Montagnais Indians on Their First
Encounter with the French, Early 1500s

(HE MONTAGNAIS LIVED NORTH OF THE ST. LAWRENCE RIVER, on Canada’s At-

lantic coast. They met Jacques Cartier on his first voyage, in August 1534, as
he was heading for home. This is an account of their first meeting with the
French, probably French fishermen who came even earlier than Cartier. It was
written dowr in 1633 by a French missionary who got it from a Montagnais man
whose grandmother had told it to him.

Pierre Pastedechouan reported to us that his grandmother took pleasure de-
scribing the Indians’ astonishment when they saw the first French ship arrive.
They thought it must be a moving island. They didn’t know what to make of
the big sails that made it move. Their surprise redoubled when they saw all the
men on deck. The women started getting the houses ready, which is what they
customarily do when new guests arrive, and four Indian canoes risked going
out to meet the ship. They invited the Frenchmen to come to the cabins they
had prepared for them, but they could not understand each other. The
Frenchmen gave them a barrel of hardtack, but when they took it home and
tried it, they didn’t like it and threw it into the water.

In other words, theirs was the same astonishment that the king of Calcutta
had felt before that when he saw the first European ships approach his shores.
He sent messengers to find out who these people were whom the large wood
house had brought, and the messengers reported to their master that the peo-
ple were amazing, frightful men who dressed in iron, ate bones, and drank
blood. (They had seen them wearing their cuirasses,! eating hardtack, and
drinking wine.)




68 Section 11

Our Indians said that the French drank blood and ate wood, also referring
to wine and hardtack. Since they couldn’t understand what nation the French
came from, they gave them a name which has referred to the French ever
since: Ouemichtigouchiou, that is, a man who works with wood, or one who is
in a canoe or boat made of wood. They saw that our ship was made of wood,
whereas their little canoes are only made of bark.
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