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MICHIPICOTEN MINING DIVISION.

Mr. A.. Blue, Director of the Bureau of Mines:

SIR, In pursuance of your instructions I left Toronto on September 10th 
to make a geological examination of the Michipicoten Mining Division. I 
travelled by the Canadian Pacific Railway to Missanabie where two Indian guides 
had been procured for me by Mr. S. P. Ross, Hudson's Bay Co. factor. Thence 
I journeyed by canoe three times across the country, making numerous excur 
sions inland and inquiring of all prospectors whom I met. Numerous specimens 
of rocks and ores were collected and many notes of geological and economic 
importance were made. These can only be made of value after more detailed 
study in the laboratory, and I hope to present you with a fuller report at a later 
date. This preliminary one deals with the region in a general way.

GEOGRAPHY OF THE DISTRICT.

The Michipicoten Mining Division as declared by an Order-in-Council of 
September 9th, 1897, embraces a tract of about 5,000 square miles, " limited, upon 
its east side by the meridian of the east end of Dog lake, or say eighty-four degrees 
west from Greenwich, on the south side by the latitude of Cape Gargantua, say 
forty-seven degrees thirty-six minutes, on the north side by the latitude of forty- 
eight degrees thirty minutes, and between the westerly ends of these lines of 
latitude, where they touch lake Superior, by the shore line of said lake."

As shown on the map, the greatest length of the Division, that of the 
northern boundary, is 103 miles ; the greatest width is 64 miles, The north 
eastern corner is traversed by the Canadian Pacific Railway from near Carry 
siding to near Amyot station, a distance of about 60 miles. Missanabie, near 
the eastern limit, 232 miles west of Sudbury, is the seat of a Hudson's Bay Post. 
Situated on Dog lake, the headwaters of the Michipicoton river, it is a conveni 
ent point at which a prospector may outfit.

Grasett, 36 miles west of Missanabie, is a telegraph station, and supplies 
can be forwarded there by those intending to reach the heart of the country by 
way of the Magpie river.

A third meacs of ingress, and so far the one generally adopted, is by 
steamer from Sault Ste. Marie to Little Gros Cap Harbor on lake Superior, a dis 
tance of 125 miles. In this case supplies must be brought with one, as the old 
post of the Hudson's Bay Company at Michipicoton is now closed. The steamer 
which runs in connection with the fishing stations along the shore of lake 
Superior makes two or three trips weekly.

Canoe routes, the railway and the coast line of lake Superior make the 
country fairly accessible. The last extends for about 140 miles in a northwest 
ern direction, and the smaller sinuosities probably double the number of miles of 
exposed rock. The railway is here fairly parallel with the coast at a distance of





45 to 70 miles. From both the coast and the railway, streams and lakes afford 
canoe routes to the interior. Most of these are compai atively short. Three 
routes are however possible from the railway to the coast, all of which end at 
Michipicoton. Two of these routes start at Missanabie, 46 miles in a direct line 
from lake Superior. They proceed in common in a southwestward direction 
through Dog and Manitowick lakes. Thence one follows the Michipicoton 
river round one-third of a circle to its outlet, a probable distance of 65 miles. 
There are on this route six portages, all well travelled, but some of them very 
rough. The Big Stony portage is ive sixths of a mile long, and the Long port 
age one mile and two-thirds. The others are short. Below the Long portage 
the river wind-i about in a gravel plain for nearly ten miles, with considerable 
current, making it necessary to ' pole ' in many places when ascending. For 
this reason and because of its shortness, the route which diverges from the lower 
end of Manitowick is usually taken. This ascends a small stream in a south 
western direction, passes through a number of small lakes, over the height of 
land and down Wawa lake to its southwest end. Thence an old Canadian 
Pacific construction road may be taken to Michipicoton a distance of seven miles, 
or a portage of two miles to the Magpie river and a further portage of a quarter 
of a mile at the mouth of this stream, /it present two teams are transporting 
goods across the ' tote-road ' to Wawa at exorbitant rates. This route from 
Missanabie is very direct little over 50 miles and can be made in two days by 
two men travelling in a light canoe. The portages are Lumerous but good, 
except the Big Stony one.

