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Jean Gingras in the nort st 

s tho history of Fort Okano~an a .brace t life of Jean Gingras 
for ost of his yea.rs in tho CI?lf loy of tho f dson •s Com,_:.any, 
one ust o l so othing of the Fort to unders d the conditions 
awaiting a young French Canadian lately como fro ebec. Gcvem-
or George S )SOn of the Czy )any, writing in 1828, called him 
"a handy an- ore inte <·ted for the service in the absence 

. than bof ore hi superior ' . If this o lique praise eant t t 
Gingras a.p d ambitious to bee the s r of a ost, one 
is loa"'od to learn that he rm. mrded so ten years later. 

Fort 01 ogan had been tily put by the Pacific Fur COJ!1i.any 
in 18ll near the junction of tho Ol·anoga.n th tho Columbia. It 
ias taken over by the Uorth est Fur Co any t 'lo years later 

on tho dthdrawa.1. of the former. e Stuart party had only 
one building en they set up for business there, but added oth­
ers f time to t:lna during the five years at the site. :iJ.liam 
C, l"O'\m, ting in 19141 stated t t "Several large and dis-
tinct depressions till exist on the site of t ori inal Astor 
post, showing vJhere e old cellarS wore; and ~Y fra nts or 

"onry a.re scattered a out, t no11e of it in lace. " 

In 1816 the t s rebuilt a out a e to the utheast on 
tho ban s of the Colu ia. ss Cox, o ha oharge of the ,re­
bu:iJ.ding, descri ed the ~r thus: 

"By' the month 0£ September had erected n no house 
for tho rson in charge, containing four excollont 
rooms and a large dining hall, two good houses for the 
men, d a aoious torohou for the l!lerchandise and 
furs, to which s attached a sho for trading ·th t 
natives. The hole surrounded by strong yalisa.des 
fifteen feet high and n d · t vro astions. ~h 
a tion had in it lo r tory a. light bras four-nound-

er, and tho loo holes vrore left o en for the use 
of sketry." 

In 1821, upon the tion of the llorth West and t,he fhJ.dson 1s 
~ Co·• anies, Fort Ol«l!loga.n bee the cond in a north-south 
cha.in of forts t en the Gasca and tho Rocky ounta.ins. 

lcm it s Fort Jez erce ( alla ilia) on t Columbia, 
a ove t Forts Tho:n son ( am.loo ), Alexandria, Geor e, and 
St. J s n the Fra r , As a fur ~ost, Okanogan s nover 
very important, being in a barren region, but it a strategic 
linl batmen the tw river ystems . Goods could t ans4 ... orted 
thus f Ui: tho Columbia, but h ro t e river gins a wide awing 



oast ard, '1hile the fur trade 1 to the north. At Okanogan 
goods bad to be transferred to horses for the hard trail over 
the mountains and down into the Fraser basin, and thence north-

rd to oops on Thompson 's River. 

A crva.nt tho had gained experience in one art of the country 
s seldom transferred to another area, for the region s vast 

and varied and each route required its o sot of skills. '1'be 
available rooords seem to show that Jean Gingras spent some 
t nty yoars in the oop Okanogan sector. tho time of 
Governor S:i1:uson ' s visit to the oat in 1828, Gingras, ed I ~ J.. ~ 
t\70nty-six, had a native wife and a young-aiughtor, vmosc name 
is not know to us. The dfe, later christened Charlotte but 
also kno m as Louise, a native of the region. The Salishan 

ople, of hich the Okanogan tribe is a branch,. occupied most 
of northam ashington and southern itish Oolumb.ia;they re 
horoo Indians of oonside ble pride and manual ingenuity. 

The annual round of life led by the servants on the oops­
Okanogan run oan best be told as Joseph Lafl.eur, ho father 
Joachim en a cm anion of Jean Gtilgras, recalled it in 
hi old age. 

