.
The AFC was founded by John Jacob Astor, a shrewd German-born businessman of
modest ilk who migrated to the United States in 1783. With little money and only a small
stock of flutes from his family's instrument business that he hoped to sell, Astor arrived
in New York with hopes of capitalizing on the burgeoning American economy and to
realize a dream of obtaining power through wealth. While crossing the Atlantic aboard
the North Carolina, Astor made acquaintances with fur traders and immediately began
forming plans to enter the trade himself. Within a year, Astor managed to sell and barter
his way into possession of a modest collection of furs and pelts that he brought with him
to London to trade for European goods (Terrel 1964). Astor aimed to join the ranks of
traders who sold furs in Europe in exchange for cheap and relatively low value European
goods with explicit goals to trade them with Indigenous peoples for comparatively far
more valuable North American Furs.
The most valuable furs were from beavers whose pelts were appraised at different levels
depending on the time of year they were harvested. "Castor gras d'hiver", French for
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"winter fat beaver" was the most valuable as beavers develop a much thicker undercoat in
the winter months that was of higher value per pound of goods than those procured in the
summer and it was much easier to work into felt (Dolin 2010; Podruchny 2006).
Knowing that these and other types of North American furs were roughly 6-10 times
more valuable in London than they were in America, Astor began making frequent trips
across the Atlantic with a supply of furs in tow. He traded these furs to European
merchants in exchange for "knickknacks" and "trinkets" that were then brought back to
North America. He employed these goods in extremely lopsided trades with Indigenous
people who took them in exchange for their furs. A sense of how unfair these trades were
is evident in the fact that in the mid 1780's, European traders were willing to trade up to
20 shillings per pound of beaver pelt while the goods that Astor traded to obtain these
pelts held a value of 3-4 shillings. Not counting transportation costs, Astor was making
close to a 900% profit in this trade (Terrel 1964).
Although a variety of different furs were sought out during the fur trade, beaver fur
possessed qualities that made it most valuable on the east coast. These qualities also
made the quest for beaver fur one of the most destructive to the traditional Indigenous
way of life. While furs and skins from North American mammals went into making
myriad clothing items, the durability offered by the beaver pelts made them exceptionally
valuable. Felt worked from beaver fur could be worked and reworked multiple times
before it degraded to the point of being unusable. This meant that a single fur could
generate wealth multiple times during its span of use. Beaver fur was mostly used in
making fur caps whose original iterations were sold for handsome sums to rich
Europeans while the third or fourth iterations were marketed to lower income individuals
(Wolff 1981; Terrel 1964).
It is interesting to note that Indigenous trappers often felt that they had the upper hand in
these trades, especially in the early years of Indigenous /European trade relations. While
Europeans viewed beaver furs in terms of their economic value in general, Indigenous
peoples did not see the beaver as being particularly valuable compared to the many other
animals they harvested. Beavers were incredibly abundant in all of North America prior
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to the fur trade and trapping them was a relatively simple affair. Once Indigenous
trappers learned of the value that Europeans placed on beaver furs, they were more than
happy to bring them furs in exchange for the new technologies that in some cases were
superior to anything available to them at the time. These new technologies and goods
were highly sought after for their durability and for how they simplified aspects of their
lives. Both sides of the trade thought they were trading relatively low value items for
much more valuable goods at a loss to the other party. An anecdote from the 17th century
noted that Indigenous trappers were said to be so eager to participate in these trades that
they literally traded the fur clothes off their backs for knives, hatchets, firearms, and
consumables like tobacco and alcohol (Dolin 2010; Witgen 2012).
Contrary to the popular conceptions of overwhelming European might subjugating
Indigenous nations during the fur trade era, in many cases, Indigenous nations actually
prospered and grew following their recovery from the 1783 smallpox epidemic and prior
to the early 19th century when treaties and government legislation fragmented and
severely undermined the power held by Indigenous peoples. Indigenous nations were able
to grow in power as the fur trading companies vied for influence. Prior to this, Indigenous
trappers pitted competing companies against each other and were able to use their power
of trade to influence the quality of goods offered to them as well as their prices. By the
late 18th century, the Anishinaabeg people found themselves in a perfect geographical
location to not only trap mammals themselves but also act as intermediaries between
Indigenous nations to the north and west and European and American fur companies.
Through this relationship, the Anishinaabeg grew in population and influence as they
were able to capitalize on the fur trade (Witgen 2012).
For the first two decades into the early 19th century, Astor gradually increased his wealth
through exploiting Indigenous people in uneven trades while profiting immensely in
European fur markets. In 1808 he established the AFC which he went on to run much like
a dynasty in the way that dividends were paid out and in how he structured his estate to
pass his wealth on to his next of kin. He even arranged marriages for some of his children
explicitly to form relationships and gain favor with powerful politicians and elites.
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Although the AFC had a board of directors, it was more or less a façade meant to placate
New York legislatures who were weary of total control of massive companies by one
individual. Despite the board of directors, Astor maintained complete control over the
company as it was propped up entirely on his own personal wealth (Terrel 1964;
Lavender 1966). This structure of the company provides context for the exploitative
practices and political lobbying efforts that Astor partook in in order to grow his empire
on the backs of working-class European immigrants and Indigenous peoples.
By the time the AFC began fishing in Lake Superior, they had enjoyed a trade monopoly
in the American territories of the Great Lakes region for over two decades (Nute 1944;
Ross 1960; Bogue 2000). When Astor established the company in 1808, there were
already two other major fur trading companies in North America. The Hudson Bay
Company (HBC) and The Northwest Company (NWC) were fierce competitors who
traded with Indigenous trappers in northern Canada, near the Hudson Bay and its
tributaries and in southeastern and northern Ontario. The former was based in London
while the later was based in Montreal, a fact that would cripple their trade within the
United States territories once Congress passed a law in 1816 that prohibited any nonAmerican citizens from trading with Indigenous peoples in American territories. The
purpose of this bill was to "regulate trade and intercourse with Indian tribes, and to
preserve peace on the frontiers".5 Not only did this law force all foreign traders out of
important trading posts on U.S. soil, it also severely undermined the Southwest Company
(SWC) which was in a partnership with the AFC and was made up predominantly of
British partners (Cochrane 2018). The SWC was effectively forced into being acquired
by their partner, the AFC which secured a virtual monopoly over the fur trade in the
entirety of the United States at the time. This law also undermined the rival NWC's
ability to conduct their business as they relied on trade posts on U.S. soil like that at Fond
Du Lac (Cochrane 2018). This loss of territory by the NWC eventually led to the
remainder of their trade in Canada being acquired by the HBC in 1821 (Marsdon &
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Congressional Act 165 of 1816.
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Galois 1995). The 1816 law is regarded in part as being a political favor for Astor. It was
an acknowledgement by the Federal Government of the loans he made to them to help
fund the War of 1812 as well as his contributions to politicians like President James
Monroe (Cochrane 2018; Dolin 2010; Terrel 1964).
The early19th century saw Astor's ascent as a powerful New York businessman with
political ties that he levied for his own personal gain. Although the expansion of his
company was the goal of his lobbying, in many cases, his goals aligned with those of the
Federal Government. Prior to and during the buildup to the war of 1812, U.S. autonomy
was threatened by foreign traders who had much to gain by influencing Indigenous
nations to go to war against the US. The Federal Government's response was the factory
trading post system. This plan consisted of establishing government-run trading posts that
traded American goods to Indigenous peoples in a way that would not damage the
Indigenous trappers materially or physically. The liberal use of alcohol in trades and the
practice of allowing Indigenous peoples to amount exuberant debts to fur trade
companies were seen as exploitative practices that damaged relations between Americans
and Inidgenous peoples. The factory system was put in place during a time of rising
tensions between America and other colonial powers vying for land and trading
relationships with Indigenous nations in North America. Preventing American fur traders
from continuing to abuse Indigenous peoples in their trades was seen as a matter of
National Security. The Federal Government reasoned that these abuses undermined
America's relationships with Indigenous peoples which made it easier for other colonial
powers to form relationships with them to the detriment of Americans (Dolin 2010).
The promise of fair prices and a reliable availability of goods was intended to be enough
to encourage trading with Americans instead of with Europeans, but the system
ultimately failed for several reasons. The factories were prohibited from trading alcohol
to Indigenous peoples which put them at a significant disadvantage over European and
private American traders. Alcohol had long been a staple trade good despite both
Indigenous leaders, and Astor himself lamenting the damage it caused to Indigenous
society (Terrel 1964, Thorne 1992). The fact stood that a trader who did not deal in
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alcohol ran a huge risk of losing business to those that did, which was precisely why the
AFC partook in this practice despite Astor reportedly being morally opposed to the idea
(Terrel 1964). Another disadvantage of the factory system was that the factory traders
were paid a base salary regardless of whether the business turned a profit or not. This was
in contrast with every other fur trading company who was concerned with making a profit
and thus incentivized their traders to achieve the most favorable trades possible.
Although the factory system’s lack of a profit motive may appear to be an advantage as it
would allow them to keep the prices of goods low in perpetuity, it developed into a
liability when the traders had no reason to partake in the important requirements of the
trade which consisted of going out to where Indigenous people were and giving gifts and
forming relationships with them. The moratorium on gift giving by factory traders as well
as the inferior American-made goods that were peddled at the posts certainly did not help
their success either. These counterintuitive policies that appear to have been made with
altruistic goals in mind belie the insidious mechanism put into place that would result in
an intensification of Indigenous subjugation (Dolin 2010, Way 1919).
A less obvious but perhaps more important reason for the factory system revolved around
one of the very things that it was supposed to prevent. Factory traders were encouraged to
allow Indigenous people, especially those in positions of power within their group, to
accrue debts to the Federal Government. As such, trades were often conducted on credit
with the reasoning that, as debts amounted, the Federal Government would have a
powerful point of bargaining when conducting treaty negotiations for the cession of
Indigenous lands (Norrgard 2014). The Federal Government found it to be much easier to
absorb Indigenous land when the erasure of unpayable debts was forwarded as
compensation for said lands. Although the competition that these posts posed to the AFC
was significant and Astor certainly lobbied against them, their failure (which more had to
do with their inherent shortcomings than anything else) resulted in the Federal
Government privatizing this process of indebting Indigenous peoples by supporting the
AFC who at the time was the only real competition for the foreign owend NWC and the
HBC. Because of this, the AFC gained influence in Washington and continued the trend
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of capturing Indigenous peoples into a cycle of debt on behalf of the Federal Government
(Cochrane 2018; Way 1919).
The political climate was ripe for a businessman such as Astor who had wide reaching
ambitions to spread his influence to the western half of the United States. On the heels of
the Louisiana Purchase, Thomas Jefferson had hopes of westward expansion, but he also
knew that the government did not have the resources for such an endeavor. Thus formed
another of many relationships between the Federal Government and the AFC that would
culminate to serve each other's goals. With blessings from Jefferson, Astor funded two
simultaneous westward expeditions that resulted in the establishment of the first colony
on the west coast of the United States, Astoria (Stark 2015).
Through these partnerships which eventually allowed the AFC to become a monopoly in
much of the American territory it operated in, the AFC flourished until the 1820's and
30's when easily accessible fur bearing mammal populations, especially in the Great
Lakes region, shrank to a fraction of what they were a century prior. In several company
correspondences AFC clerks lamented the lack of fur bearing mammals and the decline
in the fur trade: "I regret to learn that your collection of furs so far has proved
unfavorable, I hope however that Fond du Lac, and your expectations of better success in
Spring will make up for the deficiency…"6 wrote AFC agent and head of the Northern
Department, Gabriele Franchère, to AFC clerk at La Pointe, Lyman Warren. Another
letter from Franchère to Warren echoes this lack of game; "…our Indians do not hunt,
and indeed there is nothing for them to hunt save a few martins but they are too indolent
to trouble themselves to catch them".7 The decline in mammal populations in the eastern
United States began as early as the 1700s with the fur trade and intensified in the mid19th century in large part due to unrelated industrial activities. Population crashes in part
due to over hunting and loss of habitats for mammals (and even more so for fish in the
Great Lakes) can be attributed to the growing logging and agricultural industries which
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Gabriel Franchere, Letter to Lyman Warren. March 16 th, 1835.
Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Lyman Warren. February 2, 1836.
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displaced animal populations, dammed courses of water, increased erosion on the banks
of rivers and streams, and introduced pollutants that all compromised the equilibrium of
the North American wilderness (Bogue 2000; Langston 2017).
Innovations in felting technology and changing fashion trends in Europe resulted in a
decline in demand for highly profitable beaver felts. In 1765, beaver felt hats which were
valuable status symbols for European elites, were already a rarity due to their scarcity as
well as them being replaced by other materials following the discovery of carroting; a
process that rendered cheaper furs like rabbit and hare suitable for felting. Although this
process produced a slightly inferior product, it reinvigorated the fur industry in Europe as
trappers began harvesting small game mammals which had been previously ignored
except for consumption in lower income markets. However, it is unclear what impact this
technology had on the North American fur trade (Crean 1962). This technology made
higher quality hats more affordable to lower income individuals, but wealthy Europeans
still demanded beaver felt hats and thus the North American Fur trade persisted. That is
until shifting fashion trends in Europe in the early 1800's favored silk over felt hats. The
resulting loss of demand for beaver further incentivized the AFC to diversify its revenue
stream.

The AFC Fishing Experiment in Lake Superior
The HBC and NWC had been fishing the Great Lakes and off the shores of Isle Royale in
a very limited (and undocumented) fashion prior to the AFC's entry into the industry, but
neither had invested as much in the industry as the AFC did during its short tenure of
fishing in Lake Superior (Cochrane 2009; Nute 1944). The first mention of starting such
a venture by the AFC appears to be attributable to company agent Robert Stuart who
wrote of his idea in a letter to fellow agent and future company president, Ramsay Crooks
in 1823. In this letter he recommends that a plan for fishing in Lake Superior be
developed (Nute 1930). This idea was almost certainly conceived from observing the
massive quantities and sizes of whitefish and trout species that North Shore Anishinaabeg
fishers regularly hauled ashore and by hearing the tales of the bountiful Great Lakes
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fisheries since the 17th century. French Jesuits regularly marveled at the skill of
Indigenous fishers and at the seemingly endless supply of fish in the Great Lakes. It was
known that the Anishinaabeg near the Straits of Mackinaw who normally practiced
seasonal migrations for subsistence, found the resource so reliable that
uncharacteristically permanent settlements were established near particularly productive
fisheries, allowing them to subsist year-round primarily off the fish (Bogue 2000). Even
so, it was not until the decline in the fur market and Astor's exit from the company that
the prospect of commercial fishing on Lake Superior was seriously considered by the
AFC (Cochrane 2018; Terrel 1963).
After the Astors sold their shares of the AFC in 1834 the company was reorganized. The
SWC and the various departments of the AFC were reorganized under the Northern
Department based out of New York where Ramsay Crooks was designated as the new
president. Urged on by the likes of Lyman Warren and Gabriel Franchère, AFC agents at
La Pointe and Sault Ste Marie respectively, Crooks began formulating and executing
plans to commercially fish Lake Superior. This required a reorganization of the
company’s lake country assets and an increase in its logistical capacity in the form of
new schooners. The reorganization of the company took the form of moving the “inland”
headquarters from Mackinac to the La Pointe fur post in the Apostle Islands archipelago
located on the southwestern shore of Lake Superior. This put the company in a better
position to control trade on the lake and to construct schooners to ship its goods. The
AFC already had a fleet of schooners operating in the lower Great Lakes, in the St.
Lawrence Seaway and on the east and west coasts of the United States employed in
shipping goods to Europe and China, but the construction of a new schooner in Lake
Superior would be the first for the company. Such vertical organization, where the
company owned everything from the nets fish were caught with to the boats they were
transported in was not novel at the time (Nute 1926). However, the new schooner and the
new focus on fishing in Lake Superior did present a unique problem for the company.
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Prior to the construction of the schooner the J.J. Astor in 1835,8 goods shipped through
Lake Superior relied on the voyageur's canoe. The prospect of replacing this mode of
transportation with the much larger, and more reliable schooners presented the possibility
of putting hundreds of Canadian voyageurs out of work, a dangerous gambit given that
this would open their labor to competing companies such as the HBC. To remedy this,
Crooks employed those who were not recruited for the new schooner to join the
company's new venture as fishermen and "boatmen" (Nute 1926). This solved the
problem of potentially putting the company’s voyageur workforce out of work but, the
fishing industry brought other labor related changes to the AFC. The company, and the
fur trade in general relied heavily on Indigenous trappers to procure furs and transport
them to trading outposts to be handed off to voyageurs and eventually sent overseas.
Although some Metis and Indigenous people worked for the company as guides and in
some cases as agents, the vast majority of Indigenous people involved in the fur trade
were employed by nobody and received compensation from whatever company would
offer them the best prices and goods in trade for their furs. It was not until the AFC began
its fishing operations that Indigenous people were hired as salaried fishers or (more
commonly) piece work basis.
Between 1835 and 1837, fisheries were established at Whitefish Point, Grand Island,
Montreal River, Isle Encampment, Sault Ste Marie, La Pointe, Grand Portage, Grand
Marais, at the tip of the Keweenaw Peninsula, within the Keweenaw bay then referred to
as "The Ance", and finally at Isle Royale in the summer of 1837 (Nute 1926). These
fisheries were placed alongside existing trading establishments or on or near Indigenous
villages. There were also other smaller fisheries spread throughout the lake, but they
merely operated as a supplement and in support of those named above. The number of
people employed at each fishery varied depending on the productivity of the fishery.
Larger fisheries like those at Grand Portage could employ up 30-40 freeman and contract
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fishers while smaller fisheries like Whitefish Point only employed 2-49 (Nute 1926).
Fishers who were usually Indigenous people were paid by the barrel and typically made
$3-4 per barrel of fish. In some cases, specifically at La Pointe and Isle Royale, fishers,
especially the Indigenous fishers, were encouraged to employ their family members to
process the fish, a traditional duty typically carried out by women. One account suggests
upwards of 100 North Shore Anishinaabeg people were officially or unofficially working
for the AFC at Isle Royale (Cohrane 2008). There are some records of Anishinaabeg
fishers receiving more provisions or higher pay to support their families than their
European counterparts. However, there are no records of female fish packers receiving
pay themselves. Any compensation received for their work was included in their partner's
pay (Cochrane 2009).
In one agreement with two fishers hired to fish near Whitefish Point, the AFC agreed to
pay $14 and $16 dollars to each man per month they worked. This contract shows that the
fishers had some power to negotiate their contracts as one man did and was able to levy a
$16/month wage instead of the proposed $14/month wage in addition to a supply of pork
and flour. It seems his partner was not as shrewd of a negotiator or perhaps lacked the
experience that would warrant higher pay as he was only compensated $14 per month
worked.10 Despite the differences in hiring agreements, local fishermen, ie. North Shore
Anishinaabeg fishers, were typically paid more than their Canadian counterparts
(Cochrane 2009)
The North Shore Anishinaabeg brought with them a wealth of knowledge concerning the
locations of the best fisheries on Isle Royale and the North Shores of Lake Superior as
well as the best times of year to catch certain fish. Their skill at fishing cannot be
disputed but what is also clear is that the AFC fisheries in Lake Superior suffered from a
lack of experience in commercial fishing, especially in terms of packing the fish properly.
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Neither the North Shore Anishinaabeg who typically preserved their fish by freezing
them in the winter or smoking them in the summer months (Doherty 1990), nor the
Canadian Voyageurs who were not fishermen by trade, had experience in packing and
salting fish. This resulted in disastrous returns such as that noted in November 1837 when
460 barrels of salted fish were received from La Pointe at Sault Ste Marie where they
were inspected. Of these 460 barrels of fish, the much loathed fish inspector Mr. Wood
fully rejected 262 , marked 240 as "spoiled", and permitted only 22 for sale but at a
reduced price as they had taken on a "rusty hue”; a sure sign that they had been packed
improperly.11 Sault Ste Marie agent, Gabriel Franchère's language on this matter leaves
some confusion as to the cause of this. When he explained the situation to his superiors,
the damages were blamed on the incompetence of the packers or agent at the fishery of
origin or the incompetence of fish inspector, Mr. Wood. In contrast, when he informed
the clerks at the fisheries of origin of the spoiled fish, he cited a lack of suitable barrels
and salt, in addition to some level of incompetence on the part of the fish packers instead
of solely passing the blame on the lowest tier of labor. This narrative of incompetency
persisted at least into 1838 as did low supplies of barrels and salt. This period also
corresponded with an increased investment in new “fish houses” meant to keep packaged
fish out of the sun which was likely another reason for the spoilage of fish. Although the
inexperience of some of the fishers is likely in part to blame for the spoilage, the chronic
shortage of salt and barrel supplies makes it clear that even the most experienced
commercial fishers would have had trouble preserving their catch.
Whatever the cause, this level of spoilage made it clear to the AFC that in order to
properly attempt a fishery in Lake Superior, they needed expanded logistical capabilities.
This came in the form of constructing additional schooners to transport goods in a
timelier and more cost efficient manner, and the hiring of additional coopers to provide a
more reliable stream of suitable barrels. At least some of the spoilage in the early years of
the fishing operations could be blamed on the reuse of dry casks that were not watertight
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and only suitable for shipping salt and other dry goods. The use of such barrels for salting
fish resulted in brine leaking out and the fish spoiling.12 By the summer of 1837, an
increase in investment in Lake Superior fishing was well underway and a second
schooner, the William Brewster set sail on its maiden voyage. This marked the period
when the soon to be highly productive fisheries on Isle Royale began to be established.
Following the AFC’s establishment of a fishery at Grand Portage in 1835, their trade
relations with the North Shore Anishinaabeg there brought them news that increased their
excitement about prospects of establishing lucrative fisheries on the nearby Isle Royale.
The Indians about Grand Portage are quite pleased at having a trader who will buy
their fish which abound thereabouts in greater numbers than any place we have
had yet, and the Natives represent “Isle Royale” as affording still greater
abundance than the [northern] shore [of Lake Superior].13
Assurances of bountiful fish in Lake Superior from the North Shore Anishinaabeg were
encouraging to the company. Additinaly, the engagement of Lake Superior veteran
schooner captain Duncan McCargo in 1835 who noted Isle Royale to “…[possess] some
excellent harbours [sic]…”,14 spurred the company into action.
The first outpost on Isle Royale was established in 1837 at what is now known as
Checker Point. The location is within the island's large southern bay known as Siskiwit
Bay. A letter from Franchère to Crooks in 1837 details the Company’s sitting at this
location;
"Capt Standard found a very good harbor at the north west end of the island
where he landed Chaboillez with a number of fishermen [likely referring to
the Washington Harbor area]. July last Mr. C [Chaboillez] however finding
the place unsuitable for an establishment proceeded with his boats in search of
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some better location. Keeping in mind the advantages of a safe harbor for the
vessel, a fine bay on the south side of the island called Siskawaite [sic] Bay by
the Indians seemed to him to [illegible] the included purposes and he
commenced building immediately…"15
The fishery at Checker Point was positioned

