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This is the first scholarly book about
the contract workers who literally
propelled the fur trade into the far
western and most northern reaches
of Canada as the teamsters of the
waterways. It surpasses Grace Lee
Nute’s entertaining and anecdotal
1931 classic, The Voyageur, in both
depth and breadth of coverage.
Podruchny’s multidisciplinary study
reflects the most recent themes,
trends, and theories in analyzing his-
torical evidence from the perspectives
of class and character, gender and
geography, economics and ethnicity.
She covers all aspects of the person-
al and professional lives of the
voyageurs employed in the Montre-
al-based fur trade from the time of the
British conquest of Canada in 1763
to the merger of the rival North West
and Hudson’s Bay companies in 1821. 

Regrettably, Podruchny omits the
equally significant voyageurs of ear-
lier eras, as well as those who plied
the Missouri, Mississippi, Illinois,
Wabash, and Ohio Rivers and other
areas south of the Great Lakes. A large
number of voyageur brigades partic-
ipated in the Canadian fur trade over
several generations—perhaps 3,000
boatmen at one time in the early nine-
teenth century—but the author’s lim-
ited focus prevents a much-needed
analysis of the extensive cross-border
contacts among personnel and com-

panies in the many fur wests of North
America. Nonetheless, Podruchny has
performed a Herculean task in
extracting information about the
highly mobile and mostly illiterate
voyageurs from a variety of docu-
mentary sources, and her study
should stimulate similar research for
the fur trade in Indiana, which is long
overdue.

While careful scholarship pro-
motes the discovery of previously
ignored data, it can also produce writ-
ten syntheses that are so cautious as
to be inconclusive. Podruchny’s rep-
etitious narrative is replete with ten-
tative insertions of “might” and
“possibly,” and she often poses ques-
tions, rather than providing definitive
answers based on her accumulated
data. For example, she is frustrating-
ly noncommittal about the voyageurs’
diet, failing to resolve contradictory
eyewitness evidence that they ate
about eight pounds of meat per day
but usually had slim rations and
sometimes faced starvation. 

Her main goal—to demystify and
demythologize the voyageurs’ “world”
—is only partially accomplished,
since those indentured servants lived
in several worlds, separated by vast
distances and changing over many
decades. Although the voyageurs sang
their legendary songs not because
they were “happy-go-lucky,” but to
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stay awake, to make their physically
taxing work more endurable, and to
pace the strokes of their canoe pad-
dles, other myths are not so easily dis-
pelled. These frontier “proletarians”
rarely saved their earnings or showed
much interest in upward mobility;
they played tricks on one another and
deserved their reputation as heavy
drinkers; and their frequent sexual
contacts with Indian women only
sometimes led to a kind of “mar-
riage,” and that for but a short time.
The author succeeds in demonstrat-
ing the voyageurs’ varied skills and
physical endurance, but explanations
more convincing than masculinity
theory are still needed if readers are
to understand the strong, strange fas-
cination that lured them into the most

inaccessible regions of the continent
with the harshest climate and great-
est dangers. 

Readers who want an author to
demonstrate authority in providing
definitive conclusions may find this
book a frustrating journey—too
much paddling without reaching a
destination.

J. FREDERICK FAUSZ, associate profes-
sor of history, University of Missouri-
St. Louis, has published on the fur
trades in seventeenth-century Chesa-
peake Bay and in eighteenth-century
Missouri. He was the organizer and
program chair of the 2006 North
American Fur Trade Conference held
in St. Louis.
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For almost two centuries, American
historians have striven to invest the
War of 1812 with enough significance
to lift it out of the general obscurity
in which it languishes. In the process,
they tend to interpret the conflict as
a consolidation of national inde-
pendence, a follow-up to the War for
Independence, and an opportunity for
Americans to prove that their new
republic was here to stay. Surely this
is the most common theme in the sto-
ries that Americans told themselves

about the War of 1812. The best-
known tales relate the victories of
Oliver Hazard Perry’s hastily con-
structed flotilla on Lake Erie in Sep-
tember 1813 and Andrew Jackson’s
improvised defense of New Orleans
in January 1815. This celebratory
interpretation has always been prob-
lematic, however. It requires turning
the ineptitude of the American gov-
ernment, as well as a string of mili-
tary disasters that climaxed in the
burning of the indifferently defended