"I came do £ran Komloops lvith a big ack train once 
'lhon m:r father :m. in charge. father almost al ~s 
took 1 t ho famil.y when ha went to oops, and some-
times we stayed at oops veral years at a ti.ma. 
Those big pack trains that carried the furs dorm in sum-

r and carried the goods in the £all travelled about 
fifteen miJ.es a day. n left Okanogan the train 
usually got a late tart and did not go far the first 
day, probably aoout ix or seven miles ove tho outh 
of the river. The next night Wl3 usually got to re 
Salmon Creek comes into the Okanogan. The Indiens called 
that v e Con-con-ulps; tho second night after that 

v11e would get probably to na )arte Creek and the next 
night to Osoyoos Lake. om there Tie h~pt on u the 
Okanogan valley ast tho lakes to Penticton and around 
the east si of Okanogan ko, and on through to 
l oo,Js . en the Hudson's peoplo used to come into 
Okanogan from ot er places, there l7ero often many Oi.Jle 
there . " 

The o s brigade might number vcral hundred horses . A 
similar brigade from Fort okane aTiay to the east 1rould meet 
them thero to re .. ack t furs into oats for the rost of the 
journey. While itine for t second brigade, the first oo 
monly hold a regale of uch hilarity-drinking, gambling, feast-
ing, horse racing and ing-that the fulfillment of a 



yoar •s ho;; e , long re_ embe d. The drivers then became boatmen, 
leaving the rn hor s to recoup on the r.i.de bunohgrass plains 
back of the fort or across the river. · 

A post that s moro depot than trade center s sometimes 
pl.a.cad in the care 0£ a responsible engage. It was in this '1fl3' 
that Jean Gingras became Post ~ ster at Fort Okanogan, sometime 1 

during the 1830 • • It s tho climax of his career, · ! '~ 6 S --In all this time there had been no formal la and no Catholic 
Church in the entire ort t . t in Uov r , 1838, t 
riests came down the Col'Uillbia th the brigade fro Rod River, 

Father Francois Ilorbert filano t and Father odeste Demers. 
They en baptizin marrying and burying as they o , 
having lost t\· lvo of their num r in the ra ids or the 
river a tow day journey to the north. eryone along the 'WEf3' 
r.i eager to have his children ba ... tized; ong these children 

re the four youngest of the Gingras family- Jean II, aged 
sev n, 1 areis , five, Angele, three, and guerite, one, Tlith 

ienne Gregoire, a servant at the post, and steersman Chalifoux' s 
m.ro for go parents. The brigade t but one night, then hast­
ened on because of t ho la ness of the season. 

en Father r c o back upriver the following July to hold 
a ission at Colville, ean G~as s there to return the com-
1 ent to Gregoire as arratn,l t o his sons Etienne Felix. 

Fo godfather also to Lafleur' t little children, Julie 
and Jose b-tho same Joseph who could re ber o long afton rd 
those early ~s. years later a similar round robin of cOur-
tosios took lace on French airie when on Augu t 2nd, 18 1 
Jean Gin as f'ormal:cy ed Charlotte 0kahogan in the Church, 

•th Luc Gagnon as m.tnoss; then he in turn tnossed Luc •s 
marriage to Julie Gregoire, Etienne ' s daughter* l7hich should have 
left everyone in the clear socially. s no ntion was de o£ 
the unnamed eldest daughter in thO "legitimatizing" of Gingras ' s 
chil n at the t· e of his r riago,, ust upposo that she 
had died or s her lf ma.med. r r was guerite, the yotmg­
est,, ntioned again; he St certainly have died in the inte~ 
venin t o years. 

six onths earlier a tragedy occurred at oops in 
the r of Chief Factor l ack by an aggrieVi d native, 
one of his own en. ·ord of t a.t'fair a sped down to Fort 
Vancouver and a general t sfor of ost personnel began in 
viow of the otentially lo ive situation. It seems t t 
Gingra retirod the ... any about this t to settle on 
Fronch irie on the ette. 



