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Note on Spellings of Lisette’s
Names

The death certificate of “Lizzette
Harmon” was discovered in 1998 in the
Montréal public archives and is
previously unpublished. It contradicts
most secondary scholarship on the spelling
of Lisette’s first name, and the surname is
doubtful. “Lisette” is the French spelling
of this nickname for Elizabeth, and her
father’s name is given as Paul Duval or
Paul Laval in various sources, none
primary. There is no evidence she ever
used the surname Harmon, which would
presumably have been given at her death.
| began to refer to her as “Lisette Duval”
in 1988, after her mention in Sylvia van
Kirk’s book Many Tender Ties. | have
so far retained this spelling as that found
in most secondary sources and the name
by which my roleplay of this
extraordinary woman has become
known.

Crosscurrents ® Lynn E. Noel
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Lisette’s Journey

Lynn E. Noel June 2000
Lisette Duval (Laval) Harmon
1791-1862
“...my cherished companion and the mother of my children”
--Daniel Harmon
Elizabeth Laval, or Duval, was the Métis
“daughter of a French-Canadian voyageur and a
woman of the Snare people, whose country lies
along the Rocky Mountain.” She was born circa
1791 in the western Canadian Rockies. At the
age of 14, Lisette was given as a “country wife”
or femme du pays to Daniel Harmon a la fagon
du pays (in the custom of the country, or in
common law) at South Branch Fort,
Saskatchewan, on October 10, 1805. She ) ] )
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traveled to the prairies and British Columbia for
a decade with Daniel, and returned from Fraser
Lake, BC to Vermont with him and their two
surviving daughters in the spring of 1819.

Lisette and Daniel were formally married in the
church of NorthWest Company headquarters at
Fort William on August 19, 1819. Her son
John was born on August 24, and the family
departed for Montréal two days later. They
arrived in Vergennes, Vermont, on September
11, having made a canoe trip of some four
thousand miles in eleven weeks with three small
children including a newborn. Lisette eventually
bore fourteen children, ten surviving infancy;
she buried all but two, as well as her husband.
She died at Sault-au-Recollet, Montréal,
February 14, 1862 aged 70, and is buried in Lot
G-11 of Mount Royal Cemetery.

Cover image: Lisette’s Shot Bag

From the collection of the Bennington Museum, VT
Figure 51. PA-TUS-SE-NON (SHOT BAG), 1810
Lizette Harmon, Cree Indian, 1790-1862

Porcupine quills, red floss, beads, leather

H:11in. W: 7 in. « Gift of Mrs. Nelson Bradley Carter

“...This shot bag was made by Lizette for her husband
and was decorated with naturally-dyed porcupine quills.
Although shot bags do survive, few can be found with
leather in such fine condition, with such vibrant colors
still evident, or with such strong documentation and
history.” --R.L.

Daniel Williams Harmon 1778-1843

Daniel Williams Harmon was born in
Bennington, Vermont (then part of New York)
on February 19, 1778. The fourth son of a
tavernkeeper who had fought on the American
side in the Battle of Bennington, Daniel joined
the North West Company in the spring of 1800
at the tender age of 22.

After a nineteen-year career as a clerk and
company factor in the Canadian northwest,
Daniel retired from the NWC in 1819 and
returned to his native Vermont. The event that
has perhaps most distinguished this otherwise
typical fur trader’s career was his decision to
bring with him his mixed-blood wife and
children.

With his brothers Argalus and Calvin, Daniel
founded the town of Harmonville, later
Coventry, Vermont, in 1824, where he kept a
trading post and sawmill on the Black River.
The family returned to Montréal in the spring
of 1843, where Daniel died weeks after the
move in March, aged 65. No formal record of
his death is known, though he is presumed
buried in Montréal. The Harmon family
monument in Mount Royal Cemetery is near
the grave of his contemporary, the famous
Canadian cartographer David Thompson.
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Sixteen Years in the Indian Country

Daniel Williams Harmon was a moral man
whose passions were conversation, religion, and
family. He was intense but not an intellectual,
intelligent but not educated. Though one of his
brothers went to Dartmouth, Daniel was cut
from rougher cloth. The Reverend Daniel
Haskell, editor of Daniel’s journal, bemoans the
fur trader’s lack of a classical education as it
shows through in his rough writing style.
Nicknamed “the priest” by his Canadian
companions, Daniel was passionately spiritual,
intensely reserved, and extremely hard on
himself. Each birthday in his journal finds him
condemning his life of “folly and sin,” though
apart from one or two occasions where he
admits to being “three sheets to the wind,” it is
hard to find evidence of his transgressions. He
was serious, earnest and responsible, and
inclined to be dry, especially without the society
he craved. This was the society of close friends
and their books, and his journal constantly
laments the lack of good conversation especially
about religion. He missed his family intensely,
and yearned for their letters; we can only regret
that none of his survived.