and was

one of five by the time AFC agent Gabriel Franchère visited Isle Royale in 1840. His
resulting journal entries16 detail the operations across the island and remains one of two
primary sources that speak to the locations and functions of each fishing station on the
island. The other important source for such information is the survey notes taken by
William Ives as part of the Government Land Office (GLO) surveys that were conducted
on the Island in 1847 and 1848. The former details all the major fisheries on the island
while the latter includes some detail on smaller fish houses and other AFC establishments
that presumably were erected following Franchère's visit in 1840. Franchère’s journal
states that:
"There are at present 5 different Stations for fishing, occupying with himself
[Chaboillez] 28 persons on wages, and five free men, disposed as follows, to
wit at Siskawaite [sic] Bay, [Charles] Chaboillez, clerk. D McKerchar and P.
Quinn, Coopers. And 7 pork eaters, employed as fishermen for the
establishment, and to boat the fish from diff. [sic] Stations to this place. 5 men
are stationed as fishermen on the chain of small Islands S.E. of the Bay, At
Rock Harbour [sic] 21 Miles East of this 4 men are employed very lucratively,
19 miles farther and to the North of the island 4 more are Stationed; and
finally at Washington Harbour [sic] 21 miles West of this bay, there is also
four men. Three free men Robidoux, Chaloux and old Lisette are fishing 5 or
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Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Ramsay Crooks, September 26, 1837.
Although towards the end of this journal, Franchère references making a detailed inventory of the
specific locations of buildings and assets on Isle Royale and at the other Lake Superior fisheries he visited
as part of this journey, this inventory appears to be lost as no archive can confirm having it. This inventory
has been described to me as the “holy grail” of AFC documents since the specific locations of some of the
fisheries and structures on Isle Royale and at Grand Portage and Grand Marais remain a mystery.
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six miles S.W. of the Bay; and the Drefauts with two of the Pork eaters hired
by them from the company occupy a fishery situated half way between Rock
Harbour [sic] and the most northern Fishery, which I will here denominate for
brevity sake 40 mile Fishery. (Franchère 1839)
Although vague in the exact placements of some of the fisheries, a knowledge of the
topography of the island offers some insight into their possible whereabouts. Ives's
survey notes offer additional insight, but multiple issues arise in interpreting these notes.
During his survey of the island which took place 5 years following the AFC shuttering of
commercial operations on the island, Ives notes dozens of fisheries distributed across the
island with their descriptions ranging from "small shack" to the more robust and detailed
account of the spatial distribution of buildings at Checker Point. At the latter he specifies
the chain measurements between certain structures and the shoreline. In every case where
Ives described a fishery that is now known to have been an AFC fishery, he notes it as
such and there are no instances in Ives' notes where he either incorrectly attributes a
fishery to being a former AFC fishery or fails to mention that a fishery was once an AFC
fishery. Some relatively recent publications have attributed different fisheries on the
island as being AFC in origin, usually citing Ives' notes. However, a careful reading of
these notes and a knowledge of how Ives' chose to detail different fisheries can be used as
evidence to refute these statements. In one case, MTU historian Charles Rakestraw
attributed a string of fish store houses distributed
within Siskiwit Bay as being former AFC structures. However, Ives never
attributed this specifically to the AFC noting instead that they were simply the locations
of fisheries. Similarly, Rakestraw states that the mining camp associated with the
Siskowit Mine in Rock Harbor was the former site of the Rock Harbor AFC fishery. Ives'
notes do mention a fishery there, but he does not attribute it to AFC. The Siskowit Mine's
own documentation notes fishery structures on site at their arrival but does not attribute
this fishery to the AFC.17 It is pertinent to determine these inaccuracies as some of these
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interpretations continues to inform cultural interpretation by the National Park Service on
Isle Royale. For example, the UMMA Archaeologists who excavated portions of the
Siskowit Mine site in the 1980's describe this as the former site of an AFC fishery (Clark
1995), citing Rakestraw's inferences discussed above.
For this reason, referring to primary source documents and relying on a knowledge of the
topography of Isle Royale gained through personal experience remain the best tools in
deciphering the distribution of AFC fisheries on the island. The "chain of small islands
S.E. of the Bay" referred to as being the location of a small fishing operation by
Franchère

.

It should be noted that this observation was made in 2019
during a time when Lake Superior was at record high levels. Although some lake level
measurements were being recorded in the 1840's, systematic, measurements were not
being recorded until the 1860's.18 That said, an inference can be made that the lake levels
observed in 2019 may have been similar to those in 1840 as numerous company records
speak to unusually high lake levels causing issues for their docks and shipping
infrastructure into the late 1830's.19 This supports the inference
suggests that this
was the site of the fishery Franchère notes as being situated on "the chain of small islands
S.E. of the Bay…"(Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). No archaeological surveys have
ever been conducted on this island but a visual reconnaissance via boat in 2019
concluded that this very low lying island likely retains little if any of an archeological
record that could speak to a fishery being there, especially when considering the stunted
vegetation covering the island indicative of the harsh winters where sheets of ice have
likely swept over this exposed barrier island on numerous occasions since the small
fishery was situated here.
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Figure 2: The American Fur Company fishing stations on Isle Royale.

Despite limited survey efforts in 2018, the exact location of the Rock Harbor AFC fishery
remains a mystery. Franchère's 1839 journal makes mentions of Chaboillez building a
small pier within the protected waters of Rock Harbor where schooners could "lay with
perfect safety quite close with the shore"(Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). But, none of
the numerous fisheries recorded in Rock Harbor by Ives were attributed to the AFC.
Despite this, the Rock Harbor fishery became the center of shipping for the eastern half
of the island. Franchère reported that Chaboillez "proposes to boat all of the fish from the
East and North to Rock Harbor, and for this season to collect whatever may be caught to
westward at Siskawait Bay" (Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). The reason for
establishing two pickup points on the island, despite the inconvenience it caused, is due
to the fact that the only boats used for fishing on the isalnd were open topped boats, likely
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either Durham or Mackinac boats (Bogue 2000).20 These boats offered little protection
given much of the island's coasts were as "rocky [and] unsafe for an open boat" in 1840
as they are now (Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). It is unclear whether fish collections
were ever consolidated exclusively at Rock Harbor or if the Rock Harbor fishery was
ever designated as the primary station on the island due to its favorable location. Even if
it hadn't, the Rock Harbor fishery had a large building similar in size and quality to the
one at Checker Point and there should be evidence of it in the archaeological record yet to
be uncovered (Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.).
Another such building along with "two men's houses" was established at the "40 mile
fishery" (Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). The exact location of this fishery is also
unknown although Nute suggests that it was likely situated within Duncan Bay (Nute
1944). Approximate measurements using modern mapping tools support this inference.
Finally, the fishery noted by Franchère as being "19 miles farther [from Rock Harbor]
and to the north of the island 4 more are stationed…" is in reference to the AFC fishery
that was established at Belle Isle in the north east quadrant of the Isle Royale archipelago
(Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). Some structural features still exist here but a resort
built in the 1920's situated atop the AFC fishery and the subsequent demolition of said
resort and construction of the NPS campground that now sits there likely disturbed much
of the archaeological resources.

The final fishery noted by Franchère is in reference to the one at
. The
location where Capt. Stanard originally left Chaboillez and his men in 1837 was likely
not far from this site although it would not become a fishery for the company until later.
Archaeological work was conducted near here by the Midwest Archaeology Center
(MWAC) in 1989 but save for a few kaolin pipes, square-cut iron nails, and structural
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features present on the surface, all artifacts recovered from the site speak to it being a
substantial Woodland period occupation site. The AFC eventually founding a fishing
station here is consistent with what is seen on Belle Isle and Checker Point as well as
within Duncan Bay if that is indeed the site of the "40 mile fishery". The company
seemed to favor establishing fisheries near Anishinaabeg fishing settlements. This pattern
is also observable at other AFC fisheries and colonial settlements across Lake Superior
which were established atop or alongside existing Indigenous village sites; examples
include La Pointe, Grand Marais, Grand Portage, Whitefish Point, at the tip of the
Keweenaw Peninsula, and at Sault Ste. Marie (Ross 1960; Cochrane 2009, 2018; Nute
1944).
In addition to the fisheries mentioned in Franchère's 1840 journal, William Ives noted
one more area of activity within Siskiwit Bay. His survey notes attribute
as being former AFC buildings.
This brings the number of AFC fisheries on Isle Royale to six. It is possible that the
company set up other small operations

elsewhere but no record

of these have been identified.
Presuming that AFC schooners arrived at the island from the Grand Portage/Grand
Marais area to the northwest and west, it is likely they would be entering Siskiwit bay
either through the narrow passage between Point Houghton and Redfin Island or they
would have sailed the additional 16 miles required to navigate around the chain of islands
and shoals that extend NE from Point Houghton. The former route can be dangerous even
with modern technology and navigational aids so it would have been risky for mid-19th
century schooners especially given the fact that the AFC did not have access to accurate,
or possibly any, navigational charts of Isle Royale at the time (Cochrane 2009). Although
time consuming and essentially increasing the length of the trip from Grand Portage to
Checker Point by 50%, it is likely schooners chose to circumnavigate the chain of islands
to enter the bay more safely. Aside from the chain of islands extending from Point
Houghton, Siskiwit bay itself introduced a significant amount of risk to company
schooners. Franchère speaks to Captain Stanard's reservations about navigating in the bay
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stating that the captain "was of opinion that he would not risk running the vessel in
should the weather be [in] any way rough[.] [T]he whole of the Bay seems rather difficult
of access."21
The Captain's sage reservations were found to be warranted in 1840 when a late fall
blizzard caused the AFC schooner the Siskawit (original spelling) to lose its anchor and
run aground while attempting to retrieve goods from Checker Point. Indeed, the entire
bay presents difficult navigational challenges in the form of submerged rocks, reefs, and
shoals. The western end of the bay where Checker Point is located is shallow and all
anchorages would have been exposed to E/NE winds. The shallow waters here would
have made docking near the shore impossible which necessitated lightering of fish and
supplies via smaller vessels to and from the shore.
Franchère's journal offers the best source for the number of people working on the island
for the AFC; however, the figure of "28 persons on wages, and five free men"
(Franchère1839; Rakestraw n.d.) does not include the unpaid labor, i.e. women.
Franchère stated that "there is at present a great deficiency of Women [sic] to dress the
fish." (Franchère 1839; Rakestraw n.d.). These women were likely the partners of the
Indigenous fishers as women had long been employed as an invisible and unpaid labor
force in the fur trade and elsewhere at fisheries (Devens 1992; Cochrane 2009, 2018).
This is an important and often overlooked detail that will be discussed further in Chapter
IV of this thesis.
The fisheries on Isle Royale were highly effective at procuring a product described as
being “The finest fish yet sent to market – you can recommend it as first rate”.22
Whitefish and Lake Trout were caught here in astonishing numbers with 2,000 barrels of
salted fish sent from the island in 1837, 4,000 in 1838, and 5,000 1839 (Rakestraw 1968).
This dwarfed the production of any other AFC fishery on Lake Superior in part because
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of fish being exceptionally plentiful around the island but also because the AFC invested
considerably more into their infrastructure here allowing them to fish a higher number of
regions around Isle Royale compared to the more condensed distribution of fisheries
elsewhere in the lake. This investment in infrastructure is still evident at some of the
long-abandoned sites of AFC fisheries scattered around the archipelago.
It is important to note the national historical context of the AFC’s fishing operations on
Isle Royale. For most of the duration of the AFC’s fishing endeavors, the United States
was plagued by an economic downturn that began in 1837 and culminated into an
economic panic in 1841 which was a catalyst in the company’s collapse (Nute 1944). The
company put their fishing plans into motion with the hopes that their relatively cheap fish
could be marketed to replace more expensive sources of protein such as beef and pork.
The economic panic dashed these hopes as the costs of many food items plunged and the
market for a cheap alternative source of protein evaporated. This left the company
scrambling in vain to find a market for their fish.
This economic hardship impacted American companies like the AFC much more than it
impacted foreign fur trading empires such as the HBC. The United States saw an increase
in national spending in the early 19th century in part to fund wars like the War of 1812
but also to fuel development and westward expansion (Roberts 2013). This increased
spending also marked an increase of state and national debt that would eventually result
in eight states and the territory of Florida defaulting on their debts between 1841 and
1842 (Wallis, Sylla, and Grinath 2004). These economic hardships coupled with the
decline of the fur trade in the Great Lakes region contributed to the AFC’s failure. This
while the HBC was able to continue their fishing enterprise in Canadian water; propped
up by their continued success in fur trading into the mid-19th century.
To summarize, this chapter presented the historical context of Anishinaabeg society prior
to European intervention and describes their beliefs, subsistence practices, and social
structure. It also provided an overview of the North American fur trade by exploring
early interactions between traders and Indigenous peoples, discussing how trade was
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organized and how it served to benefit both private companies and the United States
Federal Government, and in how it was structured in a way that was antithetical to the
subsistence gathering practices of the Anishinaabeg prior to European intervention. The
chapter closed with a discussion of the AFC in the 1830’s when their fishing operations
were being established on Isle Royale. The following chapter will enrich this historical
context through the use of archaeological data and primary source documents that will
then be synthesized in a discussion in the final chapter of this thesis.
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Chapter 3 – Methods and Results
Archaeological surveys and archival research were conducted to gather data for this
thesis. This chapter is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on the archaeological
methods used in surveying and testing the Checker Point Site. It will also provide an
analysis of the results of this archaeological investigation. The second part of the chapter
will report the methods used to gather primary source documents as well as the analysis
and results of the documents. The following chapter, Chapter IV, will synthesize these
two data sets into the wider discussion of labor and capital in the AFC’s fishing
operations in Lake Superior.
Archaeological field work was conducted at Isle Royale National park in the summer of
2018 to better understand the networks of commerce and methods of control enacted by
the AFC in the fur and fish trade. The American Fur Company fishery at Checker Point
in Siskiwit bay was surveyed, mapped, and tested with the goal of determining the
location and historic use of structures associated with the AFC's operations there. Survey
work was also conducted on Belle Isle in the northeast quadrant of the island and on the
northern shore of the Rock Harbor channel between Three Mile and Daisy Farm
Campgrounds. Belle Isle was visited to determine the research potential there in light of
the subsequent historic uses of the area as a resort in the 1920s and currently as an NPS
campground. Historic documents point to there being an AFC outpost somewhere within
the 13-mile-long Rock Harbor Channel, but its exact location has not been determined.
Pedestrian surveys were conducted in this area in attempts to locate this fishery.
AFC's operations on Isle Royale were relatively short lived and as such, artifact
assemblages were fittingly modest. Because of this, the survey of primary source AFC
documents was pertinent to understanding the overall operations of the company on Isle
Royale and beyond. These business correspondences letters were gathered from several
repositories and together they were used to form a picture of the business dealings and
organization of labor and capital within the company. Correspondence letters, ledgers,
and journals were gathered from The Burton Historic Library within the Detroit Public
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Library Main Branch in Detroit Michigan, at the Bayliss Public Library in Sault Ste
Marie, Michigan, and from the New York Historical Society in New York. A very
limited number of documents were also recovered from the Keweenaw History Center in
the Keweenaw Historical Park in Calumet, Michigan. In all 1,967 individual documents
were copied and reviewed as part of this research.

