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L'Outaouais, des origines a 1900

1. Le territoire

i) Rivers: The main artery of the river System is the Ottawa
River which is as important to the region as the St. Lawrence

River is to the Montreal/Quebec City axis. The Outaouais ig

activity ang perspective within the Outaouais: communication from
east to west across the interior of the region has historically

been problematic. At the same ‘time, the east/west flow of the



isolated; since the seventeenth century, its hiStory has been

closely related to internationai developments.

ii) Land: The Canadian Shielq covers the region except for a
strip of land extending approximately eight to ten kilometers

north of the Ottawa River. The vast forest was composed of many

decades. Until the nineteenth~century, the Ottawa River connecteq

the two sides of the Ottawa Valley; the north shore had no



of the "region" as both part of and distinct frop the neighboring

territory to the south. At the same time, the east/west cohesion

response to the changing historic forces. For eéxample, the
importance in the forest economy of the Chaudieré Falls at Hull
led to the €éXpressions "Upper Ottawa" (both Sides of the Ottawa
Valley above the Falls) and "Lower Ottawa" (both sides below the

Falls) by the early decades of the nineteenth Century.

Moreover, four sub-regions emerged within the Outaouais: the
eastern corner associated with the seigneury of Peﬁite-Nation:
the northern Corner associated with Maniwaki; the western corner
associated with Pontiac; and the Central territory linked to the
Gatineau~Hull—Aylmer axis. The geographic orientation of each of
these sub-regions changed Considerably over time. The eastern
corner was pulled east by Montreal, ang south by communities such
as Hawkesbury ang Kingston. Tﬁe north has been pulled at various
times not only toward the Ottawa River but also toward the St.
Lawrence River by way>6f the Laurentian System. The western

. corner has at times been oriented south toward Pembroke as nuch
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as east toward the rest of the Outaouais. Similarly, the central

‘axis of Gatineau—Hull-AYlmer became intimately linked bdth to the

The various components of the location and physical
geography of the Outaouais are éssential to understanding the
history of the region. Over the Years, historic forces have given

a specific meaning to these Ccomponents, and thereby have defined

the oOutaouaig’ identity as one of leSpays du Québec.

2. La population et l‘’occupation du territoire

i. Prehistoric times:

with the early nineteenth-centufy arrival of Philemon Wright.
However, the true origins of human activity in the region extend

thousands of years back in time; in fact, archeological research



especially dlong the shores of the river systenm from the area
near Present-day Papineauville to major sites on Ile des

Allumettes ang Ile Morrison. By 2,000 B.C., the Prehistoric human

previous Centuries, Algonquin tribes had established themselves
throughout the region, and had eéven established sonpe rudimentary
farming activity on Ile Morrison. By the early seventeenth
Century, about 2,000~3,000 individuals were Present in the

Outaouais at various times during the year.

ii) From the "]g grande riviere des Algonquins" to "la riviere

des Outaouais":

time the region first became inhabitable provides the appropriate
context for understanding the meaning of Champlain’s famous trip.
Once considered a "discoverer (guided by scientific instruments

such as astrolabes), Champlain is now understood to have been 1leqd



With the development of the fur trade inp the early
seventeenth century, the Outaocuais’ use as a lieu de passage
(connecting Quebec city to the interior of the continent) became
Crucial in the history of New France. Indeed, the region became
the crossroads of French and Amerindian activity. The Outaouais
evolved "entre deux mondes,"‘at the interéection of two vastly
different ang often competing influences.

For several decades, the Algonquins were able to use the
strategically-located Ile Morfison to their own advantage in the
fur trade by controlling travel along what the French called "1
grande riviere des Algonquins."'buring this period, the islands
of Morrison ang des Alumettes were the most important Places in
the Outaouais; the destiny of the rest of the region was
dependent on then.

Beginning in the iate 1630s, however, the Algonquins
suffered a serjes of epidemics (resulting from contact with the

French), and then they suffered military defeats at the hands of
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Long Sault in 1660 where Dollard des Ormeaux was massacred. After
Peace with the Iroquois was achieved in 1701, some Algonquins

began returning to their ancestral lands in the Outaouais.].