In 1800, Daniel’s first assignment was as a clerk
on the “voyageur’s highway” from Montreéal to
Grand Portage, and thence to Fort Alexandria,
Saskatchewan. He worked a total of five years in
the Swan River Department, as central
Saskatchewan was then known, with sojourns
(assignments, or tours of duty) at Fort
Alexandria, Bird Mountain, and Lac la Péche.

From 1805 to 1807, Daniel worked on the
Saskatchewan River at New Fort, South Branch
House, and Cumberland House. On October
10, 1805, he was introduced to the young
woman who would become his wife. At the
tender age of 14, Lisette was, according to
Daniel’s journal, “a fair Partner of a mild
disposition and even-tempered.” Nothing is
known of her origin or that of her tribe, and she
was long thought to be a Snake Indian from the
Kootenays. “Snare” has long been considered a
misspelling in Harmon’s original journal; recent

scholars have speculated that the “Snare” people
do exist, and are now the Secwepemec band of
the North Thompson River, BC, but in 1997,
Secwepemec band leaders were unable to
confirm this.

“This day a Canadians daughter (A Girl of about fourteen
years of age) was offered me, and after mature consideration
concerning the step | ought to take | finally concluded it
would be best to accept of her, as it is customary for all the
Gentlemen who come in this Country to remain any length
of time to have a fair Partner, with whom they can pass
away their time at least more sociably if not agreeably than to
live a lonely, solitary life, as they must do if single.

In case we can live in harmony together, my intentions now
are to keep her as long as | remain in this uncivilized part of
the world, but when | return to my native land shall
endeavour to place her into the hands of some good honest
Man, with whom she can pass the remainder of her Days in
this Country much more agreeably, than it would be possible
for her to do, were she to be taken down into the civilized
world, where she would be a stranger to the people, their
manners, customs & Language. Her mother is of the Tribe of
the Snare Indians, whose country lies about the Rocky
Mountain. The Girl is said to be of a mild disposition &
even tempered, which are qualities very necessary to make an
agreeable Woman and an effectionate (sic) Partner.”

In 1807 and 1808, Daniel and Lisette worked
in the Nipigon District, from Fort William to
Sturgeon Lake and Dunvegan forts. Their first
son George was born at Sturgeon Lake on
December 4, 1807; his parents would enjoy him
for a mere four years. The family was posted to
the Athabasca District in 1808, traveling from
Dunvegan to Stuarts Lake until 1810. Twin
sons were born prematurely on February 15,
1810; they lived only a few days, dying on
February 22 and 24. Two more infants died
during this period, unmentioned in the journal;
we know of their existence only because records
show Lisette as having borne a total of fourteen
children.
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Rocky Mountain District

A great remove to New Caledonia in 1810 took
the Harmons into the Rocky Mountain region
for a decade. Three sojourns at Stuarts Lake led
to Daniel’s posting as factor at a new fort at
Fraser’s Lake, British Columbia, just across the
continental divide. Fraser Lake fort was founded
by Daniel’s fellow Bennington native Simon
Fraser , the North West Company adventurer
famed for his discovery and descent of the
Fraser River to Vancouver.

One of Fraser’s companions, J.N. Quesnel
(founder of Quesnel, BC), offered to take young
George Harmon back to his Vermont relatives
to attend school. This was the custom of the
country during the fur trade era; the daughters
were reared as natives with their mothers, while
the sons were sent to white schools and families
to be groomed for futures in the fur trade.

“No consideration could induce me to send him down,
especially while he is so young, excepting the thought that he
will soon be under the fostering care of my kind relations,
who will be able to educate him much better than it would
be possible for me to do in this savage country. As | do that
which I apprehend will be or the benefit of my little son, so |
earnestly pray that God will generously protect him in his
absence from me.”

