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Preface

In 1951, by an Order in Council, Lower
Fort Garry near Selkirk, Manitoba, be-
came a National Historic Park. A gift to
the people of Canada from the Hudson's
Bay Company, the Stone Fort had played
a role in the development of the Dominion
as a major supply post for the fur trade
for half a century; a leader in the eco-
nomic development of the Red River
area, and a keeper of peace in times of
political upheaval.

In 1965, the Department of Indian
Affairs and Northern Development under-
took a program of restoration of Lower
Fort Garry to the period which was the
height of its development, the 1850s. An
intensive cooperative effort by historians,
archaeologists, architects, planners, muse-
ologists, engineers and skilled tradesmen
was required to repair and furnish the Big
House, renovate other buildings within
the fort enclosure, and design museum
exhibits and displays. Since an historic
site cannot be properly restored if its
history is not thoroughly understood by
those responsible for its development for
public use and enjoyment, one of the
primary duties of the National Historic
Sites Service was to provide the necessary
background information for those who
were to work on the reclamation. The
papers in this issue, written originally as
part of the development program, are a
selection of the historical research carried
out so far in support of the continuing
Lower Fort Garry project. A subsequent
issue will carry the report of the archaeo-
logical investigation of old building
foundations and other features within
and outside the walls of the lower fort,
information which is also basic to the
accurate restoration of this historic site.

The papers in this issue are offered, as
are all papers in Canadian Historic Sites,
in the belief that research should not be
shelved when the project that originated
it is finished, but should be made avail-
able to the public. While the program and
its attendant research work will continue
until the mid-1970s, it is felt that the
reports already produced by the National
Historic Sites Service are of sufficient
scope and interest to justify publication
now, particularly in view of the attention
being given to the fur trade, and
Manitoba in general, during 1970.

The National Historic Sites Service is
deeply indebted to the Hudson's Bay
Company, the Public Archives of Canada,
of Manitoba, and other libraries, founda-
tions and institutions in Canada for their
willing cooperation in making primary
source material relating to Lower Fort
Garry available for study. Contemporary
Company documents and records held
in the Public Archives of Canada and
those available only in the Hudson's Bay
Company’s London archives were ex-
amined by the authors, who were gener-
ously granted specific permission by the
Company to consult original correspond-
ence, accounts and journals.

The endnotes of the papers of this
issue, citing primary and secondary
sources listed in the bibliographies ac-
companying each paper, have been set
down in standard bibliographic form,
abbreviations being used only where par-
ticular sources have been referred to
repeatedly or where the entry readily lent
itself to such treatment. As the North
American fur trade is a subject of interest
outside the borders of Canada, only the
London archives reference system has

been used in citing Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany source material, even though this
material may have been examined on
microfilm in the Public Archives of
Canada.

For the critical student of history as
well as the general reader, these papers on
Lower Fort Garry will contain much of
genuine interest. It is hoped they will also
contribute to a more complete under-
standing of the real and potent influence
of the old fort on the history of the
development of the Canadian West.



A Brief History of Lower Fort Garry

by Dale Miquelon



Abstract

In 1831-32, construction began on Lower
Fort Garry, the Hudson's Bay Company
post near Selkirk, Manitoba. One of the
Company’'s major posts in the
provisioning of the fur trade, this fort was
involved also in the economic develop-
ment of the West. In 1965, the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs and Northern
Development undertook the restoration
of the Stone Fort to the height of its
existence, the 1850s. The author traces
the history of Lower Fort Garry from its
beginnings to its establishment as a
National Historic Site.
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Introduction

For a hundred years the Hudson's Bay
Company confined its trading for furs to
the shores of Hudson Bay. In the later
18th century, it established its first inland
posts, responding to Canadian competi-
tion. The success of the North West
Company of Montreal, especially after it
had absorbed the breakaway XY Com-
pany in 1804, made a more aggressive
policy essential. The Hudson’'s Bay Com-
pany was faced with the necessity of
building a network of trading forts in the
interior and uniting them to the entrepot
of York Factory, Moose Factory and
Albany House by boat brigades, just as
the North West Company’s forts were
sustained by the canoe brigades from
Fort William,. Skilled men must be found
to conduct trade and man the fur-trade
brigades, and the brigades, like armies,
must travel on their stomachs.

