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Rene [ahaie, above, wears the colourful r-rsh and aniler-handled knife of
the old4ime voyageurs on his cruises along the French River, parts of which
remain much the same as they were in the days of the fur traje.

Following in thd wake
of the voyageurs
Raconteur Rene Lahaie
brings historyof French
River fur traders to life
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FRENCH RlvER, oNT.-Rene Lahaie
leans back in the captainis ehair on
his boat on the French River, multi-
coloured voyageur sash around his
wais! moose anfler-handled knife
strapped athis hip.
ff "no life is as happy as a voya-

geur's [fe," Lahaie's is the modern-
dayversion.
For 10 seasons now, the former

roads worker and ex-mayor of
Frgqqh River has retraced paqts o-f
the rivet's historic furtrading route
in his pontoon boal sharing stories
ofthe rivet's richpast.
'1 wanted to not work anymore

and just dive," says Lahaig who re-
tired in 1994 and bought himself a
pontoonboat.
'Tlwe the sun, diving. . . Ipretend

I'm rich. Thatwould be alrighl eh?,
Following a friend's suggestion,

the raconteur and avid historian
began offering cruises and made a
deal with local lodges to offer the
seruig9 to theirAuests.-ilffi$bffi;3i-.'** 

to nve-
lq@f.s Srn tvlay to mid-oc-

cial, but when I am travelling
through these islands covered bv
virgin forests, when I get out of
Wolseley Bay and I'm in lI0 feet of
water, ifs so pretty. I go ISO times a
summerand I nevergettired of it.,,
Wolsley Bay near Noelville, about

an hour south of Sudbury otr High-
way 69, is dottedwith cottages and
resorts.
But once Lahaie gets to the main

channel ifs like taking a step back
intime.
This section ofthe FbenchRiveris

virtually unchanged from the days
ofthefurtraders - ifs sumounded
by Crown and native land, and
much of its shoreline remains pris-
tine and many of its islands are un-
t-suche-4 ._exq_ept for.padd l ers
looking for a place to camp over-
night.

Craggr, pink granite islands bear-
ihgweather-beaten pine trees look
like the/ve been lifted directlv
froq a Group of Seven painting
overhead, an osprey soars.
The l05-kilometre Flench, a Ca-

Tq* {eritage River gouged out
during the last Ice Age, was the
main water highway to the west for
fur traders from the t6OOs to lg00s.

For thousands of years before
that, aboriginal people traded
goods alongthe river.

'The Oj fuway, Algoaquin and N!p. .



River fur traders to life
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FRENcH RtvER, oNT.-Rene Lahaie
leans back in the captain s chair on
his boat on the French River, multi-
coloured voyageur sash around his
waist, moose antler-handled knife
strapped at his hip.

If "no life is as hapPY as a voya-
geut's lifej'Lahaie's is the modern-
dayversion.

For 1O seasons now, the former
roads worker and ex-mayor of
Fre_nch River has relraced parts gf
the rivet's historic fur trading route
in his pontoon boal sharing stories
of the rivet's rich past.

"I wanted to not work anYmore
and just dive," says Lahaie, who re-
tired in 1994 and bought himself a
pontoonboat.

"I lovethe sun, diving. . . I pretend
I'mrich. Thatwouldbe alrighl eh?'

Following a friend's suggestiorl
the raconteur and avid historian
began offering cruises and made a
deal with local lodges to offer the
servige to theirguests.

Reftds Cruises runs two- to five-
houryprises from Mayto mid-Oc-
tobeF{ind will accommodate re-
quests to stop for relaxing swim-
ming photography, picnicking or
painting. Just no fishing.

"If$.4 principle of m'ne that mY
busliiess is strictly historY and
scenery I dont ccmpete with fish-
ing industry," says Lahaie.

He's also reluctant to discuss his
favourite parts ofthe river.

"I don't know if youire ever been
to paradise, but if you go to Para-
dise, what do you think the most
scenic place would be? Ifs all beau-
tiful," he says.

"Five Fingers Rapids is really spe-
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RENE LAHAIE'S most popular
three-hour cruise is $20 for
adults, $19 for seniors and stu-
dents and $12tor chi ldren 12 and
under. See www.f renchrivercrui-
se.com

FOR FRENCH River campsites,
activit ies, facil i t ies, and the new
visitors' centre, see www.ontar-
i o pa rks.co m,/e n gl i shlf re n. ht m I

FOR THE Lodge at Pine Cove
eco-resort, canoe,/boat rentals
and guided paddling trips, go to
www. frenchriver.com.

FOR OTHER cottage,/resort ac-
commodations including Totem
Point Lodge, see www.frenchri-
verresorts.com

Wfiseteynayand Im in ilO feet of
water, ifs so pretty. I go 15O times a
summer andl nevergettired of it."
Wolsley Bay near Noelville, about

an hour south of Sudbury otr High-
way 69, is dottedwith cottages and
resorts.

But once Lahaie gets to the main
channel, ifs like taking a step back
intime.

This section of the Fbench River is
virtually unchanged from the daYs
of the fur traders - ifs surrounded
by Crown and native land, and
much of its shoreline remains pris-
tine and many of its islands are un-
touched, except for  paddlers
looking for a place to camp over-
night.

Craggy, pink granite islands bear-
ingweather-beaten pine trees look
like they've been lifted directlY
from a Group of Seven painting;
overhead, an osprey soars.

The lO5-kilometre Flench, a Ca-
nadian Heritage River gouged out
during the last Ice Age, was the
main water highway to the west for
fur traders from the l6o0s to 18OOs.

For thousands of years before
that, aboriginal people traded
goods alongthe river.

"The Ojibway, Algonquin and Nip-
issing were allied tribes and 1g0O
people a day travelled throug;h,"
says Lahaie.
'1I dove all of the rapids andfound

Iroquois pipes that are 500 to 8O0
years old and a l5o-year-old voya-
geurpipe."

Ifs now illegal to remove artifacts
fromthe ri','er hutyou can seeplen-
tv of fh,::n ai the $5.5 rnillion
French River Visitors' Centre,
which opened two years ago about
65 kilometres south of Sudbury,
along Highway 69 where it crosses
the river.

Its interactive displays tell the sto-

ryofthe riverthrough audio stories
by people like storyteller/paddler
Max Finkelstein, former Royal On-
tario Museum archeologist Claude
Breede and Whitefish River First
Nations member Esther Osche.

Other exhibits cover wildlife
found along the FYench, the evolu-
tion of the canoe from birch bark to
Kevlar, uses for anirnal bone (mu-
sical instruments, knives, hair piec-
es, combs) and a tribute to the re-
sourceftrlbeaver.

Make sure to take a stroll across
the French River Bridge, Canada-s
largest cable-supported snowmo-
bile bridge, which spans more than
9l metres andgives excellentviews
from 15 metres above thewater.
Tracy Hanes is an editor with theStar,