Four-year-old George bid farewell to his parents
on April 22, 1811 and embarked on his cross-
continental canoe trip. It would take four more
years for the letter to reach Daniel that
informed him that while George had made the
epic journey safely, the eldest Harmon son had
died of scarlet fever in Vergennes, Vermont, on
March 18, 1813.

Three days after George’s departure, Mary
Patience (known as Polly) Harmon was born on
April 25, 1811. Polly would become very
important to her father, who taught her to read
in English (though “with their mother | more
regularly employ the French”), and was the only
one of the Harmon children old enough to
remember their years in the Indian Country
after their return to Vermont.

Sarah (Sally) was born at Fraser Lake on
February 10, 1817, the last of the Harmon

children (save John) to be born in the
Northwest.

Daniel’s Decision

Friday, August 4, 1815 is a turning point in
Daniel Harmon'’s journal. Devastated by news
of his son George’s death, Daniel turned inward
in a profound spiritual crisis that would change
his life and lead him to end his North West
Company career. For the next three years,
Daniel struggled with intense grief for the loss
not only of his son, but his father and several of
his brothers back in Vermont. And his grief was
not his alone, for he had had to break the news
to Lisette.

“Her distress at receiving this intelligence was greater, if
possible, than my own. | endeavoured, by some introductory
remarks on the uncertainty of earthly things, to prepare her
mind for the disclosure which | was about to make. Her fears
were alarmed by these remarks, and she probably discovered
in my countenance something to confirm them. When |
informed her that our beloved son was dead, she looked at me
with a wild stare of agony and immediately threw herself on
the bed, where she continued in a state of delirium during
the succeeding night.”

This period was also a turning point in the
Company’s fortunes. Beaver exports had been
declining steadily: trapped out, said some, and
starved, said others. The War of 1812 had left
the Americans a major force in the fur trade,
leading the Hudson Bay Company to take over
the North West Company in a bid to keep
Canadian trade routes out of American hands.
Next, the Red River Affair discredited both the
Company and its leader Simon Fraser when
Scottish settlers attacked and burned the trading
post for its close relations with natives and
Métis. Trade was giving way to settlement,
white women were pushing westward, and
formal church marriages were displacing the
more casual liaisons “in the custom of the
country.” It was the end of an era. Heartsick
and homesick, Daniel’s thoughts turned to
home.
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If She Should Wish It

On February 28, 1819, Daniel wrote in his
journal of his decision to return to Vermont.
Faced with the choice made by so many men of
his era, he could not follow through on his
original intention:

“to place her into the hands of some good honest Man, with
whom she can pass the remainder of her Days in this Country
much more agreeably, than it would be possible for her to do,
were she to be taken down into the civilized world, where she
would be a stranger to the people, their manners, customs &
Language.”

It was her choice to make, and they would face
the strangers together as man and wife.

“...1 design to make her regularly my wife by a formal
marriage...Having lived with this woman as my wife...and
having children by her, | consider that | am under a moral
obligation not to dissolve the connexion, if she is willing to
continue it. The union which has been formed between us, in
the providence of God, has not only been cemented by a long
and mutual performance of kind offices, but also by a more
sacred consideration...

“We have wept together over the departure of several
children, and especially over the death of our beloved son
George. We have children still living who are equally dear to
both of us. How could | spend my days in the civilized world
and leave my beloved children in the wilderness? How could
| tear them from a mother’s love and leave her to mourn over

their absence to the day of her death? How could I think of
her in such circumstances without anguish?

Lisette and Daniel achieved Harmon'’s stated
ideal of a relationship (1800), to “live in
harmony together.” Their partnership was
lifelong, devoted, and based on mutual respect.
Their relationship was a practice of cross-
cultural exchange. Each gained entry into the
other’s milieu, as well as a dynastic union which
satisfied both Harmon’s deep need for family
connection, and the custom (which he often
observed among Indian women) of cheerfully
choosing large families. Harmon wrote “I
cannot conceive it right for a man and woman
to cohabit when they do not agree,” and clearly
they did agree. Lisette was evidently “willing to
continue the connexion,” for his lifetime and for
the remaining 29 years of hers.