Archaeological Investigations
Previous archaeological fieldwork has been conducted at Checker Point with the most
extensive work being completed by Dr. Patrick Martin of Michigan Technological
University in 1989. This entailed survey and limited excavations at the site. Martin
relocated and documented two structural features (Features 1 and 2) previously
discovered by Bastian (Bastian 1963) and Rakestraw (Rakestraw 1968) respectively
during their pedestrian surveys of the site. Two other possible structural features had been
identified but had not been fully evaluated prior to 2018 (Features 3 and 4). The original
party that discovered these features is difficult to determine but the Submerged Cultural
Resource Study (SCRU) surface reconnaissance team that surveyed the site in 1987
documented two previously undiscovered features which could correspond to those
currently designated as Features 3 and 4 (Lenihan et al. 1987). The aim of the current
project was to evaluate and document these two additional features and to identify other
structures associated with the AFC operations at Checker Point. Since Martin’s work, site
monitoring has been performed by NPS archaeologists on a five year schedule, the most
recent performed in 2016 by Park Archaeologist Seth DePasqual.
There have been two instances of well documented archeological projects being
conducted on Belle Isle. The first was conducted in 1961 by the University of Michigan
Museum of Anthropology (UMMA) and was led by Tyler Bastian. The second was
carried out in 1988 by the Midwest Archaeological Center (MWAC), directed by Caven
Clark. The former consisted of “several small test pits and one trench” which resulted in
artifacts from the precontact period as well as those associated with the American Fur
Company or resort operations on the island (Clark 1995, 60). The UMMA team also
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noted a rectangular feature that would be consistent with a
. The MWAC work consisted of excavating 6 units
which resulted in the recovery of mostly Woodland period artifacts with a small number
of historic artifacts that were attributed to either the American Fur Company or the resort
activity (Clark 1995). A map was produced as part of the MWAC project (Figure 1)

In the early 1900s, George Fox discovered and noted a possible root cellar feature
during his research into ancient copper workings on
the island. He also noted a substantial shaft within Belle Isle’s cove, adjacent to the
beach, which has since been filled-in presumably by the 20th century resort that operated
on the island. The goal of the 2018 survey was to locate and evaluate the integrity of the
feature noted by Bastian and the MWAC team

to revisit the

possible root cellar located by Fox and to measure and further document it, and to assess
the landscape of the Belle Isle Campground to determine the viability of using remote
sensing instruments such as ground penetrating radar for future research.
Primary source AFC documents note Rock Harbor as the site of an outpost. Given its
central location on the island within one of the best harbors in Lake Superior, it is
assumed that this outpost would have been important to the operations of the company on
the island. Despite this, its exact location has never been definitively determined. Martin
conducted survey and test excavations at the Siskowit Mine in 1986 and mentions that the
Ohio and Isle Royale Mining company established their camp at the location of a former
AFC outpost. He cites John Hitz’s survey journals from 1847 which contain vague
wording, an anachronistic timeline, and when considering this alongside the absence of
fishery-related materials in the archaeological record from the 1986 field season, doubt is
introduced into the assessment. Furthermore, the Siskowit Minning Company records do
not attribute the existing buildings at their mining site to the AFC.23

23

Siskowit Mine 1848. Abstracted from U.S.G.S. records.
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Pedestrian surveys were conducted upon arriving at the site in May 2018 to relocate
Features 1 and 2, originally discovered by Bastian and Rakestraw respectively. The team
then conducted a pedestrian survey of the rest of the site in search of any other earthen
features that might suggest the former location of a structure. Features 3 and 4 were also
relocated and their coordinates logged using an Archer hand-held GPS unit. A single
clear bottleneck fragment was recovered from a root throw in Feature 1.
Upon returning to the site for more intensive survey in late July 2018, the team refamiliarized themselves with the landscape and established GPS control points to orient
the total station EDM survey device. Features 1, 2, and 4 were readily apparent on the
surface and their relatively well-defined walls and root cellars made them easy to map
using the total station. The total station captured distance, angle, and depth relative to the
control points for each corner of the features, each corner of the root cellars in each
feature, the lowest points in each root cellar, and any other earthen features deemed to be
anthropogenic and associated with the features.
Metal detectors were utilized during this project in a number of different ways. Working
under the assumption that any structure that once stood at the site would have left
evidence in the form of iron nails, the team initially decided to rely on metal detectors as
the primary non-invasive method of locating previously unknown features. An arbitrary
grid consisting of 10 x 10-meter squares, was established in the area surrounding and
adjacent to the features using compasses and tape measurers. Extremely dense vegetation
and uneven terrain made perfect 10-meter intervals at a regular heading difficult to
achieve resulting in some uneven spacing. Despite this, the grid covered the targeted area
and each vertex was cleared of vegetation that would inhibit the metal detector’s ability
to detect materials. The team avoided digging new STPs until the distribution of the
artifact assemblage at the site could be estimated using the metal detector.
Upon reflecting on the initial phase of survey, the low number of positive metal detector
results encouraged the team to forgo the time-consuming vegetation clearing and metal
detecting phase of the survey in lieu of streamlining straight into STP excavations. This
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also allowed the team to test for non-ferrous artifacts that the metal detector would have
missed. Each vertex that had been metal detected was later shovel tested regardless of the
absence or presence of positive metal detector results. Where positive metal detector
results were present, the STP was offset to excavate the result and recover the source of
the signal. Otherwise, the STP was placed in the center of the vertex.
As noted above, the results from the initial metal detector survey indicated that the
likelihood of disturbing a substantial feature or artifact assemblage while excavating
STPs was low. The team set out to extend their original grid
.
They then excavated a 30 x 30 cm STPs at each vertex of the survey grid. They skipped
vertices that happened to be placed within or near known features. STPs were excavated
by pairs of two with one archaeologist digging while the other sifted dirt in a ¼’’ mesh
screen, collected artifacts, and completed STP paperwork. Upon completion of the STP,
coordinates were captured in the GPS unit and were named numerically based on the
order they were excavated. Artifacts were placed in labeled bags depending on their type
and paper labels were completed and included in each artifact bag.
The metal detector was also utilized off-grid in a number of other instances. The areas
within and adjacent to Features 3 and 4 were extensively surveyed with the metal detector
as was a wide flat area southeast of Feature 4 and directly next to the shore. A pin flag
was dropped at each positive metal detector result and a GPS point was taken for each
individual or cluster of pin flags. Off-grid STPs where then utilized where appropriate to
test the areas with a high number of positive metal detector results and to recover the
objects sensed by the instrument. In order to avoid disturbing intact assemblages, STPs
investigating off-grid positive metal detector results were carried out on the peripheries of
clusters. In the case of isolated positive metal detector results, an STP was excavated to
identify the source of the positive signal.
With the site mapped, surveyed, and shovel tested, limited 1 x 1-meter excavation units
were opened in Features 3 and 4 in an attempt to determine their associated uses. One
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unit was placed in each feature and was oriented to include as many metal detector results
within its boundaries as possible. The unit in Feature 3 was placed to the south of the
central earthen mound and the unit in Feature 4 was placed in the northwest corner
Excavation methods adhered to those adapted
and standardized by Isle Royale Nationa Park’s Cultural Resource Department. The units
were excavated by hand in a team of thee archaeologists with two people digging at any
one time while the third field-sorted artifacts, screened dirt, and recorded data on unit and
level excavation forms. Each unit was divided into quadrants and was excavated in 3 cm
arbitrary levels with 10 cm square baulks in each corner. As one archaeologist worked in
the northwest quadrant, the other excavated the southeast quadrant until both were
brought down 3 cm in depth. The two would then switch to the other two unexcavated
quadrants and level them with the rest of the unit. Dirt from the northeast, southeast, and
southwest quadrants were sifted through a 1/4’’ mesh while dirt from the northwest
quadrant was sifted through a 1/8’’ mesh. This was done to control for the possibility of
the 1/4’’ mesh missing small artifacts. At the close of each level, depths were recorded
from a datum in the NW corner, photos were taken, and a rough plan was drawn. The
units were terminated following the excavation of at least three levels sterile of any
cultural material. At the close of the unit, final photos were taken and detailed plan and
profile drawings were made. Artifacts were sorted in the field into separate bags based on
their type. Charcoal, soil, and wood samples were recovered when necessary for further
lab testing. GPS coordinates were recorded for each unit.
The metal detector grid survey proved to be inefficient with only 8 clusters of positive
metal detector results out of 49 investigated vertices (Figure 4). Of these, only 5 were far
enough away from known features to reasonably assume they were not directly
associated with them. The team elected to shovel test each vertex regardless of the
presence or absence of positive metal detector results to control for artifact types that
would not be detected by such an instrument. In all, 108 on and off-grid STPs were
excavated but only 11 of them produced artifacts (Figure 5). The stratigraphy across the
site was fairly uniform with the duff layer reaching 10-15 cm, followed by a layer of dark
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chimney has collapsed west into the center of the structure and many smooth, flat stones
are observable within the feature. There is also evidence of a depression in the southeast
corner of the feature which could indicate a cellar. Martin excavated four units in this
feature (Martin 1989). Three were placed along the east wall and the fourth was in the
southwest corner. The perimeter of the feature is marked by a faint berm and its total size
is 10 x 15 meters (30 x 45 feet).
Feature 2 was mapped using the total station survey device but, unfortunately, the data
was too inaccurate to produce a meaningful floor plan. This feature is covered by
extremely thick vegetation which made it difficult to back sight points, magnifying the
error. The soft sandy ground meant the tripod kept sinking into the loose earth,
contributing to this error. Despite this, a combination of a scale drawing by DePasqual in
2017 and the total station data from 2018 resulted in a fairly accurate working map of the
feature. No other work was done at Feature 2 in 2018.

55

resulted in some of the most productive STPs at the site. Unit 3.1 was also placed atop a
cluster of three positive metal detector results
Only 11 artifacts were found in this unit which makes it difficult to determine
the historic use of the structure. However, the presence of cut nails, flat glass, and
charcoal suggest that a structure was indeed located here. The only faunal remain
recovered in 2018 came from STP 4, located
Feature 4:

Feature 4 was mapped using the total station in 2018. The feature was also systematically
scanned with the metal detector and it exhibited a similarly dense distribution and
quantity of positive metal detector results as Feature 3. Most of the positive metal
detector hits were located

Off-grid STPs 87 and 88 lie directly between the feature and the shore and yielded nine
square cut iron nails as well as a broken piece of bottle glass. One 1 x 1-meter unit,
designated Unit 4.1, was excavated at the bottom of the depression on the east side of the
feature. This unit produced architectural materials, tobacco pipe fragments, and a metal
spoon, all supporting the interpretation of this feature as the location of a former
structure.
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Archaeological Results and Analysis
The goal of this project was to conduct surveys at Checker Point and elsewhere on Isle
Royale in order to identify new features and to generate a material assemblage that would
help to determine their historic uses. The artifact analysis presented in this report is based
on the combined assemblages from Martin’s excavations and artifacts recovered in 2018.
The combined database represents a sample of 887 artifacts however, because Martin
conducted more excavations in Features 1 and 2 than were conducted in 2018, the
assemblage is not evenly distributed across all feature areas (Table 1). It should also be
noted that the sample sizes are small, but this is to be expected for special purpose sites of
short occupation such as these. Architectural artifacts, mostly cut nails, represent the
most common group at 51% of all material. The kitchen group, representing ceramics,
bottles, table glass, and faunal remains, is the next most common. Smaller amounts of
artifacts categorized into a clothing group, smoking pipes, and ‘other objects’ were also
recovered.
Even though the sample sizes vary dramatically across these features, there appears to be
clear patterning in the distribution of artifact classes both within and between each of
these feature areas (Table 2). For example, within Feature 1, Unit 2.4 had one of the
highest samples of kitchen group artifacts while two of the other Feature 1 units yielded
none at all. Feature 2 units also had a wide disparity in the architectural artifacts, and Unit
4.1 seems to have a relatively high incidence of kitchen group artifacts given the overall
low sample size. This indicates that Checker Point has a level of horizontal integrity that
may relate to the functional use of each structure. The limited sample of diagnostic
artifacts does, however, make it impossible to control for temporal aspects of the
occupation of this site.
Given the goals of this research, the following analysis focuses on artifact categories that
directly relate to issues about the construction of the structures and their functional use,
including architectural materials, kitchen group artifacts, personal/clothing items, and
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Architectural artifacts were the most abundant type recovered, representing 51% of the
total assemblage. Iron cut nails were the most abundant artifact type found at Checker
Point, but structural wood, mortar fragments, and clay fragments are also included in the
architectural artifact group.
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concentrated in the northern rectangular area in units 1.3 and 1.4. Feature 2 also had a
sizable sample of cut nails and other structural remains which were recovered in similar
numbers. In all, architectural artifacts represent 68% of the material from Feature 2.
Feature 2 only had two nail producing units and 99% of them were found in Unit 2.2.
Curiously, units 2.1 and 2.4 did not produce any nails despite their location within 5
meters of Unit 2.2. Feature 3 did not produce any nails and Feature 4 only produced 5,
although they represent 17% of the total Feature 4 sample.
The differences in the distribution of nails between the features and the uneven
concentration of them within Feature 1 and 2 suggests that the different structures may
have been constructed using a variety of methods based on when they were built and the
materials that were available. The first structures at Checker Point were likely
constructed in a relatively crude manner similar to those originally erected at Grand
Marais and La Pointe which relied on “Grooves [that] were cut in upright logs set at each
corner of the foundation. Down these grooves were slipped the ends of the logs, which
were cut into fit exactly between the uprights. Thus, one log lay in place above another,
held in position by vertical logs.” (Cochrane 2018). A large piece of wood from Feature 1
supports this interpretation (Figure 11). This round log exhibits a hewn notch on its face
which is consistent with unique frontier building practices used at AFC outposts at the
time. However, 1837 and 1839 shipping ledgers indicate that as the fishery expanded,
more materials such as oakum, nails and window glass became available for
construction.24 The concentration of nails in Features 1 and 2 could suggest that these
were not the first buildings erected at Checker Point or that they were partially
constructed, and additions were made to them on a later date.
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John Livingston, Letter to William Brewster October 22, 1839
Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Pierre Cote 30, 1837.
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Figure 11: Notched wood sample found in Feature 1.
The large number of nails concentrated in Unit 2.2 in Feature 2, which was located
directly over the chimney base, requires an alternative explanation. Curiously, these nails
seem to be much more fragmented and corroded than others found on the site (Figure 12
& 13). Their concentration in levels 4 and 5 is consistent with the depths that
personal/domestic items such as smoking pipes and faunal remains were recovered,
suggesting that these nails were deposited while the building was occupied. The
relatively poor condition of these nails when compared to the others could have been
caused by their close proximity to the fireplace. Wood ash is a natural desiccant that
draws in and traps moisture from its environment. Martin noted a high occurrence of both
wood ash and charcoal in this unit. If these nails were deposited in a mixture of charcoal
and ash, they would have been subjected to significantly more moisture for longer
periods of time than those elsewhere at the site. Wood ash also has a high pH level
which, under normal circumstances should inhibit rust to form. However, this unit also
had a high concentration of slag that could have introduced chemical reactions that
counteracted the rust preventative properties of the high pH wood ash. Between the
unknown chemical signatures of the slag, the desiccant nature of the wood ash, and an
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unknown base acidity level of the soil at Checker Point, it is possible that the high level
of oxidation observed on the nails in unit 2.2 was caused by chemical reactions in the
soils they were deposited in. All of this may explain the condition of the nails found in
Unit 2.2 but does not explain the high nail concentration in this unit, especially given the
interpretation of the construction techniques limiting nail use in some of the structures.

Figure 12: Nails from Unit 1.4. The condition of these nails is typical of most of the nails
found across the site.
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Figure 13: Nails from Unit 2.2. These nails have deteriorated more than nails found
elsewhere at Checker Point.
An alternative possibility, given the density and condition of these nails and
concentration of slag in association with the robust chimney, is that Unit 2.2 may relate to
the working of wrought iron. The initial assumption was that the size of the chimney, the
discovery of faunal remains, and the presence of ceramics and vessel glass at Feature 2
suggested this feature represented a dwelling, most likely the worker’s quarters described
by Franchère. However, if this high concentration of slag and nails found directly
adjacent to the fireplace suggests iron production, there would have been little room left
for things like bunks or dining tables. The archival record suggests that the smithy near
Checker Point was used to fabricate barrel hoops. The archaeological record exhibited in
Unit 2.2 may suggest that nail production also occurred at the site. A forge at this feature
would require multiple pieces of equipment including an anvil, a tool rack, a forge,
bellows, a workbench, a header for nail production, and a stockpile of raw materials
(Light & Unglik 1984; Wells 1998). This would leave little room for other furniture and
no evidence of raw materials, blacksmithing tools, or associated equipment were
recovered at Feature 2 although this is not surprising given blacksmithing tools likely
would have been removed from the site prior to abandonment. The stone chimney could
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be suggestive of metal working as a fireplace meant solely for cooking and heat would
not necessarily need to be as robust. The poor condition observable on these nails make it
difficult to determining their method of manufacture as hand forged and machine forged
cut nails exhibit different and obvious diagnostic features (Wells 1998). Further
investigation of the area surrounding Feature 2 could offer clues to its potential former
use as a forgery which would have had a refuse area where ash, slag, and waste would
have been deposited.

STP 3 was excavated here and a
small fragment of clear bottle glass as well as button with “RICH GOLD COLOUR”
stamped onto the back of it were found (Figure 25). A barrel hoop was also noted on the
surface wrapped around a tree root. Given their relatively close proximity to Feature 2,
these areas should be targeted in future excavations as they could offer more clues as to
the use of the feature.
Of course, it is just as likely that the condition of the nails that prompted thoughts of nail
production instead relate to the post-occupation abandonment of the site. If this structure
burned, a concentration of fragmentary nails encrusted with debris located in the central
area may well be the result depending on the architectural features present on the
structure. Another possibility could be that other structures at Checker Point were at least
partially deconstructed and repurposed as firewood by those that occupied the site
following the AFC’s exit. All of the nails at the site were of a length indicative of
architectural nails and even if the structures themselves did not require a large quantity of
nails, doors, shutters, or other architectural features could have been built using such
items. Regardless, the clear spatial patterning of architectural artifacts indicates a high
degree of horizontal integrity at Feature 2. A final and most likely theory could be that
the features that do not appear to have many nails associated with them could have been
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removed by the company itself which the archival record suggests having happened at
some of the AFC fisheries on Lake Superior in 1841.25
Feature 1’s distribution of nails is more uniform across the units than what was observed
at Feature 2 but there is still a clear concentration of them in the units associated with the
northern living/work area. Feature 1 is the most defined structure at Checker Point with
its well-defined berms and root cellars. All four of the units were positioned inside the
structure which may have impacted interpretations of the nail distribution. It is also
possible that the higher concentration of nails in the north area indicates that they were
stored there as trade goods hence their concentration in one corner of the northern root
cellar.

