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The Mi’kmaq People

From the blog at http://JohnWood1946.wordpress.com

I was pessimistic when I began to read the first chapter of Moose in the Micmac Country,

issued in Moncton by the Intercolonial Railway and Prince Edward Island Railway of Canada

in 1908. The chapter was entitled The Micmac Tribe, and it is rare to find such a writing that

is at all knowledgeable. I do not know who wrote the chapter. It is short, and I have edited it

as follows, but it was interesting even in its original form.

Mi’kmaq Encampment, ca. 1801
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When Jacques Cartier entered the Baie de Chaleur in the spring of 1534 the Mi’kmaq were a

large tribe inhabiting the whole of the adjoining country. Cartier’s letters inform us that he

met members of the tribe, and the old Sachem Membertou told the French at Port Royal,

many years afterwards, that he had met the great French Captain and talked to him, and

described the ships very minutely. The Mi’kmaq called the Baie de Chaleur “Eeketnen

Nemaachi,” or Sea of Fish, which was a very appropriate name.

The first reliable information about the habits of the Mi’kmaq is the famous Relations of the

Jesuit missionaries who labored so long and faithfully among them. As early as 1620 we find

the Recollet fathers established in a mission at the Island of Miscou, where they made their

headquarters for about twenty years. They could not have selected a more exposed position

for their mission, and it is not to be wondered that many of them died during the severe

winters. From Miscou they removed to the Basin of the Nepisiguit and Father Leclercq writes

most enthusiastically of their new home. He describes this Basin as one of the most beautiful

he had ever seen, and that it was a lovely sheet of water. Their Chapel and other buildings

stood on what was known as Pointe au Pere near the mouth of the Tatamagouche River, and

the missionaries write that here was the headquarters of the tribe, which no doubt was one of

the principal reasons the fathers chose it.

The French missionaries found the Mi’kmaq a numerous and hardy people, living in a

country abounding with game and fish, and yet they had no idea of providing for a bad

season. It is related by Pere Lallemant that during the winter of 1664 the snowfall was so

light that it did not obstruct the animals and the Mi’kmaq could not kill them. Consequently,

they suffered severely for food. The missionaries assisted them as much as they could out of

their own scanty stores. Up to this time, survival of the group was a higher priority than the

survival of individuals, and the old and helpless who could not accompany the others in their

travels needed to be abandoned. The missionaries encouraged the building of “Cabins of

Charity” for the unfortunates, which they did. From the Nepisiguit the missions extended to

Miramichy, Richibuctow, Gaspé and other points. It might be mentioned that up to a short

time ago the remains of old Mission buildings could still be seen.

Owning and hunting over such a large territory the Mi’kmaq continued for many years to be a

large and formidable tribe, they were closely allied to the Wolastoqiyik of the River St. John

and the Madawaska country, as is proved by many facts, one of the most interesting stories

being told by M. Taché in his Légendes de Mon Pays in connection with the massacre at

L’Islet au Massacre, in the St. Lawrence, an account of which will be found in Forest, Stream

and Seashore, published by the Intercolonial Railway.

Interesting particulars regarding the Indians have been gathered from many sources. It is

said their belief in a Great Spirit was similar to that of the western tribes, and like them they

had also their more familiar spirits or deities, the residences of which were placed by them in

different parts of the territory. In fact they had a mythology of their own. For instance, they

told the early French visitors that they should not allow their ships to approach too near the

Island of Miscou, for on that Island there dwelt a bad spirit named Gow-gow who was as tall



3/4

as a ship’s masts and who would carry off the sailors in a sack to be devoured at leisure. Sieur

Prevert de Saint Malo writes of this to Champlain. Their best beloved deity was the famous

Clotescaurpe [probably Glooscap] whose dwelling place was supposed to be in the interior of

the country, among the lakes and mountains. Clotescaurpe performed all good actions for his

people, and it was confidently hoped that he would one day return to the earth, for it had

been a sorry place for the Indians since he departed. During his residence among them his

constant aim was to improve their conditions and make them live better lives. He also kept

off evil spirits when appealed to. The Moon, for instance, had been a very troublesome spirit;

but once, when it was particularly so, Clotescaurpe struck it between the eyes with his staff

and it retreated to its present position and never afterwards troubled the people. The manner

of Clutescaurpe’s departure and his reasons for going have been told by the older Indians.

They said that in the course of time his efforts to improve his children appear to have been

unheeded, both men and beasts constantly disobeying his commands, mankind being

particularly disobedient, and after many entreaties, demands and threats, his patience

became exhausted and he sent them a command to meet him for a last council at a certain

lake among the mountains, supposed to have been Lake Nictor at the foot of the Sagammok.

Mankind had by this time become altogether vile and the men were afraid to come, but the

beasts arrived at the rendezvous in large numbers. Clotescaurpe in due time came and with

him was his uncle, “The Great Turtle.” The deity at once commanded a great feast to be

prepared and after all had partaken of the food he spoke to them long and very sorrowfully,

reminding them of his efforts on their behalf and on behalf of men, and of their great

disobedience, and lastly announcing his departure. It was with grief and fear that the beasts

heard him, and when the sun was going down he and his uncle got into a canoe and went way

toward the setting sun. The beasts were left standing on the beach of the lake “and

Clotescaurpe sang and the Great Turtle sang and they disappeared into the setting sun and

were seen nevermore.” And for a long time the beasts remained on the shore, and when they

began to depart a strange thing was noticed, for while before this they could all understand

each other now they could do so no longer, and found that they all spoke with different

speech, and they fled apart in fear and never since have they met in council. And the hunting

dogs of Clotescaurpe were left behind, and at times they range the mountains seeking him,

and men hear them calling in the night.

Father Leclercq relates an interesting story of the belief which he found among the natives of

the Miramichi concerning the efficacy of the cross to keep away disease and other harm. They

each carried a small wooden cross, and the old men told him that once when the tribe had

been ravaged by a peculiar epidemic an angel in white had appeared to an old man and told

him to wear the cross and no disease could hurt him. The talisman proved so effective that

they had constantly worn it as instructed by the heavenly visitor.

During the wars between the English and the French for the possession of Canada the

Mi’kmaq were generally to be found on the side of the French. The consequence was that the

first English settlers at places such as Miramichi and the Baie de Chaleur had a difficult time.

A number of Acadian refugees, exasperated by their misfortunes, joined the war party raised
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by Boishebert (whose name is perpetuated in the island called “Beaubear’s Island” at the

junction of the North West and South West Miramichi) in 1755, and these were reinforced by

Indians, the combined party attacking the English, and both sides resorting to the savagery.

Happily the general peace which occurred shortly afterwards put an end to strife and the

Mi’kmaq were quiet until the American war of Independence, when one John Allen, of

Machias, who was an Indian trader and possessed some influence with the tribes, tried to

induce them to join the American side. He almost succeeded, but the Mi’kmaq held a council

and they replied to Allen “We do not comprehend what all this quarrelling is about. How

comes it that Old England and New England should come to blows? That father should fight

with son is terrible. Old France and New France never did that, and we will not think of

fighting ourselves till we know who is right and who is wrong.”

Although many bands are living in New Brunswick and Eastern Quebec, the principal

settlement is at Cross Point, opposite Campbellton, where they have a large reservation, a

well-built village and many farms, as well as their own church and clergyman, schools, etc.

They hunt and fish also and make excellent guides for hunters and fishermen.
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