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Why shouldn’t things be largely absurd, futile, and transitory? They
are so, and we are so, and they and we go very well together.

George Santayana

In Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had
its own genius loci, its guardian spirit. These spirits were
accessible to men, but were very unlike men; centaurs, fauns, and
mermaids show their ambivalence. Before one cut a tree, mined a
mountain, or dammed a brook, it was important to placate the
spirit in charge of that particular situation, and to keep it placated.
By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to
exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural

objects.
Lynn White, Jr.



I

forét, hache, famille

1693-1716



Trépagny

In twilight they passed bloody Tadoussac, Kébec and Trois-Rivieres and
near dawn moored at a remote riverbank settlement. René Sel, stiff black
hair, slanted eyes, yeux bridés—in ancient times invading Huns had been at
his people—heard someone say “Wobik.” Mosquitoes covered their hands
and necks like fur. A man with yellow eyebrows pointed them at a rain-dark
house. Mud, rain, biting insects and the odor of willows made the first
impression of New France. The second impression was of dark vast forest,
inimical wilderness.

The newcomers, standing in the rain waiting to be called to make their
marks in a great ledger, saw the farmers clumped under a sheltering spruce.
The farmers stared at them and exchanged comments.

At his turn René made not only an X but the letter R—marred by a
spatter of ink from the quill—a letter which he had learned in childhood
from the old priest who said it was the beginning of René, his name. But the
priest had died of winter starvation before he could teach him the
succeeding letters.

Yellow Eyebrows regarded the R. “Quite the learned fellow, eh?” he said.
He bawled out “Monsieur Claude Trépagny!” and René’s new master, a
shambling, muscular man, beckoned him forward. He carried a heavy stick
like a cudgel. Drops of rain caught in the wool of his knitted cap. Thick
brows couldn’t shadow his glaring eyes, the whites so white and flashing they
falsely indicated a vivacious nature. “We must wait a little,” he said to René.

The damp sky sagged downward. They waited. Yellow Eyebrows, the
deputy whom his new master called Monsieur Bouchard, again bawled
“Monsieur Trépagny!” who this time fetched a familiar; Charles Duquet, a
scrawny engagé from the ship, a weakling from the Paris slums who during
the voyage often folded up in a corner like a broken stick. So, thought René,
Monsieur Trépagny had taken two servants. Perhaps he was wealthy,
although his sodden droguet cloak was tattered.



Monsieur Trépagny tramped up the muddy path toward a line of black
mist. He did not so much walk as hurl himself along on his varied legs, one
limber, one stiff. He said “Allons-y.” They plunged into the gloomy country, a
dense hardwood forest broken by stands of pine. René did not dare ask what
services he would be performing. After years of manly labor chopping trees
in the Morvan highlands he did not want to be a house servant.

In a few hours the sodden leaf mold gave way to pine duff. The air was
intensely aromatic. Fallen needles muted their passage, the interlaced
branches absorbed their panting breaths. Here grew hugeous trees of a size
not seen in the old country for hundreds of years, evergreens taller than
cathedrals, cloud-piercing spruce and hemlock. The monstrous deciduous
trees stood distant from each other, but overhead their leaf-choked branches
merged into a false sky, dark and savage. Achille, his older brother, would
have gaped at New France's trees. Late in the day they passed by a slope
filled with shining white trunks. These, said Monsieur Trépagny, were
bouleau blanc, and the sauvages made houses and boats from the bark. René
did not believe this.

The big trees made him think again of Achille, a flotteur who had spent
his brief years plunging in and out of the cold Yonne, guiding logs down the
river. He had been powerful, immune to the water’s chill, had worked until a
log with a broken limb, sharpened and polished to a spear by the friction of
its travels, had pierced his bladder, carrying him along like a gobbet of meat
on a spit. René now wore his brother’'s underwear and wool trousers and his
short coat. He wore Achille’s sabots, though a barefoot life had given him
callused feet tough as cow hooves, hardened against French cold. In this
new world he would learn the cold was of a different order.

The engagés, dizzy with the narcotic effect of deep forest, stumbled on
sprawling spruce roots. Bébites assailed them, minuscule no-see-ums like
heated needles, blackflies with a painless bite that dispersed slow toxins,
swarms of mosquitoes in such millions that their shrill keening was the
sound of the woods. At a bog Monsieur Trépagny told them to smear mud
over their exposed skin, especially behind the ears and on the crown of the
head. The insects crept through the hair and stabbed the scalp. That, said
Monsieur Trépagny, was why he wore a tuque in this damnable country.
René thought an iron helmet would be a better choice. Monsieur Trépagny
said the sauvages made a protective salve from spruce needle oil and animal
fat but he had none. Mud would do. They walked on through the dim
woods, climbing over mossy humps, passing under branches drooping like
dark funeral swags. The engagés’ legs, weakened by the long ocean voyage,
cramped with fatigue.



“How big is this forest?” asked Duquet in his whinging treble voice. He
was scarcely larger than a child.

“It is the forest of the world. It is infinite. It twists around as a snake
swallows its own tail and has no end and no beginning. No one has ever seen
its farthest dimension.”

Monsieur Trépagny stopped. With his stick he smashed out dry spruce
twigs at the base of a tree. From beneath his cloak he took a fire bundle and
made a small blaze. They crouched around it, stretching out their purple
hands. He unfolded a cloth wrapping revealing a piece of moose meat, cut
pieces for each of them. Famished, René, who had only hoped for bread, bit
and tore at the meat. The grey mosquitoes hummed at his ears. Duquet
looked out from puffed slits and, unable to chew, he sucked the meat.
Beneath Monsieur Trépagny’s generosity they sensed contempt.

They walked on through a chaos of deadfalls, victims of some great
windstorm, Monsieur Trépagny following no discernible path but frequently
looking upward. René saw he was following cut marks on certain trees,
marks ten feet above the ground. Later he learned someone had blazed the
trees in winter striding high above the earth in snowshoes like a kind of
weightless wizard.

The forest had many edges, like a lace altarpiece. Its moody darkness
eased in the clearings. Unknown plants and curious blossoms caught their
eyes, funereal spruce and hemlock, the bright new-growth puffs at the tips of
the pine branches, silvery tossing willow, the mint green of new birch—a
place where even the sunlight was green. As they approached one opening
they heard an irregular clacking sound like sticks—agrey bones tied in a tree,
stirred by the wind. Monsieur Trépagny said that the sauvages often hung up
the bones of a killed animal after thanking its spirit. He led them around
beaver ponds protected by almost impenetrable alder queaches, warning that
the narrow pathways were moose runs. They passed through wet country.
Hollows brimmed with tea-colored rainwater. The quaking sphagnum,
punctuated with pitcher plants, sucked at every step. The young men had
never imagined country so wild and wet, so thickly wooded. When an alder
branch tore Duquet’s jacket he swore in a low voice. Monsieur Trépagny
heard him and said he must never curse a tree, especially the alder, which
had medicinal powers. They drank at streams, crossed shallow riffles curved
like damascened scimitar blades. Oh, how much longer, muttered Duquet,
one hand to the side of his face.

They came again to open forest, where it was easy to stride under the
trees. Sauvages burned away the underbrush, said their new master in a
disparaging tone. In late afternoon Monsieur Trépagny cried “porc-épic!” and



suddenly hurled his walking stick. It whirled once and struck the porcupine
a blow on the nose. The animal pitched down like a falling star, trailed by
blood drops. Monsieur Trépagny built a big fire and when the flames
subsided into purple rods suspended the gutted animal over the coals. The
burning quills stank, but when he took the carcass off the fire, beneath the
blackened crust the meat was good. From his bottomless pockets Monsieur
Trépagny drew a bag of salt and gave them each a pinch. The leftover meat
he wrapped in a greasy cloth.

The master built up the fire again, rolled into his cloak, lay down under a
tree, closed his fiery eyes and slept. René’s legs cramped. The cold, the pines
hissing in the wind, wheedling mosquitoes and owl cries kept him awake. He
spoke softly to Charles Duquet, who did not answer, and then he was silent.
In the night something half-wakened him.

Morning began with fire. Though it was late spring it was colder than cold
France. Light crawled into the gloom. Monsieur Trépagny, gnawing on
leftover meat, kicked Duquet and bawled “Levez-vous!” René was up before
Monsieur Trépagny could kick him. He looked at the meat in Monsieur
Trépagny’s hand. The man tore off a piece and threw it to him, tore another
and threw it to Duquet as one might throw scraps to a dog, then headed out
with his tireless, lurching gait, following the cuts high on the trees. The new
servants saw only darkness except to their rear, where the abandoned fire
winked beguilingly.

The day was cold, but dry. Monsieur Trépagny racked along a dim trail,
but by noon the rain returned. They were stuporous with fatigue when they
reached snarling water, a black river, yet transparent as dark chert. On the
far side they saw a clearing filled with stacks of cordwood and the
omnipresent forest pressing in. Smoke rose from a hidden chimney. They
could not see the house, only mountains of wood and outbuildings.

Monsieur Trépagny shouted. A woman in a mooseskin tunic painted with
curling designs came around the end of the nearest woodpile and called out
—"Kwe!"—then turned away. René Sel and Charles Duquet exchanged
stares. An Indian woman. Une sauvage!

They followed Monsieur Trépagny into the frigid river. René slipped on a
round river rock and half-fell, thinking of Achille, of the icy Yonne. Fish
veered around them, shot past, so many fish the river seemed made of hard
muscle. On the muddy shore they passed a fenced garden plot of weeds.
Monsieur Trépagny began to sing: “Mari, Mari, dame jolie . . .” The engagés
kept silent. Duquet’s mouth was pinched as if the air burned, his eyes
swollen almost shut.



Beyond the woodpiles they saw Monsieur Trépagny’s house, their first
sight of the timber piéce-sur-piece style, the steep-hipped roof, the shape of
the bell-cast eaves familiar from France. But every part was wood except for
three small windows set with expensive French glass. Against the trees they
saw a wikuom, which they learned the next day was the sauvage woman’s
bark house, where she retreated with her children at night.

Monsieur Trépagny took them to his storehouse. The interior stank of
rotting potatoes, marsh hay and cow shit. One end was partitioned off and
behind it they heard the breathing of a beast. They saw a black fire pit, a
forge. Monsieur Trépagny, enamored of his own voice, continued to sing,
made a fire in the pit and left them. Outside his voice receded, "Ah! Bonjour
donc, franc cavalier . . .” The rain began again. René and Duquet sat in
darkness except for the light of the dying fire. There were no windows in the
building and when Duquet opened the door to let in light, clouds of savage
midges and mosquitoes rushed them. They sat in the near dark. Duquet
spoke. He said that he was suffering from mal aux dents—toothache—and
would run away at his first chance and return to France. René was silent.

After a time the door opened. The sauvage woman and two children came
in, their arms full. The woman said “bien, bien,” and gave each of them a
beaver robe. She pointed to herself and said “Mali,” for like most Mi'kmaqs
she found it difficult to pronounce the letter r. René said his name and she
repeated it—Lené. The larger child set down a wooden bowl of hot
cornmeal. They disappeared. René and Duquet scooped the mush out of the
bowl with their fingers. They wrapped themselves in the robes and slept.

It was not light when Monsieur Trépagny wrenched open the door and
shouted in a hard voice, “Allons-y!” Behind the partition came the sound of
jets of milk hitting the bottom of a wooden bucket. He tossed them pieces of
smoked sturgeon and took his steel-bladed ax from the wall, gave them each
a short-hafted dulled ax. René’s had a great chip missing from the cutting
edge. In the dripping dawn Trépagny led them past a maize garden and into
a small clearing. He swung his arm in an arc and in an ironic voice called the
cramped space his big clearing—"le grand défrichement”—then began to
chop at a tree with skillful strokes. He commanded them to do the same. He
said today they would cut logs to build their quarters, an enlargement of his
domus, so that they might vacate his storehouse as quickly as possible. René
swung the short-handled trade tool, felt the jolt of the tree’s resistance,
swung again, embarking on his life’s work of clearing the forest of New



France. Duquet nibbled at a tree with his hatchet, a yellow discharge leaking
from his bitten eyes. They limbed the fallen trees, rolled and dragged them
to the edge of the clearing. The branches went aside to be chopped later into
cordwood.

The ax was dull. In the time it took René to fell one smallish tree, the
master brought down three larger and was at work on a fourth. There must
be a way to sharpen an ax with a quarter of the cutting edge gone, he
thought. He would refresh its sharpness; with doubts he chose a river cobble
and began to grind with circular motions. There was no visible progress and
he soon began chopping again. Monsieur Trépagny picked up the useless
cobble and threw it into the forest, took the ax from René and flourished it.
“To sharpen,” he said, “we use sandstone—greés.” He pantomimed the
sharpening. René wanted to ask where Monsieur Trépagny kept his
sharpening stones but the man’s glaring expression kept him quiet.

Monsieur Trépagny twisted his lips at Duquet’s whittle marks. He
regarded Duquet’s lopsided face. “Open your mouth,” he said, tapped the
rotten tooth with the blade of his knife and muttered that he would pull it at
the end of the day. Duquet made a negative sound.

At the height of the sun the sauvage woman brought a pot of steaming
maize. René had rarely eaten food at midday. With a wood chip Monsieur
Trépagny scooped out a glob. In the center of the maize melted a creamy
substance. René took some on his wood chip, was overcome by the richness.
“Ah!” he said and took more. Monsieur Trépagny said tersely that it was
cacamos, moose bone marrow. Duquet barely ate even this and leaned
against a tree breathing noisily.

At twilight they left the clearing. Monsieur Trépagny clattered through his
smithy tools until he found a pair of ironmonger's pliers. Duquet sat
openmouthed on a stump and Monsieur Trépagny seized the tooth with the
tool and wrenched. He dropped the yellow fang on the ground. Duquet spat
blood and pus, his lower lip split from the weight of the pliers. “Allons-y,”
said Monsieur Trépagny, moving toward his house. René saw him pick up
Duquet’s tooth and put it in his pocket.

The men entered the single room and their masculine stench blended
into the human funk of the north woods. The pockmarked Mari noticed
René’s nostrils flare at the smell of the house and threw an aromatic juniper
branch on the fire. In the hubhub of brats they heard some names—
Elphege, Theotiste, Jean-Baptiste—but they all looked the same and so like
their Mi'kmaw mother that René forgot them immediately. Mari spoke a
patois of mixed Mi’kmaq and terse French with a few Portuguese phrases in
a curious rhythm. The children had French names.




She brought them a pot of unsalted stewed goose cooked with wild onions
and herbs. The meat fell off the bone though Duquet could manage only a
little of the broth. A small dish of coarse salt stood in front of Trépagny and
he pinched it up with thumb and two fingers.

“Mari does not cook with sel, the Mi'kmaq say it spoils the food. So
always carry your own sel, René Sel, unless you can put your thumb in the
victuals and season them with your name—ha-ha.” Then came a plate of hot
corn cakes. Monsieur Trépagny poured an amber syrup on his cakes and
René did the same. The syrup was sweet and smoky, better than honey, and
he could not believe it came from a tree, as the master said. Duquet,
exhausted by his ordeal, bent his head. Mari went to her cupboard and
stirred something. She brought it to Duquet. Monsieur Trépagny said
perhaps it was a potion made from green alder catkins, the very alders
Duquet had cursed, so then the medicine would not work for him. Mari
said, “willow leaf, willow bark good medicine Mali make,” and Duquet
swallowed it and slept that night.

Day after day the chopping continued and their hands swelled, blistered,
hardened, the rhythm of chopping seized them despite the dull axes.
Monsieur Trépagny watched René work.

“You've held an ax before; you have a woodsman’s skill.” René told him
about the Morvan forest where he and Achille had cut trees. But already that
life was unmoored and slipping sidewise out of memory.

“Ah,” said Monsieur Trépagny. The next morning he took their wretched
axes from them and went off, leaving them alone.

“So,” said René to Duquet, “what is Monsieur Trépagny, is he a rich man?
Or not?”

Duquet produced a hard laugh. “I thought that between you and
Monsieur Trépagny all the knowledge of the world was conquered. Do you
not know that he is the seigneur and we the censitaires>—what some call
habitants. He is a seigneur but he wants to be a nobleman in this new
country. He apportions us land and for three years we pay him with our labor
and certain products such as radishes or turnips from the land he allows us
to use.”

“What land?”



“A fine question. Until now we have been working but there has been no
mention of land. Monsieur Trépagny is full of malignant cunning. The King
could take the seigneurie from him if he knew. Did you really not understand
the paper you signed? It was clearly explained in France.”

“I thought it concerned only a period of servitude. I did not understand
about the land. Does that mean we are to be farmers? Landowners?”

“Ouais, plowmen and settlers, not landowners but land users, opening the
forest, growing turnips. If people in France believed they could own land
here outright they would rush in by the thousands. I for one do not wish to
be a peasant. | don't know why you came here but I came to do something.
The money is in the fur trade.”

“I'm no farmer. I'm a woodsman. But I would like to have my own land
very much.”

“And I would like to know why he took my tooth. I saw him.”

“And I, too, saw this.”

“There is something evil there. This man has a dark vein in his heart.”

Monsieur Trépagny returned a few hours later with iron axes for them, the
familiar straight-hafted “La Téne” René had known all his life. They were
new and the steel cutting edges were sharp. He had brought good
whetstones as well. René felt the power in this ax, its greedy hunger to bite
through all that stood in its way, sap spurting, firing out white chips like
china shards. With a pointed stone he marked the haft with his initial, R. As
he cut, the wildness of the world receded, the vast invisible web of filaments
that connected human life to animals, trees to flesh and bones to grass
shivered as each tree fell and one by one the web strands snapped.

After weeks of chopping, limbing and bark peeling, of dragging logs to
Monsieur Trépagny's clearing with his two oxen, cutting, notching and
mortising the logs as the master directed, lifting them into place, chinking
the gaps with river mud, the new building was nearly finished.

“We should be building our own houses on our assigned lands, not
constructing a shared lodging next to his ménage,” Duquet said, his inflamed
eyes winking.

Still they cut trees, piling them in heaps to dry and setting older piles
alight. The air was in constant smoke, the smell of New France. The stumpy
ground was gouged by oxen’s cloven hooves as though a ballroom of devils
had clogged in the mud: the trees fell, their shadows replaced by scalding
light, the mosses and ferns below them withered.



“Why,” asked René, “do you not sell these fine trees to France for ship
masts?”

Monsieur Trépagny laughed unpleasantly. He loathed René’s foolish
questions. “Because the idiots prefer Baltic timber. They have no idea what
is here. They are inflexible. They neglect the riches of New France, except
for furs.” He slapped his leg. “Even a hundred years ago de Champlain, who
discovered New France, begged them to take advantage of the fine timber,
the fish and rich furs, leather and a hundred other valuable things. Did they
listen to him? No. Very much no. They let these precious resources waste—
except for furs. And there were others with good ideas but the gentlemen in
France were not interested. And some of those men with ideas went to the
English and the seeds they planted there will bear bloody fruit. The English
send thousands to their colonies but France cannot be bothered.”

As spring advanced, moist and buggy, each tree sending up a fresh
fountain of oxygen, Duquet’s face swelled with another abscess. Monsieur
Trépagny extracted this new dental offense and said commandingly that now
he would pull them all and Duquet would waste no more time with
toothaches. He lunged with the blacksmith’s pliers but Duquet dodged away,
shook his head violently, spattering blood, and said something in a low voice.
Monsieur Trépagny, putting this second tooth in his pocket, spun around
and said in a silky, gentleman’s voice, “I'll have your skull.” Duquet leaned a
little forward but did not speak.

Some days later Duquet, still carrying his ax, made an excuse to relieve
his bowels and walked into the forest. While he was out of earshot René
asked Monsieur Trépagny if he was their seigneur.

“And what if I am?”

“Then, sir, are we—Duquet and [—to have some land to work? Duquet
wishes to know.”

“In time that will occur, but not until three years have passed, not until
the domus is finished, not until my brothers are here, and certainly not until
the ground is cleared for a new maize plot. Which is our immediate task, so
continue. The land comes at the end of your service.” And he drove his ax
Into a spruce.

Duquet was gone for a long time. Hours passed. Monsieur Trépagny
laughed. He said Duquet must be looking for his land. With vindictive relish
he described the terrors of being lost in the forest, of drowning in the icy
river, being pulled down by wolves, trampled by moose, or snapped in half by
creatures with steaming teeth. He named the furious Mi’kmaw spirits of the
forest—chepichcaam, hairy kookwes, frost giant chenoo and unseen creatures



who felled trees with their jaws. René’s hair bristled and he thought
Monsieur Trépagny had fallen too deeply into the world of the savages.

The next day they heard a quavering voice in the distant trees. Monsieur
Trépagny, who had been limbing, snapped upright, listened and said it was
not one of the Mi'kmaw spirits, but one that had followed the settlers from
France, the loup-garou, known to haunt forests. René, who had heard stories
of this devil in wolf shape all his life but never seen one, thought it was
Duquet beseeching them. When he made to call back Monsieur Trépagny
told him to shut his mouth unless he wanted to bring the loup-garou closer.
They heard it wailing and calling something that sounded like “maman.”
Monsieur Trépagny said that to call for its mother like a lost child was a
well-known trick of the loup-garou and that they would work no more that
day lest the sound of chopping lead the beast to them.

“Vite!” Monsieur Trépagny shouted. They ran back to the house.



2

clearings

With Duquet gone—"eaten by the loup-garou,” said Monsieur Trépagny
with lip-smacking noises—the seigneur became talkative, but told differing
versions of his history while he chopped, most of his words lost under the
blows of the ax. He had a skilled eye that could see where small trees stood
more or less in a row, and these he would notch, then fell the great tree at
the end, which obligingly took down all the small trees. He said his people
came from the Pyrenees, but another time he placed them in the north, in
Lille, nor did he neglect Paris as his source. He described his hatred of
villages and their lying, spying, churchy inhabitants. He despised the Jesuits.
Monsieur Trépagny said he, his brothers and their uncle Jean came to New
France to enter the fur trade, although he himself had better reasons.

“Our people in earlier times were badly treated in France. The popish
demon church called us heretics and tortured us. They believed they had
conquered us. They were wrong. We have held to our beliefs hand, head,
heart and body in secret for centuries and here in New France we will grow
strong again.” He extolled the new land, said it would surpass Old France in
richness and power.

“A new world that will become greater than coldhearted old France with
its frozen ideas. Someday New France will extend all the way to Florida, all
the way to the great river in the west. Frontenac saw this.”

René thought of it and agreed, New France was a prize if England kept
away. But he did not often think of such things. He saw himself as a dust
mote in the wind of life, going where the drafts of that great force carried
him.

“What,” asked Monsieur Trépagny, “is the most important thing? After
God, of course.”

René wanted to say land, he wanted to say seeds, he wanted to say stolen
teeth. He didn't say anything.

“Blood!” said Monsieur Trépagny. “Your family. Your blood people.”



“They are all dead,” said René, but Monsieur Trépagny ignored him and
continued his history. He and his brothers, he said, went first up the
mysterious Saguenay River “to barter with the Hurons for furs, and later with
the Odaawa, building up trust, but we avoided the Iroquois, who love the
English and who, from childhood, practice testing themselves against
horrible tortures. They enjoy inflicting pain on others. The voyageurs’ life is a
good life for my brothers, who still ply the rivers. For me, a very disagreeable
way.

“Now,” he said, “the Iroquois are less terrible than in former times. But all
Indians were mad for copper kettles, the bigger the better, so large they
could not be easily moved, and the possession of a kettle changed their
wandering ways. Once they had that copper or iron kettle no longer did they
roam the forests and rivers so vigorously. Villages grew up around the kettles.
All very well, but someone had to carry those monstrous vessels to them,
someone had to toil and haul them up dangerous portage routes.” He
pointed silently at his breast. “This was below my station in life.” And he
smote his tree.

“The fur trade moved north and west,” he said to the tree as he told of his
disenchantment. “The portages. Six, eight miles of rocks with two fur packs
the weight of a cow, then back to the canoe and more packs or one of the
cursed kettles. Finally, the canoe. You would not believe the enormous loads
some of those men carried. One is said to have carried five hundredweight
each trip from early morning until darkness.” Carrying one of the detested
kettles, said Trépagny, his right knee gave way. The injury plagued him still.

“However! The fur company, with the rights the King assigned them,
made me a seigneur and charged me to gather habitants and populate New
France. This is the beginning of a great new city in the wilderness.”

René asked a question that had bothered him since the first trek through
the woods.

“Why do we cut the forest when there are so many fine clearings? Why
wouldn’t a man build his house in a clearing, one of those meadows that we
passed when we walked here? Would it not be easier?”

But Monsieur Trépagny was scandalized. “Easier? Yes, easier, but we are
here to clear the forest, to subdue this evil wilderness.” He was silent for a
minute, thinking, then started in again. “Moreover, here in New France
there is a special way of apportioning property. Strips of land that run from a
river to the forest give each settler fertile farm soil, high ground safe from
floods, and forest trees for timber, fuel and—mushrooms! It is an equitable
arrangement not possible with clearings taken up willy-nilly—bon gré mal
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gré.



René hoped this was the end of the lecture but the man went on. “Men
must change this land in order to live in it. In olden times men lived like
beasts. In those ancient days men had claws and long teeth, nor could they
speak but only growled.” He made a sound to show how they growled.

René, chopping trees, felt not the act but the pure motion, the raised ax,
the gathering tension in arms and shoulders, buttocks and thighs, the hips
pivoting, knees loose and flexed, and then the swing downward as abstract as
the shadow of a stone, a kind of forest dance. He had bound a rock to the
poll with babiche to counterbalance the heavy bit. It increased the accuracy
of each stroke.

Monsieur Trépagny launched into a droning sermon on the necessity, the
duty of removing the trees, of opening land not just for oneself but for
posterity, for what this place would become. “Someday,” Monsieur Trépagny
said, pointing into the gloom, “someday men will grow cabbages here. To be
a man is to clear the forest. I don’t see the trees,” he said. “I see the
cabbages. | see the vineyards.”

Monsieur Trépagny said his uncle Jean Trépagny, dit Chamailleur for his
disputatious nature—Chama for short—would take Duquet’s place. He was
old but strong, stronger than Duquet. He would arrive soon. Monsieur
Trépagny’s brothers would also come. Eventually. And he said the time for
felling trees was now over. The bébites were at their worst, the wet heat
dangerous, the trees too full of sap. Indeed, the hellish swarms of biting
insects were with them day and night.

“Winter. Winter is the correct time to cut the forest. Today is the time for
removing stumps and burning.” It was also the time, he added, for René to
begin to fulfill his other duties.

“For three days a week your labor is mine. As part of your work,” said
Monsieur Trépagny, “you are to supply my table with fish.” The more
immediate work involved preparing the gardens for Mari. The oxen, Roi and
Reine, pulled Monsieur Trépagny’s old plow sullenly. A savage fly with a
green head battened on their blood. Monsieur Trépagny smeared the
animals with river clay, which hardened into dusty clots but could do
nothing about the clustering gnats. But Mari, the Indian woman, steeped
tamarack bark in spring water and twice daily sluiced their burning eyes. In
the long afternoons, with many sighs, she planted the despised garden. One
day that summer she sent her two young sons to a place called Odanak,
where remnants of her people had fled.

“Goose catch learn them. Many traps learn. Good mens there hunting.
Here only garden, cut tree learn.”



Monsieur Trépagny said acidly that what they would learn would be
rebellion against the settlers and warfare.

Mindful of his fishing duties René went to the river. Monsieur Trépagny had
given him a knife, fishhooks, a waxed linen line and a large basket for the
fish. In the river fish were large and angry and several times the linen line
parted and he lost a precious hook. But Mari was scornful. “Small fish,” she
said. “Good fisherman not Lené. My people make weirs, catch many many.
Big many.”

To divert her irritation he pointed at a stinging nettle in the garden. “We
have those in France,” he said.

“Yes. Bad plant grow where step whiteman people—those ‘Who is it
Coming—Wenuj.”

Mari asked him to leave the fish intact—she would clean them herself.
She buried the entrails in the garden and when René asked her if that was
the Indian way she gave him a look and said it was a common practice for all
fools who grew gardens instead of gathering the riches of the country.

“Eels!” she said. “Eels catch. Eels liking us. We river people.”

She wove three eel traps for him and gave him fish scraps for bait, went
with him to the river and showed him likely places to try. Almost every day
thereafter he brought her fat eels. She said the Mi'kmaq had many ways to
catch eels and that the traps were best for him. When her sons came back
from the Abenaki village of Odanak they could show him other ways.

In early July the pine trees loosed billows of pollen, yellow plumes like
citrine smoke drifting through the forest, mixing with the smoke from
burning trees. One morning an old man, his back bent beneath a bundle, his
glaring eyes roving left and right, came ricketing out of the pollen clouds
from the west trail, which led, as far as René knew, to the end of the world.
Above the little mouth stretched a grey mustache like a bit of sheep’s wool
caught on a twig. The eyes were like Monsieur Trépagny’s eyes, black and
white and rolling. Chamailleur looked at René, who was preparing to go
fishing, and started in at once.

“Salaud! You bastard! Why are you not working?”

“I'am. It is part of my duty to supply the house with fish for the table.”

“What! With a string and a hook? You must use a net. Have the woman
make a net. Or a basket trap. Or you must use a spear. Those are the best



ways.”

“For me the line and hook are best.”

“Stupid and obstinate!—oui, stupide et obstiné! 1 know what is best and
you do not. It is good I came. I can see you need correction. My nephew is
too easy.”

René continued stubbornly with his hooks and twisted linen line. But he
thought about nets. A net might be better, for the fish were so thick in the
river he might get several large ones at the same time. As for Mari’s
insufferable speechifying on the ways the Mikmaq built different kinds of
weirs, how they hunted esturgeon at night with blazing torches and spears—
he ignored all she said. He did use the eel traps she had made, excusing
himself on the ground that eels were not fish.

Searching for land to claim when his servitude ended, he discovered
Monsieur Trépagny’s secret. He had walked far upstream. Recent rains had
enlarged the river to a bounding roar over its thousands of rocks. He thought
it might be best to choose land not too close to the river, but something with
a spring or modest stream. He made his way through an old deadfall where
in between the fallen trees millions of saplings grew, as close together as
broom straws. Twice he heard a great crashing and saw a swipe of black fur
disappear into the underbrush. In early afternoon he came onto a wide but
faint trail trending east-west and wondered if it might connect to Monsieur
Trépagny’s clearing to the east. Instead, with the afternoon before him, he
turned west. He saw traces of old ruts that could only have been made by a
cart. [t was not an Indian trail. Now he was curious.

In midafternoon the trail divided. He followed the wagon ruts. The way
became markedly different in character than the usual forest path. Trees had
been carefully cleared to create the effect of an allée, the ground thinly
spread with thousands of broken white shells. He saw this allée ran straight,
a dark tunnel of trees with a pointed cone of light at the end. He had seen
these passageways in France leading to the grand houses of nobles, although
he had never ventured into one. And here, in the forests of New France, was
the blackest, harshest allée of the world, the trees like cruel iron brushes,
white shells cracked by deer hooves. The end of the alléde seemed filled with
light, a void at the limit of the tilting earth.

A massive pale thing loomed up, a whitewashed stone house, almost a
chateau, that might have been carried on the sea winds from France and
dropped in place. René knew that this was Monsieur Trépagny’s domus, the
center of his secret world. There were three huge chimneys. The windows
were of glass, the roof of fine blue slate, and a slate walkway curved around
the building, leading to a fenced enclosure. The fence was tall, formed of



ornate metal rods. Everything except the stone had come from France, he
knew it. It must have cost a fortune, two fortunes, a king's ransom. It was the
proof of the seigneur's madness, his mind clotted with old heretic ideas of
clan and domus, himself the king of an imaginary world.

Disturbed, René cut back to the main trail and followed it east. Dusk was
already seeping in. Night came quickly in the forest, even in the long days.
As he had guessed, the trail ended in Monsieur Trépagny’s clearing. He went
straight to the cabin he now shared with Chama, who was rolled up in
Duquet’s old beaver robe, snoring and mumbling.

The summer months went on. Chama, bossy and cursing, decided where
they would cut. They cleared trees, dragging stumps into line to form a
bristled root fence. René fished for the table, listened to Mari tell Mi'kmaw
stories to Elphege, Theotiste and Jean-Baptiste about beaver bone soup and
rainbow clothes and the tiny wigguladumooch, and as he absorbed that lore
he watched Monsieur Trépagny and wondered about his secret house, which
later he learned the seigneur had named Le Triomphe. He had the coveted
particule and could call himself Claude Trépagny du Triomphe.

The heat of summer disappeared abruptly. Overnight a wedge of cold air
brought a new scent—the smell of ice, of animal hair, of burning forest and

the blood of the hunted.
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Renardette

Violent maples flared against the black spruce. Rivers of birds on their great
autumnal journeys filled the skies—Hudsonian godwits, whole nations of
hawks, countless black warblers—paruline rayée—looking like tiny men with
their black berets, chalky faces and dark mustache streaks, cranes,
longspurs, goldeneyes, loons, sparrows, flycatchers, warblers, geese. The first
ice storm came one night in October. Then the world pressed flat, snow
hissing in the spruce needles, the sun dimmed by a grisaille wash. The forest
clenched into itself as though inhaling a breath.

Mari’s sons Elphege and Theotiste returned from Odanak carrying traps
and snares, whistles and calls to lure game. Mari was intensely interested in
these objects, but Monsieur Trépagny called them rubbish and threw
Theotiste’s beaver funnel trap into the fireplace. René watched the boy's face
harden, watched how he kept his eyes lowered, not looking at Monsieur
Trépagny. For a moment he saw in Theotiste the cruel Indian.

December brought stone-silent days though a fresh odor came from the
heavy sky, the smell of cold purity that was the essence of the boreal forest.
So ended René’s first year in the New World.

Snow heaped in great drifts smothered the trees so thickly they released
avalanches when the wind rose. René learned he had never before in his life
experienced extreme cold nor seen the true color of blackness. A burst of
ferocious cold screwed down from the circumpolar ice. He woke in darkness
to the sound of exploding trees, opened the door against a wall of palpable
chill, and his first breath bent him in a spasm of coughing. Jerking with cold
he managed to light his candle and, as he knelt to remake the fire, he saw
minute snow crystals falling from his exhaled breath.

At breakfast Monsieur Trépagny said it was too cold to cut trees. “On
such a day frozen ax blades shatter and one burns the lungs. Soon you cough



blood. Then you die. It will be warmer in a few days.”

When René mentioned hearing trees explode, the seigneur said that in
such intense cold even rocks could not bear it and burst asunder. Folding
gelid moose bone marrow into a piece of bread he said, “One winter, after
such a cold attack, I came upon four deer frozen upright in the forest.”

“Ah, ah,” said Chama, “one time in the north when the weather was warm
and pleasant for ten days, then, in a single breath, a wind of immeasurable
cold descended like an ax and the tossing waves in the river instantly froze
into cones of ice. We prayed we would not do likewise.”

It was during this cold period that Mari’s youngest child, Jean-Baptiste,
who from infancy had suffered a constant little cough, became seriously ill;
the cough deepened into a basso roar. The child lay exhausted and panting.

The moon was a slice of white radish, the shadows of incomparable
blackness. The shapes of trees fell sharply on the snow, of blackness so
profound they seemed gashes into the underworld. The days were short and
the setting sun was snarled in rags of flying storm cloud. The snow turned
lurid, hurling away like cast blood. The dark ocean of conifers swallowed the
afterglow. René was frightened by the intensity of the cold even in the weak
sunlight, and by Jean-Baptiste’s sterterous wheezes coming from his pallet
near the fire, his weakening calls to Mari and finally the everlasting silence.
Monsieur Trépagny said coldly, “All must pay the debt of nature.”

The bitter arctic plunge held for a week, then softened to a bright
stillness. Mari carried the little body to the mission in Wobik for safekeeping
until spring burial. Men went into the forest again. They crossed the frozen
river. René learned to walk on snowshoes into the chill world. Tree cutting
was easier, and with endless wood supplies they kept a constant fire near the
work. Elphege, who had grown taller at Odanak and could help with hauling
branches, worked beside him.

“So,” said René, “you have learned many hunting skills at that place?”

“Owui. Many ways to catch every animal. All different each season. You see
over there?” He pointed west into the woods where they had not yet begun
to cut. “That heap of snow?”

“Yes,” said René.

“What do you observe?”

“Ah. I observe a heap of snow.”

“If you go close to it you will see more.”



They walked together toward the mound. Elphege pointed to a small hole
near the top. A feathery rime surrounded it.

“You see? Frozen breath of a bear.” He explained in great detail the ways
the bear could be killed and extracted from its den. He continued to talk of
ways to lure geese into a deep ditch so they could not open their wings and
fly away, explained how to read the age of a moose track, to know the
animal’s sex, its size and even its condition. René was astonished at the boy’s
knowledge. He was an Indian hunter, and he was, as Trépagny had
prophesied, well versed in trickery and deceit.

René’s free days exploring the forest gave him pleasure. Sometimes he went
back to the deadfall region near the west trail, where the snow was mounded
in fantastic heaps. He did not go near Monsieur Trépagny’s elaborate house.

A few days after Mari returned from the mission, Monsieur Bouchard,
who, in addition to his duties as government deputy, was captain of the
militia, came up from the river, moving easily on snowshoes.

“What brings you here, Captain Bouchard? It’s a long way,” said Monsieur
Trépagny. “Is there a corvée or a militia mustering? Are the Iroquois
advancing?”

“On the ship, a letter for you from France. It looked pressing important,
red wax seals, a coat of arms. So I bring it to you.”

They went up to the house. “The river is a shorter road by half than
through the forest,” said Monsieur Bouchard as they climbed the slope to
the house. “I wonder you don'’t use your canoe in the pleasant weather.”

“Fighting the current is more arduous than walking.”

Monsieur Trépagny examined the letter, his sallow skin suddenly scarlet,
and put it unopened on the shelf near the door. The men sat at the table
drinking hot water with a little whiskey in it.

“We have a sad story in Wobik,” said Monsieur Bouchard. “Francois
Poignet—do you know him?”

“By sight only. Tall and with a cast in one eye? A farmer.”

“The same, but a good man. He went into the forest on his land during
the recent cold to continue clearing. His wife died in childbed the summer
past and their only living child is a girl of ten, Léonardette. The unfortunate
father’s ax glanced off the frozen tree as off a block of granite and cut his left
leg to the bone.”

“Zut,” said Monsieur Trépagny.



“He struggled to get back to his house. The blood trail marked his effort.
Perhaps he called out. If so, no one heard him. He exsanguinated and froze.
He was lying on his bier of frozen blood, more frozen than the ax, when we
found him.”

“It is a hard country,” said Monsieur Trépagny.

