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Abstract

York Factory served a number of roles in the Hudson's Bay
Company's fur trading operations in British North America
between 1788, when the present site was chosen, and the
Company's abandonment of the post in 1957. This study traces
the land use history of this important historic site in the
context of these role changes, which essentially determined
the layout and activities carried out at York as it evolved
from a defensively orientated, bayside trading post to a
functionally laid out, forwarding point and manufacturing
centre. The chapters dealing with the late 19th and 20th
centuries chronicle the post's decline as the Company's
senior employees decided to transfer the majority of the
activities carried out at York to other areas (principally
Upper Fort Garry) as a result of the introduction of new
transportation technology in Western Canada. The impact of
the individuals involved at the site, as well as local
environmental conditions, are examined as these factors
necessarily played an important part in the development of
York's spatial characteristics and land use patterns.
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Preface

This report was commissioned by the Prairie Regional
Office of Parks Canada to provide a comprehensive land use
history of the York Factory National Historic Site and its
immediate environs. Located at the mouth of the Hayes
River, near Hudson Bay, this Hudson's Bay Company fort
played a crucial role in the exploration and development
of northwestern British North America prior to the
1870*s. In addition, York was probably the most important
centre (with the possible exception of Norway House) in
northern Manitoba for another sixty years. It is these
facts combined with the lack of extensive redevelopment in
the 20th century, which makes York Factory so significant
from an archaeological and historical point of view.
Unlike Upper Fort Garry, Fort William, and most other
significant fur trade sites, structural remains and
artifact assemblages remain intact at York.
This report and the indexed notes collected during
the course of this study are intended to provide information which will complement the archaeological field work
currently being carried out under the supervision of Mr.
Gary Adams. In addition, it will hopefully add to an
information base which, when utilized in conjunction with
other studies of fur trade sites, will assist in the
development of a more comprehensive understanding of a
past way of life in northern and western Canada.
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After surveying a large portion of the methodological
literature dealing with the investigation of past
geographies, it quickly became apparent that, the employment of a simple chronological sequence of descriptions
(the "cross section" or "chorographic tradition"^) was
inadequate. Although the descriptions in these studies
were often perceptive^, the majority tended to explain
change through the use of either implicit or explicit
environmental determinism.3 Discouraged by the
apparent lack of promise offered by traditional
methodology, a study was made of pertinent model
building techniques. "Central place" and "industrial
location" theory^ seemed to hold the greatest promise
as methods to explain the reasons behind the original
choice of the site, as well as the development and
persistence of York as a nodal point in the Company's
trading network throughout most of the 18th and 19th
centuries. Unfortunately, the lack of appropriate
quantifiable data with which to test the models which
might be developed5, as well as the debatable assumption
(upon which the workings of such theories usually
depend5) that individuals make optimal decisions when
presented with a given set of facts, meant that more
traditional modes of explanation, relying on scholarly
research, would have to suffice.
Ultimately, a modified version of the
"cross-sectional" approach was chosen as the best
methodology for the land use history of the York Factory
area. The descriptive cross-sections would serve two
purposes when combined with detailed explanations of the
myriad of factors (technological, market, etc.7) which
caused changes in the role of the post and, hence, its
physical characteristics. In the first place, man's
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impact on the natural environment would be chronicled,
thereby enabling the assemblage of a comprehensive
information file for archaeological purposes. Secondly,
from an historical point of view, the reasons behind the
site's evolution would be explained in a relatively
straightforward fashion.
With this type of methodology in mind, a
comprehensive survey was made of secondary sources
covering the entire history of European activity in the
study area from 1787 to the present. Studies by
historical geographers and historians such as John Alwin,
Arthur Ray, and E.E. Rich** proved to be of great value in
the identification of technological and other developments
which, although for the most part located outside the
area, caused major changes in the activities carried out
at York Factory. After the time frames were tentatively
identified, primary sources were then consulted. Although
the length and number of these "cross-sectional" periods
were subsequently modified to a small degree, the final
report essentially follows the format originally
envisaged.**
I am indebted to a number of individuals who provided
assistance during the course of my research. First of
all, I wish to thank the staff of the Hudson's Bay Company
Archives, particularly Mrs. Shirlee A. Smith, Mr. G. Mark
Walsh, Ms. Michèle Fitzgerald, and Mrs. Maureen Dolyniuk.
Two former employees, Miss Garron Wells and Mr. Gordon
Elenbaas also deserve special mention. Without their
help, my task would have proved even more arduous and time
consuming than it was. I also wish to thank the staff of
the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, especially Mr. Barry
Hyman and Mrs. Nora Johnson.
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A large portion of the material for this study was
also found in the Public Archives of Canada. In this
regard I wish to acknowledge the assistance of the
pre-confederation archivist, Miss Patricia Birkett.
Thanks are also due to Miss Fran Gundry of the Provincial
Archives of British Columbia, Dorothy Kealy of the
Anglican Church Archives in Toronto, Mrs. Katharine
Martyn of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library at the
University of Toronto, and Mr. Don Herperger of the
Saskatchewan Archives Board in Regina. Employees of other
repositories, although too numerous tc thank individually,
also provided a great deal of information through their
prompt responses to my mailed enquiries.
Acknowledgements are also extended to Miss Margaret
Etter and the rest of the staff at the Anglican Church of
Canada's diocesan office in Kenora, Ontario. Their
hospitality was exceptional and their assistance very
helpful. Mr. Pat McCloy of Calgary provided a great deal
of useful information regarding the whereabouts of
descendants of former York Factory employees, while Mr.
George Third of Strasbourg, Saskatchewan, submitted
important 20th century photos of York Factory and
Churchill. The Hudson's Bay Company also deserves mention
for the assistance provided by Mrs. Jocelyn McKillop and
the rest of the staff at the Hudson's Bay House library in
Winnipeg.
I also wish to thank the Hudson's Bay Company
Archives, the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, the
Hudson's Bay Company, the Notman Photographic Archives
(McCord Museum, Montreal), the Public Archives of Canada,
the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, and the Archives
of Ontario for permission to publish the photographs from
their collections included in this report.
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Special thanks is also extended to Mr. Robert Stewart
of the planning section of Parks Canada's Prairie Regional
Office for drafting various plans of the York Factory
site. Mr. David Spector's assistance in preparing a
number of photographs is also gratefully acknowledged.
My colleagues also provided invaluable assistance
during the course of my research and in the production of
three research bulletins and this final report. Mr.
Rodger Guinn, Mr. Michael Payne, and Mr. Gregory Thomas
(who edited this manuscript) were particularly helpful.
The suggestions of Mr. Gary Adams, staff archaeologist,
were also very useful and supportive of my work. Thanks
are also extended to Mr. Frits Pannekoek who provided the
opportunity to carry out this project.
Lastly, I wish to thank my wife for her understanding
and support during two busy years. Filoména"s patience
was a great help, particularly during the past few months
while writing this report.
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I

Region and Site

York Factory, the Hudson's Bay Company's main entrepôt for
most of the 19th century, was in existence for over 100
years prior to the period encompassed by this study
(1787-1981). Although the pre-1788 forts were located
approximately three quarters of a kilometer downstream
from the present location of York Factory (Figure 1), the
mouth of the Hayes River had long been confirmed as the
optimal location for a bayside trading post in this
region, thereby excluding the nearby Nelson River
estuary.1 This was the result of the inland Indians using
the Hayes to reach the coast, as that river's smaller
volume meant that it had fewer, and less dangerous, rapids
than the much larger Nelson River. The Hayes route and
York's position were further enhanced later in the 18th
century when the Hudson's Bay Company began to establish
an inland network of trading posts to counter the
competition of their Montreal based rivals. The Company's
canoe brigades confirmed what the Indians had previously
demonstrated, and the Hayes River became the Company's
transportation artery into the interior.
Although
overall considerations of the fur trade and its
transportation system dictated the general location of
York Factory, the specific sites chosen represented what
were believed to be the best locations, given local
environmental characteristics and the perceived
requirements of the individuals involved. In order to
understand these locational and spatial decisions, it is
necessary to describe the physiographic characteristics of
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the Hudson's Bay Lowlands region and, in particular, of
the Nelson-Hayes estuary area. Furthermore, an attempt
must be made to comprehend the perceptions and prejudices
of the decision-making individuals (incorporating the
"geography of the mind" concept^). Only by this means can
an assessment be made of the level of adaptation, through
time, of the Company's officers and tradesmen to the local
environment, and how this affected land use patterns
employed at the site.
York Factory is situated on the north bank of the
Hayes River, approximately 7.5 kilometres from Hudson
Bay. The surrounding area, covering approximately 125,000
square miles, is known as the Hudson Bay Lowlands.3
This region is characterized by an imperfectly drained
patchwork of shallow lakes, muskeg and bogs.4 Three major
rivers, the Hayes, Nelson, and Severn pass through this
area on their way to the Bay from the Canadian Shield.
R.K. Schmidt, in a recent report for the Manitoba
Provincial Government, has concisely summed up the recent
geological history of the region:
Tills of Illinoian Age or older overlie Paleozoic
bedrock: fluvial, lacustrine and organic materials
were deposited on these tills following ice
retreat. During the Wisconsin Ice Age( at
least three more tills were laid down on top
of the interglacial beds. The Tyrrell Sea, which
inundated most of the area about 7,600 years
ago, laid down beaches and marine sediments
of varying thickness on top of Wisconsin tills.
In recent post-glacial times, lands covered
by sea water have risen gradually by means of
isostatic rebound so that many former beaches
are now 120 to 150m above sea level. Organic
materials which blanket most of the older marine
sediments, are the dominant features in the area
today.^
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It is the relative youth of the topography, combined with
the continuing post-glacial uplift, that accounts for the
poor drainage patterns and the resulting near impassability
of the terrain, except during the winter months.
York Factory itself is located in the midst of what is
known as the South Coast Lowland, the climate of which is
classified as sub-Arctic. Unlike the more northerly West
Coast Lowland, warm air masses penetrate from the Gulf of
Mexico, raising the July-August mean temperatures to a high
enough level to permit the growth of green vegetation.
According to H.A. Thompson,
The most typical features of the upper-air
circulation over Hudson Bay are the persistent
counter-clockwise air flow around a lowpressure vortex over northern Baffin Island
in winter, and a weaker but still northwesterly air flow in summer."
Historical documentation, particularly the York Factory
Journals located in the Hudson's Bay Company Archives,
confirm Thompson's assertions. This is especially true as
it pertains to the late summer and early fall when the
Company's ships traditionally arrived off York Factory.
Unloading and loading operations were characteristically
delayed by the frequent northwest gales.
The presense of Hudson Bay also affects the local
climate in other ways. Spring, for example, is markedly
delayed due to the effects of lingering ice.^ Similarly,
in the fall, colder continental air masses flow over the
relatively warmer waters of the Bay causing extensive fogs
and high precipitation.8 Apart from causing rapid changes
in temperature and weather patterns, the process also
reduces the amount of sunlight available for vegetation
growth. The water-logged nature of the terrain is also
exacerbated.
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The peninsula on which York Factory is located
displays topographical, soil, and vegetational
characteristics similar to those found in the entire
region. Its immediate proximity to Hudson's Bay, however,
causes many of these features to be more pronounced than
over the area as a whole. Firstly, it is one of the last
sections of the Lowland to emerge from the sea.9 This
process of isostatic uplift continues to occur, resulting
in the formation of new islands in the mouth of the river
and the extension of the "Marsh Point"^ (Figure 1 ) . As an
example of the affects of this process, the peninsula
itself was a large island as late as the mid-18th century.
The channel which formerly connected the Hayes and Nelson
Rivers has subsequently been abandoned by the Hayes.1^
Since the area is of such recent geological origin,
the peninsula and surrounding coastline has little in the
way of relief. The 100 foot contour line, for example, is
not reached until approximately seven kilometres upstream
from the point of marsh. The only relief is provided by a
series of slightly raised beaches, a feature typical of the
entire South Coast Lowland region.^2 These abandoned
beaches provide atypical soil conditions which permit the
growth of stands of white spruce and balsam poplar. They
also act as natural barriers, causing the inter-beach areas
to have poorer drainage than more geologically mature areas
further inland.
Although the north bank of the Nelson River consists
almost entirely of glacial till, the York Factory peninsula
is formed from marine and fluvial deposited material, which
is in turn overlain by a thin layer of peat. 1 ^ Directly in
front of York Factory the north bank of the Hayes River is
approximately eight or nine metres high. This slope, along
with the north bank of the Nelson, is continually subjected
to severe erosion caused by spring floods, tidal action,
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and the melting of the exposed permanently frozen sub-soil
which results in the slumping of the bank face.14 Erosion
has been a problem throughout the period of European
occupation and numerous attempts were made to arrest this
process.15 Although the Company's employees failed in
their main goal, they did succeed in slowing the rate.
Currently, however, approximately one-half metre of ground
is lost each year.15
On the peninsula itself (apart from the river
levees), the raised beaches provide the only extensive and
viable habitat for tree growth. S. J. Simpson, in an
unpublished doctoral dissertation, has described the
characteristic species to be found in these locations:
By the third beach ridge inland from Marsh point,
balsam poplar and isolated white spruce have
become established. Farther inland mature stands
of white spruce, tamarack and willow form the
tree layer on the beaches, under which forms a
shrub layer of alder (Alnus) and dwarf birch
(Betula grandulosa). Spruce occupy the crest
of the ridges, there being a gradation outward from the centre to the willow fen.1^
These trees, which are suitable only for firewood, are
restricted by the poor quality of the soil and the limited
growing season available in the harsh bayside environment. Historically, they were utilized as such by the
Hudson's Bay Company's employees at York, particularly
after the introduction of dray oxen in the 1830 's.15* The
intervening areas, which cover the greater part of the
surface of the peninsula, are characterized by a willow
fen type of vegetation.1^ Farther inland similar sites
are dominated by bog-type complexes.20 in both cases, tree
growth is limited, except where permafrost upheaval has
caused small, better drained, "islands" to develop.*'
Here black spruce and tamarack are the dominant species.
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The best timbered areas are to be found above the
level of ice scouring along the river levees and on the
islands. The characteristic species on these sites range
from willows nearest the high water mark, to balsam poplar
and white spruce (jack pine).22 These sites, both near
York Factory and up to 150 miles inland on the Hayes, Gods
[Shamattawa], and Fox Rivers were frequented by the
Company's "wooders" throughout the history of occupation
of the site. The poplar was used as a source of firewood,
while the white spruce was used primarily in the
construction of buildings, boats and the manufacture of
packing cases for the inland shipment of trade goods.
Outside of the immediate coastal zone, especially along
the Gods and Fox Rivers, the stands of white spruce were
of sufficient size to provide the massive structural
timbers used in the construction of the "Depot" warehouse
and the other storage facilities located at the post.23
All were cut in the winter and rafted downstream after
spring breakup.
The predominant factors determining the vegetation
cover of the Nelson-Hayes estuary area are, therefore,
topography and climate, which in turn determine soil
development. Hence, patterns of vegetational succession
which occur in better drained and more temperate regions
of North America appear to be less prominent in the South
Coast Lowlands. Thus, even though the limited forest
cover in proximity to the post had been entirely exploited
by the end of the 19th century, present day vegetation
patterns seem very similar to those which predominated in
the early years of European occupation. The historic
record confirms this assertion. In 1631, for example, a
British navigator, Captain Luke Fox, and his crew spent
one week on the north bank of the Nelson River. In his
book, North-West Fox, Fox states that he sent two men
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"to the E. to search the shoare, and to looke for a
Mayneyard, who returning told me, that for a Mayneyard
there was not a tree to be had of that Squarenesse,...."24
Similarly, Fox informs us that although the woods were
"so thicke, as cannot be seene 12 score yards," the "Firre
and Spruce-trees" were "but small ones, for there is no
ground for the wood to take roote upon, for the thicknesse
of Mosse, so as they cannot roote in the earth, but grow
up, and fall downe and rot, ...."25 Evidently, conditions
respecting tree size and vegetation density some 50 years
prior to continual occupation were not unlike those found
today.
"Theodorus Drage", the "Clerk of the California" (one
of two ships which wintered in Ten Shilling Creek near
York Factory in the winter of 1746-1747), has also left an
account of the forest cover on the peninsula and along Ten
Shilling Creek:
The Wood which is on three Sides of the Factory,
and so of the Woods of the whole Island, is of
Pine and Juniper, both but small, the PineTrees twenty to thirty Feet high, and about
fifteen or twenty Inches round; the JuniperTrees not above thirteen or fourteen Feet high;
and the Trees grow at such a Distance from each
other, as the Woods are no way thick. There
is also Poplar and Alder, with Bushes and thick
Brambles, .... 26
and
[Ten Shilling Creek] hath Banks which are rather
steep, and about fifty Feet in Height, thick
covered with Brush, or Poplar, and Alder, from
High-Water Mark to the Top; and on the Top of
the Banks are Woods of Poplar, Pine, and Juniper,...27
By the 1790's these readily accessible stands along the
local creeks, and for some 80 kilometres upstream along the
Hayes River, had been exploited, prompting the Company's
officer in charge, Joseph Colen, to lament the lack of wood
near the fort.28 it is notable, however, that today
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patterns have re-emerged which are strikingly similar to
those found prior to the effective destruction of the
local timber resources during the latter part of the
18th, and throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries.29
Faunal resources were also important as a source and
food at the post, although lack of suitable habitat and
fluctuating game populations often resulted in marginal
hunts. One has to travel approximately 100 kilometres
inland from York, for example, before a general habitat
suitable for the wintering of large game animals, such as
moose or caribou, is found." York does lie near the
spring and fall migration routes of the caribou. Thus,
the post's hunters were often able to kill substantial
numbers of these animals during the migration periods.
By pickling the venison of preserving it in the Factory
icehouse, ample supplies were usually available for yearround consumption. This food source was less dependable
for the local Swampy Crées as their migratory life style,
necessitated by their search for fur-bearing animals,
precluded the preservation of large quantities of meat.
They were forced to depend on the isolated small groups
or single animals which sometimes wintered near the coast
in the limited number of favourable habitats along the
waterways.
Due to the low fertility of the local lakes, the
South Lowlands region also provides a poor habitat for
breeding waterfowl, "
The coastal marshes near York
Factory are more favourable, though, and historic records
indicate that eggs and young birds were harvested from
these areas. More importantly, the marshes are staging
areas for migrating flocks of geese and ducks during the
spring and fall seasons.22 Seasonal hunting parties were
equipped throughout the period of European habitation,
particularly in the 18th and 19th centuries, to exploit
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this food resource. The returns were preserved with salt
in casks at the hunting camps, and they provided a substantial portion cf the yearly diet. Returns varied
greatly from season to season, however, as weather conditions greatly affect the length of time that the birds
remain on the coast.
The extensive willow fens and open areas of the
coastal region provide ideal surroundings for willow
ptarmigan and sharptailed grouse.33 During the winter
months the Company and Indians alike depended on these
birds as a source of fresh food. They often proved to be
a fickle resource, as years of extreme plenty, when
thousands were obtained, were often followed by the near
disappearance of the "white partridges." Similarly,
rabbit populations tended to vary greatly from year to
year. Although the Company's employees rarely wanted for
food, due to their reserves of imported provisions
(supplemented by locally raised beef and pork), years of
poor hunting meant a precarious existence for the York
"homeguard" Indians.
Although further details concerning the provisioning
of the post will be discussed in Appendix C, it should be
emphasized that fish from the rivers and creeks around
York Factory provided an important food resource, both
for human consumption and for the sustenance of the
Company's sled dogs. During the 19th century, large
quantities of whitefish were also obtained from lakes
near the Rock Fall (approximately 200 kilometres upstream
from York), the Fox River area, and to the north of
Nelson River.
George Ingram has described the rebuilding of York
Factory at the downstream Water Creek site between 1783
and 1786 after its destruction by a French naval force
under the command of La Perouse in the late summer of
1782. 3 4 In early May, 1787, the new fort was almost

15

completely destroyed by a spring flood which forced the
inhabitants to flee to the woods. Joseph Colen, the
recently appointed "resident" officer, subsequently
surveyed the surrounding area for a suitable location on
which to rebuild. His description of the new site, on
which York Factory stood until its abandonment by the
Hudson's Bay Company in 1957, explains the rationale
behind his choice:
The late Deluge / .../ the water rose 32 feet,
7 Inches perpendicular but it did not reach
the spot above mentioned, by 3 feet, 9 inches
and is from 1C to 12 feet higher ground than
where our Present ruinous building of the
Factory stands.
On sounding the River find sufficient
Water for the Severn Sloop to unload her
cargo at the Launch to be Erected without
Danger or risque
35
The soil complex on which the York Factory national
historic site is situated has been described as an
"imperfectly drained Gleyed Cumulic Regosol developed on
strongly to extremely calcerous, medium textured, recent
alluvial deposits. The topography is level and these
soils are generally found on the slightly better drained
sites along the Hayes River."36 i n layman terms, the
soil is similar to that typically found on the river and
creek levees throughout the Lowland region. The alluvial
deposits described, as far as can be ascertained from the
available records, were deposited in 1797, 1811, 1836,
1853, 1874, 1890, 1896, and 1910.37 The 1896 deposit was
particularly significant, as "a layer of mud 3 inches
deep" was apparently deposited.38
Prior to the commencement of construction at the new
site it was necessary to employ a gang of men "cutting
down [the] woods..."39 This suggests that the area was
well-treed before occupation. In fact, the grubbing of
the "Roots of wood that is within the Factory works and
very much in the way.-"40 w a s a common occupation until
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the beginning of the 19th century, suggesting that the
cleared trees were of fairly substantial size. In all
likelihood, white spruce was the dominant species.
The site was also fairly uneven, necessitating
"Leavelling the Ground where it is hilly"^1 and filling
in the low spots with "mould from the Bank."42 Ry 1804
willows were also "encroaching on the plantation."43
This was a common problem throughout the 19th and 20th
centuries (Figure 55), and the Factory labourers were
often employed clearing them away during slack periods.
This initial chapter has attempted to define the
physical characteristics of the York Factory site, as
well as the immediate hinterland upon which the post
depended for its fuel, the bulk of its construction
materials, and, partially, for its sustenance.
Subsequent chapters will explain how environmental
parameters, in conjunction with the overall needs of the
fur trade and the perceptions of the individuals
involved, interacted to determine the land-use patterns
employed at York Factory between 1787 and 1981.
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II