Joachim I,.aflour, "a. very com~ etent and liablo loye" took 
over tho · o ent of Forto an for the next ten yonrs, 
after ~h his stepson, anoois J)Jlehoquette remained in charge 
until the post a closed in 1860. Duchoquette was t he on of 

eur 's Okanogan wife mose bavtismal name s aret but 
? 'Mio ' s called · because of her small ize. n the 

)Ost :ra.s closed out, all the remaining goods re moved to Simil- · 
katloen, about two miles below the re nt town of remoos, to 
a ne trading station. Framois died at romeos a fa years 
af d. e is said to have been a very intelligent man and 
c otent in business,, but JllUCh a cted to drink. ~ who knmr 
him descri d him as "a short, stout French half-breed, not mo~ 
than thirty ¥~ars of age. when I fir t sa: 'I him at Fort Okanogan. 
Ho ed in 1863 and is buried on Shuttle rth Creek about one 
mile north of remeos. Yes, he s educated some, could read 
and m'ite Qlld '1S.s n pretty good bookkeeper." His ste father• 
old Joachim Wleur, nt to Colville an retiring from the 
service and started a little store of his o near tho present 

u • s urderod soma time during the sixties near ilia 
alla, ere bad gone to purchase a \ly of goods. 

ior the Donation Land Laws of the United States in 18501 
all land not al.re c ad s free ; after the as e of the 
law, any American citizen could, for a small fee, file for a 
640 acre claim, one half for himself and half in tho namo of 
his wife. S mw.t reluctantly, ost of the Canadians took out 
citizonehi.v apers vlhila roma1ning, like Laframboise, nunrecon­
struotod" at heart, They could then legally claim tho SBI!le land 
they might have n occupying for ten or twn years. Gingras 
became a Unitod states citizen in 1851 and duly filed his claim. 

This claim s a rocta.ngular blook fronting illamette River 
on the north and adjacent to t t . Paul ission holdings on the 
other three sides. The land here is latively level, with sud­
den dee little residual e left by ancient glaciers or river 
t10anders. The Gingras claim took in the lo ~r art of Horseshoe 

·e, th largest of these,. Vlbioh teemed in those days rlth fish 
and terf owl. llost of his land Ucy' on the nood plain thin 
the river nd, one comer only rising to the nch above t:ti.at 
had en the original river • ctly aero s t he river 
rises t ho ec like int own l ally as "The eek" bet en 
the Yamhill :var and t streDJn. This the claim of 
Louis La onte, one of the oldest ttJ.ers of all. 

(Toda;y, the ir t dczy- or s ring, I drove there to refresh my 
geogra by of tho gion. Horsesh6e Lake looked a doe and sullen 
piece of miter, I thought, Tii.th t skeleton of a tree hero and 
there where it hn.d slid in, yet I scram.bled down the stee ank 



and throueh the briers to dip ~ f'ingors in it. The Gingras 
boys probably lm0\7 the same trail ~11, for it is at the line 
fence of t ir fat r' claim. A dull 1 h day, though ild., 
Xll83' have lent a somber aspect to the lah'El1 for the levol fiolds 
0£ ho s and olovor re bright enough nth spring grmvth. I 
heard no sound of bird or fro~ or distant barkJ I felt. I must 
oving in an earlier century.) 

~ o. bluff' abovi a lor lake a e or so to the east, which 
the Canadians caJ.lod lake Ignatius but which is no known as 
Connor's Lake, the lission built a residence hall and sh s 
for the boys of a school grandly d St. Joseph's College, 
though it was elementary and manual in its curriculum and existed 
only ten years. As the G:mgras boys re of school age during 
the 1840 deca , it is quite robablo t t soco of them attended 
the ahool as day ils living nearby. A pile of half-buried 
bricks no / marks t residence hall, and pi stems, rnet3:1 bits 
and earthenware shards show up annually at spring lort.ing. 