The Vermont Years

“I have at length arrived at headquarters. In coming from
New Caledonia to this place, which is a distance of at least
three thousand miles, nothing uncommon has occurred.”

Nothing uncommon indeed, in making a
transcontinental wilderness journey with a nine-
months’ pregnant woman and two small
children. Nothing uncommon, in a marriage
performed two days before a birth. After the free
and easy days of the fur trade, what would soon
seem uncommon to the Harmons was the life
ahead of them.

Lisette was twenty-eight when she arrived in
whitewashed Yankee Vermont. Half her life had
been spent with Daniel, who was as much father
as husband to her. She would spend the next
twenty-four years in the young United States,
raising ten children often alone, when Daniel
took short assignments with the NorthWest
Company.

Daniel’s brothers Argalus and Calvin Harmon
were comfortable Vergennes farmers turned

land speculators. In 1820, they purchased a
remote township in Vermont’s Northeast
Kingdom, a burgeoning wilderness of some 300
families. An experienced trader with some
capital on hand, such as retirement pay from the
NWC, was just the thing to grow the town.

Daniel soon found himself developing the first
sawmill for Harmonville, later renamed
Coventry. The mill on the Black River swiftly
turned forests into farmland and timber into
lumber, and the Harmon brothers were ardent
in their land clearing efforts. Deacons of the
church, they also took a dim view of drinking.

“Harmon, being much opposed to the use of alcohol and
having given the land for the town common, set the penalty
for drunkenness at the clearing of one stump from the
common. This proved to be more effective at clearing land
than at preventing drunkenness. Thereafter, one pint of rum
was justly considered the fair price of pulling out one stump.”
(Vermont Historical Gazetteer)

Little is known of the Harmons’ Vermont years,
as the Coventry records perished in a fire in the
mid-1960s. A contemporary journal, since lost,
apparently makes some reference to the death of
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“the widow Harmon,” indicating that Daniel’s
mother Lucretia lived with her sons after their
father’s death. Daniel eventually built a frame
house for the growing family, as Lisette bore six
more children in Coventry. Almira Amelia was
born May 16, 1821; Henry Norman on March
13, 1825; Frederick Mortimer on January 4,
1828; Stephen on July 28, 1831; Susan
Elizabeth on March 29, 1833; and Abby Maria
on July 27, 1838.

In 1843, the Harmon family moved again,
returning to Montréal. Recent research in
Montréal and New Hampshire archives has
unearthed a surprising reason for the move,
which has long been inexplicable to Harmon
scholars.

The Harmons’ eldest daughter Polly had
married a blacksmith from East Haverhill, NH
by the name of Calvin Ladd. It seems that in
1842, Calvin Ladd purchased land on the island
of Montréal from a well-known Montréal
merchant Pascal Persillier. His son, Pascal
Persillier-Lachapelle, had long feared that
British merchants were overpowering (French)
Canadian commerce. In 1837, Persillier had
proposed a motion in the Saint Lawrence
Patriots assembly to “liberalize commercial
exchange” with the United States so that
together they might “seize the economic and
political jugular” of Great Britain. With his
father, Persillier was elected a permanent
member of the Patriot committee of Montréal.

Who better for the Montréalers to recruit for
their patriotic purposes than the merchant son-
in-law of a prominent NorthWest Company
trader, whose wife was bilingual in French?
Calvin Ladd had worked at the Fairbanks Scale
Company in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, and was
aware of the potential of the growing Industrial
Revolution. While there is no direct evidence
linking these events to the Harmon’s move, it is
certain that the Daniel Harmon family departed
Coventry in the late winter of 1843 for Sault-
au-Recollet, Quebec on the Riviere Des Prairies
on I'lle de Montréal (incorporated into the City
in 1906).

The move was to be the death of Daniel. There
is a record of an erysipelas (swine fever)
epidemic in Coventry that winter, and its
symptoms can mimic those of scarlet fever in
humans. Frederick Mortimer, aged 15, was the
first to die in March of 1843, perhaps weakened
by a long winter journey on the frozen rivers
that made travel more possible in the era before
roads. Daniel also died in March, barely 65
years old; on May 26 he was followed by
daughter Sally, now 26.