York Factory Ilia, 1789-1821

Even though the actual post (YF lid) was destroyed by the
French in 1782, York's role remained essentially
unchanged, at least from the point of view of the
Governor and Committee of the Hudson's Bay Company and
their officers at the site. It is necessary, therefore,
to examine these perceived requirements and how they
affected the initial building phase at the new (YF Ilia)
establishment. This is especially important as the land
use patterns chosen in the late 1780's naturally affected
subsequent locational decisions, particularly as the
post's traditional role evolved in the years prior to the
merger with the North West Company in 1821.
As was mentioned in the previous chapter, Joseph
Colen was appointed as the "resident" officer in charge
of York Fort in 1786. That same year he forwarded three
plans to London.1 The first depicted the buildings which
had been erected up to that point in time, the second
showed further construction planned for the site (Figure
3), and the third mapped the surrounding area. What
immediately strikes the eye upon comparing these plans
with those of previous forts at this location was Colen's
elimination of defenses, in the form of batteries of
cannon or earthworks, against a seaborne artillery
attack.2 The ease with which York Fort and the Company's
fortress at the mouth of the Churchill River, Prince of
Wales Fort, had fallen to La Perouse, as well as the
great cost of replacing destroyed cannon and the
impracticality of constructing moats and earthworks in a
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permafrost environment, in all likelihood caused Colen
and the London Committee to abandon the idea of defending
against a concerted European attack.
The question, however, remains as to why Colen
chose a defensive layout, without heavy artillery,
similar to that employed at the previous two forts
located near Water Creek. Tradition undoubtedly played a
part, but protection from anticipated external aggression
provided the main impetus. One possible fear, though an
improbable one since the British occupation of New France
in 1763, was an attack by rival traders. An attack on
the fort by a group of lightly armed natives was a more
probable scenario, however. It was against a skirmish of
this type that the defenses Colen eventually had erected
at the new site were aimed. To understand the fears of
Colen and the London Committee it must be understood that
large numbers of natives still journeyed to York Factory
to trade at this time-^, even though an inland trading
network, subsidiary to the post, was also being
established in order to meet the increasing competition
of the Montreal based traders operating in the York
hinterland. In fact, the Company indicated that the
Indians residing in the area between the fort and Lake
Winnipeg should continue trading at York in order to
reduce the Company's transport costs.* it was only after
the Canadians had also penetrated into this area that
these natives were allowed to trade at Gordon House^ and
Jack River House^, as these facilities were intended only
as forwarding points on the inland transport system.
Colen, in a revealing statement in the York Factory
Journal of 1793, expressed his own fears best:
I find it impossible to get up Stockades around
the Works this spring. As upwards of thirty
men are disabled by the scurvy — I have drunken
Indians at this place without boundaries to
keep them from coming to the House, there is
no knowing to what excess they may carry their
frolicks as a Native when intoxicated is oftentimes daring and outrageous.7
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Although the above statement says as much about Colen's
attitude towards the Indian population of Rupert's Land
as it reveals about his own fears of being attacked, it
does show why the 18 foot stockades had been set up
around the fort.**
Figure 4 depicts York Factory Ilia as it appeared
around 1815; the primary dwelling and storage functions
of the fort were housed in a geometrically designed
building complex located near the centre of the
establishment. This type of bastioned fortification was
typical, with minor variations, of the Company's wooden
bayside forts during the 18th century. Based upon
European fortification theory, the corner bastions, or
"flankers" as they were known at York were angled so as to
allow covering musket fire across the face of the
inter-connecting sheds, or "curtains", and the opposite
bastions.** Attackers were thereby prevented from
approaching close enough to scale, or in the case of
wooden structures such as this, to set fire to, the
works. The practise of utilizing imported sheet lead as
a roofing material, the exterior plastering of log
structures, and Colen's innovative employment of the
"half timber", brick nogged style in the other
buildings^0, also lessened the danger of the fort being
fired by attackers armed only with small arms.
Further proof of the anticipated type of attack can
be found from examining Colen's remarks as construction
progressed at the new site between 1788 and 1794. He
mentions, for example, that the curtains and flankers
were topped with breastworks, from the cover of which
defenders could fire down upon approaching attackers.^1
Also, and in accordance with the wishes of the London
Committee, the land surrounding the fort was
progressively cleared of its natural vegetation
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so as to eliminate cover for potential enemies.12 The
subsidiary outbuildings, as can be seen from the following
proposal by Colen, were also designed to prevent their use
as shelters by adversaries who might penetrate the
palisade:
It is proposed for all the above-named out
Offices to be Erected in the form of Sheds;
the back of them next the Fort, to be in hight,
9 feet.- Front 6 feet 10 Inches; that in case
of necessity, the Guns on the Curtains cod.
play over them, 1without
affording protection to
3
the - Enemy.-"
Since the effective range of musket fire in the 18th
century was greater than 250 yards'^, it is curious that
Joseph Colen did not include all of the buildings depicted
in his 1786 plan in a larger bastioned fortification of
the same shape. Although no direct evidence has been
found explaining Colen's reasons for not doing so, at
least two explanations are likely. Firstly, internally
induced fire was always a constant fear at the Company's
wooden establishments. It was therefore a long standing
policy of the London Committee that structures housing
activities entailing the extensive use of fire, such as
cookrooms and blacksmith shops, should be separated from
the main buildings.13 Colen was simply incorporating
London policy in his plan. Secondly, the normal
complement of men stationed at York Factory rarely
exceeded 60. 1 3 Although this number seems sufficient to
defend a much larger structure, very few of the men had
experience with small arms, which effectively prevented
the contemplation of defending a larger complex.17
Apart from strictly defensive consideration, Colen's
proposed fort employed a more reasonable arrangement of
outbuildings than had grown up over the years around the
previous forts located at the Water Creek site.13
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Although the 1786 plan regarding these structures was
never carried out to the extent anticipated, Figure 4 does
show that the overall symmetry was maintained at the post
as it was actually constructed at the new location.
Another notable feature of the "Old Octagon" (as the
fort came to be known because of the shape of the enclosed
central courtyard) was the location of the warehousing
facilities in the smaller flankers at the rear of the
fort. The London Committee's approval of this design
probably reflected their expectation that the primary role
of York Fort would continue as a bayside trading facility,
rather than as a forwarding point for goods intended for,
and furs received from, a continually expanding network of
inland trading posts. Even though the first post
subsidiary to York had been erected in 1774 on Cumberland
Lake, near the Saskatchewan River'*, York Factory's new
role was not sufficiently expanded by the mid 1780's to
necessitate the placing of these warehouses at a more
convenient riverfront location. By the mid 1790's,.
however, York's status as a trading post was being
seriously eroded by the construction of an increasing
number of establishments in the interior to meet the
competition of the Montreal based North West and XY
companies.20 AS a result of this competition, York's
status as a forwarding point ultimately led to significant
land use modifications.
After the flcodwaters had subsided in the spring of
1788, Joseph Colen immediately set his men to work digging
a cellar and laying stone foundations for the two-storey
warehouses to be erected at the new site.21 That summer
and fall the west flanker was built in frame and floated
upstream to "the new plantation."22 The already completed
"Northern Flanker" was also taken down and reassembled.23
Although Colen initially had hoped to have both finished
by the late fall24, he was only able to complete one
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structure (probably the "Northern Flanker") due to a
shortage of timber.25 n j s unclear whether the west
flanker was ready for use the following year, as a severe
outbreak of scurvy during the winter of 1788-1789 slowed
the collection of wood and the pace of construction.26 By
November 1790 both flankers were in use, as bales of cloth
were "Stowed away in [the] Upper Warehouses at New
York."27
In conjunction with the building of these new
warehousing facilities, work was also commenced on the
riverside infrastructure necessary for the landing of
goods. The first such structure was a frame "Launch
House" which was completed in 1789.28 Although it might
be expected that this building, located on the riverbank
directly in front of the fort^S, w a s intended for the
temporary storage of cargo at shiptime, this was not the
original function, Colen's notation to his 1786 plan
clearly points out its intended role:
Boat House. - This will be convenient to repair
Boats as well as to keep the small ones in; they can be easily Launched, and at a short
notice, with much less trouble than heretofore;
having lain on the Plantation where they received
much injury from the Natives. - It will also be convenient to keep Plank, Boards and Labourers Tools
under shelter - ... 30
Once again, it is clear that Colen did not foresee a
significant forwarding role for the post.
Work began on the "Launch" or wharf at "New York" in
the summer of 1790.31 Although the post journal provides
little in the way of structural information about this
pier, it appears to have been a fairly substantial piece
of work. For example, a "pile driving Machine" was used
in making the foundation.32 This occurred apparently
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during the construction of the outer sections, as the
following summer a group of men were "variously employed
preparing foundations for [the] fixed Launch and upper
Hoist."33 This work was described as "laborious", as the
men had to "cut thro a solid Rock (as it were) of Ice
[permafrost] nearly 60 feet in length and twenty five feet
Deep."34 A fall gale, however, carried away the outer
sections.35 After that point in time, they were
temporary, being put down each summer and taken up again
in the early fall.
The "Hoist" mentioned by Colen was completed in
1791.36 its original characteristics are unknown, but a
successor is depicted in a painting by Peter Rindesbacher
(Figure 5 ) . From this representation it appears that a
simple block and tackle was used. In any case, it was
probably very crude.37
The only other major storage related facility at the
post was the powder magazine. Colen had originally
planned to build a stone structure in the central square
of the flanker complex38f but apparently changed his plans
at the new site. The danger of fire undoubtedly
influenced this decision. The powder was initially housed
in the northwest curtain39, but was ultimately relocated to a new structure in 1792.40 This was a wooden
building covered by sheet lead.41 it was placed in an
isolated spot near the northern corner of the palisades
(Figure 4 ) .
York's status began to change rapidly shortly after the
completion of the initial construction phase, resulting in
a number of land use changes relating to the placement of
storage facilities. The first of these changes involved the
storage of fur returns and was initiated by Colen himself
shortly before his return to England in 1798. If Colen had
followed his original plan of 1786 it is probable that the
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York Factory fur returns were sorted, packed, and then
stored in the west flanker.42 ^ number of factors, however,
probably made this location inconvenient. In the first
place, the increasing volume of returns from the inland
posts probably taxed the storage capacity of this
building.43 Secondly, it is possible this space was also
needed for the warehousing of trade goods which, because of
the arrival of the annual supply ship in late August or
early September, necessitated the housing of goods over the
winter months. Since the furs were usually sorted and
repacked for shipment to England shortly after their arrival
from inland in the early summer, it was logical to place
this function closer to the wharf facilities. A decline in
the perceived need for defense, due to the reduced number of
Indians visiting the Factory44f also made a relocation
feasible. The result was the construction of a new, and
larger, fur store in 1797 and 1798„45
This new warehouse is depicted on the c. 1815 sketch
plan (Figure 4). It was located beside, and slightly
forward of, the officers' dwelling flanker. Little
structural detail is available beyond the fact that it was
of frame and weatherboard construction^ an d roofed with
sheet lead. It was probably a single storied structure and,
if Rindesbacher's painting (Figure 5) is accurate, possibly
had a steeply pitched hip roof.
The second major modification of the storage facilities
at York Factory involved the launch house. Although there
is no evidence to indicate exactly when its original
function was superceded, the process was probably gradual,
culminating in the need for a second structure of this type
which was built in the 1804 to 1806 construction seasons.47
Prior to this time at least part of the original boathouse
was probably used for the temporary storage of packaged
cargo awaiting shipment inland and for goods unloaded at
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shiptime prior to their being sorted and placed in the
appropriate sections of the main warehouses. In any case,
it is clear that by 1809 the building and repair of river
craft was no longer carried on in this building during the
summer months.4°
The new "Boat and Canoe House"49 was built during the
tenure of J. McNab, who had been transferred from Churchill
to replace John Ballenden (Colen's successor) in 1802.50
This building measured 18 by 70 feet5^ and was situated
approximately 70 feet in front and 137 feet downstream of
the eastern corner of the palisade.^2 similar to the fur
store, it was of frame and weatherboard construction^3f and
was probably one storey high with a peaked roof. Close by
this structure was an earlier (1790) built sawpit^4, the
produce of which was partially used in the construction of
the open river craft.
It should also be noted that a 14 foot wide "slope in
the bank for launching and hauling up the boats"55 w a s built
just prior to the construction of the new boathouse.
Although it would seem logical that this slipway would be
placed in front of the newest structure, this does not
appear to have been the case. In fact, Peter Rindesbacher's
1821 painting (Figure 5) locates it directly beside the
wharf. Undoubtedly, this reflected the fact that both
buildings were intended for the winter-time construction of
boats, with the most recent structure also serving as a
storehouse for sails, buoys and other nautical gear.
The arrival of the Selkirk settlers in 1811 and the
establishment of the Red River Colony the following year
marked the beginning of another phase in the history of York
Factory. In addition to its traditional and developing
roles in the fur trade and transport system of the Company,
the fort now began to act as a port of entry for the new
settlement, as the water route via York was the only viable
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means of shipping goods to the colony.
Almost from its inception the Red River settlement
began to place strains on the York Factory to Lake Winnipeg
transport artery. More importantly, from the perspective of
this study, it also prompted land use modifications at the
post itself. In 1812, for example, the two boat houses were
entirely filled with settlement cargo which could not be
shipped inland until the following spring.55 AS a result, a
temporary workshop and a sawing stage were erected near a
ready supply of wood across the river at Ten Shilling
Creek.57 In the years that followed, housing the separate
consignments of goods destined for the settlement became a
permanent feature, resulting in the conversion of the canoe
and boat shed into the "Colony" storehouse.55" Its
riverfront location made it ideal for this transshipment
role. Winter boatbuilding reverted to the original launch
house.5^
Events outside of North America also significantly
affected the physical characteristics of the post. The
Napoleonic wars, for example, almost entirely eliminated the
European market for the Company's furs.60 Also, the demand
for men in the British armed forces reduced the number of
servants available for pursuing an expansionist policy of
competition against the North West Company, particularly in
the lucrative Athabasca region.5^ As a result, the Company
began to suffer financial difficulties. With its shares
selling at approximately 60 per cent of their face value52,
first Thomas Douglas, the 5th Earl of Selkirk, and then his
brother-in-law, Andrew Wedderburn (later Colvile) were able
to buy a substantial share of the Company between 1808 and
1810.63 One result of this control was the Selkirk settlement scheme mentioned previously, while the other was a
major reorganization of the fur trade under the impetus of
Wedderburn.
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Under the new scheme of organization the salary system,
which had first been revised in 1806 to give the Company's
officers a share in the profits of the trade (and,
therefore, a greater interest in its prosperity), was
revised once again to give increased incentives to those
operating in the field. As well, a retrenchment program was
introduced in order to reduce operational costs, especially
in the areas of trade goods and provisions.64 From the
point of view of York Factory the most important innovation
was the reorganization of the trade into two administrative
departments. The York, Churchill, Saskatchewan and Winnipeg
factories, with their outposts, comprised the new Northern
Department, while Albany, Eastmain, and Moose made up the
Southern.65 (Severn lost its factory status at this time
and became an outpost of York). William Auld, formerly the
chief officer at Churchill, became the superintendent of the
"Northern Factories"^, while William H. Cook replaced McNab
at York Factory.67
Significantly, York's roles as a trading establishment
and departmental entrepot were separated. Its goods, like
those of the inland factories, were separately stored under
the charge of a departmental accountant and storekeeper. As
can be seen from the following extract from a letter to the
Governor and Committee, Governor Auld had some serious
reservations about the new system:
And we are further desirous of saying that if
this place be the depot for the Merchandise and
Provisions of the 4 Factories/exclusive of the
Colony in Red River/it will require regular
store houses for each which will not only
occasion an immense expense in erecting but
requiring a proper person for each to attend to
- another heavy expense - It occurs therefore to
me as a more desirable because attended with
infinitely less expense and infinitely less
Trouble here and certainly much so to Mr. Ball
the Accountant to put all the merchandise and
provisions in one Invoice for YF as formerly
and the different Chief Factors can the ensuing
summer/as before/get the amount of their indents
from the Store here.68
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Auld's assertions that the new system would necessitate the
construction of additional warehouses proved unfounded,
however, as rearrangement of goods in the existing flankers
and curtains proved sufficient.69
At the same time Governor Auld seems to have considered
the possibility of relocating the Factory on the Nelson
River. '" Although Lord Selkirk approved of this plan^, the
London Committee as a whole remained unconvinced that the
Nelson River could be a viable route inland to Lake
Winnipeg.72 instead, they opted for the construction of a
winter road between York and the lake.73 This scheme
quickly proved impractical, but it did show that the
Committee was aware of the limited capacity of the Hayes
artery, especially given the shortage of labour and limited
capacity of the inland boats. This theme was to recur
throughout the next fifty years, or until a more viable
supply line was found via St. Paul, Minnesota.
By 1814 the London Committee was becoming increasingly
disenchanted with Governor Auld, particularly for his
insistence on wintering at York and Churchill instead of
inland as he had been instructed.74 They were also
disenchanted with the low profits and high expenses incurred
at York Factory:
We remark with pain that in comparison of the
profits of all the trading posts for 1812/13
York is among the lowest in the Scale; so low
that even the extravagant number of men on
the establishment will not account for the
loss sustained.'5
Although York's poor showing was more apparent than real,
due in part to the Company's unsophisticated accounting
methods which failed to separate the departmental expenses
from those properly belonging to the post, William Auld was
replaced by Thomas Thomas"^, formerly the superintendent of
the Southern Department. Ironically, the Committee
partially vindicated Auld's protests of three years previous
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by reverting to the old system of supplying the inland
posts, thereby eliminating the separation of warehouses at
York.7"7 Little other change was made in the arrangements at
York, however, as the trading and warehousing functions
remained separated. In a letter to the Northern Department
factors, Governor Thomas succinctly summed up the
relationship between Thomas Bunn, the department's
accountant, and the junior trader in charge of the local
Indian trade:
Near the Storehouse of the Department there is
a trading Post to be under this Command of a
Junior Trader, who will receive Goods for the
immediate Purposes of Trade from the general
Store, in the same Manner as the Masters of Inland
Posts, but this Trader will have no Concern in
or Control over the general Store. 78
These warehousing arrangements remained unchanged until
182l79f when further reorganization was necessitated by the
merger with the North West Company.
As to further structural modifications, James Swain,
the newly appointed Junior Trader at York, recorded the
renovation of the western flanker in 1815 in order to
provide an office and a residence for the accountant.80
Colin Robertson, who visited York Factory in 1816, has left
an excellent, albeit critical, description of this converted
structure:
The Dry Good Store is very badly constructed.Mr. Bun's residence is under it, and the pipe
of his stove runs through one of the rooms where
the goods are, and independent of its being so
liable to the accidents I have mentioned, it is
extremely inconvenient for business, from
Mr. B-s office you crawl up to the Stores by
means of an ill made ladder, and such is the
form the different apartments are thrown into,
that you must visit four or five rooms before
you find the article that is wanted; - 81

30

A new men's winter residence was also constructed in the
fall of 1815. 8 2 A plan by Nicholas Garry in 1821 (Figure 6)
shows the former residential flanker as a warehouse,
indicating that this structure was converted sometime after
the building of this new men's house. Since the men
employed under the accountant's jurisdiction carried out
this conversion, the exact dates and work sequence cannot be
determined, as the relevant documents have not survived.83
As George Ingram has pointed out, artisan manufacturing
was carried on at York Factory throughout the 18th century.84
Given the level of technology employed at this time, this was
not a particularly surprising development, since almost all
finished goods, ranging from clothing to ironware, were hand
crafted by independent tradesmen and outworkers in the British
Isles. It was therefore only natural for the Hudson's Bay
Company to employ skilled individuals at their bayside forts
to provide for the day-to-day needs of the inhabitants.
On his 1786 plan Joseph Colen indicated that he intended
to erect a row of workshops between the flanker complex and
the river.85 i n their actual construction, however, they were
neither positioned, nor as large, as originally planned.
Instead they were placed on the upstream and downstream sides
of the factory, with the area just inside the front palisades
being taken up by the Indian trading shop and assorted minor
storage sheds (Figure 4 ) . The blacksmith shop, along with the
adjoining men's cookroom and the cooperage were moved to the
site from the Water Creek location in 1792.86 ^ separate shop
for the carpenter does not appear to have been built until
1798.^7 Apart from these dates of construction, little is
known regarding the structural details of these buildings
beyond the fact that the smithy and cooperage were framed°°,
and possibly weatherboarded. In all likelihood they were low,
single-storied structures, with gently sloping, flat roofs.89
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As with the other activities carried on at the post,
the role of the tradesmen also began to change during the
period under consideration here. In other words, York
slowly began to develop as a minor centre of artisan
manufacturing, supplementing the supplies of goods imported
from England. Of course, this is not to say that some
tradesmen had not been employed in this type of activity
prior to the 1790's. The armourer, for example, was
primarily employed repairing broken and damaged muskets,
while the blacksmith manufactured simple trade goods,
such as trapping axes.90 These activities were limited,
however, as even these tradesmen spent most of the
winter months at the hunting and wood camps.
The previously mentioned boatbuilding commenced in
1794.91 j}- w a s the direct result of the expanding inland
trade and Joseph Colen's policy of replacing canoes (which
could not be produced at York) by boats. The first boats
were imported in prefabricated form from England92f
although they were later built entirely at the post (and
inland as well)93 t utilizing local wood, imported elm for
the keels, and ironwork produced by the blacksmith. The
growing inland transport also increased the activity of
the carpenter, producing packing cases, and the cooper,
making and repairing the containers used for shipping
liquor and sugar inland. Nevertheless, it is notable that
as late as 1808 the tradesmen were still employed only on a
limited scale producing transport and trade related goods.
The following reaction to a suggestion from London
illustrates this well:
...there has been no armourer at York for years
past, that one smith has acted in both capacities
and that the same person goes also on Inland
expeditions as a common labourer, - this granted,
there is little leisure for making such trifles
as Awls and c. - Your Honors will also observe,
that one house Carpenter ought to have sufficient
employ at York without making wheel Barrows.94
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The dilapidated state of the forge in 1815 also suggests a
fairly low level of activity.95 Further study will be
necessary before the actual extent can be ascertained, but
it appears safe to assume that the extensive manufacture of
trade and transport related goods does not predate 1821.
One level of production that can be directly traced to
competition, the expansion of the Hudson's Bay Company's
inland trade, and circumstances in England, was the
distillation of double proof spirits. Since the early days
of competition with the French, inexpensive liquor had been
an important commodity in the fur trade. During most of
the 18th century this liquor was imported directly from
England and traded when the Indians arrived at the fort.
The changing mode of conducting the trade caused problems
in this area, however, as liquor was a bulky commodity, and
therefore expensive to ship inland in the canoes.
Joseph Colen realized that an obvious solution to this
problem would be to import higher proof spirits which could
be subsequently diluted with water at their point of
destination. The only problem with this scheme was that
English excise laws prohibited the export of double proof
liquor. Colen therefore suggested that a still be set up
at York Factory, where he could supervise the operation
himself.^6 The London Committee readily agreed to Colen's
plan and sent the required "Still worm complete, with such
Instructions, from a good Chemist, as may enable you to
produce good Spirits of wine, from the Brandy sent..."^7
Significantly, they refused a later suggestion by Colen
that the complete distillation process be undertaken at
York98, indicating the Committee's primary intention was to
circumvent the tax law.
Immediately upon receiving the apparatus in 1791,
Colen set his men to work "collecting stones for fixing
[the] Stile"99, and had the foundation for the building and
still completed before the winter set in. During February
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and March of the following year the framework was erected
and closed i n ^ u , with the actual distilling being
commenced in May.1^1 In 1796 a small warehouse was also
built to house the liquor during the winter-102 Both
structures were located behind the "Octagon" (Figure 4 ) ,
near the west corner of the palisade.
During the initial years of the still's existence,
brandy was used in the production of the "high spirits."103
Colen, who apparently had some previous experience, also
produced "Red & White Cordials" (or liquers), and a small
quantity of "Demara" (Presumably rum).104 His successors
were less venturesome, however, and appear to have produced
only high proof brandy.105 The difficulty of obtaining
inexpensive brandy during the Napoleonic Wars led to the
substitution of rum in the process.106 The volume produced
was also greatly increased by this time. Whereas between
1300 and 1600 gallons had been typical in the I790's107,
some 3,300 gallons of rum were produced in 1815.108 gy
1821, just prior to the merger, this total had increased to
over 6,000 gallons.1° 9
As to structural modifications, the foundation of the
distilling apparatus was altered in 1815 to repair the
shifting that had occurred due to frost.11° In 1820 and
1821 the interior of the building was also lined and ceiled
to provide greater protection from the cold.111 The merger
of the two companies in 1821 eliminated the need for trade
liquor, and hence distilling at the post. As a result, it
was demolished in 1825.112
Similar to the manufacturing activity carried on at
York Factory during this period, residential patterns at
the fort were relatively uncomplicated. Although separate
quarters kitchens, and messes were provided for the
labourers and those of the officer class, the site did not
possess the multiplicity of separate buildings which
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characterized York Factory later in the 19th century.
This was largely the result of Colen's choice of layout,
in which all of these functions, excepting the men's
cookroom, were located in the "Octagon" complex.
In the summer of 1790, while the last warehouse
flanker was being constructed, Colen had his workmen lay
the stone foundation of the east, or men's flanker. ''•*
Since the construction of this dwelling involved the
taking down and reconstruction of the log structure
located at Water Creek 11 4, it was naturally proceeded
with first of all. As the work went smoothly, Colen was
able to report the completion of this residence by the
spring of 1792. 1 1 ^ The foundation for the officers'
residence was built during the same month.11*> This last
flanker was not completely closed in until November
1793 1 1 ?, due to a shortage of skilled workmen. 11 ^ The
interior was finally finished, and the building was
occupied in the summer of I795 1 1 ^, seven full years after
construction had commenced at the site.
Both dwelling flankers were constructed with logs as
a means of insulating against the cold. The logs were
hewn on all four sides120 an$ probably notched and pinned
at the corners.121 The exterior seams were caulked to
prevent the penetration of wind and precipitation.122
John Ballenden also had the officers' flanker weatherboarded for additional protection in 1799.123 Two
adjoining curtains were covered in 1.803124 f and the
remaining flankers and sheds in 1808. 12 5 sheet lead was
used as a roofing material and the flat roofs were drained
by v/ooden spouts.126 jf colen followed his original
plan 1 27 f each dwelling probably contained twenty hinged
sash windows.128 Storm windows appear to have been added
in 1799. 12 9
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The interior plans of the two structures were also
similar in a number of ways. First of all, each was two
stories high, with sleeping areas surrounding central
dining areas or "guardrooms." On the lower level these
common areas opened into the inner square, near the gateway, while interior staircases provided access to the upper
level central rooms. Here the similarities ended, however, as class distinctions determined that spatial
details and furnishings would be radically different.
Colen's own residence, and possibly the officers'
mess, was located on the upper level of the south
flanker 130f while the lower level was taken up by the
officers' guardroom and quarters. The interior rooms were
lathed and plastered, and either whitewashed or
painted.'31 No references have been found to indicate
similar finishing in the men's residence, suggesting that
the interior walls were probably of hewn logs, with the
partitions being sawn plank. In addition, while the
officers' residence was meant to accommodate four or five
men (and, at least in Colen's case, his Indian wife and
children^2) , the men's flanker was designed to accommodate
66 men.133 in other words, and as would be expected, the
officers were provided with individual rooms, while the
tradesmen and labourers had only small bed places.
As with the other activity areas at the site,
residential patterns were also affected by the growing canoe
and boat traffic between York and the inland posts. The
increasing number of European servants and officers who
arrived from inland each summer strained the accommodation
and rationing capabilities of the post, especially in the
late summer when the brigades frequently waited at the fort
for the necessary trade goods and supplies to be landed.134
In an attempt to alleviate the confusion and congestion
caused by such numbers arriving from the interior, Colen
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decided to build a structure that had been unknown at the
old site. His own words best explain his solution:
Began fixing up Dwelling House brought from old
York - It is the same building that was sent
from England in the year 1783 - Altho not quite
so perfect as when first sent out - I hope to
make it a comfortable Dwelling for the Officers
and Men when they arrive from Inland - who for
want of room have been obliged hitherto to
Sleep in Tents - warehouse & c - This I expect
will in future be entirely done away. 135
In 1799 John Ballenden continued the tradition of providing
separate quarters for the officers by ordering the construction of a second dwelling for the exclusive use of the
"Inland Officers when they arrive."1^6
As a more permanent solution to this problem Colen
attempted to reduce, and eventually eliminate, the necessity
of the York Factory journey by those located beyond Lake
Winnipeg through the establishment of inland warehouses.
His introduction of boats on certain segments of the route
was also tied to this policy as a means of reducing the
number of European servants required to convey a given
volume of freight. His successors, prodded by the
manpower shortages and retrenchments mentioned earlier, also
began to employ Indians in the boats.137 TUS- net result was
the elimination of the need for these residences. As can be
seen from Figure 4, the inland officers' residence was
demolished by 1815, while the inland men's house was torn
down to make way for the men 5 s house and attached sheds
depicted by Nicholas Garry in 1821 (Figure 6 ) .
Other residential modifications, such as the accountant's
quarters in the west flanker and the new men's house built in
1815, have been mentioned previously. These were the result
of the separation of the warehousing and fur trading functions
at the post which was carried out between 1812 and 1815. The
smaller size of the new men's residence was due to the manpower reductions associated with the retrenchment program'38f
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as well as the fewer men who actually resided at the post
during the winter months.139 All that is known about this
structure is that it was of log construction1*^, although
the technique employed is not clear. It was located beside
the west flanker, in a direct line with the carpenter shop
and fur warehouse.
In 1812 a new officers' cookroom was built in the
small garden near the distillery.1*1 it was apparently
intended as a replacement for the shed attached to the
south-west curtain which had been constructed just two
years previously. 1*2 j n 1814 a small "Officers Winter
House" was constructed adjacent to it. 1 * 3 This structure
was used briefly by J. Swain1**, the junior trader in
charge of trading operations at York Factory. Like the
other residences, it was a log building. The interior was
lined with plank and the pitched roof covered with
weatherboarding and overlain with a layer of mud for
insulation.145 This residence was only used for a short
period of time, as it evidently had been converted to a
cattle shed prior to its demolition in 1821.1*3 At the
time of the merger, therefore, the cooking and living
quarters of the officer class at York Factory were once
again entirely located in the south flanker and adjacent
curtain.1*7
The final residential and culinary changes occurred in
1820-1821 when Governor William Williams, who had been
appointed after Robert Semple's death in 1816, ordered the
construction of a new men's house, kitchen, and mess.1*3
These buildings were built adjacent to each other and in a
straight line on the north side of the "Octagon" (Figure
6). Their existence, however, was short-lived, as all were
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taken down in the major reconstruction phase which followed
the 1821 merger with the North West Company. ' "
The level of adaptation to the alien environment of
the Hudson's Bay Lowlands region was largely responsible
for the varying lifespans between the Company's 18th and
19th century bayside posts. During the 18th century, for
example, the carpenters and masons employed at York Factory
persisted in utilizing techniques which, while suitable for
the British Isles, resulted in rapid structural deterioration on the bay. By the time of the merger, however, the
level of adaptation had advanced to the point where the
period of usefulness of the Company's establishments had
been substantially increased. For proof, one has only to
contrast the dilapidated condition of Joseph Colen's fort
in 1821 1 5 0 , with that of the "Depot" warehouse, which
remains standing 150 years later.
Cold was the most immediate environmental condition
demanding a response from the British born employees of the
Company. Log construction was the initial solution to this
problem^^1 and Colen followed this tradition when constructing the dwelling flankers at the new site. It is notable
however, that even after 100 years of habitation on the
shores of Hudson's Bay, the response was not total to the
extremely cold winter temperatures that characterize the
region. The carpenters and joiners, for example, continued
to build with unseasoned timber. While this method was
appropriate with the hardwoods, especially oak, which they
had used in Britain^2^ t n e practise was unsuitable when
softwoods such as white spruce were utilized. The result
was the warping of the logs as they dried out, necessitating
frequent recaulking and the eventual weatherboarding of
these structures. It is also interesting to note that when
warmth was not a prerequisite, as in the case of the warehouses and artisan workshops which were used mainly in the
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summer months, the historic preference for English building
forms took over. Partly the result of tradition, this was
also a manifestation of the shortage of suitable timber
near York Factory which, as was the case in timber-short
England during the same time period, resulted in the construction of "half-timber"^53 ana- f r a m e style buildings.
The central fireplaces used for heating the dwelling
flankers proved to be an indifferent source of heat during
the long cold winters. Miles Macdonell's 1812 journal best
describes their inefficiency:
nothing but English grates for burning coals
[are used], out of which the bars are taken to
get wood into them to burn on end - all the
heat except directly
before the fire goes up
the Chimney.154
The Governor and Committee noted Macdonell's comments and
subsequently forwarded new stoves and instructions on their
use as a means of lessening the number of men employed
gathering fuel:
The necessity for such an enormous quantity of
fuel arises from the improper construction of
your fire places and a neglect of those methods
which are followed in other northern countries,
for guarding against the severity of the
winter. A very important saving wood be
effected by the adoption of Stoves either of
Iron like those of Canada or of Brick of Stone
like those of Sweden.^55
From this point in time and throughout the rest of the
century various types of iron stoves were used at York
Factory.
In addition to the cold temperatures, dampness was a
problem which faced the Company's tradesmen. In the
British Isles two solutions had been developed to counter
the problem of rapidly decomposing wooden foundations in
wet soil conditions. One was the replacement of horizontal
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surface sills by vertical posts, charred on one end to
hinder deterioration, and placed a few feet into the
soil.^56 The other was the substitution of stone, both
loose or held together by masonry, for wooden foundations.
Naturally, similar solutions were attempted at York Factory
in an effort to solve what was perceived as a familiar
problem. Since wooden posts could not be used, due to the
presense of permafrost a short distance below the surface,
stone foundations were seen to be the most practical
solution in the 18th century. This was an opinion held by
Joseph Colen, and it was apparently sanctioned by the
Governor and Committee in London.
In responding to this environmental problem in a
traditional manner, the builders of the "Octagon" failed to
take into account the action of frost. Since the permafrost layer one or two feet below the surface prevented
the proper piering of masonry foundations, the buildings
resting upon them were subjected to severe stress due to
frost heaving. This problem was further accentuated by the
dampness of the soil. As a result, the problems mentioned
previously concerning warping logs and non-watertight walls
were worsened, causing the need for almost yearly repairs.
The lead sheathing on the roofs was also continually cracking, necessitating frequent maintenance. Although the
exact date has not been determined, it appears that the
use of stone or brick foundations at York Factory was
abandoned near the turn of the century.^57 instead, new
buildings were placed upon squared surface beams and
"sleepers" which could be easily shimmed to compensate for
shifting, or replaced when rotten.^ 58
A second solution to the problem of wet soil conditions
was the construction of a system of open drainage ditches, as
well as buried drains from the Factory cellars 1 5 ^ leading to
the Hayes River. These were necessary because the site chosen
by Joseph Colen was not as ideal as he had originally claimed.
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John Ballenden, for example, had little praise for the
location:
Not a worse place for many miles around could be
found to build a Factory on than where this now
stands. During the Summer it would take six Men
Dayly [pumping] to keep the Cellars dry 160
Although Ballenden1s assertions were exaggerated, even
Colen had decided to build drains and ditches during the
last decade of the 18th century. His journals provide
little detail, but it is evident that the system was, at
best, rudimentary. 16"! The limiting factor was not a lack
of desire for drier grounds, but Colen's preoccupation with
the construction of buildings and other trade related
facilities.
By 1812 the drainage system had been significantly
improved 162f particularly by the construction of an open
ditch "round the Factory leading to the Bank of the
River."163 Drainage remained a problem throughout the
history of the Company's occupation of the site,
particularly in the spring when ice had to be chopped from
the ditches before the meltwater would flow. Numerous
modifications were also made after 1821, although details
of these and other innovations must be dealt with in
subsequent chapters.
As the preceding discussion has attempted to
illustrate, York Factory between 1788 and 1821 was a
functional entity which owed its existence to a changing
economic system. Its land use patterns were determined by
the requirements of the fur trade, but were also limited by
what was realistically possible within parameters set by
local environmental conditions and the perceptions and
abilities of the Hudson's Bay Company's employees.
Non-economic conditions, for example, determined the
initial layout of the site, and thus affected the placement of structures throughout the period. By 1821,
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however, the original defensive considerations had been
forgotten, and the layout which had evolved since 1800
foreshadowed the functional pattern which was to dominate
the second, or post merger, construction phase.
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III

