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Program Notes

The voyageurs were the hearty French Canadian fur traders who canoed the inland lakes and rivers during the great fur
trading era in Canada and the upper Midwest in the mid-eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

I.

One of the most common songs was the “paddling” song, sung in time to move the canoes along at a brisk and steady pace.
En Roulant (“rolling along” or “traveling along”) was one of the most popular of these songs. The tunes were short, very
singable, and often a narrative with many verses. A lead singer might sing out a phrase to be answered by the rest of the group;
all would join in the chorus. Like the gandy-dancers’ railroad songs and seaman’s chanteys, the song served the dual purpose of
keeping the men together and helping to ease the arduous task of paddling. The voyageurs were tough but proud and dandies at
heart. They would often put to shore before rounding the final bend to a settlement, put on what finery they had, adjust their
sashes, affix a feather to their caps, and announce their arrival with flashing paddles and lusty song!

Perforinance Note: On occasion the paddles would tap the sides of the canoe for added effect. Any wood-on-wood sound by
two or more players can be used to suggest canoes approaching from a distance—for instance, drum sticks tapped on a bass
drum or table leg.

The opening melody has been cued in such a manner that the director can use whatever combination of players works for
the group, including extra repetitions, solos to begin with, offstage players, etc., etc.

I1.

A La Claire Fontaine (At the Clear Fountain) has been called French Canada’s unofficial national anthem. It was known by
voyageurs everywhere and could be sung for any occasion. The singer finds an inviting, clear fountain or springand is reminded
of a long lost love while cooling off in the refreshing water. The longing, almost introspective, nature of the song (especially
when sung slowly) might have appealed to the gentler nature of the voyageur and helped him forget the drudgery, roughness,
and danger he faced each day.

Perfornance Note: Avoid the tendency to play this movement too fast. Lean toward the slower tempo. The piece should be
unhurried, melodic, and expressive with the ending statement of the theme dreamlike and fading away. Encourage the band to
play this like chamber music.

ITI.

The great rendezvous at Grand Portage in late June-early July was a much anticipated event in the life of a voyageur.
Located on the western shore of Lake Superior, Grand Portage served as a junction point in the vast expanse of waterways that
extended from east to west. Winter-Dwellers (voyageurs who spent most of the yearon the western frontier) traveled to Grand
Portage with their canoes loaded with furs destined for market in Europe and the eastern United States. They were met by
other groups of voyageurs who had set out from Montreal in much larger canoes (called Montreal canoes) to pick up the furs and
drop off fresh supplies and barter goods to be taken back to the settlements along the frontier.

Besides being a time to conduct business, a rendezvous was the once-a-year opportunity to sce old friends, swap
adventures, catch up on the latest news, sing, feast, dance, and celebrate having stayed alive for another year. The final
movement of The Voyageurs is based on two lively songs: “Ah Si Mon Moine Voulait Danser” and the well-known “Alouette,
Gentille Alouette.”

Performance Note: Fiddles, some homemade, were not uncommon at balls and dances along with hand clapping, foot
stomping, bottles, tin cups, or other impromptu percussion. Percussionists may add a tin cup or similar percussion pieces where

appropriate. Note that the dynamic mark at measure 9can be forve.
VIVE LES VOYAGEURS!

Suggested Resources
o  The World Wide Web: 1,470 sites under “Voyageur Songs” (Spring 2002)

o The Voyageurs — Cassette of four voyageur medleys and lecture by Sigurd Olson
The Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute, Northland Coliege, Ashland, Wisconsin

o Songs of the Voyageurs (CD and booklet) by Theodore C. Blegen, Minnesota Historical Society Press
(http://www.mnhs.org/market/mhspress/index.html)

e The Voyageur by Grace Lee Nute (classic text on the subject), Minnesota Historical Society Press
¢ Minnesota Historical Society (http://www.mnhs.org/)

e Canada National Parks (http://parkscanada.pch.gc.ca/np/np_e.htm)
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