“In addition to bringing you that letter I came to ask if you would take the
girl into your household—she is young but strong. You know girls are
valuable in this womanless land.” He winked.

“Ah,” said Monsieur Trépagny. “Now I see why you made such a long trip.
Why does not someone in Wobik take this girl> Why not Pere Perreault?
Why me? What is wrong with the child?”

Monsieur Bouchard lifted his eyes to the smoky ceiling and rolled his
head a little.

“It’s true that she is not perfect in form.” There was a long silence.

“In what way is she not perfect in form?”

“Well, in form she is perfect enough, but she has a birthmark—tache de
vin—on her neck.”

“And what does the tache de vin signify that it repels the citizens of Wobik
and the holy priest?”

“It is, in fact, oh ah"—Monsieur Bouchard was sweating with the heat of
the fire and the discomfort of his errand—"it is a perfect little image of a
demon—with horns. I thought that as your religious beliefs . . .” And his
voice trailed off. He looked yearningly at the door.

“My religious beliefs? You think I would welcome a girl with the mark of
the Evil One on her neck?”

“It is said—it is said you have a—respect—not for God but for the devil.”

“I do not. Sir, I abhor the demon. You are misinformed. I believe that your
Roman Catholic ‘God’ is the Devil, the Demiurge. You have only to read in
the Old Testament to see his cruelty. To me that is the Demon. It is you who
worship the devil.” His squinted eyes caught the light as splinters of ice.

“Perhaps 1 was misinformed, but my duty is to see the girl in someone’s
" Calling on public opinion was the last card

care. The people in the village
in his hand.

“No, don't speak to me of people in villages.”

“Yes, as that may be, but people in the village have seen certain things.
For example, they say they have seen you in the flying canoe with the devil
and his impious boatmen, plying the clouds and laughing cruelly.” He got it
out in a tumble.

“What rubbish!” said Monsieur Trépagny. “Who was this sharp-eyed
person—witch, I should say—who sees such false wonders?” He had moved



closer to the deputy.

“I am not at liberty to name persons,” came the smug response of one who
protects the innocent.

“Have a care, Monsieur Bouchard.”

The old deputy put up his chin. “You have a care, Monsieur Claude
Trépagny du Triomphe. I have little interest in flying canoes and devil pacts.
Nor in you. I want only to find a place for the girl.” He added slyly, “She is
skilled in brewing excellent beer. She learned well from her mother.”

Mari brought more hot water to the table and, eyes downcast, said
quietly, “That girl take me. No like make beer me.”

“There you go!” cried Monsieur Bouchard. “I'll send her right up. She’s
just down by the river.” Two strides and he was out the door, his long cloak
whisking after him.

“Captain Bouchard! Wait!” bellowed Trépagny at the closing door. He
whirled around and struck Mari to her knees, then slammed out with his ax
in hand.

The skinny, sad child slowly climbed the snowy hill from the river. She
was thin with lank hair, dark circles under her small brown eyes and a half-
cringing way of carrying herself as though ducking blows before they had
been struck. Her fingers were slender and dexterous. Mari, moving slowly,
patted her shoulder twice, put a wooden spoon in her hand and set her to
stirring mush. When Monsieur Trépagny came in he pulled her to the
doorway to examine the demonic birthmark. He saw a small red triangle the
size of a thumbnail on the nape of her neck and at its top two tiny triangles
the height of a mosquito.

“Hah!” said Monsieur Trépagny. “It's no demon. The stupid town folk
have seen only what they wanted to see. The fools. It's a fox. We shall call
you Renardette.”

!”

Despite her cringing manner the girl was a competent brewer. She began by
scouring the brew house and the stone brewing jars. She asked for hop seeds
and planted them among the stumps. She picked the ripe hops herself and
made very good beer. No one drank more of it than Renardette herself.
Though René still preferred vin rouge, it had to be imported and was too
costly. But if ever the settlers” apple orchards began to bear they could have
cidre. That would be pleasure.
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guests from the north

During René’s third winter Monsieur Trépagny began to behave erratically.
He went off for weeks at a time and when he returned he was rudely
commanding, even to Chama.

In early May with snow still on the ground Monsieur Trépagny said he
would be gone for a year or perhaps two, as he had pressing business in
Kébec and France. He told René that Chama would be in charge of the daily
work. He marked out an impossibly large area, more than five arpents
(almost five English acres), for them to clear of trees. In France, thought
René, the forests were controlled by laws and customs; here there were no
forest laws beyond the desires of the seigneur. That Trépagny had the right to
order the clearing confounded him and he sensed injustice.

Trépagny slapped his gloves on his thigh and mounted his horse. He gave
a last order: “Mari, do not neglect the garden.” Mari said nothing but her
fingers twitched. René knew she disliked gardening, considered it French
foolishness. In the garden she felt snared. She neglected it at every chance,
she and Renardette going to gather medicine plants. She knew the healing
virtues of many tree barks. She kept moldy substances in a box to bind onto
infected wounds. Some fungi she worked into salves.

“Of course,” Monsieur Trépagny had sneered, as though describing a
vicious fault, “all the Indians are physicians and apothecaries. They alone
know the secret virtues of many plants. Have you never heard how they
cured de Champlain’s crew, dying of scorbut, with a broth of hemlock
needles? Wait, you will hear it a thousand times.”

But now he was gone and Chama pranced around like a rooster. And, like
that of a rooster, his wet eye fell on the only hens in sight. In the night René
heard him slide stealthily out of his beaver robe and ease out the door, his
footsteps squeaking in the stiff snow. In minutes rapid running and the
slamming door brought him back.



More than two years passed before Monsieur Trépagny returned on a fine
sorrel stallion. He sprang off with a flourish like the signature of a state
minister. He was decked in a pea-green doublet with paned sleeves, silk
breeches in darker green and trimmed with knotted ribbons. His massive
belt sported three silver buckles and his boots showed crimson heels. The
glory was a low-crowned hat with six red-dyed ostrich plumes wreathed
around the brim. He smelled of a cloying perfume that made Elphege sneeze
out a gob of snot onto the scalloped cuff of the doublet. Monsieur Trépagny
knocked him to the ground and kicked him; Mari threw herself over the boy.
Monsieur Trépagny gave her a powerful kick in the ribs as well, remounted
his sorrel and rode west, no doubt to revel in his secret house, thought René.

At supper the next night Mari served up stewed eels and dried salmon
made into a thick fish pudding. Monsieur Trépagny exploded. Eels were
savages food, he said, and he expected something better as befitted a
seigneur. They were witnessing Monsieur Trépagny’s transformation into a
gentleman manifested by his new garments and his dislike for eels, which in
the past he had always relished. He expressed his growing disdain for the
Indians, calling them lazy and ignorant barbarians. He threw a coin on the
table in front of Mari and told her that she must pack up and leave with her
children the morrow—he was marrying a French lady in a fortnight. The
coin would pay her passage east back to her people, where she might eat all
the eels in the world. Mari sat quietly, saying nothing, and René supposed
she was unfeeling and submissive.

[t was midmorning when they left the house, Mari with her few possessions
in a willow basket pack, the children each carrying a bundle. Renardette said
to Mari in a low voice that she did not want to go to Wobik, that the people
there treated her badly. Mari glanced at Chama, busy sharpening knives but
listening attentively.

“Here bad stay you. Come you. Safe that mission.”

The little group went down the steps to where Monsieur Trépagny stood
in the yard watching, legs spraddled like a colossus. Suddenly he turned to
René.

“What are you gaping at? Go with them! And in Wobik arrange with
Philippe Bosse to bring out my trunks on his cart. They are by now surely at
the deputy’s house. Be back in five days’ time.”

René carried Theotiste across the river, Elphege stumbling behind. Mari,
aripping Renardette’s reluctant hand, was the first across, moving as though



on a firm path beneath the water, then striding eastward along the dim path
to Wobik.

“Are your people in Wobik?” René asked her, although everything he had
heard indicated otherwise.

“No. No Wobik.” She spoke in a low voice.

“Then—where?”

For a long time she said nothing. When they stopped at noon to make tea
she said, “Sipekne’katik. River people we. All our life that river, other river.
Mi’kma’ki our place. Good rivers. Good food. Eel, fish. Good medicine plant.
Better. Here no good.” She handed corn cakes spread with cacamos to the
children.

“How did you come to Monsieur Trépagny’s house?” he asked, but she did
not answer and they walked in silence until they reached Wobik the next
noon. Mari stopped at the edge of the settlement near the path to the
mission church. “Here,” she said. “Confession, mass. Read, write, talk
French by Pere Perreault.” She gave him two corn cakes for his return
journey.

“You read? You write?” said René, astonished and jealous. He had seen no
evidence of these skills in Mari.

“Bientot,” she said, “soon,” and with the silent children she took the path
to the mission and the priest's house. Only Elpheége turned to look at him.
René’s glance swept the ground and when he saw a Sabot de la Vierge he
picked it and pinned it to his shirt with a willow sliver, enjoying the musky
perfume.

He went on to the deputy’s house. A hundred yards away the river glittered
and pranced in the sunlight. Two huge canoes were drawn up on the shore
and under the spruce trees a group of men and a few Indian women were
making camp—Tfur traders from the pays d'en haut heading for Tadoussac or
Kébec. They were a rough-looking lot, great triangles of shoulders, chest,
neck and arms balanced on bandy legs, bearded, dark-skinned from smoky
fires, their tasseled red hats covering oily hair. One muscular fellow lurching
under two heavy packs caught his eye; there was something about him René
thought he knew. The man swiveled away and went into the shadow under
the trees.

“Ah, Monsieur Sel.” Monsieur Bouchard, the deputy, was cordial and
smiling, his yellow eyebrows raised in pleasure at seeing the young
woodcutter from the forest. René explained that Monsieur Trépagny had



renamed Léonardette Renardette because he thought the birthmark
resembled a fox face, and he had sent Mari and the children away. He
wanted to have his trunks brought out to his house.

“Ah, that is what fine fellows do when a moneyed lady with connections
comes in sight. Yes, Philippe Bosse can bring his trunks out—for a
consideration which I'm sure the elegant Monsieur Trépagny du Triomphe
will be happy to pay, now that he is marrying the wealthy Mélissande du
Mouton-Noir. I'll see to it this afternoon so that he may continue to appear
as a gentleman. Likely he wants them delivered to his big edifice he calls the
‘manor house’?”

“He said nothing of that.” As he looked around the room René saw
Monsieur Bouchard had a shelf of books with gold letters on the spines. He
discerned an R.

“Philippe can find him and ask. And you, are you clearing your own land
now? Have you built your house? Have you also found someone to marry?”

“Monsieur Trépagny has not yet granted me land.” René had lost any
sense of years.

“Indeed?” Monsieur Bouchard took down the big ledger and turned the
pages. “Well, I believe it is well past the time. You have worked for him five
years and four months. He will owe you wages. I will send him a note with
Philippe. But have you found land to settle on?”

“I have seen several good places west of Monsieur Trépagny, one in an old
Indian clearing about a mile from the river but near a small stream that runs
all summer and autumn. Another is in the forest with a clear spring issuing
from under a yellow birch. It has a fine mix of hardwoods.”

Monsieur Bouchard glanced at the wilted lady’s slipper fastened to René’s
shirt. “Ah, a boutonniere. You know, a young doctor has recently come to
Kébec who is much interested in the Indan pharmacognosy. Every day more
men of talent arrive. And you shall certainly have your land.”

Monsieur Bouchard’s haul of long words made René uneasy, but he
nodded as one intimate with the Indian pharmacognosy.

“Of course it is best to choose a wooded site and clear it—the more trees
we cut down the sooner we'll have fine farms and more settlers. Be sure not
to cut down that yellow birch. If you do your spring will dry up. Use the
clearing for pasture for your cows.” He sighed. “And of course Monsieur
Trépagny will continue to be the seigneur of those lands. As they say, ‘No
land without a lord.” He has an extensive holding. When you raise grain you
will bring it to his mill to be ground into the fine flour of New France.”

“I do not think he has a mill.”



“He will certainly build one. It is one of the duties of a seigneur to his
habitants. Presumably he will persuade more people to come to his holding.”
Monsieur Bouchard put the ledger away and smiled in dismissal.

“Sir,” said René. “I have a question.”

“Yes?” The deputy’s face grew serious.

“Mari the Mi’kmaq woman told me she was learning to read and write
from the priest at the mission. Could that be true?”

“Pere Perreault tries to teach the Indians their letters, to read a little and
write. To what end except to read scripture I do not know, but that is the
way of many of the French, especially fur traders, to be cordial to native
people. Not all, of course. Most farmers and settlers dislike les sauvages.”

“Would he—>?"

“What, teach you? You must ask him, but I am almost certain you would
have to come to the mission. If you lived nearer Wobik you could easily learn
those skills from him. Already almost twenty people are living here. Why not
think about choosing land close to Wobik instead of a two-day journey away
in the wilderness?” His yellow eyebrows went up and down in conspiratorial
Inquiry.

René said he would consider all of this. But the deputy knew he would
not. He saw the stubborn face of a man with a mind like a stone, a man who
preferred to live in the rough forest, the endless forest that amazed and
frightened.

On the return trip there was much to think about: Mari, an Indian
woman who could—perhaps—read and write; the possibility that he, too,
could learn these arts; and the great news that the time for his land grant
and freedom from Monsieur Trépagny was at hand. Despite the allure of
living near the mission and the settlement, he had a feeling for the woods. As
for Wobik, that muddy, tiny scrap of settlement was too much like France.

A little distance past the place where Monsieur Trépagny had killed the
porcupine years earlier he began to sense something. He slowed his pace, set
each foot with care as silently as he could and listened. Nothing. He went
on, but the sense of a menacing entity nearby persisted. Five years of
Monsieur Trépagny’s talk of supernatural horrors in the forest, the mnemic
ethos of the region, had damaged his French rationality. He had come to
believe in the witiku and its comrades as he believed in the devil and angels.
He walked on, the back of his neck exposed and vulnerable, his senses
quiveringly alert. The Iroquois were far to the south and west, though he had



heard a few raiding parties sometimes slipped through the forests unseen
and massacred settlers. He considered what animals might stalk a man:
bears, cougars, wolves. Of these, bears had the greatest magical powers. It
might be a bear snuffling along his trail, yet he doubted it. At this time of
year bears were cramming their bodies with berries and greasy moths, eating,
eating. As he paused, looking for blaze marks—for they were weathered and
arey, difficult to see in the deepening light—he heard the distinct sound of a
breaking twig in the sombrous forest.

From that moment the fleering faces of daemons appeared among the
interstices of the branches, among the needles. The fear of Iroquois and
their unspeakable tortures flooded his bowels. He might never get back to
Monsieur Trépagny’s clearing, he might never claim his land.

Away from the trail he saw acres of young dog-hair larch. In there perhaps
he could hide, for no one, not even an impassioned Iroquois, would plunge
into trees so tightly packed. He burrowed into the larch thicket.

The impression of something alien not far away persisted, and as he
rummaged in his pocket for a corn cake he smelled a faint drift of smoke. It
was the fire of the Iroquois.

Not daring to light a fire himself, he curled up under the larches and
spent a shivering night dozing and listening for their approach. He could
make out a pale clump of corpse flowers and other luminous fungi in the
gloom. Such sullen smolderings, invisible by day, were the signs of demonic
passage.

When the paling east presaged dawn he was on the barely discernible
trail, moving swiftly. The feeling of being pursued grew stronger and he half-
ran, panting, sure he heard an Iroquois’s heaving breath. Then he stopped.
Fleeing would not help him. He took up a station behind a spruce a few
yards off the trail and waited. He would let the Iroquois appear. He would
face their tortures and die as others had died. It was the red thread in the
fabric of life in New France.

A short time passed and then he heard not only snapping twigs but a
voice, two voices. The few sung words in French—"* . . . you'll find many
[roquois bodies—plusieurs corps iroquois"—and then laughter. French! He
saw motion through the trees and stepped onto the trail. But stood tense and
ready for trouble. They saw him.

“Ah! He has waited for us!” They were short muscular men with black
beards, top-heavy with huge shoulders and arms, thick black eyebrows and
red lips—hommes du nord, voyageurs, men of the north. But he knew them
by their large eyes, Monsieur Trépagny eyes, ebon black irises in flashing
whites. They were dressed in the mode of voyageur—fur traders, one with a



red tuque, the other with a neckerchief tied around his head, both with
deerskin leggings and Indian-style breechclouts, oblivious to biting insects.
Both wore brilliant sashes knotted around their waists, both wore woolen
double shirts. They were drunk and carrying bottles of spirits, which they
swigged as they walked. They were Monsieur Trépagny’s long-awaited
brothers from the crowd of boatmen camped at Wobik.

They said their names: Toussaint, whose beard flowed down his breast,
and Fernand, with a short bristle of whiskers. Oui, Tabernacle! Of course, by
the Holy Tabernacle they were coming to attend Claude’s wedding, and yes,
they had followed René, but also knew to look for the trail blazes. Some of
their comrades would follow, for the chance of a wedding celebration would
never be missed by anyone alive in this empty country. Another of their
company knew the path, though he preferred not to join the revelry as he
said he had a strong dislike of Claude Trépagny. He would stay in Wobik
and guard their fur packs. They passed their bottles to René, and soon he
was drunk and the brothers grew more boisterous, bragging of their wild and
untrammeled lives, singing songs with endless verses. Toussaint said he
knew more than forty songs; Fernand boasted that he had mastered more
than fifty and that he would sing all of them this moment commencing with
“Petit Rocher.” He began well but stopped after seven verses. He turned on
René.

“You think this is all that we do, sing songs and walk through a forest? No!
What they say, we live hard, love hard, sleep hard and eat moose nose!”

Toussaint pressed a dark chunk of food into René’s hand, saying it was
not moose nose but pemmican. It had a burned, musty flavor and there were
hairs in it and nodules of bright fat the color of a chicken’s foot. It was chewy
stuff and the more he masticated it the more it swelled in his mouth. He
took a gulp of whiskey and forced the pemmican down.

René had been thinking of what they said of their companion who would
stay in Wobik with the fur packs, thinking of the man he had seen disappear

into the spruce shadow, and he knew with sudden surety who it was.

“This one who stays in Wobik, does he have bad teeth?”

“Bad teeth? No. Chalice! He has no teeth at all. He dines on mush and
broth. He cannot eat pemmican and would be a liability did he not prepare
his own repasts.”

“Is his name perhaps Duquet? Or something else?”

“Duquet. How do you know?”

“He was an engagé with me, on the same ship and hired to the same man
—your brother Monsieur Claude Trépagny. He disappeared into the woods
one day. Your brother believes he was caught and eaten by the loup-garou.”



“Hah! He was not eaten, or if so, only a little around the edges. He is a
man of affairs. He knows the important men in the fur trade—even the
English. He says he will be a rich man one day.”

René had his own idea of why Duquet did not wish to see Monsieur
Trépagny.

The reunion of the brothers and their uncle Chama was noisy and
sentimental. They all wept, embraced, cursed, swigged whiskey, slapped
each other on the back, looked earnestly at one another, wept again and
talked. The brothers disapproved of the clearing. Their own way of life left
no scars on the land, they said, denuded no forests. They glided through the
waterways and in seconds the wake of their passage vanished in the stream
flow and the forests remained as they had been, silent and endless.

“Uncle, you must come back with us to the high country, what good times
we'll have again.”

But Chama smiled sadly. He had a spine deformity that every year twisted
him a little more sideways. He was no longer able to bear the hard voyageur
life, a statement which motivated the pitiless brothers to describe
tremendous paddling feats—twenty hours, thirty hours—without a pause.
They named heroes of the water, wept for the memory of a friend who broke
his leg so that the bone protruded from the bunched flesh. They had put him
up to his neck in the icy water to die.

“Not long enough to sing all of Jai trop grand peur des loups,” which he
asked us to sing. It was his favorite, that song—'1 have a great fear of wolves.’
And he sang the verses with us with chattering jaws until his heart slowed
and he made the mortal change.”

This started them off on stories of coureurs de bois who suffered untimely
ends.

“. .. And Médard Baie, who suffered painful stomach cramps and died of
the beaver disease?”

“That poison plant that beaver eat with great pleasure, and I have heard
the Indians, too, eat of it, but it is death for a Frenchman.”

The wedding was four days away as the bride was traveling from Kébec and
not expected for at least another three sunrises. A priest, not Pere Perreault,
but a more important cleric from Kébec, would accompany her. The
marriage sacrament would take place in Monsieur Trépagny’s big house.



Even now, still in his lightly soiled Parisian finery, the seigneur was directing
two Mi'kmaw men loading a wagon of goods for transport to that elegant
structure. Fires burned in the great fireplaces to take away the damp, the
floors were strewn with sweet-grass. Those same Indians, with Chama’s
help, had constructed a long table under the pines. Everything was ready—
except the food.

“Mon Dieu!” shouted Monsieur Trépagny. He had forgotten the need for a
cook when he sent Mari away, and only now realized the great problem.

“What problem?” bawled Toussaint. “Feed them pemmican! We feed
twenty-five men a day on the stuff and it does them good.”

Monsieur Trépagny turned to René and said, “Vite! Vite. Hurry back to
Wobik and get Mari. Bring her here. Bring whatever she needs to make a
wedding feast. We will procure game and fish while you are gone. Vite!”

Mari and Renardette were sitting outside the mission house plucking birds.
Mari heard Monsieur Trépagny’'s demand stoically and kept on pulling
feathers, which she dropped to the ground. The light breeze sent them
bouncing and rolling. The minutes passed and Mari said nothing.

“So will you come right now? With me? I am to carry any provisions you
need. Monsieur Trépagny gave me this for you"—he showed a bright coin.
“And this for what you need to make this feast”—and he showed the second
coin.

“Elphege shoot good duck with arrow,” she said, turning it so he could
admire the fat breast. He glanced at Elphege, who grinned and put his head
down shyly.

“A very handsome duck,” he said. “Finest duck in New France. Maybe
Monsieur Trépagny would pay you for that duck.”

“It is for Maman,” said Elphege, then, overcome with so much social
intercourse, he fled to the back of the building.

Renardette stood off to the side, rubbing the dirt with her heel in a
semicircular design. “I have good beer back at Monsieur’s house.”

René understood that Mari preferred to stay where she was and roast
Elphege’s duck. But she stood up, and he followed her into the mission
house.

She put the cleaned duck in a pack basket. She gathered jackets, then
said, “Pere Pillow not here. Not know. Letter write me.” She got a pen and
inkwell from the shelf, found a scrap of paper and, sitting at the table, made
a parade of marks on it.



“What did you write?” René asked, consumed with curiosity.

“That feather say, ‘Cook three suns.” That write me.”

He could see with his own eyes that Mari knew writing, though he
thought her letters looked like worm casts, nothing like his exquisite R.

On the way Mari made several side forays to gather wild onions,
mushrooms and green potherbs. She spent a long time searching along the
river for something in particular, and when she found it—tall plants with
feathery leaves—she stripped off seed heads and put them in a small
separate bag. When they arrived at Monsieur Trépagny’s clearing, the
brothers had butchered six does and Chama was crouched over a large
sturgeon, scooping roe into a bucket with his hands. Mari said nothing to any
of them but went into the old house and began to haul out pots and kettles
to be shifted to the wedding house. From the cupboard she took dried
berries and nuts. She found the sourdough crock, neglected in her absence,
scraped the contents into a bowl, added flour and water and covered it over,
carried it to the cart. She put the seeds she had gathered at the riverside into
the cupboard on the top shelf. She spoke to Monsieur Trépagny in a low
voice, so quiet in tone only he heard.

“Tomorrow bread bake. Tomorrow all cook. Then mission.”

“Eh,” said Monsieur Trépagny. “We'll see.”



5
the wedding

Philippe Bosse was to bring the bride, her maidservant and the priest to the
wedding house in his freshly painted cart. The brothers and their trapper
comrades drank and wrestled under the pines. Monsieur Trépagny paced up
and down, dashed into the house to adjust something, out again to look into
Mari’s pots, then to peer into the gloom of the dark allée. Elphege had built
Mari's cook fire, a long trench where the venison haunches could roast on
their green sapling spits and the great sturgeon, pegged to a cedar plank,
sizzle. Mari ran back and forth between the fire trench and a small side fire,
where she cooked vegetables and herbs. In one pot she simmered a kind of
cornmeal pudding with maple syrup and dried apples, a pudding that
Monsieur Trépagny loved to the point of gluttony. As it bubbled and popped
she sifted in the seeds she had gathered at the streamside.

In clumps and couples the guests from Wobik began to arrive and they sat
about drinking Renardette’s good beer and talking, admiring Monsieur
Trépagny’s fine house. They looked into the great bedroom hung with
imported tapestries and with inquisitive, work-worn fingers touched the
pillows plump with milkweed down.

“It’s like old France.”

“Dieu, maybe too much like . . .

bl

They heard the bride long before they saw her.

“Hear that!” said Elphege. The company fell silent, listening. Suddenly
three deer burst out of the forest, scattered in different directions. They all
heard a distant ringing sound that gradually grew louder until it revealed
itself as a high-pitched, strident female voice in a passion shrieking, “I
refuse! Cheat! Impostor! Skulking savages! Uncivilized! Peasants! Nothing
but trees! I have been duped! My uncle has been duped! Someone will pay! |



refuse! I will return to Paris! Je vais retourner a Paris!” And it was still ten
minutes before Philippe Bosse’s fur-lined cart turned into the allée.

Toussaint said to Fernand, “She is so ugly she must be very, very rich.”
The bride’s face was crimson, enhanced by a liberal application of French
red, her orange hair protruding from under her wig. The lady’s maid looked
as if she might carry a poignard in her garter. One bony hand gripping the
side of the cart the imported priest, Pere Beaulieu, sat stone-faced. The
bride’s eye fell on Monsieur Trépagny.

“You!” she said. “You will explain this monstrosity"—and she waved
disdainfully at Monsieur Trépagny’s fine house. “What a shack. C'est un vrai
taudis! Explain to me how this hut in the forest is a fine manor house and the
site of a great rich city as you told my guardian uncle.” She sprang from the
cart with the elasticity of an Inuit hunter, and the voyageurs applauded. She
scorched them with a fiery look of disdain and marched into the house with
the maid, Monsieur Trépagny and Pere Beaulieu following.

Philippe Bosse complained in a low voice to his listeners. “I said,
‘Madame, I have contracted to bring you to Monsieur Trépagny’s fine house
in this fine forest and I will do it. What follows is for him to decide.””

They expected the bride, her dangerous-looking maid and the bony priest
to come out of the house at any instant and get back into the wagon and roll
away to France. But none of them appeared. The wedding guests could hear
their voices—the bride’s hot and savage, upbraiding and sarcastic; Monsieur
Trépagny’s cajoling, imploring and explaining; the priest’s murmuring and
calming. As the hour passed the bride’s voice softened, Monsieur Trépagny’s
soared.

Toussaint, Fernand and Chama had listened to it all before, as had René.

Those familiar words! “Rich forests . . . unimaginable hectares of land . . .
fertile soil . . . fish to feed the world . . . powerful rivers . . . beautiful cities of
the future . . . the domus.”

Twilight fell and Chama, Elphege and Philippe Bosse built a bonfire. The
voyageurs sampled the barrel of whiskey. They waited.

“After all, there’s the feast,” said Toussaint yearning toward the food. He
and his comrades moved toward the table where Mari had set out the kettle
of stewed eels, the roasted sturgeon, the fat duck in an expensive sugar
sauce, platters of corn cakes, moose cacamos, the legs of venison done so
they were crispy on the outside, tender in the teeth, various porridges and
sauces. Down the length of the table paraded bottles of cherry brandy.
Before they could touch the savory dishes there was a cry to wait. Monsieur
Trépagny stood on the fine stone doorstep, and behind him was Mélissande
du Mouton-Noir, her face red and corrugated in the light of the bonfire.



Monsieur Trépagny spread out his arms as if he were a wild goose readying
for flight.

“Attention!” he cried. “Will the guests please enter.”

There was an excited murmur and anticipatory cheers.

Inside the drawing room the guests sat on still-splintery plank benches,
taking in the parquet floor, the ornamented couvre-feu, gaping at the fairy-
like chandelier, its crystal prisms shattering the candle flames into a
thousand darts that contributed the feeling of a cathedral to the marriage
ceremony. The Wobik women gazed enviously at the elaborate wrought-iron
chimney crane that could hold pots in three positions.

After the ceremony, the celebration began. Elphege built up the bonfire and
the flames threw flaring shadows on the scene. The guests approached the
table, the voyageurs rushing, stabbing and hacking, the Wobik residents
picking at the feast meats with refined airs felt they were in fine society.
Monsieur Trépagny produced bottles of many shapes: red wine, rum, brandy,
whiskey—even champagne, real French champagne. Two of the voyageurs
brought out fiddles and began to play while the others clapped and sang. The
loud music and the violent stamping of the dancers, their sashes whipping
and curling in the firelight as they leapt, drove off any pretensions to
gentility. Even the red-faced bride danced, and Monsieur Trépagny was a
madman of athletic brilliance. The distorted sound bounced off the forest
trees and any nearby evil spirits shrank into the earth until it should be over.
Under a bush, covered with a dish towel, waited the cornmeal pudding with
its potent water hemlock seeds, Mari's farewell dish for Monsieur Trépagny.
She waited for the right moment to present it.

The sky was light when the last dancers rolled up in their blankets under the
spruce. Only the voyageurs were still awake, sitting around the fire and
passing one of the endless bottles. René pumped them for more information
on Duquet.

Duquet, they said, was clever. He had friends high in the fur company.
He knew important men. He made side deals, keeping all the marten pelts
for himself. He brought forbidden whiskey into the north and got the Indians
too drunk to strike any but the feeblest and most disadvantageous bargains
for their furs. “And Duquet is very strong, the strongest among us. He has



great endurance.” To be strong was everything. Duquet was becoming a
legend of the country.

René thought the seigneur had retired with his prize, but he now saw
Monsieur Trépagny standing on the other side of the fire, listening. The
flames paled in the brightening morning.

“This Duquet,” Monsieur Trépagny said, beginning quietly, but speaking
in a quickening, sharpening tempo, his eyes bulging and beginning to roll.
“Duquet? Would that be Duquet who signed a contract to work for me for
three years?” His voice rose to a furious bellow. “Would that be the Duquet
who ran away like a dog? Is that the Duquet of whom you speak?” He looked
at his brothers.

Toussaint said nothing, his beard limp and stained, but Fernand rolled his
wicked Trépagny eyes at his bridegroom brother and said “Ouais. The same.
He told us you were cruel.”

“Ah,” said Monsieur Trépagny. “He does not yet know how cruel I can be.
Do you return to Wobik now? I will go with you. I will have the dog’s skull.
He will serve out his three years and we will see who is cruel.”

“Brother,” said Toussaint, “you would do well to leave Duquet alone. He
is a dangerous man.” Monsieur Trépagny, goaded by this apostasy, screamed
“Saddle my horse” at Elphege.

“Your pudding?” said Mari, holding out the cold pot. But René noticed
how the seigneur glared at her as he rushed into his house.

In the few minutes it took Monsieur Trépagny to make his excuse to his
new wife for his precipitous departure, Toussaint and Fernand ran to the
riverbank, leapt into Monsieur Trépagny’s canoe and began to paddle like
demons, forty-five paddle strokes a minute, downstream toward Wobik.
Monsieur Trépagny’s horse was slower, and when he galloped into Wobik in
late afternoon the traitorous brothers and Duquet were gone. The stolen
canoe lay onshore, a marten pelt draped over the thwart—Duquet’s mocking
signature.

The bridegroom, exhausted and furious, slumped on the deputy’s porch
until that official returned home from the wedding, then swore out a warrant
for Duquet’s capture and return.

“I will not rest until I get him and when I do he will suffer.”

Monsieur Bouchard was thrilled by this pledge of vengeance, like
something in an old ballad, but he had no idea how he could execute the
warrant and told Monsieur Trépagny so.

“It will happen,” gritted Trépagny through stained teeth.

Mari turned the cornmeal pudding into the embers where at first it gave
off a savory smell and then the unpleasant odor of burning grain and sugar;



she walked back to the old house. The grey jay that watched everything
below waited a day until the ashes were cold and then pecked inquisitively at
the burned lump. A few days later Chama discovered the bird’s carcass with
legs twisted into a sailor’s knot, a very strange sight.

Monsieur Trépagny returned to his house in the forest and brooded for
some weeks while preparing his expedition into the wilderness to capture
Duquet. There was a strange turn in his mind that moved him to delay. He
more and more left his new wife to herself and spent much time in his old
house with Mari, whom he had forbidden to go back to the mission. Under
his direction she cooked handsome dishes and every evening Monsieur
Trépagny put on his fine clothes and carried them to Madame Trépagny.
There was no cornmeal pudding. The husband and wife dined in silence in
the elegant dining room and after dinner, when the maid had cleared the
table, when Monsieur Trépagny had drunk a glass of brandy, he said, “Good
evening, madame,” and returned to Mari. Nothing seemed changed. Mari
and her children talked and laughed together in low voices as ever, and their
pleasure in each other’s company irritated Trépagny, who hissed “Silence!”
René wondered, too, what she had to say to them in such long ropes of talk,
often accompanied by gestures and widened eyes. Months later he
understood that she had been telling them the old Mi'’kmaw stories, and into
the warp of that heritage had interwoven the woof of complicated jokes and
language games that gave her people so much pleasure. But Trépagny was
sure that he was the butt of their half-smothered laughter, and his red
nostrils flared and he demanded silence.

One morning, when René and Chama were cutting in the forest, the
Spanish maid appeared and went to the old man. She handed him a letter,
telling him Madame Trépagny wished him to carry it to the deputy in Wobik.
Chama snorted and shook his head, but when she held up a gold coin he
took the letter and put it in his shirt.

His beaver robe was empty for two nights, and it was dusk of the third day
before René saw him again, carrying Monsieur Trépagny’s captured canoe,
his excuse for the trip if his nephew should ask.

“What's afoot?” asked René.

“Nothing good. Monsieur Bouchard turned the color of mud when he
read that letter. He said he would come here tomorrow with the priest and
consult with Madame and my nephew. It's a bad business.”



6

Indian woman

Monsieur Bouchard and Pere Perreault entered the clearing riding double
on Monsieur Bouchard’s old plow horse. René, hauling a basket of fish,
straightened up and stared. The visitors passed the storehouse without
stopping, heading for Monsieur Trépagny’s marriage house. But that elevated
gentleman, who had been working at his old forge, saw them through the
open door and rushed out. “Where do you go, Monsieur Bouchard? Pere
Perreault, what do you here?”

The deputy wheeled around, dismounted and glared at Monsieur
Trépagny. Pere Perreault got down as well and held the reins.

Monsieur Bouchard said, “It is distressing that I find you here and not at
your grand house with your lawful wife, Madame Trépagny. I have had a
letter from the lady, who complains that you continue to live with the Indian
woman, Mari, and are rarely seen at that wedding mansion in which she is
lawfully ensconced and where you should be.”

Pere Perreault spoke in a serious tone: “She wishes to return to her
uncle’s house in France and demands the return of the rich dowry given you
as you have broken your marriage pledge. You have behaved badly and the
lady is within her rights. The uncle is a powerful man. He has taken up the
matter and it will be a serious thing for you—and your position as seigneur. |
ask you to accompany us to that house where she now awaits alleviation of
her painful and insulting situation.”

Monsieur Trépagny followed them silently into the gloom of the west
trail.

The day passed slowly. René told Chama and Mari what he had seen and
heard. He thought a little smile flickered across Mari’s face. When she went
inside Chama said, “This nephew should have proceeded in his search for
Duquet. He should have stayed with that rich wife. Whenever there is an
Indian woman involved there is trouble. His French wife is not the kind to
shut her eyes.”



Night came and still they did not return. Chama said, “Claude will be
begging her, he will grant anything she wishes rather than lose the money
and the important position. I know him.”

Very early the next morning, as René and Chama were readying for
another day of clearing trees, the three men, all in good humor, returned.

“Tell him at once,” said Pere Perreault. “At once.” And they all looked at
René.

“What? What is it?” he said. He had still not had a chance to talk to
Monsieur Trépagny about his land, and he was afraid now that the seigneur
had found a way to evade the responsibility.

“You will marry Mari,” said Monsieur Trépagny. “Immediately. Pere
Perreault is on hand to officiate.”

“No!” cried René. He whispered, not wishing to be overheard by Mari.
“She is old. I do not want to marry her.” He had dreamed of a wife from one
of the consignment ships with women from France, the King's girls—Ies filles
du Roi. A charming and shy young woman with blue eyes. “Also, you and
Mari—"

“It was only a country marriage.” Pere Perreault let the words slide out in
his gentle way. “Just a country custom.”

“But no,” said René.

“You do not yet see reason,” said Monsieur Trépagny pleasantly. “She will
help you make a house of your own on the land I grant you, and I will be very
generous. | will grant you a double portion of land. You will have good
workers to aid you—those Indian boys Elphege and Theotiste and that
servant girl Renardette. Mari is a clever cook. She will warm you on winter
nights. She is adept in curing illness. She has value. What more could you
want?”

Mari herself was standing in the doorway, listening without expression.
Pere Perreault signed to her to come near. René thought furiously in several
directions. But to himself he added another reason to Monsieur Trépagny’s
list: with Mari at his side he could learn to read and write or, even better,
depend on her to do whatever reading and writing was needed. The blue-
eyed fille du roi of his dreams vanished. Again he felt himself caught in the
sweeping current of events he was powerless to escape. What could he do
against the commands of more important men? He nodded once, yes, he
would marry Mari, an old Indian woman. So it was done.



In every life there are events that reshape one’s sense of existence.
Afterward, all is different and the past is dimmed. For René the great blow
had been the loss of Achille, his brother, whom he loved and most dreadfully
missed. He came to New France to escape the loss, not realizing he would
carry sorrow enclosed within him. The second event was the forced marriage
to Mari.

Monsieur Trépagny made a formal assignment of land to René, granting
him the old domus and workshop and the gardens but not the cow, as well as
the clearing to the west that René coveted and the land with clear water
springing from under a yellow birch. René was, in one stroke, a man of
property. Pere Perreault and Monsieur Bouchard left soon after the brief
ceremony with Monsieur Trépagny’s signature on René’s land assignment.

Monsieur Trépagny spoke with casual sarcasm to Mari. “Madame Sel.
Cook dinner as you always do and Chama will bring it to my lady wife and
myself. After this evening her maid will prepare our food until we find a cook
and servant. We will purchase a Pawnee or blackamoor slave or two from
Kébec.” He walked westward into the forest.