York Factory, 1821-1870

Upon the merger of the Hudson's Bay Company and its arch
rival, the Montreal based North West. Company in 1821, a
decision was required regarding the distribution system to
be employed in the fur trade. Since England remained the
main supplier of raw materials and manufactured goods, as
well as the initial market for the returns of the trade,
it was quickly decided by Nicholas Garry and Simon
McGillivray^, the two Company directors sent to British
North America to administer the coalition process, that
the shorter Hudson Bay route would be the most efficient.
Moose Factory, located on James Bay, would supply the
Southern Department, with York Factory serving as the
entrepôt of the vast Northern Department, which encompassed the area stretching north from American territory
and west from Hudson's Bay to the Pacific cost. This
decision was not surprising, particularly since the more
arduous overland supply route from Montreal to the
North West Company depot at Fort William had been the
major reason for the eventual capitulation of that
company.
On August 23, 1821, Garry and McGillivray,
accompanied by George Simpson, the newly appointed deputy
to the Company's North American governor, arrived at York
Factory to confer with Governor Williams about the post's
greatly expanded role and the consequent, and necessary
modifications that would be required at the site.2 Since
the two directors and Simpson believed that the

44

Nelson River offered a better route to the interior,
especially to the valuable Athabasca region 8 , it is not
surprising that at first they contemplated the entire
abandonment of the fort and the construction of a new
facility at the mouth of the Nelson. The dilapidated
condition of the Factory did little to discourage this
proposal.
Two days after their arrival McGillivray and Garry,
accompanied by Governor Williams and Adam Snodie, the
individual in charge at York Factory, journeyed by open
boat around the "Point of Marsh" separating the two
rivers.^ They ascended the Nelson as far as Seal Island
(Figure 1) in search of a suitable location for a new
Factory. This endeavor, however, failed to find enough
firewood or timber suitable for construction. The mouth
of the Nelson was also deemed unsuitable as a ships
anchorage.5 Undoubtedly, Garry and McGillivray were aided
in their conclusions by the advice of Governor Williams
and Adam Snodie who informed them of a similar lack of
wood in the interior along the banks of the river.6
The decision having been made to retain the Hayes
River location, they had to decide how to modify the
existing site, in terms of both layout and buildings, in
order to meet the increased demands of the trade. The
proposed plan centred around the immediate construction of
a second fur store^ to house the large increase in fur
returns which would pass through York the following year,
and the conversion of the entire "Octagon" into a
warehouse. The officers' residence and cookroom would be
relocated. A plan of the proposed improvements was
prepared the following year by William Kempt 8 (Figure 7 ) ,
the Company's surveyor, although the details had been
finalized in the fall of 1821.
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This plan reflects the strong influence of
Simon McGillivray and the former North West Company
wintering partner and Superintendent of the Athabasca
region, John George McTavish9, who replaced Adam Snodie as
Chief Factor at York in the fall of 1821. Although only
the proposed administrative and storage buildings are
depicted in Kempt's plan, the pattern shown is almost
identical to that previously employed at the former depot
of the North West Company at Fort William (Figure 8 ) . 1 0
The only major difference was that the converted "Octagon"
warehouse was to be the central structure at York Factory
instead of a large directors' house and meeting hall as
had been the case at Fort William. This change was
necessitated by the slightly different roles played by the
two depots. As has been mentioned previously, the arrival
of the annual supply ship at York Factory was usually in
late August or early September, which prevented the reshipment of all of the supplies and trade goods in the
same season. As a result, a great deal had to be stored
over the winter months. At Fort William this had not been
the case, as that post acted primarily as a forwarding
point, with trade goods and furs being exchanged in the
same season; hence, the reason for the dominance of an
administrative structure at the former North West Company
depot.
The construction of the new fur warehouse began in
the fall of 1821 and was completed the following spring.
It was located on the upstream side of the "Octagon"
building, between the river and the old fur store. This
building was of frame and weatherboard construction and
measured 80 feet by 22, with 20 feet of the length being
used as a fur packing room.'' The similarity in size and
shape to the "Pack Store" building at Fort William
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(Figure 8) is striking. An old "outstore", possibly one
of the miscellaneous sheds located near the front gate, was
also converted that same year into three packing rooms^,
presumably to expedite the assembly of trade goods into
the 90 pound "pieces" carried inland by the boat
brigades. The planned renovation of the "Octagon" was
carried out the following year (1823). 13
With the immediate problem of the storage space at
the Factory resolved, a two year hiatus occurred in the
construction of buildings of this type. Governor Simpson,
who had gained control of the Northern Department in
1821 1 ^, remained skeptical about the capability of the
Hayes River route to handle the anticipated volume of
traffic. With the London Committee's approval he
journeyed down the Nelson River from Norway House to York
Factory on his way to the Northern Department council
meeting of 1822. As the London Committee had predicted,
the volume of water on this river proved too great for
efficient upward navigation.15 T he problem of the limited
capacity of the existing Hayes River system still
remained, however. Simpson was especially concerned that
future growth of the Red River Settlement would compound
the situation. As a possible solution, he proposed:
that we should have a Steam Boat of about Twenty
Tons Burthen and drawing about Four Feet Water
at York, this Vessel could at the opening of
Navigation in Spring when the Waters are high
transport the goods about Fifteen Miles up
Deers River where they would be lodged in Depot;
(about 100 Miles from the Factory) - From thence
a Winter road could be cut by Six men in the
course of a Season about Thirty Five Miles in
a direct line to Knee Lake and thence the
travelling is good/until the Navigation opens)
to Oxford House ... 1°
In other words, he wanted to abandon the total reliance on
the use of open boats and the riverine transport system for
the movement of the Company's supplies, trade goods, and furs.
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For the immediate future, however, little was to come of
these long range speculations, as the immediate problem was
the poor state of the route between York Factory and the newly
formed (1822) inland depot at Norway House at the north end of
Lake Winnipeg.1^ in the summer of 1824 the portages on this
route were improved and the tracking paths cleared by a party
of ten men under the direction of William Kempt.1° A further
innovation was the employment of two boats manned almost
exlusively by York Factory Indians, on a trip to Norway House
in the summer of 1826.1^ Governor Simpson, noting the success
of this venture, optimistically hoped that when the annual
council of the Northern Department was transferred from York
Factory to Norway House ("in a very short time"), these native
crews could be employed carrying the Department's returns from
Norway House.2u" The increased employment of private
freighters from the Red River Settlement also relieved the
pressure on the Hayes River system.
Further storage related construction occurred in 1824,
with the building of a new, and presumably larger powder
magazine. The proximity of the forge, which had been
relocated in 1821 into a renovated outbuilding, was the
apparent reason for this move.21 The construction of this new
magazine at the pre-1787 York Factory site, one half mile
downstream at Water Creek^, w a s the result of Simpson's fear
that the main warehouse could be destroyed by fire, an event
which would have crippled the trade of the Northern Department
for an entire season. The location of this structure was also
an improvement over Fort William (Figure 8), where the stone
powder magazine had been located within the palisade, perhaps
reflecting the fact that few goods had been stored for any
length of time at the post.
In 1824 a second fur warehouse was built.22 This
structure was a replacement for the fur store built in
1797-1798, which was apparently demolished in 182224 to make
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way for a new summer messhouse beside the former officers'
flanker. This new warehouse was identical to, and built
beside and in line with, the warehouse which had been
constructed three years previously. In addition to this
new facility, a building of similar size and design was
erected across the open square.25 This latter warehouse
was used for the storage of inland "Outfits" prior to their
shipment. It completed the pattern of locating structures
associated with the forwarding of inland goods and fur
returns nearest to the river. This was identical to the
pattern which had been adopted by Simon McGillivray's older
brother William during the construction of Fort William26,
and was the mode employed by the former Nor'Wester, Chief
Factor J. G. McTavish, during the reconstruction phase at
York Factory some twenty years later.
By 1827 the last of the pre-1821 storage buildings and
sheds, with the exception of the "Octagon" and launch
house, had been demolished.27 The "Octagon", however, was
beginning to show its age, for although the foundations had
been renewed in 1826 2 8, more repairs were needed by 1830.29
While these latter improvements were authorized by
Governor Simpson, they were only temporary in nature, for
the "Octagon" was no longer large enough to contain the
volume of trade goods stored at the site.20 As a result, a
new main warehouse was begun under the supervision of Chief
Factor A. H. Christie, who had been appointed to replace
J. G. McTavish in 1830. James Hargrave, who at this time
held a clerk's position at York, has left an excellent
summation of the reasons for the construction of the
"Depot", as well as the construction sequence and location:
the crowded state of our Stores.-Every garret
in the new Building is groaning under its own
burden & the Old Factory has at length become
Crazy & leaky & unfit to be filled with property
that it has been found necessary to commence
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rebuilding part of it. - The Middle front
through which the gateway passed has been taken
down & part of an excellent store of 2\ Stories
- 40 feet long & 20 broad - has been raised in
its place - ... To each end of this store is
proposed to be added wings each 30 feet long
on the foundations of the old Buildings & 2
stories high forming a continued front of
100 feet - ...
31
The actual construction process was delayed by the
limitations in the timber supply and also by outbreaks of
influenza. The two storied downstream wing appears to have
been started in the fall of 1832 or spring of 183332, while
the upstream side was not commenced until the fall of 1835,
when the "North East side of the Old Factory" was taken
down.33 The final rear portion was not completed until
1838.34
Although actually constructed under the supervision of
A. H. Christie and, after 1834, by James Hargrave, the site
and overall form of the "Depot" was chosen by J. G.
McTavish.35 it is therefore not surprising that the
"Depot" occupied the central position envisaged by Garry,
McGillivray, McTavish, and Simpson in 1821.
Like all of the dry goods storage facilities
constructed at the site between 1821 and 1850, the "Depot"
was unheated. As a result, it was of frame and
weatherboard construction, although most of the interior
rooms were lined. Unlike the "Octagon"
building, it was built in the form of a square. It was
similar to the former structure, however, in that it
surrounds an inner courtyard. The outside of the
building, which still stands today, measures 105 by 100
feet, with the central compound being 40 by 50 feet. 36
The front section, facing the river, is three stories high,
while the remaining three sections are two. The interior
courtyard served a number of functions. In the first
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place, the use of artificial lighting was prohibited as a
precaution against fire. The courtyard windows therefore
served as an additional source of natural light, while the
courtyard itself provided ready access from one section of
the warehouse to another, without having to move through
interior rooms or divisions. It also provided an enclosed
drying ground for goods and furs that accidently became
wet.37
In 1821 an "upright windlass" (capstan) was installed
at the top of the boatslip to facilitate hauling the river
craft up the steep bank in the fall.38 The slip and launch
were also damaged by ice in the spring of 182439, with the
latter being completely rebuilt in 1826.40 Apart from
this, however, no other storage or forwarding related
construction took place prior to 1835. In fact, the
commencement of the "Depot" marked the end of the phase in
which the warehousing facilities at York were modified,
expanded, and replaced as a result of the increase in the
volume of goods and furs passing through the post after the
1821 merger.
The general dilapidation noted at the beginning of
this chapter also applied to other structures associated
with the pre-1821 site. A good example was the old Indian
trading room which had been located in front of the
officers' flanker. It was demolished in 18264^, with a
replacement structure being built behind, and slightly
upstream of, the fur warehouses.4^ N0r. only was the former
shop (and adjoining sheds) in poor condition, it was
located in an inconvenient spot given the forwardingstorage role allocated to that portion of the factory
complex. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, this
relocation was a result of the changed role of the Factory,
which was caused by the vast reduction in the Indian trade
carried on at the post.
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A retail shop, or "equipment shop" as it was known at
the time, was also built in 1826-1827.43 Located in line
with the inland outfit warehouse (on the downstream side of
the "Octagon"), this building was used for supplying the
inland boat crews and York Factory servants. Originally it
had been intended as a summer residence for the inland
clerks.^4 it was found, however, that it was unnecessary
for all but a few clerks to travel to York Factory each
year, thereby eliminating the need for such a residence.45
As a result, the structure was converted in 1827 while
still under construction. It is probable that the
officers' retail shop was also located in this building.46
Since a structure of similar size and function did not
exist at York Factory prior to 1821, its construction can
probably be attributed to the influence of Chief Factor J.
G. McTavish (A similar structure had been located beside
the inland outfit warehouse at Fort William).
Prior to 1821 the office occupied by the clerks and
officers at York Factory had been located within the
"Octagon" building. It is unclear where these
administrative tasks were carried on between that
structures conversion to a warehouse in 1822 and the
completion of a new, two room, "Compting House" in 1825.47
This new office was situated behind the "Octagon" and was
primarily used in the spring and summer months when the
inventory requisitions from the inland districts for the
following year's "Outfit" were checked and finalized before
being forwarded to England. As well, the accounts of the
previous year's operations were brought into a uniform
system before they were shipped to England with the fur
returns.
The provision of separate dwellings for the inland
officers and servants was ended by the time of the merger.
The only accommodation provided was "three new cabins", or
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apartments4**, which were built in the "Octagon" between
1819 and the spring of 1821. With the decision being made
that same summer to remove all non-storage functions from
that building, a new inland officers1 dwelling became a
first priority, especially since it had also been decided
to hold the annual council meetings of the reorganized
Northern Department at the Factory. These annual meetings
were patterned after those which had been held by the
representatives of the Montreal directors and the wintering
partners of the North West Company at Fort William. At
that fort the wintering partners had been lodged in
dwellings flanking the "Great Hall."4**
As is shown in
1
William Kempt s 1822 plan (Figure 7), a structure similar
to the wintering partners' summer residences at Fort
William was contemplated for the upstream side of the
"Octagon." Work on this structure commenced in the fall of
1822, with it being completed in early June the following
year, immediately prior to the arrival of the inland Chief
Factors. 5C* As can be seen from Figures 10 and 21, Chief
Factor McTavish actually had it built on the downstream
side of the former men's flanker. It apparently contained
only bedroom space. The Council meetings were conducted in
the summer messhouse which was erected in 1822-1823
upstream of, and in line with, the inland officers'
residence.51
With the demolition of the men's winter house in the
early spring of 1823 (to make room for the inland officers'
residence), the York Factory tradesmen and labourers were
temporarily left without cold weather accommodations. They
were temporarily housed in "leather lodges" until 1
November 1823 when their new quarters were completed. 5 ^
Although two houses, designed to hold eight men each55,
were apparently built, it is possible that these dwellings
were attached in the manner of a modern duplex. A new
men's kitchen had been built the previous year54, and if
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the suggestion made by Governor Williams in 1820 was
complied with55, it was likely attached to one, or both,
of these residences.
Although the location of the men's houses remains
undetermined, it appears almost certain that they were
situated in the southwest quadrant of the Factory. Two
factors point to the validity of this assumption. Firstly,
Governor Williams wished the men's kitchen, which had
formerly stood in front of the old men's flanker, removed
from the main business area.56 This suggests the adoption
of the residential pattern which had developed at Fort
William, where the men's dwellings had been isolated at the
extremities of the fort near their main places of
employment, the workshops and barns. At York Factory the
northeast and southeast quadrants were already designated
for business activity, leaving only the northwest and
southwest sections as possible locations for these
dwellings. The former area subsequently contained
workshops, leaving the latter section as the only possible
location for the men's winter houses and kitchen.
Secondly, later replacement buildings were definitely
located in this area, as well as a small cattle keeper's
house which had been built in 1821.57
A "Gentlemens Winter house" was constructed in
1823-1824 for the use of Chief Factor McTavish and his
senior officers.58 &s well, it is evident that part of the
former officers' flanker served this function until 183l59,
indicating that the initial plans to convert this structure
completely into a warehouse were not carried out. Its
impending demolition, however, led to the gathering of wood
in 1831 for the construction of a "new house between the
Govs House & Officers shop to serve the purpose of the Old
Guard Room,..."60 This new structure was the clerks'
house, or "Bachelors' Hall," and remained in use until well
into the 20th century.
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Little detail is known of the former structure, beyond
the fact that it was a one storey log building61, and
probably of post and sill (pièces-sur pièces)
construction. The interior rooms were lathed, plastered
and whitewashed.62 The exterior was probably weatherboarded, and the roof was covered by sheet tin.**2 The
officers' winter Mess was also located here^, although it
is not known whether a kitchen was attached. The new
clerks' dwelling was also similarly constructed, with five
bedrooms surrounding a large central common area.65
The only other officers dwelling at York was a small
house built for the use of Governor Simpson when he was at
the Factory.66 it was apparently of frame and weatherboard
construction, instead of logs, as it was intended for
summer use only.67 This residence was used by the Governor
until the summer of 1834, when Chief Trader James Hargrave,
who had replaced Chief Factor A. H. Christie, converted the
residence to his own use.68 since the Northern Department
Council had been removed from York Factory that same year,
the governor would no longer regularly visit York, thereby
eliminating the need for a separate residence. In 1834 a
winter kitchen and cellar were built behind this structure69f and an attached Mess room shortly thereafter.70
The original Factor's residence (used by McTavish and
Christie) was not demolished, but remained in use as a
dwelling for the second in command, or the departmental
accountant, until the I850's.71
In deciding to locate the officers' and governor's
houses near their main places of employment (the office,
retail shops, and the main warehouse), Governor Simpson and
J.G. McTavish improved on the Fort William design, where
the wintering officer's and the doctor's quarters had been
rather illogically located at the front of the fort between
the dry goods and fur warehouses. In William Kempt's 1822
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plan depicting the proposed improvements at York Factory,
the area fronting the "Octagon" and two flanking buildings
was left unoccupied, suggesting that there was general
agreement that the space should be left undeveloped.
Possibly this decision was made for esthetic reasons, but a
more plausible explanation is that it was intended as a
reserve for the future construction of fur stores and
warehouses within the palisades.72 chief Factor Christie's
decision to avoid this area when he had a new provision
storehouse commenced in 1834 seems to corroborate this
hypothesis.
Another consequence of the merger with the North West
Company was an increased level of artisan manufacturing at
the Factory. York's coastal location and the expense of
shipping the larger, post 1821, cargoes of trade goods to
the Bay meant that it was often cheaper to manufacture
articles at the fort than to import them from England:
Coarse Iron works such as Hatchets, Beaver Traps,
Ice Chissels & c we find can be manufactured at
this place on much lower terms than imported from
England, we have therefore Indented for very few,
our Blacksmiths understand the temper required
for this climate better than English tradesmen
usually do, but it will always be necessary that
strict attention is paid to the quality and
description of Iron applied for, as hitherto we
had great cause for complaint on that head.-'3
Similarly, the increased bulk of the cargoes shipped inland
meant greater employment by the carpenters and coopers
producing packing cases, barrels and kegs. This increased
manufacturing activity, however, was not manifested by a
significant increase in the number of artisans employed (at
least initially). Instead, a change took place in their
work patterns, resulting in their steady employment at their
respective trades for a greater part of the year.
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As with the other structures associated with the pre1821 site, old age and the adoption of a more rational
layout necessitated the relocation and reconstruction of the
tradesmen's shops during the 1820's. In 1821, for example,
a winter workshop was built for the coopers^, probably as a
result of the increased demand for casks and kegs. In 1829
this structure was replaced by a combined carpenters' and
coopers' workshop.75 Although the location is uncertain,
these two shops were likely placed beside the new forge and
tinsmith shop, which was also built in 1829.76 Between 1821
and 1829 the former blacksmith shop had been located in a
converted building, although the location cannot be
ascertained. 7"7 (The pre-1821 structure was demolished in
182778). The location of the 1821-1829 tinsmith shop is
also unknown, although in all probability it was near the
forge.
In contrast to the pre-1821 Factory, the shops
constructed in 1829 were isolated in the northwest quadrant,
away from the primary activity areas. Once again, this
pattern was similar to that which had previously existed at
Fort William. The fear of fire caused by sparks from the
chimneys of these buildings was another reason for their
relative isolation.
Contrary to what one might expect, boatbuilding was one
activity which did not increase in scale after 1821. In
fact, York Factory ceased to be a major supplier of open
boats for the inland posts. It was simply too difficult to
obtain a ready supply of timber in the barren Hudson's Bay
Lowlands region. Since at least one boatbuilder was
required, however, for the repair of inland craft damaged in
the rapids on the upper reaches of the Hayes River, a
limited number of river and coasting craft were manufactured, especially for the smaller posts in the immediate
vicinity (such as Severn, Churchill, and Oxford House) and
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for the Factory itself. Between 1821 and 1840 this activity
was carried on in the pre-1821 launch house located on the
riverbank in front of the main warehouse.
The construction of the "Depot" warehouse marked the
end of the 15-year construction phase that had commenced in
1821. Of the buildings associated with the pre-1821
Factory, only the launch house and a few insignificant sheds
remained. In the ensuing 25 years no major changes were
made to the overall layout of the site, although some new
construction did occur. This was the period when York
Factory was at its zenith, as the centre of the Hudson's Bay
Company's near monopoly of the fur trade, and as the gateway
to northwestern British North /America.

