I

magine that
you are an
ordinary 16
year-old kid
living in a
small town
near Paris,
France in
1608.

Even though
you can’t read
or write and
have no training as a sailor, you are chosen as a servant to
34-year old Samuel de Champlain who is about to sail to
the New World to make his second attempt to establish a
French fur trading venture. (Furs were very fashionable
in Europe
and the
New World
was the
place to
find them.)
Champlain was
following in the
footsteps
of Jacques
Cartier who had crossed the Atlantic 70 years earlier in
search of an overland route to the Pacific Ocean and
eventually to China.
The ship you travel on is made of wood and has no

engines. It depends on the wind to blow it to its destination by means of sails. You will be travelling over
the Atlantic Ocean that is notorious for its vicious and
sudden storms. Your journey will take about six weeks,
but could last as many as 20 weeks – you never knew
ahead of time. There were no washrooms on board and
you had to use sea water if you wanted to wash yourself.
Most people wore the same clothes all through the voyage. Food consisted of salted meat and hard, dry biscuits
and drinking water sat in big barrels where it did not stay
fresh for very long. (Don’t forget there was no refrigeration.)
This is
what happened to
Etienne
Brûlé. Let’s
follow his
remarkable
adventures.

When Brûlé returned to Kebec in 1611, he had not only
learned the language, he had also adopted the dress and
culture of these First Nations. Champlain did not approve of Brûlé now looking like a ‘savage’. (This was how
the French considered the First Nations people. But the
joke was that the First Nations thought that the French
were‘savages’ because of the way they dressed, their facial
hair, and their religion.) However, Champlain did not criticize Brûlé too much because he had brought 200 Wendat
back with him to trade their furs

Four years before, in 1604, Champlain had set up a fur
trading post at Port Royal, Acadia (now Nova Scotia) but in
three years, everyone had either died or had left. He tried
again, this time on the Canadian River (now called the St.
Lawrence) at his trading post called ‘Stadacona’ and later
‘Kebec’ (now Quebec).
This is where Brûlé was headed. By the time he arrived,
there were only about 50 French people still alive in the
settlement. The next two winters were extremely harsh
and Brûlé was one of the very few to survive. Don’t forget,
there were no supermarkets, no restaurants, and not much
food grows in the winter. If you wanted to eat, you had to
fish and hunt.

Although he could not read or write, Brûlé stayed in Kebec
long enough to help create a French-Wendat-Algonquian
dictionary. However, because of his new independent
lifestyle and adventurous spirit, the missionaries did not
like him.

Brûlé went back to live with the First Nations becoming
what the French called a Coureur des Bois – a free agent
who abandoned his European culture in search of a better
life.
Brûlé explored the five Great Lakes – Lake Huron, Lake
Michigan, Lake Superior, Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario and
managed to visit at least four of them.
In 1615, Brûlé and his Wendat guides set off from Lake
Couchiching at what is now Orillia, through the Narrows

The Algonquian and Wendat (called ‘Hurons’ by the
French) Nations lived in this area and dealt with the harsh
climate much more successfully than the French. Brûlé
made friends among the First Nations people and quickly
learned some of their language. He was told to live with
the Algonquian and the Wendat in order to master their
languages and learn their trade routes.

and into Lake Lake Simcoe. They travelled along the portage route called the Toronto Carrying Place – a narrow
path along the Toronto River (now known as the Humber
River) and down to Lake Ontario. Since the river snaked
back and forth for a great part of its route, it was easier to
carry the 100 pounds of supplies through the thick forest
than to paddle along the river. Food was acquired en route
and the men slept in the open in the forests.
So, no motor boat, no highways, no GPS, no insect repellant, no modern camping equipment. No internet, no cell
phones. (In fact, land lines had not yet been invented.)
And no Tim Horton’s. Quite a journey for a 24 year-old!

Brûlé made a lot of money in the fur trade and returned
to France at least twice. On the trip to his home town in
1626, he married Alizon Coiffier and purchased a house in
Paris and one in his village of Champigny-sur-Marne (this is
now a suburb of Paris).
On his return journey to the New World in 1628, Brûlé’s
ship was captured by the English and he was taken to
London. The English were making plans to attack Quebec

2015 is the 400th Anniversary of Brûlé’s incredible journey.
Brûlé was the first European to set foot in what was to
become Toronto and indeed was the first European to visit
what would be the province of Ontario.
Brûlé made many more journeys after that, travelling into
what is now the United States. The year after he travelled
the Carrying Place Trail, he was captured and tortured by
the Iroquois but he managed to convince them that he
could be more useful to them as a negotiator with the
French and the other Firtst Nations. He was allowed to
live.

and Brûlé may have been persuaded to help them. In any
case, he was considered a traitor by the French and likely
by the Wendat/Algonquian Confederation as well. Soon
after, in 1632, Brûlé, about 40 years old, was murdered by
the Wendat, perhaps to protect their role in the fur trade
with the French.
There is no doubt that Brûlé lived a life of incredible adventures. Unfortunately, we will never know the true story of
this man because, if you remember, he was illiterate and
therefore never wrote anything down. He went from being an indentured servant – that is, one who had to pay his
way for being allowed to travel with his master to the New
World – to an explorer, an adventurer, an intermediary

between the First Nations and the French, co-creator of a
French/First Nations dictionary and a married merchant
rich enough to own two houses.
He travelled to a strange country and had the courage and
foresight to adopt the ways of the people he met who
could survive our harsh climate.
He did not always follow the rules and that definitely got
him into trouble with all the groups he encountered. In
any case, he explored our province and beyond and left his
mark on our history forever.

Activities will be held all across our province to celebrate
this remarkable adventure. Société d’Histoire de Toronto
will undertake a reconstruction of Brûlé’s journey in which
someone from Brûlé’s home town in France will travel
along the Toronto Carrying Place with representatives from
our First Nations communities.
We invite you to join in the commemorations by either
creating your own event or by joining the many organizations who are marking
our Canadian History in
fun, exciting ways.
For more information on
how you can take part,
please see
http://ontario400.ca/en
and
etiennebruleontario.
wordpress.com

So, what history do you bring to us?
Are you recording it or will you be like Brûlé - letting
others speak for you, and not always the way you
want them to?
And most importantly of all, how are you making our
city, our province, and our country a better place for
all of us?
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