Six woodcock had been hanging for days and had reached the
hallucinogenic point of decay that Monsieur Trépagny savored. Mari roasted
the birds, put them in a large basket, added a cold leg of venison, four
portions of steamed sturgeon. René thought it was a supper the seigneur
hardly deserved. Chama, who had become attentive to the Spanish maid,
carried all of this in the oxcart, the cow tied behind. For their own supper
Mari thumped on the table a platter of hot eels graced with the sour-grass
sauce. She had baked in the morning and served a loaf of bread with the last
of the butter—alas for the loss of the cow.

Mari, walking from fire to table in her deerskin tunic, looked as she had
always looked, but she gave René the fattest eel and touched his hand
lightly. After the boys went out to the wikuom she made up a pallet in front
of the fireplace and then pulled off her baggy dress. She stood nude in the
firelight—the first naked female he had ever seen—not an old Indian castoff
foisted on him, but a strong and well-built woman. She lay on the pallet and
waited.

René pulled off his clothes, conscious of his greasy reek. He lay down
beside Mari, who rolled toward him. The fabulous shock of warm silky skin
against him was powerful in the extreme. Not since he and Achille had
intertwined and whispered and tried what they could think to try had he
experienced the stunning excitement of another human body naked against
his. Mari’s elasticity, her hard muscles, her smell of bread, river eels and



bitter plants made him wild. She was not Achille, but he thought of his
brother as he proceeded.

In the morning Mari said, “Good you,” got up, pulled on her deerskin
dress with its faded designs and made the fire.

With a shock of insight he understood that Mari's impassive expression
was a calm acceptance and knowledge of life’s roils and clawing, an attitude
that in a way matched his own belief that he flew in the winds of change like
a sere leaf. She had answers to the most untoward questions, for the
Mi'kmaq had examined the world with boundless imagination for many
generations. Over the months and years he learned from her. His
relationship with Mari became a marriage of intelligences as well as bodies.

They stood opposed on the nature of the forest. To Mari it was a living
entity, as vital as the waterways, filled with the gifts of medicine, food,
shelter, tool material, which everyone discovered and remembered. One
lived with it in harmony and gratitude. She believed the interminable
chopping of every tree for the foolish purpose of “clearing the land” was bad.
But that, thought René, was woman’s talk. The forest was there, enormous
and limitless. The task of men was to subdue its exuberance, to tame the
land it grew on—useless land until cleared and planted with wheat and
potatoes. It seemed both of them were subject to outside forces, powerless
to object in matters of marriage or chopping.

Farther west the manor house resounded with discontent. Monsieur
Trépagny tired of his commanding wife, who endlessly harped on how much
she wanted to return to Paris, and he began to curse the world he had made.
His mind shifted from consolidating the domus to vengeance. If only Duquet
had been a gentleman he certainly would have tracked him down and
challenged him to a duel. Although too much time had passed, he said he
would begin his pursuit of Duquet on the next full moon. Elphege, he said,
must come with him as his squire. This decision, perhaps, was bolstered by
Bouchard’s call for a new road-building corvée at that time, an onerous duty
that not even one with a particule could evade.

At night Mari wept. She said it was right that Monsieur Trépagny pursue
Duquet if he wished, but Elphege had no reason to do so.

Before he left, Monsieur Trépagny buried a small metal box beneath the
front doorstep, muttering a curse or two. From the hall window upstairs the
Spanish maid watched him. Trépagny and Elphege left under the hard dot of
the moon and nothing was heard of them nor Duquet nor the bearded
brothers until the next spring.



7

biicheron

Time passed slowly, a long series of days shaped by work. All the second
summer, thought René, Mari had been more silent than usual.

“Speak, Mari. What is wrong? You must tell me. Is it Elphege? Are you
thinking about Elphege?” he pressed her one night after baby Achille and the
newborn twins, Noé and Zoé&, were asleep.

She nodded and then bent her head. There was a deep silence, so deep
the tumbling flight of a moth drawn to the fire disturbed the air and they
heard the puff of vapor as a flame caught it.

“Woman, tell me.” He grasped both her hands to show his need to
understand.

And the long sad story came out. She was terribly frightened of losing
Elphege. Again she spoke of the time when she was a child, when, she said,
her people lived on the shore far to the east. One day when they were at
their ocean camp a ship came with pale men in it. The newcomers said they
were les Frangais. Mari's people showed the Wenuj how to gather shellfish
and berries, shared food with them. One of the French was Pere Perreault—
Pere Pillow, as she called him. All seemed well for some weeks, but one day
the strangers abruptly declared they were returning to France and that some
of the Mi'’kmaq would come with them. No one wished to go, but the Wenuj
smiled disarmingly, and then without warning, hairy sailors seized seven of
the people, Mari among them, and rushed them to the ship. The anchor was
hoisted and the ship away before the people onshore realized. They ran along
the coastline gesticulating and shrieking at the ship. The ship sailed on.

“Many days, many days sick us. Then in France come us.”

“France? You went to France?”

“Yes. In Palis, ride in wagon, big noise. Weeping all us. Bad food, in box
sleep. Long time. Brother sick. Cough, choke he. Wenuj away him take. Die.
Maman die. Sick me. Hot, big sore on me make. All die. Only me, one baby.
Ship take us. Pere Pillow say home go. Long time. Ocean angry. Bébé die.
Then our good land. Mi'kmaw people run. Laugh.”



But the joy at returning didn’t last. Nearly the entire tribe died in the next
few months.

“Wenuj sickness. Die Mikmagq.

“Sick same bad my face make.” She pointed at the smallpox scars on her
cheeks, then continued. Dozens of the tribe were ravaged by the rotting face
disease and the tiny village became a sinkhole of suffering.

He understood that she and other Mikmaw had been forced onto a
French ship and against their will brought to Paris, where most of them died.
Mari fell ill with smallpox but survived and endured the long trip back across
the ocean to the homeland. But she had brought sickness with her, and most
of her people died.

It was then, she said, Pere Pillow brought her to Kébec. She married
Lolan, a good Mikmaw man, at the mission. Elphege and Theotiste were his
children. And Jean-Baptiste.

“Big man but die him. One my baby die. But Elphege, Theotiste, Jean-
Baptiste then not die they. Me to Wobik with Pere Pillow. That mission
know you.”

And at the mission Trépagny had found her and hired her as his
housekeeper but within days forced himself on her. It was the way things
went in New France.

“No him child. No-bébé medicine know me. Lené, you me good bébés.
But now Elphege [ say, ‘Back come, Elphege, back come!””

It was as though he had heard her. The snow was melting away, a hollow
circle forming around the base of every tree, a ceaseless piddle of meltwater
running over the sopping ground into rills and streams when a man limped
into the clearing.

She knew at once. “Elphege!” She ran to him and helped him to the
house. The boy was emaciated, covered with the scabs of old cuts and a
pattern of bruises. His right ankle was a swollen purple lump. He would not
speak. They half-carried him into the house and put him on the pallet. Mari
began to stir up the fire and make a sleep potion, to heat a nourishing moose
broth. While she took white cedar cones from her storeroom and pounded
them to dust, worked them into pounded fern root and leaf for a sprain
poultice, René stood gazing at the half-conscious boy.

“Where is the seigneur? Where is Monsieur Trépagny?” he asked gently,
but Elphege could not answer, not then.



By asking questions to which Elphege would nod or shake his head, Mari
learned that Monsieur Trépagny was dead, but when and in what manner he
would not say. He lay quiet and half asleep for nine days, then seemed to
recover his strength in a great flush. Within a month he joined René in the
woods, chopping. He was silent and rarely smiled, his eyes habitually cast
down as though the world was too painful to regard.

Chama no longer worked with them. He had gone to Kébec with Madame
Trépagny and the Spanish maid, for the bride was again intending France.
The Spanish maid was particularly disenchanted with Trépagny’s mansion,
for she had pried up the front doorstep stone, taken the metal box hidden
there. It opened easily enough, despite creeping patterns of rust on the lid,
but in it were nothing but human teeth and locks of hair. Even Chama
wished to return to the old country to grow onions in root-free soil. They
concluded that Monsieur Trépagny was dead. They left by moonlight, and
when Mari heard the distant bellowing of the unmilked cow, she went to the
manor house and claimed her.

“House. Door much open,” she said to René. “Soon inside live porc-épic
people.” Yes, porcupines moved into abandoned houses very soon.

The uncle of Mélissande du Mouton-Noir, now Trépagny’s wife, wrote
several letters to his niece. Monsieur Bouchard kept them on the corner of
his worktable as though the woman would sometime materialize and claim
them. But the day came when a peremptory letter addressed directly to
Monsieur Bouchard himself demanded information of the lady, who had
failed to respond to her uncle’s solicitous epistles. Monsieur Bouchard had
the unpleasant duty of writing to Mouton-Noir and the Intendant with the
sad news that the ship had struck rocks a few miles downstream from Wobik
and all aboard had perished. He pretended amazement that news of the
disaster had not reached them in Kébec, for it had happened some time ago.

Many months after his return, silent Elphege suddenly spoke at the evening
meal, his voice croaking with misuse. He said only that someday he would
revenge himself on the Iroquois and their masters, the English. Later that
winter during a rest from a long morning of girdling trees Elphege told René
that Iroquois women had severed Monsieur Trépagny’s leg tendons, then had
sewed him up tightly, closed every orifice of his body—ears, eyes, nostrils,



mouth, anus and penis—and that after two or three days Monsieur Trépagny
had swelled like a thundercloud and burst.

“Don’t tell Maman,” he said. “She would suffer.”

But René thought Mari would not suffer. Still, he could not bring himself
to tell her that Trépagny had died so painfully, so distressed in his tender
parts.

René paddled one day down to Wobik with Theotiste, who was already old
enough to march in the militia and receive Captain Bouchard’s harangues on
slinking, gliding Indian warfare, although he had learned more at Odanak
among the fighting men than Captain Bouchard would ever know. Now he
wanted to see the sights of Kébec and Trois-Rivieres and would take passage
on the next downriver ship. After that, he said, he would throw in with the
conglomerate Mikmaq, Abenaki, Sokoki, Cowasucks, Penobscots,
Androscoggins, Missisquois and a dozen other tribal refugees at Odanak,
which the French called St. Francois. René was sorry to see him go as
workmen were scarce and expensive. If he could not do the labor himself it
would not be done.

After Theotiste’s ship left he went into Captain Bouchard’s familiar office.
The aging captain had news for René.

“A very good doctor from France now in Kébec and who is already
renowned takes an interest in the plants of our forests. He collects
information from the savages on their use. He has sent a letter to me asking
it Mari would meet with him. If she would show him the curing plants that
arow hereabouts he will gladly pay her. How much, I do not know, but he
suggested it.”

“Who is he?” asked Rene. “Will he come to us?”

Captain  Bouchard consulted his letters. “Michel Sarrazine. You
understand, Mari’s fame in curing the sick and injured has reached as far as
Kébec. We are not so pitiful here in Wobik as some think. Although she is
only a Micmac Indan.”

The doctor was a small man with a high forehead. Wigless, his dark hair
receded in front but waved down to his shoulders, his full red lips curled in a
dimpled smile. Monsieur Bouchard wondered why he did not wear a wig and
tried to bring him into a discussion of books and ideas, to take his measure;
was he a deep-dyed conservative, or a pioneer freethinker exploring novel



cures? But Dr. Sarrazine, though polite, said his time was limited and he
wished to see Mari as soon as possible. He carried a linen bag containing a
notebook, cardboard stiffeners and a roll of drying papers. He had a packet
of French needles for Mari. Monsieur Bouchard loaned him his only horse
and, rather sadly, watched him ride west. Dr. Sarrazine returned in ten days,
humming and smiling, his linen bag bulging with wild vegetable specimens,
some of which he would send to the Jardin des Plantes. Bouchard, still
longing for bookish conversation, watched the learned man board the ship to
Kébec. The doctor turned, smiled his engaging smile and saluted. Bouchard
returned the gesture and went back into his office.

The smoke-thickened years passed, and Crown corvée work gangs widened
the west trail to a road. More settlers came into the forest. Every morning
the sound of distant and near chopping annoyed woodpeckers who imagined
rivals, then, feeling outnumbered, fled to wilder parts. The trees groaned and
fell, men planted maize between the stumps. The deer and moose retreated,
the wolves followed them north. In its own way the forest was swallowing
René Sel, its destroyer. The forest was always in front of him. He was
powerless to stop chipping at it, but the vigor of multiple sprouts from
stumps and still-living roots grew in his face, the rise and fall of his ax almost
a continuous circular motion. There seemed always more and more trees on
the horizon. He suffered the knowledge that his countless ax blows were
nothing against the endless extent of the earth’s spiky forest crown.

One spring Mari fell ill, complaining little but too confused to manage the
household. She became thin, the round kind face giving way to the shape of
the skull beneath; she saw visions and forgot everything said to her, forgot
her children, forgot René, had to be tied in a chair to keep her from the river.
For a year Renardette cared for her, but one bright May morning Mari
answered her long-dead sisters, who called her as owls call.

“Those sister say ‘come.”” In two hours she had joined them.

René could not understand it. It was well known that Mi'’kmagq lived long,
long lives and remained strong until the last, and Mari was not old. It was
the bitterest loss.



“It is only fitting,” said Renardette to René when a week had passed, “that we
should marry.” René shook his head, picked up the ax and walked out to the
woodlot. Renardette, barely an adult, had become beer-swollen, imperious
and hot-tempered, always smarting from imagined insults. She would not
forget this one.

Ends come to everyone, even woodcutters. All his life René was a défricheur,
un biicheron or, as the ancient book put it, “a woodsman, a forester, a forest
owner; an ax owner, a feller of trees, a woodcutter, a user of the ax. He cuts
with an ax; he fells trees—cuts them, tops them, strips them, splits them,
stacks them.” His life was spent in severe toil, stinging sweat running in his
eyes, bitten by insects of the hot woods, the callused hands shaping into a
permanent curl to fit ax handles, the bruises and blood, the constant smoke
of burning trees, the pain of unremitting labor, the awkward saw,
treacherous saplings used as pry bars, fitting new handles on broken spades
and the everlasting lifting of great vicious tree trunks.

But Achille, his eleven-year-old son, found him dead on his knees in the
forest, his knotted hands clenched on the ax handle, the bit sunk into a
cedar, René dead at forty from a chop to his neck. A sharp scalping knife had
been set above and parallel with his eyebrows and drawn around the
circumference of his head, the scalp peeled off and carried away to be
redeemed for the bounty. He was, until the end, a skillful woodsman, his life
and body shaped to the pleasure of the ax. And so his sons and grandsons
after him.
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Forgeron

Duquet had escaped Trépagny, but what next? Gripping the sapling he had
cut for a stick, his remaining teeth burning in his mouth, coughing and with
a stitch in his side, he followed the river west until dark. Before full light he
was on his way again, swallowing whole the chunks of fish pudding he had
hidden in his jacket the night before. He drank river water and plunged on.
He followed the river from the ridge above in case Trépagny and that fool Sel
came nosing after him. The higher ground was rough and gullied. He could
see crashing water below, trees half in the water, sodden heads thrashing in
the current. Hunger drove him back to the bank, where he knotted the neck
and sleeves of his shirt and held it sidewise underwater, the open end
inviting fish in. He had enough success to get nourishment, sucking the
juice from the raw flesh as a spider with an insect. After eight days,
scratched and filthy, lost in the wild, but driven by an inchoate need, he
reached another river flowing down from the north. To the northwest were
rich beaver grounds, the Indians who trapped the beaver and the traders who
transported the pelts down the river. He began his long walk.

In the third week of his journey Duquet awoke and opened his left eye,
the right stuck shut with hardened pus. In his exhaustion he fell often to the
ground and lay with his face against the leaf litter. He was beyond the pain
of his abscessed jaw; swathed in veils of mosquitoes he sucked in raw air
with its taste of decaying wood. On his hands and arms were five or six
suppurating wounds. He had found rib bones with strings of dark meat
clinging to them under a serviceberry bush, but when he put one to his
mouth something wild came at him, tearing with teeth and claws. It ran with
the prize. He was weak from the loss of blood, not only from the biting
animal, but from blackflies, from mosquitoes. Then he lost the river. He
tried every direction, but it had disappeared. For an entire day he scooped at
the dirt with his hands to discover if it was underground. How much easier it
was to crawl than to stand and walk. And so he crawled, weeping, mouthing
syllables. It rained, the dark grey clouds like unshaven jowls. His horizon was



a sawtooth jag of black spruce. He caught a slow duckling, the last in a
parade of ducklings on their way to—water! He had found the river again.
He thought he might be dying, but it seemed inconsequential. First he
would get to the north, to the fur traders, then he would die. As he crept
along the rediscovered river he found small frogs and one more duckling that
he caught and ate, cowering under the hammering beak and painful wing
blows of the mother. Here the riverbank was soft mud, more comfortable for
crawling.

An Odaawa hunting party surrounded the creature. They had watched it for
two days inching around and around the margin of a small pond, sleeping in
mud under the alders, then creeping again on hands and knees.

“He is sick,” said one. They all backed away.

“He is wounded,” said another.

At the sound of their voices Duquet reared up on his knees. He glowered
at them out of his left eye. A pattern of alder twigs indented his cheek. He
shaped his mud-crusted fingers into claws and hissed at them. He said
something.

“He wishes to attack,” said one. The rest laughed and their laughter
enraged Duquet.

“He is a French,” said one.

“We cannot take him. The French bring sickness.”

“He is already sick. He cannot come among us.”

“Leave him.”

They backed away, disappeared.

Days later a party of French fur traders stopped at the Indians’ riverside
camp.

“We want peltries,” said the old trader. “Look! For you we have axes,
hatchets, needles. For you we have guns! Bullets and powder.” The others
displayed the goods in the bottom of their canoe.

“Ouid, oui,” said the middlemen hunters, bringing out beaver robes, well
worn and of best quality, collected in the north. They had few beaver, but
many marten and lynx. Before the traders left, these Odaawa, laughing,
mentioned the sick French crawling around and around the little pond.

The traders discovered Duquet. The mud had dried and to get at the man
underneath they had to crack and break it away. They carried him to the



river and soaked him in the waters until he emerged from his clay armor.
They doubted he would live, but the Indian woman with them took his case
in hand. In treating him she smelled the foul infection in his mouth. In her
medicine bag she had a small wood stick with a leather loop at the end. With
this she removed his rotting teeth, gave him an infection-fighting mouthwash
and an opiate.

“Not die,” she said.

The voyageurs put him in their worn canoe and set out for a distant
Ojibwa village to the northwest.

It was spring, the rivers almost clear of ice except in early morning, the warm
afternoons fragrant and easy. A few mosquitoes flew around them slowly,
legs dangling. In the Ojibwa village, where a stream flowed into a small lake,
Duquet rested against a log and watched the Indians making canoes, a
complex business that involved the whole encampment. The voyageurs made
themselves useful going with some of the younger men to gather the great
sheets of birch bark, twenty feet long. As they brought them into camp they
laid them carefully in the stream to keep them supple and weighted them
with stones. Some went into the swamp and felled white cedar trees they
had girdled the year before, riving the seasoned wood lengthwise. The
women went out every day to gather spruce roots and gum. They sat near
Duquet, skinning the roots and halving them lengthwise.

The Indians made five canoes for themselves and another five for the
voyageurs, while Duquet healed. He was up and walking stiffly, eating
gargantuan meals of soft foods he could manage with his healing gums. His
eyes cleared, his hearing improved, he felt his arms flood with strength, and
when the new canoes were finished, the guide, an officious imbecile with a
burn-scarred face, ordered him to take a seat with the milieux and paddle
until he dropped. The fragile craft flew down the cold, boulder-studded
rivers. There were days of burn and pain in his shoulder blades, wrists and
arms before his body accepted the tireless and rapid strokes, and every day
he paddled longer. His neck, shoulders, arms began to swell with muscle.
Always short in stature he now took on the look of the voyageur, almost as
wide at the shoulders as he was tall. He learned to read water, to understand
currents, recognize eddies, whirlpools, to listen to the old hands, whose
expert knowledge of this violent, dangerous water world came from the



bitterest kind of experience. In the evening he told his story of being a poor
boy from the Paris streets come to make his fortune in New France.

A sinewy man with legs too long for the canoe, Forgeron, a Dutchman
turned French by accident, a sailor and fisherman, a surveyor when he could
get work and an unhappy voyageur when he could not, spoke quietly to
Duquet.

“You are ignorant of the coureur de bois life. The woods runner’s way is no
road to wealth. We and the Indians do the dangerous work and the company
gets the money. We are all fools.”

And in recent years, he went on, the fur trade had become unsettled and
insecure. The coureur de bois no longer directly approached the trapper
Indians to trade for furs—there were Indian specialists, middlemen, who
arranged all that. Even now those good Indians were being pushed out by
enemy tribes and the decline in beaver numbers. As Duquet learned the
intricacies and politics of the fur trade he saw that what Forgeron said was
true. Paddling in the milieux was no entry to wealth. The best that could
come of it would be a short life of striving, of sleeping on riverbanks and
looking up through the trees at a narrow slice of darkness stinging with stars
like cast handfuls of salt.

Some of the men carried flintlock muzzle-loaders, most the Charleville
muskets used by the French army. But for Duquet the loading procedure
was impossibly slow—without teeth he could not bite off the end of the
cartridge, but had to tear it open with his fingers. Instead, he took as his
weapon the French tomahawk, practiced endlessly until he could cleave the
tail off a flying bird, gather up the body, have it gutted and half roasted while
a comrade was still loading his musket.

Duquet hardened. He saw how the beaver quickly disappeared from hard-
trapped areas, where the Indians took every animal, so intent were they on
getting European tools and spirits, so harried were they by the acquisitive
traders. The beaver country moved always farther north and west. Yet there
were white men who gained prodigiously. They were not penniless runaway
indentured servants. Duquet set out now to get as much as he could from
his lowly position in the fur trade and swore to watch for better
opportunities. He had come to New France hoping for quick riches and a
return to Old France, but now he wondered if his destiny was not linked to
the vast land with its infinite forests and violent rivers. Was not this country
his place in the world? Yes, and he would make something of value of it. He



went through a rare hour of introspection, seeing that his nature chilled
other men. He consciously began to act as a smiling, open fellow of winning
address who always had a good story and who, in the tavern, treated with a
generous hand. He was sharpening his claws, and in his private center he
was an opportunistic tiger—if he had to tear and maul his way to wealth he
would do so.

He began to barter privately for furs, offering a drink or two of cheap rum to
the naive red men, hiding his activities from the others, sometimes caching
the furs and returning later to pick them up. He bargained ruthlessly with
the Indians, smiling guilelessly into the savage faces as he accepted their
heavy bundles of furs for a yard of cheap cloth and a cup of adulterated
whiskey—a monstrous profit.

Within the year he was sick of the traders who had rescued him.

“Forgeron,” he said one day as they struggled up a portage trail. “I do not
enjoy these persons, especially the guide. I intend to look for another
opportunity. Will you come as well?”

“Why not?” said Forgeron. “One canoe is very like another. The guide is
difficult, perhaps because of his terrible history. The Iroquois threw him into
a fire to roast.”

“Then why did they not finish the cooking and eat him?”

“Perhaps you will have the chance to ask them that one day.”

They worked in harmony, although Forgeron attracted storms and wind. But
he had a certain regard for the wild woods. He spoke often to Duquet of the
forest and its great untapped wealth.

“If a man could get the logs out, there are a hundred thousand fortunes all
around us the like of which the world has not seen since the days of
Babylon. It is entirely a question of moving the wood to those who need it.”
Duquet nodded and began to look at trees with a more acquisitive eye.

They fell in with a flamboyant company of coureurs de bois, among whom
were the easygoing Trépagny brothers, so unlike the high-minded seigneur.
They had a reckless style and could outhowl wolves. Duquet needed every
paddling skill he had learned for some of the wild water they ran, between
rock ledges that squeezed the canoe through violent chutes, and in one
extraordinary place between two towering cliffs that leaned toward each
other, narrower than the river so that the sky was a rock-edged slice. When



they emerged from the pinching canyon the river hurled itself into a
maelstrom. It was necessary to leave the water and edge upward along the
Indian trail, little more than a foot width of slippery rock, somehow carrying
the canoe over their heads, its weight making their arms quiver. At last they
cained the cliff top and could look down on the thrashing water below.

“Tabernac,” said Toussaint Trépagny. “I pressed against the cliff face so
passionately I left the imprint of my manhood on it.” They carried their
canoes for many miles that day.

One night, lying under an overturned canoe, Forgeron murmured that he
intended to leave.

“My legs are no good for the canoe,” he said. It was true that his long
arms worked the paddle with great power, but his legs were folded and
doubled under him for many hours and when he left the canoe he often had
trouble standing upright, so cramped and tightened were his muscles. Many
nights he lay groaning from the pain and rubbing his thighs and calves.
Voyageurs were short-legged and strong-armed. Long legs did not belong in a
canoe.

When he finally left, saying he would look for surveying work, Duquet left
with him, persuading the Trépagnys to come along. They headed back
toward the St. Laurent. Within a month Forgeron found work laying out
property lines east of Ville-Marie.

“Our paths will cross again,” said Forgeron, “but not in a canoe.”

Duquet continued gathering furs with the Trépagny brothers and they
became an infamous trio, pouring rum and whiskey for the Indians, red men
who gave away their furs in return for terrible and vision-invoking spirits.
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Les Quatrains de Pibrac
(Guy du Faur, Seigneur de Pibrac)

He prospered during the seasons following a bad year when the settlements
were sick with longing for overdue supply ships from France, sick with fear
of the Iroquois, who had only ten years earlier surprised and slaughtered the
inhabitants of Lachine and might do so again. In spite of ongoing fighting,
huge loads of beaver pelts came down the river and kept coming, until the
hatters and furriers of France could use no more, until the warehouses were
packed full of rodent fur. Again Duquet saw the great weakness of the trade
—surplus or scarcity. Beaver might disappear from overtrapping or disease or
for no discernible reason. Or the Indians took too many. He watched and
considered. He now regarded tales of immense profits in the fur trade as
fables. He wanted great and permanent wealth, wealth for a hundred years.
He wanted a fortune to pass on to his sons. He wanted his name on
buildings. He was surprised to discover in himself a wish for children, a wish
to establish a family name. The name Duquet would change from a curse to
an honor. But there were difficulties—especially the ugliness of a toothless,
collapsed jaw. It might be impossible to find a handsome wife. Unless he
had money.

His agile mind ceaselessly worked over the question: what resource
existed in this new world that was limitless, that had value, that could build
a fortune? He rejected living creatures such as beaver, fish, seals, game or
birds, all subject to sudden disappearance and fickle markets. He repeatedly
came back to the same conclusion. There was one everlasting commodity
that Europe lacked: the forest. Duquet knew, as everyone knew, that the
English colonists to the south did well cutting pines for English navy masts.
Could the French not do the same? He remembered Forgeron’s talk. The
forest was unimaginably vast and it replaced itself. It could supply timber
and wood for ships, houses, warmth. The profits could come forever. Yes,
there were many problems of transport and markets, but it was an
unexploited business that could expand and dominate. In France there were



men who dealt in forest goods, but few in New France and perhaps not in
the colonies to the south. So, he thought, he would get as much money as he
could with the furs in the next few years, prepare himself in every way and
then change to timber when he was ready. He would not yet give up the
lucrative fur trade, a stinking, complicated business for trapper Indians, but
with high profits for white traders with market connections.

He briefly sketched his plan to the Trépagny brothers and told them he
would be glad if they continued with him as partners when he made his
future move to timber and wood. He was surprised that they were not
enthusiastic. Their eyes reflected the evening fire like orange beetles.
Perhaps, Toussaint said, and Fernand said they would see. They looked away
into the trees.

“Well, let it stay as it is.” Duquet passed on to another subject and said
there was one great obstacle he had to overcome. He could neither read nor
write, and it was necessary to gain those skills if he were not to be cheated in
dealings with sly merchants. He did not know even a single letter such as
that fool Sel had doted on.

“The world cheats men who cannot read. I know this as | have often seen
it,” Toussaint said. “If you wish to do this, you need one of the Black Robes.
The Jesuits all can write countless pages, all can read both silently and aloud
until their eyes cross. Let us get one of these fellows and carry him with us.
He can convert Indians while we bargain and in quiet moments he will teach
you those arts you wish to acquire.” And so they kidnapped Pere Naufragé,
one of several missionaries on the way to the Hurons.

For several days they watched the little group and their Huron guides before
acting.

“See,” whispered Toussaint from behind their tree, “there are four of
them. Choose the one you like. We'll get him when he steps aside to answer
the call of nature.”

Duquet studied each of the fathers. One seemed quicker and more
sprightly than the others. He was first to rise, made the fire with the high
technology of a burning glass if the sun shone, packed and unpacked their
goods with alacrity, and spent the least time in prayers.

When the missionary stepped into the shadows and hiked up his robe to
relieve himself they sprang like savages. Toussaint clapped a leather gag over
the priest’s mouth, Fernand bound his hands behind him and Duquet frog-
marched him into the forest and away to their camp.



“You are French!” exclaimed the priest later when Duquet pulled off the
gag. “I thought you were Indians. Why have you taken me from my brothers?
We are traveling to the Hurons.”

Duquet explained that the Hurons could wait. Pére Naufragé would stay
with them until Duquet learned to read and write. The Jesuit would be
treated well and was advised not to try to escape.

“For if the Iroquois get you, you will become a martyr.”

Pere Naufragé said he was eager to become a martyr, more eager than to
teach illiterates the rudiments of the alphabet. “My friends expect me. 1
warn you, you will pay dearly for this outrage.”

Duquet described the ample opportunities the Jesuit would have to
convert savages as they traveled about the country gathering furs.

“What you ask is not even possible. My books of instruction are with my
traveling companions.” The Jesuit smiled triumphantly.

“That is no problem,” said Fernand, opening his possibles bag and
rummaging to the bottom. With a vengeful smile he pulled out a stained,
worn book and thrust it at Pere Naufragé.

“Icitte! Here is your instruction book—Les Quatrains de Pibrac. It was a
gift from my mother and I have never been parted from it. ‘First honor God,
then Father and Mother—Dieu tout premier, puis Pére et Mere honore,”” he
quoted. “Everything in the world can be found in the pages of Pibrac.”

“God knows you will do more good with us than with a thousand Hurons.”
Pere Naufragé, habituated to obedience, nodded acceptance but insisted on
daily devotions, a weekly mass and time set aside for disputation on a
theological subject which he would select.

The priest had a face like a short sword—thin and sharp. His olive skin
stretched over jutting cheekbones and his crenellated hair was as black as
that of any Spaniard. Ah, thought Duquet, the fellow looks like a Moor. But
it was when he smiled—which he did not do until the third day after his
capture—that his face changed entirely. His mouth was very wide and his
face seemed to separate into two unrelated parts. And his pointed teeth
—mon Dieu, thought Duquet, muttering under his breath “how many is
there”—dazzled with an unnatural whiteness.

As for the lessons, Duquet learned quickly. He scrawled his letters and
numbers—arithmetic quickly became part of the curriculum—on hundreds
of pieces of birch bark. His hands, heavily muscled by years of paddling,
labored with the small muscle coordination necessary to form elegant letters,
and his handwriting was coarse. No matter; it was legible. The priest became
embedded in the little group and closed his eyes to the whiskey trades and
his pupil’s disturbing aura of ambitious greed. He was fascinated by




Duquet’s grasp of information, for he seemed to remember everything,
scraps of German, Greek, Latin and English, all that the priest uttered, even
prayers. At the end of the first year Pibrac retired to Fernand’s bag again as
he was suffering wear, but Duquet had memorized the contents and had
quatrains to cover every situation in life—should he care to quote doggerel.
But he preferred to despise Pibrac.

In early spring, two years later, Pere Naufragé, dressed now like a woodsman
as his cassock had shredded in the brush, left them unwillingly.

“But it is time for you to go,” said Duquet with a patient smile. “As Pibrac
says, The steps of man are directed by God.” We will take you now to the
Hurons as | must travel to France on business.”

“Another year of study and I believe you could have acquired a
considerable handiness with Latin, the most important language for men of
business such as you intend to become.”

But Duquet only twitched his mouth; his thoughts ran in a different
direction.

Six days of travel skirting burning fields and woods brought them to the
edge of the forest around the Huron mission. Fernand, coughing, said,
“Every time I have been in the Huron country the place is afire.”

Duquet stood aside while the Trépagnys embraced the priest and wished
him good fortune. They watched him make his way toward the clearing.
Then he disappeared into the smoke.
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all the world wishes to go to China

Duquet could not keep his mind on furs. Again and again he considered the
dense problems of the timber trade. First, the trees; the best ones did not
always grow near river landings. And who would buy the raw logs when every
man could cut what he needed? But sawn planks, ready to carpenter—that
was the way. A water-powered sawmill or a sawpit with tools and men was a
primary necessity.

He began to note objects made of wood: everything in the world. And it
was all around him in quantities inexhaustible and prime. Could the Royal
French Navy be persuaded to buy New France timber? England, he knew,
badly wanted naval stores as the endless war had disrupted their heavy Baltic
trade. Although England was the enemy there were great benefits in trading
with them, perhaps possible through a third party. And what of Spain and
Portugal? His mind began to weigh the possibilities.

He talked to himself as the Trépagnys did not care for the subject.

“Which trees are most desirable? Oak, of course, but oak is scattered and
seems to grow only in certain places. Why it is not widespread, as pine and
spruce, I do not know.” Could English shipbuilders use pine? Hemlock?
Beech? How could he move the desirable mast trees from the forest to a
ship? Indeed, he needed a ship and a captain if he was to deliver wood
products to a land as distant as France.

Thinking of uncommon woods sent his thoughts back to the fur trade, his
immediate calling. Why should he concentrate on beaver as everyone else
did? There must be those who desired other furs as mink, ermine, otter,
muskrat, fox, spotted lynx and marten. He decided to take a season gathering
such luxury furs, then go to France with a shipload of rare pelts. He began at
once, harrying the Indians for every kind of fur, acting as his own
middleman. Sitting at the campfire drinking the harsh whiskey intended for
the Indians (fiery with pequin peppers from the Caribe to prove its strength),
on his last evening with the Trépagnys he declared that, while he was in
France, he would find himself a wife and set her to work bearing children.



The Trépagny brothers, in their farewell debauch, said jokingly, while he was
at it, to bring back women for them.

Duquet took passage on a ship bound for France commanded by Captain
Honoré Deyon, a grey and weathered man with a syphilitic chancre on his
upper lip. When the captain invited him to dine Duquet used the
opportunity and asked how he might find passage on a China-bound ship.

“l know European ships go there,” he said. Captain Deyon brushed the
chancre with the knuckle of his right index finger and sighed heavily.

“All the world wants to go to China,” he said. “They say, sir, that it is an
immensely rich country with many interesting and beautiful objects. On the
return one may stop in the islands and purchase the best coffee. And it is
known the profits from tea and silks are enormous, and coffee as well, 1
daresay. But it is not so easy to trade in China. For permission, one must be
part of an official delegation as well as prepare great gifts for the emperor
and the many officials. This gift, and many others, they take as their just
due. And they are not much interested in western goods, only silver. They
say they have everything they need or want in their own country. I have no
idea what your goods are, but a lone merchant—if you are such, sir—really
cannot do business there. It is too difficult.”

“My business is fine furs. But even if [ cannot get there,” said Duquet,
“how is it others reach China? Who does trade there? Who sends ships to
China?”

“The Portuguese were first. Now the Dutch, England, and even France—
all are trying to work the eastern trade. But the Dutch are the ones who go
there regularly. The Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie—the Dutch East
India Company, largest business in the world, controls everything. Perhaps
you can find a sympathetic captain who will take you aboard. And I have
heard there are a few independent captain traders who are not tied to the
VOC. Those are the men you should seek out. But I know none of them.”

He swallowed his tumbler of rum and delicately touched the sore on his
lip with the long nail of his little finger. “And,” he said, “I doubt you speak
Chinese.”

“Very little,” said Duquet. He would learn the most important words as
soon as he heard them.



In La Rochelle, unpleasant feelings came over Duquet. The old smells of
poverty nearly sent him bending and creeping along close to the walls as he
had done in childhood. Relentless hunger and chilblains had been his
childhood lot. Of his father he remembered beatings and curses, and at the
last, a pair of receding legs.

His eyes burned from the smoke of greasy street fires and he thought of
the clear rivers of Kébec, of the forest air, and with these cleansing
memories he regained himself. Yet he was mortified that his clothes and
person announced him as a country bumpkin in French streets.

In New France he and the Trépagny brothers had been skillful with war
hatchets but he saw no hatchets on the streets of La Rochelle. He went to
the armorers and purchased a Walloon sword, ambidextrous, flexible. He
saw many of these on the street. It was a gentleman’s sword. One day, he
swore silently, he would order fine garments and a full, rich wig.

In the area between rue des Petits-Bacs and rue Admyrauld, where the
merchants congregated daily, he talked with a sallow wool merchant whose
greasy hands trembled; when Duquet casually mentioned China, the
merchant said his cousin had been a sailor pressed into three years’ service
on a Dutch voyage from Hoorn to Guangzhou, that the English called
Canton.

“He said it was a very long journey to a horrible place,” and the merchant
passed back Duquet’s brandy bottle. “Very strong stink. Food? Affreux!
Foreigners not allowed in the city, but penned up in a horrible foreigners’
quarter. He prayed to return home. And they despised the ship’s cargo,
which was horses, the captain having heard the Chinese longed for them
horribly. But in Canton the go-between merchant said China now had
secured its own horses from the north. So the trip was for nothing. And on
the return journey the captain was so angry he pushed all those horrible
worthless horses into the sea. They could see them swimming after the ship
for a long time.”

“Oh, horrible,” said Duquet, at once planning to make his way to
Amsterdam or Hoorn. How many times had Forgeron told him the men of
the Low Countries had a talent for business?

“Stay away from the East India Company ships. They are bound by hard
rules and the captains take blood oaths to uphold them. It is a horrible,
grasping company that allowed no competition for many years. Only East
India ships were allowed to traverse the horrible Strait of Magellan. Now the



Cape Horn route has been discovered their grasp is broken, but the old
animosities linger. You must choose a captain with care.”
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Dutch sea captain

Without exception every ship captain he approached was exceedingly
suspicious, for trade routes and overseas contacts were under constant threat
by spies, and Duquet was immediately and repeatedly identified as a French
spy. Only after detailed descriptions of the forests of Kébec and the rigors of
the fur trade—as well as a flash of the marten skin he had begun to carry as
proof of his identity—could he prove his disinterested innocence in matters
of trade route secrets.