Growth and Stability, 1835-1858
In 1838 Chief Trader James Hargrave returned to York Factory
after a one-year leave of absence, resuming the command he
had first received in 1834 upon the transfer of
Chief Factor A. H. Christie. Hargrave, who had originally
been hired by the North West Company in 1820, was retained
as a clerk after the 1821 merger. ^9 He was permanently
stationed at York Factory in 1827 and promoted to Chief
Trader in 1833.80 His experience in the day-to-day
operation of the Factory made his choice as chief officer a
logical one. Hargrave, after his promotion to Chief Factor
in 1844, remained in charge of York until 1851, when he was
transferred to Sault Ste. Marie and replaced by his
brother-in-law, William Mactavish.81 Hargrave returned
briefly to York Factory in 185682 before retiring from the
Company's service in 1858.83
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Chief Trader Hargrave's first major project was the
improvement of the waterfront transportation infrastructure,
followed by an extensive and continuing modification of the
rapidly eroding riverbank during the 1840's in an attempt to
protect these new structures. The first such structure was
a new pier constructed in the summer of 1839. 84 Although
the actual location of this wharf is uncertain, an 1848
sketch (Figure 9) indicates that it was probably on (or
near) the site of the former structure. The following year
a new boat slip was constructed. Letitia Hargrave has left
an excellent description of this feature:
So we stood at the top of the boat slip, a sloping
quay, made of the trunks of trees - . ... As the slip
is rather steep & the logs of which it is made are
round & not placed quite close together, the walking
is not good at the best - 8 8
The wood from the older (1826) structure ws subsequently
used in the construction of a second, or upper slip 88 , near
the upstream corner of the palisade. This was intended to
ease the task of carrying logs, firewood, and river ice up
the 25 foot high bank face to the nearby sawpit, woodyard,
and ice house.
A new 70 by 40 foot, two storey launch house was also
started in 1840. 8 ^ This building was intended for the
storage of nautical and fishing supplies, as well as for the
manufacture and repair of open boats. It was of frame and
weatherboard construction 88 , and displayed the hipped roof
typical of the Company's 19th century buildings (Figure
32). The roof was tarred 88 , and the exterior walls were
painted with "Tar & Ochre." 88 It was located downstream of
the palisade, near the former location of the old boat and
canoe shed, or Red River Store. The "Old. Launch House, the
last building that remained on the Estabfc of those standing
in 1821" was pulled down in 1841. 81
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The only other transport related modifications to the
York Factory site during this period involved the
construction of a lookout tower in 1840-184192, the building
of a canoe shed in 184592*, and the construction of a second
boat slip near the new boatbuilding shop-launch house in
1853.94 Tne first structure was initiated by Hargrave to
facilitate the spotting of the annual supply ship. The
questionable utility of this new "outlook" did not go
unnoticed by Governor Simpson.95 it appears that this 40
foot tower, which was located just downstream of the inland
outfit warehouse, was a "make work" project for the
employment of the Factory's temporarily-idle carpenters. It
was not necessary for the smooth functioning of the post.
The canoe shed, however, was of greater utility, being used
for the storage and repair of the "light canoes" which
carried the Company's letter packets and senior officers.
The new slip was probably a replacement of the one built in
1840.
By the 1840's transport and storage were once again
becoming a problem for the Company. As a partial solution
to the problem of an increasing volume of traffic, the
portages between Norway House and York Factory were repaired
in 1842.96 A cart was also introduced on one of the
largest obstacles, the White Fall portage, in order to
quicken the passage of goods and furs.97 The employment of
native labour in the boat brigades which travelled between
York and its inland depot also became an accepted practise,
both for economic reasons and to carry the greater volume of
goods being shipped inland due to the growth of the Red
River Settlement.98 By the end of the decade, these crews
were responsible for the transport of all the goods required
for Athabasca and McKenzie River districts between York
Factory and Norway House.99
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By the mid-1830's, the population of Red River,
including whites and mixed bloods, had grown to
approximately 3600 individuals. ^ 0 ^ s a re sult of this
expansion, a number of private traders had located in the
colony, as well as private freighters engaged in the
transport of both Company and non-Company goods between the
coast and the settlement. By 1835, the quantity of goods
intended for the Red River traders had become so large that
James Hargrave was forced to appropriate the inland outfit
warehouse for the winter storage of these materials.*®' It
is also interesting to note that a third fur warehouse
(1841-1842) was also required for the storage of the produce
of the colony, mainly tallow and buffalo robes, intended for
shipment to England. ^ 2 >pne i on g term use of this facility
was also made necessary by the London Committee's refusal to
send more than one ship to York, except on a very irregular
basis. As a result, the Colony products often had to be
carried over on inventory at the York or Norway House depots
for more than one season.^3
In 1846 the 6th Regiment of Foot, consisting of 347
officers and men, journeyed via York Factory en route to
garrison duty at Red River.104 The large amount of stores
associated with the supply of this expedition prompted the
erection of a second Red River storehouse in 1847-1848^ u5 ,
and the "Government Store" in 1848-1849. 106 These two
structures were located within the palisade^u^, fronting on
the river, behind the first Red River warehouse (inland
outfit store) and the retail shops. Interestingly, Hargrave
followed the same locational patterns established in the
1820's. The fact that the open square fronting the "Depot"
was not utilized, suggests that Hargrave believed the area
should remain undeveloped (except for gardens), probably for
aesthetic reasons.
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With the construction of these new facilities the
storage problem was solved for the immediate future. In
1850 the revenue side was also considered, resulting in the
implementation of a charge of one shilling per 90 pound
"piece" for the transferring of private goods from the
ship's anchorage at "Five Fathom Hole" to the Factory. An
additional shilling was charged for storage over the
winter.^u^ These tariffs were meant to offset the cost of
these new buildings and the labour associated with these
non-fur trade activities, which, by this time, were a
significant factor in the land-use patterns at the site,
with four warehouses being occupied by Red River supplies
and produce.
Between 1838 and 1840, a larger, more conveniently
located powder magazine was built downstream of the fort at
Sloop Creek. It rested on an elaborate wooden
foundation^09, and was built with local (ice rafted)
limestone^ 0f imported English brick^^, and stone from
Prince of Wales fort in Churchill.112 jt replaced the
former wooden structure that had been built near Water Creek
at the pre-1787 site of York Factory by Chief Factor J. G.
McTavish. The inconvenient location of this former
structure was the main reason for the reconstruction^ 3 f
although it remains unclear why such an elaborate replacement was built when Governor Simpson was advocating the
repair of the old magazine as late as the spring of 1838.^"^
The only other improvements to the warehousing capacity
of York Factory carried out during this period involved the
renovation and modification of existing buildings. For
example, the foundations, floors, and roofs of the two
original fur stores were renewed between 1841 and 1843.''*
A second floor enclosed walkway was also built between these
and the new fur warehouse mentioned previously, greatly
improving the means of communication between them.^° In
1844 the Red River warehouse (originally the inland outfit
117
warehouse) also underwent extensive repairs.
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Administratively, the only change related to the fur trade
was the previously mentioned abandonment of York as the site
of the annual Northern Department councils in 1835.11 °" From
that date more centrally located sites, usually Norway House
or Upper Fort Garry, were used. Although this considerably
reduced the number of inland officers visiting the site, the
inland officers' residence remained an important building,
especially as York's port of entry role increased. In
addition to the retiring or furloughed officers, it provided
accommodations for the many missionaries and scientific
explorers who passed through during these years.
Except for the relocation of the council meetings, the
removal of the Columbia Department accounts in 1853 was the
only other change affecting the duties carried out in the
York Factory office.119 The old "Compting House" was
replaced in the early 1850's, however, by a slightly smaller
structure, although the decrease in size was related to the
apparent elimination of a bedroom which had been located in
the former office. '20 The older building was converted into
a subscribing library in 1856.121
Although no overall locational changes occurred in the
officers' residential patterns at York between 1835 and
1860, numerous repairs were made to the existing structures. The clerks' house, for example, was re-caulked
and re-weatherboarded in 1844^22f the foundations and floors
were repaired in 1848123f an^ the foundation and sleepers
were entirely replaced in 1852.124 The foundation of the
inland officers' dwelling was repaired in 1849125, anG; the
summer Mess house in 1851.126 ^ nursery had also been added
to the officer's residence in 1842 for the accommodation of
James and Letitia Hargrave's first child.127 Hargrave's
successor, J. R. Clare, had the foundations of this
structure replaced in 1859.128
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In 1839 the men's houses which had been built in 1839
underwent "thorough" repairs.12^ These dwellings were
apparently still standing in 185013°, although "new houses"
had been completed in 1846.^1 These dwellings were
apparently demolished shortly after this, however, as a 25
by 50 foot "Mens House to Contain at least 40 Men with 1
Stove in Centre for all" was completed in 1852. 132 Located
near the rear gate of the Factory, this structure was
intended as a single men's residence. '33 Undoubtedly, the
1846 structures were used by the Half Breed apprentice
tradesmen (and their families) whom the Company began to
employ at York in the 1840's. Although the Company would
not allow the wives of their European tradesmen and
labourers to reside at the Factory, they realized the
impossibility of this policy when dealing with the locallyborn employees.
An interesting result of a temporary reduction of the
number of employees stationed at York Factory in the 1830*s,
and the modified employment patterns of the tradesmen, was
the increasing, and more regular, employment of Indians as
hunters, fishermen, and dog drivers. The result was the
development of small clusters of cabins near traditional local
hunting and fishing sites at Fishing Island, Ten Shilling
Creek, and French Creek (Figure 1).134 At most, four or five
extended families occupied these small dwellings, as well as
a number of widows, orphans, and aged and infirm natives.
This latter group often did odd jobs, such as washing and
cleaning, for the officers and men in return for the
necessities of life. In years of poor hunting, they were
almost entirely dependent on the charity of the Company
which, depending on the generosity of the officer in charge,
was sometimes barely enough to sustain life.^5
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The development of this small stationary Indian
population, as well as the large numbers who congregated
about the fort during the summer months when the men
were employed in the boat brigades, prompted the
Anglican Bishop of Rupert's Land, David Anderson, to
request permission from the Company for the establishment of a mission and school at the Factory.136 The
site of the proposed mission apparently had been decided
upon as early as 1851137r although Governor Simpson's
and Chief Factor William Mactavish's non-approval of the
individual chosen as the first missionary138f a s Well as
the lack of a suitable dwelling for the use of the
clergyman'39# delayed the actual appointment for another
three years. Rev. William Mason, a former Wesleyan
missionary who had been stationed at Norway House, was
ultimately chosen. He arrived at York Factory in the
fall of 1854 and was provided with two rooms in
Mactavish's (formerly Hargrave's) residence.'^0 The
parsonage was completed the following spring 1^1 an d
Rev. Mason was joined by his family, who had remained
behind in the Red River Settlement over the winter.'42
This new dwelling contained five rooms, plus an attached
kitchen. '^3 it was located between the old office, or
library, and Mactavish's house.1^4
Although the building of a church was contemplated
by the Company and Rev. Mason, a shortage of timber
delayed commencement of construction until the fall of
1856, when James Hargrave was once more in charge of the
post.'45 The Church of St. John of York Factory was
designed by Hargrave and measured 50 feet by 25, with a
height of 15 feet.1^6 The attached steeple and spire
measured 66 feet.1^7 The entire structure was completed
in the summer of 1858. It was of frame and weatherboard
construction, and was apparently intended only for
summer use, the period when the population of the

65

Factory was at its greatest. ^ 8 winter services, being
attended by the officers, tradesmen, and the few labourers
remaining at the fort, were held in the old winter Mess
room, which apparently remained standing as late as
1859.^S- rpne iocation of the new church, which was placed
about half-way between the fort and the graveyard across
Sloop Creek, was deliberately chosen so as to be "more easy
of access than it could have been if erected within the
pickets of the Factory."150
Between 1835 and 1858 little in the way of change
occurred in the artisan manufacturing carried out at York.
In other words, the number of tradesmen employed and the
types of articles produced remained fairly constant. The
only innovation was the construction of an "Oiling House"
in 1839.^51 This building was used for the manufacture of
the oil cloths used for covering the open inland and coast
boats during inclement weather. Traditionally, they had
been produced every fall from imported canvas and tar in
the carpenter shop, and then hung to dry over the winter in
a shed near the stables.«52 The growing number of boats
employed in the summer transport business likely necessitated the construction of this separate, and larger,
building. It was located just upstream of the palisade,
near the dog yard and kennel. In 1852, the carpenter
shop-cooperage was also rebuilt, apparently close to, or
on the same location as the previous structure.^3 Both
of these structures maintained the pattern of functional
isolation that had been established in the 1820's.
As was mentioned in the previous chapter, the
Company's carpenters had used the traditional English
method of log construction when building the original
dwelling flankers. This method was definitely abandoned by
1832, as the clerks' dwelling^5^ and the provision
warehouse 155 we re constructed using the French Canadian
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pièces-sur-pièces technique (where tenoned horizontal
timbers are placed between vertical posts). In all
probability, the vast majority of log structures
constructed after the turn of the century employed this
method, for even though Canadian tradesmen were not
employed by the Company until just prior to the merger, the
Company's inland servants were familiar with the technique
employed by the North West Company.
One possible reason for the adoption of this method
was the difficulty in procuring sufficient numbers of logs
of the length needed for the size of buildings required.
The pièces-sur-pièces technique, since it allowed for walls
of varying length, depending on the number of frames used,
easily solved these problems. Another advantage of this
method was that the shorter logs required less labour
during assembly, and were also less subject to warping than
longer pieces.
Rudimentary insulation, intended to protect against
both heat and cold, was also used to a limited extent
during the second construction phase. The new ice house,
which was erected in 1839, for example, was embanked with
earth to slow the melting of the blocks of river ice used
for preserving fresh provisions throughout the summer.^^
As well, the upper floor was covered "with a layer of
chips."157 similarly, the cellars located under the
officer's kitchen and the provision warehouse were also
embanked in an attempt to prevent the salt provisions and
other stores from freezing during the winter.158
The drainage system at York Factory was also considerably improved in the years following the merger. In addition to the main drains which circled the outside of the
palisade, numerous smaller ditches were opened. A good
example of the latter, and their intended purpose, was
the drainage ditch opened behind the men's houses in the
fall of 1840:
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began to open another [drain] from the mens
houses passing under the pickets and into the
inner drain which surrounds the Factory. This
is designed to carry off the surface water in
spring which frequently rises to such a height
as to flood the floors of these dwelling
houses.'59
The majority of these secondary ditches fed into the main
drains which surrounded the factory, although a few, such
as those leading from the ice house^O an<j t n e cellar of
the provision warehouse^61, ied directly into the Hayes
River.
The main drains, as well as some of the intermediate
ditches, were "covered" in the fall in order to prevent
their filling with snow and debris during the winter.162
By this means, a great deal of labour was saved by not
having to clear them in the spring. Another innovation
related to the improvement of drainage at the site was the
lining of the various ditches with casings, or boxes, manufactured from the outside pieces ("slabs") left after the
sawing of logs into square timbers or planking.
(Individual boxes measured ten feet, or the length of the
average sawing log 163). These casings were necessary due
to the permafrost, as the melting of the frozen soil caused
the sides of the drains to slump, blocking the flow of
water. The boxes also slowed the rapid erosion caused by
the loose nature of the soil.
In addition to improved site drainage, better
techniques in wood preservation prolonged the life of
wooden foundation timbers. Tar was used extensively as a
preservative, significantly reducing the effects of wet
rot. As well, the practise had developed of weatherboarding the outside of the foundation logs below ground
level 164f thereby lessening the deteriorating effects from
rainfall and melt-water to which uncovered sleepers were
exposed. The foundation technology which had evolved by
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the time of the second construction phase at the site
served the Company well. Although problems still occurred,
less manpower was required for minor repairs. As well, the
need for demolishing and rebuilding the post every 30 or 40
years was eliminated.
By 1830 riverbank erosion was becoming a serious
problem, leading to a resolution to "Slope and face the
Bank of the River, in front of the Fort, with Stones and
Timber...."1*>5 This was, however, only a temporary
measure, and little was apparently done in this regard. In
1838 major improvements were undertaken, with a group of
Indians being employed facing the bank with "Wooden
Stakes."166 The bottom of the sloped "embankment" was also
lined with bundles of willows in an attempt to prevent the
deterioration of the soil behind these piles by tidal
action. This work was continued in 1839, when the high
water mark of the embankment was covered with stones. 1^7
By 1842, this "solid stone embankment" was completed as far
downstream as the "Inlanders Summer Camp", located between
the Factory and Sloop Creek.168 In 1845 the piles had been
placed as far as this creek, with the entire work
presumably being completed a short time later. 1^9 Although
this embankment was recognized as only a stopgap measure,
the Company was willing to undergo the expense involved in
order to protect its investment at the site.170 in other
words, York Factory's importance was significant enough for
the Company to modify a site that was far from perfect on
every account except its location, but that was strategic
in terms of the riverine transport technology prevalent at
the time.

York Factory, 1858-1870
Limitations of space dictate that a full chronicle of
the changes in the Hudson's Bay Company's transport system
between 1858 and 1870, and the resulting affects on
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York Factory, cannot be undertaken. The problems that
necessitated these modifications were similar to those
encountered in the 1840's. The only difference was that
they were more acute. At that time the construction of
additional storage space and the employment of more boats,
both Company-owned and private, had remedied the congestion
brought about by the increasing volume of freight. By the
late 1850's similar solutions could not be applied, as the
York Factory based riverine transport route had reached its
maximum capacity given the low level of technology employed
and the limited number of reliable individuals available in
the Red River Settlement who were willing to engage as
summer tripmen for the wages the Company was prepared to
pay. Other opportunities, such as participation in the
increasing private trade in furs being carried on from the
colony, or the carting of private goods between St. Paul,
Minnesota, and the settlement, meant employment in the boat
brigades was less attractive than ever. Disease and
migration had also lessened the numbers of able-bodied
Indians available to man the brigades fitted out from the
Factory, Oxford House, and Norway House.'''
In the late 1850's the Company's senior officers
realized that there were only two possible courses of
action available to remedy this serious situation. The
first option was to embark on a major capital investment
program at the Factory, and to increase wage rates to a
level that would make employment in the boat brigades an
attractive proposition once again. The other choice, and
one that had not been available in the 1840's, was to
utilize an alternate route to the railhead at St. Paul
which had been first opened by the Red River free
traders.I?2 j n the cautious fashion that typified the
Hudson's Bay Company, a compromise was struck, with Chief
Factor James Hargrave being authorized to collect timber
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for the construction of two new warehouses at the Factory
during the winter of 1857-1858173, and William Mactavish
(now at Upper Fort Garry) being given permission to order
208 "pieces" (valued at 32500) from England, to be shipped
via rail from New York to St. Paul, and then by cart and
oxen to Upper Fort Garry.'**
Mactavish's experiment proved to be a success and
J. R. Clare, Hargrave's successor at York in the fall of
1858, was ordered to halt preparations for the proposed
warehouses pending the final settlement of the transport
question. ''^ By February of the following year, Governor
Simpson was convinced of the utility of the new route for
supplying the southern districts1'°, a n opinion that was
shared by the London Committee^'', thus settling the
question of further construction of storage facilities at
York Factory. In 1860, the entire Saskatchewan "outfit"
(totalling 1000 "pieces") *'°, with the exception of guns,
gunpowder, and York Factory manufactured goods, was shipped
by the new route. The supplies for the Swan River and Lac
la Pluie districts (Outfit 1862, shipment 1861) were also
transferred from York in 1861.179
York briefly regained its previous status in 1864 and
1865 when an uprising of the Sioux Indians in United States
territory closed the St. Paul route.«80 The defeat of
these Indians by the American cavalry and the re-opening
of the route in 1866 181 , as well as the introduction of
steam boats on the navigable portions of the Red River,
ensured the superiority of the American connection for the
supply of the Red River and Saskatchewan districts.
Although York Factory remained the depot for the
northern regions, as early as 1864 Governor Dallas was
questioning the utility of transporting the Athabasca and
McKenzie River returns via York, particularly when they
considered recent experiences with the troublesome Portage
la Loche boat brigades.^8^ At this time, the Governor
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also suggested that it would be more economical to supply
the Athabasca posts by cart brigades from Red River by way
of Carlton (Edmonton) and Green Lake, than by york boat
from York Factory and Norway House.'83 with the refusal of
most of the Portage la Loche crews to proceed on to York
Factory from Norway House in the late summer of 1865, the
second of these suggestions was carried out, with the
decision being made to send the 1867 shipment of goods for
Athabasca via St. Paul.18^ In 1867, the McKenzie River
brigade once again mutinied at Norway House, resulting in
the bulk of the returns of the two northern districts being
left at that post, forcing their shipment through Upper
Fort Garry and the United States. 18 ^ Further strikes in
1869 and 1870 ensured the adoption of the St. Paul route
for these valuable returns.18"
With the reliability of the St. Paul to Red River
transportation artery secured by the late 1860's, the
decision was made in 1869 to supply the Swan River district
partially from the Fort Garry depot.187 By 1870 the
Northern Department council had decided that the entire
"outfit" for this district should in future be supplied
from Red River, with the English River district to follow in
1872. 188 These latter developments represented the
reimplementation of policies introduced in the early
1860's.
Although the Northern Department accounts continued to
be finalized at York Factory, the scale of other
administrative duties diminished during the 1860's. For
example, as more inland districts came to be supplied by
the Fort Garry depot, the number of "indents" being sent to
England by the bay route decreased. The Company's clerks
and officers at Upper Fort Garry now checked and approved
these lists and, once the shipments had arrived, supervised
the packing of the goods for reshipment to the interior.
Similarly, York Factory's retail ("equipment") shops and
fur warehouses also suffered a decline in activity due
to the greatly reduced number of inland brigades visiting
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the coast and the shipment of a portion of the fur returns
via the United States.
With the decrease in administrative activity, Chief
Factor Clare found it increasingly difficult to find
employment for his staff of clerks, apprentice clerks, and
postmasters. On his own authority he transferred one clerk
to Lac la Pluie district in 1860, and also recommended to
Governor Simpson the transfer of another.189 j n 1862 the
decrease in activity was so marked that Clare became
apprehensive about the bad habits his young clerks and
apprentices were adopting from long periods of inactivity.
As a solution he proposed the transfer of the chief trader,
one clerk, and an apprentice postmaster.190 These staff
reductions proved unnecessary, however, as the temporary
reascendancy of the bay route in 1864 and 1865 once again
provided ample employment. Chief Trader J. W. Wilson, who
succeeded Clare in the fall of 1865, seemed less concerned
about the size of the establishment, and York remained a
training ground for many of the Company's young officers
for the rest of the decade.
The only changes in the residential patterns at York
Factory between 1858 and 1870 were the result of
initiatives and policy changes by the London Committee. In
1859, for example, a corrugated iron building was sent to
be used as a shelter for the inland boat crews.1 91 This
structure was lost in a shipwreck^92f j-,ut a replacement was
sent and put up "in a line with the back of the boat house"
the following year.193 Although J. R. Clare questioned the
utility of the structure (given the impending transport
changes), he was able to report that the building proved
suitable for its intended purpose.194
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Regarding residential patterns at the site, it should
be noted that a separate, two storey dwelling (Figure 13)
was built for the married officers and their families in
1862-1863.195 Formerly, the junior officers had not been
permitted to bring their wives to York. This policy was
relaxed by the Company in the late 1850's. Problems were
created, however, as the clerks' dwelling had been designed
as a single mens' residence. In 1860 Clare therefore
decided to build this new structure, and chose the "South
West corner of the Factory" as a suitable location.196 The
lack of an experienced carpenter, however, delayed its
completion until 1863.197 Little structural detail is
available regarding this dwelling, although a later
observer described it as "two storied houses, making one
long building"19°, which seems to indicate that it was of
duplex type construction.
It should also be mentioned at this point that a
pre-fabricated, corrugated iron school building was sent to
York Factory by the Church Missionary Society in 1863.199
This school was erected in 1864 "a little distance behind
the fort"200 ancj w a s use<3 by Rev. Mason for the education
of the local children. It was utilized primarily in the
summer months when the fort population was swollen by the
arrival of the Indians. During the winter it served as a
chapel, replacing the old winter Mess which had formerly
served this purpose.'01
During this period York Factory manufacturing began to
be challenged on a number of fronts. In the first place,
local environmental conditions limited the number of
tradesmen who could be economically employed at the site.
Firewood was limited, and in years of scarce game the
expense of feeding a larger establishment on imported
provisions would have eliminated the cost advantage of
locally produced goods over imported items. The growth of
the Red River Settlement, also, produced an increasing
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demand for goods which the factory smiths found it
increasingly difficult to meet. As a result, some lines
were eliminated from their production lists. In 1858, for
example, "Beaver & Rat Traps & Springs" were ordered from
Canada.202 Although the initial shipment proved to be of
inferior quality203f Clare recommended that the southern
districts of the Northern Department should continue
ordering these items from Canada via St. Paul.204
Similarly, in 1859, tin pans for the following "outfit"
were manufactured in the Red River Settlement. 205 rpne ne xt
year Clare commented that the kettle order from the
Saskatchewan posts was too numerous and bulky to be
transported by the reduced number of boats available.
Therefore, he sent none and suggested that it would be more
economical to produce them at Fort Garry.206 j n 1862,
Clare even recommended transferring one of the tinsmiths at
the Factory to Red River or Norway House as a means of
saving upward freight.207 This suggestion was not
implemented, however, as the temporary closure of the
St. Paul route ended speculation on the relocation of
artisan manufacturing, at least for the time being.
By mid-century industrial advances were changing the
mode of production in England and America. These
innovations naturally began to affect the Company's
traditional manufacturing patterns. One example of this
process, as it related to York Factory, was an experiment
with Indian rubber boat covers in 1860. These new items
proved equal in quality and utility to the York Factory
manufactured oil cloths.208 only a dramatic price increase
the following year prevented their importation on a large
scale209, which would have resulted in the elimination of
the production of boat covers at the Factory. Similarly,
by 1859 it was found to be more economical to import
American made axes from St. Paul than to manufacture them
at York.210 Council was persuaded to veto their
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importation, however, largely on the advice of Chief Factor
Clare, who reasoned that since a blacksmith was necessary
at York Factory, it was senseless not to employ that
individual manufacturing trade axes during his spare
time.211 The full impact of this trend postdates 1870.
The years 1858 to 1870 were clearly a period of
transition for York Factory. Even though similar functions
were carried on as before, they were at a markedly reduced
scale. York, as the focal point of a labour intensive,
riverine, transport system, was in the process of losing
its pre-eminent status through the establishment of a
competing, more technologically efficient, supply route.
By 1870, it was well on the way to being bypassed by Upper
Fort Garry as the depot of the Northern Department, a
process that was being increasingly reflected in the land
use patterns at the site.
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IV