In 1811, the Company accepted the
Earl of Selkirk’'s proposal to establish a
colony in the prairie region near the forks
of the Red and Assiniboine rivers because
it hoped thereby to establish a labour
pool and source of provisions in Rupert’s
Land. This was bound to cause trouble
with the North West Company which had
built Fort Gibraltar at the forks, where it
collected pemmican to provision its own
canoe brigades. Some Metis and retired
Canadian traders had also settled nearby
along the river banks.

Pemmican, the dried, pulverized meat
of the prairie bison mixed with its melted
fat and packed in sacks made from its
skin, was the first staple of the prairie
economy. Violence erupted over the
question of who should control the sup-
ply of pemmican and generalized into a
conflict between the two companies.

Financially, the North West Company
could not withstand the strain of the
private war the companies waged or the
legal disputes that followed. In 1821, it
amalgamated with and was submerged in
a new Hudson's Bay Company. For the
colony at Red River, this meant stability
and a chance to grow.

The settlers of Assiniboia lived on
narrow farms on the alluvial silt flats
fronting the rivers. The Selkirk group set-
tled the parish of Kildonan along the Red
below the forks. In 1818, French
Canadian settlers arrived to found St.
Boniface across the Red from Fort Garry
at the forks and to raise the first church
in western Canada. Most of the Metis
were then living to the south at Pembina,
but in 1823, many moved north to the
banks of the Assiniboine and eventually
more settled south along the Red above
the forks. Company “servants’ from the
Orkneys retired to St. Andrew’s on the
lower Red, Kildonan, and St. James on
the lower Assiniboine.

Imported grains were cultivated and
imported animals raised. Although both
were ill-suited to the harsh prairie
climate, from 1827 to 1858, the settlers
provided sufficient for their own needs
and those of the fur trade. In addition to
farming, the Meétis continued to hunt
buffalo, after 1820 in a highly organized
fashion, providing pemmican and dried
meat for the Company as well as for
themselves.

There were two posts at Red River:
the Hudson’s Bay Company'’s Fort Garry
at the forks and the colony’s adminis-
trative centre, Fort Douglas, downstream
at the centre of the Selkirk settlement. It
built yet another post in the colony and



the only one standing today, Lower Fort
Garry, the history of which is here traced
in relation to the fur trade and the
settlement, from trading post to national
historic site.?

A New Man and a New Idea

In the fall of 1830, men were cutting
cellars out of the virgin prairie some 23
miles down-river from Fort Garry. This
was the beginning of the construction of
the Hudson’s Bay Company'’s first stone
fort in Rupert’s Land since the building
of the ill-fated Fort Prince of Wales,
begun in 1732, This new fort was to
replace Fort Garry which stood further
south at the forks of the Red and
Assiniboine rivers, and would bear the
same name. The need for a new fort was
imperative, for old Fort Garry had been
severely damaged by the great flood of
1826 which had also carried off Fort
Douglas.

Why the new fort was being built so

far from the traditional site at the forks is
not immediately clear. George Simpson,
Governor since 1826 of the southern as
well as the northern departments in
Rupert’s Land, and the man responsible
for the decision, explained it in his 1841
journal in terms of the growth of popula-
tion in the lower Red River valley:
Some few years ago | had noticed the
gradual extension of the colony down the
River, which induced me to think that a
Fort in that direction might be of service
to the Company, and one day whilst
riding through the settlement | came
upon a fine level spot, where the banks of
the river were high, with abundance of
limestone and wood on the opposite
shore, this | at once fixed upon as the
scite of the new Fort.

