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FORT ST. CHARLES

Foreword and Introduction

There are two main purposes in writing history concerning
the northernmost outpost of this country. One ist recall the
memories of two illustrious names, that today are too frequently
ignored, even by those who enjoy the fruits of their labors,
and to . justify them against the calumnies of their contemporaries;
and secondly to disabuse the public mind of certain false im-
pressions regarding events of great importance which occﬁrred in
the Northwest at a time when exact information was difficult to
obtain. History at best, scarcely approaches impartiality.

To be swayed by emotions rather than reason, has always been
easy, and so it happens that even though one gleans from tradition,
questions the older onees of the countryside, and visits the places
where all the facts occurred, and has every item written, still
the chances for error or accuracy are about equal, and moreover
it is likewise customary to allow the ordinary presumptions to
prevail for lack of definite information regarding the subject

in hand.

Fairly certain it is that La Verendrye and Selkirk are the

most interesting figuree on the h9storical canvas of the North-
west ;- The former as a discoverer; the latter as thé colonizer
and civilizer of those wild regions, for it was he who carried
there the first seeds of real civilization by assisting in conduct-
ing to there the earliest missionaries.

It would be a praiseworthy deed were a monument erected in

honor of these two heroes of thé northwest; for their contribution




to posterity.

The northernmost point in the United States, outside of Alaska
is the northernmeost tip of Minnesota knowﬁ as the Northwest Angle.
Why this peculiar curve should exist in the northern boundary
has aroused considerable speculation concerning the formation of

the Angle, which results in a geographical puzzle, as it were,
and requires a great deal of research work to solve.

Instead of continuing east along the 49th. parrallel which form-—
ed the northern boundary of the Louisiana Purchase, the boundary
line takes a right angle north at a point in the Lake of the
Woode about five miles from its western shore. From here it runs

due north between twenty-five and thirty miles until it hits an

arm of the lake again; thence in a westerly direction for about

fourteen miles, when it turns south and slightly east to where the
Rainy river and the Minnesota Canadian boundary,enters the lLake of
the Woode. about twelve miles northwest of Baudette.

In this Angle is more than half of the large and picturesoue
Lake of the Woode, while the extreme northwest part of it comprises
a small area of the mainland! Bast of this, and in the extreme
northeast corner are a few small islands.

Because there are no roads in the Canadian region surrounding
the Northwest Angle, there are two seasone of the year, spring
and fall, in which it has no contact whatever with the rest of
the world except by radio. In summer it ie Treached by motor-
boate and eeaplanes, and in winter on the ice, by dog teams,
motor vehicles and'airplanes.

Moreover, even with such handicaps, the Angle has a United
States post office, a public school, a commercial fishing estab-

lishment, a combination dock and other improvements. Fishing is




of course the main industry and the source of a livelihood for
its population, which is less than a hundred souls, all of whom
live in the little village of Penasse in the extreme northwestern
corner of the Angle.

This peculiar boundary line and isoclation of this area happened
through the gross and abnormal geographical ignorance of the
diplomats who jumped before they looked.

But it was not only in the explorers era that this region
loomed large in Minnesota history. Even before La Verendrye came
there, it had figured prominently in Indian history and lore,
since dquring -the early explorations era, it was common ground
for the Chippewa and the Sioux. The old Indian "war road" from
which the thriving little city at the extreme southwest corner
of Lake of the Woods got ite name; and some little distance east
of this city appears a huge black rock or promintory, which the

Indians named Gull rock or Rock of the Gods, which is reggrded

in awe and reverence by them, as also they have legende concern-
¥ =

ing 1it.

Warroad is about forty miles from Penasse and seventy-five
to Baudette; and at the northern peak of the Angle, leading north-
west from Harrison Creek, runs the o0ld Daweon road. This historie
overland route to Winnipeg and the Northwest carried the traffic
of the eastern seaboard from the terminus of the water route.
The old highway is well defined yet for almoet nine miles from
Penasse. These roads are still important, especially because
Canada builds no railroads anywhere near the Angle,-and this
accounts for the isclation.