Declining Status, 1870-1910

In the final pages of the previous chapter an attempt was
made to illustrate the means by which the evolution of the
Hudson's Bay Company's transportation system affected land
use patterns at York Factory during the 1860's. The full
impact, however, postdates 1870, or, more correctly, 1875.
Although manpower levels were reduced in the early 1870's,
it was not until the end of the decade that drastic
economy measures were invoked. In other words, there was a
significant lag between the time when York's role was
effectively changed, and when the Company's senior officers
forced their reluctant subordinate at York Factory, J. P.
Fortescue (1872-1884), to reduce drastically the number of
men employed to a level commensurate with the post's
declining role. In addition, this era was characterized by
an increase in church and government activity at the site.
This was a result of the declining isolation of the region,
which had resulted in the transfer of the administration of
northern and western British North America from the Company
to the recently established Dominion of Canada in 1870.
The most responsible event for sealing the fate of
York Factory as an important transshipment point was the
failure of an experiment with a small steam vessel which
had been shipped to the fort in 1869.^ The London
directors had hoped that this steamboat could be used to
tow fully laden york boats (thereby eliminating the crews)
to a warehouse to be constructed near the Rock Fall2,
approximately 200 kilometres upstream on the Hayes River.
S. K. Parson, the clerk who was temporarily in charge after
Chief Factor J. W. Wilson's death in 1869, reported the
reasons for this failure:
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The engine is not of nearly sufficient power for
towing up these rivers, the boat draws far too
much water, & the build of the vessel is everyway
unsuitable to enable so weak an engine to contend
with the strong currents
in many places between
this & the Rock.3
A more significant drawback was the lack of a ready supply
of fuel along the Hayes River. In any case, the McKenzie
River brigade once again mutinied at Norway House in 1870.
As a result, only two boats journeyed to York^, preventing
the inland shipment of the bulk of the McKenzie River cargo
and creating doubts on the means by which these valuable
goods could be shipped from the "Rock" to Norway House,
even if the steamer experiment had proved a success.5
The net result was that the majority of the Northern
Department fur returns were being shipped via Norway House
and the Red River Settlement by the fall of 1872.6 In the
same year Commissioner Donald A. Smith decided that the
supplies of all the districts located beyond Norway House
in the future would be packed and shipped from the Red
River depot, leaving only Oxford House, Severn and Trout
Lake to be supplied from York.7 A full outfit (Outfit
1874) was subsequently shipped from England to the Factory
in 1873**, with the final change taking place the following
year when all surplus goods were removed from the "Depot"
warehouse and sent to Winnipeg.9 The departmental
accounting was also removed from York to Fort Garry in the
fall of 1873.10
Shortly after assuming command at York Factory, Chief
Trader Joseph P. Fortescue was faced with the task of
administering a post which, while retaining its physical
size, was no longer responsible for its former
administrative and distributional functions.
The initial
result of these changes was a reduction in the number of
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officers stationed at York. In contrast to the accountant,
four or five clerks, and the apprentice clerks employed
previously, only two clerks were initially assigned to
assist J. P. Fortescue with the York Factory District
accounts and warehousing.11 In addition to this cutback in
staff, the Chief Trader was also ordered not to build any
new buildings, nor to give unnecessary repairs to those
which might not be required in a few years.12 The
complement of men, though reduced 25 per cent1-*, still
totalled 31 individuals (approximately the same level as in
the 1830's), as that number was required to man the
workshops, provide fuel, cut hay for the livestock, and to
assist at shiptime.1^
J. P. Fortescue successfully resisted pressure from
the new Commissioner, J. A. Grahame, for further manpower
reductions until 18751^, as he contended that no further
positions could be eliminated as long as 14 men (including
8 "mechanics", 4 apprentices, and 2 labourers) were
employed in the workshops, as well as five more in the
warehouses, fishing, cooking, and tending livestock.16 By
1877, however, Fortescue was forced to revise his opinion,
after reporting a loss of $10,000 on the previous years
operations.1^ in Fortescue's defense, this loss was caused
by a number of factors, most of which were beyond his
control.
For instance, the end of the inland freighting
had meant the loss of the formerly profitable saleshop
revenue.18 In addition, there were no longer any inland
packing charges to help defray the Factory's overhead, nor
any free labour provided by new or retiring servants. Not
unexpectedly, this huge loss drew an immediate response
from Commissioner Grahame, who instructed Fortescue to use
"every exertion to bring your staff of Servants to as low a
scale as possible."19 He was also told to only repair the
buildings in actual use, and to utilize the materials from
the other buildings for repairs and fuel.20
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Chief Trader Fortescue responded to these orders by
claiming that he had already reduced his staff from the 54
stationed at the fort during J. W. Wilson's tenure
(1864-1869), to 30, five of whom spent the summer months
whale fishing at Churchill.21 Commissioner Grahame,
however, was unsympathetic, and ordered a further one third
reduction to take effect "as quickly as expiring Contracts"
would permit.22 After further protests from Fortescue that
York could not function with less than 25 men as long as
artisans were located at the post23f Commissioner Grahame
temporarily relented in his pressure for further
reductions.24
By 1880, the Company was once again searching for a way
to reduce the Factory establishment. Grahame, for example,
suggested the substitution of Indian for European labour,
but Fortescue felt this would result in only limited savings
due to the cost of supporting the typically large Indian
families.25 chief Factor Fortescue therefore suggested
that the packing of the district's goods be carried out in
England, thereby eliminating the need for coopers and joiners
at York. As well, he recommended that all trade-related
manufacturing should cease, with only a boatbuilder and
blacksmith to be stationed at York.26 He also suggested
that the practise of providing housing at Company expense
be ended.27 j n other words, he was proposing that the
employees provide their own lodgings and fuel. As a result,
Fortescue contended that fuel would only be needed
for his own dwelling, the clerks' residence, and two
workshops, thereby reducing the number of men needed to
gather firewood at the Company's expense.28 Temporary Indian
labour would be used for haying and to assist in unloading
the annual supply ship.
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Not unexpectedly, Commissioner Grahame heartily
approved of Fortescue's plans.29 Despite these
innovations, however, losses continued. One cause, over
which the Company had little control, was the result of the
economic policies of the Canadian Government:
as if to baffle all my efforts in Converting the
loss of the Factory into a profit, the so called
National Policy, with its heavy protective
Tariff has come into play, raising the duties
from $3500 to $7300 and rendering it impossible
for us to land goods here, under an average
of 50 percent, the bulk of which falls on the
Factory, having the largest Establishment, and
using the largest proportion of imported
provisions. 30
These annual losses were less than previously, and
Fortescue continued apace with his new policies. By July
of 1883, for example, he was able to report that all of the
York Factory labourers, except natives and Half Breeds,
would be returning to the British Isles upon the expiration
of their contracts the following year.31
In 1884 J. P. Fortescue was transferred to Moose
Factory by the new Fur Trade Commissioner, J. Wrigley.32
Fortescue's successor, Murdoch Matheson, was determined to
turn the Factory's annual losses into a profit. The
problem, as he saw it, was the maintenance of an excessive
Indian population which, while formerly useful, was no
longer necessary:
instead of a Trading Post we have here a small
settlement. Many Indians whose proper home
was the Woods have been allowed and assisted to
remain about the Factory. As a natural consequence
families of children have sprung up; and these
having no proper training or employment are growing into unruly untameable savages. 33
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Matheson's immediate solution was to eliminate the
traditional practise of providing the free rations normally
given to the local Indian and Half Breed pensioners,
widows, and other charity cases.34 He also dismissed five
servants upon the expiration of their contracts in 1885,
followed by five more in 1886.35 Qn Matheson's
instigation, the Norway House fur returns were no longer
shipped via York36, thereby eliminating the annual expense
of outfitting the two york boats needed to bring down these
returns, especially when the upward cargo consisted of only
30 kegs of gunpowder. In all of these endeavours Matheson
had the full support of Commissioner Wrigley37, if not his
subordinate officers and the Factory doctor.38
As Matheson's own words show, he had succeeded in
significantly reducing the staff employed at York Factory
by his third year at the post:
When I took charge of this District I found a
Clerk & Surgeon, 4 Clerks 1 Postmaster & 33
Servants at the Factory. ... The foregoing
staff has since been reduced by me to a Surgeon
2 Clerks 1 Postmaster & 18 Servants. 39
Even the drastic measures introduced by Matheson were not
enough for his superiors. In 1889 Inspecting Chief Factor
J. McDougall suggested that the post's complement could be
limited to one surgeon and clerk, one apprentice clerk, one
blacksmith, one boatbuilder, and between six or eight
labourers.^0 Commissioner Wrigley readily agreed to this
suggestion.^ He explained how such a scheme could be
carried out in a letter to the Company's London Secretary
in the spring of 1890:
I do not see the necessity of a Depot at York
Factory. Churchill receives its goods direct by
ship, and the Outfits for Severn and Trout Lake,
and Island Lake District, may be dropped by the
Ship at York and forwarded to their destination
without occasioning any appreciable expense to
the Post. ... I see no reason why the staff and
expenses at York Factory may not be reduced to
nearly the same as those usual for an ordinary
inland post of similar importance. ^2
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If the Commissioner had his way, York Factory was simply
to be the central post of a minor trading district.
Before his departure in 1892, Matheson had succeeded
in reducing his staff to the required levels. This was
accomplished by sending all of the redundant employees, and
their families, inland to Oxford House and Norway House.43
The following year Matheson's successor, Dr. Alexander
Milne, was able to report that he was "working the place
with 7 servants all told including Mess cook boy.244
J.W. Tyrrell, a geologist employed by the Geological Survey
Department of the Canadian government, best summed up the
fate of York Factory:
As to York Factory, it is one of those places of
which it may be said "the light of other days has
faded. ... As late as the summer of 1886, when
I visited York, there was a white population of
about thirty, besides a number of Indians and
half-breeds in the employ of the Company; but
things are now changed. 45
York was to suffer an even further decline in status during
the 1890's. In 1897, for instance, only Dr. Milne, an
apprentice clerk, and three employees were stationed at the
post.46 The total employed at the site between this date
and 1910 averaged between six and eight individuals,47 o r
about one third less than had been recommended by
Inspecting Chief Factor McDougall in 1889. York even lost
its district headquarters role in 1901 when the former York
Factory and Norway House districts were combined to form
the larger Keewatin district, with headquarters at Norway
House.48
As could be predicted from the previous discussion,
little in the way of new storage related construction
occurred at York Factory between 1870 and 1910. Instead,
the period was characterized by the abandonment, demolition, or conversion and repair of existing structures.
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The first such project involved the powder magazine, as one
side of the roof of this two-roomed building collapsed
under its own weight in 1873.49 since a considerable
amount of powder still passed through York at this time,
Chief Factor Fortescue immediately had his tradesmen repair
and modify the roof, thereby lessening its total weight.50
Nine years later he also had the floor repaired.51 These
modifications proved sufficient until 1905 when the
"flooring and loft" caved in, injuring a workman employed
repairing the structure.52 The gunpowder was subsequently
stored in the "Depot", as the small amount of powder
actually stored at the post at this time made extensive
repairs impractical. 53
Shortly after assuming command, Joseph Fortescue was
also forced to repair the two boat slips and the wharf, as
they were all destroyed by ice in the spring of 1873.54
The lower slip, located near the boatbuilding shop, was
also extensively repaired in 1882 and 1887.55 The upper,
or woodyard, slipway was abandoned by Chief Trader Milne
when the cowhouse was relocated on the downstream side of
the Factory.56 Another innovation concerning the
waterfront facilities was related to the manpower cutbacks
in the 1880's and 1890's. J. McDougal, in his inpection
report in the summer of 1889, first suggested the more
efficient method of transferring goods from the pier to the
"Depot" warehouse:
Instead of the present laborious and expensive
plan of conveying the outfit from the boats to
the warehouses when the ship's cargo is discharged,
a trestle pier might be erected level with the
bank of the river, and a wooden tramway for handcars built from its end to the warehouse, on which
a heavy load could be pushed by the men, or an Ox
used, which
would greatly reduce the amount of
labor. 5 7
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It was apparently ten years, however, before this
suggestion was acted upon and a tramway constructed both
for launching the river and coast boats and for conveying
goods to and from the "Depot" and the pier. Little is
known about the duration of this feature, beyond the fact
that it was definitely in operation between 1899 and
1905.58
Further transport and storage related activity took
place in 1876 when a new "lookout" was constructed atop the
central, three storey, section of the "Depot."59 The old
"Out look Gallery" which had been built by James Hargrave
to facilitate the spotting of the annual supply ship, was
presumably demolished at the same time. The foundations,
floor, and cellar of the provision warehouse were also
replaced between 1879 and 1881.60 The most recently
constructed fur warehouse (No. 12, Figure 21) temporarily
served this purpose while the renovations were being
carried on.61 This latter structure was subsequently used
for storing frozen fish during the winter months.62 AS
part of Joseph Fortescue's plan to partially substitute
imported coal for local firewood, the old tar shed (No. 31,
Figure 21) was converted to store coal in 1881.63 ^
smaller, replacement tar shed was constructed between the
new byre (No. 29, Figure 23) and the boatbuilding shop that
same year.64
Few modifications to the Factory storage facilities
occurred during Murdoch Matheson's tenure from 1884 to
1892. The only significant innovation concerned the
conversion of the former inland officers' residence
(located on the downstream side of the "Depot") to a
saleshop and packing room in 1885.65 The old saleshop
building (No. 5, Figure 23) was subsequently cleared of its
interior partitions66 and used as a lumber warehouse until
its demolition in 1904.67
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One other notable event during this period was the
recommendation contained in Inspecting Chief Factor J.
McDougal's 1889 report to the effect that all of "the
business of the Post, instead of being scattered all over
this great establishment as was necessary 25 years ago might
be confined to the central building, the Depot...."68
Although this suggestion was not immediately acted upon,
probably due to the continued serviceability of many of the
remaining outbuildings, McDougal did predict the trend
which would occur over the next three decades. In 1894,
for example, the "Government Store" (No. 18, Figure 21) was
taken down and shipped to Churchill69, while the fur stores
were abandoned and the fur press installed in the "Depot"
in 1898.70" Also, as has been mentioned, the gunpowder was
stored here after 1907. Fish, flour, and lumber, however,
continued to be warehoused in the most serviceable of the
old outstores until well into the 20th century.
The "Depot", as the central structure at the post,
underwent extensive repairs in 1905 and 1906. Roofing felt
was ordered from England in 1904 to replace the original,
and very worn, sheet lead on the rear portion of the
building.?^ This was installed the following year.?2 The
"Rotten Square" in the central courtyard was also removed
in 1905?2", and a new "foundation & [ground] plating" placed
under the west section near the rear door.?^ The north
(downstream) foundation and "three end sleepers [running]
the entire way across the building" were found to be rotten
and were replaced in 1906.?5 Additional roofing felt was
installed in 1907.?6 G. B. Boucher, the clerk in charge at
York between July 1903 and July 1906, estimated that
approximately 500 logs and between three and five years
labour (with his present staff) would be required to
complete the repair of the "Depot" foundations.??
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The Company apparently believed that an expenditure of this
magnitude was unwarranted, and only the most pressing repairs
were attended to. In any case, work on the "Depot" ceased in
1907.
After the transfer of the departmental accounting to
Upper Fort Garry in 1873, the office facilities at York
Factory proved to be more than adequate for administering the
York Factory District. The one and a half storey office
constructed during J. W. Wilson's time (1864-1869) remained
in use until 1900, while the "Compting House" of 1825
continued to serve as a lending library. In 1898 a small,
unidentified dwelling was dismantled "to make up a house for
a Post in Roe's Welcome."78 This "Northern Venture " was not
undertaken at this time, however, and the building was
reconstructed at York as an office.7^ Chief Trader Alex
Milne subsequently converted the former office into a
dwelling in 1900.88 His successor, W. C. King, apparently
resided in the new office during his one year stay at the
fort until September 1901.8^ The small office was demolished
in 19068^, and that function was once again placed in the
building which had been constructed in the 1860's. This
latter structure underwent extensive structural repairs in
1909-1910.83
Other buildings located at the site during this period
can possibly be classified as administrative, if only because
they were initiated by the officer class. J. P. Fortescue,
for instance, had a "small house for photographic purposes"
built in 1876.8^ As the new science of photography was a
hobby of both himself and the Anglican missionary,
Rev. W. W. Kirkby88, it is clear that this structure was not
built for Company related activity, even though it was
apparently erected at the Company's expense.88 It fell into
disuse after Fortescue's departure in 1884, and was
demolished in May, 1889 87 , just prior to the completion of
the site plan; hence, the location is unknown.
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A small jail was built in 1877^8, possibly as a result
of Fortescue's appointment as a Justice of the Peace. Little
is known about this small building beyond the fact that it
was constructed in early February 89f an<3 that the windows
were barred and the doors heavily bolted.^û" An epileptic was
housed there during that winter9 \ but the subsequent use or
fate of the jail is not recorded. Its unusual construction
date, however, suggests that it was only intended as a
temporary structure.
A small hospital, located at a site near the rear of the
complex93, w a s also operated by the Factory doctor, Percy
Mathews, between 1883 and 1885.93 It was funded by
subscriptions raised both at the post and in Canada through
the efforts of Robert Bell of the Geological Survey. It was
closed by Chief Trader Murdoch Matheson as part of his policy
of dispersing the local Indian population:
Instead of Keeping a so called Hospital I
have impressed on the Indians that theTr best
Hospital is Gods fresh air and their native
world; since which the Hospital has been empty
and the Doctor's position a sinecure. 9 ^
As with the jail and the photographic shop, the location of
this building is also unknown.
With only one major exception the existing stock of
officers' and men's residences that were located within the
palisades in 1870 served the needs of the post throughout the
forty year period under consideration here. As was the case
with the previously discussed office building, however,
functions did change as a result of the reduction in the
number of employees, the building of new servants houses
outside of the fort proper, and due to the age of many of the
structures. The only new residential construction within the
fort proper occurred early in the period, one year after
J. P. Fortescue assumed command.
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After receiving permission from his immediate
supervisor, Inspecting Chief Factor Robert Hamilton,
Fortescue had James Hargrave's old residence (the converted
governor's dwelling) and attached kitchen demolished in June
of 1873.95 Foundations for a new, one storey structure were
laid, apparently on the same site, a few weeks later.96 By
the late fall the framework and squared filler logs had been
assembled and the roof completed and covered with sheet
tin.97 The weatherboarding, interior flooring, ceiling and
partitions were installed the following summer.98 A porch,
running along the front and sides of the building, was added
in 1875.99
Similarly to the previous officer's residence, the
officers' Mess was located in Fortescue's new house.^80 ^n
attached winter kitchen, also of log construction and
measuring 22 by 29 feet, was built directly behind the
residence in 1877.^91 & frame and weatherboard summer
kitchen, measuring 14 by 18 feet, was in turn connected to
this winter kitchen (Figure 23).^92 T he construction date of
this latter structure is uncertain, although it was probably
erected shortly after the completion of the winter kitchen.
The only other modifications to this residence involved the
installation of "water pipes" (presumably sinks and drains)
and wooden mouldings shortly after Murdoch Matheson's arrival
at the post^93^ a s Well as new foundation and sleeper logs
which were installed in 1890. 1 0 4
The clerks' dwelling remained in use until well into the
20th century, although the number of individuals residing
there was greatly reduced from previous years. Its advanced
age, however, dictated that continued repairs were
necessary. The cellar floor, for example, was modified in
1877 1 0 5 , while the porch was repaired in 1878. 1 0 6 The
foundations were renewed in the summer of 1884.^97 Although
Inspecting Chief Factor J. McDougal described this building
as "old, but in very good condition"198f <t w a s temporarily
uninhabited for a few years in the I890's.109 This was the
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result of the greatly reduced staff of officers at the fort
and the continued existence of the former married officers'
residence, although "Bachelors' Hall" was again used after
the turn of the century.
Apart from the repair of the ground floor of the large
(23 by 70 foot, two storied116) married officers' quarters in
1873 111 , very little repair work seems to have been carried
out on this building. Nevertheless, in 1889 it was still
described as "in very good condition, except [the] foundation, which is rotten."112 NO repairs had been done by
1895, however, and in that same year it was apparently
uninhabited. '*2 Between 1899 and 1915 one side of this
duplex type building was used by the Anglican missionary11^,
Rev. Richard Faries, although there is no record of major
repairs taking place.
The single storied men's houses that had been completed
in 1846 and 1852 were also apparently joined as one
structure. ^ 5 They were located in the southwest corner of
the Factory complex, situated in line with the workshops
(Figures 13 and 23). As early as 1870, one side of this
structure was given over for the use of the local Indians
when at the fort. 116 The older (1846), or "middle house" as
it was known, continued to be used by the Company's engaged
employees until the 1880's. Its foundations were repaired in
1873 11 7, as were those of an attached summer kitchen.116 The
winter kitchen, which stood beside (north) of this "middle
house", was abandoned in 1877. 116 After this date this
function was carried out within the dwelling proper as a
means of conserving fuel.120
In 1881 the roof of the "middle house" was repaired121,
and the other half was closed up. 122 This may have only
been a temporary economy measure, as the "middle men's house"
was demolished in 1887 122 , leaving only the 1851-1852
structure (and the original cattlekeeper's residence) still
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standing (Figure 23). This residence was not permanently
inhabited, however, as the majority of the Company's
employees lived outside of the fort proper by this time.'24
It continued to be used only in the summer months as a
shelter for temporary labourers and their families.125 This
residence was finally demolished in 1909 by postmaster
William Campbell (1908-1910).126 A new one and one half
storey detached dwelling for the use of a permanent employee
(James McPherson) and his family, was constructed that same
summer near the former site of the men's houses.12^
Even prior to Chief Factor Fortescue's replacement of
the Factory's European tradesmen and labourers with locally
born Half Breeds and Indians, he had ordered two small cabins
to be built downstream of the fort near Sloop Creek.128
These were constructed at Company expense for the use of the
sled dog drivers and their families who, unlike the regularly
engaged employees, were required to supply their own food
(when not employed) and fuel. In 1883, the year before the
1st European servants returned home, a third cabin was
erected at this location.128 Other temporary and engaged
employees also resided at the small Indian and Half Breed
settlements near the fort, particularly one half mile
upstream at the "Bight." Chief Trader Alex Milne had a small
house moved from this latter site to the Sloop Creek location
in 1893 128 (See the four cabins depicted in Figure 23). The
relocation of this permanent employee was primarily the
result of the difficulty in reaching the "Bight" settlement,
particularly in the summer months when the swamps had
melted. Between 1904 and 1906 two small cabins and a larger,
two storey house were also constructed on the upstreamed side
of the palisade for the use of the employees.181
The reasons for the decline in the local Indian
population were discussed at the beginning of this chapter.
What was not made clear, however, was that the reduced
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employment activities at the post affected more than land use
patterns at the site itself. With greatly reduced
employment income and the elimination of Company charity, a
portion of the York Indian band was forced to migrate inland,
as the entire population could not gain a livelihood from the
poor fisheries, uncultivatable land, and fluctuating faunal
populations which characterize the coast lowland region.
This migration to Oxford House, Norway House, and Split Lake
was reflected in the declining number of individuals
dependent on the post. In 1888, three years after Murdoch
Matheson introduced his austerity measures, a Company census
listed 407 men, women and children as trading at York.^32 3y
the time the 1910 inspection report was compiled only 227
individuals were listed as being tributary to the post.133
The population decline was naturally reflected in the
number of occupied cabins at the three main settlements near
the fort. At Ten Shilling Creek, or Masonville as it was
known in the 1870's, the village was reduced from a total of
six houses in 1871134 to virtual abandonment at the turn of
the century.135 similarly, the two cabins located on Fishing
Island136 were deserted by the 1880's. In 1886 only two137
of the original three cabins 13° located at French Creek were
occupied, while the "Bight" settlement was also virtually
abandoned by the 1890's when most of the dwellings there were
demolished.^39 ^ comparison of the maximum yearly attendance
totals at the C.M.S. Indian school during the 1870's and the
first decade of the 20th century also illustrates the local
population decline.'^0
A number of important land use modifications were also
made at the York Factory site as a result of initiatives made
by the Church Missionary Society and their resident
clergymen. Although no changes or major repairs were carried
out on the main, or summer, church, the prefabricated school
building (and winter chapel) was replaced by a larger,
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corrugated iron building in 1873.141 This structure had
originally been intended for the Churchill mission, but both
Rev. W. Kirkby and Chief Factor Fortescue deemed it too large
for its intended destination.142 The existing building at
York was therefore dismantled and sent to Churchill 143f while
the new chapel, which could seat 100 individuals144f W as
erected at York. This new building was situated in line with
the workshops, near the officer's residence.145 it measured
18 by 36 feet.146 The only major modification to this structure occurred in 1888 when the interior walls were lined with
canvas to a height of six feet to prevent the wind from
penetrating the seams which had opened due to frost
heaving.147
It is unclear exactly where Rev. Kirkby conducted the
mission school following the removal of the former building
to Churchill. The former hospital building, measuring 15 by
20 feet and located at the rear of the fort, was temporarily
used for this purpose in 1879-188C)1 48 while a new schoolhouse was being constructed between the northeast line of
palisades and Sloop Creek. This school was a one-storey, log
structure and measured 20 by 30 feet.149 it was utilized
throughout the rest of the period, except for seven years
(1892-1899) when no permanent missionary was stationed at
York.
The parsonage, located in front of the officer's
(Fortescue's) dwelling, was in very poor condition by the
1800's. Chief Factor Fortescue summed up its dilapidated
state in a letter to Commissioner Grahame in March of 1883:
The Mission house is sadly in want of renewal,
and would require new foundation, windows
flooring and roof ... 150
Rev. G. S. Winter (Rev. Kirkby's successor) corroborated this
opinion in his daily journal and annual letters to the parent
society. The parsonage was finally abandoned and demolished
in 1891151, when the minister and his family moved into part
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of the married officers' residence which had been repaired
for their use by Chief Trader Matheson.152 This latter
structure was also utilized by Rev. Faries between 1899 and
1915 upon the resumption of the York mission as a full time
charge by the newly organized (1899) Canadian division of the
Church Missionary Society.
Returning to Company affairs, two factors led to the
continued manufacture of tinware and, to a lesser extent,
iron goods at York Factory in the early 1870's. In the first
place, the line of goods actually produced and, therefore,
the number of tradesmen required, was reduced from former
times as a result of the importation of ready-made articles
from Canada, England, and the United States.^52 In addition,
adequate means of freighting these goods to Norway House for
further distribution were still available. By 1874, however,
this situation had changed as a result of the elimination of
York's forwarding role and pressure from the Company's senior
officers to reduce the post's annual losses through manpower
reductions. As a means of lowering the number of men
required to collect and prepare wood for the manufacture of
the kegs and packing cases required to ship the tinware
inland, Fortescue proposed the following solution:
that for districts requiring a large, and yearly
increasing stock, it would be a great saving of
labour and freight, to import the material and
have the Articles Manufactured in the Districts La La Pluie & Swan River have ample employment
for a tinsmith each, without machinery, and I
think that by the use of machinery in Saskatchewan
one tinsmith would not only be enabled to supply
that district but also all the tinware for Athabasca,
English & McKenzie Rivers, and if thought advisable,
Cumberland also, ... '5*
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These proposals were not completely accepted, and York's
tinsmith continued to supply the needs of the Factory itself,
Oxford House, Trout Lake, and Severn, as well as 25 "pieces"
for distribution throughout the Northern Department155/
although the practise of separately packaging each district's
goods was terminated. The Northern Department tinware was
subsequently shipped in bulk to the Fort Garry depot via
Norway House. "• *6
In early 1878, J. P. Fortescue agreed to a suggestion
from Commissioner Grahame that the production of tin goods be
abolished at York.157 After further reflection, he changed his
mind, on the grounds that he did not wish to dismiss the only
remaining tinsmith, a local mixed blood who, Fortescue
contended, was useful at other tasks during the summer
months. '58 Commissioner Grahame accepted Fortescue's
arguments, and agreed that "the system had better be kept up
for the present. "'59 import duties of 25 per centre- w e r e
probably also a factor in Grahame's change of heart. This
activity was finally discontinued in 1883 as a result of the
need to reduce manpower and Fortescue's disgust with the
apparently slow work habits of a new tradesman.'*'
Blacksmithing was carried on throughout the period under
discussion, although the manufacture of trade goods was
apparently discontinued in 1890.^62 ^ g reason for the
continued existence of this branch of artisan manufacturing
was the support role it played at the post, particularly the
supplying of ironware necessary for the construction of open
"coast" boats and river craft. The Factory blacksmith was
also often employed forging hardware for the repair of the
rudders and anchor chains of the English vessels which were
frequently damaged during late summer storms on Hudson's
Bay. 163
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A new, and smaller, forge was erected behind the
remaining men's house in 1888-1889 (Figure 2 3 ) . 1 6 4 This
structure was of log construction, and measured 16 feet
square.165 The smith resided close by in the former cattle
keeper's dwelling.166 The old shop (and probably the
adjoining tinsmith shop) was demolished in 1913.167
A carpenter and cooper were necessary tradesmen at
York as long as the tinsmith and blacksmith continued
producing trade goods for the Fort Garry depot. One will
recall that the need for packing cases and kegs for these
items was eliminated in the early 1880's. Coopering
persisted for a few more years, however, as that individual
continued to find employment making kegs for shipping sugar
within the district, whale oil casks for Churchill, and
buoys for marking the channel in the Hayes River.166 The
duty on imported containers was the rationale used by Chief
Factor Fortescue to justify the continued employment of
this tradesman.169 similarly, the post's carpenter
continued to make the limited number of packing cases
required for the district, as well as performing minor
repairs about the post. These activities were deemed both
expensive and unnecessary by Inspecting Chief Factor
McDougall in 1889170f an$ Commissioner Wrigley therefore
ordered Chief Trader Matheson to eliminate these
positions.171 By 189 3 no coopers or carpenters were
stationed at the fort 172 , an<3 both shops were demolished in
1905. 173
In contrast to the above-mentioned trades,
boatbuilding remained an important activity at York until
well into the 20th century, as coastal and river craft were
constantly being repaired and constructed for use in the
district. This activity was carried out in the building
that had originally been constructed in 1840-1841. Apart
from the construction of a new steam box (for bending
timbers and planking) in 1904 174 , no other changes were
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made to this structure. The related manufacture of oil
cloths was continued until at least 1893 1 7 8 , D U t was
discontinued a few years later, as the "Oil Cloth Factory"
building was closed for demolition in 1899. 1 7 8
It is evident, therefore, that York Factory's once
thriving manufacturing role was a thing of the past by the
final decade of the 19th century. Only blacksmithing and,
more particularly, boatbuilding remained. The other shops
were eliminated as a result of the posts increasing
isolation, production shifts, and technological advances
which made it cheaper to import ready made goods (even
given restrictive Canadian tariffs) than to produce them at
fuel and provision short York Factory.
The decline of York Factory was also reflected in the
fate of other, formerly well maintained, features at the
fort. The stockades, for instance, underwent no repairs,
beyond the usual propping and resetting of wind damaged
sections, until 1898 when the "rotten bottoms" were cut off
the front pickets and the remainder set up as a new
"fence". 177 In 1899 and 1900 the rear and upstream pickets
were similarly modified. 178 This was only a temporary
solution to the problem of enclosing the Factory, as the
entire line of pickets, except those located south of the
"Depot" were taken down in 1907-1908. 179 The palisade
surrounding the abandoned powder magazine was also
demolished at the same time. 1 8 8 The remaining upstreamd
fence blew down in 1910. 1 8 1 After this development a low
wire fence was built to keep the Factory dogs and wild
animals out of the fort proper. '*>*
The sloped face of the riverbank also required periodic
attention during this period. 183 But, after the mid-1880's,
the Company's investment at the site was insufficient to
justify the major expenditures needed to stabilize the
situation, and only minor or occasional repairs were made after
that point. 1 8 4 Similarly, the drainage system also fell into
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disrepair. Little new work was accomplished beyond the
construction of new ditches near the boathouse in 1876 182 , o n
the east side of the clerks' dwelling in 1878 186 , and behind
the officers* kitchen in 1889. 187 In addition, the drains
leading from the cellars under the clerks' dwelling188 and
the provision warehouse189 were replaced in 1877 and 1892
respectively. By 1905 all but the most recently constructed
were in poor condition, as the wooden linings were rotten and
in need of replacement.198 These repairs, however, were only
seen to on an irregular basis.
Competition had been unknown in York Factory's immediate
trading area from the time of the post's establishment at its
present site in 1787-1788. Unfortunately, from the Hudson's
Bay Company's point of view, this state of affairs began to
change in the late 1880's, just as the retrenchment program
was beginning to have a positive impact on York's annual
losses.
This competition was the result of the growth and
development of Manitoba or, more particularly, Winnipeg.
Private traders, outfitted by the wholesale firms which had
located in the city during the first major wave of settlement
in the 1870's, first entered the York district in the
mid-1880's. These individuals concentrated on the lucrative
Gods River area where the bulk of the districts fur returns
were harvested. In response, Chief Trader Matheson
constructed a temporary trading post in the area to prevent
these "Traders from interfering with York Indians in that
quarter as well as to prevent inroads on Trout Lake or Severn
Indians."191 This threat was eliminated in 1890 when the
Hudson's Bay Company purchased the fur trading interests of
the major supplier, the wholesale firm operated by "Messrs.
Carscaden and Peck."192 The Shamattawa outpost was
abandoned that same summer.192
The district was not touched by further competition
until just after the turn of the century when York's trade
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was again challenged by traders oprating in the Gods Lake
area^ 4 and by a French Company, Revillon Frères, which
traded at the mouth of the "Weenusk" (Winisk) River, east of
Fort Severn, in 1904.19^ j n addition to re-establishing a
winter outpost at Shamattawa19^, Post Manager G. B. Boucher
(1903-1906) also sent small outfits of goods to the affected
areas by dog sleds in order to reach the best hunters before
they traded with the competition.^9? An outpost was also
established at Winisk River in an attempt to outflank the
French traders.^9^, and a number of Indians were given small
outfits to trade with other hunters near the Rock Fall, and
the Gods and Sturgeon Rivers. 1 " In 1905-1906 no competition
was reported inland from the Factory 2 ^, and although the
Shamattawa area was again affected in 1906-190720^, this
competition was successfully met and the private traders
abandoned the area. 2u2
York Factory in 1910 was clearly a different place than
when Chief Trader Fortescue had assumed command in 1872.
Except for its local fur trading and distributional roles,
the post had been stripped of all of its former functions.
These changes naturally affected the land use patterns at the
site, although this was not readily evident due to the
continued utilization of structures and features inherited
from the previous era. Had the post been razed, or
relocated, it undoubtedly would have taken on a radically
different appearance. Instead, when new construction did
occur, the old locational patterns were followed. Structures
were demolished only when they threatened to collapse, and
were usually empty or underutilized until that point. Chief
Trader Matheson, even though referring specifically to the
"Depot", best summed up the fate of York Factory in a private
letter to Commissioner Wrigley in 1887:
I never enter the Store but I sigh, to think
of its past, Se compare it with its present
uselessness.- 2(^2
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V