In the Rock and Shoal, a sailors’ tavern on the waterfront, he noticed a
group of convivial men who seemed all to be captain mariners. They spoke in
a mixture of languages, mostly German, French, Portuguese, Flemish and
Dutch, and seemed to be placing bets. One, whom he heard called Captain
Verdwijnen, a fair-faced man with a large nose and scarred cheek, wheaten
wisps of unshorn hair sticking out from the edges of his ill-seated wig,
particularly caught his eye because of his ceaseless motions and apparent
sanguine temperament. Duquet edged closer to the group until he was
nearly among them, grasping at half-understood words in the Babel of
discourse. After a long time Verdwijnen made his excuses to the company
and said he had to get back to his ship. Duquet followed him out into the
dark street. The captain suddenly spun around and flashed a dagger at
Duquet.

“Footpad!” he shouted into the night. “Help! Robbery! Assault! Murther!”

“Captain Verdwijnen,” said Duquet. “I am no footpad. I am a friend, I am
a fur merchant from New France, begging your favor.” And he bowed low,
making a clumsy leg. He presented himself as an enterprising businessman.
He became the sweet-voiced persuasive Duquet, talked on, explaining and
mollifying, opening his pack of furs, which he carried on his back like a
peddler. He said that he could pay for his passage—he had enjoyed a good
sale of his furs in Montreal, keeping out the best to trade in the east.
Moreover, he would supply the captain with cases of the best Schiedam
jenever for the voyage, the special distillation of gin with a green label



showing a large yellow eye, the eye of a furious lion, far superior to the slop
the captain had swallowed in the Rock and Shoal. Look, he had a bottle in
his coat pocket this very minute, and he swung the garment open to show
the luteous eye. The Dutchman thawed a little and told Duquet to follow
him aboard his ship, Steenarend, the Golden Eagle, where they could speak
more comfortably. Duquet was surprised to see it was an armed, full-rigged,
three-masted frigate, which could accommodate more than a hundred men,
the gun room painted red to hide bloodstains.

“There are many pirates in the South China Sea,” explained Captain
Verdwijnen. Duquet had seen him drink countless glasses of jenever in the
sailors” tavern, but the man spoke with clarity and decisiveness.

The captain said he was indeed suspicious of foreigners, especially the
French and English, most of whom were spies, and it could cost him his
livelihood to take Duquet aboard if the ship’s German owner heard of it, and
of course he would hear of it. He glared at Duquet and clenched his fists.

“What you are asking me to do is a grave thing. | cannot do it. Why, sir, it
is a thing that was never done before. And never should be done. Nooit
never.” He wrenched his face through an extraordinary series of grimaces
and frowns. Duquet spoke humbly.

“I am only interested in securing a market for my furs. And I am most
sensible, dear captain, of the honor you do me by even discussing such a
matter.” His mouth curved, his eyes winked. He smiled, opened his coat and
took out the bottle, uncorked it and handed it to the captain. “Perhaps we
can discuss it further,” he said softly, “if you do not hold me to be completely
odious?” He had marked the captain as one who would do much for a little
cup of spirits, not unlike the Indians of the north.

The captain’s cabin was a great room, the rear windows giving a
vertiginous view of the port. There was a single chair before a mahogany
table covered with charts. The captain waved Duquet to a small side bench
bolted to the floor; under it lay a huge mastiff that growled at Duquet. The
captain sat in his chair, now holding a glass brimming with that best jenever.
He nodded at the glass.

“Good. We Dutch must drink or die, you know.” He swallowed. “Or so
they say.”

Duquet opened his pack and laid several of the furs atop the charts. The
dog looked at the furs with interest.

“Of course I am always happy to buy furs myself to take to Amsterdam,”
the captain said.

“I shall keep that in mind, but my information is that I can get a great deal
of money for them in China. And I wish to establish a trading connection in




that place.”

Captain Outger Verdwijnen squinted his eyes. Duquet might understand
more about business than he showed. Or, indeed Duquet might be a spy,
evil thought. But after an hour of serious drinking, when the captain knew
Duquet a little better, he abandoned the spy characterization, and when he
learned his guest would send ten cases of the green-and-gold-labeled bottles
aboard, he told Duquet he might make the journey.

“We sail in two weeks. It is already April, late in the season to begin this
voyage. We must catch the southwest monsoon winds that carry ships to
India and China between June and September, so make ready and be here
on the appointed day. I will show you your quarters, which you will share
with Mijnheer Toppunt,” he said, and he led Duquet to a pitifully small and
rank cubby, though there was a scuttle. His bunk was a wide plank. The
other contained a roll of grey blankets and a great leathern bag. On the floor,
as though tossed there, were sea boots and heavy gloves, and that constituted
Mijnheer Toppunt's presence.

Ashore the next day Duquet ordered three dozen cases of the green-label
gin delivered to the ship. At the ship chandler’s shop he outfitted himself
with a hammock, rough, sturdy clothes and an oiled cape sworn to keep rain
out, a bound ledger, quills and ink, an expensive spyglass and a bag of brown
sugar.

A week before they sailed, Captain Verdwijnen hailed him. “Monsieur
Duquet,” he said. “I am going to the coffeechouse to arrange my insurance. As
you propose to get into business, perhaps you would like to accompany me
for the valuable contacts?” Certainly Duquet would. What a stroke of
fortune.

They walked for twenty minutes before they reached the coffechouse and
entered a large room where men sat at tables with papers and account books
in front of them. Some scribbled furiously, others talked, pushing their faces
forward. At the back of the room five bewigged men laughed as a sixth read
from a letter. Near the front a woman handed bowls of hot beverage to
serving boys and Captain Verdwijnen called out for two coffees—"deux
cafés"—and led Duquet to the back table of laughing men, the marine
insurance brokers. As they approached, the laughing faded away and six
serious and attentive faces turned toward them.

“Ah, Captain Verdwijnen. Here to arrange your insurance, no doubt?
Would this gentleman with you be the shipowner?”

Captain Verdwijnen’s laugh was a bray. “No, no, he is not the owner of
the ship, he is Monsieur Duquet, a gentleman from New France in the



timber export business. At the moment he is carrying furs. I thought he
might like to meet you gentlemen for future consultations.”

The serving boy brought the coffee. Duquet looked suspiciously at the
sinister black liquid. It was scalding and bitter, a very dreadful potion, but he
drank it. In a quarter of an hour he felt ideas rushing into his head—he
memorized the faces before him with newly sharpened senses.

As he looked around he saw a man of about thirty-five with a face that
seemed made of some flesh-like material that, once formed, remained set
and immobile. A pair of little obsidian eyes looked out at the world as if
measuring an antagonist. The unsmiling mouth was pinched and suggested
meanness. The ringed fingers and flamboyant crimson sleeves did little to
soften the impression of suspicious calculation.

The man’s gaze rose from the black sums he was making and fixed on
Duquet. The space between them quivered with a discharge of mutual
antipathy.

“Who is that man?” Duquet murmured to the captain, letting the words
slip out quietly.

“He is a Liibeck trader in wax and metal ores I believe—here and in
Bruges. How he does stare! It is as if he knows you.”

“He does not know me, nor will he ever know me,” said Duquet, but the
man’s stiff look indicated that he was familiar with the likes of Duquet
through and through; it was the stare of a predator encountering another of
its kind nosing about in its territory.
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Steenarend

The ship’s crew was polyglot: Spanish, French, Flemish, Greek, German,
Genoese, young men from the Malay, from the Canaries, the Isle of Dogs.
Duquet thought they looked dangerous, very unlike the rough-cut good-
natured voyageurs he had known in New France.

Captain Outger Verdwijnen served as his own master and, in this time of
dead reckoning and anxious guesswork on the exact location of one’s ship,
had a reputation for accurate navigation, which Duquet thought might be
related to the man’s constant study and annotation of charts, but the captain
said the charts told nothing of a ship’s ever-changing longitudinal position,
the béte noire of international trade. But he could recognize the warm black
Kuroshio Current, and was often within forty miles of the desired port, by
which margin men generally considered him an expert navigator.

The captain’s bonhomie evaporated the instant he stepped aboard the
Steenarend, though he continued his cordiality with Duquet over a glass of
the yellow-eyed jenever in the evenings. His conversation was lively, of ships
and their cargoes, of their short lives and the myth of hundred-year-old
ships, of pirates and great storms at sea. He described the Sunda Strait as
treacherous, the equatorial Doldrums as maddening, the Guinea Current as
a trap and getting caught in the southeasterly trade winds as the sure failure
of a voyage.

As they sailed out into the quilted ocean Duquet noticed three or four
ships were always in sight. When he remarked on it, Captain Verdwijnen
said knowingly, “My friends—vrienden,” smiled and shrugged.

The ship stank fearfully though Captain Verdwijnen was proud of the
pissdales and the officers’ closeted seats of ease with their drains into the
sea. The crew perched on an open row of holed seats in the beak, cursing
when the icy waves rinsed their salt-raw backsides.

“For we learned from the Portuguese that this is the way to avoid what
they called bicho do cu, a painful anal infection so burning and biting that
seamen went mad with the agony in the olden times,” said the captain.



To Duquet the officers looked a rather seedy lot in comparison with the
younger crew, though when he made the remark, Captain Verdwijnen
laughed and said appearances were deceiving, that while most of the crew
looked strong they were riddled with venereal diseases, were laced through
with insanities and as stupid as penguins. The officers, on the other hand,
were not an attractive lot but each was skilled and experienced in a useful
way.

Duquet’s cabinmate, Francois Toppunt, was a pockmarked man whose
narrow arms and fleshless face gave him a look of weakness, dispelled by his
agility. He dressed smartly in contrast with the crew in their tarry red nap
trousers cut high and wide and the caps they knitted themselves. He was as
limber as a dancing master, with a knack for making lightning decisions. He
thought he had been born in Bourgogne and brought as a young boy to
Amsterdam. When his parents both died of the plague he had been adopted
by watchmaker Willem Toppunt and his childless wife.

There were similarities between the two men. They both moved at high
speeds in body and mind, both were pleased to be able to converse in
French, although Toppunt’s use of the language was crippled by long neglect
and interlarded with Dutch words and phrases. He was also a devotee of the
sailors’ great pastime, collecting rarities of the natural world. He told Duquet
that in his home cabinet of curiosities he had a set of spider teeth and a
stuffed bird of paradise, that strange vogel born without feet. Then he told
Dugquet that the captain’s mastiff enjoyed climbing into the rigging, where he
would bark a warning at the sight of pirates.

A few days after he came on board Duquet confided to Francois Toppunt
that he wanted to order new clothing and a wig that would be ready when
they returned from China.

“You will have to pay in advance,” said Toppunt, “but I know a good tailor
in Paris and there are wigmakers in the same street. There are yet five days
before we sail. Let us persuade the captain for leave, take a coach to Paris
and visit these worthies, for I, too, would like a wig for special occasions.”

The jolting coach nearly liquefied their livers and Duquet chose to get out
and run alongside the equipage at every chance. In Paris they found an inn
near the street of wigmakers and tailors.

The next sunrise brought one of those blue and spicy days when the wind
cleared away noisome odors. It was a fine day for walking and Duquet and
Toppunt strode through the streets. Toppunt pointed out a popular coffee



shop. They went in and Duquet decided to risk the coffee again. Toppunt
smacked his lips over the sugared chocolate and declared it delicious.
Despite the tarry flavor of the coffee, Duquet once again felt charged with
energy and sharp-minded. Toppunt said that was one of the many virtues of
the dark fluid.

“It is good for ailments as well,” said the grey-headed coffeehouse server,
joining their conversation. “It is the favored drink of merchants and
businessmen as it allows them to do great sums in their heads and to work
long hours.”

At the tailor’s shop Duquet selected blue velvet for his coat and accepted the
idea of a pair of culottes cut on the bias. The obsequious tailor suggested a
fine English cloth, remarking that this fabric was very much preferred. But
Duquet chose a striped blue satin, though he couldn’t resist the man’s
suggestion to visit the boot maker next door for a pair of the delicate shoes
with rounded toes just coming into vogue.

The wigmaker, his hands shaking with some ague-like affliction or a
surfeit of coffee, urged the latest style, smaller, flatter on top and with
“pigeon wings” rippling back over the temples, instead of the full-bottomed
wigs both men wanted. He stressed greater comfort and ease. Toppunt said
yes, but Duquet, his ideas of what a wealthy man looked like set, insisted on
the great wig with its expensive mass of curls and frizz.

“Ready when you return, my dear, dear sirs, but only,” said the man, “if
you pay now, as shipwrecks, pirates, plague and scurvy are not unknown
among those who travel to the Far Eastern lands. If you perish, your
survivors may call for the hair.”

They endured an even more unpleasant journey back to La Rochelle; one
of the coach horses fell dead in the traces and then the axle broke on a rough
detour. They hired saddle horses and rode more comfortably, but reached
the ship with only hours to spare before she sailed. Captain Verdwijnen was
in a foul temper and accused Toppunt of neglecting his duty.

“That will be a black mark against you, sir,” he said. “You will hear the
result of my displeasure shortly.” What Toppunt’s punishment was Duquet
did not know, but he noticed the captain constantly found fault with all the
mate did.



So the ship departed, down the Channel, past Brest, past Portugal, then
west, well out to sea to avoid Africa’s bulge and the Doldrums, down, down
through a zone of variable winds until Captain Verdwijnen claimed he could
smell Brazil, then swinging southeast for the Cape of Good Hope, keeping
well away from the Agulhas Current, and on, ever eastward, until they
picked up the southwest monsoon in season that would carry them to the
treacherous Sunda Strait and on to China.

Duquet had no love for the sea. Rivers were the thing, ever-changing,
muscular waterways that challenged one to decipher their linear characters.
In comparison the ocean was a tiresome medium of waves that broke and
swelled, sometimes lost their shapes and separated into confusion. Storms
and throbbing rollers he endured, and hoped never to see a towering rogue
wave as the sailors described, never to hear the awful moaning of a cyclone
wind.

Captain Verdwijnen kept a Spartan table and dined alone in his cabin on
boiled pork, beer, bread and cheese. At the officers’ table, often augmented
with fresh-caught dolphin or octopus soup, the dinner talk was conducted in
a variety of languages and pointing at the bread or wine was more useful
than asking for it. Duquet could understand how Captain Verdwijnen had
come to wave his arms and twitch his face in universal sign language. The
cook, Li Wen, was Chinese, on his way back to China, said Captain
Verdwijnen, after years of study in Amsterdam.

“What did he study?” asked Duquet, suddenly interested.

“Dutch medicine, I believe. He is somewhat important in China, but
frugal enough to work his passage by acting as cook.”

“So he is a physician?”

“For this voyage he is a surgeon, a master of head injuries. And he is the
cook.”

“But beyond the voyage is he a physician in China?”

“He is a coroner.”

“What is that, a coroner?”

“It is a skilled man who understands the signs of death and who examines
bodies to say if they have been the victims of foul play or natural causes. |
would rather have him attend me than most ships’ doctors, a group given
over to drink and devious actions. Coroner is an important profession in
China, where jealousies and rivalries are the equal of any at the French
court. And one may purchase venoms at numerous shops.”



Duquet cornered the coroner and said in his broken Dutch that he would
like to learn at least a few phrases of the Chinese language. He showed a
coin but Li Wen looked horrified. He expostulated in fluent French.

“Not possible. Chinese government not allow foreigners learn Chinese.
Forbidden.” Li Wen then recited Chinese poems, translated and explained
them to Duquet. There was, he said, no law against declaiming Chinese
poetry. Duquet immediately saw himself as the powerful animal in Zhang Ji’s
poem of a tiger prowling mountain forests, so frightful that an entire village
stood rigid, staring at the sight of his tracks. So, too, Duquet thought, he
would claim whole forests.

One evening over their postprandial glass, Captain Verdwijnen looked slyly
at Duquet and told him that in Guangzhou—Canton—he could order a set
of ivory teeth to be carved that would fit his jaws and give him the
appearance of a handsome rogue. The work could be done by the very same
carver who fashioned dildos for sailors’ wives. The carver, he said, was
expensive but worth it. And, raising his hands as if in discovery, he said the
Hong businessman who acted as his assigned merchant could arrange this
and would likely be interested in Duquet’s furs. He stroked an especially fine
lynx pelt that Duquet had brought into his quarters.

“This was intended as a gift to the emperor of China, but I give it to you.”
Duquet pressed it into Captain Verdwijnen’s hands, adding that perhaps his
wife would like it as company for the ivory implement.

“Ha ha,” said Captain Verdwijnen, uncorking another jenever bottle with
his teeth. “Just as well. No foreigner has ever gained an audience with the
emperor of China.”

It was late October when they and the ships that had kept them company
entered the China Sea. The weather had been unusually fine down the west
coast of Africa, but then the monsoon winds became dying and fitful. They
stopped briefly at the Cape of Good Hope but did not linger as the VOC had
a station there with men watching out for independent entrepreneurs. The
wind was increasingly unreliable on the east coast. Four stormy days, the sky
shuddering, the sea choking on itself, impressed Duquet as very violent, but
he was alone in that opinion. Twice threatening sails came over the horizon.
Captain Verdwijnen said they were pirates, for through the spyglass he could
make out their sinister flags. Duquet asked innocently when the pirate-



warning mastiff would climb into the rigging, and only caught on when he
heard the crew’s smothered laughter.

Listening to the table talk Duquet conjured up a picture of the oceans of
the world dotted with ships suspended somehow in fog loom, all
unconscious that other ships were near. Those ships carried cargoes of
everything in the world.

“What might be the principal cargoes?” asked Duquet one evening at
table. The men began to name goods they had known on ships. At first they
spoke grudgingly, but a spirit of competition took them and they began
excitedly interrupting each other:

“Baskets of truffles, camel wool—bolts of yew, gunpowder, parrots, Potosi
silver—yes, silver mined by dying men! tobacco, musk, ocher and indigo,
Brazil nuts, do not forget madder, paper, pepper, cinnamon—all noble
spices, calicoes, cotton, dyed silks, Brabant cloth, Biscay hatchets, piiiones
from monkey-puzzle trees, horses and elephants, coral teething rings,
lacquer, wool, fleeces, woven linen, cowrie shells for slave buying! pounded
bark—bales of goats’ hair—barrels of Shiraz, oxen, musical instruments,
medical instruments. Arab scissors, jewels, shot cannon and precious metals,
grain, maize and rice, ivory dominoes, salt, tea, Turkish shoes with curled
toes . ..

Many of the men had served on VOC ships in earlier years and as
memories of old cargoes floated up so did recollections of outstanding
traders. The crew said ships’ surgeons were especially canny traders.

“Whether Good Hope or Batavia, the healthiest ones made their profits.”

“There is everything in the world if you only know where to find it and
how to get it,” said Toppunt, seizing the bread. And the surgeons knew.

But most of these tales ended with the satisfied declaration that the
surgeon had not lived long enough to realize his profit, especially if he were
bound for Batavia, where the life of a white man was brief. Only the
occasional European survived the fetid atmosphere of that port.

“Then, too, they spent much time doctoring the sick, often coming down
with the same malady they attempted to cure in another.” And so the
conversation straggled away from cargoes to the dangers of the east.



I3
garden of delightful confusion

Captain Verdwijnen explained China’s intricate system of trade to Duquet.
All the ship’s provisions had to be purchased from licensed provisioners. And
everything was licensed. “Ship captains have to deal with licensed Chinese
merchants, with licensed translators, we must pay more than sixty separate
fees, endure cargo inspections, to trade here. Moreover, all foreigners must
stay in the special Factory quarter and may not enter the city.”

As they arrived in Guangzhou, Duquet stood on the deck, gazing at the
long, long row of warehouses and storerooms that made up the foreign
traders’ quarter. The flags of different trading countries flying from them
looked like a city. He stepped ashore into the novelty and noisy bustle of
China.

They settled into the assigned buildings that housed other Dutch traders.
Captain Verdwijnen reverted to his established regimen, including Duquet
in it: in the morning he made a pot of coffee, roasting the beans in a pan,
grinding them in a hand mill, casting the grains into boiling water, counting
to fifty and allowing all to settle.

The captain had another vice as well, picked up in the coffechouses of
Amsterdam: he took in smoke from a pipe. That, too, had its ritual. He took
out the roll of leather wherein he secreted his tobacco leaves. He chose a
likely leaf, then cut it fine and finer. He filled the pipe. He lit a paper spill at
the fireplace and sucked in a quantity of smoke, exhaled slowly through
pursed lips with a sound like the east wind. At last he was ready for the day’s
trading, and carrying two heavy satchels, he led Duquet to Wuqua, his Hong
merchant contact.

Wuqua was a richly dressed man with a complexion like fresh butter and
a black arabesque mustache. The official translator sat between Captain
Verdwijnen and Wuqua. Duquet watched the two men bargain, the
interpreter going back and forth fluidly, first Mandarin, then Dutch. Captain
Verdwijnen wanted special kinds of tea and silks in divers colors and
porcelain painted with garden scenes, he wanted lacquer boxes, he wanted



unusual plants not too demanding of care as the return voyage was long.
Wuqua suggested teas from a bewildering number of remote locations, teas
in ropes, boxes, cakes, he named amounts and tempting prices; Captain
Verdwijnen flung up his hands and reared back in his chair as though shot.
Panting, his hand over his heart, he protested the ghastly prices. He opened
one of the heavy bags. Bars of silver gleamed in the darkness of the valise.
He countered with an offer. Now it was Wuqua’s turn to become pale and
wave his ivory fan. He mentioned another set of figures, the same prices but
greater amounts of lesser qualities of tea, fewer colors of silks, more
modestly painted ceramics and quite ordinary plants. They were at
loggerheads. Both men sat stiff and unyielding. After a long silence Wuqua
suggested they go into the garden.

The Garden of Delightful Confusion pulled something inside Duquet as a
child pulls a toy with a string. He had not known such places existed. They
walked slowly along a mosaic path of tiny pebbles arranged in the pattern
Wuqua said was “plum blossoms on cracked ice.” At every turn there were
rare views of flowering shrubs, moon gates; the Cloud-Piercing Tower
appeared, then the coarse lacework of Lake Tai rocks in the shape of a
mountain. From its highest crag fell a waterfall no wider than three fingers,
wrinkling the pool below. On the way to a pavilion called Painted Boat in
Spring Snow, they passed between peach tree rows; at the terminus stood
black stones like shrouded figures. It was a merchant’s garden, and masses of
peonies symbolizing wealth, delicate pink with carmine centers, grew in it.
Duquet stood on an arched bridge gazing at water flowing over pebbles.

“Many times in New France have I seen water sliding over stones but
never considered it especially notable. But this is—different.”

Wuqua bowed. “It is assuredly different. In your forest clear streams
occur commonly. In a city garden they are precious. I wish you to see the
two twisted junipers, undoubtedly rooted in the beginning of the world, that
are the secret of this garden. They are hidden from casual view.” They
followed him along the perimeter paths before crossing a bridge fashioned
from a single massive stone. As Duquet looked up from the slightly perilous
placement of his foot, the ancient junipers appeared, deformed by centuries
of snow burden.

“You see,” said Wuqua, “that in addition to rock, water and plant, this
garden of reflection and harmony embodies the invisible element of time.”
He was surprised that this coarse foreigner took pleasure from the garden.



He recognized that Duquet was certainly no aesthete, but emanated that
irresistible power found in men of strong wills or great wealth. Duquet did
not quite see the garden as itself; in his mind he regarded it as though he
were suspended some distance above and looking down at himself walking
along the mosaic paths. His presence in such a curious place made it notable
to him. And it stirred him with an indefinable sensation.

At the edge of a lake they entered a pavilion. A servant brought tea. White
flowers seeped a musky perfume. The pale liquid beauty of the garden
calmed the negotiators. Duquet watched the way the others held their
translucent bowls, inhaled the aroma, sipped, sighed, sipped again. He did
the same.

At last Wuqua and Captain Verdwijnen rose, bowed to each other, bowed
to the translator and Duquet and they all returned to the business room. The
negotiators were gentle with each other now, and each man’s offer was
presented as a gift, but refused by the other with flowery, elaborate speeches
that seemed acceptances. Duquet watched everything intently, memorizing
the procedure. Duquet felt he was in a fantastical world, but it was his skill
to adapt to strange circumstances, and even to find pleasure in them. As the
day drew on, the warm air thickened. At last Wuqua stood up, spoke rapidly
to the translator and left the room. Captain Verdwijnen said they all, even
the translator, had been invited to a banquet that evening at one of the
merchant’s private residences.

Back at their rooms Duquet and Captain Verdwijnen washed and
changed. They had an hour to wait before Wuqua’s servants came for them.
Duquet got out the gin.

“Did you work out a fair price for the goods you want?” he asked the
captain.

“Not yet, not yet! We have only begun. We shall continue tomorrow and
perhaps the next day and the next. Haste is not advisable. Slow,
contemplative weighing of loss and gain, of prestige, of honor and much
more are involved.” Duquet envied this captain who so skillfully played the
cards.

Captain Verdwijnen lit his long clay pipe and puffed out smoke. “You are
wondering when we will get to your furs, no?” His foot waggled.

“Yes,” said Duquet, “I do wonder.”

“Eventually. There is no hurry. In any case we cannot leave until we finish
conducting our business—next year with the correct wind for our return. So
enjoy your time here. What did you think of the garden?”

“Why, very—very—agreeable.”

“I also like beautiful gardens and constich objects.”



This Duquet knew, for he remembered Captain Verdwijnen waking him
from a deep sleep one night—"Get up! There is a great sight! Awake!"—and
commanding him to come on deck immediately to see a wonder. Swaying in
his nightshirt, barefoot and bleary, he clung to the rail and looked down. The
water curling back from the rushing ship’s prow was a froth of luminescence
and behind them the fiery glow marked their recent passage.

“Look! See there!” cried Captain Verdwijnen gesturing at the water-riding
phosphor and waving his hands. Alongside the ship the bodies of dolphins
trailed sparks that twisted and writhed as the fish moved. A sailor hauled up
a bucket of quivering light. Captain Verdwijnen plunged his hands into it
and held them up, his fingers and palms glowing as the water dripped away.
The crests of the waves caught fire, darkened. The ship seemed to be sailing
through a burning sea. Duquet yawned, said “remarkable,” and returned to

his blanket.

Before they stepped into the palanquins, the translator said Wuqua had
noticed the foreigners’ pleasure in the garden earlier in the day and the
dinner invitation included a walk through his personal Garden of Vermilion
Dragonflies. But when they arrived, and their host conducted them under
the rustling trees, it was dark. There was no moon. The pathway was lighted
by a tremble of distant lightning and by paper globes of imprisoned fireflies,
which cast a greenish light. Of dragonflies, whether vermilion, amber or
blue, there was no sight. But Wuqua took their hands and led them to the
darkest shade. “We stand here under a duck-foot tree, the largest in the city.
My garden was once part of an ancient temple and this yin-kuo tree was old
then; they say it lived in the time before Buddha. It is not like any other tree.
It is believed to be one of the first trees to live in the world.” In the darkness
he pulled at the leaves and gave one to Duquet, another to Captain
Verdwijnen.

“You must come another time in daylight to see the dragonflies,” said
Wuqua and led them into a room faced with intricate carved screens. Two
dozen lanterns threw a radiant light on the guests and the wine winking in
silver bowls. Duquet looked at the yin-kuo leaf in his hand; it looked very like
a leaf from a maidenhair fern which he had seen a thousand times in the
forests of the north. At the back of the room musicians played in the
Xinjiang style and a performer sang in a high, strangled voice. The translator
said the great dish of the dinner, following many courses, was called Buddha



Leaps over the Wall. Duquet enjoyed it while Captain Verdwijnen, longing
for herring and headcheese, picked at it fearfully.
On the way back to the Factory quarter, Captain Verdwijnen said, “I offer
a wager that wall-jumping concoction will make you ill—perhaps kill you.”
“It was worth it,” said Duquet.

Weeks passed before Wuqua deigned to consider Duquet’s offerings. He
seemed to expect a request for ceramics, teas, lacquerware and silks. He
seemed to think Duquet’s pack contained silver. So when Duquet took out
the lustrous furs, one by one, shaking them until they snapped with static
electricity, Wuqua’s face, trained never to show surprise, showed surprise.
He took up a snowy arctic fox fur and caressed it, examined the mink and
marten furs, the ice-white ermine and two thick sea otter pelts. At the sight
of the velvet-black fur tipped with silver, the world’s most desirable luxury,
Wuqua sucked in his breath.

“Very pretty. Very, very pretty. We do not too often see furs of such
beauty and quality. However, the Russians do bring us furs, so they are not
unknown here. And in Guangzhou it is really too warm for furs, but at court
and in the north . . . What do you wish for these?”

Instead of the usual list of luxury goods Duquet named a very high price
—in silver. Wuqua pretended to faint, his head slumped to one side but
watchful eyes glinting from the slitted lids. He revived and named a small
sum that would be bolstered by a few rolls of silk and a bale of tea.

Duquet hurled himself to the floor in a fit of shrieking, spasmodic,
disbelieving laughter. Even as he fell he realized he had gone too far. He got
up, sure he had lost face in the negotiations and that the morning—perhaps
the entire trip—was wasted. He sat again in his chair and looked at Wuqua.

The expression on the businessman’s face was peculiar. Amazement?
Disdain? But Wuqua nodded his head, the slightest nod, but it expressed a
kind of calculated admiration, an acceptance of Duquet’s behavior as a
tolerable and even admirable ploy. Decorum returned. The day progressed,
the bargaining continued. They again went to the garden for tea and
arranged to meet in two days’ time. At the end of the month of bargaining
Duquet accepted a princely sum in silver for his furs. He had gained a
staggering profit.

“If you come in a future year,” said Wuqua, “with furs of equal quality and
variety they may excite a greater passion.” The servant poured more tea.
Wuqua sipped, looked into the distance and then asked offhandedly, “And



do you have this in your forests of New France?” From his sleeve he
withdrew a gnarled root vaguely shaped like a hunchbacked, three-legged
man. Duquet had seen this root before, in the hands of the Indian woman
who had saved his life.

“Yes, we have this.”

“Ah. If you bring me a quantity of these roots I will pay as much as for the
furs. Perhaps more, depending on the quality and quantity.”

“Very good. And I also have rare woods for fine cabinets,” said Duquet,
trembling inwardly, knowing he was on the edge of extraordinarily
advantageous arrangements.

“Rare woods are of interest. Especially sandalwood. Scented woods are
prized.”

In a stroke Duquet had become a wealthy man and, he thought, after one
or two more trips—if Captain Verdwijnen were willing to take him—his
forest enterprise would begin. As they spoke of woods Duquet was
emboldened to ask a question.

“Sir, honorable Wuqua, as foreigners may not leave the Factory
compound [ have wondered many times about the forests of China. I see
that men in China make gardens that seem the essence of forest and
mountain, but in miniature. But what of the real forests? It is my belief that
forests are everlasting and can never disappear, for they replenish
themselves, but I have seen in France that they are . . . diminished. And 1
have noticed that even in New France the forest is drawing back—a little,
wherever there are settlements. How far back can a forest withdraw before it
replenishes itself?”

Wuqua looked at him as though trying to judge whether or not Duquet
had designs on China's woodlands. He glanced at the translator. He
hesitated.

“l can only say that China is very large and very old with many people.
More than that I cannot say. Perhaps another time?”

Duquet understood that he was dismissed, rose, bowed and backed away.

After some months Duquet yearned to leave. It was irritating to wait for the
monsoon to shift. Then one day Wuqua requested his presence in the
trading room. It was a clear chill day in springtime and outside the wind cast
plum blossom petals on the courtyard tiles. There was a different translator.
“You wished to know about our forests,” said Wuqua in a low, hurried
voice, pausing impatiently for the translator. “I spoke with an elderly scholar



on the subject. He said that our venerated sage Meng-tzu wrote of the
people clearing land for crops, pulling grass and weeds, cutting trees
ceaselessly, dividing the land and plowing. The people were very numerous
even in Meng-tzu's time, and very poor. People must eat or they die. They
need fuel to cook rice. They must keep warm. So trees fall.” A rod of sunlight
touched the toe of Wuqua's black silk slipper. “We are a country of
agriculture. You understand of course that land division is the base of all
human government.”

“The forests then are diminished?”

“It is an arguable point, for men transplant many trees—bamboo, pine,
oak and the valuable ones that produce lacquer or rich oils. Bear in mind
that if forests and timberlands are diminished, cropland is very much
augmented—more food, more money, more people, more contentment.”

Duquet nodded though he did not see contentment in this recipe. He
knew very well that Wuqua hoped to gain his favor by telling him these
secret things.

“But even beyond increasing our agricultural land we cut forests for other
reasons. For example, do you know the scholar’s four treasures?”

“No. I regret to say I do not.”

“This is a country of scholars, poets and calligraphers,” said Wuqua, “and
the four treasures are brush, paper, ink and inkstone, the necessities of
calligraphy. But the source of the ink is the soot from the burning of pine
trees. Very many pine trees must burn to supply China’s scholars.” The
sunlight had moved up Wuqua’s robe and made a bright band across the
embroidery. “And there was war. And metalworkers, potters, brickmakers—
all craftsmen’s trades demand wood. In some tree-denuded places peasants
are forced to gather grass, twist it into hard bundles and burn it as fuel. In
other places animal dung.” He whispered. “There are wood shortages . . .”

“So the forests of France and China are not everlasting,” said Duquet
unhappily. “And I have heard that Italy’s mountains are stripped.”

“Perhaps. But nothing is everlasting. Nothing. Not forests, not
mountains.”

“But how came the gardens that honor forests and wild country?”

“We do not forget the forests when we have removed the trees. We make
gardens to give us the pleasurable illusions of wilderness.”

“I myself,” said Duquet, “despise the gloomy and unruly forest, even while
recognizing that it is a source of wealth and comforts. Yet I would never
make a garden alluding to it.”

“Of course you would not. You do not understand the saying ‘tian ren he
yi." It refers to a state of harmony between people and nature. You do not



feel this. No European does. I cannot explain it to you. It is a kind of
personal philosophy for each person, yet it is everything.”

Duquet thought it likely that the forests of China and France and Italy
had been puny in their beginnings; he believed that the uniquely deep
forests of the New World would endure. That was why men came to the
unspoiled continent—for the mind-numbing abundance of virgin resources.
Only he grasped the opportunity.

Duquet visited the ivory carver, who took a wax mold of his toothless jaws
and set to work fashioning teeth. There was a wait of several months until
they would be finished. The day came and the carver showed him how to
insert the plates of large white teeth hinged with fine gold wires. Duquet
looked in a glass for the first time in many years and although the teeth felt
monstrous and uncomfortable, they undeniably improved his appearance.
The carver told him he would get used to the intrusive feeling, but that the
teeth were only for display, not for chewing. “Clean every day with brush,
white cloth.” In pantomime he showed Duquet that he must expect they
would become yellow over time, especially if he let sunshine fall on them. It
could not be helped; it was the nature of ivory. Perhaps he should have a
second pair made for spares? Yes, nodded Duquet. He wondered if ceramic
teeth could be fashioned, then thought of a likely mouthful of broken shards.

Late every afternoon when the day’s continuing bargaining was finished
Duquet and Captain Verdwijnen enjoyed a glass of jenever in the courtyard.
The two men had become used to each other. Duquet several times,
between panegyrics on the forests of New France, said he wished to arrange
another passage as soon as possible, but Captain Verdwijnen always slipped
to another subject.

“How do you like this pretty little table I've bought for Margit? That old
rogue Wuqua bargained as though 1 was trying to buy his precious dragonfly
garden. At one point he actually fell off the chair and rolled on the floor
laughing like a madman. A complete loss of face. But in the end I got it for a
good price.”

“Hah!” laughed Duquet. Wuqua, the old rogue, had learned a new trick
from him.



Often one or two of the captain’s maritime friends, Piet Roos and Jan
Goossen, captains of their own ships, dined with them. The face of Piet was
like a pale plate set with two round eyes the color of raw sugar. His hair was
almost the color of his skin and thus invisible. He dressed in the French
mode, black silk culottes and coat set off by a froth of fine lace at the neck.
Jan wore an immense sword and coarse workman’s fustian trousers. These
contrasting men seemed familiar to Duquet and he finally asked about them.

“Of course they are familiar. You saw them in the Rock and Shoal in La
Rochelle.” Captain Verdwijnen lowered his voice to a whisper. “I told you,
they are my partners, my vrienden. Piet is my brother-in-law, Jan is my
cousin. You didn’t think I could defy the Vereenigde Oost-Indische
Compagnie and bear the expense of this voyage alone, did you?”

Duquet said, “I would like to be a partner with you for the sake of the
furs. And for my future lumber enterprise. We could make money together,
don’t you think?>”

After a long silence Captain Outger Verdwijnen spoke slowly. “You know
that the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie for many vyears tightly
controlled Dutch trade with India, China and Japan, the Spice Islands. No
private merchant was allowed to do business nor travel through the Strait of
Magellan.”

“But men do try. And succeed,” said Duquet.

“If you tried and were caught your goods were seized, your ship taken, and
you were punished by the VOC'’s stony hand. That is what happened to
Willem Schouten, who discovered Kaap Hoorn. Now the Company is
weaker, but still watchful. My vrienden and 1 made a secret partnership to
enter the India-China trade ourselves—and someday even Japan—by
banding resources together and sailing together. This is our fourth voyage
and it is going well. Of course Piet and Jan own their boats and I am just the
captain for Herr Grinz, but I hope to make enough on this trip to buy a good
little fluyt. I am not altogether sure there is a place in our arrangement for a
timber merchant. There may be—I don’t know. I fear a fluyt could not carry
great loads of timber. Our West Indies want lumber, but I prefer to continue
the China trade. If [ were you [ would look into the Indies trade.”

But Duquet, with stubborn single-mindedness, began once again to
describe the forests of New France. The Dutchman interrupted him.

“My young friend,” he said. “Allow someone with knowledge of the world
to offer a comment. You speak always as though New France were your
country.”

“It is. Our fortunes are intertwined. It is a new world, rich and beauteous
with massive forests and powerful rivers. It is a place that has earned my



respect.”

“May I remind you that your New France is not a sovereign country but
the colony of a major European power? May I, from long observation of the
political machinations of these great powers, introduce a note of caution?
The kings of these strong countries do not know their colonies and overseas
settlements. They have never been there, nor have their ministers. For them
those colonies are colored blotches on maps, they are only counters in the
savage games of war, only sources of income. They do not give a fig for
anything else. And I might observe that you are not wary enough of France’s
European enemies, especially England. It might fall out that France trades
or otherwise divests itself of New France, as the occasion dictates.”

“That could never happen.”

“Of course not. But I have heard that France, the mother country, is not
particularly enamored of New France, that supply ships are often very late,
that she keeps her population at home instead of urging settlement in this
northern paradise, that favors and help are conspicuously absent, that she is
unwilling to open her markets to what is in a way her own child.”

“That is only temporary,” said Duquet sullenly, not liking these truths.

“You will see how temporary and remember this conversation if France
comes to war with one of the powers and, not doing well, is forced to give up
something. How long do you think New France will stay inviolate?”