Figure 14: Cast iron plate found in STP 2.
Although not included in the artifact counts in the above table, the discovery of artifacts
relating to a stove will be briefly discussed here. Unit 1.4 of Feature 1 produced 83
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Ramsay Crooks, Letter to Charles Stanard April 2, 1841
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fragments of rusted metal with ribbing in some places and small nail holes in others.
These markings are consistent with what would be seen in segments of a stove pipe. STP
2 which is located about 10 meters north of Feature 1 produced a cast iron plate with a
series of vent holes stamped into it and a protruding small knob that acted as a handle
(Figure 14). These items indicate the presence of a wood fired stove in Feature 1. The
numeric “10” stamped onto the plate’s reverse face indicates its length in inches. The
archival record confirms that two box stoves were sent to Isle Royale in 1837.26
Kitchen Group Artifacts
Kitchen group artifacts, including ceramics, glass, bottles, and faunal remains, provide
important evidence about the function and use of different structures. Since it is known
that Checker Point contained a house for the resident clerk and a bunkhouse for the
workers, the distribution of these types of objects may help to associate particular
features with these occupants. Kitchen group items were not numerous in any units and
represent only 18% of the total site assemblage. Even so, these artifact types do show
some clear differentiation across the site (Table 4). Feature 4 has the highest percentage
of kitchen group artifacts, representing 57% of the unit assemblage. This is followed by
Feature 3 at 25%. However, the small sample size from these features makes any
interpretation based on these numbers alone tenuous at best. Even so, it is worth noting
that both Feature 1 and 2 have the lowest percentage of these items, even though they
have the largest sample sizes. In addition to the differential presence, there seems to be
clear patterning in the types of kitchen group artifacts in each feature: ceramics
concentrated in Features 2 and 4, and glass and faunal remains predominated in Feature
2. Feature 1 is characterized by a concentration of vessel glass but an absence of the other
types of artifacts in this group.
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Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Pierre Cote September 30, 1837.
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with blue decoration on the rim; the only decorated sherds from Feature 3 were purple
transfer printed in a floral pattern, and all of the decorated ceramics from Feature 2 had
blue transfer printed patterns. Of course, each of these may represent only a single vessel,
but the differences among the features are intriguing and certainly reflect a more diverse
array of ceramic decoration than one might expect from a frontier outpost. The small
fragment size makes identification of vessel form difficult, but at least one bowl is
present. While the sample size is small, the diversity and distribution do suggest that food
preparation and consumption was present in all of the structures. This would not be
expected if dining was concentrated in a ‘mess hall’ like context typical of other work
camps including what would be expected at Checker Point with its communal worker’s
bunkhouse. The diversity of ceramic decoration may reflect the varied preferences of
different households at Checker Point who were responsible for their own food
production or it may be indicative of reuse of the location by different parties proceeding
the AFC.

Figure 15: Ceramics from Feature 3.
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Figure 16: Ceramics from Feature 4.
Several fragments of a glass tumbler were found in Feature 2, and curved glass fragments
that probably represent bottles were present in all of the features except 4. One other
notable kitchen-related item was a spoon with “BRITANNIA” stamped onto the back of
the handle found in Feature 4 (Figures 17 & 18). “BRITANNIA” stamped into this spoon
is not a maker’s mark but instead an indicator of the material used in manufacturing the
object (Holland 1973). Several English silver manufactures contained “Britannia” in their
name, which was in reference to the ancient Latin term for the Roman Britain and most
of the companies that claimed this name also always stamped a seal depicting the female
personification of the Roman Britain into their fine silver wares (Woodhead 1991).
Although it is possible this spoon was manufactured in England, especially when
considering the archival documentation of the AFC purchasing trade goods from Wildes
& Co. of London, Britannia Metal was also utilized by American silverware makers at
the time. Britannia Metal was used to either gild other metals with a silver-like sheen or it
was used to make solid Britannia Metal wares. This material was much cheaper than
Silver and was passable as fine silver especially to a layman like those who were likely to
purchase it from the AFC on the frontier. Given its low cost, it is also just as likely that
this spoon was used by the outpost’s workers. The style of this spoon is common and
spoons from different manufactures exhibit similar features, so it is difficult to determine
its origin (Lantz 1970). A review of shipping ledgers and receipts from Wildes and Co. or
other AFC venders may suggest a point of origin.
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Figure 17: Spoon found in Feature 4 Unit 4.1.
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Figure 18: BRITANNIA printed on the back of the spoon found in Unit 4.1 Feature 4.
The clear concentration of faunal remains in Unit 2.1 support the notion that food
preparation took place in this structure. The unit was situated

and

the collection of remains consisted of 14 Snowshoe Hare (Lepus Americanus) bones and
bone fragments, one bone fragment from a Diving Duck (Aythyini spp.), a series of 11
whitefish (Coregonidae) vertebrae, one Lake Trout (Salvelinus Namaycush) vertebra, and
one Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser Fulvescens) vertebra fragment. The concentration of these
varied animals suggests subsistence hunting, trapping, and fishing by the occupants of the
structure. Snowshoe Hare was and continues to be a common small mammal on Isle
Royale and their size and ease of capture would have made them a regular meal. The fish
bones are just as likely to relate to the industrial harvesting and processing as food. Thus,
the faunal remains fall into two broad categories; those that can be attributed to diet
include snowshoe hare and a diving duck, all recovered from Feature 2 units, and fish
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bones that may relate to AFC’s industrial fishing. The presence of the whitefish and lake
sturgeon vertebrae in Unit 2.2 at the same depth as the snowshoe hare and the bulk of the
other artifacts found, indicate that this particular whitefish may have been a meal opposed
to one that was meant for the fish markets. Feature 3 also yielded a small fish vertebra.
Aside from the snowshoe hare remains, all of the other faunal remains were either small
fish vertebrae or were small bone fragments meaning it is possible they slipped through
the floorboards onto the packed earth below. The patterning would suggest a
concentration in Feature 2, but this is just as likely to be the product of differential
preservation and site formation processes especially when considering that fish remains
tend to preserve poorly compared to mammal remains. This is supported by the fact that
the distribution of faunal remains is not consistent with the more even distribution of
ceramics.
Personal Artifacts
Very few personal artifacts were recovered from these units and STPs. Clothing is
represented by shoe fragments, buttons and buckles, most of which were found in Unit
1.4. Shoe fragments were also found in Feature 3. The low density of these objects is not
surprising given the overall small sample size and the short occupation of the site.
The undecorated and single-piece-stamped brass button with an “alpha” shank and
“RICH GOLD COLOUR” stamped on its back was found in STP 3 near Feature 2 on the
peripheries of a dense cluster of positive metal detector results (Figure 6). Plain buttons
like these which were often gilded with silver or in this case gold, were common items
used in military and civilian garb in the early 19th century. They are also commonly
found in the context of trading with Indigenous groups (Olsen 1963). A smooth frontal
surface is expected of buttons used in utilitarian clothing as it would have been less likely
to snag on things causing the shank to break off. The intact brass wire “alpha” shank
absent a foot was soldered onto the back of the button which is relatively rare to find
given these shanks were notorious for becoming fragile with use and were a common
point of failure. “RICH GOLD COLOUR” stamped into the back is indicative of quality
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and is not a maker’s mark. There are no diagnostic features on this button that would
indicate manufacturer although this style of shank and process of manufacturing were
common in the 1830’s (Marcel 1994; Olsen 1963). The provenience in which it was
found within an area rife with other artifacts, and the presence of an intact shank could
suggest that this button was either unused and was in storage as a trade good or it was
deposited here along with the piece of clothing it was fastened to. Both scenarios could
indicate a storage structure stood here especially when considering a barrel hoop was
found on the surface nearby. That said, a gold gilded button like this would have likely
been removed before the disposal of the garb it was attached to.

Figure 19: Button with “RICH GOLD COLOUR” stamped into the back. Found in STP
3.
Smoking pipe fragments were recovered from all areas except Feature 1, with the largest
number originating from Features 2 and 3. All but two of the pipe stem fragments were
undecorated with one decorated stem found in Feature 3 and the other in Feature 4. Other
than documenting the presence of smoking behavior across the site, little more can be
said about them.
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diagnostic markings makes it difficult to associate this saw blade with the AFC
occupation. Its good condition, shallow depth of discovery, and location on the periphery
of the site indicates that it may be modern and not associated with AFC activities at the
site. Perhaps the MTU gear logs should be consulted for a missing carpenter’s saw.
Lithic Artifacts
Checker Point also yielded a small sample of lithic artifacts. These materials were all
found during Martin’s excavation in Features 1 and 2 (Martin 1989). Feature 1 contained
a single specimen of chert in level 2 of Unit 1.3. The remaining 21 lithic artifacts were all
recovered from level 3 (measuring 11-17 cm in depth) of
These lithic materials were all flake debitage from
lithic reduction, suggesting that the area around

may have served as a lithic

reduction area.
Several fragments of worked copper were also found
Excavation notes from this unit and Unit 2.1, the other unit in
Feature 2 positioned on flat earth, noted the presence of compacted clay and clay pockets.
Since there is not an abundance of clay on Isle Royale (Glascock and Neff 1990, Huber
1975) and none was noted during the 2018 survey and testing efforts at Checker Point, it
is more likely this represents a compacted dirt layer that may have served as the floor of
the structure. The fact that all of the lithics and copper were found below this layer of
compacted soil may indicate the production of lithic and metal tools by Indigenous
occupants of the area preceding AFC activity. Given that no other such artifacts were
recovered from the STP survey or in any excavations outside of the confines of structural
features, the theory that they represent a Woodland period site preceeding the AFC’s
occupation there requires more evidence to confirm. It should be noted that their
depositon within structural features could be a coincidence and it is possible that they
represent a short lived Woodland period occupation site. However, If there was an
extensive pre-AFC occupation in this area, more evidence would likely have been found.
All of the flakes and copper were recovered from within a circular area of dark, loose soil
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with charcoal. It is possible that this represents a fire pit in the corner of the structure. If
so, this might mean several things: 1) that the Feature 2 structure was internally divided
into separate rooms or living quarters; 2) that the fire pit was related to the initial use of
the structure and that the compact earthen floor was added later; or 3) the firepit, lithics,
and copper indicate a short lived occupation site prior to the AFC’s operations at Checker
Point. In any case, these lithics provide direct evidence of Indigenous tool use by
someone at Checker Point.

Figure 20: Chert flake found in

during 1989 survey and testing at Checker Point.

The other lithic artifact that was recovered at Checker Point was a single specimen of
dark chert found in the northern area of Feature 1 (Figure 20). This chert was found in
within the same context as historic artifacts. This indicates that the chert may
have held a different purpose than a lithic tool associated with Indigenous use. Gunflints
are a common artifact found at North American fur trading sites. The cool and dry
climate of root cellars would have been ideal for the storage of items such as gunpowder
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and firearms and through archival documents it is known that the AFC regularly
conducted business with the Boulton Gun Works. An 1835 letter from Ramsay Crooks to
Joseph Henry of Boulton Gun Works is one of many detailing an order for Lancaster
Pattern Flintlock Rifles for AFC trading outposts and AFC trappers.27 These rifles appear
to be the only firearms purchased by the AFC and they were incredibly popular amongst
frontier fur trappers. It is likely that some of these rifles, or at least the flints, lead, and
gunpowder needed to fire them, were traded at Checker Point. Other archival documents
like an 1836 letter from AFC clerk Benjamin Clapp to Wildes & Co of London detail an
order of gunflints from the British company.28
Although this chert sample is not consistent with the color of gunflints sourced from
England, it does resemble those mined from France (White 1975) so understanding
networks of commerce involved with the gunflint trade could confirm or deny whether an
English trader could have traded in French gunflints. An issue with this hypothesis is that
gunflints were generally shaped prior to being shipped and it was uncommon for
European fur trappers to knap their own gunflints. Although perhaps slightly too dark, the
color of the chert also resembles some gunflints sourced from the Onondaga formation
which was commonly mined by Indigenous fur trappers. North American sourced
gunflints are usually associated with Indigenous marksmen since European fur trappers
had more reliable access to European sourced gunflints (Roets, Engelbrecht, & Holland
2014). Further research into the chert flake found in Feature 1 should focus on identifying
the source of this lithic material. Analyzing the use wear could also help to determine
who was working these lithics and for what purpose. Frontier marksmen were very
particular in selecting the chert they used in their rifles and would discard samples if they
contained too many impurities, or if they were not shaped favorably (Kenmatsu, 1990).
Being able to determine where this chert sample was mined and whether it was of the
quality necessary to be used in firearms could help answer the question as to whether the
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Ramsay Crooks, Letter to Joseph Henry May 23, 1835
Benjamin Clapp, Letter to Wildes and Co. August 31, 1836
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Figure 22: Lithic flakes found in
Checker Point.

recovered during 1989 survey and testing at

Archaeological Investigation Conclusions
The goals of the arcaheological project was to determine the location and historic use of
structures associated with the American Fur Company’s fishing operations at Checker
Point, to evaluate the research potential of the archaeological record at these sites, and to
determine the best course of action for further management, survey, and potential Phase
III excavations. In what follows, each structure area is discussed combining the structural
and artifact evidence.
Feature 1 was a structure with a clear dual-purpose configuration with its root cellar and
large flat area surrounded by structural berms. This makes it the best candidate for the
“warehouse with store attached” structure documented by Franchère. Given this scenario,
the large north area would likely be the ‘attached store’ with the smaller root cellar in the
south being the subterranean level of the ‘warehouse.’ The dearth of kitchen group
artifacts would support this interpretation, although the presence of wood stove related
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artifacts in and around it would suggest the need for heat in this structure. The presence
of potential trade goods like buttons, unused cut nails, and chert possibly meant to be
shaped into gunflints could also support this interpretation. A sketch map of the Fond du
Lac AFC outpost (Figure 23) illustrated in an 1836 letter to Ramsay Crooks by La Pointe
clerk, Charles Borup during his visit there, indicates that many of the structures at the site
were conjoined. If this style of outpost layout was utilized in any degree at Checker Point
it is possible that Feature 1 served one or all of the possible functions listed above. It
should be noted that Fond Du Lac was a fur trading outpost instead of a fishing outpost
so although comparisons between the store and warehouses at the two sites is appropriate,
there were likely few other similarities between them. The AFC organized resource
ownership at its trading outposts in a unique way which entailed complete ownership
over the trade goods moving through the outpost by the clerk who resided there
(Cochrane 2018). For this reason, it is logical that Chaboillez’s residence at Checker
Point would have been near the outpost store and warehouses for the purpose of
surveillance. This notion is supported by the expressed distrust of Indigenous workers
and fur trappers discussed ad nauseam within AFC archival documents.

84

Figure 23: Borup’s 1836 sketch of the layout of the Fond Du Lac AFC fur trading
outpost. Image courtesy of the Burton Historical Collection. Detroit, MI.
Feature 2 is the only feature that produced evidence of Indigenous activity at Checker
Point. While it is possible that the stone flakes found in this feature related to the
Indigenous workers who were employed by the AFC, the possibility that they indicate
Indigenous activity at the site prior to AFC occupation cannot be discounted. This could
be one of many examples of industrialists relying on Indigenous knowledge for
conducting resource extraction endeavors and it is known that the AFC relied heavily on
Indigenous knowledge in their fishing endeavors (Nute 1944; Cochrane 2009). Feature 2
also exhibits a robust stone chimney. The varied artifact assemblage associated with this
structure makes it difficult to determine its use and the concentration of faunal remains
contrasted with the high concentration of slag and corroded cut iron nails offer evidence
that could support contradictory hypotheses regarding the structure’s use. While some
artifacts seem to suggest the structure was a worker’s bunk house, others suggest it to be
a place of tool production. It is possible that both things occurred at the structure either
during AFC occupation or its use shifted following their exit and the repurposing of
structures by subsequent site occupants.
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Unit 3.1 of Feature 3 produced a relatively small albeit diverse artifact assemblage. The
presence of a possible hearth evidenced by articulated flat stones in a small mound
marking the feature could be indicative of a work area. The low sample size makes it
difficult to make any claims about Feature 3 although the presence of charcoal could
support the assumption that the stone mound was a hearth. Aside from the mound, there
is no surface evidence in the form of earthen sills or root cellars to indicate a structure
was here, so it is unknown whether Unit 3.1 was placed within the confines of a structure.
The lack of architectural materials suggests it was not.

. The
level terrain and the composition of the soil surrounding the feature would make it a good
candidate for a remote sensing using ground penetrating radar or a gradiometer.
Unit 4.1 in feature 4 also produced a relatively small assemblage with a variety of artifact
types. Given its proximity to the shore which would have streamlined the movement of
goods to and from anchored schooners, it was assumed that this could be the fish barrel
storage structure but the lack of any artifacts to confirm this complicates this assumption.
The variety of household artifacts could indicate this was a dwelling.

The examination of the dearth of positive detects on the
central earthen mound within the feature could offer insight into the purpose of the
feature and whether this mound was structural or perhaps a result of site formation
processes that occurred at Checker Point following abandonment.
Feature 4 is
None of the STPs except for those that were off-grid and informed by positive metal
detector results, tested positive for cultural material. The dearth of trees in this area is
interesting and may be a result of past activity at the site. A possible explanation could be
that barreling and fish preservation work was conducted here which could have resulted
in salt brine being spilled. If this occurred at a significant level, it could have lasting
effects on the soil’s ability to support large flora. That said, the lack of any evidence from
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STPs that would support this theory introduces significant doubt. Soil samples should be
taken in future visits and tested for their chemical makeup.
The surveys conducted during this project have identified many new areas of interest at
the Checker Point site. The survey grid coverage was extensive but a lack of detailed
historical descriptions of the site and the fact that there are still at least 3 structures
unaccounted for means that it is possible that the site extends further southeast of the
2018 working area.

. Although STPs from 2018 would suggest that the
structures on the site were situated near each other, Ives’ journal suggests that the AFC
cleared 5 acres of land for the Checker Point outpost and although the STP survey area
covered close to this amount of surface area, it is unknown how these 5 acres was
oriented so the site could possibly continue further down the shoreline (Ives 1847;
Rakestraw 1968). A final possible feature was found during the May 31st pedestrian
survey in a low lying wooded swampy area south of this second flat clearing. DePasqual
located a breach in a natural earthen berm that could possibly be anthropogenic and
created with the purpose of draining the swampy area nearby. This would have
implications for the layout of structures at the site and should be investigated in future
visits.
The STP and metal detector surveys were successful in identifying two areas dense with
ferrous materials that should be examined in future work.

The presence of a barrel hoop on the surface of the latter
cluster makes it a potential candidate for a cooperage or possibly an area of refuse
disposal. These two clusters should be excavated in a Phase III project as they could be
associated with refuse disposal, additional structures, or use areas.
This site represents just one of five AFC fishing outposts on Isle Royale. Similar survey
and excavation work can be conducted at the other known AFC outposts at places such as
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Belle Isle and Card Point. Although a preliminary survey was conducted at Belle Isle,
further examinations with metal detectors and STPs is warranted
Further work could also focus on determining the exact
location of the Rock Harbor outpost which no doubt served an important role in the
fishing operations on the island due to its central location within the protection of Rock
Harbor. The day-long survey in search of this site came up empty handed but an
examination of primary source documents from the Siskowit Mine and from 19th century
surveyors could provide more clues as to its location. The AFC operations on Isle Royale
were short-lived but understanding the role this early industry played in the historic
narrative of the island is important in contextualizing it within the broader networks of
resource extraction in the so-called frontiers of the United States.