At the time of the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway roads were 
built by the contractors for the purpose of getting in supplies. Though these 
roads are now overgrown with small brush and the bridges across the creeks 
have decayed, they afford to the prospector a comparatively easy entrance to 
the interior.

Starting at Michipicoten, the main road ran seven miles northeast to 
Wawa lake, where a steamer was used for six miles more. From the east end 
of this lake one road ran north to near Grasett station, a distance of 38 miles 
in a straight line. The main road continued northeast for 24 miles to Mani 
towick lake, where another steamer was in service. This vessel plied to the 
northeast end of the lake, where a ' tote-road ' two miles in length was built to 
Dog lake. A third steamer was in service here. From the northeast of Mani 
towick another ' tote-road' extends east to Dalton station, about 20 miles. 
While these roads are at present only of value to the prospector, in the event of 
active mining operations they may be of great service in getting in machinery. 
At a comparatively small cost, good winter roads can be made.

The third canoe route is down the Magpie river from a point five miles 
east of Grasett, on the line of the railway ; or a slightly roundabout route may 
be taken from a point one mile east of the station. A straight line to Michipi 
coton measures about 44 miles, but the windings of the stream increase this to 
at least 65 miles. Except at the upper end, the river flows through a gravel 
plain, and at scores of places will barely float a canoe in September. The des 
cent is nearly 500 feet, and as there are only four important falls the river is a





constant succession of currents which cannot be paddled up. Ten portages 
were made descending the stream, but the number would be much greater in 
ascending it. Two days' good paddling will bring one down, but four are 
required to return.

Lake Wabatongusheen, 14 miles long, Dog lake, 12 miles, Manitowick, 11, 
the Shequamka river from Dalton to its junction with the Michipicoton, 30 
miles, are other canoe routes.

GEOLOGY OF THE DISTRICT.

Except a very small area at Gape Gargantua, the rocks of the Mining 
Division belong to the Laurentian and Huronian systems. Of the former 
system, the almost universal rock is a gray gneiss, finely grained and not par 
ticularly well stratified. At many places it becomes thoroughly granitic in 
structure, and then is often coarser-grained. At a few places it was quite peg 
matitic. While usually a dull gray in color, there are limited localities where 
a red felspar has given brighter tone to the rock. Syenites are found in small 
areas.

The Huronian rocks are more varied in character. Massive dioritea, 
diabases and hornblende and chlorite schists are most common. Slates, felsites, 
quartz porphyries, ajuartzites and sericite schists are less common. Occasionally 
conglomerates were seen.

At the contact between the two it always appears that the Laurentian 
gneit s or granite has been erupted into the Huronian rock, and is therefore later 
in age. The schists are nearly always vertical, and strike in various directions 
depending on their relation to the intrusive granites. No clear distinction 
couJd be seen in the field between eruptive granites and the ordinary gneiss, 
and no case was observed where a granite had been erupted in the gneiss. 
Dikes of diorite are however frequently found in both the Laurentian and 
Huronian rocks.

On the whole the rocks of the district, both in structure and composition, 
resemble very strongly those of the Lake of the Woods. Physically however 
the country is different. High hills and steep cliffs are here the rule, while in 
the Lake of the Woods low rounded hills immersed in water prevail.

A more striking difference has resulted from the glacial action in the two 
districts. In the Lake of the Woods most of the superficial material has been 
swept off to the south ; here the valleys are filled with glacial debris. The 
Magpie for 30 miles meanders in gravel deposits. Moraines left by the retreating 
ice-sheet dammed the valley of the Michipicoton at several points, though they 
have now been eaten through by the modern stream. Lake Wawa is even yet 
held up by a dam of gravel 115 feet thick, though the modern stream has exca 
vated the old valley to a depth of 25 feet. Gravel and sand plains several miles 
square are not infrequent. The ' tote road' from Michipicoton to Wawa passes 
over one for six miles.