In the months since they had arrived Captain Verdwijnen arranged to have
the ship hauled onto a nearby beach where it could be cleaned, everything
removed from the interior. A hundred Chinese men removed the ordure-
coated ballast stones from the bilges and laid them in the beating surf,
scraped down the bilges, removed the stinking limber ropes and threaded
new ones. They laid down a bed of clean sand before replacing the surf-
scoured ballast, scraped the exterior bottom free from barnacles and
seaweeds (for it was an uncoppered ship), recaulked and repainted the vessel
inside and out. The Steenarend was refloated and for days long lines of men
carrying chests and boxes packed the hold. The reprovisioned ship was fresh
and clean, stuffed with the luxury goods of the China trade, and fifty
flowering plants. They set off for the Bay of Bengal, with crates of lemons
and mangoes to keep them safe from scurvy.



In India, Captain Verdwijnen exchanged some of the ceramics and silks for
more cabbages and fruit, spices, especially cloves and pepper, and picked up
a chest of Patna opium for medicinal trade in Amsterdam. Duquet’s busy
mind, once again dense with forest thoughts, took note.

“Such a three-corner trading route could work for a lumber merchant,
could it not?”

“Yes, but in my case the profits would be better if I bought the opium
going forward, for there is a growing market in China for it. But we were
pressed for time. Many foreign traders are taking advantage of the demand.
Why should I not as well? But perhaps you were not thinking of opium?”

“But, yes. [ was.” He was thirty-two and on the way to his fortune.
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risk

On the home voyage some of the sailors refused to drink the scurvy-
preventing lemon juice and threw the mangoes overboard (as they had the
oranges and bok choy) when they thought they were unobserved. Those who
were caught had the choice of sucking two lemons dry or enduring ten
lashes. Most chose the lashes, for they believed that salt meat, hardtack and
cheese so stale and granitic they had to be cut with an ax were manly foods
suited to sailors. Lemons were not well regarded. Captain Verdwijnen smiled
and said he hoped they would enjoy their scurvy. And soon enough those
men began to move stiffly, leaving bloodstains on their hardtack, bending
double with gut-ripping pains. There was great laughter one day and
Toppunt, seeking the cause, found one of the lemon haters staring at his
ration of hardtack. He had tried to gnaw it and it came away from his mouth
bloodied and with three teeth embedded in it. Now the voyage seemed
interminable but Captain Verdwijnen made one more stop.

The ship made port at Ghana, picked up thirty slaves and crowded them
into the cargo hold with the crates of porcelain, the rare plants and the chest
of Patna. There was not a cat’s whisker of free space on the vessel. In the
dark hold the slaves got at the contents of the opium chest, a fortuitous find
which greatly eased their passage. They found and ate the rare plants,
blossom, leaf, stem, root and soil. It was only when they sighted France that
the loss was discovered.

Captain Verdwijnen, when he had recovered from his shock, drinking his
evening jenever put a question to Duquet.

“So, my friend, what think you the value of those slaves now?”

Dugquet thought before he answered. The affair had its comic side but he
would keep his smiles to himself.

“To you, they must have a very high value, for when you add up the cost
of the slaves themselves, then cipher in what you paid for the plants and the
opium, they become precious, likely far above the market price for slaves.”



“Quite so,” said Verdwijnen. “But. It is more complicated than that. For
neither the plants nor the opium have fixed prices that are the same
everywhere. What amount might I have received for the opium, which is an
expensive and desirable medicine? And what if some of the plants soared in
value as tulips did in my grandfather’s time? Should those estimated future
prices be factored into the value of the slaves? And what about the slave
buyer? He would see only a slave, not the opium and rare orchids the
creatures ingested. To him, the value is the slave-market price.”

He thought a moment, then went on. “The slaves, opium and plants were
mine. That's all.”

“But do you not hold marine insurance for this trip? With the men in the
coffeehouse in La Rochelle?”

“That, too, is complicated. Of course Herr Grinz's ship was insured by the
coffeehouse men against loss, piracy and wreck, and also his cargo of silk
and tea, but the rest . . . no. Piet, Jan and I are self-insured through our
partenrederijen, so the risks fall equally on all of us. Piet and Jan own their
ships—I alone had to hire out to Herr Grinz. They will share my losses and 1
will share their profits.”

Duquet nodded. The motion of the ship was very slight as they were
passing through slick water in which long windrows of seaweed made a
pattern like a gigantic tweed cloak. He felt slight sympathy for Captain
Outger Verdwijnen, who had made a negligible profit from the long, perilous
journey, very little to show for all his bargaining and diplomatic skills.
Unexpected dangers in business were part of the game. Captain Verdwijnen
gave a hard laugh and said, “It's always a risk, such a voyage. We might easily
have lost the ship and all its contents, we might have lost our lives, we might
have been captured by pirates and sold as slaves ourselves. I look on the
pleasant side. We have evaded cyclones and pirates. I still have Margit’s little
table—and I still have the slaves. I'll get something for them, so in the end it
is only the opium and the rare plants that I have lost. In any case we Dutch
do not mind taking a risk. If business and enterprise is a fruit, we understand
risk is its inner kernel.” He stretched his legs and half-smiled. “Besides, 1
also placed some bets at the coffeehouse before we sailed that the ship
would not wreck, that we would dodge pirates, and that I would return very
much alive and twice as clever. There is my profit.”

And so they returned to France, where the Steenarend would stay for
three weeks, Duquet chafing to see the new finery which would present him
as a person of value and importance.
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hair

They were late arriving in Paris and rather than go to the tailor’s shop in the
deepening dusk Toppunt and Duquet spent the night at an inn.

The tailor seemed surprised to see them. Duquet, trying on his finery
behind an embroidered screen with the help of Jules, the tailor’s assistant,
listened while Toppunt and the tailor conversed.

“We have heard so many ships were lost in storms and to pirates that |
thought yours was surely among them.”

“Not this time,” said Toppunt, “though we were severely lashed by
typhoons and came close to being driven onto the rocks off the east coast of
Africa, a vicious shore. There is more to the sea than water—there is the
land that constricts it.”

“The sea is the master of all men.”

“Not our captain. He is a skilled navigator and of a pleasant nature unlike
most ship captains. He is a good man. This was my fourth voyage with him
and I will never ship out with another captain.”

“And if he dies?” asked the tailor. “Will you accompany him on that
voyage as well?”

“Ha ha,” said Toppunt, “we'll see. It depends on his port of call.”

Dugquet, a vision in blue, stepped out from behind the screen and turned
about to show the fit of his costume.

“So,” said Toppunt. “Even a prince would envy you.”

The tailor held both hands up and praised Duquet’s legs—"You are
certainly a man not in need of calf pads. You, sir, have a well-turned leg.”

After this blandishment the tailor tried to wheedle more money from him.
“It's for storage. And | gave the costume very much care, dusting the
shoulders, airing it outdoors, protecting it from my cat.” Duquet took out his
smallest coin and spun it on the tailor’s table.



The wigmaker's shop was closed, but with loud pounding they raised the
proprietor, whose pointed nose gleamed wet. He coughed incessantly.

“The powder on the wigs, you know. It's quite irritating. I have lately
changed to a powder made from curious lichens that grow on rocks, and it
does not trouble me so severely. | have heard they use it to poison wolves, so
rest assured that your fine wig will never be plagued by those ferocious
animals.”

He brought the wigs out. Toppunt’s was black and glossy and very smart.
Duquet’s was enormous and heavy, of auburn color with countless long
ringlets that cascaded down his back and over his shoulders.

“Do you wish it powdered?” asked the wigmaker. He produced a hacking
sound.

“No, no,” said Duquet, staring at himself in the shop’s watery mirror.
Between the blue shimmer of the garments, the flash of his ivory teeth and
the expensive wig he was transformed into an apparent gentleman—what
Toppunt, not altogether kindly, called a schijn-heer—an almost-gentleman.

They left the street of shops, heading for a certain eating place. Toppunt
had heard the cook came from Bourgogne and was a genius of the kitchen.
This inn was in a distant street and the longer they walked the hotter
Duquet became until he felt his brains roasting, his shoulders laden with
coals. His neck ached with the weight of the wig. The sun glowed as a
smelting furnace. They pushed through crowded streets, down alleys that ran
at angles. A man carrying a large covered tray on his shoulder came toward
them. He brushed past Duquet, who suddenly felt the expensive wig ripped
from his head. He spun around in time to see the man with the tray running,
and on the tray a ragged child clutching Duquet’'s new wig. The load was
heavy and the man lurched as he ran.

“Au voleur! Au voleur!” shouted Duquet and Toppunt. A passerby stuck
out his leg and the man fell, the child, tray and wig hurtling into the mud.
The child scampered away at extraordinary speed but the passerby held
down the man. A crowd gathered and pinioned the thief.

“It'll be the galleys for him,” said Toppunt. “He will join the Huguenots.”

Dugquet, in an icy rage, retrieved the huge wig that had cost him so much.
It looked twice as large as before, quite the armful, as big as a mattress and
with clots of mud dangling from its curls; as he shook it he saw it had
become entangled with another wig, apparently stolen earlier than his and
hidden beneath the cloth.

“It's a good one,” said Toppunt, examining the modish second wig
critically. “You can sell it.” But as he examined it more closely he grimaced.



“It’s full of lice and nits.” He held it up. “But you could have it fumigated
and cleaned. It is a valuable wig.” While they were examining the hairy mass
the passerby, still holding the thief and craning his neck to better see the
wigs, relaxed his grip a little and the miscreant wrenched loose and ran into
the faceless multitude. A chase was hopeless.

Duquet had had enough of wigs for the day, and, carrying his own under
his arm, he strode away, Toppunt, carrying the lousy wig, running after him,
calling, “Slow, slow.”

By the time they reached the inn they could laugh at the adventure.
Duquet said they should return to the wigmaker and see what he would give
for the stranger’s wig. It might pay for their dinner. They recklessly ordered
dishes with the feeling that someone else would pay—some good French
wine. At last, sated and half drunk, they ate a sweet tart, and after that
neither could move.

“We need coffee,” said Toppunt. The innkeeper told them of a
coffechouse two streets away. They waddled in that direction, passed it
twice before seeing it and went in.

When they were finally restored to mobility and mental clarity they
returned to the wigmaker’'s shop, Toppunt carrying the stolen wig. The man
recognized it as one he had made himself for a great gentleman. He said he
would return it to his client, but Duquet insisted on a reward, naming a sum
that covered the cost of their lavish dinner. Moaning, the wigmaker paid it,
protesting that his client would hardly pay twice, even for a stolen and
returned wig.

In the street Toppunt said the wigmaker would likely cleanse the wig,
hide it away and, when the client came to him telling of the theft, the
wigmaker would promise him a new one, as like the old as a pea in the pod
resembles its neighbor, and charge an even greater sum (for the
verisimilitude) than the wig’s first sale.

“In truth,” he said, “I believe the thieves are in the employ of the
wigmakers.”

A week later, dressed in his finery and wearing the ivory teeth and stifling
wig, Duquet attended a formal return dinner at Captain Verdwijnen’s house
in Amsterdam. The captain and his wife, Margit, Captains Piet Roos and Jan
Goossen, their wives and Piet’s two nearly grown daughters, Josina and
Cornelia, made up the company. In the entrance hall Duquet noticed the
table Captain Verdwijnen had purchased for Margit in Guangzhou.



As Margit looked him over Duquet saw that her right eye was more kindly
than the left, which shot out a ray of antipathy. He felt that eye erase his fine
clothes, discard the wig, dissolve the ivory teeth and identify him as a
scavenging opportunist. He dared not eat anything but soup and gravy as he
did not wish to remove his teeth in company. They were inadequate for
anything beyond blancmange.

To avoid Madame Verdwijnen's cruel eye, all through the dinner Duquet
shot his own glances at young Cornelia. There was a resemblance to Piet and
she was passable, though certainly not a beauty. Her eyes were of a blue so
pale they seemed white, her nose was broad. She wore a dark brown silk
dress with a filmy ruff collar and an embroidered linen cap. Duquet made up
his mind that she would be his wife. At the flashing thought of any
opposition or denial the inner tiger stirred.

During his time in Amsterdam, at a popular coffeehouse Duquet met a
colonial Englishman from Boston, Benton Dred-Peacock, dressed in smart
clothes of the best quality but with a face that seemed made from stale
bread crusts. Most colonial settlers were of low circumstance; it was obvious
Dred-Peacock was a moneyed gentleman. As they talked Duquet learned
Dred-Peacock had intimate business dealings with the newly appointed New
England royal mast contractor Jonathan Bridger. The man knew very much
about the forest business in the colonies, and made it clear that his
allegiances lay with the colonists rather than the Crown. And Dred-Peacock
recognized in Duquet a man who knew how to get money from turnips if
nothing else was at hand. Money was power and Duquet gave off the smell
of both. He was one of those men others wished to know, even while they
despised him.

Duquet gathered from the conversation the knowledge that many
colonials bitterly disliked English rule and the public taxes that went
(unfairly, said Dred-Peacock) to support England’s reckless wars. Especially
did they dislike the restrictive policies of the Royal Board of Trade, which set
stringent rules for cutting the dense and dominating forests, rules pressing
on amounts and procedures for supplying the Royal Navy with ships’ stores
—masts, bowsprits and yards, not to mention pitch and tar. The residents
were incensed over the Acts of Trade and Navigation, which clamped like
vises on colonial trade. And this Bridger fellow was apt to be troublesome
about the sale of townships and the cutting of mast trees. But, said Dred-
Peacock, “that man is eager to make a name for himself, and I believe he will



respond to careful smoothing.” And Dred-Peacock knew the Elisha Cookes,
both formidable powers in colonial affairs.

Dred-Peacock, his breath heavy with black rum fumes, whispered to
Duquet, his eyes casting about for listening spies; “As Dr. Cooke says, we
ought to have the rights to trade with the whole world if we have the
enterprise to produce the goods and timber, to grow hemp. But these Acts
bind us at every turn.”

Duquet suggested they move to a more private table near the back, and
he ordered a flagon of rum. As the evening wore on he learned there were
many sly ways the New Englanders evaded those thousand and one
strictures, most generally in collusion with colonial officials, especially the
sawmill owners. Dred-Peacock leaned closer, thinking an alliance with this
brute could be to his purse’s advantage. It was all about money.

“Chief among these exigencies is procuring ownership of great white pine
tracts by purchasing old township grants. One must cultivate understandings
with men who enjoy political influence and connections. I have done so. The
enemy is the King’'s Surveyor, a dotard in London who makes a big fluster
examining the licenses and permits of lumbermen. He is cowardly and dare
not come to the colonies lest he suffer an accident. He sends his henchmen,
the lowest of men.”

“I would know more about acquiring those townships,” said Duquet.

Armed with a dozen new names and Dred-Peacock’s promise to meet him
on his return, Duquet sailed for Boston, reflecting that the great and
important advantage of the colonies over New France was the ice-free ports.
The St. Laurent was locked in ice for six or even eight months of the year.

He found a small house in the colonial city and for the next year practiced
speaking English and cultivating acquaintances with men who could grant
him favors, all introduced by Dred-Peacock. Duquet did not quite trust
Dred-Peacock, yet the man was a tolerable woodsman, a grand walker with
legs cutting distance as springily as sheep-shearing blades. In the early spring
Duquet fell ill with cholera, gradually regaining his health. He planned one
more trip to China, and then he would buy up old Maine land claims and
paper townships. But first he had to go north.
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“a wicked messenger, fallen into evil . . .”

(Guy du Faur, Seigneur de Pibrac)

Back in New France Duquet reverted to buckskin and moccasins and set
out to find the Trépagny brothers. Everywhere he went there were stump-
choked clearings, charcoal kilns and settlers” cabins, for men were cutting
maple trees to make charcoal; the English needed it for their glass and
gunpowder factories and paid high prices. He could not find Toussaint and
Fernand—but that could be explained by the new war. New France, Indians
and the English colonies to the south boiled with spies; there were constant
ambushes by roving bands of combatants. Duquet was impatient to get the
brothers aligned for another season of fur trading. They would dodge the
fighting.

Then it was cooler and there was rain in the woods, the smell of leaf mold
and mushrooms. The refreshed river hissed. He looked up at a sky that
seemed set with rondels of thick glass. He found the brothers tearing out a
beaver dam near their old hut on the Riviere des Fourres. Both brothers,
muddy and glad to leave the beaver dam for a reunion, were in fair health
though Toussaint’s beard showed white side streaks and Fernand groaned
when he straightened up.

“They call this Queen Anne’s War, but it seems the continuance of our
old antipathies,” Toussaint said. “I blame the Indian factions. One day a tribe
is your enemy. The next you are fighting beside them, or they stand back
from the battle and smile, like the Iroquois.”

“I hope you do not think I came back to fight Indians and English,” said
Duquet sourly.

“Many do feel an allegiance to New France,” said Toussaint.

“I feel an allegiance to gathering furs.”

Toussaint poured water into the black kettle and when it boiled Duquet
showed them somewhat officiously how to make tea. They sipped it, making
wry faces. Duquet said they would develop a taste for it, that it was
considered a luxury in Europe. He said he wished he had brought coffee for



them but it was extremely dear and doubtless they would not like it as it was
very bitter. The rum was more welcome. He apologized for the small amount
of fur money he gave them, told a tale of pirate capture and the loss of most
of his profits. He was anxious to start trading again and would surely make
up the poor showing of this venture. Smoothly he asked for their history. The
brothers exchanged a long look.

Toussaint said drily that they had experienced coffee in Ville-Marie, nor
was Duquet the only one to see the world. They had traveled on the
Mississippi the last several years with Pierre LeMoyne, the son of a man in
Ville-Marie who had started his New France life as an indentured servant
and become rich.

“Some people now see that there should be French forts all across the
land.” As Toussaint spoke, Duquet sensed that he was seething with the
desire to build forts and fight the English, guessed that they disbelieved his
pirate story. But what could they do? Enjoy the rum, that's what.

“We went to find the true mouth of the river. Sacrebleu! 1 swear! Some
river—a maze of swamps and black waterways like spiderwebs. LeMoyne
explored in a canoe with an Indian and some soldiers. We stayed in the
Indian village near the old La Salle fort.”

Fernand picked up his brother’s story, spoke rapidly, saying that other
Indians had stayed in that village—a dozen of them from a Western Ocean
tribe who had come to hunt bison. “For they do not have those beasts in
their country. The Western Ocean hunters had packs of furs for trade. They
came by those furs trading with the North Indians who live near the world of
ice.

Toussaint opened a small pack and showed eight rich sea otter furs and
four arctic fox.

“Ah!” Duquet stroked the sensual otter pelts. He draped one across his
knee and slid his fingers into the caressing warmth. His mouth watered.

“They said the North Indians had so many otter pelts they paved the
streets of their villages with them. They said the North Indians traveled with
the Russians and all got sick.” He stretched out his hand for his otter fur in
Duquet’s hand and returned it to his pack.

“Did the North Indians with the Russians trade willingly with the
Western Ocean Indians?”

Fernand made a deep sound. “At first, yes, then they changed. The
Russians were already dead and the North Indians were dying when the
Western Ocean Indians came on them. The sick North Indians did not want
to trade. The Western Ocean men persuaded them.”

“Some of the persuasion was severe? Even fatal?”



Fernand was fumbling with the second pack, Toussaint clearing his throat
and frowning at his brother. But Fernand, always a braggart, said, “It is true.
Look at this.”

He withdrew a rolled skin and opened it out. The brilliant gold and black
fur dazzled. “A tiger,” he said. “The Russians had it.” He stroked the striped
pelt. “It is why the sick North Indians did not want to trade.” Toussaint
turned away.

“Where is the head?” asked Duquet. “The head is valuable.”

“The Russians did not have the head. They likely ate it. One must look
after oneself in this life, isn’t that right?”

“Right,” said Duquet, watching Toussaint pull the tiger skin away from his
brother and roll it. They would not give up that skin readily. The old easy
partnership was gone. In fact, thought Duquet, his feeling for New France
was gone. Late in the night, each rolled up in his bison robe, he heard
Toussaint’s voice, low and rough, oppressing his brother.

Duquet grew restless during this time with the Trépagny brothers, noting
their cramped vocabularies, their repetitive stories, but he drove himself and
the brothers into a short but frantic season of gathering furs, letting the
Indian middlemen know he especially wanted wildcats. He kept two of the
best aside as a present for Cornelia. He had told Piet of his intent to marry
her, and although the captain had pursed his lips and shook his head in
denial, Duquet thought he would agree when he heard of Duquet’s
accumulating wealth. The girl had good teeth and looked healthy enough,
with broad hips, but each of her features was off-kilter, those colorless eyes
too small, the wide nose and heavy cheeks. But it was the father and his
business connections, his allegiance with Captain Verdwijnen that Duquet
truly wished to marry. Cornelia was to give him the sons he needed to build
his business empire. He looked now beyond mere wealth.

The season passed and when the time came for Duquet to return to La
Rochelle and China, Toussaint mumbled that he and Fernand would keep
their share of the furs unless Duquet would pay a high price for them on the
spot.

“We know several traders now,” said Toussaint. For months they had built
their evening fire apart from Duquet and in the daytime conversed only with
each other.



“We cannot wait years for your return, perhaps empty-handed if your
pirates strike again. We need ready money,” said Fernand, “as we wish to
rejoin Pierre LeMoyne. He is in France preparing an expedition to the
Caribbean.” He stared at the ground as he spoke, unwilling to meet Duquet’s
eyes, but the tiger was calm. The brothers had no idea what furs brought in
China, nor would they ever know. Duquet had learned something about
negotiations and after two days of palaver with Toussaint, who spoke for
himself and Fernand, Duquet made a wondrous bargain—except for the
tiger skin and the white fox furs, which they would not give up.

“l have no doubt there are many adventures in the Caribe attractive to
coureurs de bois,” he said, letting the sarcasm show. Toussaint countered
with acerbity: “I understand the Dutch West Indies are a most lucrative
market for lumber, and certainly nearer than France or China.” Duquet
guessed the brothers were waiting for him to renew his offer of a partnership
in the timber trade so that they might have the pleasure of refusing him. He
said nothing. It was the parting of ways.

He rose near midnight, disappeared as silently as fog. It was many hours
later that the brothers discovered the tiger skin, the fox and otter furs were
gone. Fernand cursed and said there was no verse in Pibrac to ease the
situation, but at least they had got a little hard money.

“Let us drink a toast to that man whose sugar mouth disguises his gall-
choked heart.” They opened the jenever and drank to the riddance of
Duquet.

“Perhaps you'd rather have coffee,” mocked Toussaint.

“Oh no, it is too bitter for one so backward as I,” answered Fernand.
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“unto a horse belongeth a whip”

(Guy du Faur, Seigneur de Pibrac)

He could barely waste time sleeping, for his mind was in ferment, his body
burned with the intense desire to get on with things. All was occurring as he
had hoped. The first morning light was like an armful of dry wood tossed on
a fire, and he was choking with energy and ambition as he pulled on his
clothes. He despised men who slept until the sun was high—inept laggards
who would never be anyone.

In Ville-Marie, before he had found the Trépagny brothers, Duquet had
hired biicherons to find and cut white and red cedar, balsam fir and fragrant
sumac, others to shape and finish the wood into small boards. These were
packed in odorless birch chests to preserve their natural fragrances. Indian
women had gathered ginseng roots, bundles of sweetgrass, other plants and
roots for him.

He chartered a ship, the Hendrik, to take him, his fragrant woods, his
magic roots and furs to La Rochelle, where he would meet Captain
Verdwijnen. The ship’s captain was Gabriel Deyon, the son of Captain
Deyon with whom he had first traveled to France years before. The son told
Duquet his father had been lost, ship and all hands aboard, in the
treacherous Strait of Magellan, whose narrow passageway he had chosen as a
safe alternative to Cape Horn.

“One never knows,” said Duquet piously. But he knew.

Deyon’s ship stopped at every settlement along the river. At dusk it
moored for the night at Wobik and Duquet went ashore to see what changes
had come in the years since he had left.

He could scarcely believe it. Where was the forest? The landscape had
been corrupted. The village had swollen by fifty houses, a grain mill, a water-
powered sawmill, a large sheep commons. The forest had been pushed out of
sight, and in the place of woodlands were rough fields with crops growing
between stumps. The muddy trail west that he remembered was now a fair
road. For a moment he was frightened; if miles of forest could be removed so



quickly by a few men with axes, was the forest then as vulnerable as beaver?
No, the forest returned with vigor, resprouted from cut stumps, cast seeds,
sent out mother roots from which new trees grew. These forests could not
disappear. In New France they were vast and eternal.

One thing had not changed; Monsieur Bouchard still handled the passage
money for river travel, still welcomed newcomers.

The old man, looking strong though white-haired, did not recognize him.
Duquet asked him to open the ledger where he had made his mark half his
lifetime earlier. He pointed.

“There. That is my ignorant mark.” A few lines above he saw the
pathetically elaborate R of René Sel and asked if he was still alive.

“Certainement. He has Monsieur Trépagny’s old house, where he lives
very comfortably with his wife and children. You knew, did you not, that
Claude Trépagny met his untimely end seeking you, whom he determined to
punish as a runaway?”

“I did not know. He was a vindictive, unforgiving master and I was
justified in leaving because of that maltraitement. He treated me badly.”

“There are some who believe you had him dispatched by the Iroquois.”

“What a canard! If the Iroquois killed him it is because they had their own
reasons.”

And although he did not care, he diverted the conversation. “So, René Sel
has become a landowning farmer?”

“He is a woodcutter and keeps a few cows and sheep out in the forest.
But there are several farms near his place these days. He cuts firewood and
makes potash. There are perhaps six good farms between here and Sel’s
place. As you can see, Wobik has made tremendous progress in clearing and
destroying the wilderness. The only person who laments this labor is that
sauvage Mari, René’s wife. She has become a woman of some importance for
her abilities to heal the sick. She mourns the loss of woodland grottoes
where certain plants once grew but are no more because of the industry of
the settlers. She speaks out more and more against the white settlers. We
cannot subdue that streak of vengeance that is part of their character. Her
Indan sons have gone to the village of St. Francis, which is crowded with
rebellious Indans of every tribe.”

“Mari!” cried Duquet. “Married to Mari? But she is much older. Surely a
country marriage.”



“No. Trépagny forced it years ago so that he would not lose his rich
French wife. In the end he lost her and everything else, even his life.”

“His brothers do not know this,” said Duquet.

“Ah, but they do. I told them myself at the time of the events. By rights
they should have inherited at least Claude’s big stone house, but they did not
wish it. They are wandering men with good hearts and said the house should
go to one who was content to be a woodcutter. I expect they are both dead
by now, killed by Indans or drowning.”

“No doubt,” said Duquet, “if they are not in the Caribbean whipping
slaves.” With that he took his leave and returned to the ship. He felt stifled,
he was ready to get away. He had longed to be back in the northern forest
but now that he was here he wished for the glittering worlds of La Rochelle,
Paris, Amsterdam, even Canton, as the English called Guangzhou. New
France had nothing for him now except timber.

“A hard one,” murmured Monsieur Bouchard to himself. “Hardened. Very
much hardened.”
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reunion

As the ship entered the Bay of Biscay the pale limestone cliffs of La
Rochelle gleamed in the first strike of sunlight. Duquet could smell salted
cod, the smoke of twisted salt grass from the fires of the poor. Despite the
early hour a crowd of fishermen and mariners were on the wharf looking for
share employment. Once they had worked the Newfoundland coast, but this
was increasingly dangerous and difficult as the English and the New
England colonists and even the Spanish and Dutch were pushing in. The La
Rochelle boats now fished the offshore Grand Banks, where the poissons
were larger, stouter and sweeter than those along the coast—and closer to
home.

In La Rochelle while he waited for Captain Verdwijnen and his ship,
Duquet carried two boxes of his specialty woods one day to the shop of
Claude Citron, the merchant who, on his first journey years earlier, had
expressed warm interest in unusual cabinet woods. Citron was older now but
no less fervent on the subject of woods.

“Ah,” he said as if Duquet had been in only the day before instead of long
years, “let us see what you have brought from New France—delights, I am
sure.”

Dugquet set his sample boxes of scented cedar and balsam on the table, a
few pieces of figured maple. He explained that he was taking most of his
stock to China. Citron handled the satiny wood, sniffed and tilted the pieces
to catch the light.

“You know I am connected with esteemed cabinetmakers always anxious
to buy fine woods. You are taking your fragrant woods to China? They would
find a market here as well, you know, but I suppose the profits will be
greater in China, though the cost of shipping and the possibility of loss to
pirates and storms greater. You might consider it.”

He would make some money selling the cabinet woods to Citron, but it
was the fur and growing opium profits of the China trade that made the
hazardous journey worthwhile. For this last time, he thought. With the break



from the Trépagny brothers he was at the end of his fur-trading days. He was
a wealthy man, and although he was strong and hale he felt the pressure of
time. He wanted much more; from now on he would concentrate on his
forest empire.

He settled on a price for two boxes of his scented woods, said farewell
and turned toward the wharves. He passed a patisserie emanating essences
of sugared fruit and chocolate, then a small open-air market packed with
great luscious lettuces and early onions. It was remarkable how much more
interesting the smells of La Rochelle were than those of Boston.

He was staying at the Botte de Mer, the oddly named Sea Boot, a good
enough inn with private beds and even private rooms, but the attraction was
the extraordinary and ever-changing menu. Night after night an
accomplished and inventive cook sent out salpicons, cassoulets and ragouts
of sweetbreads or chopped pheasant or chicken, various fish, mushrooms, all
savory, all seasoned with the local salt. The cassoulets were especially
succulent. Alas, there were only six small tables and two sittings each
evening. If you were unfortunate enough to be the seventh diner at the
second sitting you would be rejected. Duquet had no intention of being
turned away and looked forward keenly to that evening’s meal. But first he
would store his remaining wood samples.

As he started up the staircase that led to the upper rooms someone spoke
at his shoulder in a quiet but familiar voice.

“Duquet. Is it you?”

“Dieu! Forgeron! I thought you to be in Nouvelle France?” Lean and dark
Forgeron stood at his shoulder.

“Of course I was there for many years, but two years since | have been
surveying in the Maine woods. You cannot believe the white pine in Maine.”
He smiled. “You are looking very well. Clearly you have progressed.”

“Forgeron, you, too, look well—healthy and strong. This meeting is
fortuitous. I have wished often to speak with you about the Maine forests.”

“l have wished often to tell you of the opportunities for the timber
business in Maine. Have you visited that region?”

“Only a little. Indeed, I am planning to explore further as soon as this, my
last journey to China, ends. Let us dine together and tell all that has come
our way since last we met. What affairs have brought you to La Rochelle?”

“I was in London to speak with an Englishman who has just won a mast
contract for some Crown lands in Maine. He wants me to survey the area
and arrange for woodsmen to cut masts. But I foresee difficulties with this
fellow. He had other masts cut several years ago and stored them at his
property in the West Indies. He was unable to sell them for reasons I do not



understand and the masts perished from dry rot. He could not pay the
cutting contract and the affair is now in the courts. So I am not eager to
accept his offer.”

In came their cassoulet of veal and chicken with pink beans and a loaf of
still-warm bread as large as a bull's head. They drank good burgundy and
when it was gone Forgeron raised his hand for more.

“I have a suggestion,” said Duquet. “Why do we not renew our friendship
and practice joint business? I shall be two years on this last trip, but perhaps
you could survey Maine timberlands for me and purchase townships for
Dugquet et Fils while I am away?”

“What! You have sons? You have married?”

“No, no, but I hope soon this will come to pass.” And he told Forgeron of
Cornelia, of his plans for a timber empire and his hope that Forgeron would
share in this.

“I do not know if Amsterdam should be the seat of this business, or New
France? Or even the English colonies? Should I bring Cornelia to the New
World?”

“I would suggest that Boston, with its great and open harbor, its
connections to London, and to other colonies by way of the post road, the
newspapers which inform, the mail service between Boston and New York
and the Connecticut towns, and its nearness to the Maine pineries, is the
most advantageous location.”

“l had nearly come to that conclusion myself and your opinion settles the
matter. Forgeron, if you work with me I will make you a rich man.”

“Or will I be the one who makes you the wealthy fellow?”

They laughed and clasped hands.
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“Exitus in dubio est”

In Amsterdam, Captains Piet Roos and Verdwijnen at a table in their
favorite coffeehouse discussed the possibility of the match.

“I do not like the man,” said Piet. “Beneath the pleasant manner he is cold
and calculating. He is more addicted to his own interests than anything else.
There is something in the way that ugly head sits on his shoulders that
signals defeat to anyone with whom he converses. He smiles often, yes, but
while his lips curve his eyes remain like dried peas. I detect no real fondness
for my daughter. His conversation is always about his wishes, his plans, his
travels and his money. Of the rest of life aside from his personal advantage
he knows little.”

“Yes, I agree that may be true, his is a rough and masculine view—though
I have seen him pleased with a Chinese garden, but he is already wealthy
and in a way to command enormous sums.”

“Yes, I like money as well, but not as Duquet does. With him it is a sinful
areed. Nothing else matters.”

Captain Verdwijnen took down his clay pipe from its ceiling hook. He sat
again, spilled tobacco leaves on the table and began to cut them fine. “He
has a monstrous good head for business and, as you say, a will to dominate.
And a rather terrifying lust for work. If Cornelia weds him it would be a
familial tie to a great deal of money and credit. You can always make
stipulations in the marriage agreement—for example, you can insist that if
you give permission for this marriage Cornelia and the children—and
children there will be—must remain in Amsterdam until a certain age—say,
fourteen or so. He will look after his interests in New France and now, 1
understand, in the English colonies in some manner, and travel to
Amsterdam when business allows, for protracted visits with his wife and
family—and business partners. I have no hesitation in doing business with
him. And I think if you set it out to him that marriage with Cornelia is an
impossibility without these provisions he will accept it, perhaps even



welcome it as | see no indications that he would ever be a family man
dandling infants on his knee, though I sense that he is lonely.”

“He is one of those who cannot be other than lonely. He was born to it.
And [ dislike the idea of him clambering aboard Cornelia as if she were an
Indian canoe.” Piet Roos paused for a long moment. “I might do business
with him but I do not want him for a son-in-law.”

“Some of your feelings are the natural feelings of a father for his daughter.
But you need only keep him in check. He is, aside from his raw greed,
something of a fool. He is obtuse, has no subtlety and often acts on impulse.
He feels his position as a lowborn uneducated man who has had to make his
own way. He can be manipulated. He has a respect for older men such as we
are. He will listen to you. In this life we meet difficult people. We must take
the time to listen and try to understand them. We must never take an
adversarial position.”

Piet Roos, half convinced, snorted. “I feel he can be dangerous.”

“Dear Piet, even a sparrow has a sharp beak. If you set it out that Cornelia
and any children must remain here, it is a way you could exercise control
over the children at least. You do not yourself have any sons and a sturdy
grandson or two might be a real benefit. Or, if the children are girls, carefully
chosen sons-in-law could be useful. You might also add business terms that
would be to your benefit as well as his; you, after all, have three ships plying
the China-Japan trade and he has none and salivates for them. And he has
money and will have more. He will make money for us. I know it. So be
fatherly. But be watchful.”

[t took Duquet another year of cross-Atlantic courtship, not of Cornelia, but
of her father, to get his way. But he persisted. He would have her. In
Amsterdam in 1711 he spent days with Piet Roos, who pored over Duquet’s
account books with great thoroughness, listened to his future plans and
asked shrewd questions, weighing the answers before he allowed the
marriage.

“If I correctly understand what you are proposing, there would be a three-
way business partnership working the China trade—Charles Duquet, Piet
Roos and Outger Verdwijnen.”

“Yes,” said Duquet, vibrating internally at the sound of the three linked
names.

“Well. In that respect I think we can work an agreeable arrangement. The
marriage is perhaps more—delicate. My wife and I do not wish to part with




Cornelia. You understand she is our youngest daughter and her mother’s
pet.”

Duquet half-smiled.

“I am not refusing your suit outright, but suggesting certain conditions.
We would wish Cornelia to stay in Amsterdam.” There was a long silence.
Piet rolled and unrolled a corner of the paper on which he was writing. “I
would make her a gift of a house I own in the next street, a very pleasant
house and close by her parents and sister.”

Dugquet shifted in his chair. A house, Cornelia’s house, his house.

“Moreover, we would prefer that any children from the union would live
with their mother in Amsterdam. With her family close by she will be well
looked after. You can live there, of course, but if you prefer, New France—
or, better yet, you may travel between that place and Amsterdam, not only
on business, but to spend time with your family.” He looked at Duquet, who
sat with his face motionless and his mouth slightly open. Duquet looked at
the tapestry that hung on the wall behind Piet. He saw only the figure in the
border—a hawk stooping on a heron. The heron lay on its back, its claws up
to defend itself. But the hawk was fierce and sure. Below ran the words
“Exitus in dubio est,” which Piet, seeing his puzzled expression, said was
Latin meaning “escape is in doubt.” Duquet’s sympathies lay with the hawk.
Piet cast aside the shell of the conversation and came to the kernel.

“The routes are well traveled and others manage this. If you wish I will
put a ship and crew at your disposal for that transatlantic passage. How seem
these conditions to you?”

Duquet nodded, for this was the connection he needed.

“Yes, yes, my thanks, it is a thing undreamed of.” He thought it would be
better to have his Dutch wife in Amsterdam, leaving him free from female
manipulation and vapors, but still serving as the blood link to Piet Roos and
Captain Verdwijnen. He knew that wherever he was, he would be a stranger.
It was a price. He would pay it.

The marriage was celebrated with a wedding feast and drinking match that
lasted for days. Captain Verdwijnen presented the couple with a splendid
present of a set of silver vorks, the new eating implements. Margit's left eye
bored into Duquet as he regarded the present. Although he expressed loud
admiration for the forks, in his private thoughts Duquet took offense at this
gift; he knew it was a reproach to his still-coarse table manners. More to his
liking was the handsome coffee mill. And the rich tapestry from his father-



in-law. It was a week before Cornelia spoke a word, and what she said was
known only to her and Duquet.

Within eighteen months he had fathered a daughter and a premature
stillborn son. Duquet thought constantly of that lost son, and it seemed
everywhere he turned he saw rugged boys. Men his age were accompanied
by stout half-grown youths shaped to their fathers’ wills and callings.
Particularly was he irked by the example of William Wentworth, a growing
power in New Hampshire whose wife produced sons as a shingle maker
rived the shakes from a bolt of cedar. With nine sons what could Wentworth
not do? He, Duquet, needed sons badly, and said so to Captain Verdwijnen
one evening.

