
Marie Dorion (1790?–1850)
By Jean Barman

A woman of Sioux and, more particularly, Iowa descent, Marie Dorion, by birth Marie L’Ayvoise,
was a member of the Wilson Price Hunt expedition, which established the earliest fur trade post in
the Pacific Northwest. Once we accord Indigenous women agency, rather than seeing them as
victims of larger forces beyond their control, we come to understand why their stories matter.
Although Marie Dorion survives in historical memory consequent on the men in her life, her story
permits us to glimpse how she and her counterparts in Oregon, and more generally, maneuvered
and persevered through changing times.

Marie Dorion comes into view in 1810 at the age of twenty, living in St. Louis with thirty-year-old
Pierre Dorion, who was of French Canadian and Yankton descent. His father had been an
interpreter for Meriwether Lewis and William Clark on their expedition to the Pacific Ocean in
1804–1806, making young Dorion a valuable recruit for Hunt, who acquiesced to his demand that
the pregnant Marie and their two young sons accompany the entourage west. She was the only
woman to do so. Despite her third child dying along the way shortly after birth, Marie Dorion, in the
words of American writer Washington Irving in his somewhat romanticized Astoria (1836), “kept
pace with the best of the pedestrians.” They arrived at the fur trade post of Astoria, on the south
shore at the mouth of the Columbia River, in early 1812.

During a trapping party two years later, Pierre Dorion was killed by Shoshone-Bannocks in their
home territory along the Boise River in present-day Idaho. Part of the expedition, as women and
children tended to be, Marie Dorion was warned about the impending attack and ran with her two
sons to warn the men. While she was too late to rescue them, she and her sons managed to flee,
surviving the winter on their own resources.

The next April, Astoria clerk Gabriel Franchère was on his way to Montreal as part of a brigade
when, he recorded in his journal, they “saw a number of canoes hastening towards us but we paid
little heed to them until a child’s voice called to us several times in French: ‘Stop, stop!’” They
“recognized the wife and children of Pierre Dorion.” She and her sons had survived the winter,
owing to her skills as an Indigenous woman, and come the spring she had, as explained Franchère,
“awaited the arrival of the canoes that she knew would be coming up-river in the spring.”

Marie Dorion found a new partner in trapper Louis Joseph Vagnier. Likely living at Fort Walla Walla,
about 250 miles east of Astoria, they had a daughter, Marguerite, in 1820. A year later, Vagnier was
sent home at the end of his contract rather than being kept on. A year or two later, Marie Dorion, as
she continued to be known, partnered with Jean Toupin. A half dozen years younger than Marie,
Toupin had joined the fur trade from Quebec and had been dispatched to Walla Walla as a trapper
and interpreter.

The relationship held through their lifetimes and was formalized by Catholic marriage in 1841, a
year or two after it was possible to do so in the Pacific Northwest. The couple and their three
children, along with Marie’s sons by Dorion and her daughter by Vagnier, settled in the
mid-Willamette Valley, where an enclave of retired fur traders had taken up farming. Their children
married into established Willamette Valley families. Marie Dorion died on September 3, 1850.
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