Archival Survey
If there is one conviction, deeper than any other, to be gained from reading the
papers of the American Fur Company, it is that the history of the fur trade
should be studied against the background of world conditions. (Nute 1927;
525)
Scores of AFC documents are publicly available and are held in a number of public
libraries and archives and have been used in researching topics as broad and far reaching
as the company's interests once were. They cover patterns of settlements in the western
regions of the United states, relations between various tribes and the US government, and
mundane business and personal matters between company agents, traders, voyageurs, and
fishers.
Approximately 2,000 documents were collected from three different repositories between
the summer of 2018 and spring of 2019. The bulk of these documents originated from the
New York Historical Society (NYHS) with 1,128 pages of documents being retrieved
from the collection. 459 pages of documents were retrieved from the Bayliss public
Library in Sault Ste Marie, MI, and 384 letters were retrieved from the Burton Historic
Library in Detroit, MI. The specification between "pages of documents" and "letters" was
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intentional as the format of each collection offered unique challenges that had to be met
with differing methodologies. As such, the above numbers can be misleading as to the
role each collection played in this research without explaining how methods differed. The
NYHS and Bayliss library collections were collected page by page in JPEG photo file
format unlike the documents from the Burton which were copied letter by letter in PDF
form. The seemingly small number of documents from the Burton is misleading because
many of these letters were 5-7 pages long and the exact number of pages of documents
from this collection is likely at least 3-4 times larger than the number of documents.
Given the goals of this thesis, documents were targeted based on the date they were
written and where possible, the content of the documents. It was important to understand
the market and social forces leading up the opening of the fish trade on Isle Royale, so
documents were gathered starting in 1834, three years prior to the company's arrival on
the island. The specifics of the AFC's operations in Lake Superior are the most pertinent
to this research so documents were only collected up until 1842, a year after commercial
operations on Isle Royale ceased.
The NYHS documents were digitally copied from two rolls of microfilm. These pertained
specifically to the Northern Outfit operations of the AFC and were obtained through
inter-library loan. They were gathered using the automatic digital duplication function of
the digital microfiche readers in the J. Robert Van Pelt and John and Ruanne Opie
Library at Michigan Technological University. This function automatically scans and
creates JPEG photo files for each individual page scanned. Unfortunately, many of the
documents preserved in the microfiche were ether of poor quality in their original form,
or they were photographed poorly as many of them are incredibly difficult if not
impossible to decipher. Furthermore, unlike the other document collections, these
documents lack any sort of organization whether that be chronological or by location,
making their already difficult to read handwriting all the more challenging to
contextualize within the short time frame of AFC fishing on Lake Superior. However,
this collection does consist of letters originating from the company's Northern Outfit
locations which speak directly to the commerce on Lake Superior in a manner more
89

concise than the ledger books in other collections which are exhaustive records of
company-wide commerce.
In surveying the other two primary source collections, the decision was made to focus on
the written letters of correspondence between company agents and to not delve into the
dauntingly extensive ledger books. Although knowing the types of goods shipped into
Lake Superior for the fur and fish trade is certainly pertinent to this research, the ledgers
often lack specific geographical information that would make that data useful in
answering the research questions being posed here. Furthermore, in many cases, the
letters of correspondence included similar information as far as requests and shipments of
specific trade goods or supplies goes. The information presented in the letters, especially
the letters from the Burton Historic Library, also detailed the manufacturers and
distributors of European goods in England and the United States that the AFC partnered
with in procuring trade goods which is information that is not as readily apparent in the
shipping ledgers. The shipping ledgers also lack insight on the human nature aspect of the
fur trade and fashion industry in Europe whereas the letters speak of shifting attitudes and
market demands towards fur products and how these realities informed evolving business
strategies for the company.
The Burton Historic Collection at the Detroit Public Library’s main branch in Detroit MI,
retains microfilm copies of AFC papers widely available at a number of repositories
across the Midwest. Their wide availability at museums and libraries across the country is
in large part thanks to Dr. Grace Lee Nute who pioneered the use of microfilm to
preserve documents and to make them more accessible to the public in her work with the
AFC papers. Because of her work, the entirety of the collections held by the NYHS are
available in the form of microfilm copies at various institutions and libraries including
the Detroit Public Library. They are also fully digitized by the Gale Group in their
Archives Unbound database although access to this is very limited and dependent on
institutional access of which none exist within Michigan.
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As part of her work, Nute and her team read each document, organized them mostly
chronologically, and created a concise calendar of the letters. This calendar organizes,
labels, and summarizes 16,402 letters ranging from 1834 to 1849 and was incredibly
useful in targeting documents that pertained to the research at hand. Documents that
referred to the fish trade, general operations in Lake Superior, the state of the fur market
in Europe, and correspondences with suppliers of goods were copied in PDF format.
These letters were then read in conjunction with the calendar summaries and notes and
relevant quotes were copied in a separate document to be referred to later. Like some of
the copies of documents from the NYHS, several microfiche documents in this collection
were totally illegible due to degradation of the original document or complications from
copying them to microfiche. In the cases where important letters were illegible, the
calendar's concise summaries of the letter's contents provided some useful information
although the calendar rarely includes direct quotes and is instead made up of summaries.
The third source of archival documents originated from the archival collections at the
Bayliss Public Library in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan. The majority of the documents held
here consist of correspondence letters, mostly written by the AFC Sault Ste Marie agents
Gabriel Franchère and John Livingston which are bound in a series of letter books. The
library also retains a collection of loose letters originating from Northern Outfit fisheries
as well as from company executive William Brewster in Detroit, MI and company
president Ramsay Crooks in New York City, NY. The documents here are original
documents which have not been officially reproduced or digitized in any capacity.
Two of the letter books dated 1835-1840 were digitally photographed along with a
miscellaneous assortment of loose letters ranging in dates from 1835 to 1843. A finding
aid complete with summaries of individual letters was available, but this only pertained to
the loose letters and there was no such summary of content available for the letter books.
This allowed the loose letters to be specifically targeted based on whether they pertain to
the research topics of interest. However, absent such research aid, each page in the letter
book had to be read in its entirety to find relevant letters which were summarized and
quoted on a separate document.
91

Once documents were collected, they were organized and labeled based on the date they
were written, who wrote them, and what repository the primary source document was
recovered from. It was important to name them based on the date they were written and
the author of the letter because tracing the correspondences between agents of varying
levels of influence within the company over a span of time was crucial to understand the
transformations that took place within the fur trade industry and within the AFC itself in
the 1830s. Doing this also revealed numerous humorous instances where people like
Gabriel Franchère employed a spectrum of language from quite casual and sometimes
callous when writing to his underlings opposed to the always formal and humble
language used when writing to those in higher positions of power in the company; even
down to his signature that served as a constant reminder to his superiors that he was
always their “obedient and humble servant.”
While this written record provides many important insights into the operations of the
AFC, 19th century cultural values and the inherent biases of the authors should be
evaluated and considered. These documents have many advantageous qualities for use in
research as they provide quantifiable data that speaks to the volumes of goods being
transported on company schooners and the overall financial wellbeing of the AFC over
time. They speak directly to the processes involved in conducting trade on the frontier
and establishing the company’s fishing operations in Lake Superior and they offer
insights into the cultural values of AFC clerks and the sentiments they, and by extension,
the company held towards competing enterprises, foreign and domestic governments, and
their Indigenous and Euro-American employees. That said, the author’s biases obscure
aspects of the company’s operations. These documents are not a definitive source for
understanding the lived experiences of 19th century Anishinaabeg in the Lake Superior
region as mention of Indigenous peoples is sparse and usually only in reference to their
success or failure in procuring furs for the company or in matters relating to annuity
payments and debts to the company. Aside from one mention of Anishinaabeg women
working for the company on Isle Royale in Franchere’s report on his voyage there,
mention of Indigenous women is virtually absent from any of the documents on hand.
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With few exceptions, these documents have a fixed focus on business matters. They were
the primary means of communication between company agents and their focus on
logistics, labor, and company profits leaves little room for narratives that may speak to
the cultural values of the authors. However, these values can still be inferred through the
language employed in discussing business matters and by contextualizing the agent’s
communications using secondary source materials. Doing this makes it possible to draw
conclusions about their attitudes towards labor, their fellow agents, the company, and
their labor force. Another important factor to note as that the language in these
documents suggest that they were written with an expectation of privacy. Fears of
competing companies prompted discussions of privacy within the letters like in one case
where Crooks describes mistrust in the Indigenous couriers he employed to deliver a
letter to Franchere, instructing him to pay them “whatever they want”29 in exchange for a
speedy reply to Crooks’ letter. This illustrates the importance that the company placed on
privacy and given that the use of couriers was rare and that the vast majority of these
letters were transported via AFC schooners, it can be presumed that in most cases, the
authors of these letters wrote them with the expectation that only other AFC agents would
be reading them. As such, they can be taken to be a fairly factual representation of AFC
business operations, especially with the added context of archaeological data and other
primary and secondary source materials.
Archival Survey Findings
The primary source documents reviewed as part of this research tell a story of transitions.
They hint at the market forces that were at play in incentivizing the fur trade which was
powerful in the forceful transition from traditional ways of life into one centered around
wage labor and a cash economy. These documents speak to the ways in which the AFC
was a (perhaps unwitting) force in the dismantling of Indigenous life whether it be
through the direct and indirect ways that the fur trade and the European goods it
introduced to North America transformed traditional ways of life, or through the political
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Ramsay Crooks, Letter to Gabriel Franchere. August 18, 1835.
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lobbying power that the company exerted in shaping legislation to benefit its interests at
the expense of Indigenous peoples. This is not to say that the goal of the fur trade or the
AFC was to undermine Indigenous life since there was a clear reliance on Indigenous
labor for success, but the AFC was a cog within the settler colonial machine and through
their business dealings, they contributed to creating conditions that would eventually
severely diminish the Anishinaabeg’s quality of life.
These documents also speak to the transition in labor organization that occurred when the
AFC reorganized its Lake Superior assets away from a fur trading focus towards one
centered on exploiting the lake's fisheries. Poignantly this story of reorganization is
chronicled in the myriad mishaps and logistical shortcomings that plagued the AFC's
fishing experiment on Lake Superior which speak to a level of overzealousness in the
company's sudden and substantial investment in such a venture aimed at mitigating losses
amid an unpredictable and steadily declining fur trade industry. Finally, a story of
Indigenous autonomy can be parsed out from the letters in how they speak of the power
of trade that Indigenous trappers held over competing fur trading companies which they
were able to levy for their benefit. They also speak to the collective ability of Indigenous
fishers to use their Indigenous knowledge of fishing on Isle Royale and elsewhere to
achieve favorable compensation from the AFC for their work which allowed them to
preserve certain aspects of their traditional lifestyle while existing within a cash
economy.
One of the chief topics of discussion in these correspondence letters revolve around the
movement of goods throughout Lake Superior. The documentary record provides insight
into how the types of goods sent to different AFC establishments varied based on their
geographic proximity to the remaining good fur trapping grounds. For example, the
company's operations on Fond Du Lac, located on the St. Louis River at the far western
extant of Lake Superior near present day Duluth MN, was a primary avenue the company
used to reach lucrative fur resources to the west. As such, trade goods were sent there in
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much larger quantities and varieties than to places like Isle Royale where there was
limited revenue to be had in trading.30
The relationship between geographic location and the types of goods received at them
was the most informative finding from the survey of the NYHS's Northern Department
papers. A pattern can be observed in the differing strategies of trade and revenue
generation that were altered from location to location in light of their access to existing
trade routes, fur trapping grounds, and fisheries. The company weighed a range of
variables to maximizing their trade, evident in the ledgers by how goods associated with
fur trade operations were disproportionality being sent to posts where fur trading was
occurring. Things like woolens, cotton, linens, firearms and associated supplies, brass
kettles, tobacco and tobacco paraphernalia, and steel traps, were sent in larger quantities
to locations where trade was a significant component of that location's revenue. Although
in all cases, fishing was established alongside trading posts as a new mode of revenue,
some locations still focused their attention on the fur trade. This changed over time as fur
bearing mammals became less accessible in the Lake Superior region. As trading in furs
became less reliable in these areas, shipping ledgers speak to a decrease in deliveries of
trade goods (and in some cases a total abandonment of fur trading) and an increase in
deliveries of sundries and supplies to support the larger number of people permanently
working at the locations to conduct fishing.31
This transition is mirrored in the organization of labor as fishing became a primary focus
for certain locations where fur trading was faltering. Unlike in the fur trading years where
the AFC could profit by stationing a small number of traders at dispersed trading outposts
which required fewer goods in the forms of supplies for the employees to subsist off, the
fish trade brought with it an increased reliance on wage labor. This increase in company
employees that needed to be supported, in addition to the introduction of a new avenue of
revenue in fishing, translated into the types of items observable in the shipping ledgers.

30
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Northern Outfit Ledgers. 1836
Northern Outfit Ledger. 1836b
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There was less focus on traps and firearms and more emphasis on fishing supplies like
rope and implements for making barrels as well as supplies for the fishers and agents to
subsist on. Labor in the fish trade was under a stricter form of surveillance than was seen
in the fur trade. Fishers were expected to expend their labor in harvesting fish for the
company and were not employed in a capacity that allowed for them to expend labor in
subsistence fishing and gathering. The rapid frequency of business letters that outpost
agents would send to their superiors illustrates the importance the company placed on
production. In meeting these goals, the calculus was made that it was more profitable to
supply fishers with subsistence supplies so they could focus on fishing. This is reflected
in the Northern Department ledgers from the NYHS as well as in the correspondence
letters from other collections where orders for various subsistence staples and tools are
filed regularly to be sent to growing fishing locations that had previously derived revenue
solely from the fur trade.
There was also a seasonal pattern of commerce that centered around the Federal
Government's fulfillment of their treaty obligations to pay yearly annuities to the
Anishinaabeg who ceded territory. Prior to the 1846 Northwest boundary treaty, the
treaty of May 27th, 183632 between the Federal Government, represented by Indian
Commissioner, Henry R. Schoolcraft, and the Ottawa and Chippewa nations,
fundamentally altered the structure of Indigenous society in the Great Lakes region. This
treaty ceded Indigenous lands spanning from the northern portion of Michigan's lower
peninsula to all territories between the Straits of Mackinaw and Canadian territory to the
north, with a western boundary near Green Bay, to the U.S. Government and established
several relatively small Indian reservations. In addition to ceding land to the U.S.
government, this treaty also laid out the mechanisms for compensation for said land in
the form of goods and annuity payments for a period of 20 years to be paid to member
Indians. These annuity payments were the primary form of compensation for represented
Indigenous nations and they were structured to be paid out to individuals who met certain

32

1836 Treaty with the Chippewa.
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criteria as spelled out in the treaty. Additionally, this was the agreement that subsistence
rights would be retained in ceded lands, and that debts owed by individuals and
Indigenous nations to non-foreign enterprises would be paid for by the Federal
Government. The paternal stipulations present in this treaty aside, it is clear that the goal
of this agreement was to officially gain control of northern Indigenous territories while
also forming a (uneven) partnership with said peoples in order to continue trade
relations.33
The 1836 Treaty with the Chippewa was a decisive win for the American Fur Company
for a variety of reasons. It guaranteed that at least some of the debts owed to them would
be paid out by the U.S. Government, something that spurred the company to gather
accounts indebted to them prior to the treaty talks in Washington.34 Article 4 of the treaty
also stipulated that a sum payment of goods to Indigenous peoples to be delivered at
Michilimackinac which was under the influence of the AFC at the time. Indeed,
correspondence between company agents point to the company's monitoring of the
situation and their indirect involvement. A May 22, 1836 letter, penned ten days after the
commencement of negations and 5 days prior to their ratification, Franchère expresses
optimism to Crooks that the signing of the treaty will lead to the company collecting on
"Indian credits".35
Aside from the onetime payment of goods and provisions at Michilimackinac as
stipulated by the treaty, the geographic location of where annuity payments would be
delivered, or specifically when they would be delivered, was not stipulated in the treaty.
However precedence from previous treaties as well assurances from War Department
Agents who "promise[d] that hereafter all [sic] the annuities [will] be paid early in
September"36 made it possible for the AFC to reorganize their commerce in order to