“You are in a hurry with sons as in all else,” said the captain. “If you
cannot wait until God grants your wish you might get some ready-made sons
from the Weeshuis, that place of orphans, as many as King Priam should you
wish. Indeed, 1 believe Cornelia is on the committee that operates the
Weeshuis. You might speak of it to her.” He lit his pipe and looked at
Duquet. “And let her choose the boys. Her affection will then be greater.
She can see to their schooling, and you can have them trained in business
matters or for the sea.”

Duquet was excited by this idea of adopting ready-made sons, and though
he did not much wish to leave the choice to Cornelia, he recognized the
value of Captain Verdwijnen’s diplomatic suggestion.

Cornelia, who was on a committee that oversaw the operation of a home
for aged women, not the Weeshuis, warmed to the idea of doing orphans a
good turn. She said she would be pleased to choose several boys for Duquet’s
inspection and final decision. And so in 1713 Jan and Nicolaus, both nine
years old, became Duquet’s sons and immediately began their schooling and
a course in manners and correct behavior that Cornelia wished might rub off
on Duquet. He had prepared a speech before he saw the children.

“Many boys would give their right hands for the opportunities that are
being given to you. You have a chance to help build one of the great fortunes
of the world, a chance to remove yourselves from the street mire. I, too, was
a boy of the slums, not even so fortunate as to be taken into an orphanage,
and you see | have removed myself from the mud.”

As sometimes happens after children are adopted, late that year Cornelia
gave birth to a healthy, fat boy, little Outger, named for his godfather,
Outger Verdwijnen. Duquet was as satisfied as he had ever been but could



no longer put off his return to Boston and New France. Then, on the way to
La Rochelle, a lightning bolt of an idea came to him: why stop at three sons?
In La Rochelle could he not choose a poor but promising boy from the
streets, a ragged boy as he himself had been, wild to escape poverty and a
dismal future? He would find this boy himself and take him to New France
that he might learn something of the forests of the New World.

He wrote to Cornelia and Piet Roos and told them of his find, a clever
boy of eleven, Bernard, who was now with him in New France. He would
bring him to Amsterdam when next he traveled there—likely in the coming
autumn—that he might know his mother, his brothers and sister and be
properly schooled.

“You see,” said Captain Verdwijnen to Piet Roos. “Perhaps he is
developing a kind heart.” Piet Roos kept silent.
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rough deed

Back in New France, which people more and more called Canada after the
old Iroquois word kanata, Duquet was everywhere, examining, prying,
measuring, observing and calculating. He had sent Bernard, the boy he
found in La Rochelle, to Cornelia for education and manners. Limbs and
low-quality hardwood waste became high-quality firewood and every autumn
he packed twenty wagons full for the Kébec market and for Paris when he
could charter available ships with the promise of a good return cargo of tea
or coffee or textiles, spices or china, but without the sure promise of a rich
return cargo, let the Parisians freeze for all he cared. Leasing Piet Roos’s
ships was well enough, but he needed ships of his own. What fortune if only
he could find a competent shipyard in New France. He had heard of some
Kébec entrepreneurs’ discussion with the French government but it had
come to nothing.

“You know,” he said to Dred-Peacock at one of their Boston meetings, “it
is so without hope I fear I must start my own shipyard.”

Dred-Peacock mentioned other possibilities—Boston or Portsmouth on
the Piscataqua or even the growing coastal ports in Maine. “You will get a
good ship made with local timber at a low price in one of those ports. And do
you not know that the colonists build ships especially designed to carry the
great pine masts to London? Well, then.”

And yet he delayed. The conversation veered from owning his own ships
to the business of selling timber to shipyards. Duquet insisted he wanted
English customers.

Dred-Peacock shrugged and connected him to an English shipbuilder and
a new but promising yard on the river Clyde in Scotland, now joined to
England by the Act of Union in '07.

“Regard the map, sir,” he said, impatient with Duquet’s hesitation. “It’s
the closest point to the colonies—the briefest sailing time. There are signs of
success on the Clyde but they need good timbers. They will pay for them. It
is an opportunity that cannot be neglected.”




Duquet took the plunge and Dred-Peacock took a goodly share of the
profits, which increased year by year. There were good precedents in New
France for trading with the enemy—Bralé, Radisson, des Groseilliers had set
the pattern—but arrangements with the English and Scots were at first
secret, complex, expensive, even dangerous. It took fifty acres of oak to build
one seventy-four-gun warship and in the hardwood stands along the rivers of
New France the forests began to fall to Duquet’s ambitions. But he felt
hampered by Kébec’s distance from the money pots of the world.

Never did Dred-Peacock present his ill-formed face to Duquet in Kébec;
always Duquet made the trip to Boston. As they sat over their papers and
receipts in the Sign of the Red Bottle near the wharves, the inn they favored,
Dred-Peacock had some advice.

“Duquet, it is past time for you to consider shifting your business
operations to Boston, to the colonies.” He signaled to the waiter for another
plate of oysters.

“Oh, I think on it,” said Duquet, swirling the ale in his tankard until it
slopped over the rim as if that settled the question. “I think on it often. I am
half of a mind to do so, sir.” He had observed more hardwoods grew in the
south, that great meadows and clearings made both settlement and
transportation easier. Massachusetts Bay bustled with shipping. It was the
better place for a man of business. And yet.

Dred-Peacock looked at the spilled ale with distaste. Duquet was an ill-
bred boor, quite unable to even discern the picturesque, much less
appreciate it. It was only his fantastic ability to make money that interested
Dred-Peacock. “Damme, sir, it is quite time you acted. Finish with thinking
and act. Every day poxy whoresons of millmen push into the forests and gain
control over the land. In Maine there are countless white pine mast trees.
You know there is a damned great market for these if you can get them on a
ship bound for Scotland, England, or even Spain or Portugal.” The dish
came, three great succulent oysters gleaming wetly, each as large as a man’s
hand.

Duquet nodded but his face was sour. Dred-Peacock went on, his voice
vibrating. “Where there is a market and money, the businessman must act.
And all this will be immeasurably easier if you operate from Boston rather
than bloody Kweebeck. And with my help these affairs can be managed.” He
took up the first oyster.

Still Duquet hesitated. He had valuable connections in New France and a
lifetime dislike of the English language. Dred-Peacock babbled on.

“And in any case | understand there are many in New France who are
starting to believe that the English will one day prevail, even as a hare senses



its pursuer’s increasing pace. Nor is it outside the realm of possibility that
the colonies will unite, drive out the English and seize New France. Stranger
events have occurred. And let me point out that so hungry are the whoreson
Scots shipbuilders for the excellent timbers of America that some have
removed to the colonies to be close to the supply.”

Now he was in partnership with the two Dutchmen, and several ships
belonging to Roos, Verdwijnen and Duquet, but flying British flags, ran the
seas between Portsmouth and Boston harbors and the ever more numerous
Clyde shipyards. It was, they often told one another, like walking on a web of
tightropes, but they swam in money as in a school of sardines. They had only
to catch it in their nets. And share it with Dred-Peacock.

Over the next year, as his sons grew, fired by the detailed and advice-packed
business letters Duquet wrote to each of them every Sunday, with Dred-
Peacock’s help he began to acquire tracts of woodland in Maine. Dred-
Peacock’s genius in the legal procedure of acquiring remote “townships”
could not be measured, and his old acquaintance from voyageur days, the
surveyor, Jacques Forgeron, scouted out the best timberland, Duquet
learning the woods looker’s judgmental process from him. To outsiders
Forgeron was a dour man who overcherished his plagued measuring chains.
He could use a chain as a weapon, swinging it around and around until it
gained velocity and the free end leapt forward to maim. Duquet knew well
that long ago he had used that chain in the Old World and then fled to New
France to start anew. Duquet thought there were probably many like
Forgeron but he only shrugged. The old days counted for very little.
Moreover, he was now a partner in Duquet et Fils, perhaps even a friend if a
business tie between two friendless men could be so described.

Duquet and Forgeron landed their canoe one October afternoon on a sandy
Maine river shore fronting one of their new white pine properties, twenty
thousand acres at a cost of twelve cents an acre. There was a narrow hem of
ice along the shaded shoreline. The rich autumn light touched the deciduous
trees with xanthene orange and yellow. Their swart shadows fell on the
ground like fallen statues. Without speaking the men began to gather
firewood. Forgeron held up his hand.

“Listen,” he said quietly. They heard the sounds of chopping not far off
and began to move cautiously toward the source.



With an acid jolt of fury Duquet saw unknown men in pitch-blackened
trousers cutting his pines, others limbing the fallen trees and yet another
scoring them. Two men worked with broadaxes to square the logs. Duquet
was sure they had a pit sawmill set up nearby. By their bulging pale eyes and
doughy faces he knew them to be English colonists. Although Duquet et Fils
had no hesitation in cutting big trees wherever they grew, it was intolerable
to be the victims of that practice.

“Hola!” Duquet shouted, then, in his clumsy English, “Who say you come
my land, cut my tree?” He was so furious his voice strangled in his throat.
Forgeron advanced beside him lightly revolving his chain.

The startled woodsmen stared, then, still gripping their tools, they ran on
an oblique course toward the river, where they likely had bateaux. But one
with a dirty bandage on his right thigh lagged behind.

Dugquet did not pause. He drew his tomahawk from his belt and hurled it,
striking the runner’s left calf. The man fell, crying to his comrades for help in
a high childish voice. One of the escaping men turned around and stared at
Dugquet, called something to the fallen one. The confrontation lasted for only
a few seconds but left an unfading impression of a man swelling with hatred.
Dugquet did not forget the man’s mottled slab of face encircled by ginger hair
and beard, the yellow animal eyes fixed on him, the sudden turning away and
violent run for the river.

“They come from the settlements along the coast,” said Forgeron as they
ran forward.

They bound their wounded prisoner, a boy not older than fourteen, and
dragged him to a pine, tied him against it in a hollow between projecting tree
roots.

“You boy, gargon, talk up or I cut first your fingers. Then your balls. Who
you are? What men you with? How you come here?”

The boy folded his lips in a tight crease, in either pain or defiance.
Duquet wrenched the boy's arm and spread his left hand against one of the
great humped roots. With a quick slash of his ax he took off a little finger
and part of the next.

“Talk or I cut more. You die no head.”

Duquet’s bloody interrogation gave him the information that the Maine
thieves were in the employ of a mill owner, a man named McBogle, an agent
of Elisha Cooke. Duquet had heard of Cooke for years; all described him as
a passionate opponent of Crown authority. But McBogle’s name was new.
Although his heart was pounding with anger, Duquet thought Elisha Cooke
and perhaps even McBogle sounded like useful men and he fixed their
names in his memory. He would learn more from Dred-Peacock.



“Why you come here steal pine?” he said.

“We thought only to cut a few trees. Away from the surveyor's men.”

“Show your wounds.” When the boy held up his maimed hand Duquet
said angrily, “No, not that. Only scratch. Leg wound.” He could smell the
stink of infection from a distance. With his good hand the boy unwrapped
his right leg and disclosed a deep and rotten gash in the thigh. It was a foul
injury. A streak of red inflammation ran up toward the groin.

“How happen?” he demanded.

“Uncle Robert felled a big pine. Broke off a branch that gouged my leg.”

It was an evil mess. In contrast, the cut in the boy’s calf inflicted by
Duquet’s hawk was clean though it had nearly severed a tendon, and the
chopped finger was a trifle. Nothing to be done. They carried the youth to
the interlopers’ camp half a mile downstream, strewn with abandoned
clothing and cook pots, a deer carcass suspended in a tree, and laid him near
the still-smoldering fire.

“We will stay here,” said Duquet to Forgeron, “as the thieves have
prepared a camp for us.” He tried to speak calmly, but he was filled with a
greater anger than he had ever experienced. After all the injustices he had
suffered, after all he had done, crossing to the New World, escaping from
Trépagny, learning the hard voyageur trade, working out a way to use the
forest for his fortune, learning to read and write and cipher, traveling to
China, all the business connections he had made, these Maine vermin had
come to steal his timber.

Forgeron brought their canoe up to the campsite while Duquet searched
until he found the trespassers’ pit sawmill. They had been there only a few
days, but had the clear intention to saw. The stack of limbed and squared
logs told him that. He wondered if they had planned to build a fort. It was
said the English were plotting to build forts along all the rivers.

“Let us put our mark on them,” said Duquet, and he and Forgeron took
possession of the logs with two deep hatchet slashes on the butt ends. They
talked of ways to move them. In the end it seemed a raft floated to the
nearest sawmill might be the best way, getting what they could. While
Duquet stayed to guard the timber in case the thieves returned, Forgeron
went to Portsmouth to hire raftsmen.

During the early evening the mildness went out of the weather. The sky
filled with clouds the color of dark grapes, followed by an hour of rain;
behind it the temperature dived into winter. Duquet woke at dawn,
shivering. There was not a breath of wind but every twig and branch bristled
with spiky hoarfrost. In the distance wolves howled messages to each other,
their cries filleting the morning. They had likely scented the boy’s blood and



infection and would linger out of sight hoping for a chance. Duquet got up
and piled more wood on the fire. The wounded boy's eyes were closed, his
face feverish and swollen, cheeks wet with melting frost. Duquet thought he
would be dead after one more cold night. Or he might not last until nightfall.

With some urgency he prodded the boy awake and fired questions at him:
his name, his village, his family’s house, how many people. But the boy only
croaked for water, which Duquet did not give him, and then went silent. He
still lived. Duquet spent the short day estimating the board feet in the felled
pines.

The light faded early as the growing storm invaded the sky, the wind and
sleety snow rattling and hissing in the pines. While there was still enough
light to see clearly, Duquet walked over to the prisoner. The boy lay on his
back, the right leg bursting with infection, a yellow froth of pus oozing out
from under the bandage, the leg a little splayed as though it were detaching
itself. Nothing could be done with this burden except wait for him to die—
one more cold night. The boy opened his eyes and stared at something
across the river. Duquet followed his gaze, expecting to see Indians or
perhaps one of the thieves returning. He saw only a wall of pines until a
blink of yellow showed him where to look. A tall grey owl sat on a branch,
seeing them. Its eyes were very small and set close together like twin gimlets.

The boy spoke. “Help. Me,” he said in English. “Help. Me.”

Inside Duquet something like a tightly closed pinecone licked by fire
opened abruptly and he exploded with insensate and uncontrollable fury, a
life’s pent-up rage. “No one helped me!” he shrieked. “I did everything
myself! 1 endured! I contended with powerful men. I suffered in the
wilderness. I accepted the risk I might die! No one helped me!” The boy’s
gaze shifted, the fever-boiled eyes following Duquet’s rising arm, closing only
when the tomahawk split his brain. Duquet struck the hatchet into the loam
to clean it.

In the flying snow he dismantled the sawpit scaffolding and threw the boy
into the pit hole, piled the scaffolding on top and set it alight. The gibbous
moon rose. Hours later when the burning ceased he went to shovel in the
half-frozen excavated soil, but before he hurled the first shovelful he glanced
down and saw the black arm bones crooked up as if reaching for a helping
hand.

“Foutu! Done for!”

He shoveled.

Forgeron arrived four days later with six men who began constructing a
raft of the cut pines. There was no sign of the wounded boy and although
Forgeron opened his mouth as if to speak several times, he did not say



anything except that the war was making it very difficult to find able-bodied
labor.
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shifting ground

Again Duquet changed, reinventing himself. In Boston, Duquet et Fils
became Duke & Sons and he was Charles Duke. Still he kept his enterprise
and some holdings in New France. He sat with Dred-Peacock in the
taproom of the Pine Dog, a pleasant tavern with a sign showing an
eponymous carved mastiff, now their favored meeting place as the Sign of
the Red Bottle had burned in a conflagration that took half the wharves and
several ships.

“Do you know aught of that fellow McBogle?” asked Duke, breaking the
crust edge from his meat pasty with heavy fingers.

Dred-Peacock, bewigged and togged out, regarded his steaming coffee. “I
have not made his acquaintance, but [ hear much deleterious talk
concerning his ways. Maine is full to the scuppers with woodland
entrepreneurs, sawmills, surveyors, armies of tree choppers, potash and
turpentine distillers and settlers, every man assaulting the free-to-all
timberlands.”

“They think as I do,” said Duke, “so I cannot fault them. But although
they love guns beyond telling, and protect themselves, the woods are
dangerous with enemies, not only war foes, but the Crown Surveyor’s men.
Yet they are only men.”

“The settlers are hard men, right enough, but there are others even
harder, mostly in New Hampshire. I mean those men of Scots lineage lately
removed from Ulster in Ireland.”

“Surely they are as other mortal men?”

“No. They are different. They are damned strange, cruel men, clannish
and proud to a fault, thirsty for vengeance over imagined slights, hard-
drinking and inhumanly tough. The whoresons prefer to sleep outside in
storms rather than in the comfort of a house. They know the country as the
poxy Indians know it and to live free is their banner. The buggers are
impervious to cold and heat and they bear pain as the Indians do, stoically
and silently, even with relish. The ridges and watercourses are their



highways, the forest their shelter. They choose to live in the most remote
places. And they are bloody damned key fighters in the escalating antipathy
between the French and the English.” He paused and took up his coffee
cup, stared into Duke’s eyes.

“Dud McBogle, his brothers and his sons are among these men.”

Duke threw back his head and laughed. “Well, 1 have heard bugbear
stories aplenty and I would class McBogle tales among them. No doubt he
eats children as sweetmeats and wears a red fur cloak bespangled with their
bones. What do you say when I tell you I consider taking this man on as a
partner?”

For once Dred-Peacock had nothing to say.

The ongoing war and marauding Indians forced Maine’s settlements to
cluster along the tidewater margins; among them were several small
shipyards. But Charles Duke discovered Penobscot Bay, where the great
river discharged into the Atlantic and where he built a large house. He
thought himself the first white man here, despising a few French-speaking
métis, fruit of the fornicating priests who had lived earlier among the Indians.
The land around the bay, called Norumbega by an unknown explorer, was
fancied by credulous souls to be the site of a fabulous city crusted with gold
and gems, as Kinkenadon or L'Isle Imaginaire. And here mustachioed Henry
Hudson had cut the first mast pine in the New World. For that reason alone
he liked the place.

Duke’s log house was more like a fort than a dwelling. Half the ground
floor was given over to his business room, with its enormous table fashioned
from a single slab of pine four feet in width. And it was time to bring his
sons, now young men, to the New World and set them to work, although
little Outger was still too young to leave his mother.

His Amsterdam sons, Jan and Nicolaus Duke, were fluent in Dutch,
French and English with smatterings of German, Frisian and Portuguese.
Jan was especially good with numbers and understood the finer points of
bookkeeping. He was as forward-looking as a raftsman in a rocky river.
Nicolaus, of imposing build, was physically strong and had a ruthless streak
that Duke thought would make him feared at the bargaining table. He and
Bernard were something of mariners, as both had several times sailed to
China on the ships of Piet Roos. Jan and Nicolaus would deal with
merchants, contracts and shipping. The French son, Bernard, was on his way
from the Baltic, where he had studied the technical details of manufacturing



pitch and tar, and where he had picked up a little of the Swedish language
and enough Danish to be useful. He would be in charge of naval store
production. And he, Charles Duke, the father, would continue to establish
contacts, buy up paper townships and arrange for woodsmen and sawmills
on the important rivers, to oversee the growing empire. It was time to gather
his sons to him. And yet he was not interested in them in any way except an
eagerness to recognize proofs of their success. They were the sons he
needed. He wrote to Cornelia in English.

Beste Deer Wif.

I hope this liter find you and the childer in good helth | wishd to rite
three Dayes pass but found ye Inkwel soe dry no Words in it and by some
unhapy chance ye Cup Bord destit of Supply A qart come yester and
todaye I take Quil in Hande to rite it is Time my Sons whose Care and
Educasun you have fosterd begin Busines Life here with me in Boston
and Mane cost New Franc I will rite them eache & mak ye Arangemt
firm. I am covined they will sucede in all our Procedings with ye help of
your deer Fater and Unkul They are as capable as | hev ever wish I regret
when I am far from and destite of frend hear and hop join you three mos.
time I prey that you wil not want for hapy Compnee entil I return.

Charles Duke, Penoscot Bay Cost of Mane
Martch 3. 1717

He lodged his sons in Boston, but they came to the Penobscot Bay house
once a month to meet in the business room, to spread out their papers and
books on the great pine table.

He had not been wrong. Already, within a few months, the sons began to
put forth their impressions and ideas. Jan, with his long bony face and hazel
eyes slitted as though squinting into the future, was perhaps the most long-
seeing, but they spoke among themselves before presenting him with new
ideas.

“Father,” said Jan. “We have noticed that more and more English and
Scots shipwrights are settling along the New England coast. We think it
would be a sensible move to get a foothold in the shipbuilding industry. It
would reduce the necessity of transporting lumber, masts, bowsprits and
yards to English or European ports. It is an opportunity.”

“Yes,” said Duke. “I have often felt it would be good to move into
shipbuilding, often and often, but I hesitated. You reassure me.”

“Also,” said Bernard, who had confounded them all when he arrived from
the Baltic countries with a great horsy wife, Birgit, “pitch and tar. We have



pitch pine here, of course, but the superior trees are in the Carolinas. And
slaves. I would suggest that we purchase and operate a pitch pine plantation
in Carolina.”

“It shall be done,” said the gratified father.
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disappearance

In Boston one day Dred-Peacock came to him at the Duke warehouse, a
cavernous building near the docks, redolent of pine, oak, furs and roots.

“I thought you might wish to know that the man you mentioned some
time ago has been asking many people about you. How many sawmills you
own, how disgustingly large your fortune may be, what ships you have, what
tracts of timber and townships you possess. He himself operates five or six or
more sawmills on the Penobscot tributaries and in New Hampshire. He
begins to look like a serious rival.”

“Who do you mean? Elisha Cooke?” said Duke.

“His damned hard man, McBogle.”

“Indeed,” said Duke. “I hear this sometimes. He asks questions but we
never see him. What is your own perception of this situation?”

“I think as you do, that he should be absorbed. He has the reputation of a
dangerous man. I doubt we could buy him out but a partnership may be
attractive. He has friendly relations not only with Elisha Cooke and the
Wentworths, but with many judges and businessmen here and in New
Hampshire. Yet he does not have our contacts across the Atlantic.” It was
Dred-Peacock who had the invaluable English and European contacts.

“We must talk with him and see what might be arranged. Where do we
find him?”

“That may be difficult. He has what they call a ‘thunderstorm sawmill'—
because the only time it runs properly is when the water is high with rain—
on the Moosegut and a house nearby. He keeps very much to himself in this
remote place. If we go to him we must bring a few men with us for I hear he
has a band of ruffians at his beck. I could accompany you a week today. But
no sooner.”

“Bien,” said Duke. “Good enough.”

Then, within the hour, Forgeron, who had led a crew of woodsmen to cut
one of Duke’s pine-heavy townships, arrived in Boston. His lean face was



blotched with a red rash. He hesitated, as though he wished not to speak his
news. When he did speak he threw his words down like playing cards.

“We found the best trees taken. The stumps still oozed sap.”

“Who?” said Duke.

“Ne sais pas—don't know. But there is talk that the man McBogle last
week shipped two great loads of masts to Spain. He will have made a fat
profit. He is known for tree piracy.”

“I plan to find this man in a week’s time and see what can be arranged.
We will work with him.”

“He is not known for compliance.”

“Nor am I. Dred-Peacock will accompany us on the Monday. You must
come as well.” Something had to be done about McBogle and they would do
it. “It is necessary we go in a body as we do not know the strength of
McBogle’s men.” But over the last year Duke’s eyesight had begun to
deteriorate, dimness alternating with flashing light and tiny particles gliding
through his field of vision like birds in the sky. He said nothing to Forgeron
of this, only “what is wrong with your face that it shows so rough and
crimson?” Forgeron shrugged.

The plan was ill-fated. Two days later a packet entered Boston harbor with
great sacks of mail. Among Dred-Peacock’s mountain of letters was one
informing him that his older brother and nephew had both perished in fire,
and that he, Dred-Peacock, had succeeded to the title, the great house (now
with a somewhat charred east wing) and the family’s two-thousand-acre
estate, Dred Yew in Wiltshire. In seconds his talk of colonial liberty and
rights evaporated, his self-definition as a man dedicated to New England
self-rule shriveled.

“I must go,” he said to Duke. “It is my responsibility to my family and to
the estate—and the great yew tree now in my care. I cannot evade the title
nor the responsibility. I leave at once.” In his voice Duke detected a long-
suppressed tone of haughtiness. “I will write to you when I have settled my
affairs. I believe we can continue our business ventures.”

“Yes,” said Duke. “I quite see it.” Scratch some New England colonists,
he thought, and you find Englishmen, as the bark of a tree hides inner rot.
“But I cannot believe your chatter about a ‘'yew tree.” What man would leave
a fair and rich land for the sake of a haughty tree?”

“It is an immortal tree, centuries old. It has been on my family estate
since a time before Christ, since the time when men worshiped yews and



oaks. It is nothing you can understand.” What could Duke say to that?
Nothing. What mattered was the continuance of their business dealings.
And as if that were not enough, word came that Forgeron was ill with a fiery
skin inflammation and the quinsy, a putrid sore throat that forced him into
his bed. Duke said he would not delay. He would seek out McBogle alone.

He ordered a canteen of strong black coffee. He would ration it out, drink it
cold, eschewing fires as the forest was sown with skulking Indians and
French. A schooner took him to the mouth of the Penobscot and he began
his solitary journey.

It was spring, rafts of rotten ice riding the current in company with
thousands of logs. Crowds of woodsmen stood on the banks snagging the
logs slashed with their outfits’ marks of ownership. The work continued all
night by the light of enormous bonfires, cat-footed men running out onto the
heaving carpet of mixed logs to hook and prod their property to shore.
Impossible to put a canoe into that maelstrom. He had ordered his own
timber crews to hold back his logs until the river cleared of the floating
forest. Now he set out afoot. And noticed two riverbank men turn away from
the heaving river and cut obliquely into the forest. He smiled. Did they
imagine they were not noticed?

Sometimes he was on dim Indian trails following landmarks almost always
obscured by the jagged skyline of conifers, but more often making his way
through logging slash and blowdowns. Although timber cutters had worked
the area along the river, a mile or so inland was still terre sauvage, and like
the ocean it breathed wild grandeur. Tree limbs arched over the silent earth
like the dark roof of a tomb vault.

He took an entire day to cross an autumn burn, charred trunks of the
smaller trees with their own black limbs tangled around their roots like
dropped drawers, still-smoldering logs that could not be quenched. The
biggest trees stood lightly scorched but unharmed. Winter snow had
converted the ash to black muck. On steep slopes it was the ancient wind-
felled monsters that caused the greatest hindrance. Some, whose branches
interlinked with those of their neighbors, had pulled them to the ground.
Often he had to crawl beneath these barriers. It was not possible to get
around them as the way was blocked by other recumbents. He could not
count all the streams and bogs. The treetops dazzled, the flashing wings of
hundreds of thousands of northward migrating birds beat above him. He saw
snowy owls drifting silent through the trees, for they had come into the



Maine woods in great numbers that winter and with the turn of the season
were retreating to the cold lands. His eyes wearied of broken, wind-bent
cedar and glinting swamp water. All one afternoon he had the feeling he was
being watched, and as twilight thickened he saw a grey owl flutter to a
branch stub and grip him with its clenching eyes. Of all birds he most hated
this wretch.

After six days he cut back toward the Penobscot following Moosegut
brook; McBogle’s sawmill could not be very far distant. He listened for the
sound of falls. He felt the mill through his feet before he saw it, the metal
clank and rasp of the driveshaft gears and pitman arm sending a thumping
rhythm into the ground. It was spring, he thought, and the entire forest
would soon reverberate with the noise of multiple mills as water ran freely
again. His eyes troubled him, tree branches and needles sparked. Abruptly
there was the mill, a heavy log structure to take the weight of gang-saw
machinery. And there was Dud McBogle standing above him in a razzle of
flinching lights.

Recognition was instant. Dud McBogle was the ginger-whiskered timber
thief who had long ago turned back and called something to the wounded
boy. Duke felt a red cloud of danger envelop him. His blood instantly flowed
back on itself. The teeth of the moving saws gnawed and glinted. He saw
that he was fatally imperiled. Exitus in dubio est.

“Been expecting you,” said Dud McBogle in an easy tone. “I went back,
you see. | went back and dug up the pit where you burned my boy.” The two
riverbank men stepped out of the corner and stood beside him. What could
not happen began to happen.

“Not yet!” blurted Duke. “I'm not done—"

But at the age of fifty-three with his fortune only half-secured he was
done.
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all these woods once ours
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dogs and villains

He sat for an hour on a knotty and punishing pine bench before the
governor’s secretary beckoned him in. As a young missionary Louis-Joseph
Creme had first served in New France. Later he had been sent to Port Royal
in Acadie, a true wilderness, and among the Mi'kmaq he began to keep a
notebook of their rich vocabularies of geological structures, weather and
season, plants, animals, mythological creatures, rivers and tides. He saw they
were so tightly knitted into the natural world that their language could only
reflect the union and that neither could be separated from the other. They
seemed to believe they had grown from this place as trees grow from the soil,
as new stones emerge aboveground in spring. He thought the central word
for this tenet, weji-sqalia'timk, deserved an entire dictionary to itself.

Now, with receding hair and arthritic joints although he was only forty, he
stood before the governor, shivering, for he felt a coming illness. Sleeping on
the ground did not suit him. He was not of this place, he had not sprouted
here and so to him the ground was hard.

The governor was a haughty snob, un bécheur with a cleft chin and a
bulge of throat fat. He gave off an air of having hung in a silk bag in the
adjoining room until it was time for him to emerge and perform the duties of
his position. His eyes focused on the wall, never meeting those of Pere
Creme.

“Surely I do not need to tell you that the English in Hudson Bay press
down from the north, they press in from the sea, they squeeze Acadie, they
press east from the Ohio valley. New France is awash in spies, scouts,
Englishmen and rangers from New England. The coast fishery is ravaged by
English and Boston vessels.”

The missionary thought that every sentence the man uttered had a
subterranean meaning—if only he could grasp what it was. “Your Excellency,
the Mi'kmaq are constantly called to fight for France although they have very
few fighting men these days. They were once a vigorous tribe, as many as the
hairs on ten men’s heads. Today they have but a few hundred warriors. As



they die they lose their sensibilities, their knowledge falls away.” He hoped
he, too, would not fall away. He felt quite dizzy.

“Their sensibilities! These people are masters of inventive cruelties. |
mention to you the example of the young sailor captured from a fishing boat.
The women, who are even more inhuman than the men, tortured him by fire
and knife. They burned his feet with fiery brands, his legs, his privy parts.
They cut him until he was pouring blood like an April freshet, then thrust his
charred feet into an iron pot of boiling water. So speak not to me of their
‘sensibilities.” It is your concern to care only for their souls. And to inculcate
in them love and respect for le Roi notre prince—the King, our prince. And
urge them to fight the English. That is your duty.” He spoke as one confident
in his position of power.

Pere Creme knew that temporal power had its limits, some of them very
abrupt if one observed recent history. “I humbly try to do so at every
chance,” he said, feeling his chills switch suddenly to feverish heat. “And in
any case that sailor was an English, a Protestant.”

“That is beside the point. You seem to regard the Indians as special
persons. They are no more than men, and not very reliable men at that. We
are forced to use them as fighters when our territory, when the great fort we
are now building at Louisbourg is menaced by the English. It will be the
gateway to our North American possessions. You know how important
Acadie is to New France. France must retake it. It is vital sea access.” Now
he was locking his fingers together and stretching them out.

Pere Creme forbore to mention that the fort could not protect the seaway;
that was the responsibility of the French fleet. But he only said, “Your
Excellency, the Indians do suffer. They do have feelings. They love their
country, which we are taking, they love their children, whom we are
corrupting with our goods and forceful ways. They say France regards them
as of little value. And this has long been their land, where untold generations
have lived undisturbed.”

“Indeed. You know, Pere Creme, you seem to me to be lacking in zeal for
the cause of France.”

“No, no. I only pity them. They have lost so much, so many.” Why could
the man not grasp that the Mi'kmaq wished only to live their lives as they
had for many generations, and that as every day passed that was less
possible?

“And France has lost so many. You would do better to think of them
rather than these libertine heathens who are dogs and villains. They are not
Christians as you, a designated man of God, might have noticed.”



Pere Creme, dismissed, tacked for the door, his feet at odds with each
other and his neck wry. He prayed silently for the governor to become more
observant, more kindly. Or better yet, to fall down in a fit and never rise. He
immediately withdrew this cruel wish and requested forgiveness.

Several days later he addressed a letter to his sister Marguerite, one of
hundreds of letters never sent, for he had no sister. It eased his mind to have
an imaginary confidante, and he was able to work out his sometimes chaotic
thoughts this way.

Dear Sister Marguerite.

For a minute he imagined her, slender and pale, sitting in a green chair
and opening his letter with a silver knife. She might wear a gold locket with a
wisp of her brother’s hair in it—or a miniature of their mother, whom Pere
Creme could scarcely conjure from his faded memories.

They do not have orderly Lives as we do. Their time is fitted to the
abundance crests of Animals, Fruits and Fish—that is to say, to the
Seasons of the Hunt and ripening Berries. One of the most curious of
their attributes is their manner of regarding Trees, Plants, all manner of
Fish, the Moose and the Bear and others as their Equals. Many of their
tales tell of Women who marry Otters or Birds, or Men who change into
Bears until it pleases them to become Men again. In the forest they speak
to Toads and Beetles as acquaintances. Sometimes 1 feel it is they who are
teaching me.

He stopped for a long time before continuing with the feeling that he was
getting it wrong.

To them Trees are Persons. In vain I tell them that Trees are for the
uses of Men to build Houses and Ships. In vain | tell them to give over so
much hunting and make Gardens, grow Grains and Food Stuffs, to put
order in their Days. They will none of it. Therefore many French people
call them lazy because they do not till the Earth.

[ have heard a Story that in some earlier time . . .
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Auguste

The children of Mari—Elphege, Theotiste, Achille, Noé and Zoé—were
trying to find their place in a world so different from Mari’s stories of the rich
Mi'kmaw past. The realities were difficult.

“Diner!” called Noé without bothering to step outside, slapping down the
worn wooden bowls, the old spoons. There was no response, not even from
Zoé, who always had a remark. Noé stood in the doorway, listening. The
offshore wind had shifted slightly but carried the fading clatter of boots on
rock. They were wearing boots instead of moccasins. Noé knew what that
meant but denied it. She stepped out onto the path. Auguste clutched her
skirt. She saw them far down the shore crossing naked rock. If it were just
Elpheége and Theotiste—but no, it was all of them. Achille, Theotiste,
Elphege and Rouge Emil, all three of her brothers and the cousin, and at the
end, half-running to keep up with the striding men, the slight figure of Zoé.
Anguish and rage mingled in her like a kind of soup made from nettles and
arit. She shouted, “Go on, then!” and pulled Auguste up in front of her so he
could see and mark this event.

“That’s them,” she said through clenched teeth. She picked up a small
stone and pressed it into Auguste’s hand. “Throw it,” she said. “Throw it at
the no-goods that has run off.” Her voice rose again. “Go on then, you hell
brothers and damnation sister,” and to the boy, “Throw it, throw your stone
at them we'll likely never see again.” But even as she said it she knew it was
untrue, that she was acting out an imitation of drunken Renardette’s angry
fits. She did not know why she sounded like someone she detested, nor why
she spoke this way once again. She was not behaving as a Mi'’kmaw. Why did
she even think of Renardette, who was now deep in the past?

The child cast the stone; it fell on the path. As it rolled, the boy saw Zog,
the smallest figure, turn and look back, Zoé who responded to his
outstretched arm and waved. The lead figure turned as well and his arm cut
an arc in the air, a kind of salute from Achille that made Noé groan. The



men should be setting out to hunt moose, but because of the boots she knew
they were going to work for the French logger.

“Come, dear Auguste. We'll eat all the dinner, just you and me.” Their
house was a wikuom and although Mikmaq sat on the ground to be in
contact with the replenishing earth, there was a low single-board table, the
nails hammered into the legs from above. Before the stew redolent of duck
meat, meadow garlic, wild rice and greens had cooled in the kettle the door
flap was pushed aside and Zoé slid in.

“Not what you think,” she said before Noé could start in. “They will cut
trees on the St. John again. Rouge Emil heard from Eyepatch they should
come. Just this winter. Elphege said tell you money is in his good moccasin.
You use it for what we need, says he. They come back spring, those cut logs
go in the river. Come back a little bit rich, maybe. But not Achille. He goes
moose hunting.”

Noé nodded. If Zoé stayed it was all right, and if Achille came back from
his hunt in ten days or so, they could manage for a winter. It was the idea of
abandonment she dreaded. All her life she had been afraid of being left
alone while everyone around her vanished. She filled a bowl with stew for
Zoé and set it before her. When the bowl was empty Noé filled it again.

“They didn’t want to go, thinking what happened before. Rouge Emil’s
father comes to stay with us so that don’t happen another time. He comes
soon, | think. Other people see those brothers leave, think just you and me
here.”

“They think just me—they see you go with them.”

Zoé shrugged and made a face. “Maybe. Maybe they see me come back,
too.”

A little later Rouge Emil's father—Cache Emil—appeared in the
doorway. He threw something large and heavy wrapped in bloodstained
canvas on the floor.

“Moinawa,” he said. “Bear meat.” He looked at the stew pot. Noé filled a
bowl for him.

“Good.” He told them he had shot the bear hunting with Achille a few
weeks earlier. Not only bear meat, but he had brought his blankets and his
flintlock. He would sleep outside in the small wikuom that Theotiste and

Elphege shared.

“I am here. No male persons will bother you.”



Three years before the brothers had made a trip to La Heve to the lumber
mill to ask if there was any work for them, but a man with a patch over one
eye said the local Indians were sufficient, go away. The cousin, Rouge Emil,
was persistent. He stood beside a stack of cut planks.

“You got work for good axmen cut pine?” Everyone knew that the mast
pines of Mikmaw lands were superior to the trees that grew along the St.
Laurent, which were coarse in grain and more liable to snap. Eyepatch
nodded. “It's summer, but there’s always work for good choppers. Let’s see
what you can do.” He fetched four axes from the mill, then filled his pipe.
“See two spruce in front of the rocks? Take them down.” His tone was
contemptuous, for he knew Indians were lazy and stupid. Eyepatch’s pipe
was not finished before the spruce lay side by side on the ground, topped
and limbed. He reversed his opinion of Indians.

He nodded and they cut mast pines on the St. John River despite the
summer heat and biting insects. In a few days they were crusted with black
pitch, a kind of woodcutters’ armor. When they first had arrived the pine
candles had been in bloom, each great tree pulsing out tremendous volumes
of pollen until the sky was overcast and the choppers and even ships at sea
wondered at the brilliant yellow showering down.