Two miles across open water from the Point on the Angle main-

land is one noted land-mark, the feldspar mine. This was operated




until 1934, when the water in the lake dropped so low it inter-

fered with barge movements and forced ite abandonment. The Angle
feldspar dike is one of the largest in North America, with an
estimated possible volume of sixteen thousand to eighteen thousand
tons. In bright sunlight the feldspar, strewn about with frag-
ments of dynamited rock, glows like fire, an extraordinarily
interesting sight, and there is some speculation as to its effects
on the aurora borialis.

Fishing and hunting is usually very good. Practically every
kind of fish and animals are found there in abundance.

Then too, the scenery is excellent the year around, because of
.its natural beauty in the way of trees and water and rock format-
ions.

In the somewhat exceptional year of 1895 - 1,300,000 stur-
geons, besides other kinds of fish were caught in the United
States waters alone in the Lake of the Woods.

Travel is exceedingly beset with dangerous hazards and ex-
treme difficulties in this Northwest Angle region by reason of the
usual heavy snow fall, which often attaine a depth of twelve to
eighteen feet in the woods and somewhat less on the level or
open spaces, but 1t appears that birds and animals are not so
greatly inconvenienced thereby. | )/

Also, a considerable area is covéred with floating-iog and
tundra, and on this basis it is necessary to have Indian guides
who know the safe roads, trails and treacherous passages in this
vieinity, and whose services are therefore indispensible whenever

travel is contemplated. ).
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FORT ST.CHARLES

The site of Fort 8t. Charles is close to the southern shore
line of the Northwest Angle Inlet, Lake of the Woods, and about
one and one-fourth miles off qf American Point. By land survey
it liee in the northwestern part of section 24, Township 168-N,
Range 34 W of 5Sth. Meridian —-Section 24 having an irregular
water-front, and for this reason the surveyor has marked the
quarter mile equare on which the fort stands as # 4 - - Had sec-
tion 24 been regular in shape this quarter of a mile square should

have been marked as # 5.

Geographically the site may be located as on the north shore

of Magnuson's Island, which is also described as & peninsula,
extending far into the Lake of the Woods, the presumption being
that the island spoken of is not definitely separate from the
mainland, however there is no controvérsy concerning this. Near
the northwest corner of the site flows the Angle River. To the
west and south is heavy timber, which in fact covers the whole
area, except where the surface is too stony, 1in which case there
are scrubby trees, brush and vines. (1)

Fort 8t Charles was built in honor of Governor Charles de
Beauharnois, and according to Father Oulnea®, who arrived at the
fort in 1735, the new establishment was an enclosure made with
four rows of posts, ffom twelve to fifteen feet in height, in
the form of an oblong sgquare, within which were a few rough ca-
bins constructed of logs and clay, and covered with bark. A
few more det%ils are found in a memoir written on the subject
the 28th. of September, 1733, where it is said: "the interior
gide of the Fort has one hundred feet wi th four bastions. There

is a house for the missionary, a church, another house for the




FORT ST CHARLES
commandant, four corners of a building with chimneys, a powder-
magazine, and a warehouse. There are also two gates opposite
each other, and an observation tower, and the posts are doubled
and have fifteen feet above the ground. (2)
A more explicit and comprehensive description of the interior
of the Fort is that it was surrounded by palisades, a double

row of espruce, aspen, and oak stakes from twelve to fifteen feet

high. The east and west sides of the enclosure neasured one

hundred feet long; the other two sides sixty - There were two
gates, one on the north side, which faced the lake, the other on
the south, giving access to the neighboring forests; and there
was also a watchtower. Inside the enclosure were houses for

the commandant and the missionary, a chapel, four main build-
ings, a powder magazine, and a storehouse. La Verendrye's lodg-
ings and the quarters for his men were evidently toward the
rear. of the fort, away from the lake. The chapel seems to have
occupied much of the west side, with the priest's house in front
of and to the north of it. The storehouse probably was near the
gate leading to the lake. (3)