District Headquarters, 1911-1929

York Factory regained a portion of its former status in 1911
when the post was once again made a district headquarters,
this time of the newly organized Nelson River District.1
This reorganization was motivated by the problems involved in
supervising the management of the Bay posts from Norway
House2, especially in this era prior to the establishment of
radio communication in the north. Competition exacerbated
the problem, and had led to the granting of increased
decision making power to Post Manager G. B. Boucher (by
making him "Superintendent of Bay Posts") in 1904.3 it is
unclear if Boucher's successors, George R. Ray (1906-1908),
Williams Campbell (1908-1910), and Leslie Laing (1910-1911)
also shared this responsibility and title. In any case, the
situation remained unsatisfactory. By 1911 the senior
management personnel of the Fur Trade Department came to the
conclusion that the best solution v/as to make York the centre
of a full fledged district under the supervision of a manager
responsible for the efficient distribution of trade goods and
the overall profitability of the trade.4
The means of transporting goods around Hudson's Bay was
also a subject of increasing debate during the first decade
of the 20th century. During most of the previous century
sailing sloops and schooners, most of which were constructed
either at York or Moose Factory, had accomplished the task of
transporting goods from York to Churchill and Severn. The
introduction of a steam vessel on the route from England to
the Bay in the 1890's eliminated the need for the Churchill
trip, as the ship's earlier arrival meant that it could
safely stop at both Churchill and York. The expensive
5
schooners were consequently abandoned and 48 foot , open
"coast" boats were used to transport the goods intended for
Severn, Trout Lake, and (later) Weenusk posts. Although
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simpler to build, maintain, and operate, the "coast" boats
were not an ideal solution as they were very susceptible to
shipwreck.

They were also inefficient as a means of

transferring goods from the supply ship to the factory."
The obvious solution to the transport question was first
suggested by Post Manager William Campbell in a letter to the
London secretary in August 1908:
A small Steamboat would take Severn Trout
Lake, and Weenusk Posts Outfits along the
coast to the different posts in July, it
could return with the furs, ship the York
furs and take them all on to Churchill and
then go north to do the Esquamaux trade
[Chesterfield Inlet] and return to
Churchill meeting the Pelican there in
August, and taking the Outfils on to York
finishing the transportation by the end of
August, . . . 7
All Campbell received for his insight, however, was a reproof
from the manager of Keewatin District, D. C. McTavish, who
claimed to have personally brought up the matter
previously.8 it was not until the completion of an official
report (which, incidently, closely followed Campbell's
earlier suggestions) in 1910 9 that the 30 ton steam tug
"Mooswa" was sent to York Factory.10 This vessel was of
smaller capacity than was originally recommended, and
although it proved useful as a lighter and for towing "coast"
boats, it was very unmanageable in rough weather.''
One consequence of the "Mooswa" being stationed at York
was the need for a winter berthing place where the tug would
be safe from ice damage in the spring. As would be expected,
a traditional location was chosen and a berthing place
prepared at the mouth of Sloop Creek.12 when it proved
impossible to manoeuver the "Mooswa" into this spot, the ship
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was placed in a second former berthing area, a small creek
near the marsh beacon.13 The "Mooswa" was subsequently
wrecked on the coast east of York Factory during a gale in
1916.14
The Hudson's Bay Company reacted quickly to the
unfavourable reports regarding the "Mooswa's" performance,
and a larger ketch, equipped with an 80 b.h.p. gasoline
engine was sent to York in 1913.15 This proved for naught,
however, as a late fall storm moved the "Fort Churchill" from
its winter berth at the point and drive the vessel ashore on
the coast between Cape Tatnam and Severn post.16 The "Fort
Churchill" was replaced the following year by a similar
vessel, the "Fort York"1? (Figure 41), which served the Bay
transport until 1930 when it was in turn driven ashore and
wrecked off Severn River.18
One consequence of the wreck of the "Fort Churchill" in
1913 was the decision to construct a safer berth on the
opposite shore from the Canadian government's new port
development at the mouth of the Nelson River. This slip was
completed in 191719, while two years previously a new winch
and slipway had been installed at York for hauling up the
open boats.20 The new Factory slip was more extensive than
any built previously at the site, although it was apparently
more than was needed, as some of its heavy timbers were used
for the repair of the Depot foundations in 1922.21 A
permanent berth and slip for the "Fort York" was constructed
on the west shore of the Nelson River in 192622f while a
second, smaller ship was erected at York for hauling sawing
logs up the riverbank.23
The newly appointed District Manager, G. R. Ray, ordered
a number of modifications to the York Factory site shortly
after his arrival at the post in 1911. In that first year
demolition was the main activity, with the three fur
warehouses (including the one that had been converted to a
fish warehouse) and the coal shed being torn down.24 other
innovations included the construction of a new saleshop on
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the upstream side of the "Depot" in 1911-1912. This building
was of log construction25, measured 20 by 40 feet, and was
single storied.25 The former saleshop (the old inland
officer's residence) was not torn down, but was converted
into a dwelling for one of the employees and his family.2?
While these changes were taking place the retail shop was
temporarily located in the Depot.25 The library was also
repaired in 1912.29
Little further activity related to storage or
administration occurred until the arrival of a new district
manager, A. W. Patterson, in June 1914.30 j n that same year
he had the canoe shed converted into a summer cookhouse for
the temporary labourers and their families31, while the
retail store was relocated in the southeast corner of the
main floor of the "Depot."32 The former store building, the
interior of which had only been completed the previous winter
(1912-1913), was converted into a district office in January
and February 1915.33 This structure was quite modern, and
apparently contained "all up to date improvements" and a "hot
air" furnace.34 The old office was converted into a
dwelling for the district accountant the following summer.35
By the fall of 1914 the construction of the Canadian
government's railway terminus and port facilities at the
mouth of the Nelson River (Port Nelson) was well under way,
as was the inter-connecting railway line from The Pas,
Manitoba.36 The Hudson's Bay Company's senior officials
were, of course, well aware that the completion of the
railway would necessitate the abandonment of the Hayes River
site.37 it is therefore not surprising that little in the
way of repairs or new construction (except the previously
mentioned winch and slipway) occurred at York until the early
1920's, or well after it became apparent that the
government's abandonment of the Port Nelson project in the
fall of 191738 w a s permanent. Between 1917 and 1922, for
example, the only changes related to storage or
administration involved the abandonment of the library
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building in 191839f and the moving of the canoe shed to a
location closer to the riverbank in 1921.40 This latter
stucture was relocated in order to facilitate the loading and
unloading of the "Fort York" and the river scow used to
transport goods inland to the outpost at Shamattawa.4"l In
other words, the cookhouse function mentioned earlier was
superceded by a new role, largely as a result of the
initiative of District Manager C. Harding (1919-1931). The
thorough repair of the "Depot" foundations in 192242f anc;
the repair of the flooring and roof of the flour store
(No. 11, Figure 44), were the only other major projects
undertaken at the site prior to the end of the district
headquarters phase in 1929.
York Factory's regained importance naturally affected
residential patterns at the site, particularly as the number
of management personnel stationed at the post was effectively
doubled in 1911. The new district office staff, for
instance, included the manager, the accountant, and a clerk,
while the post itself was served by a manager, an accountant
and an apprentice clerk.43 since the three 19th century
officer's residences remained at the site, it is not
surprising that District Manager Ray opted to repair these
buildings. Ray himself lived in the former post manager's
house44 (originally constructed by J. P. Fortescue) while
the other officers lived in the clerks' dwellings.45 The
married officers' house, or at least that portion occupied by
Rev. Faries, was also repaired.46 it was utilized by an
RNWMP officer who was stationed at the post in 191247 (he
was relocated to Port Nelson the following year 4 ^), and the
captain and mate of the "Fort York" during the winter of
1914-1915.49
The only new officer's dwelling constructed during Ray's
three year tenure was a one and one half storey structure
built for the "Storekeeper" (presumably the post manager).50
Work began on this building in the fall of 191251, and it
was completed in 1913.52 it was located directly in front
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of Ray's house on the former site of the parsonage.53 The
house was of pièces-sur pieces type construction5^ with the
exterior being weatherboarded and the interior lined with an
insulating layer of tarred felt,55 Unfortunately, its
existence was short-lived, as the main floor was flooded by
meltwater in the spring of 1914.56 The house was therefore
taken down and reconstructed at a new location on the site of
the former workshops.67
Both the form and function of the "storekeeper's" house
were changed during its rebuilding. In the first place, it
lost the second storey, becoming a "bungalo"5^ or "small
cottage."59 Secondly, it became the home of the new
District Manager, A. W. Patterson, and his family.60
Although a kitchen was attached to this building, it was only
used by the Pattersons, as the rest of the management
personnel (excepting the district accountant) continued to
dine in the mess room located in the former officer's
dwelling.61 Repairs were made to the foundation of the
"bungalo" in 1922, after only eight years of use.62 This
state of affairs was indicative of the poor state of the
drainage system and the cursory attention the ditches and
draines had received since the turn of the century.63
The two post managers who were stationed at York during
Patterson's tenure, Ashton Alston and James B. Neil, lived in
G. R. Ray's former residence (the officer's house). The
exterior weatherboarding on this structure was replaced in
1915.64 The winter kitchen was also repaired the same
year.65 Patterson's successor, C. Harding, lived in this
residence from 1919 until 1931.66 During these years the
post managers resided in the clerk's dwelling or the
acountant's house, while the "bungalo" (Patterson's house)
was used as a guest house.67
The married officers' dwelling was abandoned by the
Company in 1915 or 1916.68 it was not demolished, however,
but was made into a temporary residence for the Indians who
visited the post during the winter.69 it was finally torn
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down in the summer and fall of 1930.70 The clerks' house,
although much older than the married officers' residence,
remained in use throughout the period. It was only
demolished after the district office function was moved to
Churchill in 1929.71 The only major repairs to this
structure involved the replacement of the ceiling in 1921^2
and the renewal of the foundation in 1922.73 N 0
modifications were made to the accountant's house, except for
a new roof which was installed in 1925.74
Except for a few minor changes, employee residential
patterns at York Factory remained essentially the same in
1929 as they were in 1911. All but a few of the tradesmen
and labourers continued to reside outside of the fort proper,
while the house located on the site of the previous men's
houses remained in use throughout the period. One
modification involved the construction of a new, one storey,
cabin on the upstream side of the fort in 1921. This was
built by George Gibeault, a pensioned servant.75 Fred
McPherson, a contract employee, also temporarily resigned his
position in 1917 to construct a private dwelling on property
located outside of the Company's reserve on the downstream
side of the graveyard.76 This house was one and one half
stories high, and built of logs.77 it was not completed,
however, until the early 1920's.78 A small, one room
residence for the cook was also built near the forge in
1922.79
It is difficult to ascertain the population and the
number of dwellings located at the Indian settlements near
York Factory during this period due to the brevity of both
the fort and missionary journals. It is clear, however,
that the traditional locations at the "Bight"88, French
Creek81, and Ten Shilling Creek82 remained inhabited.
School attendance records also reveal a much larger school
age population than was the case between the years 1900 and
1910.83 Although caution must be used in utilizing these
raw figures, it seems safe to assume that they reflect an
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increase in the number of residents living in the area. It
is not surprising that this would be so, especially when it
is remembered that temporary employment opportunities
improved with the resumption of district headquarters
status. The development of the port facilities at the mouth
of the Nelson River also provided seasonal employment,
particularly betv/een 1912 and 1918 when construction activity
was at its highest level. In fact, the native settlement at
Port Nelson attracted families from the older settlements
near York, as well as from furthur inland. 84 Even in the
late 1920's, after it became clear that the project had been
permanently abandoned in favour of Churchill, the newest
settlement remained the largest85 in the immediate vicinity
of York Factory, as the abandoned buildings at the
construction camp provided shelter, building materials, and
fuel. In addition, the railway grade and the Nelson River
provided winter and summer access to the end of steel (Kettle
Rapids bridge) at Mile 334 on the Hudson's Bay Railway. 86
The character of the York mission was also markedly
changed during this period, particularly regarding the
missionary's dependence on the Company. Rev. R. Faries was
able to exercise greater independence than his predecessors
largely as a result of the lessened isolation of the post due
to the construction activity at Port Nelson. In other words,
the mission was no longer completely dependent on the
Hudson's Bay Company for the transport of its supplies and
construction materials. The most important manifestation of
this independence was the separation of the two sites, a move
which had been under discussion since the reactivation of the
mission in 1899. It finally came to fruition in 1912 when
Fur Trade Commissioner Hall had occassion to visit York
Factory. Rev. Faries used the opportunity to request a small
grant of land from within the Company's reserve.8^ Hall
apparently assured Rev. Faries that the request would receive
no opposition from his office, and the missionary immediately
set to work laying the foundation for a new parsonage. 88
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The formal grant of the seven and three quarter acre parcel
of land at the "Bight" was made in 1914.89
Between June 1913 and May 1914 Rev. Faries was aided in
the construction of his new dwelling by an assistant,
Rev. F. E. Goodchild, who had been sent from Hamilton,
Ontario." The work progressed well, and the new one and
one half storey parsonage was occupied by Faries and his wife
in August 1915.91 A small cellar was located under this
house92f an(j a small porch was attached to the rear of the
dwelling.93 Kitchen facilites were apparently located in
the dwelling proper, as no attached shed was mentioned or
depicted in the various site plans (Figures 40, 44, 46, and
51). The only modification to this structure during the
first fifteen years of its existence involved the addition of
exterior weatherboarding in 1924.94
In addition to the parsonage, Rev. Faries also
constructed a number of support buildings and features at the
site. The first such structure was a small warehouse which
was completed in the fall of 1915.95 Although the exact
location is uncertain, it was probably the small building
closest to the parsonage and garden plot depicted in Figure
42. This building was also used as an Indian school during
the summer months.96 A cowhouse and fenced yard were
erected in 1916.97 A small sawmill was located at the
site98f a s w a s a storehouse built by the York Indian band in
1919.99 Their precise locations, however, cannot be
determined from the available documentary evidence. A
roadway was also constructed from logs donated by the native
parishioners in 1918 in order to facilitate communication
with the fort and the two churches which were still located
there.100
The winter chapel was used throughout the period"! and
apparently remained in good condition as no major structural
repairs were reported. The summer church, located downstream
of the post, did not fare as well. The tower, for example,
was condemned and demolished in 1922.102 The main structure
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was also perilously close to the eroding riverbankl03f and a
new location was chosen on the mission property. Archdeacon
Faries began procuring logs for this new church in 1923104,
and the foundation was laid five years later.1°^
Construction was furthur delayed by the illness of Faries and
his wife, and the church was not actually constructed until
1933-1934.106 The old church was torn down at the same time
and the windows, ceiling wood, and furniture were used in the
new structure.107
The northward extension of the Manitoba boundary in 1912
meant that educating the children of the Company's employees
and local Half Breed population was now the responsibility of
the provincial Department of Education. As a result, the
Company received a grant from the department for the
construction of a new schoolhouse. A school teacher was also
expected in Î 913.108 The unexpected arrival of the teacher
in the summer of 1912, however, prompted the building of the
new school that same fall.1°9 A small addition was added
the following year.110
Rev. Faries continued to receive an annual grant of $300
from the federal Department of Indian Affairs for conducting
the Indian school.111 Although winter classes were held for
the few treaty Indian children residing near the Factory,
this school was primarily in operation in the summer months
when numbers were greatest. Faries was replaced at his own
instigationl12 in the fall of 1914 by a young teacher
recruited for this purpose by the Church Missionary
Society.113 After Rev. Faries moved to the new mission site
in 1915 the Indian school was conducted in the previously
mentioned storehouse building, which had been built with this
dual purpose in mind.
In August 1917 Rev. Faries signed an agreement with
officials from the Manitoba Department of Education whereby
he agreed to assume the responsibility of the York Factory
provincial school in return for a grant of $500 per year.114
Although Rev. Faries personally undertook this duty for a few
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years, the task proved too taxing when combined with his
regular mission duties. Teachers recruited by the Anglican
Church performed this task after 1920.115 The school
building, which had been constructed in 1912, was used for
these classes, while the Indian summer school continued to be
held in the mission site building. H*>
Returning to Company affairs, the limited amount of
manufacturing activity carried on at the post was
characterized by the introduction of machines and techniques
which eliminated the need for skilled tradesmen.
Blacksmithing was the first such trade to be affected in this
way, as this artisan's only remaining activity, the
manufacture of ironwork for the "coast" boats, was eliminated
in 1913. In that year four prefabricated "coast" boats were
sent to York Factory. These craft were steel framed and came
complete with hardware and pre-cut planking117, thereby
easing the task of the boatbuilder and his assistant. They
were assembled in the old boatbuilding shop until 1916, when
the materials for a new workshop (Figure 49) were
imported.118 This was a single storied, frame style
building.119 The walls were planked inside and out, and the
exterior was tar-papered.120 The structure measured 30 feet
high at the peak of the roof, and was 86 feet long by 30 feet
broad.121 It was located slightly downstream of the older
boathouse. This latter building subsequently housed a small
sawmill which was also sent to the post in 1916.122 The
delapidated state of this structure led to its abandonment in
1923123 ^ after which time the sawing apparatus was placed in
the new boatbuilding shed.124 The old workshop was finally
torn down in 1926.125
In 1910, just prior to the formation of the Nelson River
District, opposition traders once again became active in the
southern portion of the York Factory trading area. District
Manager Ray reacted to this threat by reintroducing the
sledding of supplies to the affected areas in the winter
months 126f and by reopening the Shamattawa outpost in
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1913.127 This latter course of action proved unnecessary,
however, as the opposition abandoned the area that same
fall.128 The post was closed once again.
A more serious turn of events occurred in 1916 when a
very concerted effort was made to capture the trade of the
entire district. In that year the former District Manager,
G. R. Ray, and his son established a trading post at
"Wannatocca, on the banks of the Hayes River, about 10 miles
south of York Factory."129 R ay w a s supplied by "McDonald
brothers" in Winnipeg130, an d had the twin advantage of
being both well equipped and an experienced trader. District
Manager Patterson was forced to respond to this serious
threat by reopening the outposts at "Kaskatamagan"131
(situated on the coast between York and Severn) and
Shamattawa132, a s well as by paying greater attention to the
Indians residing at Port Nelson.
Ray moved his centre of operation even closer to York in
1917 when he set up shop at "Crooked Bank", only five miles
south of the fort.133 R ay proved to be an effective
competitor, eventually securing the supply contract for the
NWMP detachment at Port Nelson of 1918-1919.134 H e w a s e v e n
more successful during the 1919-1920 trading season when he
purchased a small schooner by which means he was able to
deposit 80 tons of trade goods at York and Port Nelson.135
This was a much larger supply than he had been able to obtain
via the "end of steel" and the Nelson River. As a result,
Ray had a greater assortment of goods which allowed him to
secure more than 50 per cent of the fur catch of the
Shamattawa, Trout Lake, and York Factory Indians.136 it was
also rumoured that he intended to establish trading posts at
Churchill and on the coast between that location and the
Hudson's Bay Company post at Chesterfield Inlet.137 The
seriousness of the situation in the Nelson River District was
not lost on the senior management of the Company's Fur Trade
Department. In fact, they dealt with the problem in a
typical fashion by purchasing Ray's operation in the summer

Ill

of 1920.138 The building at Crooked Bank was subsequently
taken down and sent to Churchill post.139
The existence of the completed railway line from The Pas
to Kettle Rapids meant that York would not be free from
competition for long, although the level of activity was
never as serious as between 1916 and 1920. From 1922 until
the end of the period under discussion here, for example, a
trader at Port Nelson was outfitted by an individual (Luke
Clemons) from Kettle.140 District Manager Harding countered
this small scale competition by maintaining a small trading
ship at that location.141 Other traders also operated near
York, particularly after the completion of the Hudson's Bay
Railway in 1929 reduced the risk and cost of transporting
goods from Winnipeg. These latter individuals did not
maintain permanent establishments, but were content to set up
shop outside the Company's property at York Factory during
treaty payment time in July.142 ^t these times competition
was keen, but the sums of money payed out offered the
quickest sales and the lowest overhead costs. In any case,
their presence forced the Hudson's Bay Company to continue
operating Kaskatamagan and Shamattawa in order to prevent the
loss of these furs.
Between 1911 and 1915 York Factory was revitalized by
the return of district office status, which resulted in a
spate of demolition and new construction which significantly
affected land use patterns at the site. This was
particularly the case regarding the administrative,
transport, and residential facilities. This state of affairs
was short lived, however, as the impending completion of the
Hudson's Bay Railway and the port facilities at the mouth of
the Nelson River meant that the Hayes River site would
probably become redundant. The 12 year delay in the
completion of these projects resulted in a new lease on
life for York Factory and the post retained its headquarters role until 1929. In that year the railway was
completed to the new port of Churchill (Port Nelson