That summer while they were swinging distant axes, Noé&, barely fourteen
winters old, gathering wild onions, was raped by two boys from the French
settlement, one of whom she recognized as Dieudonné, a fisherman’s son
who returned again and again for his pleasure. She could not evade him. He
seemed to live in the underbrush near their wikuom. He was only a boy, a
fisherman boy, with a red chapped face and eyes flicking as though he feared
the priest was near. He was strong from hauling nets and pulling oars. At
first she loathed him, but after some weeks he became affectionate and,
although he was two years younger, she began to return the sentiment. He
said he wished they could marry and would press the matter on his parents
when he was older.

When the brothers came back from the St. John her condition was
obvious. No one mentioned it. But the next day Elphege looked at her in
silence for a long time. He waited. And she told him how it was. By then
Dieudonné was weeks dead along with his father and uncle and several other
Acadians, for their fishing boats all had been caught in a concentrated snarl
of storm that strewed the shore with broken boats. She thought of



Dieudonné in the grip of the relentless sea as she had been in his grip. The
result of the dead boy’s life had been Auguste.

In their childhood days in the forest, Noé thought, none of them had
imagined they would come here to the ocean’s edge, far from René and
Mari’s house. But they were here. She had not thought to have a child, but
now there was Auguste. All this had happened because Theotiste and
Elphege had brought them to Mi’kma'ki, the land of memory.
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sense of property

Their great change had come about because of Renardette, who caused
their lives to become as different as those of strange people. For years at
René’s old place, heavy drinkers from Wobik lurched out of the trees calling
for Renardette. One, “Démon” Meillard, appeared often and Renardette
went into the woods with him. The day after René died, Renardette rushed
to Wobik, to Meillard, a widower whose taste for spirits matched hers.

Achille, Noé and Zoé stayed on alone at the house in the ever-larger
clearing. Achille trapped fish and hunted, cut firewood as had René, and
made hardwood potash. He sold this stuff to the traveling merchant who
came with his wagon every month or two in the warm season. Noé and Zoé
gathered berries, cowslips, fiddlehead ferns in spring, nuts, calamus root,
mayapples, sassafras and many barks for the medicines they had learned
from their mother. They made maple syrup. They had a garden but it was
small and weed-choked for they had adopted Mari’s distaste for cultivation.
A few pumpkins sometimes matured in the fireweed. Noé¢ made rather
awkward willow baskets, which Achille sold to the potash man. Zoé milked
and tended the cow. There had been two cows but one died the month after
René was killed, perhaps, thought Zoé, out of sympathy so that René’s spirit
might be comforted by a familiar cow spirit.

Their lives were marred by unwanted visits from swill-wrecked
Renardette and her paramour. It was unclear at first why the couple kept
returning to René’s old house, but they came often, lugging demijohns of
spirit, which they urged on Achille. Renardette swaggered into the house
looking at each spoon, each wooden cup. Often she would examine a pot or
a cloth and say, “Well, that's mine!” Noé would wrest the object from her.

“Nothing in this house is yours. There is nothing here for you.”

“This house is mine,” said Renardette. “René gave it to me. He said,
‘When I am gone, Renardette, you have this house.””

“What lies!” cried Zoé.

“Go away!” said Nog, swishing the broom.



Achille began to think the drunkards wanted René’s house and property
and would be pleased to murder all of them to get it. He refused drinks from
their jug, which he knew would make him insensible and give them the
opportunity to butcher him and his sisters and blame the deaths on bounty
killers. He slowly came to the belief that they were the ones who had
murdered René.

Tales of the alcoholic couple drifted far east to the ears of Elphege and
Theotiste along with the rumors that they planned to kill Achille and the
twins and seize the property. They heard of Renardette’s claim that the
house belonged to her.

“They are white people and they think they can seize it,” Elphege said to
Theotiste.

“They will likely get it.”

Elphege was troubled by the idea of inherited property. Was the house
René’s to give? Was it even Trépagny's? All this was French, French ideas,
French ways. English ways, English words, French words. Invaders’ ways.

The older brothers had lived for some years at Odanak, the Indian village of
Abenaki, Mi'kmaq and mixed tribes, fighting for the French and raiding New
England settlements for bounty captives. Once warring enemies, they
banded together, lamenting the submergence of their ancestral lands under a
flood of white settlers.

At Odanak, Theotiste had married and fathered a son, who died of
measles in his third year, two days after the mother succumbed to the same
burning illness. Elphege was secretive about women and even wary because
of his long infatuation with the youngest wife of Sosep, an elderly sagmaw.

Theotiste came to his brother one day. Elphege was sitting near the river
shaping a handle for a crooked knife. “Brother,” he said, “I have thought
much of our younger brother and sisters. Achille, Noé and Zoé. I think we
should get them.”

“Ho,” said Elphege. “Get them? Live with them here as kin? In Odanak?
Or make a visit to them?”

“No. I wish for us to be united. I wish them to be with us, wherever we
0. They are part of our band. More and more I do not care to stay longer in
Odanak.”

Elphege said nothing and after a long silence Theotiste said, “Perhaps this
is not a very good idea.”



Elphege looked at him. “Brother, you have ever put forward good ideas. |
will think about what you say.” After a little while he said, “Maybe it is good
if we go to that place of our mother.”

Theotiste said, “Here we are just some Indians. There we will be
Mi'kmaw people.”

Elphege was silent for a long time. He had no taste for whitemen'’s
“conversation.”

“René was a good man,” he said at last.

“He was. Do you recall that winter when we gave him a snake and showed
him how to play snow snakes and he didn’t want to stop at dusk?”

“Yes. Trépagny threw his snake in the fire.”

“Small matter, that was only a stick. Maman carved him a better one. It
could slide far. I remember that well.” He looked at the river. “The children
of one mother should be together. We have the same blood.” Elphege
nodded and bent over his work.

Several days later Theotiste said more. “First it would be good to bring
them here to Odanak. And then go with them to our mother’s country and
make a home there. There are Mi'’kmaw here at Odanak who would come
with us. Sosep wishes to return. We could find wives. I was happy when my
wife was with me.”

“Yes, a Mi'kmaw woman. But if our sisters and brother come with us, will
they abandon René’s house?”

“It is only a white man’s house.”

“Our mother’s thoughts were always in her childhood country. She called
it ‘the happy land.” It is our place more than Odanak. Even though Sosep
says it has changed greatly and there are many troubles.”

“It will be good. I dreamed it will be good.”

Elphege shifted to his brother’s view and said, “Let us go then, first to
René’s house, then to Mi'kma'ki.”

They reached Wobik, much grown, with many paths twisting this way and
that. The woodland, which had once wrapped around the village, now began
nearly a mile from the most distant house.

They slept in the woods. Elphege woke, staring up at the birds-of-fire
stars already folding their wings. It was the time—wopk—when dark became
arey, quivering night shapes slowly solidifying and returning to their daytime
forms. Theotiste rose and stretched his long arms above his head.

“It will be a good day,” said Theotiste, ever hopeful.



Smoke coiled from René’s roof hole as always. Theotiste pushed in. Noé was
making cornmeal porridge and dropped the spoon when he came through
the door. “Brother! You terrified me. You know how our father died—I
thought . . .”

Zoé came in from the cow carrying a bucket of milk. She shrieked with
joy and embraced first Theotiste, then Elphege. Her cry brought Achille up
from the river, where he had been mending eel traps.

Achille was almost too handsome a young man to look upon. He was tall
but sinewy and as flexible as water, of perfect form. His glossy hair fanned
out in the wind, his dark eyes were warm and amused. His mouth, like
Mari’s, curled at the corners, and all who noticed this curving smile thought
of her.

The twins, still children, were more like René with stiff black hair and
slanted eyes. They were active as all women were, bending, folding, picking
up and reaching, handing out and taking, caressing, scooping good things
into bowls, offering their brothers delicacies.

The older brothers looked around, seeing the objects of their childhood—
the old table marked with knife cuts. Theotiste remembered Mari wiping it
with a piece of damp leather. Those wooden household plates—René had
shaped them, Theotiste had smoothed them with a fine-grained stone. Mari’s
old wikuom had sunk back into the earth but they remembered sleeping in it
as children, remembered reeds of moonlight shooting through the tiniest
holes.

“Brothers,” said Achille, “I must tend my potash kettle. Come outside and
talk with me.” They walked some distance to his potash works. He stirred
the kettle’s contents with a stick.

“It is our source of cash money—and the firewood I cut.”

Money! thought Theotiste with scorn but he said nothing. They talked all
day and far into the night. Achille said, “After Renardette left we burned her
evil brew house. But men still came out of the woods looking for beer—and
her.” Theotiste’s glance caught something shining on the high shelf against
the entry wall. Something like a small snakish eye, he thought.

“None here have married,” said Elphege.

“Ah,” said Achille, “the Wobik girls are not Mi'kmaw girls. Should 1 not
find a Mi’kmaw woman?”

Theotiste nodded. “We all should do so. Even Elphege.”

“Ho,” said Elphege.



“Zoé and | never see a good man to marry,” said Noé. “We are out here in
the woods and the only ones who come by are bad ones.”

“So perhaps this place is not so good for you?” asked Theotiste.

“No, no. It is not, even though in childhood it was pleasant, but what else
can we do?”

“We want you to come with us,” said Elphege, as though it had been his
idea. “Theotiste and I are the oldest, but we are of the same blood and we
will care for you always.” For Elphege this was long oratory.

Theotiste spoke with the assurance of one who knows. “We intend to seek
out the land of our mother. Even if it be greatly changed, there must still be
a place for us among our people. Mi'’kmagq still live there, perhaps even kin. 1
spoke many times with Mi'’kmaq at Odanak. Some of them will come.”

Achille nodded.

“I had a vision some time ago that we must do this,” said Theotiste very
softly. “First we come for you, then all go to Mikma'ki. I saw it fair and
beautiful as our mother told us.”

“But what will we do about Papa’s place?” asked Achille, waving his hand,
encompassing the house, the river, the weeds, the potash kettle filled with
the results of his labor.

With some sadness Elphege thought that Achille might be more French
than Mi'’kmaw. “If you follow the white man’s ways of property you could sell
it,” said Elphege. “Or, if you are not that way, just leave it and come with us.
What are your thoughts?”

It was clear what Achille’s thoughts were. He could not just walk away
after so much chopping and burning. He was wedded to the idea of ashes as
something of value. He had a sense of property. Elphege wondered if all
Mi'kmaq were not changing into Frenchmen, wanting money and goods.
Few could resist the luxuries, and Achille, Zoé and Noé were métis, half
French, half Mi'kmaq.

Theotiste nodded. “You maybe sell it. Is that old captain still alive?
Bouchard?”

“He was alive last week,” said Achille. “He is very old but strong. Yes, he
would have ideas.”

“Shall you go see him and ask what disposition might be made of this
property, all this sad ravaged land? He may be helpful to us.”

The next morning Achille and Theotiste set out to paddle to Wobik in René’s
canoe, but less than three miles from the house something whistled



overhead.

“Vite! To the shore!” said Achille through clenched teeth, swerving them
under hanging willows. The canoe scraped through tearing branches. Before
the willows played out they crept up onto the bank and dragged the canoe
behind them.

“The forest is alive with bounty hunters. Let us leave the canoe here and
90 by foot. But warily.”

Theotiste touched Achille’s shoulder in assent and they began to weave
through the trees.

“What, sell René’s house?” said Captain Bouchard. “Yes, such a thing can
happen. There is a man, Jean Mague, a farmer from France looking for a
property with cleared land and a house. He does not intend to waste the
good years of his life chopping trees. I think he would pay a fair price. He
will soon be here.” Jean Mague, he remarked, had two brothers, three grown
sons, their wives, two nephews and their wives to farm with him. They were
a strong group and handy with firearms. As the old man spoke, Jean Mague
himself came through the door, a lipless face, legs and arms as long as
wikuom poles.

Mague was interested to hear about René Sel’s place and wondered how
it had come in the possession of these Indians. He liked the sound of a
sturdy French house, a potash kettle, cleared land. He looked Achille and
Theotiste up and down rather insolently but agreed to walk back with them
to see René’s property.

“Tll tell you something,” he said when they mentioned René’s death.
“Bounty hunters will never molest my family.” And because he was who he
was he wished he had brought some beads and cheap whiskey to trade. He
carried his gun and followed.

Before the house came in sight Theotiste ran ahead. He dug quickly in a
certain place and put what he found in his pack basket, then rushed to the
house to tell Elphege and his sisters that Jean Mague was coming. Noé ran
into the back room and rummaged for the small birch-bark box decorated
with colorful quillwork, a box from Mari’s childhood and precious to Noé.
Inside the door Theotiste reached up to the high shelf. His hand grasped
René’s old snow snake. They went out where Achille was already talking with
Jean Mague, the newcomer looking around the property with narrowed eyes
to show no one could put anything over on him. His squared shoulders and
long heavy steps showed he already felt himself the possessor.



“Will we give him the potash I made?” Achille asked Elphege in a low
volce.

“YeS.”

Before the talk of price even began, they were interrupted by Renardette and
Démon Meillard, who came out of the trees riding tandem on a black horse.
They were sober and grim. Démon, his rum-red face shaped like a hazelnut,
the modest chin augmented by a pointed black beard, spoke only to Jean
Mague and said that the previous owner, René Sel, who had held the
notarized title to the property, had bequeathed it to Renardette, his adopted
daughter. René and Renardette, he said knowingly, were both pure French.
Renardette owned it, not the half-breed Indian squatters who claimed it,
who said they were René’s children. Demonstrably a falsehood. What Indian
knew his true parentage? None!

Démon spoke directly to Jean Mague. “Renardette will sell this good
property to you. We will record the sale in Captain Bouchard’s great ledger
and all will be legal and binding. This is white man’s business. These Indians
have no claims, they are nothing at all. Nothing.”

Achille whispered to Theotiste. “But is it not recorded in the ledger that
the house belonged to René? And that René married Mari, our mother,
following the whiteman law?”

Theotiste whispered back: “Perhaps it was, but when I asked Captain
Bouchard he went in the back room with the ledger, came out a moment
later and showed me there was nothing. But I could see rough bits of torn
paper in the cleft of that book.”

In the end Jean Mague, Démon and Renardette Meillard stood apart
under the trees and made their arrangement. They shook hands, turned and
faced Elphege, Theotiste, Achille, Zoé and Noé. Jean Mague said, “I have
agreed to buy the property from the owners. You must now leave.” He raised
his gun, ready primed and loaded, to his shoulder.

Achille stood stiff with rage but Elphege touched his arm and said in a
low voice, “Brother, it is only a whiteman house. You do not wish to be tied
down to a potash kettle like such a one. Let us go. We will hunt and fight.
We will not burn trees into dirty ashes.”

Achille’s voice was tight. He felt his blood curdling with poison. “It is
clear that Captain Bouchard informed them, that he removed René’s claim
from the ledger. He was friendly to our father—for our father was a white
Wenuj. But to our mother and to us his friendship was false.”



“What does it matter? Before you there lie many good years of hunting.
That is a better life for you.”

Achille stood silent for many heartbeats, then said, “We will come with
you to our mother’s country.”

“Good. First we go to Odanak.”
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Mi’kma’ki

At Odanak, Zoé, Noé and Achille turned shy, unused to such a moil. The
village, with its wikuoms, and even some log cabins, frothed with people
working, cooking, softening hides, splitting canoe ribs, lifting a tangle of
gaudy roots from a dye kettle. Two men played waltes, the bone dice leaping
up when they slapped down the wooden bowl. Jen, a round-faced Mi'kmaw
woman with three children, looked at Zoé and Noé, at their soiled whiteman
dresses.

“Sit down. Eat,” she said. “You are good strong girls who will make a
journey to Mi'kma'ki.” Zoé and Noég, starved of female company for years,
began to thaw. Noé had brought three of her baskets, which she presented
to them, but these were not admired. In Odanak there were basket makers
of great skill and the women brought out several to show her: an oval birch-
bark container sewn with spruce root and worked with such intricate designs
the eye could not hold them. Noé touched a basket with a decorative rim of
artfully twisted black root. Some baskets were tiny, woven of sweet-grass,
some were splendid with red- and green-dyed root strips.

“I wish to learn how to make such beautiful baskets,” said Nog, kicking at
her own poor efforts.

“We will show you,” said a young and heavy woman with callused hands
who told the story of Afi'ip, the lazy woman who split and twisted roots
around her fingers and somehow made the first basket. “No person could
name this object. And they had to call it ‘that root thing.””

“I am choking with new thoughts,” said Zoé. “We know nothing,” for they
had only ten winters.

Theotiste, Elphege and Achille wanted to start at once for Mi'’kma'ki, but
Sosep, an old trapper sagmaw, took them aside and spoke at length.

“I am going with you. But it is not good to go now when winter is
advancing. There is nothing to eat at that place in the winter. People go up
the river. We better wait until spring.”

Achille itched to go.



“What does he mean, there is no food at Mi'kma'ki? Mari our mother told
us it was a place of great richness, fish, lobsters, clams and oysters, birds by
the thousand, succulent plants.” Sosep overheard this and laughed.
“Mi’kma’ki is a summer place. Winter very hard there unless you cached ten
moose and sixteen bears.”

For more than four cycles of the moon the Sels waited at Odanak.
Theotiste, Elphege and Achille hunted and fished, talked with the men
about the best route to Mi'’kma'ki. The women helped Noé and Zoé dry and
smoke venison and eel for their journey. No&, determined to become a
maker of fine baskets, worked at it until her fingers blistered.

The approaching journey with their older brothers to their mother’s
country filled their thoughts. From Mari they had heard of the parts of their
homeland: Wild Potato Place, Skin Dresser’s Territory and Land of Fog.
They were discarding memories of their forest childhood. Would spring
never come?

Theotiste told Zoé one day that Mari’s spirit would surely be there in the
trees and wild plants, perhaps in the rocks, in the fish and animals. It would
be a reconnection.

“I wish we had brought Maman'’s bones,” said Zoé.

Theotiste nodded. “I have brought them,” he said.

“That is good!” Then a moment later she said, “I wish I had brought the
little wall basket she made to hold René’s comb.”

“Noé will make one. It will hold new combs.”

When at last they set out, the woman friend of Theotiste’s dead wife
came with them as well as old Sosep, who had the solid reputation of an
important trapper-hunter, the wavering reputation of a sagmaw and the faded
reputation of a local chief. His scarred face was serious. He had a grave
manner that indicated character and wisdom. His teeth were large and
yellow, his black eyes squinted, for his sight was failing. “It is good you
waited. Even now it may be too early. But we can advance. My trapping run
is still in Mi'’kmaw country—if those French have not built their square
houses on it. I wish to return. I wanted to see what Odanak was like—but
even here there were whitemen. The worst is this Odanak priest, Father
Lacet.” He imitated the priest’s sly expression, his dabbling hands. “He is
boring holes in all the waltes bowls so they cannot hold water and give us
divinations. I will help you. I know your father’s favored trapping places, for
his brother told me.”

“His brother!” said Theotiste. “Do we then have an uncle? Living?”

“Very alive. Cache Emil. He will show you that place and others. But
these days whitemen want those places, too. And they take them without



courtesy or talk. They take them.”

For Theotiste and Elphege this was earth-shaking news. They had
believed their father, whom they did not remember, and all of their father’s
kin were dead. This magical uncle was a proof that they had made a correct
decision.

Sosep said, “We will be pressing through the end season of snow. We
must make snowshoes as you did not bring any from that place you were
before you came here.” And he sat with Elphege and Theotiste and Achille
making the ash-wood frames while the woman friend of Theotiste’s dead
wife, Zoé and Noé wove the caribou rawhide webbing in a close mesh to
better support the weight of their loads.

They began to walk toward the ocean, which none of the Sels had ever seen
except in imagination. The journey was rough underfoot and circuitous in
their minds. They lived on their dried meat and sacks of maize, for at this
time of year wild creatures were still deep in the forest, plants had not
broken through the ground. Every morning the streams were edged in ice.
But in the second week Theotiste got two fat beaver.

Winter returned with a snowstorm, a giddy flying mass, heaping drifts
behind logs, covering all. When the storm cleared and night became as day
with reflected moonlight the cold increased. In the next weeks they twice
had to build temporary wikuoms and take shelter from the snows.

“Oh, what a late spring. If it snows more,” said Sosep, “we will have to
construct a toboggan.”

“Perhaps it will not snow,” said Theotiste.

“Perhaps the sun will not rise tomorrow,” muttered Sosep.

“I am hungry,” said Noe.

Sosep laughed. “Mikmaw persons can stand hunger for a long time
without dying.”

In the waiting days inside the wikuoms Noé and Zoé plagued Theotiste
and Elphege to retell their mother’s stories about Mi'’kma’ki. They never tired
of hearing about the blueberry patches, the elderberries with their drooping
umbels, serviceberries, chokecherry trees, the succulent crayfish, roasted
beaver, the fattest eels, even oily walrus, all part of the rich Mi'kma'ki life
where one had only to step outside the wikuom and take a plump turkey.
Later Elphege wondered if it had been a mistake to fill their heads with
stories of a summer world, so different from what they found when they



reached their destination. Others told stories about Kluskap when life for the
Mi'kmaq was good.

“Listen to me,” said Sosep. “This is a bad time to return to our country, not
only because of this untimely weather. Do you not know that the French
king gave our lands to the British?”

Theotiste looked at him. “How can that be? It is not the land of the
French king to give. It is ours.”

“This happened some winters ago. Surely you heard the talk of it in
Odanak?”

“I thought it was only foolish talk. I heard the British seized Port Royal,
but you say ‘our lands.””

“Yes. It is our land but we suffer advances from both French and English.
The French see us as soldiers to fight for them, our women good only for
fucking. The priests see us as bounty for their God as we might see beaver
skins. They do not see us as a worthy people. The French use us for their
protection. They do not understand that we are allies of the French king, but
not his subjects. We are not obliged to him. That is why he gives us presents
—to buy our favor. Now the British greedily claim even more land than the
French king gave that was not his to give.” He stopped, raised his chin. “And
the British give no presents.”

“But Mikmaq are going back there. As we are. And | have heard that
French and Mikmaq often marry. As our father René married our mother,
Mari.”

“Yes, it is true. And that is good because there are so few of us left. Now
that the beaver are so few we must marry someone, ha ha! 1 fear we will soon
find the English putting their houses on our trapping grounds.”

“l heard some French families live near us Mi'kmaw and they are not
unfriendly.”

“That maybe is so, the French have long been our friends—somewhat—
but now the English think they possess everything. Their settlers move in.
The English king pays good money for Mi'’kmaw scalps. So we make a war
against the English. Many Mi'kmaq are fighting in canoes. We are good
fighters and capture many English boats. But we are so few. We are so often

ill.”



They reached the Mikmaw country in late March with spring trembling
behind the wind. Bird migration flights had started. In a small stream they
saw numerous small fish surging up against the current. Sosep pointed out a
dozen French families living along the shore. He spoke of the woodlands and
fruitful edges that had supplied so many generations with berries and edible
roots but warned that now much land had been plowed up and given over to
maize fields and turnips. These French Acadians had drained many of the
salt marshes to grow salt hay for their livestock. The larger game animals,
moose, caribou and bear, had all retreated. The beaver were greatly reduced
in number so severely had they been taken, for their skins could be turned
into guns and metal pots. Yes, the beaver had become a kind of whiteman
money and the custom of placing a beaver skin on a grave had fallen away.

“Still,” said Theotiste, “we can trade meat for maize and pumpkins. Will
not the Acadians be glad of venison as they always are? As we are glad of
bread. And 1 think the sky and land must be the same as they forever were,
for not the Plets-mun nor the English have the power to level cliffs, they have
not the power to drain the sea nor eat the sky. Can we not live side by side?”

“We have little choice,” said Sosep with a puckered expression. And soon
there were so many birds the sky rattled, so many fish the bay boiled like a
pot. There was enough for all.

Despite the old man’s complaints that all was spoiled, the Sels were
astounded at the unfolding bounty of Mikmaki. The great bay with its
powerful tides, its estuaries and islands, its freshwater rivers and the
nurturing ocean supplied everything. The newcomers stared at the ocean
beating in ceaselessly, stared agape as the tide went out exposing miles of
mudflats riddled with tiny holes from which came the hissing noise of mud
shrimp below. Equally fascinating was the swift return of the ocean, the
saline water coming in stealthily.

They had to learn this new country, its red cliffs, the changing tides, the
seasons for herring, for shad, a different pattern of weather and storms than
they had ever known. At first the ocean seemed all-powerful, but they came
to understand that the true richness of Mi'’kma'ki was in its rivers. They had
to learn the names of unfamiliar fish. Farther out from shore there swam
several kinds of great whales, porpoises and dolphins. There were varieties of
seals, lobsters as big as women. The Sel men, as hunters and trappers, had to
learn their ways quickly.

They saw that the foolish Acadians were diligent gardeners and because
of this they felt themselves superior. The local surviving Mi'kmaq lived on
the edges of old trapping areas, somewhat away from the French settlers.



“But we newcomers have no wikuom. We have no shelter,” said Noé&, who
longed for the stability of a wikuom or even a house. A whiteman house was
impossible. She knew that. There were several of those geometric structures
at Odanak, but here people despised them and there was the example of the
young Mikmaw hunter a few years earlier who had been to a white
settlement and there he had seen English drinking brown water from a
saucer. The saucer was very beautiful with a deep blue rim. Somehow he
had gained possession of this saucer—or one like it—and brought it back to
Mi'kma’ki. His scandalized and outraged neighbors saw him drinking from it
and killed him for a traitor to traditional ways. The repulsive object was
smashed on a stone.

“But,” said old grandmother Loze, “two families have saucers now and no
one has killed them. Everything does change.”



27
blood kin

With some ceremony Sosep brought Cache Emil, Elphege and Theotiste’s
uncle, to them. Cache Emil, a tall, powerful old man with hulking shoulders
and a deeply lined face as though flint-gouged, stepped forward and put both
hands on Elphege’s shoulders.

“Yes,” he said. “I know you, the children of my brother. Often my life has
been heavy with loss and sadness, but today I feel so much joy that I have no
good words for it.” He grasped first Elphege, then Theotiste; his cheeks were
wet. For Elphége and Theotiste in that moment Cache Emil became the
center of life. They had longed for a father without knowing it. Cache Emil
said he had a son, Rouge Emil. Their own blood, their cousin.

“You,” he said to Achille, who had only fourteen winters. “You are the son
of Mari, long-ago wife of my brother Lolan before he ceased his existence. |
welcome you. When Rouge Emil returns we will have a feast. But come with
me, Elphege, I will take you to some old places where my brother who was
your father often got his quarry, fur or flesh. And good places at the river
mouths for fish weirs. Sosep and 1 will speak together of choice trapping
lines for Theotiste—and Achille.” Sosep pompously and formally assigned
Elphege their father’s old trapping territory and told Theotiste and Achille
they would have productive areas adjoining his own. No priest could do that!

But Rouge Emil made a face; neither his father nor Sosep understood
that the old custom of assigning trapping and fishing territories was no longer
in the power of Mi'’kmaw men; white men and their rules of land division
had taken over. Such territories were house sites, garden plots and cow
pastures.

Achille respected Cache Emil but gravitated to old Sosep, not Sosep as a
sagmaw, but Sosep the renowned hunter. Achille had been a natural hunter
from childhood; René had been a wood chopper who hunted only when
pressed by necessity. Now Achille became passionate. It was his new
identity in this new world that had enclosed him. He preferred to hunt and



stalk on land—and let others concern themselves with the life of rivers and
the ocean.

At the welcoming feast Theotiste, who believed drink was an evil spirit’s
brew, saw Cache Emil drank only one small cup of brandy, but Rouge Emil
swallowed cup after cup.

“Will you not drink, Cousin?” asked Rouge Emil, but Theotiste turned his
face away.

“I have ever disliked the white man’s whiskey,” he mumbled. Rouge Emil
drank on until he surrendered to the weight of the spirit and fell senseless.

A few days later many Mi'kmaq came to help put up a big wikuom, large
enough for all of them, on the edge of the forest overlooking the sea where a
path bent down to the shore. Here they buried Mari’s bones. After a long
search Achille killed a beaver and put its skin on the burial place as they did
in the old times, but a few days later it was gone. Someone had taken it to
sell.

Achille and Theotiste said they would later make small wikuoms in
suitable places, but for now it was better if they all stayed together. Zoé
laughed to see a band of Mi'kmaw seamstresses sewing their house as one
would sew a garment, until they put her to work painting the moose-hide
door in whirls and double curves of black, purple and red.

“Sister, there was never a more beautiful entrance,” said Elphege. Inside
the wikuom was floored with reed mats, a central stone circle for fire. Inside
was quiet. Inside was their haven.

“A fine wikuom,” said Cache Emil. “The French brag of their great tall
houses in their home villages, but why does one need such a tall house? Men
are not so high in stature. Perhaps they have giants for visitors? Nor can
those houses be moved, they say. And if those houses and those villages are
so fine, as we often hear, why did they leave them, leave their friends and
wives and come here? Truly these must be the rejected ones from their own
people so stupid, so hairy and grasping.”

The elderly Mikmaw grandmother Loze, who had been at Odanak,
bossed the sewing. “But everything is changed,” she said, as she always said.
“Because our fathers killed so many beaver to trade with the Europeans the
beaver are angry and have left the country, and now strike us with illnesses.”
She pointed at Alit Spot, who had ulcers on his neck and hands that refused
to heal. Many of the old beaver hunters had suffered those sores, and when
the disease went inside the body they had died coughing blood. “But you



know well,” she said, “after eel, beaver meat is the best meat for the
Mi'kmaq. We destroyed our best food to trade their furs to the white men.
Now these people from far away try to push us off the shore, push us into
the interior, where the biting insects live. Here, near the ocean, the breeze
teaches insects kind ways.” She said enviously that she had heard a true story
that at one place the Mikmaq had shot the settlers’ cows, but French
soldiers came and arrested the hunters. “They should have arrested the
cows.” She said that as a child she had been shown the place where the
rattling plant—mededeskooi—grew, that magic plant that could cure many
illnesses and even grant wishes. Even in the old days it had been elusive.
Her accounts always ended “that was a long time ago.” Yes, that was the old
life.

When the weather warmed she came with the Sels at low tide, showing
them how to dig clams, their feet sinking into the rich mud, shorebirds
running before them and crying out warnings to each other. Loze told Noé
that the dog whelks made the beautiful purple dye the Mikmaw people
liked.

“I will show you how to do it one day,” the old woman said, and she urged
them to gather armfuls of seaweed to flavor the clams they would steam on
hot rocks.

The summer and autumn passed. It was time to reinforce the wikuoms with
skins and weighty poles. The loons called in their storm-coming voices, a
sign that otherworld being without legs, Coolpujot, would soon send winter
gales. For the men the cold and deepening snow made easier hunting.
Achille went into the woods on snowshoes, sleeping out many nights. In
January he hunted seals on the ice with Rouge Emil. Achille preferred to
hunt with Sosep, whom he called Nikskamich—grandfather. He did not
smoke the pipe as it dulled the senses. He shuddered to think that he had
once stood over a reeking potash kettle. Although January and February were
the best months to hunt moose, for dogs could drive the animals into the
deep snow, where they floundered and made easy targets for men on
snowshoes, Achille hunted them in every season. Before a summer hunt he
took a steam bath and then rubbed himself with earth and leaves to dampen
his human odor. Unlike other hunters he did not use dogs to find moose
except in winter; he could smell them from a great distance and he knew
their minds and habits. Old Sosep told Cache Emil that Achille was such a

hunter as only emerges every few generations, almost a megumoowesoo, one



of those fortunate Mikmaq whom Kluskap honored with extraordinary
abilities. But to Achille he said jokingly, “Now you must marry and have a
woman to bring home the meat you catch. Now you must learn to play the
flute to attract such a one.”

In spring Achille went with Rouge Emil to an island where Apagtuey, the
great white auk, nested. They took two each, for the birds were good eating
and their gullets made the finest arrow quivers. But the next year when they
went to that same island there were no birds, only a litter of feathers and
bones, for English and Boston whalers had come before them.

Gradually people began to say that Achille did not care about Mi’kmaw
girls because he must be married to team, a moose, as he knew moose ways
so well. He traveled into the interior and one time went far northwest. When
he returned from one long journey he spoke privately to Elphege and said
that Captain Bouchard would betray no more Mikmaw people, for his
tongue had come loose and fallen to the ground.

Elphege nodded and said, “My brother, it is good.”

Mi'kma'ki was richer in birds than the forests of New France, but when the
annual migrations began, the volume of birds, as many as the snowflakes in a
blizzard, the smell of their hot bodies intensified by millions of pulsing
wings, stunned them. It seemed every bird on earth was here—especially
sandpipers, so many they covered the shore like a monstrous twitching grey
blanket, gorging on mud shrimp. They poured out of the south sky like froth-
crested waves. It was the time of birds roasted and steamed, broiled and
boiled. The wood pigeons, which they had seen in childhood in Kébec,
darkened the world. Predatory birds arrived, too, pierce-eyed ospreys, eagles,
hawks, falcons. Old Sosep commented that Europeans would soon be
arriving in numbers rivaling the birds. His listeners shuddered. The sagmaw
seemed to ricochet between two thoughts: he foresaw billows of overseas
white people arriving in countless ships—but he spoke and acted as if the
old traditions still governed their world.

Theotiste and Elphege went out at night in their canoes with others
during the migrations. They lay quietly in the bottoms of their canoes and let
them drift like logs into great flocks of sleeping ducks. Then Cache Emil and
old Sosep lit birch torches and held them high over their heads in the
darkness. The ducks awoke, shrieking, and flew confusedly around the
torches while the younger men knocked them down with poles. In this way
they filled five canoes with fat ducks in one night.



“Now, Brothers,” called Elphege, “you will see how well we eat. We do
not go for long solitary journeys to get one tough old moose, we go together
and quickly get an abundance of delicious fat greasy ducks.”

Theotiste and Elphege sat in fog-softened sunlight making ax handles, for
the new white settlers coming into Mikma'ki thought of nothing else until
they had taken down enough trees to build their heavy square huts. It was
not interesting work to make the same shape of wood over and again, but
they left the hunting to Achille, who was so quiet and stealthy he could
creep close to a fever-eyed ruffed grouse on a hollow log rolling out his
crescendos of wingbeats, and slip the leather noose at the end of a long stick
over the bird’s head. Making ax handles for a little money helped, for there
were many things that now must be purchased, things that had never been
known in the old times. They had to have metal pots and utensils, nails,
wire, tools and weapons.

As they scraped and whittled the ash handles, a group of men and women
came down the slope. One of the women—Talis—stopped. She was tall,
with smiling eyes that crinkled at the corners, her flawless teeth bright.

“Why do you not put away those sticks and come help us mend the weir?”

“Why indeed,” said Theotiste, getting up and setting aside the handle he
had begun to shape. “I will go with you.”

The rivers of Mi'kma'ki were not solitary currents of water but strands in a
great net of liquid motion that defined the land and mingled with the sea in
outward flow and inward rush of tide. Each tiny runnel, each roaring
raceway, torrent and trickle, cascade and flood had its own habits and ways,
and Mikmaq had to know those ways. This was the water world that
Theotiste and Elphege began to learn.

“My head is swollen with all this fish lore,” said Elphege.

“Yes,” said a sinewy old fellow with long earlobes, “as long as there are
Mi'kmaw people there will be knowledge of fishing.”

The French king sent money to build roads to the interior (where they
wished to push the Mikmaq, said Sosep), and now, when time allowed,
many men, including Theotiste and Elphege, took temporary work as
chainmen for surveyors and as laborers on the new road for hard cash.
Chopping trees was another thing that had to be done, said the new people.



When a whiteman lumber outfit set up a sawmill and began cutting trees
in the interior country, there was more work for money that could be used at
the trading post. The missionary, Pere Creme, urged them to put aside
trapping and fishing for a time in favor of this occupation. With the money,
he said, they could buy salt pork and flour. Although salt pork was a
disgusting food, flour made bread and the people had come to like bread.
Elphege, Theotiste and Achille had all labored long hours with René clearing
the forest, they were skilled with the ax and found work with the French
company Duquet et Fils. Rouge Emil was less skilled, but he joined them. It
was not the Mi'kmaw way, but it seemed necessary.

One who was not pleased with the newcomers from Odanak was Pere
Creme. He was disturbed that old Joseph, the one the Mikmaq called
Sosep, had returned. And the Sel family, what a calamity! All of them could
speak French, and it was best that Indians did not learn French. The two
older brothers could read and write, using the Roman alphabet, a serious
error on the part of some mission cleric decades earlier. They were capable
of doing much harm and stirring up trouble. And they resisted farming, the
men preferring to work in the woods, on the rivers or at odd jobs for some of
the year, reserving the autumn and winter for trapping and hunting. He
wrote,

Dear Sister Marguerite.

While I have great Sympathy for the Indians, they are difficult. The
sorest Point is their Refusal to grasp the Fact that Land belongs to the
Man who improves it as Scriptures show. They only fish (an idler’s
occupation) and wander through the Forest taking Animals and Plants for
Sustenance, but when a White Man comes and cuts the oppressive
encroaching Forest, builds a House for his Family and Shelter for his
Beasts, the Indians complain that he takes their Land, Land they have
done nothing to improve, but rather have allowed to ever thicken with
more and more Trees. They do not understand that the White Man who
struggles and strives to reduce the Forest's grip has exerted his God-given
Right to claim the cleared Land as his own. By virtue of the suffering of
Indian Attack and severe Labor as well as the adversities of removing from
their Homelands to take up a Place in the Wilderness it is the Destiny of
the French to hold this Land as they have earned moral Title to it from
God.



Nor did Sosep like what he saw. He immediately counted harmful
changes. One of the French settlers, Philippe Null, had inherited a sum of
money from an uncle in France, and with this windfall he bought three
cows, a bull and two horses. The huge animals roamed freely and within days
had consumed all the nutritious and medicinal plants within a day’s walk.

“Those animals must have been very sick,” said old grandmother Loze,
“for they have eaten herbs to cure headache, lingering cough, prolapsed
uterus, fevers, broken bones and sore throats.” Sosep added that once
butchered and cooked, the cows, though not as tasty as moose or caribou,
looked the same in the pot. But one had to be very private about it.

Other Acadians, sharpened with envy of Null's increasing livestock herd,
bought pigs. No pasture nor pen was necessary as the animals grew fat on
forest forage and very quickly learned to dig clams. Now the Mikmaw
women had difficulty getting clams, for the hogs were on the sands as soon
as the tide ebbed, rooting and gobbling. There was a tragic loss when a hog
attacked and killed a lagging Mikmaw toddler who was trying to imitate the
clam diggers. The child was dead and partially eaten when the others finally
saw.