The morainic material varies from large boulders to coarse sand, and is fre 
quently well rounded. There is considerable evidence in favor of the view that 
lake Superior once stood at a much higher level, and as it decreased in size left
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successive strands at lower levels. One of these is well marked by a sand bar 
on the gravel plain which once dammed Manitowick to a much greater height 
at Pigeon portage. Others are seen on the ' tote road ' leading to Wawa.

Along the height of land near the Canadian Pacific Railway the country 
becomes more level; there are more muskegs and less gravel and sand deposits. 
Lakes are more numerous, with rocky ridges between, and the resemblance to 
the Lake of the Woods country is striking.

The divide of the waters flowing into Hudson bay and into lake Superior 
is in no place high. While it is generally supposed that a lofty range of hills is 
to be found, the reverse is true. Between Oba and Wabatongusheen lakes the 
summit of the swamp is not more than five feet above the lakes on either side. 
Between Magpie and Oba lakes the lowest land is perhaps ten feet above water 
level. The same is true between the head waters of Missanabie river and Dog lake-

Besides the Laurentian, Huronian and Post Tertiary systems, there is a 
small area of Nipigon or Iveweenian rocks at Cape Gargantua. Michipicoten 
island while geographically in the Mining Division is not included in it for 
administrative purpose?. It also is an area of the JSTipigon or Keweenian 
formation, notable because of the presence of native copper.

MINERAL RESOURCES.

The mefal most likely to be found in large amounts in this district is gold, 
though discoveries of nickel, iron, copper and silver have also been reported. 
Almost nothing is yet known definitely as to the occurrence of any of these. 
Gold has been found at a number of places in visible particles, and in all cases 
simply chipped from the surface. At no place in the Division has a pit been 
suuk to a depth of over ten feet, and in all the recent prospecting for gold not 
more than a single shot has been put in at any one point.

What little prospecting has been done has been almost entirely confined to 
lake Wawa and the canoe route north to Missanabie. Even here few men have 
gone more than three miles inland. At the most, a strip six miles wide by forty 
long has been examined, and this in the most superficial manner for several 
reasons.

Many of the prospectors who have recantly turned their attention to the 
field are utterly unfitted for the task. Fully three-fourths of those I rret did 
not know how to pan, and could not tell when they had quartz of value. Many 
did not know quartz from granite, and still more were mistaking pyrites and 
mica for gold. Moreover, these inen were not used to bush life, and many were 
afraid to go out of sight of their canoes. Even for experienced woodsmen this 
region is a hard one to prospect. The cliffs are so steep and in some regions the 
rocks are so completely enshrouded in moss that it takes days to prospect a very 
small area. Considering the difficulties, I am rather surprised at the number of 
finds of quartz carrying free gold.

The number of quartz veins seems to be large, to judge from reports given me 
by prospectors. Many of those I saw were very wide, and not infrequently 
formed the precipitous sides of high clifid. In this case they are somewhat
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easily traced, often for a considerable distance. In nearly every case the veins 
are bedded ones, following the strike of the schists.

On the whole the quartz seems white and does not usually carry any large 
amount of sulphides. Iron and copper pyrites are the chief minerals of the quartz, 
though galena and pyrrhotite are occasionally found.

So far the best finds are in the vicinity of Wawa lake and on Manitowick lake. 
Similar country rocks are however widely spread, and equally good deposits are 
quite as likely to be discovered in the future. Only a fringe has yet been pros 
pected. Dog lake, the ' tote road' east from Manitowick, the country between the 
north end of Manitowick and the Magpie, and the Magpie itself from a point 20 
miles south of the railway, are worthy of a careful search. To the west of the 
Magpie is a large area of supposed Huronian rocks, of which nothing is known. 
The coast of lake Superior to the west of Michipicoten consists of a mixture of 
Huronian and Laurentian rocks, and accordingly is well worthy of examination.

