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By Bill Jackson for the Temiskaming Speaker 

February 16, 1961 

 

When I called around to ask Alex Paul what it was like in 
the Temagami area before the turn of the century, his 
dry Ojibway humour came immediately to the surface. 

“Just how far back shall I go?” he asked, “Back to the 
time when the Indians used to eat each other?” I told 
him if he began when he was a boy, that would do fine. 
He laughed, putting me completely at ease. Then he 
began delving back into the past with evident pleasure. 

“The Indians used to live like millionaires,” he said, 
referring to the days previous to the encroachment of 
white settlers. He explained they took all their meals 
from the land and traded furs for their extras at the local 
Hudson’s Bay Post. This post was originally situated at 
Temagami Island on the present site of Wabi-Kon Camp, 
but was later moved to Bear Island. They traded their 
furs for Hudson’s Bay coat and blankets, smooth bore 
muzzle loads, candy, tobacco and small barrels of salt 
pork. He often remarked on the high quality of the goods 
and the fair dealing of the Hudson’s Bay Company.  

In the days of his youth he said that the Indians paddling 
by in their birch bark canoes placed no importance on 
the bay where the village of Temagami now stands, 
except for the fact it contained a portage to Caribou 
Lake. This part of the famous “Birch Bark Highway” that 
led from Temagami and adjacent lakes to Caribou, Snake 
and Rabbit Lakes, through the Matabitchuan River to 
Lake Temiskaming, then down the Ottawa River to 
Montreal. Supplies and trade goods came up this way in 
summer and fall in large birch bark canoes, paddled by 
scarlet-sashed voyageurs and Indians. Furs would be 
taken south along this route after the spring break-up. 

There were Indian villages on Rabbit Lake, Bear Island 
and down Austin Bay. There were few signs of the hordes 
of white men that would one day come, although the 
white pine barons were pressing up the Ottawa to Lake 
Temiskaming at that time. The old man told me that the 
Indians would sometimes paddle over and sell moose-
hide shoe packs to the “Shanty men”.  

Over the years the old Indian said he noticed a great 
change in the big game. When he was a boy the area was 
frequented by Woodland Caribou, a species now in 
danger of extinction. One year he saw a great herd 
moving off to the Northwest and they never returned in 
such numbers again. Gradually deer and moose vegan to 
move in and the Caribou disappeared entirely. 

There was a lull in the conversation and the old man 
filled his pope and lit it. I asked him about the religion of 
his people. 

“We were all Christians,” he said, “And very religious.” 
But he told me a few old tribal customs remained. He 
said it was the habit of some Indians to have a drum 
dance of thanksgiving to their God after a successful 
hunt. But he said it was all right because their God and 
the God of the white man were the same one.  

He mentioned emphatically that the Indians of his day 
followed a rigid code which forbade them to steal or 
waste. He said that often in the old days the Indians of 
the area would stumble upon a cache of valuable furs 
suspended from a tree. But they would pass it without so 
much as an envious glance. No doors were locked, and 
any money found, regardless of how much would be 
returned to its owner. Arthur Heming, a noted artist and 
writer, whose paintings hand in the Royal Ontario 
Museum in Toronto, testified to this in his writings of the 
late 1800s. He wrote that a clerk in a Hudson’s Bay Post 
in the Temagami area left his unlocked cash box on a 
desk by an open window every summer for years and 
never missed a cent. 

“And when an Indian killed a moose he used everything,” 
he told me. The sinew along the back was used for 
sewing, the hide for clothing, moccasins and snowshoe 
webbing. Bone and antlers were used as implement 
handles and hide scrapers in the tanning process. Moose 
nose to this day is considered a delicacy by many Indians 
and white people. Any meat they had left over when 
warm weather was upon them they dried for future use.  

When I asked him if the Temagami Lake area had 
changed much since he was a boy, he told me that it had 
not. He said this was due to the shoreline timber reserve 
on Lake Temagami and he figured it was one of the wiser 
things the white man had done. 

Alex Paul told me he remembers clearly when all the 
canoes were made of birch bark. They were a hardy craft 
and lasted a long time, but one day he saw the first white 
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man’s canoe, a cedar strip craft, plying up the lake. From 
that point on the birchbark canoes began to dwindle in 
number until today they are only museum pieces.  