Polly was now the only one left who
remembered Lisette’s homeland. Her husband
Calvin sued on Lisette’s behalf for custody of
Daniel’s estate and the remaining children, and
family records from this point bear the name of
Ladd. Harmon descendant Joseph Betz notes
that on the 22nd of February, 1861, Calvin
Ladd’s foundry and machine shops were
destroyed by fire, and he sold out what property
remained at Sault-au-Recollet and returned to
the States. He accepted a position in the chief
engineer's office at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.
Polly died September 27, 1861 in Montreal,
and Calvin married Charlotte E. Welsh on
November 10, 1864 in Brooklyn, NY.

Lisette lived on in Montréal until February 14,
1862, the age of 72, when she was buried in
Mount Royal Cemetery. Her life began in the
year of the division of Upper and Lower Canada
(b. 1791), and spanned the continent and the
century to end on the eve of the American Civil
War (d. 1862) and Canadian Confederation
(1867). Her youngest daughter Abby Maria
(who died a suicide by drowning in Ottawa) was
buried in her mother’s grave. The stone to both
Harmons in Mount Royal Cemetery was
probably a gift of Abby Maria’s friends.

A Legacy of Endurance

Lisette was a woman of endurance. She made an
epic transcontinental journey while pregnant
and nursing a newborn, as well as caring for two
young daughters throughout the canoe trip. She
bore fourteen children, ten surviving infancy,
and outlived all but one. She was a devoted and
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beloved mother, and a “fair partner” all her
days.

Lisette’s patient, listening ear and keen eye for
detail live on in her work. Harmon'’s journal,
edited by the Rev. Daniel Haskell, includes a
Cree dictionary that was made correct “by
making the nice distinctions in the sound of the
words, as derived from her repeated
pronunciation of them.”

Lisette’s one surviving artifact is a quillworked
leather shot bag in the Bennington Museum,
acclaimed by art historians and anthropologists
as one of the finest surviving examples of its
genre. The stitches are tiny and close-set, the
vegetable dyes rich and bright, the leather fine
and supple, and the design exquisite. One can
only imagine how many long summer days on
canoe trips, and harsh winter nights from the
Rockies to Vermont and Montréal, found her
sewing by the fire, attentive to her task.

Spirit of the Voyageur

The voyageurs are the heroes of their own tales.
The short, stocky, tireless men are famous as the
cowboys of the canoe country. According to
legend, they have six wives and five running
dogs, they can carry hundreds of pounds at a
dogtrot, and they paddle three-ton canoes
upstream. They can eat their weight in
pemmican and drink a canoeful of rum apiece.
Naturally, their exploits are larger than life.
They are as large as their land.

Like other women of her era, Lisette is barely
visible in “historic” accounts. Harmon’s journal
mentions her four times in sixteen years, and
never by name. However, he writes in his
appendix that it is a mark of respect among the
Cree not to speak the name of a person under
discussion, but to refer to them indirectly.

In the world of a man whose highest devotion
was to family and community, there can be no
higher state than the one Daniel accorded
Lisette. She was “my cherished companion and
the mother of my children.” Yet beyond her role
as wife and mother, Lisette’s story brings to life
a less stereotyped and much richer account of

the multicultural height of fur trade society, at a
time when most of the boundaries of North
America were still being drawn. Lisette Duval
was a real voyageur.

The voyageur symbolizes Canada and rivers
with adventure, travel, exploration and
discovery. Lisette’s life spanned the continent
from the Kootenays to Quebec. The rivers of
the voyageur know no boundaries, and her
journeys crossed the boundary waters again and
again; her parentage, her marriage, and her
family crossed boundaries of language, race and
politics. The voyageur’s symbol is the canoe,
and like her craft, Lisette was born from native
roots and raised to European commerce.

Voyageurs embody independence, and trade.
Women of New France kept their names,
owned property, and traded vigorously as North
America’s first businesswomen. Many a
“Madame la Bourgeoise” interpreted, traded
and managed her husband’s accounts at the post
during his extended field trips.

Voyageurs traded in needles, beads, pots and
cloth used by native women, and like so many
country wives, Lisette was skilled in the
preparation of food, clothing and shelter that
made liaisons with native women “the custom
of the country.” As the Métis children of native
women and white trappers and traders, these
women and thousands like them were literally
daughters of the country: les femmes du pays.