The history of the Forts on the large lakes to the west of
Lake Superior is instinctively linked to that of Fort Beauharnois.
In both cases the discovery of the western sea was the ultimate
object; and the simultaneous existence of posts in the different
localities was considered a prime necessity. A colonial officer,
by the name of Pachot, suggested in a letter written October
27, 1722, that an establishment be madé at Tekamamiouen or Rainy

Lake and at the same time one in the country of the Sioux. For,
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he said, as the Sioux are constantly at war with the Indiaﬁs in
the neighborhood of Rainy Lake, the French would certainly make
enemies to themselves if they went only to one of these regionms.
The route from Lake Superior to the Lake of the Woode was ex-
plored by Jacques de Noyon as early as 1688.

The éstabliahment of three posts; one at the mouth of the
Keministikwia river, one on Rainy Lake, and one on the Lake of
the Woodse, was recomménded in 1716 by de Vaudreuil, the Governor
of New France; and the first fort was actually erected in 1717

by the Lieutenant de la Noﬁe; who occupied it up to the year

1721 - Nothing further was done in those regions until the advent

of the brave and intelligent explorer de la Verendrye.

The Marquis de Vaudreuil gave him the rank of an ensign in
the colonial army, and in 1726 appointed him commandant of the
trading post of Nipigon, to the north of Lake Superior. It was
at this distant post that de la Verendrye matured his plans of
exploring the vast extent of the Weet in order to land, if poss-
ible, on the shores of the Pacific Ocean. He gathered all poss-
ible information concerning the Western Country from the Indians
and others in a position to help him. In 1728 an Indian by the
name of Ochagech gave him an account of a large lake to the West,
out of which flowed a river discharging itself, as he believed,
into a great salt water. It scems altogether likely, that what
the Indian described was nothing else than the Lske of the Woods,
the Winnipeg-river and Lake Winnipeg. But de la Verendrye believ-
ed that the information thus furnished might lead to the discovery

of the Western Sea; and he sent a report of all this to the Mar-—




FORT ST CHARLES
quis de Beauharnois of New France.

The report was taken to Quebec by Father de Gonner who happ-
ened to be at Michelimickinac on his return from the Sioux Coun-
try. The missionary was convinced that little was to be expected
from the post at Lake Pepin as to the discovery of the Western
Sea; and hence he agreed with de La Verendrye that the northern
route might prove more successful. B8hortly afterwards de La
Verendrye went to Quebec, and discussed his plans with de Beau-
harnois, who heartily approved of them.

The government of Louis XV declined to furnish any means for
the equipment of a company required for such an undertaking, and
thus de la Verendrye was left to his own resources. He obtained
a monopoly of the fur trade in the country he was to explore,
and on the strength of this he formed an association with sev-
eral leading merchants of Montreal, who were to advance to him
the means to conduct the trade and to push his journey of ex-
ploration. (4)

The northern boundary of Minnesota from Lake Superior west-
ward runs through a tangle of lakes, rivers and portages. When
it reaches the largest of all the lakes separating the state
from Canada it suddenly leaps northwestward. Through the Lake of
the Woode it threade its way past numerous islands graciously
leaving some on the American side and others on the Canadian,
until it approachee a long narrow inlet, where it veers westward

dividing the inlet in two. At the innermost point on the inlet,

the boundary line, abandoning a course that is determined in

some fashion by topography and water routes, turns southward and

runs straight down to the forty ninth parallel. Having reached
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FORT ST CHARLES
that famous line, it abruptly swings west and follows it to the
Pacific QOcean.

To return to the inlet in the Lake of the Woods, the land

on its north side is Canadiaﬁ while on the south side is American.

The American territory is separated from the rest of the United
States by Buffalo Bay, a southwestern projection of the lake.
This 1solated bit of land, comprising about a hundred and fifty
square miles, ies the Northwest Angle. That this Angle should
be American rather than Canadian, provokes endless curiosity
amon%kihose who scan the map of Minnesota, but the explanation is
gsimple. It goes back to the treaty of 1783, which provided that
the boundary from Lake Superior was to follow the line of water
communication to the Lake of the Woods, run through that lake to
its northwestern point, and then follow a ¢ ourse due west to the
Miseissippi River.