Manitoulin Islénd. In keeping with this transition, the French
began using the name "la riviere des Outaocuais." In these years,
French colonial policy prohibited settlement beyond the St.
Lawrence valley for military and economic reasons (the seigneury
of Petite-Nation was officially created in 1674 but was not
settled until the early nineteenth century). The French presence
in the Outaocuais was limiteq to the construction of fur trade
posts with the result that the human landscape of the region only
changed slowly in the following years including the initial
period after the Conquest. The Outaouais approached the

nineteenth century much as it hadg entered the eighteenth century.

iii) The arrival of White settlers:

Townships ﬁere Created throughout the Outaouais and
government officials began eéncouraging settlement by facilitating
access to the land. Similarly, Settlement in the seigneury of
Petite-Nation followed its acéuisition by Joseph Papineau who
became aware of the seigneury through his work as a notary in

Quebec city.



North America, By the mid—nineteenth century, settlers of
English, Irish, Scottish, and French-origin were all well-

established in the region.
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The familiar image of nineteenth-century settlement in the
Outaouais emphasizes the arrival of famous men such as Wright.

However, recent research has shown that most individuals came as

three other relatives. Such families and kinship groups provided
a context within which the challenge of settlement could be met
through the combined effort of men, women, and children. In this
sense, for example, Abigail Wright merits as much historic
attention as her husband.

The pattern of family and kinvgroup settlement helps explain
why certain areas of the Outaocuais came fé be aséociated with
settlers from certain backgrounds. In addition to Wright’s
American settlement near the Chaudiere_Falls, Scottish
Highlanders migrated to the townships of Templeton, Lochaber, and
Grenville in the opening years of the century while French
Canadians began settling the seigneury of Petite-Nation, now in
the hands of the Papineau family. Other families ang kinship
groups continued to arrive in increasing numbers, and the
emerging communities of the Outaouais soon became part of a
regional mosaic of religous and linguistic groups; As the density

of settlement increased, most communties became more

the four sub-regions reflected their somewhat distinct histories.
The eastern part of the Outaouais was predominantly French

'~Canadian, and the western townships were more Irish. This east-



In addition to the significant American, Irish, Scottish,

English, and French-Canadian settlements in the region, the

Canadian'settlement in the region. Particularly after mid-
century, French Canadians became the majority in many of the
previously British—origin communities. The process was
characterized by movement from east to west across the region of
French-Canadian Numerical importance. While French Canadians were
in the majority in the eastern sub-region of the Outaouais from
the early decades of the nineteenth Century, they became a
majority in the central sub—rggion by the end of the century as
they would by 1940 in Pontiac.

Thg incfeasing importance of French-Canadian settlement in
the region resulted from two trends: the generalvlack of growth

.(and, in certain communities; the decline) of the British-origin



and a contrasting increase of French-Canadian immigration. After
the mid-nineteenth century, the vast majority of new settlers in

the Outaocuais were French Canadian.

back from the shores of the tributaries. The region became dotted
with settlements, each connected to the larger communities near
the Ottawa River including Montebello, Papineauville, Plaisance,
and Thurso in the easternvsub—region: Buckingham, Masson, andg
Angers near the mouth of the Lievre River; Gatineau, Hull, ang
Aylmer at the opening of the Gatineau River; and Quyon,

Shawville, Bryson, and Fort Coulonge in the Pontiac. In the

third largest city in Quebec; the population tripled to 11,264
between 1871 ang 1891. This develbped ensured Hull‘’s Pre-eminence
among the communities of the Outaocuais but all the region’s towns
and villages were strongly influenced by metropolitan forces
outside the Outaouais. In thé‘first decades of the nineteenth
century, Quebec City and Montfeal were the most influenfial
cities for the nascent Outaouais_communities. In turn, the
community established by the Wright group was initially the most