He spoke proudly of his Ojibway blood. In his youth tales 
of tribal wars still flourished among the older folk. It is 
generally thought that the Ojibway were a very docile 
people, but history tells us that even the crafty Iroquois 
came to grief in forays against them. They were a huge 
nation and their language was divided into many 
dialects. It was estimated they were once 35,000 strong 
and held territory from here to the plains, with their 
heaviest concentration around Sault Ste. Marie. 
‘Chippewa’ is a popular adaption of the word Ojibwa 
which means ‘gathering’. It refers to the gathering or 
puckering of the skin around the vamp of the moccasin 
which was their particular style. This name was given 
them by other tribes. Their own name for themselves 
emerges into English as ‘Big Nation’.  

Finally I asked him what their main source of 
entertainment was in the old days. The question puzzled 

him at first, because his philosophy plainly endorsed the 
of enjoying life as you went along. He talked rapidly in 
Ojibway with his daughter as he would do when he 
didn’t quite understand my question. He addressed me 
again in English, telling me that dances were held 
occasionally in the old days, but most Indians contented 
themselves with the big New Year’s celebration and the 
one at spring breakup time when the fur was on its way 
to the market. Both of these were held at the Hudson’s 
Bay Post and the dancing continued day and night for 
several days.  

When the time came for me to go I thanked him for his 
information and rose to leave. “Come back anytime,” he 
said, “I’ll be around till the ice breaks.”  

“He thinks he’s going back down to Bear Island in the 
spring,” his daughter scolded. And I suddenly thought 
that despite his near-to-ninety years, if someone would 
give him a birch bark canoe and a sturdy paddle he 
would very likely make it. ▪ 
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*All events will take place at the school. 

Thursday, September 20 

1:00  Welcome 

  Afternoon Sessions: Will Morin  

  Presentation 

5:15  Supper: Community Dinner 

6:30  Evening Session: Will Morin 

 

Friday, September 21 

10:00 Morning Sessions:  

  Gordon Waindubence   

  Lunch Provided 

  Afternoon Session 

1:00–3:00 Ndaki Menan Pontoon Ride  

  and Tipi Camp Stop 

5:15  Supper Provided 

  Evening Activities 

7:00  Helen Furst Music and Entertainment 

 

 

Saturday, September 22 

  Morning Sessions  

10:00  Helen Furst Presentation on Learning  

  Anishnaabemowin 

  Lunch Provided 

  Afternoon Sessions 

  Game/Language Lesson /Wrap up 

3:00   Departure 

 

**We are organizing transportation across the lake  

for guests off island that would like to attend. You 

can contact Patsy Turner for more information 

about times, 705 237-8635 or 237-8982 at work. 

***This event is sponsored by Temagami First  

Nation, Ontario Arts Council Grant, LMLC and TFN 

Family Well Being Program.** 
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The TFN Language Commission is so excited to host another Language Gathering, September 20 – 22.  We are 
fortunate to have booked a few different key presenters for the event and we are looking forward to some of 
our local language keepers joining us as well.  We’re planning a number of different activities for everyone to 
participate in.  An agenda of the event is attached. Following is an introduction of our Key presenters that will 
be visiting the island. 
 

Some of you might know Will from his presentations at the 
Anishnaabemowin Language Conference held each year in Sault Ste. Marie.  
He is an interactive, charismatic presenter that brings his love of life, 
learning, art and Anishnaabemowin, into the presentations he delivers.  He 
works at the University of Sudbury and lives in Sudbury with his family.  He’s 
a busy man and we are looking forward to him coming to Mko Mnising. 
 

Some of you might know Helen and her husband David, they have been performing Anishnaabemowin songs 
for many years.   She is a teacher, author and musician.  They came to the community a number of years ago 
and performed at the Rec Centre.  We are excited to have them back in the community this month. 

Helen Roy Fuhst is a member of the Wikwemikong First Nation.  
She is the author of The Sound-Based Method of Understanding 
Anishinaabemowin. She has published two books on the method and 
teaches seminars on understanding Anishinaabemowin from the point of 
view of a first-language fluent person in the true Anishinaabe thinking 
process. Her methodology includes morphology, phonology, syntax, 
dialect comparisons and what linguists cannot provide, an Anishinaabe 
point of view. 

Helen is highly regarded in the Indian community both in Michigan and in 
Canada. She has given key-note addresses at numerous conferences and 
elders gatherings. She’s coming to Mko Mnising to perform her music and 
to present her methods of teaching and understanding of 
Anishnaabemowin.  We are fortunate to have her squeeze a stop on Bear 
Island while she is traveling to Toronto. 

 

We’re also looking forward to knowledge keeper, language speaker, and 
Elder Gordon Waindubence coming to share language and stories.  He’s a 
valuable resource that has come to share in our community in the past. 
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