112

remained permanently abandoned), prompting the transfer
of the district office. 143 In other words, the district
headquarters and distributional roles were eliminated in
the same manner that the port of entry status had been
lost some 60 years previously by the introduction and
utilization of a new, more technological efficient,
supply route.
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VI

Trading Post and National Historic Site, 1930-1981

To document the history of York Factory between 1930 and 1957
proved to be a very difficult task due to the absense of
daily journals and the unavailability of relèvent
correspondence collections located in the unclassified
section of the Hudson's Bay Company Archives. Post 1957
records proved equally elusive. As a result, surviving
photographs and site plans were relied upon to a far greater
extent than in previous chapters. Secondary sources, most of
which can be found in the vertical files located in the
Company's Winnipeg Library, were also useful. An attempt to
contact former post managers and their assistants through the
use of pension files proved unsuccessful, however, as none
could be located. All are apparently deceased, or did not
remain with the Company long enough to receive a pension.
During the early 1930's the Nelson River District was
characterized by a period of reorganization. In 1931 the
district headquarters was moved once again, this time from
Churchill to Winnipeg.1 This change was related to the
increased accessibility of this portion of Manitoba with the
completion of the Hudson's Bay Railway, the escalating use of
airplanes, and the installation of radio receivers at the
Company's main posts.2 In 1932 the district was also
expanded southward to include posts formerly located in the
northern portion of Keewatin District (Puckatawagan, Nelson
House, and Split Lake), as well as Gillam and Wabowden on the
railway line.2
These changes naturally affected York Factory, which
lost its distributional role to Churchill. Regarding the
supply of the post itself, goods were received by two means
after 1929. The new motor schooner, "Fort Severn", usually
made one trip to York every summer'1, while a gasoline motor
boat (stationed at York) plied the Nelson River between York
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and Mile 352 on the rail line.5 Later in the decade some
supplies were brought in, and the fur returns taken out, by
airplane.6 Kaskatamagan? and Shamattawa continued to be
outposts of York, with the latter being supplied in the
traditional manner by temporary crews "tracking" the "scow"
up the Hayes and Gods Rivers.**
The fate of York Factory was well summed up by Hugh
Conn, Harding's replacement as District Manager, in his
annual report for Outfit 261 (1930-1931):
At York Factory we have more buildings than
we require, and the large warehouse
["Depot"], which is now over one hundred
year's old, is much too large for present
requirements but we suggest it should be
maintained in good condition on account of
its historic interest. Some of the other
buildings might be demolished as the
painting and general up-keep of so many of
these useless buildings are a heavy expense
on the post.9
Given Conn's assessment, it is therefore not surprising that
most of the existing structures were demolished during the
course of the decade. The oil shed (the former Red River
warehouse), the provision warehouse, and the former married
officers' house were in the poorest condition, and were
therefore the first to go (in 1930).1° The clerks' dwelling
and post Manager's house were also abandoned that year and
then demolished in 1934.11 The post manager and his
assistant subsequently resided in the district accountant's
old residence.12 In 1939 the abandoned district office
building, the old inland outfit warehouse, a "Boat Shed"
(probably the canoe shed) and the cow house were also taken
down.13 NO new Company related construction occurred during
this decade and, by 1940, only a few structures remained to
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remind visitors of the past importance of the post.
In contrast to the Company's reduced role at the site,
church and school related activity continued apace. As was
mentioned in the previous chapter, for example, the much
delayed new church was finally completed in 1934. This
structure was located near the other mission buildings, but
in a different spot than had originally been chosen in 1925,
as frost had damaged the foundation logs which had been laid
at that time.14 A new school building was also built in the
late summer and fall of 193715 on a site midway between the
"Depot" and the mission buildings (Figures 58 and 63). It
was constructed under the supervision of Archdeacon Faries
and was at least partially paid for by a grant from the
federal Department of Indian Affairs.16 This new structure
apparently replaced the old fort school and the Indian summer
school located on the mission property.
York Factory's decline was also reflected in other ways
during the early 1930's. In 1933, for instance, the federal
government ended York's 51 year old status as a customs port
of entry.17 Similarly, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police
detatchment at Port Nelson was transferred to Gillam in
1934.18 The local Indian population was also in decline19/
with the traditional settlements at Split Lake and
Shamattawa, as well as new ones along the railway being the
destination of the migrants. The future of the York Mission
was even in doubt for a brief period as a result of these
population trends.20 Numbers apparently stabilized,
however, thereby guaranteeing the continued viability of
Archdeacon Faries' ministry. Another consequence of the
population reduction was a change in the locational pattern
of the remaining families. The Port Nelson settlement was
virtually abandoned21, as were the traditional villages at
French and Ten Shilling Creek.22 Instead, most of the
remaining inhabitants resided in small cabins strung along
the riverbank on either side of the Company's 118 acre land
reserve.23 In fact, the majority lived near the mission
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property.24 These residential patterns remained essentially
unchanged until the Company's abandonment of the post in
1957.
As far as can be ascertained from the limited records
available, the only Company related changes between 1940 and
1957 occurred during the Second World War. Comtemporary
photos (see, for example, Figure 52) indicate that all
remaining structures, except the "Depot", a small storage
shed (the 1918 library) and the former boatbuilding shed were
demolished prior to 1946. A modern house was also built just
upstream of the "Depot" in 1944 (Figures 60, 61, and 63).25
This dwelling was constructed for the use of the only
remaining full-time employee, the post manager, and his
family.
Although church records are unavailable after the late
1930's, it is unlikely that any major modifications occurred
at the mission site prior to 1950. After Archdeacon Faries'
retirement in that year, York was abandoned as a permanent
residence by the Anglican Church of Canada. A local lay
preacher conducted services until 1957, while the Bishop of
Keewatin made occasional visits to perform baptismal and
wedding rites.26 other, non-Company related, activity
included the leasing of a small parcel of land on the south
bank of Sloop Creek to the Game Branch of the Manitoba
provincial government in 1947.27 A one and one half storey
dwelling was constructed on this property (Figure 59) for the
use of the resource management officers stationed at York
Factory during the goose hunting season. In the mid-1950's
this house was also utilized by a non-Anglican missionary.28
As was mentioned previously, the Hudson's Bay Company
ultimately closed their operations at York Factory in the
summer of 1957. The principal reason for this decision was
the coincidence of a natural cycle, poor local fur returns,
with a period of low fur prices.29 The net result was a
depopulation of the area as Indian families moved further
inland to Shamattawa, Split Lake, and York Landing where more
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productive fur and game resources made obtaining a livlihood
less precarious.30 AS well, mining developments in northern
Manitoba offered increased employment activities even farther
afield.31 According to a later newspaper report, sales at
the York Factory store totalled only $34,000 in 1956-195732,
an amount hardly significant enough to justify the expense of
maintaining and operating the post. The site was therefore
abandoned in June 1957. The remaining Indian families were
moved to the reservation at Split Lake by the Department of
Indian Affairs.33 others travelled on their own to the
settlements at Shamattawa and York Landing.34
Early in 1959 the Hudson's Bay Company leased the land
and buildings at York Factory (excluding the "Depot") to a
Company pensioner and former post manager at York, Harold
Bland, who resided at Ilford. As part of a three year
agreement, Bland agreed to "protect the Depot from vandalism
and damage, other than reasonable wear and tear."35
Meanwhile, the Company initiated communications with the
Chief of the National Historic Sites Division of the federal
government which resulted in York Factory's declaration as a
national historic site in May 1960.36 At the instigation of
this national body, the site was also declared a provincial
historic site by a Manitoba Order-in-Council dated 14
September 1960.37 Although the property remained in the
hands of the Hudson's Bay Company, vandalism continued to be
a problem even after the relevant warning signs were posted
at the site.
Arthur Roberts, a Duluth lawyer and a member of the
Minnesota Historical Society, visited York Factory in 1966.
Through a letter to Premier Duff Roblin, he expressed his
concern over the delapidated condition of the York Factory
site (Figure 55).38 This letter has been credited with
providing the impetus for the implementation of negotiations
between provincial, federal, and Company officials39 which
culminated in the complete transfer of ownership of the site
to the federal government on 11 July 1968.40 Upon assuming
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ownership, the government, through Parks Canada, appointed a
full-time resident caretaker, Mr. D. MacLachlan.41 In
addition to this, a site survey42 an d a detailed "As
Found"4^ study of the "Depot" building was prepared. In
addition to the "Depot", the former library building, the
1937 school, the 1944 manager's house, the 1916 boathouse,
the game branch house, the 1933-1934 church, the parsonage,
and the remnants of a few cabins remained standing in 1970
(Figures 53-63). Only the "Depot", the game branch house,
and the small library remain today. The rest have been
demolished, with the exception of the converted schoolhouse
(Figure 62) which burned to the ground in the fall of 1979.
Beyond the salvage work of the resident caretaker, minor
repairs to the "Depot", and the clearing of underbrush which
had grown up since 1957, little further work was done by
Parks Canada until the summer of 1978. In that year the
Prairie Regional Office sent a three person archaeological
research team to "examine and appraise the various York
Factory sites and to test their potential for future
excavation."44 As expected, the 1715-1792 site was
completely eroded.45 The post 1787 site, however, proved
rich in artifacts46, resulting in the approval of a five
year research program (currently in its fourth season) under
the supervision of staff archaeologist Gary Adams. The areas
most in danger of being lost to erosion are the sites being
excavated during the summer field seasons, while the rest of
the time is devoted to cataloguing and coding artifacts into
a computer inventory, as well as analyzing these artifacts in
relation to the stratigraphie levels in which they are
found. Complementing the archaeological work is this land
use history, prepared under the direction of the historical
research section. A structural history of the "Depot"
warehouse will also be prepared during the 1981-1982 fiscal
year.
It is clear, therefore, that some one hundred years
after its eclipse, York Factory is finally receiving the
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attention it deserves as one of the most important sites of
the fur trade era. Unlike Fort William, Norway House, Upper
Fort Garry and other major fur trade centres, there was
little subsequent development at York. As a result, the site
is virtually intact, making for an enormous potential in
artifact recovery and analysis. The historical record, due
to York's historically central status, is also unusually
abundant. When combined with the current archaeological and
land use studies, these records offer tremendous potential
for scholarly investigation in the fields of economic,
labour, social, and technological history. York Factory,
once the port of entry for all of northwestern British North
America and the Hudson's Bay Company's accounting,
manufacturing, and storiage centre for the vast Northern
Department, is no longer forgotten and isolated. Instead, it
looms as one of the most important areas for detailed
research of an economic system and a past way of life in
northern and western Canada.
***
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Appendix C

Provisioning the Post
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17.
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Keewatin, 30 Dec. 1897," in Sessional Papers, 1898 (Ottawa:
Queen's Printer, 1898), p. 5.
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6d.
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HBCA, B.239/a/149, York Factory Journal, 12 Feb. 1836, f o.
25.
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1835-1836 York Factory Journal. See HBCA, B.239/a/149, 12
Feb. 1836, fo. 25, "By Indian report we learn that
Whitefish are also found in small lakes laying a little
inland to the North of Nelson River and from which a small
Creek joins the latter a small distance above Gillams
island. Although this reference would seem to refer
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to the lakes from which North Seal Creek originates on
modern maps, it is doubtful that these were the ones to
which the author of the journal was referring.
Historic maps, such as in Peter Fidler's Journal (HBCA,
E.3/4, 1809, fo. 4) depict "Gillams Id." as being
located at the present day mercator grid co-ordinates
VP9707. The lakes inland from the Nelson River at this
point are only two miles up an unidentified creek, a
distance which agrees with the above quoted
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northern fishery was at a new location at this time,
possibly at the source of North Seal Creek. In
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Feb. 1889, fo. 133d.
HBCA, B.239/a/183, York Factory Journal, 4 Feb. 1889,
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12d.
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See, for example, HBCA, B.239/a/157, York Factory
Journal, 28 Oct. 1842, fo. 9.
Margaret A. MacLeod, éd., The Letters of Letitia
Hargrave, op. cit., p. 114, L. Hargrave to Mrs. D.
MacTavish, 14-16 May 1842, and p. 134, L. Hargrave to
Mrs. D. MacTavish, 2-9 Dec. 1842.
Margaret A. MacLeod, éd., "Memorandum Regarding the
Affairs of York Factory, Winter Season, 1839," op.
cit., p. 48.
HBCA, B.239/a/184, York Factory Journal, 21 Sept. 1894,
fo. 68d.
Ibid.
HBCA, B.239/a/133, York Factory Journal, 23 Aug. 1825,
fo. 29d, and B.239/a/135, 3 Oct. 1826, fo. 2d.
HBCA, B.239/a/135, York Factory Journal, 1 Aug. 1827,
fo. 20.
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HBCA, B.239/a/163, York Factory Journal, 26 Sept. 1845,
fo. 122.
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HBCA, B.239/a/182, York Factory Journal, 22 April 1878,
fo. 118d.
HBCA, B.239/a/196, York Factory Journal, 2 March 1839,
p. 31.
HBCA, B.239/b/56, fo. 10d, T. Stayner to Sutherland, 19
March 1795, and B.239/a/101, York Factory Journal, 13
Oct. 1798, fo. 54.
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HBCA, B.239/a/101, York Factory Journal, 14 June 1799,
fo. 91d.
See, for example, HBCA, B.239/a/95, York Factory
Journal, 25 July 1793, fo. 43.
See, for example, B.239/a/106, York Factory Journal, 4
June 1802, for. 30.
PAM, MG2, Al, Vol. 62, Reel M186, op. cit., p. 16644,
M. Macdonell's Journal, 3 Feb. 1812.
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HBCA, B.239/a/124, York Factory Journal, 28 Sept. 1812,
fo. 14.

57
58
59

HBCA, B.239/e/l, York Factory Report 1815, fo. 5.
HBCA, B.239/a/126, York Factory Journal, 30 Oct. 1818,
fo. 11.
Ibid., "General Orders York Factory 1818/19," fo. 5.
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61

HBCA, B.239/e/2, York Factory Report 1820, fo. 3d.
Ibid., 15 May 1819, fo. 26d.

62

M. A. MacLeod, éd., The Letters of Letitia Hargrave,
op. cit., p. 76, L. Hargrave to D. MacTavish, 2 Sept.
1840, and G. S. McTavish, op. cit., p. 25.

63

HBCA, B.239/a/128, York Factory Journal, 24 May 1821,
fo. 19.
HBCA, B.239/a/131, York Factory Journal, 23 Sept. 1822,
fo. 3, and B.239/a/135, 15 July 1827, fo. 19.
HBCA, B.239/a/131, York Factory Journal, 12 June 1823,
fo. 20d, and B.239/a/133, 7 Oct. 1824, fo. 4d.

64
65
66

For example, see HBCA, B.239/a/148, York Factory
Journal, 7 Oct. 1834, fo. 17d, and B.239/a/150, 12
Sept. 1838, fo. 17.

67

HBCA, B.239/a/159, York Factory Journal, 29 Sept. 1843,
fo. 4, and B.239/a/179, 4 Oct. 1851, fo. 160d.

68

HBCA, B.239/z/23, "Land under cultivation and livestock
on hand 1853-1866," fos. 428-445.

69

HBCA, B.239/a/155, York Factory Journal, 10 June 1842,
fo. 46d, and B.239/a/157, 16 June-2 Aug. 1843, fos.
41d-51.

70

Isaac Cowie, op. cit., p. 108. Cowie, who was at York
Factory in 1867, mentions that this garden was no
longer under cultivation.

71

HBCA, B.239/a/182, York Factory Journal, 16 June 1877,
fo. 99.
This garden was first utilized in the 1840's. HBCA,
B.239/a/159, York Factory Journal, 13 May 1844, fo. 36.

72
73

HBCA, B.239/a/192, York Factory Journal, 24 Sept. and 8
Oct. 1926, pp. 39 and 40.

74

HBCA, B.239/a/195, York Factory Journal, 5 June 1937,
p. 2, and 17 Sept. 1937, p. 24.
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Appendix A York Factory Indian School, Maximum Yearly
Attendance, 1871-72 - 1878-79.
PAM, MG7, B2, op. cit., Reels A100 - A104, Rev. W. W. Kirby's
annual letters

Year
1871-1872
1872-1873
1873-1874
1874-1875

Total
59
58
68
66

Year
1875-1876
1876-1877
1877-1878
1878-1879

Total
69
60 (approx.)
60 (approx.)
59 '

186

Appendix B York Factory Indian School, Maximum Yearly
Attendance, 1903-04 - 1938-39
Annual Reports of the Department of Indian Affairs

Year
1903-1904
1904-1905
1905-1906

Total
26
18

Year

Total

—

1920-1921
1921-1922
1922-1923

39
44
55

1906-1907
1907-1908

11
13

1923-1924
1924-1925

24
57

1908-1909
1909-1910
1910-1911
1911-1912
1912-1913
1913-1914

18
21

1925-1926
1926-1927

44
36

23
54**

1927-1928
1928-1929

27
23

52
48

1929-1930
1930-1931

27
38

1914-1915
1915-1916

60
35

1931-1932
1932-1933

38
8

1916-1917
1917-1918
1918-1919
1919-1920

—
—

1933-1934
1934-1935

9
9

—

1935-1936
1936-1937

22
33

1937-1938
1938-1939

25
43

—

*

York Factory was a district headquarters in 1911,
therefore increasing summer employment opportunities at
the post.

**

The district office was moved to the new port and
railway terminus of Churchill in 1929. A major
population shift occurred at this time.
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Appendix C

Provisioning the Post

The Governor and Committee's constant insistance on the
maximum utilization of local faunal and agricultural
resources is not surprising when the high cost of shipping
goods from England to Hudson's Bay is considered. Scurvy, a
consequence of the low level of preservation technology
employed in the 18th and early 19th centuries, provided an
added incentive to exploit extensively the local game
populations and maintain continued gardening activity. What
follows is a brief summary of the means by which these
activities were carried out and the accompanying land use
modifications which occurred at York Factory between 1787 and
the present.
During the 18th century it appears that most hunting was
done by the European officers and men stationed at York
Factory. For the former group this hunting activity was
primarily a means to relieve the winter boredom and to lessen
fuel consumption at the post by their absense. For the lower
echelon employees, however, this activity (along with winter
employment at the lumber and firewood camps) was part of
their employment routine. A number of factors, however, led
to a change in this pattern early in the 19th century. The
substitution of boats for canoes on the inland transport
network, for instance, decreased the number of men required
for the summer freighting business. The manpower shortages
and economy measures caused by the Napoleonic wars in Europe
also led to the substitution of Indian for European labour
wherever possible. This fact has been mentioned previously
in connection with the boat crews, and it is not surprising
that it should also have affected hunting patterns.
Throughout the rest of the 19th century, therefore, native
hunters were employed on a barter basis, with trade goods
being exchanged for fresh game. A few were also permanently
employed until these positions were eliminated during the
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manpower cutbacks of the 1870's and 1880's.
The large ptarmigan populations which inhabit the coast
lowlands region were an important winter food resource at the
Factory. Although numbers fluctuated greatly from year to
year, it was not uncommon for one or two hunters to net or
shoot hundreds during a good week. Of all the various
hunting camps around York Factory, these "partridge tents"
were the most transitory, as the hunters naturally located
near the largest concentrations of birds. In the early
winter, for example, the ptarmigan were generally most
numerous in the costal areas to the east of York Factory,
while they subsequently migrated to the area north of the
Nelson River in mid-winter. It was therefore not uncommon
for various hunting parties to locate at a diverse, and
largely unidentifiable, number of sites during the course of
the winter.1 Depending on the location, some rabbit snaring
and ice fishing was also carried on at these camps.
Although the Hudson's Bay Lowlands area provides a poor
winter habitat for large game animals, York does lie near a
former caribou migration route. Consequently, these animals
were also an important source of food. Since the caribou
migrated northward in the spring and southward in the fall, a
number of buildings and features were constructed in and
around the post in order to facilitate the killing of these
animals and for the preservation of the large quantities of
"vension" obtained at these times. "Deer hedges" were the
initial means used for the capture of these animals. The
"hedges" were probably post and rail fences which deflected
the migrating herds into snares set along the fence.2
During the winter months snares were also sometimes set in
open areas on the York Factory peninsula in order to capture
stragglers wintering in the area.-*
Although these "hedges" pre-date tne 1787 site^, they
were apparently in disrepair when Joseph Colen took over
command of the post in 1786. Colen had a new one erected
across the peninsula a few miles upstream of the new fort
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site.5 This was the only "hedge" in use until two more were
constructed in 1790.6 Another, probably a replacement, was
built in 18027, while a fourth was erected just below the
old fort in the following year.°
The "deer hedges" were expensive to build and maintain
and, as a means of countering this expense, the Company began
to slaughter the deer as they crossed the Nelson River at a
major crossing place near Seal Island. The problems with
this method was a lack of an efficient means of transporting
the large quantities of meat to York for salting due to the
impassability of the peninsula swamps and the difficulty
encountered in rounding the point of marsh. The obvious
solution was to pickle the meat near the point of slaughter,
thereby eliminating the danger of the "vension" reaching the
fort in a tainted state. Colen therefore had a "log tent"
built on the south side of the Nelson across from Flamborough
Head.9 This structure was utilized from 1790 until 1810
when it was in turn replaced by a small post, Fishing Creek
House, built at a second crossing place further upstream.10
It was used until 181311, after which point most of the
"vension" was obtained from caribou killed by Indian hunters
travelling several miles inland to the wintering areas of the
caribou. This had not been previously possible as no means
was available for transporting the carcasses long distances.
This problem was eliminated with the permanent introduction
of dogs and sleds after the turn of the century.12 Instead
of being preserved with salt, this winter killed meat was
stored in the new ice houses which were constructed in
1805-180613 and 1812-1814.14 A replacement ice house,
built in 1838-183915, was used for the same purpose until
its abandonment in 1901.16 "Deer" hunting patterns remained
essentially unchanged throughout the 19th century.
As was mentioned in the first chapter of this report,
the tidal marshes of the Hayes-Nelson estuary region are also
a major staging area for migratory waterfowl. Prior to 1800
Marsh Point and the "Fourteens" [Machichi] River marshes were
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the sites of the main "goose" hunting activity, probably as a
result of their ease of access to the Factory hunters. A
spring hunt was also held across the Nelson River at Sam's
Creek (Figure 1) as salt, shot and other supplies could be
readily conveyed across the ice prior to breakup. Fall hunts
were only irregularly held at this latter location due to the
difficulty in navigating the mouth of the Nelson in the
characteristically stormy fall weather.
From the beginning of the period under consideration
here all of these hunts primarily conducted by the York
Factory "homeguard" Indians under the supervision of
Europeans who handed out the powder and shot and pickled the
geese, ducks, and plover. For reasons unknown, however, the
Marsh Point was used very infrequently after the turn of the
century and, by the 1840's, seems to have been visited only
for the sport shooting of the officer class.17 A small
cabin was later located there for the officer's benefit.18
The first permanent shelter to house the supplies
necessary for the hunt, as well as the individual in charge,
was apparently erected near Sam's Creek in 1809.'^ A
similar structure apparently stood near the Fourteen's River
site, for a "new" cabin was built there in 1827. 20 After
1821 the Nelson River marshes were used more extensively,
probably as a result of renewed pressure to reduce the
consumption of imported provisions. After 1829 this hunt was
also split according to the season when it was discovered
that the marshes near Stoney Creek, located approximately 40
kilometres north of the Sam's Creek camp, was the best
location for fall hunting.21 The spring hunt remained at
the traditional location.
Apart from the construction of new houses at the Eastern
and Sam's Creek sites in 1843-184422f n o change occurred in
the goose hunting patterns until the 1880's when the scale
was reduced to compensate for the reductions in the post's
complement of men. The northwest fall hunt was the first to
be discontinued in 188523, followed by the spring hunt after
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1890.24 Company organized fall hunts were also discontinued
in the eastern marshes in 1893. 25 In addition to the
reduced need for provisions, there was another reason for the
abandonment of the fall hunts. There was an apparent shift
in the autumn migration patterns of the waterfowl. Observers
at the time attributed this shift to the advent of extensive
grain farming on the prairies of western Canada during the
last decades of the 19th century. This resulted in the
waterfowl bypassing their traditional feeding grounds near
York Factory. 26 The low spring hunt totals early in the
20th century suggests that overhunting further inland was
also a factor in the poor returns at York Factory during the
early part of the 20th century.
Fishing was an activity carried on only on an irregular
basis prior to 1821. During the summer months, for example,
nets were sometimes set in the Hayes River. Results were
usually poor 2 7, although huge numbers (depending on the
season) of small river whitefish were occasionally caught.2°
The primary fishing activity occurred in the winter months
when it was much easier to preserve the fish. The hunting
tents at French and Ten Shilling Creeks and the Pennycutaway
River (Figure 1) were the main sites utilized, and whitefish,
northern pike, and trout were the species most often caught.
After assuming command at York Factory in 1821, the
former "Nor'Wester", J.G. McTavish, sent a group of men
inland to a cluster of lakes approximately twenty miles 2 ^
from the Rock Fall "for the purpose of fishing all winter
owing to the scarcity of provisions at York Factory."^^
McTavish was undoubtedly spurred in this direction by the two
Company directors, Simon McGillivray and Nicholas Garry, who
were at York Factory that summer. On behalf of the Governor
and the rest of the London Committee, they were naturally
anxious to reduce the high costs which had been incurred by
both companies in the pre-merger years. The experiment was a
success and the lake fishery became an annual fall and early
winter event. Initial catches were hung to dry, while those
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caught after freeze-up were frozen whole. After sufficient
snow had fallen they were shipped to York via dog sled where
they were stored in the ice house and dog meat shed.31
Large lake whitefish were used for human rations, while
smaller whitefish and "fish of sorts" (primarily northern
pike and suckers) were used as dog food.
The Rock Lake fisheries were utilized until 1836 when
they were exhausted32 and replaced by a "New Found Fishery"
north of the Nelson River approximately "five Days Journey"
from York.33 Although the location of these "north" lakes
has not been ascertained34f it is known that they were used
until 1848, at which time the fishery was once again shifted
to the "Rock Lakes."35 since the Nelson River usually did
not completely freeze over until late December or early
January, a fish cache was built at an unknown site on the
north shore of the river to house the catches until they
could be transferred to the fort36 (a small building for
rendering beluga whale blubber into oil was also constructed
there in 184137) .
The lake fishery continued to alternate periodically
between the "North"38 a n d "Rock" lakes until 1889 when they
were abandoned altogether.39 After that point the requisite
fish rations for human consumption and the sustenance of the
Company's and their employees' dog teams was obtained from a
late fall fishery in the Hayes River near Fishing Island
(Figure 1).
Livestock were also raised at York Factory as a
supplement to the local wild game resources. Hogs, goats,
and cattle were the main animals raised 4 0, although sheep
from the Red River Settlement were also fattened for
slaughter during the summer and fall months in the 1840's.41
Turkeys, chickens and geese were also kept for brief
periods.42 A H of this livestock, excepting breeding stock,
was usually slaughtered in the early winter and preserved in
a frozen state until the spring when the remaining meat was
moved to the icehouse. Most of this produce was used as
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rations for the officers' mess.43
During the 19th century all animals and fowl were housed
in a series of cowhouses, or byres, located near the men's
houses on the upstream (downwind) side of the palisade. In
1894 this pattern was broken, however, when a new byre was
constructed near the downstream slipway.44 This move was
necessitated by the proposed abandonment of the upstream slip
which would make it difficult to haul hay (gathered on the
river islands) to the former structure. Separate chicken
houses and pigstyes were also built during the first three
decades of the 20th century.45
One other notable feature regarding livestock was the
permanent introduction of dray oxen for hauling firewood in
1825.46 This development necessitated the construction of a
second stable in 1827.47 T W O structures remained in use
until the late 1840's48, although only one was being used by
the time J. P. Fortescue assumed command in 1872.49 A S with
the other areas, animal husbandry declined along with the
rest of the post during the latter part of the 19th century,
although it revived briefly during the district headquarters
phase between 1911 and 1929. The keeping of livestock was
ended altogether during the 1930's and the sixth, and last
(1894), byre at the site was demolished in 1939.50
The London Committee also encouraged gardening activity
at York Factory. Even though the growing season was short,
and the soil poorly drained and unproductive, root crops
(turnip, carrots, and parsnips) and greens (cabbage, endive,
white mustard, and cress) were grown with some success. '
Returns were never abundant enough to supplant the need for
imported grains and foodstuffs, however. This activity was
therefore carried out as a means of adding some variety (at
least during the summer and early fall) to an otherwise bland
diet.
A garden was not actually tended at the new York Factory
site until 1799, when a plot was dug near the distillery.52
Prior to that date the garden at the former Water Creek site