. important pPlace for both sides of the Ottawa Valley; at this
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time, the eastern corner of Upper Canada was in many ways an
extension of Lower Canada{ However, the construction of the
'Rideau Canal (in the later 1820s and early 1830s) and the
emergence of Bytown (renamed Ottawa in 1854) led to new poles of
influence in Upper Canada/Ontario. The result was that the
dutaouais Came to be situtated once again "entre deux mondes" ;
the region was Now evolving within the brbits of both the worild

of the st. Lawrence Valley and¢the world of south-central

3. Le developpement &conomique
i) Beyond the fur-trade/forest economy image:

The economic history of the Outaouais before 1900 is usually
depicted in terms of two activities: the fur trade before 1800

and the forest economy thereafter. This depiction is
activities but it is also misleading for several reasons. First,

econonmic endeavours of the prehistoric and Amerindian groups who
were present in the région for thousands of Years before the
appearance of French traders. |

siﬁilarly, the fur-trade/forest-economy emphasis does not
adequately acknowledge other fypes of production which occurred
simulataneously in the region at various times during the
Seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. Viewed from outside the

Outaouais, such other pProduction was often not noteworthy.
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However, for those in the region, the economy was quite complex
(especially during the mid-nineteenth century). The economic
‘history of the Outaocuais involves far more that the story of fur
traders and shantymen,

ii) Before 1600:

The second economic period (approximately.z,ooo B.C. to 500
A.D.) is characterizeg by the appearance of pottery, notably at
camps in the Pontiac on the Ottawa River opposite Deep River, and

at Plaisance on the Petite-Nation River. This activity became

‘history. In these Ccenturies, the Outaouaisg continued to operate



Algonquins were wWell-positioned to begin trading with them.

was pre-eminent: 1600-1650 and 1650-1800. The traditional image
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Algonquins during this perlod and were in no position to impose
their own terms of commerce.

It is true, however, that contact with the French did lead
to the substantial weakening qf‘Algonquin society. Not only did
contact with the French bring disease but it also led to a less
diverse Algonquin economy which became increasingly dependent on
European-made products.

The disease and military defeat which destroyed the major
role of the Algonquins in the fur trade by the mld-seventeenth
century gave rise to the importance of the Ottawas as the key
Amerindians for the French traders. Their name came to be used
for the river, the region, and eventually the capital of canada
but their éctual role wiﬁhin the Outaocuais was quite limited as
the fur trade moved increasingly west. During the 1650-1791
period, the region was predominantly a lieu de passage as canoes
passed up and down the river system carrying goods between the
St. Lawrence Valleyland the interior of the continent. The
construction of fur trade posts aiong the river shores
facilitated this commerce as well as encouraging a small local

trade.

iv) The Nineteenth Century

The forest economy became the engine of economic development
in the outaouais during the nineteenth century. This development
occurred over three pefiods: 1791-1826; 1826-1854; and 1854-1886.

a) 1791-1826: The small groups of white settlers who arrived



le

relatively calm tributafies in Upper Canada; only in the 1820s,
was a concerted effort made to push the forest frontier north
along the tributaries in the Outaouais. Economic development
during this period was very slow. The region attracted few
settlers, the extent of poor soil frustratédvthe pursuit of

agrarian Security, and the timber trade fluctuated unpredictably.

wood products such as deals. In addition, a market for lumber
eémerged in the United States as well as domestically, and
sawmills were increasingly eséablished in the region. In contrast
to the slow growth of earlier decades, the region attracted more
and more investors, merchants, skilled and unskiiled workers, and

.settlers seeking land. at the same time, the construction of the
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Rideau River fueled the development of the south shore of the

Ottawa River, ang during these years Bytown came to rival and

as to the domestic demand for firewood and'contruction lumber in
the growing towns and cities. At the same time, other activities
developed such as agriculture (especially in the Pontiac) and

mining (in areas north of the Gatineau-Hull—Aylmer axis). A new

Outaouais” Pre-eminence in the Canadian forest économy. However,
the trees of the Outaouais were limited in number, and reliance

on external markets placed the region in a dependent position.

