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Abstract

A British military post was established on St. Joseph Island
in 1796 to replace Michilimackinac, which was being handed
over to the Americans. Although according to the boundary
agreed on in the treaty of 1783 ending the American
Revolutionary war Michilimackinac and other British posts
were in American territory it was not until Jay's Treaty,
signed in 1794, that the British agreed on a time for
handing them over to the Americans. Michilimackinac had
been an important centre for the fur trade since the days of
the French regime and it was hoped that the new post on St.
Joseph Island would supplant Michilimackinac in this regard.
However it never achieved great importance in the fur trade
though both the North West and South West Companies had
establishments there. The post at Michilimackinac had
always been important in dealings with the western Indians
and following the British move to St. Joseph Island the
British Indian Department at that post worked to retain the
friendship of these Indians. The first of the permanent

buildings to be constructed at Fort St. Joseph was the
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blockhouse, followed by a bakehouse, guardhouse and
palisades. Later a stone powser magazine, a stone bakery
and kitchens were built. Around the fort was a collection
of private buildings, dwellings and storehouses belonging to
traders and some of the officers of the Indian Department.
The most noticeable feature of life at thé post was its
isolation. Almost everything needed by those living there
had to be brought in during the short shipping season. When
war broke out with the United States in 1812 the British
troops at Fort St. Joseph, aided by the traders and the
Indians attacked and captured the American fort at
Michilimackinac. Fort St. Joseph was abandoned and in the
summer of 1814 was burned by an American expedition on its
way to attack Michilimackinac. When the war ended
Michilimackinac was given back to the Americans and the
British built a new post at Drummond Island although they
used the powder magazine at Fort St. Joseph. When the
boundary through the Great Lakes was established Drummond
Island was awarded to the Americans and in the fall of 1828
the British troops moved to Penetanguishene on the other

side of Lake Huron and Fort St. Joseph was abandoned.



"View of the Post of St. Joseph at the Head of Lake Huron", dated July 1804, a
water colour by Lieutenant Edward Walsh, surgeon in the 49th Regiment. This is

the only contemporary picture we have of Fort St. Joseph. Around the fort can be
seen some of the traders' dwellings and storehouses. The north corner of the
palisade wall is shown as a simple right angle with no bastion. At the time that
Walsh was at Fort St. Joseph the powder magazine was being constructed in the
north bastion. (William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan.)
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INTRODUCTION

On a lonely, exposed and barren point of land, overlooking
the channel used by ships on their way to and from Sault
Ste. Marie, stand the few remaining ruins of what was once
the most westerly British military post in Canada. Fort St.
Joseph was one of those posts which were built in great
haste to accommodate the troops and stores forced to move in
1796 when the "Western Posts" were given up to the
Americans. The British had continued to occupy the western
posts after 1783, using as their excuse the fact that the
Americans had not carried out that part of the treaty
relating to the restoration of Loyalist property. However,
a more important reason was the fact that the treaty had
angéred the Indians, who felt that they had been forgotten
by the British statesmen who had negotiated it. Because of
the discontent among the Indians the British felt that the
frontiers needed protecting and the Indians placating. 1In
effect, the British troops were continuing to do at least
part of the job for which the American colonists had refused
to pay taxes before the revolution and for which in many

cases they were still refusing to pay taxes.



2 Carte depuis le Lac Huron. This map, ca. 1740, is one of the earliest to use

the name Isle St. Joseph. There is no indication of any habitation of the
island. (Public Archives of Canada, National Map Collection.)




Although Fort St. Joseph was only built at the end of
the eighteenth century, the island itself must have been
known long before the small detachment of British soldiers
arrived there to establish a post in the summer of 1796, for
the island lay in the centre of the westward expansion of
the fur trade. As St. Joseph was the pafron saint of New
France the name St. Joseph was given to many locations in
New France. Although this sometimes makes it difficult to
determine what place is meant when a writer refers to St.
Joseph or Fort St. Joseph it seems highly unlikely that
there was a permanent post on St. Joseph Island before 1796.
During the French regime there were important posts
established at both Sault Ste. Marie and Michilimackinac,
but there is no mention during this period of a post between
the two. The British troops who landed on the island in
1796 to build a post there found some evidence of earlier
occupation, but this may simply have indicated that the spot
was commonly used as a stopping place for those travelling
up or down the St. Mary's River.

