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The Grand Portage of the St. Louis River was a rugged seven mile 
portage along a particularly difficult stretch of the St. Louis River in 
Carlton County, Minnesota. \ The Trail is described in the journal of 
Lieutenant James Alien, a member of Henry R. Schoolcraft's expedition 
in 1832. It "commenced by ascending a hill 100 feet high", he wrote. 
"No pains have ever been bestowed to make a road up it; and the ascent 
is by means of little imperfect steps, just large enough for the toes, 
that wind up the hill without any regularity as to direction or relative 
position." The voyageurs measured portages in pauses, or "poses", 
indicating the distance a carrier toted his two ninety-pound packs before 
setting them down and returning for another load. The lengthly Grand 
Portage of the St. Louis River had nineteen pauses — the first being 
at the top of the ascent described by Alien.

From the second pause at Roche Galet (Shingle Rock), wrote Alien, 
the trail continued over "a little, narrow, crooked path, with bushed 
crowding it on either side, winding round trees, through marshes, over 
ridges, and across ravines, and presenting all the irregularities and 
inconveniences of a rude trail through difficult woods. There has been 
little or no cutting to clear it out, and all the bridging consists of 
a few small poles, laid in the length of the path, which serve rather 
to annoy than to assist the passenger. No idea can be formed of the 
difficulty of this portage without witnessing it." Alien went on. 
"The men, with heavy loads, are sometimes forced to wade through a swamp 
of half a mile, full of roots and bushes, and over their knees in mire 
at every step. And where the road is dry, it is generally over a hill 
or across a gulley, the steep banks of which are worse to pass than the 
swamps."

Today the Grand Portage of the St. Louis is marked and partly 
preserved in Jay Cooke State Park. From the marker one can follow 
the trail for a portion of its length, but some of the portage lies 
on privately owned property and is inaccessible. Changes in the river 
bed have flooded the original starting point of the Grand Portage and 
covered the well-known Roche Galet. The nominated property includes 
Sections 1 & 2, T 48 N, R 16 W, all within the state park boundaries.
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/
The streams and lakes threading the map of Minnesota were the 

highways of the fur trade, and of the many fur trade routes in northern 
Minnesota, one of the most important was the complex of lakes and streams 
connecting the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River. The route began 
at the mouth of the St. Louis River near present day Duluth and ended 
at Big Sandy Lake and the Mississippi, some seventy miles to the west 
in what is now Aitkin county. Traders going between these two major 
points often followed several smaller streams and negotiated several 
difficult portages, one of which was the Grand Portage of the St. Louis 
River.

w When the French explorer Du Luth traversed at least a portion of 
the St. Louis River in 1679, the portage had already been used by the 
Indians for many years. Within the next century the trails to Sandy 
Lake became a major invasion route of the Chippewa against the Dakota. 
The portage did not become important to the fur trade however, until
after 1783. uv* ^

Because the route connected the Mississippi trading region with 
the supply and trading conduit of the Great Lakes, it was logical that 
both Britain and the United States should establish important fur 
collecting depots at each end of it. At the Lake Superior end, the North 
West Company maintained a post on Rices Point at least as early as 1784 
and built a new and larger depot within present day Superior, Wisconsin 
in 1793. Called Fort St. Louis, the latter served for years as the head 
quarters of the company's Fond du Lac department and as a chief distributin 
and collecting center. About 1816 John Jacob Aster's American Fur Company 
constructed a trading post in what is now Fond du Lac, a suburb of Duluth.

/At the western end of the route the situation was similar. From 
1794 until 1816 the North West Company operated a department headquarters 
post at Big Sandy Lake. After the War of 1812, the American Fur Company 
took over the post, maintaining it until shortly after 1820. All the 
furs, trading goods, and supplies that passed between the posts on Lake 
Superior and those at Sandy Lake had to be carried over the St. Louis 
Portage.
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8. Significance

In addition to this westward route from Lake Superior to the Mississippi, 
the St. Louis River, and consequently this portage was part of a little used 
southerly trade route from the Pigeon River and Rainy Lake to Fond du Lac.
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8.

The Trail of the Grand Portage of the St. Louis River has never been 
located outside the park boundaries. It can be assured, however that 
much of the route has been obliterated with the construction of the 
dam and reservoir at Carlton, Minnesota and other development in the 
area.

10. Corrected

I have enclosed a map which shows the location of the trail within the 
park.

SPO 921-724



K

EXI

PROPOS PMENT

SCALE : l"=4000'(APPROX.) 
STATUTORY BOUNDARY 11323 ACRES (APPROX.)

MINNESOTA 
DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES
DIVISION OF PARKS AND RECREATION

STATE PARK SITE

JAY COOKE STATE PARK
TCN CO. - NR. DULUTH

DRAWfl
DTC 2-2-64

I T. 48 N. j R.15,16 W.

CHECKED 
APR 2-26-64
REVISED 
LDS 8-16-71

BUREAU
OF 

ENGINEERING

:HIEF ENGINEER

4TH P. M,
SURVEY

DATUM

REQ. SHEET

60-35

FILE

P.022.00.01