It was on the south side of the inlet separating Oanada from
the United States, on what is now American and Minnesota soil,
that La Verendrye and his associates built Fort St Charles more
than two hundred years ago. The Northwest Angle is no mere
geographic curiosity; it has deep historical interest and will
always occupy an important place in the story of the early
Northwest. (5)

Here was & central point for vast plans, a depot on a pre-
pioneer route of trade and travel; with this fort are inter-
twined the dreams and hopes of a great French explorer and fur-
trader; from this spot were projected a series of far-flung

posts; was the base for ambitious expeditions toward the un-




FORT ST CHARLES
known West; on these waters sped the canoes of hardy voyageurs,
to this fort came courageous wilderness priests; on an island
of this lake occurred one of the darkest tragedies of French-
Canadian history; in this region were enacted the last scCenes
in the drama of the French regime in the American Northwest.

There ie no more fascinating story in the annals of French
exploration in North America than.that of the westward push of
La Verendrye and his sone along the northern boundary of what
is now Minnesota and into the farther West on both sides of the
present international line, with the great S8ea of the West as
its ultimate objectives.

One outcome was the establishment of Fort St Charles on the
detached part of Minnesota that lies west of the lake of the
Woods and north of the 49th parallel, the longest occupied French
post on Minnesota soil; and another was the opening up of a
route to the great Northwest that was destined to be an import-
ant highway of commerce for nearly a century. (6)

Fort St Charles, which was on what is now Minnesota soil,
was La Verendrye's headquarters during the first period of his
work of exploration.

About the year 1687 and to Jacques de Noyon, a French Canadian
voyageur, belongs the honor of being the first white man who is
known to have traversed a part of the northern boundary of

Minnesota.

More than forty years later, in 1732, Verendrye and his sons

with a party of soldiers and voyageurs built a trading post,
named Fort St Charles, on the south side of the narrow western
bay or inlet of the Lake later known as the Northwest Angle, and

thus set up the first habitation of white men on ite shores. (7)
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FORT ST CHARLES
On May 21, 1733 La Verendrye writes of his establishment at
Fort St Charles: "There is good fishing and hunting, great
abundance of wild oats, and excellent land cleared by fire
which I am now putting in seed”! Four days later he reported
that "the great chief of the Cree - - told me - - that he was

going to raise corn as we do." In the fall however the Indians

"had nothing to eat. In this extreme need of theirs I made over

to them the field of Indian corn which I had edwn in the epring,
and which was not yet entirély ripe---the sowing of a bushel

of peas after we had been eating them green for a long time
gave us ten bushels, which I had sown the following spring with
some Indian Corn. I had by entreaty induced two families of
savages to sow corn, and I hope that the comfort that they de-
rived from it will lead others to follow their example. They
will be better off and we less bothered." (8)

The impression of the elder La Verendrye that one gets from
the reading of these documents is that he was a true explorer
imbued with curiosity and the love of adventure and eager to
extend the dorinions of France. There remains to be mentioned
one other and the last effort of the French to extend explor-
ations and domination; if not settlement to the west of the
Great Lakes, and to gain the shores of the ocean which converg-
ing traditions lotated in the sunset land. La Verendrye, was
a native of Canada. He entered the military service, went to
France in 1707, became a member of a Brittany regiment, and
fought with distinction at the battle of Malplaquet, September
1709. He returned soon afterwarde to Canada and later proceeded

to the Lake Superior Country, here he speculated on the problem,
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FORT ST CHARLES
gtill unsolved, of gaining the Pacific. Natives assured him
that there was an almost unbroken waterway to there.

With regard to the explorations to be made the Canadian
governor was very much impressed with the intelligence and
talents of this officer that he urged the French king to lend
his aid to equip an expedition. The king was not willing to go
any further than to authorize La Verendrye to embark on the
venture at his own expense, granting him a monopoly of the fur
trade in the territory to be explored. (9)

The following year La Verendrye and his company spent the
winter of 1732-173% at Fort St Charles. In the spring of the
year 1733, he sent his nephew lLa Jimmeraye, to Quebec in order
to make a report to the Governor de Beauharnois, of what he had
accomplished and to obtain fresh supplies of ammunition and
merchandise from his partners and creditors.