It is out of character for the
economy-minded Simpson to have built a
stone fort where a wooden sales shop
would have sufficed. The above explana-
tion was written at a time when Lower
Fort Garry appeared to be a half-

abandoned and expensive failure, when
certain of its intended purposes were only
bitter memories and others not yet real-
ized. Writing to the Company's London
Committee ten years earlier, Simpson had
given more concrete reasons and empha-
sized the foresight of his decision:

The Establishment of Fort Garry is in a
very dilapidated state, as much so as to be
scarcely habitable, and lies so low that we
are every successive spring apprehensive
that it will be carried away by high water
at the breaking up of the ice. It is
moreover very disadvantageously sit-
uated, being about 45 miles from the
Lake and 18 miles above the rapids. |
therefore determined last fall [1830] on
abandoning the Establishment altogether,
and, instead of wasting time, labour, and
money in temporary repairs of tottering
wooden buildings to set about erecting a
good solid comfortable Establishment at
once of stone and lime, in such a situa-
tion as to be entirely out of the reach of
high water and would facilitate any
extensive operations connected with craft
and transport which may hereafter be
entered into.?

While the difficulties associated with
the problems of transportation and safety
from flood damage might provide an
adequate explanation of the move from
the forks, Simpson had a more personal
reason for wanting a “solid comfortable
Establishment’’ to be built; this was his
intention to live at Red River. Schemes to
raise cattle for tallow, to cultivate hemp
and flax, and to raise sheep on a large
scale, all intended to stabilize the
colony’s economy and reduce the danger
of disaffection by the colonists, were
projects requiring his presence in the

11



1 Transportation routes of the fur trade,
1830-60, showing only the York Factory-Red
River trunk line and the Portage la Loche
York boat brigade route.
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settlement.® It is also possible that he felt
his residency would be good politics and
that a gubernatorial establishment would
heighten the prestige of the Hudson's Bay
Company in the settlement.

There is yet one more explanation for
the building of Lower Fort Garry.
Simpson did not intend to live alone at
Red River, but with his eighteen-year-old
cousin and bride, Frances. This could
explain the building of the gracious Big
House of the fort, more like a country
manor than a trading post, and its se-
cluded setting. Compare this retreat to
the primitive mixed-blood society of the
forks which a young Englishwoman might
well have considered barbaric and where
Simpson’s own illegitimate offspring
made their homes. As Frances wrote, she
was "“terrified to look about her in case of
seeing something disagreeable.””* What
weight Simpson may have given to each
of these various reasons when making his
decision to build the Stone Fort is some-
thing we cannot know and of which he
may have been himself unaware.

About mid-summer, 1830, Pierre
Leblanc arrived in Red River charged
with the task of renovating a house for
the Simpsons. Here was the man who was
to be the builder of Lower Fort Garry.
He seems to have been the one man in the
Company's employ capable of such work
and had been similarly employed before.
In 1832, Simpson wrote of him that he
“Has filled the situation of Carpenter,
Painter, Storeman, Builder, Indian Trader,
Conductor of Works at the Depots of
York and Fort William and is now em-
ployed in superintending the building
of the new establishment of Fort Garry.
A very useful man. . .in any capacity.”’>

Leblanc directed the works at Lower
Fort Garry and later those at the new
Upper Fort Garry as well. It is entirely
possible that he never wielded the ma-
son’s hammer in Red River, his position
being rather that of administrator and
foreman — ‘“‘Conductor of Works” as
Simpson called him. In July, 1838,
Leblanc went west to Fort Vancouver
“for the purpose of conducting some
building operations there.” On 22 Octo-
ber, he and his three children drowned
when their canoe overturned in the
Columbia.6

