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PHOTOGRAPHY BY JULIE OLIVER, THE OTTAWA CITIZEN
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The French River, top, continued to startle Champlain. There seemed no comprehending the way the river flowed,
circling around in front of them at other times as if the river itself were nothing more than a giant eddy. Above,
Champlain and his voyageurs came up to Nipissing before heading down the French River to Georgian Bay.

as if it were a maze of rushing water — cut off here, open there,
a couple takes in the sunset over Lake Nipissing in North Bay.
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Bobby Williams, 63, who has been guiding people through the hardscrabble landscape of French River since he was a teenager, says: ‘This is country you don’t see anywhere else on Earth.’

Along the French River

There is very little sign today
of the Gateway to the West
that was used by Champlain
to reach Georgian Bay

BY RONCORBETT

On the eastern outskirts of North Bay, along
the Trans-Canada Highway, there is a histori-
cal plaque next to a swampy pond. If you were
curious enough to pull off the highway — and
there is little incentive for doing so: no scenic
view, no vintage house, no famous battle site —
you would find yourself on a gravel turnabout.

PART SEVEN OF EIGHT

The woods in front of you would be white
cedar, poplar and black ash; thin trees that
thrive in the damp ground around this pond.
The pond itself would have bulrushes and wa-
ter lilies; the croaking of frogs so loud not
even the transport trucks barrelling down the
Trans-Canada can drown them out.

You would never build a home here. Would
never come to fish or hunt. There is no reason
to believe, looking around, that anyone ever
stayed here for long. '

Curious, you would read the historical
marker, and learn you are at the la Vase
Portage, one of the many portages along the
Voyageur Trail, where first Etienne Brill¢,

then Samuel de Champlain, then a host of
other explorers, traders and Jesuit missionar-
ies once walked.

Because there was little else to see, nor any
place to walk, the portage route long covered
over, you would not stay long. Driving away, a
modern shopping centre immediately to your
right, the city of North Bay spread out below,
you might wonder why the site had even been
marked.

The signs leading into North Bay proclaim
the city as The Gateway to the North, but this is
a modern lie. Historically and geographically,
North Bay is the Gateway to the West.

That’s what made the last portage up the
Mattawa River so important. The worst

portage on the entire voyageur route, the
“mud portage” or “la vase” as it came to be
called, was a slow, back-breaking trek through
mud and marshland, over many kilometres,
until finally you emerged on a strip of high
land, a watershed, where rivers flowed east
from one end of Lake Nipissing, west from the
other.

This was a turning point, a new direction,
and it was reached only after hard work.
By the time I reach the la Vase Portage I am
beginning to understand that; beginning to
appreciate what Champlain and Briilé must
have gone through to reach this high land, the
land of the Nipissing Indians, or the sorcer-
ers, as they were called by the Algonquin.

See HEADING on PAGE E4

FEMPLOYEES DRIVING THE CITY TO FINANCIAL RUIN

" RANDALL DENLEY
COMMENTARY

cost of living increase, a second
increase on top of that and
“yecognition pay” that would
give them further raises of
three, six and nine per cent,

C Transpo bus drivers based on experience. That’s not

0 must be represented by all though. They alsowant a
the same agent as former  higher rate of overtime pay and
Ottawa Senator Marian Hossa.  higher clothing and dryclean=
Councillors were told this ing allowances. “
week that the drivers want a They are apparently not ask~

ing for company carsIt's al-
ways good to save samething
for the next negotiation.

These are only negotlating
demands, of course, but the l

union is serious enough about
them that they have survived
through 19 bargaining sessions
and on into conciliation.

The city thinks that a 2.6-per-
cent raise would be more in the
ballpark. It is, after all, more
than the rate of inflation.

Amalgamated Transit Union
[.ocal 279 president Bob Simp-
son predictably points to a se-

ries of precedents at City Hall. ~ same thing.
Police officers have already If you are an exceptionally
received the three, sixand nine ~ generous person, you might be-
per cent bonuses. lieve that the police officers de-
It was a costly handout for serve the extra dollars because
an already well-paid group of they protect us against crime,
employees, but an arbitrator and the firefighters should get
ruled that our people should get it too, because they are heroes
it because police officers else- in waiting. But bus drivers?
where already had. Now the
firefighters are asking for the See DENLEY on PAGE E10






El';lﬁim- with this stretch of water, but it continued to
startle Champlain.

There seemed no comprehending the way the river
flowed, as if it were a maze of rushing water; cut off
here, open there, circling around in front of them at
other times, as if the river itself were nothing more
than a giant eddy. '

And the land, could you even call it that? There was
nothing but rock and scrub pine and low-growing
shrubs that somehow managed to survive in the
crevices and hollows. It was a wasteland and, while
travelling down it for the first time, there was no rea-
son to believe any better land lay ahead. There was not
a hillock, a tree or a vista that would lead you to believe
such a thing. Just bad land getting worse.

But Etienne had assured the Sieur that the home of
the Huron was a paradise on Earth. A place where
maple, oak and elm grew straight and tall. Where
there was fertile ground and the Huron grew beans
and peas in such abundance, it would keep everyone
at the habitation alive for 10 winters.

* Champlain looked around and wondered. Such
things did not seem possible, not after such a place as
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day who claim they cagried her luggage up the hill,
That she travelled alone Came as late as 1959, and that
you could see her, from the river, sitting on the deck of
her cabin, her head covéred in a shawl, a candle and a
cocktail glass by her side,

“I don’t know if it's true,” admits Mr. Cunnian. “All I
know is there are a lot of people around here who be-
lieve it.”

Standing on the massive wood deck that runs
around the old fishing chalet, almost a band shell, with
the chairs on the tables and the wind slapping at the
tablecloths, no one else around but us to look down on
the French River as it snakes its way west — you can
easily imagine why people would believe it.

It is not only tourists or troubled movie starlets who
find a lonely romanticism along the French River.
Those who have spent their lives here feel much the
same way.

“This is country you don’t see anywhere else on
Earth,” says Bobby Williams, an Ojibwa fishing guide,
who grew up along the river. |

married and left behind a wife in order to pursue the
dream. Nothing else, other than the Grace of God,
mattered to him.

In the past month, that dream had turned cruelly
physical, punishing him on a journey that now totalled
1,000 kilometres and more than 50 portages. That he
had survived this far was a wonder all its own.

What lay ahead now, like the land itself, was un-
known to him. The betrayal of Briilé; the loss of the
habitation to English privateers; the sad fate of his wife
— he could guess at none of it. Had no inkling, with
Brilé beside him on this last night on the French Riv-
er, that such troubles awaited him.

Which is right. For if our fate were known, what
pride would we take in our deeds? What quest would
ever seem worth the effort? Knowledge is often a poor
substitute for faith.

And so it was, on the eve of his greatest accomplish-
ment, that Champlain had no idea how fleeting it
would be. And that the wonders awaiting him in the
morning would soon be tempered by more travails.

NEXT SATURDAY: TO THE MOUTH OF THE FRENCH RIVER

Yesterday's, seen in this archival photo from the 1940s when It\\fm a CPR fishing chalet, was built orl-a hill overlooking the French
River train station. Local legend has it that Marllyn Monroe stayetl at Yesterday's several times in the '50s.
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