
Sault Ste. Marie (Bawating – The Place of the Rapids):  Is a city in Chippewa County, 

Michigan in the north-eastern end of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, on the Canadian 

border, separated from its twin city of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, by the St. Mary’s River. 

Sault Ste. Marie is an ancient city, occupied by Native Americans for at least five 

hundred years. In 1668, Father Jacques Marquette, having heard of the village, traveled 

there to found a mission. Sault Ste. Marie is the oldest European settlement in the 

Midwest. A fur trading settlement soon grew up at this crossroads on both banks of the 

river, making the area the center of the fur trade route of 3,000 miles (4,800 km) 

extending west from Montreal to the Sault, then to the country north of Lake superior and 

on to the Old Northwest. 

 The settlement was one community until 1817, when a US/UK Joint Boundary 

Commission finalized the border between Michigan Territory, USA and the British 

Province of Upper Canada. Karl S. Hele
1
 outlines the demographic sources for the Sault 

Metis community: “The initial Metis settlement can be traced to Jean Baptiste Cadotte 

and a handful of other men and their Native wives who settled in the Sault during the 

eighteenth century. Most of these men who settled in the region had either been 

employed by French traders or the North West Company. The second source of Metis 

settlement originated from the 1821 amalgamation of the Hudson’s Bay Company and 

the North West Company. The emerging racism in the new company resulted in the firing 

of many Metis employees, some of whom settled in Sault Ste. Marie. The third source of 

Metis settlement consisted of independent traders and their families who settled there in 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.” 

 The Metis used the typical river-front lot system of landholding with plots 

extending inland. A map of 1855 shows this distinctive pattern. Most of these lands had 

been “granted” to the Metis by their Indian relatives. Near the HBC property on the north 

shore, the Metis village established in 1843 was known as “Frenchtown.” Other Metis 

settlements existed nearby on Sugar and Drummond Islands. 

 

 
Compiled by Lawrence Barkwell 

Coordinator of Metis Heritage and History Research 

Louis Riel Institute 

 

  

 

                                                 
1
 Karl S. Hele, “Manipulating Identity: The Sault Borderlands Metis and Colonial Intervention.”  In Ute 

Lischke and David McNab (Eds.) The Long Journey of a Forgotten People: Metis Identities and Family 

Histories. Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2007:  163-196. 

 


