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Introduction

a) The Importance of Huronia

Today, Huronia is best known as a tourist area encompassing most
of Simcoe County, Ontario. In the early part of the 17th century, the
northern part of this area was the territory of the Huron Confederacy;

a group of semi-sedentary, agricultural Indians, belonging to the larger
family of Iroquoian-speaking peoples. With a population estimated at
20,000 to 30,000, in a territory of some 340 square miles, Huronia was
perhaps the most densely'settled area of aboriginal Canada.

By the beginning of the 17th century, when the French arrived in
the St. Lawrence‘valley, the Hurons were joined with the Algonquin tribes
of the Canadian Shield and the Petun Indians of the Collingwood area in a
military and trading alliance against the powerful Iroquois Confederacy
located south of Lake Ontario. Together the Hurons and Algonquins con-
trolled the access to the lands north of the Great Lakes and in particular
the resources of the Canadian Shield. Realizing this, the French were
obliged to commit themselves to the Huron-Algonquin alliance. Soon after
initial French-Huron contact, the Hurons joined the Algonquin as major
suppliers of fur to the French traders in the upper St. Lawrence area.

They thus became one of the most importaﬁt commercial allies of French
trading interests in North America.

Out of a genuine missionary zeal, and to further cement the French-
Huron alliance, at first Récollet and later Jesuit missions, were established
among the‘Hurons. The hope of these able and courageous men was to build a

Catholic Christian community allied to the French cause in North America.

1



With their large semi-sedentary agricultural pcpulation, housed in villages
wifh up to several thousand people, the Hurons offered an unusual opportu-
nity for missionary ambitions. That these ambitions were not realized can
be attributed to the onslaught of European diseases, trade rivalries and
the age 0ld rancours of inter-tribal warfare. Until the late 1630's, how-
ever, when disasters began to overtake the Hurons, Huronia was a stable
territorial entity and as such offers the geographer a good opportunity

to study a significant aspect of the aboriginal geography of Canada.

In spite of the shortcomings of the ethnohistorical and archaeo-
logical materialvon the Hurons,1 more is known about this group of Indians
than any other group in Canada. Yet no geographer has ever attempted a
study of the Hurons. It is therefore not surprising that other early
Canadian Indian groups have also been ignored by geographers. This thesis
is therefore somewhat of a pioneer effort in a field that has traditionally
been left to the archaeologist and anthropologist. It is hoped that the
author can demonstrate that the geographer can also make a contribution

and thereby point the way to further research in the aboriginal geography

- of Canada.

b) The purpose and approach to the thesis

One of the principal themes in historical geography is the recon-
struction and interpretation of past landscapes. In keeping with this theme,
the problem of this thesis is to reconstruct the geography of Huronia during
the first half of the 17th century.- In attempting such a reconstruction

some emphasis will be placed on the functional relationships that existed

1. A discussion of the ethnohistoric sources as well as 17th
century maps relating to Huronia can be found in Appendix VIII.
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between the various cultural and natural phenomena in the landscape.

Uﬁiike some historical‘geographies little attempt will be made to trace

the origin of the geographical patterns of Huronia. Until considerably

more archaeological work has been done in Huronia and adjacent areas most
attempts to explain the origins of a particular feature, let alone a complek
geographical pattern, would at best be a guess. Rather than tracing the
origin of the geography of Huronia, an effort will be made to reconstruct
the area and explain how the Hurons functioned within it. The approach to
the problem of reconstructing the geography of Huronia is therefore eco-
logical rather than historical.

The major difficulties underlying such a research problem are pri-
marily attributable to a lack of adequate source material. Intensive
archaeological and palaeoecological work has only recently begun in the
area (Tyyska, 1968; Hurley and Heidenreich, 1969) and much of the potenti-
ally significant work of previous years, particularly on the excavations
at Cahiagué, has not been published. In order to overcome the lack of a
wide range of comparative material it was necessary to generalize and
extrapolate from particular archaeological and written information for
an area and culture as é whole. While the author is keenly aware of this
shortcoming, he also realizes that only decades of intensive archaeological
work could provide emough material to overcome this problem. Generaliza-
tions from particular instances would not be permissible in the study of
societies that exhibited great variations in their cultural behavior.
Similar to most tribal societies, the latitude of Huron group behavior
was prescribed and restricted by traditional social norms. It can there-

fore be reasoned that, to a large extent, individual social behavior and



P?%ticular archaeological remains are a fairly accurate reflection of a
total way of life. Whether stated explicitly or not, practically all the
ethnohistorical work that has been done on the Hurons, has had to proceed
from this principle, and this study is no exception. In all cases the
authors had to build, what ihey considered to be, a "reasonable situation"
from a few scraps of evidence. The result has been, and always will be
until more archaeological work has been done, a rough approximation of a
culture group in its area of settlement, rather than a description of a
group‘in all its complexities; Similarly, some of the features of resource
exploitation are only briefly described. Here a '"reasonable case" had to
be built out of the interrelationships between Huron tecﬁnology, social
behavior and the natural environment. Technology, social behavior and the
natural environmeﬁt can be fairly accurately reconstructed; the inter-
relationships and their end results measured in corn, fish or meat produc-
tion are not known, and must be reconstructed in terms of "a reasonable
case'". The unfortunate aspect of such arguments is that it is difficult to
prove or disprove a particular case. Instead each case is examined in
terms of whether it is more or less reasonable{