As to placer gold, the early reports have proved to be false. One pros 
pector has staked several claims on a stream a little south of Manitowick lake. 
The specimens he exhibits as coming from there are however, I am satisfied after 
examination, from the Mackey quartz claim on lake Wawa. The present streams 
are but reassorting glacial drift, and it is not probable that gold will be found in 
their beds. As to their old valleys, the case may be different, but no one has 
yet reached them.

In 1871-2-3 John W. Johnston of Detroit did some exploring in the district 
He took up a number of locations, and sunk two test pits on one to a depth of 
about ten feet. On another he blasted an open crosscut into the side of a hill for 
about 20 feet. It is said by some of his old employe's, wno are still living in the 
neighborhood, that he was looking for native silver and copper. A small amount 
of galena was the only evidence I could obtain of either. The work was of a 
very desultory character, and only a few hundred dollars were spent upon it.

As to other minerals, little can be said. Native copper occurs iti consider 
able amounts on Michipicoton island, in the formation which on the south shore 
is proving so remunerative. Cape Gargantua is composed of the same formation.

Some locations were surveyed for nickel a few years ago to the west of 
Hawk lake. A small amount of development was done, and work stopped 
because of lack of funds, I believe.

On Little Gros Cap a location was explored about thirty years ago for iron. 
It occurs as hematite, and according to Macfarlane, who reported on it at the 
time, was probably in sufficient amount to be valuable. North of Wawa lake 
jasper with hematite similar to the Minnesota deposits has been found.

From all that I can learn from prospectors, from the number of finds of 
free gold, from thr quantity of quartz pebbles in the lower parts of the streams, 
and from the great resemblance of the country rocks to the Lake of the Woods 
region, I think there is every reason to believe that the Division will well repay 
careful prospecting, and that in a few years gold mining will here be established 
on as profitable a basis as in other parts of Ontario.
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OTHER RESOURCES.

The only other industries at present carried on in the district are hunting 
and fishing. Along the east shore of lake Superior a series of fishing stations 
has been established by a Sault. Ste. Marie firm, and large quantities of white 
fish and trout are shipped to Chicago and other markets. In the smaller 
streams excellent speckled trout are found.

Hunting is carried on by the Indians, but south of the height of land it is 
no longer very remunerative. The Hudson's Bay Company has closed its posts 
at both Michipicoton and Pic, but the one at Missanabie is still maintained.

The timber resources are not great. Perhaps one-half of the country is 
burnt over, principally to the north. Of the remainder, poplar and birch cover 
one-quarter, and spruce, jack pine, tamarac and bakam the remaining quarter. 
There is some cedar in the valleys, and to the southeast hard maple is found. 
The spruce is often 18 inches in diameter, and is of value both as mine timber and 
for pulp. Near the railway the tamarac is used for ties. There are only isolated 
patches of red or white pine.

There are quite extensive areas of level country with a subsoil of gravel 
and covered to a depth of a foot or so with sand charged with organic matter. 
These plains lie among the hills principally to the south. They are of the same 
origin and composition as the gravel hills of eastern Ontario. At Michipicoton Post 
potatoes have been cultivated with great success for a long time. Other garden 
vegetables also flourish. The country is however particularly adapted for rain 
ing hay, and along the ' tote roads ' red dover and timothy are growing thriftily. 
The moisture of the climate insures a certain crop every year. As streams 
abound on every hand, it will probably prove an excellent dairy country.

Water powers are of frequent occurrence. In a distance of 60 miles th^ 
Michipicoton falls over 400 feet, and the Magpie nearly 500. Falls of 5, 10, 20 
and 25 feet are common. Both streams at low water in September are compar 
able to the Credit. The new system of deriving compressed air directly from a 
small fall can be extensively utilized in this district for mining purposes.

It may not be out of place to state that the new regulations concerning the 
staking of claims after buying a miner's license are meeting with almost universal 
approval. The men who are actually working in the country are delighted to 
find that the speculator who has in the past made blanket applications is now 
put on the same footing as themselves.

A. B. WILLMOTT. 
MICHIPICOTON, October 6, 1897.