An interlude of more than a quarter of a century separstes
Le Suer, and when La Verendrye made his hold plunge into the
hinterland of Lake Superior. It was a period of revived French
interegt in exploration, and both men were looking for a way
to the shores washed by the Pacific.

It is beyond a peradventure of a doubt that La Verendrye
received his inspirations from tales of western rivers told him
by Indians at his Lake Nipigon post, where he listened to rumors
of a river that emptied its watere into a great salt séa, and
of armour-clad men who rode on horses. (10)

Several good descriptions have been made concerning the site

of 8t Charles as well as the surrounding country. One Bougan-




FORT ST CHARLES
ville in his memoir on the State of Canada, 1757, writes "lLa
Mer d' quest is a post that includes the Forts of 8t.Pierre,
8t charles, Bourbon, de la Reine, and Dauphin, Poskovac, and
des Prairies, all of which are built with palisades that can
give protection only against Indians."

Fort St Pierre is described as on Rainy Lake; Fort 8t Charles

"as on a peninsula that goes far into the Lake of the Woods;

Fort Bourbon, one hundred and fifty leagues from Fort S8t Charles,
at the entrance of the Poskoyac or Saskatchewan into Lake Winne-
peg. Fort La Heine was on the right bank of the asseneboine
river, sixty lagues from Fort Bourbon; Fort Douphin eighty
kagues from La Reine, Fort Poskoyac was built on the river of
that name one hundred eighty lagues from Dauphin. The Fort des
Prairies is eighty leagues from Paskoyac on the banks of the same
river. The distance coverasd by these far ts is one thousand

five hundred and two miles. (11)

It required considerable time and effort to travel these
great dietances, usually about two months were required to make
the trip, and sometimes longer, especially whenever they had
heavy loads, and to traverse the intricate chain of small lakes
and streame, with their many portages, connecting Lake Superior
and Rainy Lake.

After a short rest at Fort 8t Pierre, La Verendrye pushed on
rapidly, escorted in state by fifty canoes of Indians to the
Lake of the Woods, and where Fort S8t Charles wae built on a
peninsula running out far into the lake on the southwest side -

an admirable situation both for trading purposes and for defence.
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While in the East completing arrangements for another ex-
pedition. La Verendrye took s eps to ensure that his youngest
son, Louis, now eighteen years of age, should join the other
members of the family engaged in the work. He was_to be taught
how to prepare maps and plans, so that, when he came weet in the
following year, he might be of material assistance to the ex-
pedition. The explorer would then have his four sons and his
nephew in the enterprise.

Following the advice of Father Messaiger he went along the
western shore, entered into a narrow bay, known as the North-
west Angle Inlet. (12)

A very informative description is given by the natives con-
cerning the immediate region around the lake of the Woods=-

They say, "For eight days we go down that (Rainy River) river
for a distance of two hundred and forty miles, without meeting
any rapids. 8ix miles from the entrance to this river, however,
a little portage of about an acre must be made. On coming out
of this river we enter the Lake of the Islands (Lac de Iles)
otherwise called, by the Blackstone people, Lake of the Assen-

eboines.

This lake, on the south side, is lined with barren expanses,

while on the north side it is covered with all kinds of wood
and fringed with islands. At the end of thie lake that flows
into the Western sea, according to the Indian reports.

The Indians had offered de Noyon to tqke him with them to the
Western Sea. The names those early explorers gave to the rivers

and portages have been almost all retained down to our time.




FORT ST CHARLES
It wae in the month of August 1734 when the explorers arrived
at Fort St Charlee and it was De la Verendrye's plan to.con-
gtitute that place as his base of operations between the East
and the West. His son whom he had sent to Michilimac¢inac, did
not return until the 1l2th of November. The lake had now frozen

over, and his escort had to leave the canoes thirty miles from

the Fort, and to carry the provisions and merchandise for trad-

ing purposes. 5
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