During these periods of the nineteenth century, five
economic groups emerged: 1) reqional leaders (best represented by
those such as the Wright, Papfneau, and McLaren families) who
were distinguisheq by their extensive control of land, by the
extent of their econonic Qperatioﬁs, and by their ability to

Sécure credit in Montreal ang Quebec city; 2) communi eaders



villages; 3) those who owned family farms; 4) skilled wage-
earners; 5) deneral labourers. The groups of farmers, skilled

required for better wages, and eéventually to accumulate capital
to acquire lang for farming. Given the conditions of labour in
the region, this ambition was very difficult to fulfill; even the
families of "farmers" might well depend Primarily on wage-labour.
Indeed, all the families of the Oﬁtaouais justifiably feared
economic difficulty.since the forest economy was inherently

insecure. Bankruptcy was a familiar pPhenomenon throughtout the

Century.
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knew the intricacies of the businesgs and felt pPrepared not only
to report on developments but also to give advice about how best
to-conductlbusiness. Similarly, the wives and children of farmers
and wage-labourers contributed outside and inside the home. Many
teenage sons worked in the shanties ang sawmills while their
sisters ang mothers'carried out a wide range of domestic duties

to contribute to their familieg’ pursuit of survival and

security.

necessarily acknowledge such developments, In fact, more than a
century of French activity had not changed the Algonquin view
that they controlled the Outaéuais. For example, the Algonquin
group at Lake of Two Mountains stated’in 1761 that they

controlled all the lands of the region as far ag Lake Nipisingue.



of the day. No regional leadet became important Politically
outside the Outaouais. Despite his Paramount importance in the
early decades of the nineteenth century, Philemon Wright was
never asked to join the Legislative Council.

Throughout the nineteenth century, two trends characterijze
social organization in the Outaouais: an infermal structure

within the region based on family ang kinship ties; and a formal



based on religious and government institutions. Families Played
dominant roles in religion, edcuation, health, and welfare.
Institutions such as churches ang schools, and those such ag

Priests, ministers, teachers, ang Physicians began to become

Churches in the areas of heavier non-francophone settlement. The
Catholic cChurch became increasingly important as Irish Catholic
and then French-canadian settlement}dccurred. By nid—century, the
Catholic Church was the predominant religious institution in the
region.

While churches became more nNumerous, religious leadership
continued to come from outside the region for both Catholics ang
Protestants. The Outaouais Was part of the Roman Catholic Diocese
of Quebec unti] 1836 when it Became part of the Diocese of
Montreal. 1n 1847, the region was included in the newly-formed
Diocese of Bytown (Ottawa). Anglicans in the region were members

. of the Diocese of Montreal.
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Similarly, other formal institutions for residents of the
Outaouais were often located outside the region. While some
educaticnal, health, ang Charity organisations were established
Soon after the arrival of the first settlers, residents were
often forced to leave the region to fulfil]l needs beyond the

basic level. In most cases, they Crossed the Ottawa River to

System obligateq them to travel there except for quite minor
cases.

The relations among the various social and ethnic groups
varied from quite close (including intermarriage) to quite
antagonistic (including serious brawls in taverns). as wiﬁh other
aspects of social life in the Outaouais, these relations

generally evolved without formal structures. For eXample, no



among lumber merchants for access to the forest; a greater

Competition for jobs in the forest economy: and a quite accepting

During the nineteenth century, the Outaouais came to develop

between the influences of Lower Canada/Canada East/Quebec ang

2) the complexity of the region’s history ip all its aspects:
Some of the elements of this diversity include:

-the absence of clearly—defined boundaries; -
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—-the impact of diverse cultural traditions (the Presence of

both the seigneurial and township systems; the different

- backgrounds of the settlers leading to varied religious and

social institutions; the distinct character of the sub-regions,
most notably between Pontiac and Petite-Natidn, etc.):; ‘
-the diversity of economic activity beyond the fur trade and
the forest economy (indluding agriculture and mining);
-the constaht political change resulting from the changing

political meaning of the Ottawa River.

3) the dynamic change over time in the region’s history from the

seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries; Some of the eleménts‘of
this dynamic change include: _

-the changing "central plaée" of the region (the role of Ile
Morrison and Ile des Allumettes in the seventeenth century, the
importance of Hull for both sides of the Ottawa Valley in the
early nineteenth century, the impact of the growth of
Bytown/Ottawa by the 1850s, etc.); |

-the transition from a lieu de passage to the
internationally-significant heart of the forest economy in North
America;

-the predominance of British—drigin migration to the region
during the first half of the nineteenth century and the

predominance of francophone séttlement in subsequent years.