33

1836 Treaty with the Chippewa.
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Samuel Abbott, Letter to Gabriel Franchère July 21, 1836
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Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Ramsay Crooks May 22, 1836
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Ramsay Crooks, Letter to Samuel Abbott February 19, 1835
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profit from this yearly and predictable influx of cash into the hands of Indigenous
peoples. Precedence also established that these would be paid out at centers of commerce
throughout the American territories in the region, which the AFC held monopolistic
influence over.
The value that these payments presented to the company are obvious. They knew that
large sums of money would be entering the possession of Indigenous peoples who
traveled to their establishments for payment. They saw this as an opportunity that would
essentially allow them to indirectly transfer the money from the Federal Government
directly into their coffers through the sale of their goods to those who recently received
their annuity payments. Instead of a profit being realized by these goods only when the
furs they were traded for were sold, the company could profit directly from the goods
without accruing costs associated with transporting furs from Lake Superior to Europe
and elsewhere. It was easy profit and all the company had to do was ensure that their
establishments had goods on hand, something that was repeatedly discussed in the
correspondence letters. In one case, Franchère, urging Crooks to supply the Northern
Department with trade goods states that upon receipt of their share of the $5,000 in
annuity payments, the Indians gathered at Sault Ste Marie would "certainly spend [their
annuities] before they leave the Sault".37 In another case, instead of sending unsold goods
back to New York for reimbursement from the company, which was typical, Franchère
sent his to La Pointe to capitalize on the impending annuity payment there.38 The types of
goods ordered for these occasions also speaks to the company's intention to capture as
much of the Indian annuity money as possible in that orders for popular trade goods were
made months prior to the September payments to ensure their punctual delivery. Things
like white blankets, Parisian shawls, and red linens as well as tobacco and perhaps
covertly, alcohol, were shipped in large quantities to the AFC's Lake Superior
establishments.39
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Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Ramsay Crooks February 13, 1837
Gabriel Franchère, Letter to Charles Chaboillez V September 30, 1837
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John Livingston, Letter to Ramsay Crooks May 20, 1839.
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Despite the profits the company made from these annuity payments, in some instances
they provided a level of annoyance for the company clerks especially as commercial
fishing became an increasingly important investment for the company. In one late
October letter in 1836, penned soon after the Anishinaabeg at Sault Ste Maire received
their payment, Franchère remarks to Brewster; "The Half Breeds [sic] of this place
having had a little money from the Treaty, feel themselves above working, therefore our
collections of White Fish [sic] will fall short of last year very materially."40 Franchère
goes on to complain to his other superior, Crooks, by saying that "The Fishermen had
their pockets too well lined" and thus the returns of the fishery would be poor as a
result.41 Amid all the complications related to shortages of salt that troubled the AFC's
fishing ventures, these remarks should be taken with a grain of salt. Perhaps Franchère
was using this as an excuse to explain shortcomings of his fisheries, of which there were
numerous, or perhaps this was indeed a temporary setback for the company caused by the
annuity payments. At the very least, these anecdotes illustrate the importance that
Indigenous labor played in the AFC's fishing enterprise on Lake Superior.
In addition to the company structuring their shipping schedule to correspond with these
annuity payments and in turn relieve the recipients of their government funds, the AFC
also exerted control over Lake Superior in their financial, logistical, and material support
of Missions. After Lyman Warren was appointed the head of the AFC's station at La
Pointe in 1824 he made the point that the post (and his own children) would benefit from
the presence of a school and mission. In 1830 a school was erected there and although the
construction of this buildings was not funded by the AFC, the company did logistically
support these developments, even more so in later years as Father Baraga began his
religious ventures into Lake Superior in 1835 (Nute 1944; Ross 1960). It was widely
thought that the best way to divorce traditional values from Indigenous populations, and
thus increase their productivity, was through teaching European religious values which
was the function of the boarding schools that often-accompanied missions (Devens
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Gabriel Franchère, Letter to William Brewster October 22, 1836
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1992). Crooks shared in this belief and as president of the AFC, he was able to show
support for such establishments in the Lake Superior region. The company regularly
assisted Baraga and other missionaries by transporting them throughout the lake,
providing provisions and goods, as well as building missions as they did at La Pointe in
1836.42
It should be noted that the AFC's involvement in the injection of European goods into
North America was inherently an act that undermined Indigenous autonomy and their
traditional way of life. This will be expanded on in more detail in the following chapter
but it is pertinent to note that the trade of such goods, as well as a sentiments surrounding
these transactions was couched in language with implications for how the company saw
the role that Indigenous trappers played in their business. In one case, Crooks
communicates to Abbot; "The exertions of last fall show how uncertain the fishing
business is. And I trust our friends on the island will make out well with the Indians, else
they will owe us largely next summer - you must keep at them, and squeeze out all you
possibly can, preventing them as far as practical from paying out in goods of any sort the
money they collect in the summer".43 Amid mounting Indian debts, and prior to the
passing of the 1836 treaty where the AFC was ensured the payment of at least some debts
by the Federal Government, this passage illustrates how the primary goal of the company
was always to realize a profit. This is true even here when doing so meant that traders
would accept furs from Indigenous trappers as payments toward existing debts, but they
would refuse to supply any provisions or goods to them on credit as to mitigate the
burden that such arrangements had on the company. Written just prior to the
establishment of AFC fisheries in the upper Great Lakes, this letter communicates a
certain urgency in collecting on outstanding debts as there was likely speculation that
there may not be many chances to do so in the future. The AFC likely saw the decline in
the fur trade in the upper Great Lakes as an indication that the Indigenous work force
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they relied on was becoming similarly unnecessary for their operations in the region.
Despite the hardship that such policies no doubt caused, the AFC saw this workforce as
expendable and since their usefulness to the company was coming to a close, they
certainly prioritized settling accounts.
Although annuities were scheduled to be paid out to Indigenous people at this time, they
were not as reliable as they became after the treaty of 1836 as exemplified earlier in the
same letter as above where Crooks states, "The delay in paying the Indians at Green Bay
is truly an abomination, and not having any letter from Mr. Lane I know not whether they
were paid at all - I have had this matter brought to the notice of the War Department, and
the Secretary promises that hereafter all the annuities shall be paid early in September".44
The AFC knew the value of these annuity payments and it's likely that the "abomination"
referred to the inconvenience that such late payments presented to the company’s
operations. A late payment of an annuity not only meant that the AFC could not
capitalize on them through trade, but it also meant that the already declining upper Great
Lakes fur trade was further damaged by the inability of the Indigenous trappers to engage
in winter hunts absent of funds to purchase the necessary supplies to do so.
This type of attitude that cast Indigenous people as props in the fur trade, whose value
was measured only in their ability to provide furs and increase the company's profits is
echoed in another letter Crooks penned to Detroit AFC agent William Brewster in 1835
where he urges him that "we must be at all the places of trade before any competition
shows his face, and push the Indians off to their hunting grounds, where our opponents
will find it difficult to reach them - only let us "go ahead" and the opposition is killed".45
The language here speaks to the AFC's commodification of North America which was
not limited to its natural resources but also the humans that resided there. Relationships
with Indigenous peoples were vital to the success of any fur company and much
competition was focused on preventing rival companies from reaping the benefits of
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Indigenous labor for their own profits. This positioned Indigenous trappers into a role
where the companies they traded with saw them as an expendable resource that should be
managed more like a mechanical vehicle for retrieving furs opposed to the reality which
was that they were autonomous in their power over the labor market, something they
levied on numerous occasions to better their outcomes at the great annoyance of the fur
trade giants.
Indigenous nations knew that they would suffer under a monopolistic structure of the fur
trade and in the early years, they exerted their labor power in preventing any one
company from gaining the upper hand on the other. They used these relationships in
trading in Indigenous goods, in addition to furs of course, which allowed them to
participate in the cash economy while also preserving certain aspects of the "seasonal
round”. It was not until circumstances outside of their control made it increasingly
difficult for them to levy their labor power over the companies that they were forced into
a position where they had to rely on participation in the cash economy alone, and all of
the debts and loss of land and resources that it entailed, in order to survive and preserve
as much of their traditional values as possible. Some aspects of this are preserved in the
primary source documents, especially in the correspondences regarding the purchase and
sale of sugar from Anishinaabeg sugar camps. Since the War of American Independence,
and the British prohibition of the trade of enslaved peoples to their colonies in 1807, the
price of sugar was on a steady incline (Sheridan 1961). This was not only the incentive
for people like Thomas Jefferson to commence industrial maple sugar production in
Vermont in the early 1800's, but it also increased the value of Indigenous produced maple
sugar which found its way into the AFC's network of trade (Donchez 2017). Some
primary source letters, all dated in early March, contain mention of "our Indians" leaving
for their sugar camps.46 In others, John Livingston, Gabriel Franchère's successor at Sault
Ste. Marie, writes that he will send all the sugar he could get his hands on to Detroit.47
Another letter from Livingston requests the purchase of "Indian Sugar" from Mackinac
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Agent, Samuel Abbott.48 And yet another from Franchère to Crooks alludes to sugar
being a trade good as he specifies that "Indian sugar" would be sent down to Detroit in
the next shipment.
Wild rice is another example of an Indigenous produced good that is represented in AFC
documents and was known to have been a commodity that was a regular part of trade
with Europeans and Americans. The temporal range of documents gathered for this
research perhaps miss the height of wild rice trading which was much more important to
frontier settlements in the 17th and 18th century when the fur trade was less established
and Euro-American networks of commerce were not as reliable as they were in the mid19th century. Mention of wild rice harvests in the documents on hand mostly speak to
their failure and the need for provisions to be sent to AFC outposts to trade to Indigenous
peoples who were now more reliant on other forms of subsistence gathering or trade to
survive. The reason for this was both natural and human caused. In 1834, Franchère
writes to Brewster on the matter explaining; "The news from Fond Du Lac is not very
cheering - The water has been high and wild rice scarce - in the small lakes fish has all
died [sic] during the last unusually warm weather…"49 Letters from 1837 and 1838 also
point to high lake levels indicating this difficulty persisted for a number of years until in
1840 when a letter from Livingston to Crooks mentions; "the water is so low in the [mill]
race that a light Barbeau50 cannot enter at the head without having a yoke of cattle to
allow her through".51 Although this letter specifies that the water was low in the mill race,
(which does not appear to be referencing an actual mill race used to power a mill since
one wouldn’t be trying to put a fishing boat down one of these narrow waterways
anyways) and data for historic Lake Superior water levels is not readily available prior to
1918. However, an inference can be made by looking at available data for 19th century
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lake levels on Lake Michigan which show close to a meter in decreased lake levels from
June 1838 to June 1840 (Sellinger & Quinn 1990). Considering that systematic data for
all of the Great Lakes from 1918 to the present show a correlation in lake levels across all
of the lakes, the 1830's Lake Michigan data can be assumed to at least somewhat reflect
the levels in Lake Superior for those years. This natural cycle of water levels certainly
made wild rice harvests difficult in times of high water, but the harvest also suffered for
human caused reasons as well.
Prior to the 1836 treaty which simplified annuity payments, the exact time of year that
annuities would be paid at was unpredictable and it caused problems for the
Anishinaabeg who practiced subsistence gathering based on the seasonal availability of
resources in different regions. In the 1835 letter from Crooks to Abbot mentioned above
and repeated here for clarity of discussion, Crooks laments that "The delay in paying
Indians in Green Bay is truly an abomination, and not having a letter from Mr. Lane
(Indian agent) I know not whether they were paid at all - I have had this matter brought to
the notice of the War Department, and the secretary promises that hereafter all the
annuities shall be paid in early September".52 Not only does this letter speak to the
company's communications with the Federal Government in regards to the annuity
payments (likely with the goal of better capitalizing on them as discussed above), but it
also lends context to other 1835 letters from Franchère who echo's the failure of the rice
crop on the south shore.53 These letters written by Franchère also illustrate the ripple
effects that the failure of something like the rice crop had on the yearly subsistence
practices of the Anishinaabeg near Lake Superior, and how this was seen as an
opportunity to profit from their misfortune. Franchère makes the point in both letters that
the failure of the crop, and the inland fisheries as mentioned above, has caused the
Indians to stay congregated near the shore of Lake Superior and near AFC establishments
to rely more on fishing and trade for subsistence. Whether traditional subsistence
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gathering were disrupted by natural events or human ones, the AFC stood to benefit from
the misfortune of Indigenous peoples. Of course, needing to congregate near the shore
may disrupt fur trapping but this region had long been heavily trapped of easily
accessible game and returns of the most profitable furs such as beaver had been in a
steady decline for many years. The company stood to benefit in having an increased labor
pool readily available near their establishments as well as having a larger population to
which they could market their wares.
Indeed, any losses to the fur business these events caused were likely outweighed by the
benefits they presented to the company's commercial fishing venture which was just
beginning to escalate. Although no documents on hand specifically speak to hiring of
Indigenous fishers who would have been otherwise indisposed during this time period,
they do speak to the establishment of fisheries at Whitefish Point54 and at "Old Grand
Portage"55in 1835. The timing for these wild rice failures could not have been more
favorable for the company as just a year prior, Crooks had written to General Gratiot
indicating the company's plans to fish the North Shore of Lake Superior56 and his second
letter to Gratiot where Crooks acknowledges that tariffs would be applied to fish caught
in Canadian waters on the North Shore, meaning that it was clear to Crooks in 1835 that
his hope for fisheries in Lake Superior would have to be confined for the most part to the
south shore and portions of the north shore that fell within U.S. territory.57 Considering
all of these documented factors together; the failure of the rice harvest and the resulting
concentration of people near AFC establishments and the steadily declining fur trade, it is
safe to assume that the company's diversification into commercial fishing was aided by
the ready availability of Indigenous labor as a result of these human caused challenges to
their subsistence practices. Human caused challenges which can in part be directly tied to
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the AFC's involvement in their incentivization of overharvesting of fur bearing mammals
in this region.
The frequency of the failure of hunting efforts also speaks to circumstances surrounding
the collapse of traditional lifestyles for Indigenous peoples. Secondary sources already
speak to a decline in mammal populations by the 1830's but the primary source
documents speak more directly to how this not only impacted the AFC's business but also
on the type of attitude company agents held towards Indigenous people. In one letter
from Franchère to Warren, Franchère reports that Indians at “The Ance” are sick and
therefore not hunting before going on to say "…our Indians do not hunt, and indeed there
is nothing for them to hunt save a few martins but they are too indolent to trouble
themselves to catch them."58 In another instance, Mary Holiday wrote to Crooks on news
she received from her sources in the upper lakes stating "He [Roussaine] says the Indians
had been sick from the autumn till January, and that 1 man, and 2 women had died - this
had interrupted (illegible) all the arrangements for hunting and they had [hunted] but very
little indeed."59 A mere 10 days later, Crooks writes a letter to Roussaine where he states
"The prospect of your trade with the Indians was truly discouraging, and I dare say these
savages are a lazy, worthless lot of fellows who would line upon you if you will allow
them; but we expect that you will put them on a better footing and show them that they
must hunt, or live without your aid."60 Ironically, both widespread sickness and the lack
of anything to hunt can be attributed to the fur trade and European intervention in North
America but obviously, AFC agents lacked the hindsight or perhaps just the introspection
to realize this. They instead criticized trappers for being lazy when they understandably
did not see the worth in venturing into the forested landscape for just a few martens.
These letters speak to a distrust in Indigenous peoples as much as they speak to the
growing scarcity of accessible fur bearing mammals indicating that the two things appear
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to go hand in hand. When the fishing and hunting is plentiful agents refrain from using
the dehumanizing language exhibited above but when things become difficult or the
Indigenous people that the company is dealing with are not doing as they had hoped,
suspicion, anger, and racist sentiments rise. The beginning of the AFC's commercial
fishing operations saw an interesting parallel between two mindsets. One presented a
certain level of respect for Indigenous fishers while the other was steeped in distrust for
them, characterizing them as a form of contention or at least competition. A level of
respect for Indigenous knowledge is exhibited in one 1837 letter where Crooks
encouraged Warren to "avail yourself of Indian information" in finding the best fisheries
on Isle Royale and on the North Shore of Lake Superior.61 In contrast, a letter dated a
year earlier exhibits a level of distrust.
The Indians are very probably inclined to discourage, and keep you in the dark
in relation to the best fishing grounds, under the impression that your
operations will interfere with theirs… and materially diminish the quantity of
fish, if you do not destroy [the fish] entirely - They must know many good
bastions, but shear fear may induce them to withhold the information - Do all
you can to find out the proper places to form permanent fishing
establishments…62
This seemingly contrasting attitude towards the Anishinaabeg is characteristic of the role
they played in the fur trade and later in the fish trade. On one hand, the entire industry
relied on Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous labor to bring furs to market, but on the
other, companies distrusted the Anishinaabeg who they criticized for being disloyal in
how they traded with competing companies. As the fur trade began to dwindle and
legislation and deals between competing companies mitigated Indigenous people's
abilities to bargain, the distrust felt towards them metastasized to include
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characterizations of laziness while completely ignoring the underlying issues of why
hunting was failing and the role the AFC had in producing these conditions.
It is likely that no one really knew the extent of over-trapping as there are instances
where even the Indigenous trappers, who likely had the best notions of mammal
populations, expressed optimism with hunts. This is seen in 1837 when Franchère notes
that they informed him that they thought the Mink hunt was going to be successful63 only
to return in 1838 empty handed with news of a failed hunt.64 In the same letter where
Franchère reports on the failed mink hunt, he expresses optimism in the upcoming beaver
hunt which was also found to be baseless when a letter from him written a few months
later states that the Anishinaabeg were not having a good hunt.65 The reason for these
failed hunts correlated with high prices for provisions which hampered the AFC's ability
to procure these goods, ship them into Lake Superior, and then sell them at an affordable
price. Under a free market, every cost accrued by the company in purchasing bulk
supplies and transporting them resulted in higher prices for the consumer. When the
consumer's livelihood was threatened by disease and a growing scarcity in easily
accessible fur bearing mammals, it is understandable that they might overstate their
hunting prospects as to receive much needed supplies on a credit basis.
The lack of primary source documents written by Indigenous peoples during this time
make it difficult to understand their perspective in their engagements as fishers and
trappers for companies like the AFC but, the AFC's own documents offer some clues as
to how Indigenous peoples exercised autonomy and fought to preserve aspects of their
traditional lifestyles. Although examples of this are sparse in the primary source
documents, they do manifest themselves in the power of trade held by Indigenous
peoples. In one case, the AFC attempted to sell cheap knockoff firearms hoping that those
they traded with would either not notice or be forced into buying them due to a lack of
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other sources for such goods. They were wrong in this assumption and Indigenous
trappers threatened taking their business elsewhere if the AFC could not bring them
better quality goods.66 Keeping friendly relationships with Indigenous groups was vital
for the success of any fur trading endeavor and Indigenous people knew this and operated
under this fact to negotiate better trading terms with competing companies. In one letter,
trappers at the AFC's post on the Keweenaw refused to trade with AFC agent Rousssain
because they did not know or trust him.67 The company quickly rearranged personnel
snending Charles Chaboillez V, a trusted Métis man with a long history of familial ties to
the fur trade, to the post. Another letter states that the Indigenous trappers were
dissatisfied with the quality of goods being peddled by the AFC so they left with their
furs to trade with the HBC instead.68
The documents described above speak to the challenges and changing political, social,
and economic climate that incentivized the commercial fish trade in Lake Superior.
Combining the information gathered from these documents with the archaeological data
gathered on Isle Royale, numerous narratives of societal changes and reformations of
AFC business practices as well as indigenous labor emerge. It should be noted that the
biases of the authors of the AFC letters influenced how the letters were articulated. Each
agent had an incentive to self aggrandize the operations at their outpost as to secure favor
with their superiors. This influenced how matters of fish spoilage and the reliance on
Indigenous knowledge were communicated to the likes of Crooks. This inherent bias is
important to recognize in order to better contextualize the insights the documents offer
into the mechnaisms of how the Anishinaabeg adapted their labor from the fur trade to
the fish trade and how the AFC used its financial and political power to undermine them.
The archaeological evidence on Checker Point speaks to the presence of trade goods and
a level of permanence in the abundant and well-built structures whose remnants continue
to mark the landscape to this day. The Archival documents offer myriad insights and