Daughters of the Country

If we “unpack” the image of the voyageur into
its essential qualities, we can find women to
match virtually every criterion of the definition.
In the sheer strength category, the Chipwyan
women of Alexander Henry’s journals could
pull a loaded York boat of furs on rollers. For
endurance, we have Métis hero Louis Riel’s
grandmother, Marie-Anne Lajimodiere, who
was thrown and dragged from her horse in her
ninth month, and gave birth safely the next day.
Lisette herself may be the record-holder for
distance at speed: four thousand miles in eleven
weeks.
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Experienced voyageurs became guides, sharing
their extensive knowledge of the canoe country.
The Chipwyan Thanadelthur and the Shoshone
Sacajawea, both “country wives” of fur traders,
have entered the historical record as “guide and
interpreter,” as did many nameless women
along the routes. David Thompson’s Métis wife
Charlotte, and their children, traveled with him
on his famous mapping expeditions to the
Rockies.

Were women restricted to “blue-collar”
positions in the fur trade? Hardly. The Grignon
sisters of Wisconsin had become two of the
largest landowners in Green Bay by the 1840s.
Juliette Kinzie, wife of an Indian agent, had the
wherewithal to bring her piano with her in the
canoe to Portage, Wisconsin. Arguably the most
famous woman of the fur trade, Frances Anne
Hopkins, was the bourgeoise wife of Governor
Simpson, giving her name to Fort Frances,
Ontario.

Madeleine LaFramboise of Mackinac spoke six
languages and, when widowed, took over her
husband’s business so successfully that John
Jacob Astor made her one of his agents. (Mme.
La Framboise also had at least three husbands,
giving her a running in the six-wives category,
though there is no mention of running dogs.)

Native and Métis women were cultural
voyageurs into the advancing European societies
through their relationships with traders, their
community and the land. And the enduring
values of the voyageur’s strong esprit de corps
blend a respectful love of wilderness and
freedom with the camaraderie of campfire, song,
and paddle.

Walking In Her Moccasins

Any modern canoeist longs for the era of the
voyageurs. The landscape itself evokes them.
When the mist rises on Saganaga Lake, you can
almost see the stern of the great canoes
vanishing ahead of you in the fog. In the silent
dip of the paddle, there is an echo of the rhythm
of a song long vanished, yet recognizable as a
heartbeat. In the call of wolf and loon, you
know you can hear the voyageurs singing.

We all talk to the past. Women who value the
voyageur mystique have a particular and dual
challenge in seeking to reenact it. Modern,
culturally European “woodswomen” identify
with both halves of the fur trade split: we are
white like the men and women like the natives.
When we succeed in achieving this dual vision,
it pops the fur trade into stereo.

The story of Daniel and Lisette Harmon has a
unique ability to fuse the dualities that have
been used for so long to define not only the fur
trade era, but North American history itself.
Strong, adventurous women long to put
ourselves in the picture, to feel personally
connected to a history in which we have long
been taught we are invisible—or identified as
male. When both men and women can identify
with both Lewis and Clark and with Sacajawea,
with both Lisette and Daniel Harmon, we will
have gained new dimensions to the history of
our continent and our place upon it.

We choose living history as a means to walk a
mile in another’s moccasins. | began Lisette’s
journey in 1988 with a passion for paddling and
singing, those twin loves of the voyageur. Lisette
has since given me a second language, a second
country, three national awards, a major book
and a CD, a passport to the past, insight into
those not of my race or gender, and an enduring
fascination with our great continent and its
history of adventurous women. Lisette Duval
has become my hero, and | am proud to walk in
her moccasins.
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Opening of “The Canoe in Canadian Culture”
exhibit, McMichael Art Gallery, ONT

Canadian Studies conference, Plymouth State
University, NH

Barre Elementary School, Barre, VT*

Rumney Elementary School, Rumney, VT*
Cavendish Historical Society, Cavendish, VT*
Interpretation Canada National Conference, SAS
Ryegate Historical Society, Ryegate, VT*
Cambridge, VT Arts Council*

Orleans County Historical Society, Coventry, VT*
Bennington Retired Teachers’ Association, VT*

National Conference, Association of Living History
Farm and Agricultural Museums, CT

Baldwin Library, Wells River, VT*
Bennington Historical Society, Bennington, VT*
* sponsored by Vermont Humanities Council
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