For the next deca or t o following his retiremnt, the name 
of Gin s appears gularly in legal and Church records" 
voted 11rJo" at C that ie, against the fo tio of an 
organized govemoent. The tax rolls of 18L4, first or kind 
in o~, ~listed him as having horses to tho value of hoo 
cattle 240 and hogs 125, on mich stoek he paid tax of .45J 
ha s not asses~ed tor having any "to lots, le suro c e, 
mill, clock, tch1 mules or ero dise 11

1. mich the other 
taxable assets a man night 

Ohuroh entri.cs note tho bi...~h of a son Louis, of T1hoin no ore 
is heard, in 1842, and of a ughter sther in February, 1845, 
f'ollo d y the death of her mother, Cha.rlotto Okanog , in 
and by that of Esther herself in Se tember. Irl July of the same 
year Jean G as mrried live Forci er, met.is e ugh.tor or an 
old Hudson •s y ngago, Louis orcier.. family continued 
to with the addition of Louis :vier {1845), Francois (1849), 
~tave (1851 )1 Calixte {1854) and C le (18$6 ). 

After only five ~a.rs on his logal cla Gin as died at 
age of i':U'ty-four, tober 71 1856. th and Charlotte 

Okanoean ~re buried in the old ceme ry at st. Paul1 whiob 
the first to established on the rie. iben a. now and larger 
s ot s consecrpd in 1875, the old cemetery foll into such 
noglect that eventually it s levelled off and t o few roma.ining 
stones, it is said, re d ed into Horseshoe Lake. It is nO\V 
a grassy laVlll a largo oentral cross and one ulder or a 
marker. 



In t le meantime the chil.Jiren ried as they old enough, 
mi.ch in the case or the one surviVing girl, Angolo., ms very 

young. She married olite Brouillet at tho age 0£ 1ihirteen 
and Cyrile rtrand at fourteen. Joseph married a young metisse 
from the ethodi SOhool at Sal , Marianne stien. Jean II 
married Elizabeth Fi.nlq, also a metisse, and Uaroisse sa:n.eone 
reoo d only as "Louise" . , The widow Olive ried; tho young-
est child, Charles, died at the age of t ~ The last G:ingras 
entry in tho "old" Church rocords on French air:le is the birth 
of a uehter1 Olive, to Calixte Gingras and Josette Pi o 

Tho ons drifted awa;y under the ressurc of increasing American 
iIIDnigration, many going to the tJmA.ua ·:var far to the south, 
mere their name, now phonetioall~ elled "Ghangl'ow", is ca.J.'­

ried by numerous descendants. At 'least one o£ the sons returned 
· to the Okano region, or had remained there, for a contributor 

to the ,gon Historical Quarterly or l 12 wrote, 

" ecendants of the Gingras, Laflour, and n.icboquette 
families are living nm on the okane and Colville 

servations. or the old folks now living were 
born at or near old Fort Qli·.anogan, and are c able of 

lating reminiscences of the olden tmes. Peter Skene 
Og en is 11 remembered. One of thG Gingras clan re­
cently recited to , in French a ditty about the famous 
old trader that must date ck three quarters of a can­
t • It is not quite suitable for t , ho vor. " 

The old fort itself had disa,>peared by 1880. t the discovery 
of gold in the avel rs of the Columbia, both white and Chi­
ne se miners tore d.O\m the t:iJnbers to use in their mining opol'-
ations. A later fl rhcd a: m:y- the embankment. For a tiJOO 
slight d~ssions that ked the collar holes could be 
out, but the entire site is no drcmned by too impoundment be­
hind the Columbia lls • Areheologists '~nt over the ground 
rather thoroughly before the water rose., recovering nails, trade 
beads, mostJ.y blue, gun.flints, pottery and glas e s and 
~tumps tho.t rked the f ootings of buildings., It s not a a.r­
tioularly rich dig, t mat they found is preserved in a mod­
em museum nearby, sole hysical minder of Fort Okanogan ' a 
history. 