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context into the dealings of the AFC in how it carried out its Lake Superior business and
in how it levied its monopolistic control over trade in the American territories in the
region to undermine Anishinaabeg trading power. These documents also point to
Anishinaabeg agency in how they speak to their bargaining power and labor power in
both the fur and fish trade.
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Chapter 4 – Discussion and Conclusions
Discussion
The following chapter builds on the background and results established in the preceding
chapters to offer widened perspectives on the narratives of the fur trade and fish trade and
how interactions between the AFC and the Anishinaabeg are revealed to be a microcosm
of change that mirrors global transformations of labor and economic relations occurring
in the 19th century. Although the fur trade can be argued to be an early form of capitalist
relations, the commercial fish trade in Lake Superior in the mid-19th century exemplifies
the emergence of capitalist relations on a micro scale that more closely resemble those
that grew, strengthened, and continue to persist today.
The narrative that emerges from the synthesis of the archival and archaeological records
exposes the mythos surrounding the fur trade and the growth of the United States. While
the roles that the fur trade and the westward expansion of the United States played in the
attempted destruction of Indigenous peoples cannot be understated, the 18th-19th century
was also a time of Indigenous resistance and mutual "discovery." As much as European
values were morphed and replaced by Americanized versions as the country formed and
grew, Anishinaabeg society also underwent a metamorphosis that was not only about
preserving traditional values and ways of life but also about deploying these values
towards retaining autonomy within the newly emerging social and economic relations.
The Anishinaabeg were not simply victims, in fact, their participation in the fur trade may
have protected them from total removal from their ancestral lands and, for a period of
time, they were able to benefit from the trade (Witgen 2012).
Despite this, the insidiousness of actions taken by private companies like the AFC as well
as the Federal Government meant to undermine Indigenous autonomy were likely not
fully realized by the Anishinaabeg and other Indigenous people’s until it was too late. By
the 1830's, the Anishinaabeg were faced with the ‘choice’ of participating in treaty talks
or being forcibly removed from their lands by military action. As this ultimatum became
the reality for Anishinaabeg people, the AFC was undergoing their own transformation
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with the introduction of commercial fishing into their enterprise. The AFC's need to
diversify its business at the twilight of the profitable fur trade years coincided with the
Federal Government increasing the intensity of its efforts to relocate Indigenous peoples
east of the Mississippi River (Wolf 1982). As fur trading lost its value, there was no
economic incentive for the AFC or the government to continue partnering with
Indigenous peoples. Relations between the Federal Government and Indigenous peoples
shifted focus towards the cession of lands instead of facilitating the lucrative fur trade. As
these lands became valued for their productive potential for other burgeoning mid-19th
century industries (e.g., mining and logging) the Indigenous populations that resided in
them were a hindrance to this industrial "progress".
Relations within the fur trade allowed for Indigenous groups to exert autonomy and
control over much of the continent especially between the 18th and 19th centuries. The
Anishinaabeg were one of the last groups east of the Mississippi to retain a substantial
population in the areas they had historically resided. By 1844, there were approximately
30,000 Indigenous peoples remaining in the eastern United States with most of them
being the Anishinaabeg residing in the Lake Superior region (Witgen 2012). The lost
value of the fur trade was replaced with the increased valuation of the land itself as
America expanded west and government and private interests alike sought new ways to
capitalize on this “undeveloped” wilderness. The loss of Indigenous bargain power at the
twilight years of the fur trade is evident by treaty negotiations that removed them from
much of their land; making way for this American expansion and settlement. The AFC
was both harbinger and beneficiary of these transformations, perfectly positioned
geographically to exploit this period of transition and they did so in their diversification
into commercial fishing. The AFC's monopoly on the American side of Lake Superior
during this period meant that starving hunters and their families who had historically
relied on the fur trade faced new challenges. The AFC's control over commodities in
Lake Superior was employed to capitalize on the growing desperation of the
Anishinaabeg as rice harvests and hunts failed and there was nowhere to turn but
company trading posts for food and supplies. The AFC transitioned from a reliance on a
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loose control over resource procurement through Indigenous trade networks to a
centralized control over labor and the methods being employed to extract resources from
the lands, forests, and waters.
The methods that were employed in fishing the waters around Isle Royale left their mark
on the landscape and speak to the intended permanence of the AFC’s fishing endeavors.
The archival record makes this intention clear, most aptly summarized when Warren
states that “All necessary steps are being taken so as to make [Isle Royale] our main stay
– The fish are the finest kinds”.69 This manifested into a substantial investment in
constructing buildings to support the fisheries. Although specifics about the buildings
constructed at Isle Royale are sparse in the documentary record, inferences can be made
based on the documentation of structures being built elsewhere by the AFC (Cochrane
2018).70 Their mark on the landscape serves as the best evidence to corroborate AFC’s
intention to develop Isle Royale as a center of profit on Lake Superior. At two of the
known AFC fishery sites on the island, evidence of robust stone chimneys speaks to
AFC’s level of investment in their fisheries. They are the material manifestations of
permanent establishments, part of the recognition that “the fur trade on Lake Superior
will never make the company rich” and that the AFC had to “…depend on fisheries for
profitable returns.”71 As such, building materials such as oakum, two wood stoves and
stove pipes were sent to Isle Royale in the fall of 1837 as Chaboillez and his crew began
establishing themselves at Checker Point.72 Further supplies of shingles and window
glass were ordered for the island in the fall of 1839 for another structure.73 Both the
stoves and glass are represented in the archaeological record at Checker Point. More
importantly, they are items that would not be essential if the AFC did not intend for a
prolonged fishing effort on the island. Cheaper alternatives like oiled deer skin could
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have easily been used in lieu of window glass but the company elected to make a mark on
the landscape by building robust structures that could be utilized for years to come.
These materials also provide evidence of the evolution of the AFC’s logistical
capabilities over the decades that they operated in Lake Superior. Compared to the hastily
constructed structures built at Grand Marais in 1822 which when it rained, “it rained
more in the House than out” (Chapman 1823, cited in Cochrane 2018), the AFC used
better materials and offered more amenities in the structures on Isle Royale. Unlike the
Grand Marais structures which utilized clever wood joints, locally sourced mud calking,
and oiled deerskin as window covers, the Isle Royale structures were built using iron
nails, oakum, and glass windows which were all more expensive and required a
substantial logistical capability to be delivered intact. Square cut nails were found in
abundance at Checker Point, but not as many as would be expected if the structures rotted
or burned in place. A dearth of positive metal detects near the perimeters of the known
structures at Checker Point, and the dense concentration of nails within an ashy layer
within Feature 2 could be explained by how the company went about abandoning their
operations on the island. As it became clear that the fish trade was not going to profit the
company, Ramsay Crooks decided that some of the fisheries on Lake Superior needed to
be “broken up” and their property brought to La Pointe.74 Specifics as to how this was
carried out is not mentioned in the available documents, but the archaeological record
suggests that at least some of the structures were either removed or demolished by the
AFC. In 1847, several years after the AFC abandoned operations on Isle Royale,
Government Land Office surveyor William Ives surveyed Checker point and noted it as
being “one of the American Fur Company’s old trading and fishing posts. There are three
old log houses, and one is occupied by fishermen” (Ives 1847). He goes on to specify that
a “log house”, a “blacksmith shop”, and an “old storehouse” are present at Checker Point.
Franchère’s journal from 1839 confirms there were no less than eight structures at
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Checker point with at least four that could be described as a “storehouse”. This means
that five of the original structures were gone by the time Ives surveyed the area.
AFC’s removal of their assets from Isle Royale was their attempt to consolidate their
resources. By 1841 it was clear to the company that the prospect of finding a market for
their fish was so discouraging that Crooks stated, “our wish is now to abandon the fishery
for a time and focus the business of Northern Outfit trade in Furs and Skins.”75 The low
cost of all commodities, exacerbated by the 1837 economic panic meant that their
overwhelming success in procuring fish did not translate into profits for the company
despite them searching as far as the West Indies for a suitable buyer.76 This economic
panic plagued the company’s fishing endeavors from the onset. By the early 1840’s, the
company was so desperate, Crooks ordered Franchère to sell his stores of fish at any
price.77
During this time, the company attempted to diversify its business by taking on a window
glass agency since it “yields better income than the fur trade.”78 There is also indication
that they entered the timber industry as well, although it is unclear whether this ever
panned out into a meaningful enterprise.79 What these anecdotes reveal is that the AFC
went into the commercial fishing industry with a level of hubris that did not materialize
into success. Despite the economic crisis two years after the company began its endeavor
in 1835, they continued to develop fisheries at new locations across Lake Superior. They
gambled on the uncertain national economic conditions, thinking that the relatively low
cost of salted fish as a cheap source of protein would insulate them from failure. They did
not foresee that the economic conditions would deteriorate to the point that they could not
realize a profit despite their best efforts. Instead, their enthusiazim to expand their
business plagued their entire fishing experiment, illustrated by a 1837 letter where
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Crooks admitted, “I see with regret that we have been at the expense of making new
fishing ports without the means of packing the fish when they were caught.”80
Part of their failure can be blamed on hubris but the company’s organization, which was
carried over from fur trade, set it up for failure from the onset. Unlike the fur trade which
since the early 19th century was a long established, predictable, and profitable industry,
the Lake Superior commercial fish trade was untested. AFC’s organization, an early
example of a franchise model where they held little risk in each individual trading post,
did not serve them in the fish trade. Agents at AFC fur trading posts held all the risk as
they forwarded large sums of their own money for trade goods before really knowing
whether those goods could be traded for furs. This incentivized them to form trading
relations with Indigenous peoples and to make deals in order to realize a profit. This type
of organization did not serve the fish trade well as once the fish were caught, cured, and
delivered to company schooners, they were no longer the responsibility of the fishery
agent or clerk. In other words, the agent at the fisheries as well as those employed to
catch the fish, were compensated regardless of whether the fish were sold. Perhaps the
AFC realized these shortcomings in their threats to force fishers and fishery clerks to pay
for spoiled fish, but by then, multi-year contracts were already signed, and the AFC was
locked into its long-established loose organization of trade.
Although the fundamental organization of the AFC’s trade networks ultimately hampered
its success in commercial fishing, its verticle organization benefited it in other ways
during the 1830’s and early 1840’s. Their complete ownership of all their schooners,
fishing boats, and other fishing infrastructure translated into a high level of control over
American commerce in Lake Superior. This gave them an immense amount of influence
over the people that lived in that region. Perhaps more importantly, it made them an
important asset to the United States Government.
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The letters and correspondence between the AFC and federal officials are a testament to
AFC’s involvement in government lobbying. Perhaps more importantly, they illustrate a
level of foresight on the part of the AFC. The entire reason they entered the commercial
fish trade was to mitigate losses as the fur trade collapsed in the Great Lakes region.
Their communications and lobbying efforts with both internal company agents as well as
external federal officials speak to their ability to transform their operations to capitalize
on these changing environmental and economic realities. The AFC’s supply of goods and
capital were instrumental in building the collective debt of the Anishinaabeg during the
fur trading years. Debts in general were an important asset in treaty negotiations and
indebting Indigenous leaders was one of the reasons for establishing the US factory
trading post system (Littlefield and Knack 1996; Dolin 2010). The abolishment of the
factory trading system by Congress in 1822, a decision influenced by Crooks’ lobbying
efforts, had some unintended impacts on the AFC’s trading. The United States
government was willing to operate their trade posts at a loss since the goal of these posts
was gaining influence over Indigenous peoples rather than simply turning a profit. The
AFC could not enjoy the same luxury as the fundamental goal of the company was to be
profitable. The company enacted trade policies, like those at Fond Du Lac in 1834, to
reduce the number of trades being made on credit. This policy took the form of “giving
out but very little debts and selling [their] goods one third higher than usual and giving no
ammunition nor tobacco without [the Indians] having the money in hand.”81 The
Anishinaabeg in the area had traded with the AFC on credit for fifteen years prior to this
change in trading policies and their resulting frustrations were likely fueled by policies
coinciding with the increased difficulty of procuring furs. Fearing attack, Fond du Lac
clerk William Aitken was forced to hire more men in case his posts needed to be
defended. This anecdote illustrates the territorial control that the Anishinaabeg still held
over the region into the mid 1830’s, which the Federal Government saw as an
impediment to westward expansion and served as an impetus for the cession of
Indigenous lands. As much as the company bemoaned the taking of too much “Indian
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debt” in the years between the abolishment of the factory trade outposts in 1822 and the
cession of Anishinaabeg lands in 1836 treaty, these debts gave the AFC leverage in
participating in treaty talks. The AFC still represented the most powerful American
presence in the Lake Superior region and their long-standing trade relationships with the
Anishinaabeg gave the company a substantial amount of influence. The Federal
Government needed their participation in treaty talks for the negotiations to be
successful. As such, the AFC’s monopolistic control over American trade in Lake
Superior allowed them to participate and influence treaty talks.
The influence that the AFC exerted surrounding the 1836 treaties is most evident in the
payment of Annuities by the Federal Government to Anishinaabeg peoples in exchange
for the cession of their lands. The AFC’s control over commerce in Lake Superior
resulted in Anishinaabeg people being forced into a cycle of debt which undermined their
ability to hold their lands amid growing pressure from the Federal Government. The AFC
were then able to use the trade relations they formed with the Anishinaabeg over the
years to transfer government annuity payments meant as compensation for ceded lands
into their company accounts to foster through the trading of essential items that the
Anishinaabeg could not easily procure elsewhere. The 1836 treaty materialized into a
corporate bailout for the AFC who stood to lose considerable assets if Indigenous debts
remained unpaid and the Anishinaabeg were forced to leave the Lake Superior region.
The 1836 treaty was structured in a way that allowed the AFC to not only receive
payment from the Federal Government for debts owed to them, but also receive a second
payment in the form of Indian Annuities which were distributed at the AFC’s behest,
within their monopolistic sphere of influence in American territory.
The AFC’s monopoly on trade in the American waters of Lake Superior region was in
large part an effort to maximize profits through the control of the fur trade. A less evident
goal was achieving the level of political influence that being the sole commercial power
in the region imparted to the company. Their lobby efforts to abolish the factory outpost
system, their influence in treaty negotiations with the Anishinaabeg, and their ability to
profit from the resulting annuity payments through trade would not have been possible
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had the Federal Government not seen the company as an asset to their own national goals.
AFC’s trading relationships with the Anishinaabeg and their ability to contest the
influence of foreign governments and fur traders allowed them to insert themselves as a
stopgap to foreign incursion in the region in a way that the factory system could never
achieve due to its rigid structure and lack of profit incentive. AFC’s loose decentralized
structure that incentivized profit at every level is a fundamental reason why the company
was able to carve out a niche in the highly competitive fur trade despite being relative late
comers. They were also uniquely aided indirectly by the Federal Government who could
not allow a power vacuum to form in the region if the company failed, which is
especially pertinent given that the borders between the United States and Canada were
still up to some interpretation despite them being established in the 1783 Treaty of Paris.
The Federal Government needed an American influence in the region and through years
of trading and lobbying, the AFC positioned themselves to play that role.
Those living near the United States and Canadian borders near Sault Ste Marie and Grand
Portage could participate in trade with companies other than the AFC such as the HBC,
but laws like the 1816 Congressional Act which forbad foreigners from trading with
Indigenous peoples in American territory gave the AFC a trade monopoly south of the
international border. The shipping ledgers that chronicle the use of British goods in AFC
trading and the presence of such goods in the archaeological record, such as the Britannia
spoon, show the monopolistic use of British goods by the AFC despite American
manufacturing coming into relevance in the early 19th century. Their continued use of
British goods instead of cheaper American goods is testament to the bargaining power
that the Anishinaabeg had as well as the AFC's reliance on their trade. The waning of
Anishinaabeg trade influence in the late 1830’s coincided with a decreased use in British
trade goods. If the company hadn't failed in the 1840’s, it would have certainly made a
complete transition to American goods. However, the continued supply of British goods
being sent to the Lake Superior region indicates that into the 1830's, the Anishinaabeg
continued to dictate trading terms which the AFC had no choice but to comply with or
risk losing their business to nearby competitors.
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Even so, the AFC was profiting handsomely from these goods and used them as a form of
social control. Despite the bargaining power held by the Anishinaabeg, the AFC's
monopolistic control over trade in the American waters of Lake Superior allowed the
company to employ their logistical capabilities to capture Indigenous wealth. The types
of goods that were offered by the AFC were in part dictated by the bargaining power of
Anishinaabeg trappers, but the company made attempts to reduce their costs by peddling
cheaper goods. In the 1820’s, the AFC reportedly made deals with the HBC regarding
their respective spheres of influence (Cochrane 2018; Terrel 1963). As their monopoly
was all but guaranteed in these agreements, they began trying to peddle cheaper knockoff
goods such as American made firearms. The firearms were rejected by Indigenous
trappers because they were inferior to others they had received over decades of trade.
Thus, the AFC was forced to revert to their original suppliers. As the AFC monopoly in
American territory became fully realized and Anishinaabeg economic power began to
wane in the 1830's, the company wasted no time in shedding old trade conventions they
were forced into by competitors in the name of reducing costs and increasing profits.
Much like the changes in industrial labor relations occurring across the eastern United
States, the AFC's ‘experiment’ in commercial fishing was also an experiment in a new set
of labor relations and control over the means of production. Commercial fishing by its
nature requires more infrastructure than the fur trade did. While the reliance on
Indigenous trappers meant that wealth could be extracted from nature without the
company purchasing the tools to do so or directly outfitting employees to carry it out,
commercial fishing required boats, nets, and other implements that were beyond the
means of the average laborer. The company was thus able to capitalize on the surplus
labor value of Indigenous peoples by privatizing the means of production; making the
commercial fish trade an instance of primitive accumulation. This represented a
formation of new sets of relations where the company held ownership over the means of
resource extraction and where laborers no longer owned the tools they used in making a
living. The AFC hired labor on contract that stipulated the company would provide
fishing implements and forward supplies in exchange for their labor. This centralized the
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AFC's control over labor and is a clear parallel between their organization during the
commercial fish trade and contemporary capitalist labor organization. Their agents could
more closely monitor their workers, and the very nature of the contracts hampered the
workers freedom of movement.
This new labor relation contrasted with the freedom that resource extractors had while
participating in the fur trade. Fur trade production, which still allowed for a form of
traditional Anishinaabeg life based on the seasonal availability of resources, morphed
into a mode of production that required a more sedentary lifestyle solely dependent on the
company's supply chain and the Lake’s fisheries. The seasons that were typically
reserved for subsistence gathering and harvesting for the Anishinaabeg coincided with
game fish spawning seasons. Those that signed contracts to work for the AFC saw their
connections to their subsistence traditions impacted while working for the company. All
workers experienced the loss of control of their means of production as this type of
organization was relatively novel, but the lifestyle of Anishinaabeg fishers were more
drastically altered as a result. The commercial fishing contracts they signed with the AFC
dictated their day to day and seasonal actions to a degree that their trade partnerships
during the fur trade had not.
Anishinaabeg fishers experienced this erosion of their traditional lifestyles as they began
signing contracts for the AFC in increased numbers. The two different types of contracts
that AFC drafted speak to their focus on maximizing the output of their fisheries. As
other industries like mining, lumber production, and the burgeoning rail and locomotive
industry began to grow in the mid-19th century, the multi-year contracts which offered
compensation in the form of salaries offered to some fishers were an excellent way to
capture and retain scarse and talented labor in the fishing industry. These contracts
offered a stable income, a level of job security, and a promise of payment regardless of
the company’s ability to sell the fish that were caught. The other type of contract the AFC
employed based compensation on a piece by piece basis and fit within their expressed
goals of maximizing fish production in Lake Superior. These contracts paid fishers a
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dollar amount ($5/barrel)82 for every 200 lb barrel of fish they filled and packed. This
provided incentive for the fisher to maximize their productivity and encouraged
Indigenous fishers to harvest fish from their most favored fisheries. Just as important, it
saved the company from paying wages to unproductive workers.
It was in the AFC’s best interest to exploit the best-known fisheries and they sought out
experienced fishers to do so. This especially applies to the Anishinaabeg fishers whose
familiarity with the lake was learned through generations of Indigenous knowledge.
These conditions parallel the power of the Anishinaabeg to dictate trade terms during the
fur trade in how it simultaneous positioned them to benefit from their relations with the
AFC in the short term while ultimately producing the conditions that would undermine
them. Indigenous knowledge allowed Indigenous fishers to gain employment with the
AFC in a time when the future of the Anishinaabeg was bleak and uncertain. The result