A related problem to the one of inadequate or particularized mater-
ial is the problem of change over time. No cultural group or area stays
static and the Hurons are a good example of a society that changed rapidly
and ultimately collapsed due to outside pressures and internal weaknesses.
Unfortunately the ethnohistoric sources only hint at some of the social
changes that were occurring and, except for the development and intensi-

fication of French-Huron trade, are almost entirely mute on other aspects

of geographical interest. The archacological record supports the contention

-



that trade became intensified over time and that there may have been some
changés ;n the construction of palisades and houses. Neither source offers
any information on other aspects of geographical change. There is for
example no evidence that there was any major change in resource exploita-
tion or the size and distribution of settlements. The introduction of
metal goods such as copper kettles, iron axes or iron fish-hooks does not
seem to have altered the Huron's way of life, but probably made it more
efficient. Since such changes can only be guessed at, the bulk of this
thesis will deal with a more ér le- 5 stable situation prior to the dis-
ruptions of the late 1630"'s brought on by the ravages of European diseases;
the social conflict of the 1640's precipitated by religi;us conversions;
and the final disasters of the late 1640's at the hands of the Iroquois
armies. Since tﬂe final result of these disruptive elements was the total
disintegration of a way of life and the disappearance of an entire cultural
group, a study of the demise of Huronia should perhaps be left to a sociol-
ogist or anthropologist rather than a geographer.

The organization of the thesis follows a standard pattern. The
first chapter is devoted to defining Huronia and delimitiﬂg the area of
active occupance. This is followed by a discussion of the physical geo-
graphy of the area as it might have been dﬁring the period of the Huron
occupation. Recent work, still in the prbcess of analysis and too late
to be included in this thesis, seems to confirm the major conclusions
drawn in the chapter on the vegetation, soils and climate of the area
(Hurley and Heidenreich, 1969). Once the area is delimited and the physi-

cal environment established, some of the pertinent social determinants

underlying the major geographical patterns are discussed. These are the
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socio-political organization of the Hurons, the distribution of the

tfibal groups and estiméted populations. Such a discussion, is considered
essential as a prelude to a better understanding of Huron settlement pat-
terns and their subsistence economy. In general, settlement is here con-
sidered to be '"the facilities man built in the process of occupying an
area" (Kohn, 1954:125). This definition is elaborated in the proper chaptér.
For the sake of clarity a discussion of subsistence economies is treated
separately. This separation is of course somewhat artificial because sub-
sistence economies result in a cultural landscape and are therefore a part
of "the facilities man built in the process of occupying an area". In this
case, however, clarity of organization was considered a greater virtue than
geographical philosophy. Of all the chapters in the thesis the one on
Huron agriculture is the most hypothetical. This is again due to a lack

of adequate data. Perhpas the only way in which these difficulties can be
overcome is to launch a long term experiment in.Huron agriculture similar
to the one conducted in Denmark in European Neolithic agriculture (Iversen,
1956; Steensberg, 1957). The final chapter of the thesis is concerned with
the reconstruction of Huron trade. It w;s necessary here to combine a dis-
cussion of trade with that of external politicsrbecause the two, at least
to the Hurons, were inseparable. Pre-European and French-Huron trade are
considered. The later French period, from the mid 1630's on, will be
treated lightly not only because the subjeét is large enough to be treated
separately, necessitating a thorough discussion of European trading practices,
motives and policies, but also because this was a period of rapid inter-

related change.

Although this thesis is primarily concerned with BHuronia before the



period of rapid change beginning in the mid 1630's, constant reference
mﬁét be made to events and situations in that period in order to gain a
clearer understanding of the earlier period. In essence therefore the
problem of this thesis is to reconstruct the geography of Huronia from
the earliest period of direct French-Huron contact in 1609 (Champlain,
Vol. I1:109) to the mid 1630's when, with the onslaught of European
diseases, rapid changes started to disrupt traditional Huronia, ending in
the extinction of the culture and the disappearance of the area as a

geographical region.



Chapter I

Buronia: The Position and Delimitation
of the Occupied Area

Introduction

The main purpose of this chapter is to define Huronia and delimit
the extent of the occupied area during the 17th century. This discussion
will be prefaced by an explanation of the names "Huron" and 8endat along
with some of the geographical implications of these names.

Until the arrival of the Jesuits, Huronia was in ill-defined
territory. Both Champlain and Sagard imply a well defined area but do
not delimit its boundaries. Before Huronia is delimited by means of the
Jesuit source material, it will be shown how knowledge of Huronia slowly
built up from Champlain's first references to the Hurons until the arrival
of the Jesuits.

The actual delimitation of Huronia will be done in two ways; 1)
by determining the probable location of Huron villages and Jesuit missions
mentioned on the contemporary maps and in the written descriptions; 2)
by examining the distribution of archaeologic