It took hours, even days, to find many once-common things. But of
uncommon weeds there was no lack—mallows, dock, stinging nettles, sow
thistle, knotgrass and adder’s-tongue, aggressive clovers. Sosep filled his
lobster-claw pipe with dried wild tobacco and spoke out one evening.

“We are sharing our land with the Wenuj and they take more and more.
You see how their beasts destroy our food, how their boats and nets take our
fish. They bring plants that vanquish our plants. Most do not mean to hurt
us, but they are many and we are few. I believe they will become as a great
wave sweeping over us.” His deep voice became charged with intensity, a
conduit of spiritual power. “All these woods once ours,” he said, “and we
went anywhere we wished without hindrance. That time has passed. But |
wish to tell you that if we Mi'kmaw people are to survive we must constantly
hold to the thought of Mikmaw ways in our minds. We will live in two
worlds. We must keep our Mi'kmaw world—where we, the plants, animals
and birds are all persons together who help each other—fresh in our
thoughts and lives. We must renew and revere the vision in our minds so it
can stand against this outside force that encroaches. Otherwise we could not
bear it.”

Noé muttered to Zoé, “Does he mean we must give up metal pots and go
back to boiling food with hot rocks in a hollow wood pot as Loze said they

did in the old days?”



Sosep had not heard this and continued. “If we had not harmed so many
animal beings they would fight with us against the outsiders. Especially the
beaver. But no longer. I know that some of you love the French, and that is
unavoidable lest we die out, but remember that you are Mikmaw,
remember.”

Achille told himself he would live the Mi'kmaw way, imagining all was
well. He would take a wife and he would tell his children that they, too,
must imagine that they lived in a Mi'’kmaw world though it was ceasing to
exist. They must remember how that life had been, not how it now had
become.

But even as old Sosep spoke he knew very well that many Mikmaq
welcomed the ways of the Acadian French—their clothing, their stout boats,
their vegetables and pork roasts, the metal tools, glass ornaments and bolts of
fabric, their intoxicating spirits and bright flags and even their hot bare
bodies, so pale. Already the Mikmaw language was awash in French words
with remnants of Portuguese and Basque from the days of those earlier
European fishermen on their shores. And he himself, as a connection to the
spiritual, as a former sagmaw, saw that the priests had already replaced him
and the wise old men of former times.
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the secret of green leaves

The years went by and the white settlers, many from La Rochelle in France,
doubled and redoubled in number. Familiar with the arts of drainage dike
and ditch, they were demons to reshape the great grassy marshes into farm
fields, and where there was forest they felled the trees. They set their
immovable houses in rows along mud-thick streets where hogs wallowed and
domestic fowl strutted. They encased themselves in thick woolen clothes so
that bodily odors were never wafted away in the wind. The Mikmaq
tolerated and even befriended them, although they did not understand the
newcomers’ zeal for surplus—clams, berries, fish, logs, hay, moose hides—
which they sold or exchanged for more cows and horses, more chickens and
pigs.

The Sels married: Noé to Zephirin Desautels, an Acadian fisherman who
was a cousin of the dead boy who had fathered Auguste; Zoé to Paul, an
older Mi'kmaw man whose left shoulder in childhood had been grievously
hurt by an enraged moose, an injury that damaged his hunting abilities. But
he became a superior eeler and their wikuom was never empty of food.
Achille married a Mi'kmaw beauty named Isobel, already well known for her
strong fingers and skill in making the new kind of basket, not of roots but of
thin cedar and ash splints—always she had a splint, ligpete'gnapi, in her
hand. Elphege had found and courted Delima, the widow of a man killed in
an ambush, and Theotiste at last married Anne-Marie, the woman who had
been his first wife’s friend. They settled into a way of living away from the
white settlers, though more and more men went to cut pine in the winter
camps.

Achille grew proud of his hunting skill and he imagined there was no
beast he could not understand and kill.

“To be sure, on the land,” said Rouge Emil, “but you avoid the creatures
of the sea. You are no fish hunter,” and he laughed.

This remark smarted and Achille kept thinking of the stories of old times,
when the Mikmaq had hunted whales in their bark canoes. Everyone said



canoes were best in rivers and along the seashore; in deep water they could
be dangerous when certain bad fish attacked. Achille did not believe that a
fish could harm a canoe; this was a story to frighten children. He said he
would go far out in the bay and fish alone in a canoe, and twice he did so
and caught cod half his own length each time. He carried a fish spear—in
case of English attackers, he said. But one hour’s experience changed his
opinion of fish.

He persuaded two others, his friends Barth Nocout and Alit Spot, to
paddle their canoes out with him. They could see the people onshore as
small as their little fingers. From the corner of his eye Achille saw something
briefly rise from the water farther out. The fishing was good; they made
jokes. Then his canoe lurched. He peered into the water but could see
nothing. A few moments later Nocout’s canoe rose high out of the water and
they saw the enormous black and white orca that had lifted it up on its back.
The whale sank and Nocout’s canoe tipped and rocked but did not go over.

“Do not paddle!” called Nocout, whose father had told the stories of
dangerous fish. “Take up your spears! When it comes near again strike it
hard.” For long tense minutes they waited and then, ten canoe lengths from
Nocout, they saw a dorsal fin like a monstrous pine stump rise from the
water and slowly sink again. They gripped their spears. Achille saw the
gleaming white oval patch behind the invisible eye as the creature rose below
him. He stabbed the spear with force into the sleek side as it came up. The
animal rolled away and dived at once, wrenching the spear from his hands
and carrying it away. Before the animal disappeared it spoke to Achille in a
familiar voice.

“You are not,” it said in Sosep’s deep voice. Then it was gone.

“It may leave us now,” said Nocout. “I pray there are no others.” They
waited, motionless, terrified. Then Nocout whispered, “Let us paddle to
shore.”

As they paddled, they constantly searched the distant water for the great
fin, the near water for the black and white giant.

“We were protected by spirits,” Nocout said, panting, as they reached the
shallows.

“Did you hear them speak?” asked Achille.

“I felt their presence.”

Nocout and Spot told their story many times that evening and Nocout’s
father shook his head and said that in the old days when Mi'kmaq had to
make sea journeys in frail canoes they would put many leafy branches in the
prow and stern.



“Those evil fish smell the leaves and they think the canoe is a little island
and they are in danger of being stranded on its shore. So they veer away. You
were fortunate there was only one. Had there been a pack they would have
toppled your canoes and thrown you in the water. They have eaten many of
our people. They know the trick of tipping canoes from their way of bumping
ice floes. The seals fall in the water and they are caught. Perhaps they think
men are seals.”

Nocout’s father went to a storage basket where he kept curiosities and
brought out a single tooth the length of a man’s hand. “They have a hundred
such teeth,” he said, passing the heavy ivory around.

Achille saw that he had been a fool. He looked across the fire at Sosep.
He wanted to ask him what the fish meant when it said “You are not” in
Sosep’s voice. Had it truly spoken? What was the meaning of those words?
The old man was staring at him, and as their glances met Sosep raised his
eyebrows. But Achille was unable to find a way to ask.
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roast moose head

Sosep died suddenly after a hard day’s moose hunt. The old man sat by the
fire with a piece of meat in his hand. Achille saw he had fallen asleep. He
could not be roused. Perhaps an easy death for an old man tired from a
successful hunt, enjoying the warmth of a fire and rich moose meat, thought
Achille. But Sosep had long been planning his death song, a great recounting
of his hunting feats, journeys, his children, wonderful things he had seen in
his time as when, during a long battle, an enemy had transformed himself
into a bear. Now he had fallen silently into the world of the departed with no
death song at all.

Achille went down to the sea and looked out. The water was nearly flat, a
dull color under a dull sky. The sky seemed gone, there never had been sky
and Sosep was down there, under the water. A gull floated, quietly asleep.

“Grandfather,” called Achille. “I wish you a good journey under the sea
even though you told me ‘you are not.”” At the sound of his voice the gull
awoke and, after some effort, lifted into the air.

He had thirty-three winters entering his middle years now. Because game
was scarce he was away for many days on each hunt. He had somehow lost
the respect of the animal persons. His wife, Isobel, sighed at his frequent
absences.

“Why can you not work in the forest cutting lo'gs as do others?”

“I cut logs after good hunt if we got plenty food.” His children and wife
wore French clothing as he did, and rumors flew that this time the English
settlers were coming in truly large numbers to seize the land. You are not, he
said to himself. The thought never left his mind.

No one knew if they were at war, or with whom. Bloodthirsty woods
rangers came from Boston in armed ships and killed indiscriminately. The
English dug up their graveyards and threw Mikmaw corpses into fires.



Aloosool, the black measles, killed so many there were few left to bury them
and in one place they had to put the bodies in a pond to keep them from the
whitemen’s devouring hogs.

Although the Mi'kmaq resented their Acadian neighbors” incursions, they
married some of them, taught them their language and beliefs and absorbed
many of their ways, moving ever more deeply into their double lives, the
interior reality warring with the external world in a kind of teetering
madness. For their part, the Acadians, conservative and serious
agriculturists, passionate marsh drainers, wished to be left alone and
resented the priest’s exhortations to take arms against the English. Pere
Creme occasionally thought that a new kind of people, part Mi'kmaq, part
Acadian, seemed to be forming. Then the English king urged volunteer
English on retirement from the army or navy, and colonial New Englanders,
to take up free land in Nova Scotia. Thousands upon thousands came.

Achille, once again beset by the spring urge to travel north, planned a
hunting trip of two or three moons with his oldest son, Kuntaw, named for a
powerful stone with bright copper specks, and his nephew Auguste, light-
eyed and brown-haired like an overseas person, Alman'tiew. Years before,
when Kuntaw had passed three winters and it seemed he would survive,
Achille had made him a tiny bow and miniature blunt-ended arrows.

“Now you shall hunt,” he said.

The child imitated Auguste, who was older and already knew how to kill
birds and frogs. He notched the arrow, drew the little bow and released the
string. The arrow traveled only the length of his shadow. Late in summer he
was successful. At a distance the length of a wikuom pole, a large
arasshopper rested on a stalk of tall grass. Kuntaw, eyes narrowed, aimed and
shot. The grasshopper flailed in midair, fell to the ground and lay on its side,
legs drawn up. Kuntaw picked up his kill and rushed to Achille. He might
have bagged a moose for all the congratulations. The grasshopper was
displayed on a piece of birch bark. They celebrated with a feast and a
grasshopper dance. In this way the family welcomed a new hunter.

Kuntaw reached eleven winters and looked longingly at a certain girl,
Malaan. He wanted to marry but this could not happen until he killed his
first moose. Auguste, who had already killed his moose two winters past,
suggested Kuntaw seek out a giant grasshopper instead. But Achille drew the
boys close and said they would go with him to the land of little sticks in the
far north, the taiga where the black spruce grew, wind-stripped of branches



on their weather side, wind-forced to lean aslant, giving way to the rolling
tundra studded with lakes and boulders, a land of birds that stretched to the
horizon.

“After eight or ten days we will be in a forest of masgwi—birch—and
spruce. Here we stop to hunt and fish, to smoke meat, make our canoe, for
farther north than this place the birch does not grow. When we find good
game country we hunt.”

Each made up his pack of necessary things. Achille brought flint and a
supply of the black fire-starting fungus, but, he said, they would also carry
fire with them. The morning they left he put a hot coal from the home fire in
each of three clay-lined clamshells, tied them tightly closed with strips of
hide.

“We will be able to make a fire quickly,” he said. “Every morning that we
travel we will do this. Each will carry a fresh fire coal. We will hunt with bow
and arrows. Bring your spears. We will not use European firearms. We will
be Mi’kmaw men.”

Jenny, one of Noé&’s daughters, watched all this. One evening in the
wikuom she whispered to a friend. “You know those whiteman pigs get our e’s
—our clams?”

“I do. A big grandmother pig is the leader.”

“Yes. I have a plan.” She reached behind her and took up a skin sack filled
with empty clamshells. She whispered to her friend and the other girl
laughed.

“I will help you,” she said.

They were up before the tide turned. From the banked night fire Jenny
and her friend took hot coals and put them in the clamshells, joined the
halves together with clay so the clams seemed their usual unshucked selves.
They placed the shells temptingly just above the waterline, then sprinkled a
little sand over them. They waited, high up on the shore. A great sow and six
lesser beasts came down to ravage the clams. The first clam was rooted up
and as it fell open the old sow seized the hot coal. The watching girls were
gratified at the terrific squealing and roaring and rolled on the sand in
laughter. The old sow rushed away to the village emitting unearthly squalls.
The other hogs rooted up the rest of the burning clams and in a short while
the Acadian village trembled with porcine uproar. For the women it was a
wonderful day.



The hunting journey began well. Auguste and Kuntaw were excited by the
new territory and the chance for a real hunt as Mi'’kmaw men had made in
the old days. On the third day Auguste shot a swimming beaver, then dived
into the water to retrieve it and his arrow. Before he was back onshore
another beaver came up out of the depths and Kuntaw shot it. Auguste
brought both to land. They ate well that night. Achille had picked willow and
kinnikinnick leaves on the way and tied the stems to his pack basket; as he
walked they cured. At night they smoked their pipes before bed and told
stories.

The new territory refreshed their eyes, everything infused with the spirit
of mntu. They camped beside waters so crowded with hungry lake trout it
was the work of a few breaths to net six. They saw bears at the rotten logs,
noticed the small creatures that made their livings in cavity-riddled snags
and the many owls who lived on this bounty. This was a world Wenuj never
noticed, even when walking through it.

After a rainy night they woke to a spider’s world of spangled webs. Heavy
mist silenced footfalls and the sound of movement through brush. It was a
good morning for hunting and many more good mornings followed. Kuntaw
saw that Achille was very strong in his body and in his understanding of the
unseen forces that bound all into one—animals, spirits, people, fish, trees,
ocean, winter, clouds.

“We got not much food now,” said Achille, sharing out two small
woodcock. “We hunt today, go a little east.” They walked toward the sun all
morning and while resting at noon near a small lake, their prize came to
them. Out of a tangle of small spruce a lustrous black bear ambled onto a
grassy bank. The bear was so fat his belly trembled with each step. Achille
shot first, Kuntaw and Auguste simultaneously, then Achille again. The bear
lay still.

“How we get him back to camp?” said Auguste. “He’s too big.”

“Ho, you will see. Come,” said Achille. “First we gut this bear, leave for
wolves.” They eviscerated the huge animal and Achille dragged it to the edge
of the bank. “Watch. I show you.” Achille took sinew cords he always carried
and bound the bear’s hind feet to the front feet. He jumped down off the
bank, turned his back to the bear, slid his arms into the loops formed by the
bound paws, leaned forward and with a heave and lurch stood almost
upright, the bear like a monstrous knapsack on his back. He alone carried it
to their camp, his feet making deep impressions with every step. After he let
the burden down he made them examine his footprints. “You see how deep
when a man carries a heavy burden? Sometimes that person is carrying
supplies, sometimes fur packs. And sometimes a bear.”



A full moon passed before they neared the end of the birch forest. Here the
hunting party stopped early one evening on the shore of a small lake. Achille
looked about. “The masgwi—white birch—of this forest is good. And 1 see
trees encumbered with knots of the fire-starting tinder. We make two canoes
with this bark,” he said, “even though it is not the correct moon.” Auguste,
who had brought his crooked knife, would fashion the paddles. They made
camp in the dying light. Auguste, who had a way with naming, called it
Canoe-Making Place.

While Auguste resoled his worn moccasins, Kuntaw and Achille set out
for the east end of the lake in the wavering darkness of early morning, frost
crackling beneath their feet. From the distance of an English mile they could
see a moose-shaped dot at the end of the lake. As they came closer Kuntaw
could see it was a young female moose in the shallows; the rising sun caught
the glittering water dripping from her muzzle. They left the shore lest she see
them and backed into the woods, circling closer, each step painfully slow
and carefully placed. Long before they were near, the moose raised her head
and stared in their direction. She had heard them. Kuntaw was shocked by
the acuteness of hearing that let her sense their distant approach. A cloud of
steam swelled into the bitter dawn with each of her exhalations and Achille
thought that these puffs were like the lives of men and animals, brief, then
swallowed up in the air. Kuntaw had no room in his mind for thoughts; he
was so tense his jaw ached. “Wait, now,” whispered Achille. “Let her become
sure there is no one.” After a long time the moose splashed closer to them.
“She will feed along the shore, she will come to you,” signed Achille in
pantomime. Closer she came until they could hear the tearing of the water
plants. When she clambered onto solid ground again Achille motioned and
Kuntaw raised his bow, drew back the string and released it. The moose bled
and fell.

“Now you are a man,” said Achille. “I show you how we get this moose
back to our camp.” He tied his useful sinew cords around its neck, plunged
into the water as did Kuntaw, and together they towed the cow along the
shore.

Auguste said, “We now may call you Moose Killer instead of Grasshopper
Slayer.”

They dragged the heavy animal onto the sloping shore and gutted it.
Kuntaw and Auguste carried the head up to the cooking fire and Achille
followed with the heart, liver, a handful of fat and several choice cuts.



“So,” said Achille, “do you make up the fire now and broil liver slices, and
cook the heart slices in moose fat. And heat many small stones. 1 will
prepare the head for baking.”

They ate the liver slices half-raw. While Achille split the moose skull,
removed the eyes and washed the head in the lake, Kuntaw set a flat rock in
the fire. When the rock was hot he dropped moose fat on it, then laid the
slices of heart in the sizzling grease. Achille half-filled their biggest birch
container with water and dropped hot rocks into it. The water boiled and he
put the moose head in. It was too large and he had to keep turning it end on
end. He kept it boiling for several hours, and while they waited they feasted
on the fine-grained heart meat. After many hours of boiling Achille could
twist the jawbone loose from the steaming head. While he pulled out the
bones Kuntaw and Auguste dug a deep hole and made a strong fire in it.
They continued to eat the heart slices and to throw fuel into the roasting pit
while Achille gathered the herbs he needed. He scooped out half the coals,
wrapped the moose head in cattail leaves, wild onions and other flavorsome
greens, put the head in the pit, raked coals on top, covered all with soil.

As they finished two Cree stepped out of the trees. They said they and
their families had a fishing camp on the far side of the lake. Achille invited
them all to the moose head feast of the next morning.

“l have heard of this food,” said one of the Cree, “but never enjoyed the
taste.”

“In the morning you will have the best food of your lives,” said Achille.

The Cree came in the morning with all their bundles and dried salmon trout,
for they were moving on that day to another good fishing lake. The group
included two passably pretty girls and some small, noisy boys. Achille put the
cooked head on a large slab of birch bark and they all leaned forward to
appreciate the enticing aroma. Kuntaw and Auguste sat beside the Cree
airls, eating. In the following days, as they built their canoes, they fed on
moose and more moose until the Cree returned to their fishing camp.

“Moosehead Lake,” said Auguste.

Achille, Kuntaw and Auguste, laden with smoked moose meat, went on,
hard traveling by labyrinthine waterways interrupted by beaver dams that
forced them to portage packs and canoe overland. The birch became scanty,
submitting to white spruce. And finally even those trees fell away and they
entered the land of little sticks, the meager black spruce and dwarf birch,
and beyond them the endless tundra. They saw a vast expanse filled with



feathery puffs of arctic cotton grass. Auguste called this Walking-in-White-
Things Place. Here, too, was the hairy-stem mastodon flower catching the
low sun so that thousands of plants glowed with unearthly light.

The bird millions that had passed through Mi'kma'ki earlier were in this
north country, every kind of duck and goose, loons, ptarmigan, ravens, owls
and jaegers. Herds of caribou drifted across the tundra. There were broken
eggshells and unripe berries without number; sometimes they saw heavy
grizzly bears in the distance. The expanse of tundra trembled in the
distorting heat waves; in the distance lay great grey rocks, their surfaces
brilliant with orange, black, green and ocher lichens. On many days it was
breathlessly hot, and the biting flies were a savage danger.

“Truly, Father,” said Kuntaw, “this is the country of insatiable biting flies.
No one could live here. Only birds.”

“We are here. We are alive,” said Achille. “But did we not rub ourselves
with grease and ashes we would not last long.” The ground quivered, dark
water welled up around their feet when they stepped on land. Their canoe
angled through the twisting waterways and at every turn they saw strange
new sights. At last early frosts that turned the willow stems red warned them
to turn back. So ended the summer of their great hunting journey, which
would last in their memories as long as they lived, but tinctured with
irremediable rage and grief.

Achille carried a moose quarter for the feast that would mark their return. As
they approached their home place, Achille’s wikuom, they heard a terrific
hubbub of tree chopping and voices calling in a fractured language. And
then they walked into two hundred English settlers cutting trees and
building log houses where Achille’s wikuom had stood. They did not speak
French. Thirty armed English soldiers stood ready. The remnants of Achille’s
wikuom smoked on the ground.

“Where is my wife? My children?” Achille demanded, his eyes swollen
with anger, and the soldiers pointed their guns at him. Six of them rushed
forward and seized the moose meat, hitting and kicking. One fired, and the
ball gouged a furrow in the side of Achille’s head above his ear. More than
pain he felt the heat of his own blood streaming down his neck. As he fell he
saw on the edge of a debris pile that once had been the furnishings of his
wikuom a still-shapely hand and blackened forearm, the skin burned away,
exposing the heat-spasmed muscles. He knew the hand well, for he had
caressed it, many times seen it preparing his food. Isobel. His wife.



Everything in his memory emptied out and refilled with the smell of
burned wikuom bark, scorched bearskin beds, the caressing hand
metamorphosed to charred meat, the corpse-white face of a soldier and his
black oily hair, the groan of a falling spruce and English laughter.

Kuntaw seized his arm, pulling with reckless, frightened strength. “Father,
get up,” he screamed. He, too, had recognized his mother’s severed arm and
hand. “Run! They will kill us.”

Achille knew this was true and he longed for death, but Kuntaw and
Auguste dragged him on and, shot whizzing above their crouching runs, they
arrived at Elphege’s wikuom. And so Elphege learned the English had killed
Achille’s wife and his younger children, their bones incinerated in the
burning wikuom. When Elphege’s wife tried to treat his wound Achille thrust
her away; he preferred the wound. Kuntaw wept while Achille went outside
and reeled up and down, silent but with hard, lurching footfall. Numb and
disconnected, he tried to think of small things such as weather clouds to rid
himself of what he had seen. Useless. The scene burned his mind as though
he still stood before his ruined life. Everything smashed. He went back
inside and sat speechless beside his brother. The day passed and twilight
softened the interior of the wikuom before Achille spoke, his voice rough in
his constricted throat.

“The English have taken my wife, my children,” he said. “There are
hundreds of them and armed soldiers. It is what Sosep foretold.” The
brothers sat in silence. Achille shuddered, his heart and entrails knotted with
pain, spoke in a trembling unnatural voice.

“This place, Mi'kma'ki, is indeed rich and beautiful, and because of its
richness now they will take it, as Sosep told us. I hunt no more. My life here
is finished. I am not. 1 leave this land of our mother. I will go south, do
lumbering in Maine. I will despoil their land.”

“They will not notice. They believe despoiling is the correct way.”

“You are right, but I will do it anyway.”

“Brother,” said Elphege, “we may follow you if more English come.”

“They will come.”

“Father! I am going with you,” said Kuntaw passionately. And Auguste,
outside the wikuom, heard this and called that he, too, would be with them.
But several days passed taken up with funerals, mourning and serious talking
before Achille left, a great scabby welt above his left ear, the ruined ear,
which now heard nothing but a roaring sound. He said Kuntaw and Auguste
would stay with Elphege until he sent word for them to come. He must find
a safe place first. He had to be alone to bury the memory of what had fallen



on him. Elphege would help Kuntaw and Auguste. But no one could help
Achille.
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losing ground

Achille went into the disputed border region between Maine, New
Hampshire and New Brunswick. He found Georges Fraude, a middle-aged
Frenchman with a great bald dome to the apex of his head from which line
of demarcation his hair flared back in thick silver waves.

“I got a woods crew two days south. Pay choppers good wages. I got some
Indans—you all go together down to the camp. Right away.” He snorted and
spat on the ground. “Got to be fast. Everywhere there’s falls there’s a sawmill
nowdays. We'll cut pine all the winter.” He spat again and hitched at his
drooping trousers. “I want men to work the rafts when the ice goes.” Achille
signed up.

Men were chopping pine in hundreds of places. The big softwoods fell.
New seedlings burst up on cutover ground, but now there was a break in the
density of the woodland, and as new trees sprouted, the species succession
shifted a little in each cutover tract. The forest began to alter in small ways.
It still lived but it was not what it had been. Few noticed. The forest was a
grand resource and it was both the enemy and wealth. Achille felt it was the
same with the Mi'kmagq; the white settlers used them and took them down.

Four of them walked to the camp, all Mi'kmaq. There was a little snow on
the ground. As they walked, the kookoogwes called and called—René’s name
for this little owl had been chouette—and the English bent it into saw-whet.
The youngest of them, Perrine, was making his first attempt at a paid job.
He was not more than eighteen winters, thought Achille. Watching over him
was his uncle, Toosh, also from Cape Breton.

They reached Fraude’s camp boss, Alois LaGrange, in late afternoon. The
man was a block of muscle, with a knife-scarred face and whiskers like
pinfeathers. He gave them a sour look, pointed in the direction of the camp.



They found a clearing full of stumps and two rough and windowless
hovels built by the loggers; one had a stick chimney in the roof and a fire pit
in the single room below. Achille put his head inside the door, but the
insufferable whiteman stink made him reel.

“I rather sleep with wolves than whitemen,” said Toosh. They would build
their own wikuom and keep to themselves.

In the greying daylight they quickly cut sapling poles and slabs of spruce
bark, made a large but rough A-frame wikuom some distance from the
reeking hovel of the whitemen. They weighted the slanting sides with poles.
It was shelter. In a few weeks it would be half-covered with insulating snow.

When he saw the new lodging Alois LaGrange said, “Bien! Less trouble
that way, keepin men separate.” He was thinking of the inevitable fights and
lost days of work. “Got two other Indans, Passamaquoddy, in the crew,
better they move in with you.” LaGrange said this would keep all the
chickens in the same coop, so to speak. Achille nodded. At least the
Passamaquoddy were Algonkian relatives of the Mi'kmaq.

There were three groups: Maine men, French-Canadas and Indians. The
Maine men, crouched around their indoor fire pit, put their various fixings in
one gigantic frying pan and, cursing and blowing on their burned fingers, ate
directly out of the hot utensil. The French buried a cast-iron Dutch oven
filled with beans in the hot ashes of the central fire pit to cook overnight.
When they had pork they added it to the beans. These beans smelled very
delicious and when the Maine men could stand it no longer they stole the
cast-iron pot, carried it into the woods and ate the contents. The empty
Dutch oven was found a mile from the camp, near where they were cutting,
and there was a tremendous fight with ax handles, rocks, knives, one man
dead and the iron pot recovered by the supperless French. Most of the
Maine men left the camp the next day. When a new crew came in from
Bangor, they brought a Dutch oven and a bushel of dried beans.

The Indians cooked meat outdoors on the coals on the lee side of their
wikuom, protected from the wind. They had no iron kettle, but the
Passamaquoddy shared two good bark baskets so they could heat water for
spruce tea. The Passamaquoddy had a little bag of China tea but the
Mi'kmaq preferred spruce tips and black birch bark. During the daylight
hours while chopping Achille kept an eye open for game, or even put down
his ax for an hour or two and hunted the ridges. When at last he found a
bear’s den under the snow they spent their free Sunday killing it. The frozen
meat lasted a month, and the pelt went on the wikuom floor, the best place
to sit. None of them had more than a few words of English, but Achille
began to learn the tongue-twisting talk.



He had several axes, including an old one that had belonged to René.
Hard use had worn away much of the cutting-edge metal and the thick
remnant dulled quickly. He wanted an American falling ax with a heavy poll
and, if he had enough money, a good goose-wing hewing ax. He planned to
buy these when Fraude paid him for the winter's work. He thought of René
and his inimitable chopping style. At this moment in among the big pines he
missed him and wished they were cutting together again. Every chopper had
his own way of doing the work, but René had been notable for quick light
strokes with his very sharp ax; he could go on chopping for hours without
tiring. As a boy Achille had found it difficult to chop in rhythm with him.

As spring began its slow crawl up from the south, Georges Fraude arrived on
a heavily breathing horse one morning and said they had to get the logs into
the river immediately. The ice was going, and with one more warm day the
snowmelt freshets would pour into the heavier water. But they still had
hundreds of logs to drag out of the woods.

“Forget them! Roll what we got in the water.” The man’s haste seemed
desperate and Achille remarked on it to the swamper.

Leon LaFleche, one of the French choppers, said, “Did you not know that
we are in the New England colonies and that we have cut their forbidden
mast pines all the winter long?”

“Know nothing that. Thought we was in—what they call it>—Brunsick.”

Leon laughed. “That is why Fraude is in a hurry. The owner of this forest
tract must be sendin his men to seize the logs and Fraude heard of it. The
owners always know where we cuttin and let us do the work. Then they take
the logs the last minute before we get them into the river.”

Getting the logs in the water was the trick. The river flowed north into
New Brunswick, where they would be pulled out by Georges Fraude’s
sawmill men and metamorphosed from the English king's mast pines into
New Brunswick planks. Fraude shouted and ran back and forth, urging the
men to roll the logs faster. But before thirty timbers were in the drink a gang
of woodsmen and Bangor toughs armed with ax handles and chains burst out
of the forest and the fight was on. The militant ox teamster led Fraude’s
troops in joyous resistance; the Maine men enjoyed fights above all else.
They were grossly outnumbered, for the landowner had rounded up scores of
men from the saloons with the promise of pay and an exciting fight. Those of
Fraude’s men who could swim plunged in and made for the far shore.



The logs were captured by the landowner. Fraude paid no one. Most of
the Mikmaq headed north, but Achille, who had meant to go back to
Elphege and fetch Kuntaw and Auguste, could not return empty-handed. He
drifted south looking for work.
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follow me

Elphége, now sixty-six winters, was half-blind but sat outside in fair
weather. The smell of autumn, the tick of waxy leaves hitting one another on
their descent to earth let him remember the fierce colors. The leaves fell, the
first winter winds swept them into hollows, rain and new snow pressed them
flat. Then the woods went silent.

Winters he huddled next to the fire, buried in thoughts of colors and fog,
of hunts and journeys, of the terrible day six years earlier when scorching
tears burned his cheeks as he knelt beside Theotiste’s headless corpse.
Despite his fifty-nine years Theotiste had become a warrior. In August 1749,
when Cornwallis, ignoring Mi'kmaq territorial rights, declared Halifax an
English settlement, Theotiste’s band attacked some English tree-choppers.
He escaped the avenging rangers, but fell the next week to an unknown
assassin, his head a prize to a bounty hunter.

Elphege was now composing his death song. Noé&’s daughter Febe, after
the death of her mother, had moved in to care for him. Sometimes they
guessed at what might have befallen Achille, the youngest brother, who went
to Maine to chop trees years before.

“Kuntaw,” said Febe. “Kuntaw will find him,” for Kuntaw, after much
trouble with his wife, Malaan, left her and their boy, Tonny, and went south
to search.

“If he lives,” said Elphege. “If he lives. Many evils could befall Kuntaw as
he is headstrong.”

“Not so headstrong as Auguste.” Auguste spent much time with the
English; he broke many English laws, drank whiskey, stole, he was
imprisoned and beaten but remained defiant. The English called him a bad
Indian and he took pleasure in the epithet.

“One day they will kill you,” warned Elphege.

“No. I kill them,” said Auguste. It was true that occasionally some villager
was found drowned in the lake behind the town, or washed up on the shore,
the white puckered body lacerated with knife wounds. Children had



wandered into the forest and never emerged, their bones found years later
with great crunched holes in the skulls. No one knew how these things had
happened but Elphege had thoughts he did not wish to explore.

It was amusing to Elphege that with age he was presumed to be a wise
man, even a sagmaw. Many people came to him to ask what they should do
when an English housewife threw scalding water on a Mikmaw child
begging food, or when another asked for magic help. It was a punishment to
see his people half starved, skulking around the English and asking for
employment or food. There were not many Mikmaw people left in the
world, and each of them seemed plagued by sickness, hunger and sadness.
They died easily, for they wished to die.

Years went by and Achille did not go north to his people. He kept to himself.
He had the reputation of a skilled axman. The camp toughs stayed away
from him. He fought with intensity and cold malice, and a man who had
come up behind him in the woods and tried to club him at the base of the
neck was spouting blood from the stump of his forearm—his severed hand
hit the ground before he could strike. Another who crept up in the night
with a firebrand to burn Achille’s wikuom was himself roasted though no one
knew quite how it had happened. The man’s charred body was dumped in
front of the shanty. Newcomers to the logging camp were warned to stay shy
of the killer Indian, the reincarnation of the bloodthirsty savages who had
massacred settlers in earlier times.

Kuntaw heard some of these stories as he made his way from camp to
camp after leaving Malaan and Tonny in Mikmaki. He hired on as a
swamper for Duquet et Fils. It was becoming difficult to find good chances
of pine on fair-size streams, so the swampers worked summers, constructing
dams on the smallest rills. And the forest was dangerous; the fighting,
ambushes and skirmishes continued. Men were in a killing mood.

There were more Indians in the Maine camps, and occasionally he heard
some news of one named Sheely. He thought it might be Achille. This
Sheely was a very good hunter, a good axman. All Kuntaw could find out was
that Sheely was working in York state, cutting pine on the Raquette River.
He made up his mind to go there in spring. It would take two weeks of
walking, he thought. Maybe he would join Achille’s crew. How surprised his
father would be. Maybe they would go to Mi'kma'ki together after they drove
the logs down to Montreal. He would have his wages and they could arrange
passage in a trade canoe until the river forced them to walk.



The spring of 1758 came on uncommonly fast; one day the shrinking
snow was frozen and he could make good time, the next it was mush and
mud. The forest gurgled and slopped. It was slow going and when he
reached the river Frenchmen rolling logs into the black water said Sheely
had gone with the first logs.

“Hey, Indan, you look him Montreal,” they said. “Maybe Nouveau
Brunswick. Maybe Terre-Neuve. Maybe ['enfer.” Suddenly the long chase
seemed foolish. He turned back and headed for Maine. There was still time
to hire on a spring drive. It wasn’t meant for him to find Achille.

A month later he was on the west shore of Penobscot Bay in Catawamkeag,
where crews were loading timber onto ships for export. There were several
shipyards and a straggle of whiteman houses, one great log house and a tiny
settlement of the few surviving Penobscots. He walked along the street
fronting the bay following five or six other lumberjacks headed for the
loggers’ bar where most of the rivermen would drink, wake up the next day
penniless and amnesiac.

Kuntaw felt very well. He was strong, his muscular body hard. He was
relieved to have given up the search for Achille. Maybe someday they would
find each other, but now he would enjoy being alive and vigorous. He strode
along, his eyes flashing left and right as he took in the sights. After six
months in the woods even the poor settlement of Catawamkeag looked like a
city.

“You!” called a strident voice in English. “You there, you Indian!”

He turned and looked behind him. There was a young woman on a brown
horse and she was pointing at him. He guessed correctly that she had only
eighteen winters, a double-handful less than he.

“Come here.” Her voice was firm.

He hesitated, then shrugged and walked toward the horse. It was a
valuable horse, nothing like the big scarred beasts that drew logs to the
landings. He stood a few yards back from the horse and looked at the girl.
She was elegant, wearing a black cloak edged in red. Something about her
dark-ivory face said she was part Indian.

“You like to make some money?” she asked, moving close. She lifted her
head and inhaled his odor of smoke, meat and pine pitch.

He shrugged. “What do?”

“Split wood, of course.” She enunciated very carefully. “You carry an ax.
Do you not know how to split firewood?”



He nodded. “T know.”

“I need you, Indian man. Follow.” Beatrix Duquet turned her horse and
trotted gracefully toward the big house; he had to run to keep up with her.
Watching her long crinkled hair sway, the bright heels of her boots, he felt a
wave of enchantment strike him like warm rain. So, in his thirtieth spring,
began the strangest part of his life as he seemed to stumble out of the
knotted forest and onto a shining path.

Were not René Sel’s children and grandchildren as he had been, like

leaves that fall on moving water, to be carried where the stream takes them?



IV

the severed snake

1756-1766
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a funeral

On the day of old Forgeron’s funeral, unusually warm for mid-November
Boston, the sky was covered with mild cloud. A dozen elderly men sat in the
front pews to remember the surveyor who had made them fortunes with
timberland. At last the three Duke brothers, Jan, Nicolaus and Bernard,
aided by the company bookkeeper, Henk Steen, carried the clear-pine
casket, lacquered and rubbed to a glass-like glare, an elegant burial case for a
man who had spent almost forty years taking the measure of Pinus strobus.
Jan silently willed Bernard not to stumble, not to fall. Outger, the youngest
brother, should have been there but he refused to leave the house on
Penobscot Bay, refused to give up the great table, a single board from the
largest pine Duquet had ever cut. This icon belonged in the company’s
Boston council room.

“I need it for my work,” Outger had said with passion.

“What sort of work would that be?” Bernard had asked of the ceiling; he
thought Outger an imbecile. It was said that Indians visited him often. He
could not be depended on for anything except to receive his annual stipend.
Still, he should have been there.

The sermon had gone on for two hours, but at the graveside things began
to move briskly. A rising wind wrinkled the milky sky. Nicolaus shifted from
foot to foot, his boots gleaming like oiled hooves. All warmth leaked from the
day as the wind hauled to the north. The brothers looked knowingly at each
other. It was the Forgeron weather curse. The sudden chill urged the
minister on. They lowered the coffin into the dark hole, and at last came the
words “rest in peace.”

The brothers and the skeleton-thin Henk Steen, one of the many Dutch
orphan protégés who came to Duke & Sons as apprentices over the years,
walked away from the graveside. In a body the fittest mourners walked to
Nicolaus Duke’s house, treading in the center of the street, where it was
smoothest.



“Do come along, Henk,” Nicolaus said to the bookkeeper, who hovered at
the edge of the crowd. “Join us in farewell to the old fellow.” Nicolaus was
the best diplomat among the brothers and had learned the art of persuasion
from his grandfather Piet Roos, with whom he had made voyages to China
and Japan. Now his dark hair, when not covered with a wig, was ragged grey.
His face and neck had swollen with fat though he still moved easily, unlike
Jan and Bernard.

Deceived by the mild forenoon, none of them was warmly dressed. They
hurried on past a wooded lot, a large garden stiffened by the last week’s
frosts, until they saw the candlelight glowing enticingly in Nicolaus’s front
windows. Through the wavery glass they could see his wife, Mercy; Bernard’s
wife, Birgit; and the Panis slave girls passing to and fro with tureens and
pitchers, for Bernard had brought Panis—Pawnee—Indian slaves down from
Ville-Marie.