In the early 17th century the fur trade of New France
had been carried on mainly with the Huron Indians who,
acting as intermediaries, obtained furs from the more
westerly hunting Indians. The Hurons were also the focus of
an intensive missionary effort by the Jesuits. After the

destruction of the Huron villages by the Iroquois in the



late 1640's the French missionaries and traders were forced
to withdraw eastwards for a time, but they soon began
advancing west of Lake Huron. Various movements of Indian
tribes and bands occurred throughout the lands surrounding
the Upper Lakes in the 17th and 18th centuries. By the mid
18th century the Ottawas and the Chippewas, living in the
general area of the junction of Lakes Huron, Michigan and
Superior, had become the most important middlemen in the fur
trade, and Michilimackinac, on the shores of the Straits of
Mackinac, leading from Lake Huron to Lake Michigan, had
become the most important trading post of the area.

The Anglo-French wars of the mid 18th century did not
reach the Upper Lakes, but the disturbances caused by these
wars were felt there and control of the area was affected by
the final outcome of these wars. All the inhabitants of the
Michilimackinac area resented the transfer of control of New
France to the British by the Treaty of Paris in 1763, and
during the Pontiac uprising of 1763-66 British control over
the area was completely lost. The British, however, soon
regained control and won over the Indians and the Canadian
inhabitants to such an extent that during the American
Revolution there was little threat to the British interest
in the area. At this time the post of Michilimackinac was
moved from the south shore of the Straits of Mackinac to the

Island of Michilimackinac for greater security against



possible attack. By cutting off trade from south of the
Great Lakes, the American Revolution ensured the continued
dominance of Montreal-based merchants in the trade of the
area. By the treaty signed in 1783, which ended the
American Revolution, Michilimackinac and all the area
bordering Lake Michigan became American territory.
Nevertheless, fearing another Indian uprising, the British
remained in possession of the western posts. Their
justification was that they could see no other way to
protect British traders who were in territory which
technically belonged to the Americans but over which the
Americans could at the time exercise no control.

Jay's Treaty, signed in November 1794, provided for the
surrender of the western posts to the Americans by the
summer of 1796. It also permitted traders from Canada to
continue to carry on trade within American territory. Plans
were made to build blockhouseé on the British side of the
Detroit and Niagara rivers in order to replace the posts to
be surrendered to the Americans. The governor, Lord
Dorchester, questioned the. need for any post west of the
Detroit River, but in the spring of 1796 it was decided that
a post should be built on St. Joseph Island in order to
retain the friendship of the western Indians and to attempt
to replace Michilimackinac as the centre of the fur trade.

Michilimackinac's chief importance at this time was for the
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trade to the southwest though it was also an important
source of provisions for the northwest trade. This trade to
the southwest, though within American territory, was
controlled by British merchants trading through
Michilimackinac and this continued to be the case after
Michilimackinac was taken over by the Americans. Although
some Michilimackinac traders moved to St. Joseph Island
after 1796 or built storehouses there to supplement their
establishments at Michilimackinac, St. Joseph Island never
supplanted Michilimackinac as the centre of the trade to the
southwest. The lack of competition from American merchants
which permitted Montreal-based merchants to retain control
of this trade changed, however, after 1800, as American
interest in the fur trade increased. At the same time
American attempts to prohibit foreign trade, a response to
British and French interference with American shipping, made
the continuation of British trade through Michilimackinac
more difficult. Several attempts at combinations among the
traders in the area culminated in the formation in January
1811 of the South West Company, a union between the Montreal
partners of the North West Company and John Jacob Astor, a
New York Merchant who was striving for control of the
American fur trade. St. Joseph Island was used as a depot
for the southwest trade at times when American regulations

closed Michilimackinac to goods from Canada, but it never



achieved a permanent importance to rival that of
Michilimackinac.

While it had been hoped that the new post on St. Joseph
Island would attract traders from Michilimackinac, the post
was primarily a military one, intended to protect Canada
from attacks on its western frontier. The fort was not
large or particularly strong, and for carrying out this task
great reliance was placed on the friendship of the western
Indians. Along with the army garrison there were stationed
at the post officers of the British Indian Department, which
had responsibility for managing British relations with the
Indian tribes. The British Indian Department negotiated the
purchase of the island from the Indian proprietors and
maintained the friendship of the Indians by annual councils
with the various tribes at which presents were given to the
Indians and speeches exchanged. 1In theory the Indian
Department had sole responsibility for dealings with the
Indians and was independent of the commanding officer at the
post. However, the commanding officers at Fort St. Joseph
always took a great deal of interest in what was happening
among the Indian tribes of the area, and frequently
interfered in the management of the Indian Department at the
post. As relations between the United States and Great
Britain grew worse after 1805, the attitude of the Indians

became even more important. No matter how unreliable as



allies some Indian tribes might be, it was realized that as
enemies they would be extremely dangerous, particularly at
such an isolated post as Fort St. Joseph.