194

was tended.53 Both were used in the first years of the 19th
century5^, although poor returns led to the abandonment of
both by the time of the arrival of the Red River colonist in
1811.55 This state of affairs was short-lived, however, and
a new garden was laid out behind the fur store in 1812
(Figure 6).56 Attempts were also made to improve the
quality of the soil by the addition of "NightSoil - Grey
Mould & rotten Tobacco" 57 , manure 58 , and lime. 59 Returns
increased60, an<3 a hotbed was added in 1819.61
The most successful gardening period commenced with the
merger of 1821 and the arrival of Chief Factor J. G. McTavish
who was familiar with the extensive farming operations that
had been carried out at the North West Company's entrepôt at
Fort William. As can be seen from Figure 7, plans were made
for two large gardens in front of the "octagon" warehouse.
These gardens were far more elaborate than previous
undertakings, and were created by placing fluvial soils from
upriver atop a supporting layer of willow branches.62 These
gardens were also regularly manured and, with the addition of
a hotbed 88 , returns improved. Chief Factor McTavish also
had a potato and turnip garden cultivated at Rock Depot
between 1822 and 1827 6 4, a s well as a fourth plot at the
Water Creek site in 1823 and 1824.65 These latter gardens
were only a limited success as they were too far from the
fort to receive proper attention. After their abandonment,
York's produce was supplemented with potatoes and turnips
grown further inland at Oxford House and Norway House.66
A garden of unknown dimensions was also cultivated on
the banks of Ten Shilling Creek during the 1840's and
1850's.67 it was during these years, under the supervision
of James Hargrave, that vegetable production reached its peak
at York. Two full acres were under cultivation68, and
radish, spinach, lettuce, mustard, cress and French beans
were raised in addition to the standard turnip, potato, and
cabbage crops.69 Although the exact date cannot be
ascertained (due to the absence of the York Factory journals
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for the 1850's and 1860's) it appears that the plot at Ten
Shilling Creek was abandoned by the 1860's. 70 At least part
of the lost acreage was subsequently replaced when a new
garden was placed southwest of the depot in 1877 (Figure
17).71 until 1895, therefore, at least three gardens were
in use (Figure 23), although the "south" garden was abandoned
by the turn of the century.
A garden behind the fur warehouses was cultivated by
Rev. Richard Faries (Figure 34) after his arrival in 1899. 72
It was used by the missionary until 1915 when it was in turn
abandoned with the transfer of the mission site. The other
gardens also appear to have fallen into disuse as 1923 air
photographs (Figures 41 and 43) of the site show no evidence
of gardening activity. A small patch was also cutivated near
the district office on the upstream side of the "Depot" in
1927.73 it seems to have remained in use throughout the
1930's.74 A S a result of greatly reduced manpower levels,
the greater accessability of the post, and modern
preservation techniques, gardening, like other traditional
provisioning activities, became unnecessary at York during
the final years of Company activity at the site.
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Fig. 1

Map of parts of Nelson & Hayes Rivers,
Surveyed to accompany report by J. B. Tyrrell,
1912, N3936, York Factory 1, Manitoba Provincial
Archives

Located in the twenty-second annual report of the Ontario
Bureau of Mines, 1913. (1 inch + 3.7 miles)
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Fig. 2

York Factory National Historic Site,
"York Factory Manitoba East of Second Meridian
East", Province of Manitoba, Surveys and Mapping
Branch, Winnipeg, 1978, Province of Manitoba,
Surveys and Mapping Branch, Winnipeg, 1978.
Enlargement prepared by Robert Stewart, Parks
Canada, Prairie Regional Office, 1981.
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Fig. 3

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
K
L
M
N

"No. 2 A Design for Building A Commodious
Fort...at York Factory...by...Joseph Colen",
1786 and 1787, G.1/112, Hudson's Bay Company
Archives.
- magazine
- officers' flanker
- men's flanker
- provisions flanker
- fur + package flanker
- trading room
- dry goods warehouse
- tool warehouse
- chiefs cook room
- carpenter's shop
- cooperage
- smith + armourer's shop
- men's cook room

0
P
Q
R
5
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z
6

-

brew house
coal + iron room
nautical store
cattle shed
hog shed
boathouse
gun berths
bridges
Water Creek
inner yard
outer yard
palisade
inner palisade
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Fig. 4

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

"Ground Plan of York Factory", [1815], Author
unknown, G.1/113, Hudson's Bay Company Archives.

- winter house + cookroom
21 - ice house
- distillery
22 - launch house
- magazine
23 - Red River warehouse
- men's winter dwelling
24 - sawpit
- warehouse
25 - icehouse
- warehouse
- warehouse
- inland men's house + salt shed
- carpenter shop
- cookroom
- servants' apartments
- warehouse
- fur warehouse
- officers' flanker
- sheds and gateway
- men's flanker
- slop shop, trading room, and keg shed
- meat shed + officers' room
- oil shed, cookroom, cooperage, blacksmith shop
- boardwalk to wharf

M
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Fig. 5

"Departure of the second colonist transport
from York Fort to Rock Fort, Sept. 6, 1821."
Peter Rindisbacher, C 1918, Public Archives of
Canada, Picture Archives Branch.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

-

icehouse
unknown structure
launch house
woodpile
wharf and crane
boat slip
Red River Settlement warehouse
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Fig. 6

Plan of York Factory, 1921, Nicholas Garry,
original manuscript, p. 181, Public Archives of
Canada

1. "Still House"
2. "Powder Magazine"
3. "Tar Shed"
4. "Stewards Shed"
5. "Passage"
6. "Store"
7. "Coal Shed"
8. "Carpenters Shop"
9. "Coopers Shed"
10. "Fur Shed"
11. "Cook Room"
12. "Tool Room"

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

"Medium Chest Shed"
"Officers' Guard Room"
"Store"
"Mens House"
"Cook Room"
"New Mess Room"
"Garden Entrance"
"Trading Room"
"Shop"
"Small Store"
"Entering into the Fort"
"Intended New Store"
"Blacksmith Shop"
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Fig. 7

"Plan of the Hon. Hudsons Bay Company's Factory,
called York Fort 1822", signed "Wm Kempt 1822".
G. 1/115, Hudson's Bay Company Archives.

Note the extensive drainage system planned for the site,
as well as the new gardens in front of the main
warehouse. The counting room, powder magazine, and
stables were not constructed at the locations shown.
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Fig. 8

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Fort William, 1816 - 1817, by Lord Selkirk,
MU 3279, Item 5, Provincial Archives of Ontario.

- coopers
- shed
- shed
- shed
- unidentified structure
- carpenter
- armourer + joiner
- blacksmith + tinsmith
- prison
- council house
- kitchen
- hospital
- quarters
- great hall
- quarters

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

-

guides house
counting house
dry good stores
quarters
pack stores
cooperage + guides house
observatory or lookout
Tait's house
liquor, etc.
corn [stores]
provisions, etc.
stone store
unidentified structures
Indian shop
powder magazine
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Fig. 9

"Fort York. Aug./48 Hudson's Bay"
"(18)48", Landing pier by fort
by George E. Finlay, Fig. 58.24.79,
Glenbow Archives, Calgary, Alta.
1
2
3
4
5

-

woodpile
flagpole
saleshops building
lookout tower
Red River Settlement warehouse (formerly
inland outfit warehouse)
6 - inland boat crew camp
7 - upstream slip
8 - wharf and hoist
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Fig. 10

1
2
3
4
5
6

York Factory, 1853, Rupert's Land Collection 13,
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.

-

fur warehouse
summer mess house
bell tower
flagpole
"Depot" warehouse
inland officers' dwelling (clerks' house in right
background)
7 - saleshop building
8 - Red River Settlement warehouse (formerly inland outfit
warehouse)

Note the second storey walkway connecting the fur
warehouses. Three sheep are shown grazing in the enclosed
area fronting the inland officers' summer residence.
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Fig. 11

York Factory-Mission House, Mrs. John Black 114,
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.

1 - old blacksmith and tinsmith shops
2 - mission dwelling (roof of iron storage warehouse is
visible in background)
3 - unknown structure
4 - Chief Factor's residence
This photograph was probably taken in 1872, or the spring
of 1873, as the Chief Factor's house (James Hargrave's old
residence) was taken down and replaced by a similar
structure (Figure 12) in June of 1873. A corrugated iron
church was also constructed on, or near, the site of the
unidentified structure in the fall of the same year.
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Fig. 12

York Factory in the 1870s.,Y-100 (neg. 58A126)
Hudson's Bay Company.
1 - unidentified structure
2 - Chief Factor's residence (J. P. Fortescue)
3 - attached kitchen

This photograph was probably taken in the winter of 1873 1874 (shortly after this new residence was completed) or
the winter of 1874 - 1875 (prior to the addition of an
extensive verandah in the summer and fall of 1875). The
roof of the entire building was also covered with tin in
1875.
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Fig. 13

York Factory, 1870's., Y-100 (neg. 58A127)
Hudson's Bay Company.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

-

married officers' residence
byre
men's residence
"middle" men's residence
unidentified structure (possibly a cookroom)
cooperage and carpenter shop
blacksmith and tinsmith shops
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Fig. 14

York Factory 1870's, Y-100 (neg. 58A128)
Hudson's Bay Company.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

-

"Depot" warehouse
provision warehouse
married officers's residence
office
bell tower
library (former office)
mission house

H
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Fig. 15

"Side View York Factory", Notman Photographic
Archives, MP 148/81, Notman Photographic
Archives, McCord Museum of McGill University.

The summer mess house, which stood beside and in line with
the "Depot" warehouse, was demolished in 1875. The picket
fence in the foreground was taken down in 1908.
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Fig. 16

"Powder Magazine York Factory", Notman
Photographic Archives
MP 149/81,
Notman Photographic Archives, McCord Museum of
McGill University.

Note the palisage surrounding this structure, as well as
the bridge across Sloop Creek. The nature of the ground
cover indicates that this area was not used as a graveyard
until a later date.
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Pig. 17

"Interior of York Factory [Man.]. Office Street,
looking North", "From the Geological Survey of
Canada Collection in the Public Archives of
Canada. "
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

-

workshops and iron storage warehouse
office
bell tower
library
mission house
Chief Factor's residence (note verandah)
clerks' house
"Depot" warehouse

The fenced area in the foreground is the "South" garden.
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Fig. 18

"1. Man.-York Factory-Buildings"
2. Services-Storage", 1878,
PA 123668, Public Archives of Canada.

"York Factory, [Man.], Garden and Storehouse, looking
North-East, 1878."
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Fig. 19

"Hayes River at York Factory, [Man.], 1880."
PA 39915, Public Archives of Canada.

Note the wharf and "coast" boat in the foreground. The
riverbank is artificially sloped and faced with turf and
stones. The two piles of rocks are breakwaters.
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Fig. 20

"Eskimo dogs at York Factory, [Man.]", 1880's,
PA 40077, Public Archives of Canada.

The building on the left is the "dog meat" or "Blubber"
house. The two storied building for oiling boat cloths is
shown in the background.
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Fig. 21

Sketch Plan of York Post"
by J. McDougall, 1889,
B.239/e/12 fo. 2, Hudson's Bay Company Archives.
1 - Chief Factor's residence
(note attached kitchens)
2 - clerk's house
3 - former married officers' house
4 - men's house
5 - mission house
6 - cattle keeper's house
7 - "Depot" warehouse
8 - provision warehouse
9 - saleshop (formerly inland officers'
residence)
10 - fur warehouse
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Fig. 22

York Factory, G. Goodman, no. 139, c. 1890,
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.
See Figure 17 for structural identification notes.
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Fig. 23

1
2

"Plan of York Factory Post"
by F. Matheson 1895.
B.239/e/17 fo. 1,
Hudson's Bay Company Archives

"Depot" warehouse
24
post manager's house
25
a. attached kitchen
26
b. attached kitchen
27
3 clerks' house
28
4 saleshop
29
5 former saleshop building
30
6 flour warehouse
31
7 inland cargo warehouse
32
8 coal shed
33
9-11 fur warehouses
12 ice house
34
13 "House for Sleds.. ."
35
(former paint and oil store)
14 "Old Trading Shop"
36
15 provision warehouse
37
38
16 former married officers' house
A
17 "Old Mens' House"
C
18 forge
CMS
19 cookroom
CMSC
20 "Dwelling House"
21 "Joiners' + Coopers' Workshops"
22 "Blacksmiths + Tinsmiths"
23 "Old Iron Store"

"Shed"
office
"Old Office, or
Library"
former canoe shed
boatbuilding shop
byre
powder magazine
"Sawyers' House"
"'Oil' House"
"Store for Dog's
Meat"
"Old Byre"
tar shed
dog yard
slip
wharf
servants' houses
church
school
church

The winter berth of the ketch "Princess" is depicted at
the mouth of Sloop Creek.
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Fig. 24

"York Factory, Man.", pre 1900,
155-17, Parks Canada, Prairie Region
"Source: N. MacQueen"
1 - Indian encampment
2 - dog meat storage shed

The dog meat shed was blown down in a fall storm in
September 1900, although it is still depicted in a 1901
site plan (Figure 29).
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Fig. 25

"York Factory Post, District of Keewatin", 1897,
Canada. Parliament, "Report of the LieutenantGovernor of Keewatin," in Sessional Papers, 1898
(Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1898).

See Figure 23 for structural identification notes.
Photographic reproduction made by Mr. David Spector,
Winnipeg.

264

Fig. 26

"York Factory Post, District of Keewatin", 1897,
Canada. Parliament, "Report of the LieutenantGovernor of Keewatin," in Sessional Papers, 1898
(Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1898).

See Figure 23 for structural identification notes.
Photographic reproduction made by Mr. David Spector,
Winnipeg.
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Fig. 27

"Officers' [post manager's] Quarters, York
Factory Post, Keewatin District.", 1897,
Canada. Parliament, "Report of the LieutenantGovernor of Keewatin," in Sessional Papers, 1898
(Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1898).

Photographic reproduction made by Mr. David Spector,
Winnipeg.
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Fig. 28

"Beacon Light At Mouth of Nelson River, District
of Keewatin", 1897, Canada. Parliament, "Report
of the Lieutenant-Governor of Keewatin," in
Sessional Papers, 1898 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer,
1898).

As an indication of the size of this structure, please
note the men standing on the lower structural timbers.
This beacon was located at the point of marsh, near the
present structure which was erected in 1915.
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Fig. 29

"Hudson Bay Company Plan of York Factory, Hayes
River, Keewatin" by George A. Bayne 1901.
Patented 1913., Hudson's Bay Company Archives.

See Figure 23 for structural identification notes. Note
that the sawpit (No. 31, Figure 23) is now identified as a
boathouse. Also note the drydock located just downstairs
of Sloop Creek.
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Fig. 30

York Factory, 1910, A. Vernon Thomas, No. 104,
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.
1 - former oil cloth building
2 - icehouse
3 - fur warehouse

The cannons shown in the foreground were used to signal
the annual supply ship and for ceremonial purposes.
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Fig. 31

"Wooden and metal buoys, York Factory 1910",
A. Vernon Thomas, No. 105, Provincial Archives
of Manitoba.

These buoys were used to mark the shifting channel in the
Hayes River.
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Fig. 32

"House where Selkirk Settlers tarried in 1812",
1910, A. Vernon Thomas, No. 101, Provincial
Archives of Manitoba.
1
2
3
4

-

canoe shed
boatbuilding shop
byre (in background)
tar shed

The original caption accompanying this photograph is
incorrect, as the structure depicted was not constructed
until 1840-1841. The families of the Chelsea pensioners
did, however, briefly reside in this building when they
passed through York Factory on their way to the Red River
Settlement in August 1848. The men were sheltered in
tents. The apparatus extending from the front of the
boatbuilding shop was a steambox used for bending boat
timbers and planking.
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Fig. 33

"Interior of H.B.C. store - York Factory", 1910,
A. Vernon Thomas, No. 98, Provincial Archives of
Manitoba.

The saleshop was still located in the former inland
officers' summer residence at this time.
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Fig. 34

"Rev. & Mrs. Faries in their garden York Factory"
25 July 1910, A. Vernon Thomas, No. 97,
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.
1 - former paint and oil storage building
2 - south fur store (used as a warehouse for
storing fish during the winter months)
3 - hothouse
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Fig. 35

"York Factory From Hay Island, telephoto picture" 1912, J.B.
Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University
of Toronto.
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Fig. 36

"Mr. Ray's House of York", 1212, J. B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas
Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto.
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Fig. 37

Indian Church at York Factory, 18 Sept. 1916,
P.R.O. F6.0 - 10, (PAM, J.A. Campbell Collection
No. 164) Provincial Archives of Manitoba

This Church was designed by Chief Factor James Hargrave.
Construction was completed in 1858. It was demolished in
1934.
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Fig. 38

"York Factory. The bell tower, which fell down
in 1913, stood outside the manager's office.",
1914, 71-178, Hudson's Bay Company.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

-

post manager's house
storekeeper's house
library
clerk's house
"Depot" warehouse
bell tower
office

Although the caption accompanying this photograph
correctly states that the bell tower was blown down in
1913, it does not mention that it was completely repaired
by April 1914. The storekeeper's house (No. 2) was also
not completed until the summer of 1913, and was
dismantled and moved to a new site near the back of the
fort in May 1914. The photograph therefore must have been
taken in the late winter or early spring of 1914.
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Fig. 39

"Main H.B. Company buildings York Factory, Man.,
1915.", PA 23099, Public Archives of Canada.

The building to the left of the "Depot" warehouse is the
district office. The saleshop was located on the main
floor of the "Depot" at this time, as is indicated by the
presence of the chimney. Note the wire fence in the
foreground.
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Fig. 40

"Plan of buildings and lands at York Factory Post
...Outfit 252"
by V. Clifton, c. 1921-1922.
HBC Archives, Nelson River, District Plan Book,
Hudson's Bay Company Archives.

28 - former provision
not shown
warehouse
powder magazine (ruins)
29 - former married officers'
servants' houses
residence
summer (Indian) church
30
forge
stable
31
roothouse
(formerly the
carpenter (boaticehouse
building) shop
32/36- servants' houses
10 - sawmill (former boat37/42- mission buildings
building shop)
43 - new library
1 1 - chicken house
44 - servant's dwelling
12 - canoe shed
13 - oil shed (former RRS
warehouse)
14 - outpost shed (former RRS
warehouse
15 - "Useless" (former mission school)
16 - clerks' house
17 - pig stye
18 - ice house
19 - winter church
20 - dist. manager's house
21 - school
22 - dwelling house (formerly district manager's house)
23 - flour warehouse (formerly used as a saleshop)
24 - "Depot" warehouse and saleshop
25 - district office
26 - district accountant's house (formerly the office)
27 - men's dwelling house

1 2 3-67 8 9 -
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Fig. 41

York Factory, 1923, F.A.211.21, National Air
Photo Library
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

-

former provision warehouse
former married officers' residence
servant's dwelling and forge
district accountant's house
servant's dwelling
district office
"Depot" warehouse
former district manager's house
library
school
flour warehouse
district manager's house
winter church
clerks' house
outpost shed
former mission school
oil shed
canoe shed
sawmill
boatbuilding shop (1916)
wharf
stable
motor schooner "Fort York"
servants' houses
summer church ( the tower was removed in the
fall of 1922)
26 - powder magazine (ruins)
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Fig. 42

Mission site, York Factory, 1923, F.A.211.22,
National Air Photo Library
1
2
3
4
5
6

-

stable and enclosed yard
mission storehouse and Indian summer school
mission dwelling
garden
unidentified structure
unidentified structure (possibly the Indian
"council house" constructed in 1919)
7 - unidentified structure

York Factory can be seen in the background of this
photograph.
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Fig. 43

York Factory, 1923, F.A. 211.24, National Air
Photo Library.

See figures 40 and 41 for structural identification
notes. Note the soccer field behind the old provision
warehouse and the married officers' residence.
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Fig. 44

"Plan of buildings and lands at York Factory Post
...Outfit 255.", Author unknown. c. 1924-1925,
HBC Archives, Nelson River, District Plan Book.
Hudson's Bay Company Archives.
1-3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24-26
33

-

servants' houses
stable
carpenter shop and sawmill
canoe shed
oil shed (former RRS warehouse)
outpost shed (former RRS warehouse)
pig pen (former chicken house)
clerks' house
flour shed (formerly used as a saleshop)
ice house
manager's house
library
school
former district manager's house
"Depot" warehouse and saleshop
district office
accountant's house
servant's house
former provision warehouse
former married officers' residence
forge
servants' houses
pensioner's house (G. Gibeault)
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Fig. 45

York Factory, 1925, John A. Campbell, No. 64
Provincial Archives of Manitoba.
1 - district office
2 - "Depot" warehouse and saleshop
3 - flour warehouse
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Fig. 46

"Plan of buildings and lands at York Factory
Post... Outfit 260.", Author unknown,
c. 1929-1930., HBC Archives, Nelson River,
District Plan Book, Hudson's Bay Company Archives
1-3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

-

servants' houses
stable
sawmill and carpenter (boatbuilding) shop
canoe shed
oil shed
pig stye
clerks' house
flour shed
ice house
post manager's house
library
school house
former district manager's house
"Depot" warehouse and saleshop
office
dwelling (formerly accountant's house)
servant's house
forge
servant's house
servant's house
servant's house
dwelling
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Fig. 47

"York Factory, 1931.", Y-100, neg. 81-173,
A. Harkes, Hudson's Bay Company Collection.
1 - former district manager's dwelling
2 - school
3 - library

The interior courtyard of the "Depot" warehouse is shown
in the foreground of this photograph. Note the ox track
in the upper left background.
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Fig. 48

"York Factory, 1931. Bachelor's Hall, where
Ballantyne spent Christmas of 1843, is the
building on the extreme right. The winter mess
room where they had Christmas dinner, was part of
a building which stood on the site of the post
manager's residence, seen in centre."
Y-100, neg. 81-172, A. Harkes, Hudson's Bay
Company Collection.
1
2
3
4
5

-

library
winter church
post manager's house
pigsty
clerks' house

Note the radio antenna in front of the clerk's residence.
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Fig. 49

York Factory, 1931, Y-100, neg. 81-174,
A. Harkes, Hudson's Bay Company Collection.
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roof of flour warehouse
summer church
stable
sawmill and carpenter (boatbuilding) shop
canoe shed
oil shed
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Fig. 50

Sequence of construction of the new Anglican
Church at York Factory, 1933, Anglican Church
of Canada, Diocese of Keewatin Office, Kenora,
Ontario.
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Fig. 51

"Plan of buildings and lands at York Factory Post
...Outfit 265.", Author unknown, c. 1934-1935.
HBC Archives, Nelson River, District Plan Book.
Hudson's Bay Company Archives.
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17
18
19
20
21

-

servant's house
servant's house
stable
carpenter shop
canoe shed
pigsty
winter church
oil shed
icehouse
library
school
former district manager's house
flour warehouse
"Depot, Store & Office"
former district office
manager's house (former district
accountant's house)
dwelling house
servant's house
servant's house
servant's house
dwelling house
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Fig. 52

"Hudson's Bay Post at York Factory, 1946.",
Y-100, neg. 81-171, Hudson's Bay Company.

Note the absence of all structures except the main "Depot"
warehouse.
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Fig. 53

"Large shed near old dock", 155-42,
Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This structure was constructed as a boatbuilding shed in
1916. It later housed the post's sawing machinery.

Fig. 54

"Library", 155-145, Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This structure still remains at York Factory.
constructed during the First World War era.

It was
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Fig. 55

"York Factory, Manitoba Inspection Report Depot".
August, 1967, 155-53, Parks Canada, Prairie
Region.

Note the rapid growth of underbrush since the post's
abandonment by the Hudson's Bay Company in 1957.
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Fig. 56

"Church", August 1967, 155-143,
Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This structure is no longer in existence.
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Fig. 57

"Manse", August 1967, 155-142,
Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This structure is no longer in existence.
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Fig. 58

"School", August 1967, 155-45,
Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This building was errected in 1937.
at the site.

It no longer remains
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Fig. 59

"Provincial Game Branch house", August 1967,
155-46, Parks Canada, Prairie Region.
1 - boat shed
2 - game branch house
3 - bridge over Sloop Creek to the graveyard

This building remains standing at York Factory. It was
used as a residence by the Parks Canada archaeological
team during the 1980 field season.
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Fig. 60

"York Factory - H.B.C. Managers House", 23 April,
1970, 155-35, Parks Canada, Prairie Region.

This house was constructed in 1944.
at the site.

It no longer remains
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Fig. 61

"York Factory, Manitoba H.B.C. Managers House",
23 April 1970, 155-36, Parks Canada, Prairie
Region.
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Fig. 62

"York Factory-Residence and storeroom of
D. A. MacLachlan [caretaker]", Summer 1971,
155-126, Parks Canada, Prairie Region.
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Fig. 63

"York Factory, Manitoba - Top Centre Fur Depot, Former HBC Managers House",
Summer 1971, 155-233, Parks Canada,
Prairie Region.
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4

-

former library
"Depot"
former post manager's house
former school building (caretaker's house)
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