was that Anishinaabeg fishers secured support for their families in the form of supplies
and higher wages than their white counterparts allowing them to preserve the North
Shore Anishinaabeg tradition of fishing. However, it also illustrated to the world the
lucrative prospects of commercial fishing on Lake Superior. Although the AFC never
achieved the success that they had hoped for in marketing their fish, other companies
were enticed by the massive quantities of fish the AFC were able to catch and thus
followed in their footsteps. As this industry matured, it became an economic force that
garnered the favor of state and local governments into the late 19th and 20th centuries.
This penchant for commercial and tourist sport fishing after the 1920s was shown to be
viable because of the AFC’s successful fish yields. Much like how the AFC equated the
lake’s rich fisheries with increasing their wealth, more contemporary state governments
and conservation agencies viewed them in the same way which prompted them to ignore
and undermine treaty rights guaranteed to the Anishinaabeg in the name of economic
development for American settlers. This is not to suggest that Anishinaabeg people are to
blame for their own continued oppression as a result of their participation in commercial
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fishing. To the contrary, it illustrates a will to preserve the rights promised to them in
treaties and an unwillingness of the United States government to uphold them. These
promises were broken by state and Federal Governments and were eroded through years
of racial subjugation and attempted cultural erasure.
The lived experiences of Indigenous fishers on Isle Royale speak to this resilience.
Although it is difficult to prove that the stone and copper artifacts found at Checker Point
and elsewhere were made and used by Indigenous fishers working for the AFC, it is
apparent that Anishinaabeg people camped and fished at the same locations as the AFC's
fisheries prior to and following the AFC's short tenure on the island. These artifacts could
be material evidence that company agents took Ramsay Crook's advice to heart when he
told them to "avail yourself of Indian information in forming your opinion of the best
point for future stations…"83 The lack of any mention of fisheries being established
alongside existing Anishinaabeg settlements is not surprising. However, there is much
documentation of Anishinaabeg fishing Isle Royale commercially and for subsistence
during and after the AFC’s operations there. Franchère noted several such fishers who
had no affiliation with the AFC in his 1839 journal of his visit to the island (Franchère
1839, Rakestraw n.d.). William Ives made similar observations about multiples locations
across the island during his surveys and specifically noted a group of three commercial
fishers at Checker Point with at least one of them being “an Indian boy” (Ives 1847). The
AFC’s impetus to begin commercial fishing in the first place was arguably largely
informed by Indigenous knowledge and by observing the success of Indigenous fishers
procuring fish.
In the period between the War of 1812 and the AFC’s commercial fishing operations,
neither the British nor Americans were entirely sure where the international border lay.
However, since the British had longer tenure on the lake, they were privy to more
geographical information than the Americans. Despite the 1783 Treaty of Paris
establishing the International border to be north of Isle Royale, there was still some
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question as to which country the island belonged. When the AFC began surveying the
island for fishing stations in 1836, they likely only had access rudimentary charts that
gave only cursory information on the island (Cochrane 2009). The archival record
attributes the discovery of rich fisheries on Isle Royale to the company agents who first
wrote to Crooks about them, but given their lack of experience on the island and dearth of
detailed maps, it is probable that their “discoveries” were heavily informed by the
Indigenous people who had been fishing there for generations. This notion is supported
by the counter intuitive placement of some of their fisheries. This is especially true when
considering the precarious location of Checker Point against the advice of Captain
Stanard.84 Indigenous knowledge informed the AFC of the productive fisheries in and
around Siskiwit Bay. This knowledge superseded the advice of their schooner’s captain
and the company took the risk of placing their island headquarters in uncharacteristically
(for Isle Royale) shallow waters; a decision that would ultimately cost them the ironically
named AFC schooner, the Siskawit.85
The copper and lithic artifacts found at Checker Point may offer insight into the
unremunerated Anishinaabeg women who worked at the AFC’s fishing operations. Their
labor is all but invisible in the documentary record except for a vague mention of there
being “…at present a great deficiency of women to dress the fish” (Franchère 1839). The
somewhat ambiguous timeline of occupation at Checker Point leaves the interpretation of
the deposition of these items open to some speculation.86 They certainly speak to
Indigenous tool production at the site and their deposition suggests this could have
possibly occurred just prior or during the AFC’s occupation. The elongated, awl-like
forms of the copper artifacts recovered from Feature 2 appear to be indicative of textile
production or perhaps gill net or birch bark canoe mending, activities that were
traditionally associated with female labor in Anishinaabeg society (Devens 1992). The
presence of a trade post at Checker Point would suggest that traditional Indigenous tools
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like these would not have been necessary, but considering that there is no indication that
the women cleaning and packing fish were paid for their labor, it is not surprising that
they may have turned to locally sourced (and abundant) materials to make the tools they
needed.
Female labor at Checker Point can be viewed as a microcosm of the changing labor roles
in Indigenous society that occurred following European intervention. Prior to this, the
gendered division of labor equally imparted social prestige to both men and women. As
the fur trade intensified in the 18th century, and European goods became more ubiquities
in North America, Indigenous women disproportionally lost autonomy as their traditional
duties of subsistence gathering, small game hunting, and clothing production were of less
interest to Europeans than the male role of hunters as a source for furs for the trade. Men
did not suffer this loss of autonomy as much since their traditional duties more readily
translated into fur extraction and were more easily commodified by colonial economies
(Devens 1992). Contrary to popular belief, Anishinaabeg women likely procured most of
the food prior to European intervention and may have even been the primary fishers.
Men’s hunting activities, although ceremonially important, were not the only or even the
most important source of protein. Large game hunting was not as reliable as other
methods of subsistence gathering and hunting was never seen as a primary source of
food. Hunting for subsistence was replaced with hunting and trapping to procure furs to
then be traded for European trade goods and food items. Men’s duties readily translated
into this new industry while women took on a subordinate support role, relegated to
cleaning and preparing furs for trade rather than procuring the food that they had
traditionally gathered from their environment. The lack of direct compensation for the
labor they expanded in the AFC’s commercial fishing operations is a continuation of this
trend which mystifies the fact that both the fur and fish trade were reliant on their labor.
The AFC and all other fur trade companies benefited immensely from the exploitation of
Indigenous female labor even though it remains largely absent from many fur trade
histories. When European Patriarchal Christian values were injected into North America,
Indigenous women were subjugated as a result. These values had a history of constricting
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women’s autonomy in Europe but there were stark differences in how this patriarchal
control manifested itself over Indigenous women. Indigenous women found themselves
in a position where they were simultaneously subjugated due to a perceived gender
inferiority but oxymoronically were employed to carry out “unladylike”- by European
standards – labor that was vital to the fur and fish trade. The fact that the Indigenous men
they were married to were compensated more than their bachelor European counterparts
illustrates that the AFC actively applied these euro-Christian values to Indigenous social
relations at the same time they recognized the crucial work that women were doing since
they thought it reasonable to pay these women’s spouses a higher wage. This
compensation structure has clear implications in the AFC forcing their patriarchal values
of men exerting “ownership” over women and their bodies onto Indigenous gender norms
and illustrates a mechanism of control and attempted cultural erasure employed by the
company in their profit seeking ventures.
As discussed in Chapter II, Anishinaabeg values were antithetical to the profit seeking
motives of the AFC. Creating conditions that suppressed the Anishinaabeg’s ability to
exercise these values was key to the AFC controlling/exploiting labor in Lake Superior.
Values of Minobimaatisiiwin sharply contrast the values of capitalist accumulation.
While the former understood and held paramount the connection between environmental
management and protection to ensure social continuation, the latter was incentivized by
cheap to procure resources which were ripe for the picking by the entity that was able to
exploit it first. This is a pattern seen across the country in the 19th century (and presently)
where land that appeared to be wilderness was taken from Indigenous peoples who
managed it for longevity and was then wrung dry of resources by capitalists at the
detriment of all other living things. As one early 20th century fisher in Lake Michigan put
it, “The great trouble in the United States [is], when they go into a thing they go head
over heels, and just get all there is in it and do not consider the future at all, and the next
generation will have to take care of themselves.” (Bogue 2000). Indeed the overexploitation of natural resources and labor is a pillar that has upheld the United States
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since its conception and is a direct insult to notions of sustainable resource utilization as
exemplified in Minobimaatisiiwin.
Supressing Indigenous values so that resources could be extracted without opposition was
carried out in numerous ways. One way this was achieved was by partnering with Jesuits
and their Missionaries. Since Radisson’s mid-17th century expeditions, the spread of
European religions was carried out in conjunction with the fur trade with both mutually
benefiting (Witgen 2012). Fur traders and the infrastructure that they brought into the
‘wilderness’ served to protect Jesuits who often accompanied them into the wilderness
and set up missionaries alongside trading posts. Establishing themselves within trading
posts guaranteed them a steady supply of un-baptized souls that they “saved” en masse as
per their “divine duty”. It should be noted that, especially in the early years of the fur
trade, many of these Indigenous “converts” cared very little if at all for European religion
and were likely humoring Jesuits by being baptized as a means of solidifying relations
with fur traders. European religions did however begin to erode Indigenous culture as the
fur trade intensified in the 18th century which is how the fur traders benefited from
supporting and protecting missionaries. Attempting to divorce Indigenous peoples of
their traditional beliefs was an important step in “pacification” which was really a dog
whistle term for increasing the capacity for fur traders to capture Indigenous labor and
wealth (Devens 1992). The AFC was no different from other fur trading companies in
their partnerships with organized religion and their support of figures like Bishop (then
Father) Baraga illustrate their ideological beliefs of imparting what they saw as
“civilized” values to Indigenous peoples. The actions of the AFC and Missions should
not be mistaken for anything other than attempted methods of control.
The AFC supported Baraga’s efforts from the onset of their fur trade operations in Lake
Superior best illustrated by the long-standing association of their headquarters with the
mission at La Pointe (Ross 1960). The most important way that the AFC aided Baraga
was facilitating French wine sales to support of his missions. French vintners were
impressed by Baraga’s ability to convert the Anishinaabeg, so they offered to donate the
proceeds of the AFC-facilitated sales of their wines in New York to finance his missions
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in Lake Superior (Nute 1927). Within the temporal and geographical scope of this
research, there are numerous other examples of the AFC continuing this support in
different ways. Many cases document transporting people and supplies for the Lake
Superior missions which was not typical since the company did not “...carry goods for
any other than the Missions…”87 They also supplied and transported Bishop Baraga at
cost to the company “… in order to baptize Indians and their Children.”88 Since the AFC
was a relative late comer to the fur trade, it may be tempting to overlook their
involvement in the dismantling of Indigenous society that intensified in the 18th century,
but these documents provide evidence that the company did not just benefit from
conditions established by the fur trade companies before them, but also actively
participated in transforming Indigenous social structure to benefit their business and to
contribute to the American notions of Manifest Destiny
The AFC is also sometimes presented as being innocent in the incredibly damaging trade
of alcohol to Indigenous peoples. The language in some of their correspondence letters
seems to support this notion, but this is likely also inaccurate. In 1835 Warren refers to
the illicit trade of whiskey in the “Indian territory” as a “…shameful incursion” and
hoped the government would protect them from such trading.89 However, in proceeding
years, whiskey and rum continued to flow freely into Lake Superior via the company’s
schooners. This was not just limited to a few barrels which might support their assertions
that the liquor was for their own workers,90 but most orders placed into the 1840’s for
barrels of whiskey were in quantities in the double digits with some as high as 20
barrels.91 The AFC attempted to conduct their trade without liquor from 1818-1819 but
this culminated in a drastic loss of business to rival companies. In addition to this, Crooks
himself proves that the liquor being only for the sale to their own employees as a ruse
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when in 1836 he told Warren that he won’t be sending the beer and cider Warren ordered
“believing total abstinence will do us more good than the profit our men would be willing
to pay.”92 Three months prior to this, Franchère admitted that his fishermen at Sault Ste.
Marie may accidentally be fishing in Canadian waters because they “…are all addicted to
liquor.”93 Reports such as this, and the 1836 fish spoiling debacle suggest that the AFC
limited the sale of liquor to their employees. The large quantities of liquor that were
moving through Lake Superior on AFC schooners were thus likely intended for use in
trade with the Anishinaabeg. The free trade of this liquor to the Anishinaabeg also likely
made up a significant portion of the debts that they accrued. This provides further
evidence that the AFC was not just taking advantage of conditions established by fur
trade precedence, but that they actively employed methods perfected by their
predecessors to gain control over labor and to monopolize trade within their sphere of
influence.
The AFC’s use of liquor in trades is made even more insidious with the fact that in the
early 19th century the company was trading rum that was made with molasses sourced
from British colonies in the West Indies (Terrel 1963). The very goods they employed in
trade that damaged Indigenous bodies and secured their loyalty through addiction was a
product of imperialistic destruction of human life through the trade of enslaved Africans
in the name of profit. The global networks of subjugation, death, and misery that
empowered the British and American empires were as tangible in Lake Superior as they
were at the slave auction blocks in Savannah, Georgia; just perhaps more hidden. The
AFC, and the fur trade in general should not be spared from scrutiny as being an integral
part in the genocide of not only Indigenous North Americans but also enslaved Africans.
The myths of discovery, American Exceptionalism, and “self-made men” that are popular
narratives of the fur trade often undervalue the important role that labor from exploited
and enslaved peoples had in making the fur trade a powerful industry that contributed in
molding the United States into what it is today.
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Conclusions
The American Fur Company’s fishing experiment in Lake Superior was an introduction
of new structures of labor relations in the region. This thesis was concerned with
exploring these relations and answering questions about how the company exerted its
control over the means of production, commerce, and labor in guiding their profit seeking
venture. This thesis set out to answer these question on a macro scale in considering the
wide reaching conditions that were established over centuries of the fur trade and that
served to benefit the AFC in their fishing operations, and also on the micro scale of how
the company exerted control over the people and natural resources that resided in the
Upper Great Lakes.
Archaeological evidence and primary source documents were employed in answering
these questions. Archaeological data from excavations in 1989 and 2018 at Checker Point
on Isle Royale exposed notions of permanence on the landscape that guided the AFC in
their thinking that the commercial fish trade would eventually replace the fur trade as
their primary source of revenue. Evidence of multiple structures at the site and at least
one that included a robust stone chimney illustrate the level of optimism the company had
for its fisheries as well as the resulting investment of resources. Archaeological
investigations also provided evidence for the presence of some European trade goods at
Isle Royale which speak to the AFC’s monopolistic networks of commerce within the
American waters of Lake Superior. These investigations also revealed primary source
evidence for the presence of Anishinaabeg peoples at Checker Point, and at other AFC
sites across Isle Royale within the same time period as the AFC’s operations at them.
Primary source documents were relied on heavily in addressing these research topics.
AFC internal correspondence letters provided context for the movement of goods through
Lake Superior and they spoke to the attitudes that the company held towards its fishing
prospects and labor force. Commerce and trade were the main topics of discussion in
many of these letters. An understanding of the methods of control that the company’s
monopoly over trade in the American territory of the region imparted on them is revealed
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by the analysis of these docuemnts. They also speak to the changing structure of the
company in how they increased their investment in permanent establishments and fishing
and shipping vessels in the lake to a level that was not required in the fur trade. Securing
labor was another common topic in these letters and the two differing types of contracts
relied on by the company speak to their adaptability in offering labor to individuals on
terms that best suited the company. The primary source documents also speak to the
power that the company held in its government lobbying efforts and how these lobby
efforts resulted in the enrichment of the company at the expense of the Lake Superior
Anishinaabeg.
At the onset of the commercial fish trade the AFC exerted control over the means of
production in ways that it never had during the fur trade. They retained ownership over
the vessels and fishing implements that were used to catch and preserve their product.
The contracts they signed with laborers specified that the fisher would not own the
implements used in fishing nor the fish that were caught. This gave the company control
over labor in that in order for a fisher to participate in the cash economy, they had to sign
a contract with the company as the AFC’s control over commerce in the lake and their
unmatched financial resources made it difficult for anyone else to compete. These
contracts were also used to encourage Anishinaabeg fishers to fish the most productive
fisheries on Isle Royale and elsewhere through the financial incentives inherent in
payment on a piece by piece basis. This effectively commodified all the fisheries in Lake
Superior which were relied upon for subsistence practices by the North Shore
Anishinaabeg.
The AFC’s monopolistic control over commerce in the American territories of Lake
Superior also translated into control over the people in that region. Through their trade
infrastructure, the company was able to control when and in what quantities goods were
shipped to their establishment. This monopoly over trade allowed them to position
themselves to profit from annuity payments made to the local Anishinaabeg through the
trade of their goods. This control over the trade with Indigenous people was also seen as
an asset to the Federal Government who saw too much influence from foreign trade on
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American soil as a threat to national security. This gave the AFC additional power in the
form of federal legislative support that on numerous occasions acted to solidify the
company’s monopoly and interfere with foreign fur trader’s ability to trade in American
territory.
In a fashion typical of most fur trading endeavors, the AFC partnered with missionaries
with the hope that cultural forces would assist them in securing steady labor and
influence in Lake Superior. Material and financial support to Lake Superior missionaries
speak to the company’s belief that converting Indigenous peoples translated into a more
easily controlled populace that could be mobilized to meet their capitalist goals of
commercial and economic success.
The commercial fish trade in Lake Superior marked a transitional period in how labor
was being organized in North America. It also marked a sharp decrease of Anishinaabeg
control over the region. While for many years the Anishinaabeg held influence over the
region and in some ways were able to grow and benefit from the fur trade, that began to
change in 19th century with the advent of commercial fishing and more importantly, the
signing of treaties that ceded Indigenous lands. Even though they were no longer the
center of influence in the region come the 1820’s, the Anishinaabeg were still in a
position to benefit in some ways from the fish trade. Because of their generational
knowledge of fishing on Lake Superior, the Anishinaabeg were regarded as being expert
fishers and were compensated for their labor accordingly. They were often able to bring
their families along with them to their fishing station which was mutually beneficial for
the company and the fisher. It allowed the Anishinaabeg fisher to preserve aspects of
traditional Anishinaabeg family structures while also supplying the AFC with very cheap
or free labor in the form of women to preserve the fish that the fishermen caught.
These findings speak to an overall narrative of early capitalism on the frontier. The
commercial fishing industry in Lake Superior was born out of necessity amid a declining
fur market and as it too began to decline, the AFC began exploring other options of
revenue. The Company’s eventual failure in 1842 was in part a result of the
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mismanagement of their commercial fishing but it was also a result of the 1837 national
economic panic that coincided with the peak of the AFC’s fishing efforts. Trading in
salted fish was an uncertain market from the onset but the famously bountiful fisheries of
Lake Superior were easy to exploit making them too tempting of a source of revenue for
the AFC to ignore. The company stayed its course and as the United States slid into a
depression that lasted until the mid-1840’s, the AFC increased its investment into its
fisheries, likely seeing the economic depression as the perfect opportunity to market their
cheap lake fish. Their overzealousness to be the first to take advantage of commercial
fishing on the lake and thus continue their monopoly over the American trade in the
region, led the AFC to financial ruin.
The AFC’s failure is a commentary on unsustainable relationships between capitol, labor,
and nature. Once Lake Superior’s fisheries were commodified and assigned a resource
value, any incentive to consider the long-term impacts of unchecked exploitation of that
resource lost precedence as their finite nature made them a tempting treasure that could
be reaped only by the first to exploit it. The AFC likely would have succeeded in holding
market dominance over Lake Superior fish if they hadn’t overextended past their abilities
to deliver fish to the market. The technology available and more importantly, the civil
infrastructure in place during the 1830’s and 40’s was not sufficient to deliver the AFC’s
fish at the level that they were catching them. Technological improvements in the decade
following the AFC’s dissolve, opened the lake and Isle Royale to several profitable
fishing enterprises and other industries that would together wreak havoc on the ecology
of the Lake Superior region. The AFC would not be one of the entities that would fish the
lake clean of its resources, but they began the cycle of resource exploitation on the lake.
They were the first to exploit the resource and they demonstrated without a doubt that an
immense number of fish could be caught on Lake Superior. Much like the fur trade
empires of the 17th and 18th centuries provided the inspiration for John Jacob Astor to
found the American Fur Company, the company’s success in fishing began a cycle of
unsustainable capitalist exploitation of natural resources on Lake Superior that continues
today.
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