When war broke out in 1812, most of the Indian tribes
of the northwest frontier were only too ready to help the
British in hopes of ending the threat to‘their lands and way
of life posed by the rapid western expansion of American
settlement. At Fort St. Joseph the commanding officer
gathered a force of Indians and fur trade employees to
augment his small garrison and attacked and captured the
American fort at Michilimackinac. Once in command of
Michilimackinac, the British gradually abandoned Fort St.
Joseph, and the civilians who had lived there followed their
example. Holding Michilimackinac, the British were able to
maintain control of the. Upper Lakes throughout the war. It
was from Michilimackinac that an expedition was launched in
1814 to dislodge the Americans from the fort which they had
built at Prairie du Chien on the Mississippi near the mouth
of the Wisconsin River. The war ended with the British in
possession of the Upper Lakes and of the upper Mississippi
Valley, but by the peace treaty all captured territory was
to be returned. An American expedition which had been sent
from Detroit in the summer of 1814 to attempt to recapture
Michilimackinac had burnt most of Fort St. Joseph. When

Michilimackinac was returned to the Americans in 1815 the



British chose not to rebuild at Fort St. Joseph, but
constructed a new fort on Drummond Island. The commission
appointed to establish the American-Canadian boundary on the
Great Lakes awarded Drummond Island to the United States.

In 1828, therefore, the British garrison left the island and
moved to Penetanguishene, on the eastern side of Lake Huron.
St. Joseph Island was left abandoned.

Although St. Joseph Island was never able to rival
Michilimackinac as a centre of trade a small settlement grew
up around the fort. The way of life which developed in both
the settlement and the fort was strongly affected by the
isolation of the post. Everything which could not be grown
or made at the post had to be brought in during the short
shipping season. For a few weeks in summer when merchants,
traders and Indians visited the post there was a bustle of
activity. Then a long spell of quiet set in when the few
year-round inhabitants were almost completely cut off from
the rest of the world. Quarrels between officers and
civilians assumed a greater importance because of the
isolation and small number of people at the post. For
officers and men Fort St. Joseph was usually an undesirable
posting. Officers frequently requested a transfer; the men

made attempts at desertion, which were sometimes successful.
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A history of Fort St. Joseph must take into account not
only the construction of the fort itself but the activities
of the Indian Department and of the fur traders and the way

of life which grew up in this little settlement.
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THE FRENCH PRESENCE ON ST. JOSEPH ISLAND?

The fort whose ruins can now be seen on St. Joseph Island
was built at the end of the eighteenth century, but the
island itself must have been known long before. The island
lay in the centre of the westward expansion of the fur trade
routes and was near important French mission posts and
military forts. Various histories of the island and of the
surrounding area have made statements about French posts on
the island which have to be examined closely.

The question of a French presence on St. Joseph Island,
as with other questions relating to the island, becomes
entangled with the problem of names. If a person or a post
is recorded as being at St. Joseph, which St. Joseph is
meant? As St. Joseph was regarded as the patron saint of
New France the name was a very popular one, given to many
sites. When the Jesuits with their small band of Huron
converts fled from Sainte Marie among the Hurons in 1649
they moved for a time to an island which they called St.
Joseph. The fact that this island was called St. Joseph and

was near a place called Sainte Marie became garbled into a
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story, perpetuated in the latest edition of the Encyclopedia

Canadiana, that the Jesuits fled to St. Joseph Island in the
St. Mary's River. The island which the Jesuits called St.
Joseph in 1649 is now called Christian Island and is near
the eastern end of Georgian Bay. Another St. Joseph was a
post called Fort St. Joseph established in 1686 as a
response to English attempts to capture the trade of
Michilimackinac. This post was located, however, near the
entrance of the St. Clair River into Lake Huron. There are
also references during the French era and later to fur
traders at St. Joseph, but these relate to various posts on
the St. Joseph River which runs into Lake Michigan from the
southeast.

Although forts and missions were shown on many French
maps of the area none show a post or mission on St. Joseph
Island.l Early maps tended to show several small
islands in the St. Mary's River (for instance, the Champlain
map of 1632) or one long island (for example, a Jesuit map of
1660). In a map illustrating the travels of the'Sulpicians
Frangois Dollier de Casson and René& de Bréhant de Galinée,
sent to France in 1670, this island is called Anipich, which
may be the origin of the name of Neebish Island. One group
of maps shows three islands in the St. Mary's River. They
seem to follow a Jesuit map of Lake Superior, ca. 1670. A
1700 map shows Isle du Détour, which appears to be the

island now known as Drummond Island, but no islands to the