Supernumeraries, always a great prob-
lem for the Hudson's Bay Company,
provided the labour force which built the
fort. Those employed in the earliest
period were “of the McKenzie River Frét
Establishment, some of my [Simpson's]
own crew, and a few of the young hands
who came out by the ship...none of
whom could have been so advantageously
employed anywhere else.””” Tradesmen
were hired, as stipulated in the original
Northern Council Minute governing the
work. Of the many masons who may have
been employed, we know the name of
only one, André Gaudrie, who was hired
by Leblanc and began work in May,
1831.%2 He probably rernained with the
Company until the end of 1834,

The first building erected was the Big
House or officers’ quarters which stands
today in the middle of the fort. The
gallery surrounding the house was not
then covered and four dormers similar to
those on the stores decorated the roof.
Next the fur loft-retail store was built, it
and the Big House being completed by
the end of 1832. In March, 1834, Thomas
Simpson wrote, “‘We are making prepara-

tions to build a large granery and pro-
vision store this summer, unless the work
be stopped.’”® Apparently the work was
stopped, for in 1838, George Simpson
ordered that new buildings erected at
Lower Fort Garry should ““form one side
of the guadrangle or square of which the
main House and stores already form two
sides, and the River the third.”"'° Thus
the site of the second storehouse was
then empty, and the present structure
was erected sometime after 1838. That
Simpson may have regarded his new fort
as something less than practical is sug-
gested by the fact that he did not inform
the London Committee until the project
was well under way. “The Big Wigs at
home are rather cool on the subject,”
remarked George's cousin, Thomas
Simpson, “‘and | do not wonder at it.""!!

At the same time the attempt to
remove business to the lower fort was a
failure. The Company’s business in Red
River was too dependent on the retail
trade which, of necessity, must be carried
on in the area of greatest population
density. The invaluable pemmican trade,
too, had to be conducted at a more
southerly point since hunters would not
be inclined to carry their burdens an
extra 20 miles past the traditional barter-
ing place. Finally, it was difficult for the
Red River servants of the Company to
exile themselves to the country in a
period when transportation was labor-
ious. Nor was it well suited as a depot for
those areas reached via the Assiniboine
and Dauphin rivers. Although Simpson’s
new location was in some points a logical
one, the pattern of settlement was by this
time too well established to be ruptured
by his mere wish. In 1834, he agreed that

13



a fort was needed at the forks. John
Charles mentions this in a letter to James
Hargrave:

| believe our Premier is now fully Con-
vinced that a Respectable Establishment
is Necessary, & | understand from the
Governor, Stones will be hauled during
the Winter from all quarters but chiefly
from the Hill behind Mr. Birds House
where the Governor went and examined
the Spot himself accompanied by your
Humble Servant.*?

The building of the upper fort was
given top priority. In 1837 it was com-
pletely finished and Governor Christie
moved there from the lower fort to live
on a vyear-round basis. This fur trade
double shuffle appeared a bit mad to
Thomas Simpson. “Business here is
tagged together in the most strange and
unsatisfactory manner,” he observed.
"For instance, the new fort recently
erected is already nearly abandoned and
another fort (certainly much needed) is
to be built at the Forks which, is now the
headquarters.”'! 3

As the new fort failed to satisfy the
exigencies of the fur trade, so did it fail
to satisfy Frances Simpson. While still
living in the upper settlement, she had
given birth to her first child, only to lose
it some months later. The rigours of the
climate and the rude frontier society were
unbearable to the young woman. In
1833, the Simpsons left Lower Fort
Garry for London where they made their
home for the next 12 years, although
Simpson, of course, spent a fair amount
of time travelling in the Company terri-
tories. The experiment of residency in
Red River had failed.'?

14

An Explorer and a Recorder

When the Simpsons moved to the Stone
Fort, they were accompanied by George's
cousin, Thomas, who acted as book-
keeper. He held the position during the
1833-34 season. His residency would be
of little interest were it not that he
shortly became a celebrated Arctic ex-
plorer. It is asserted by some that he
remained at the lower fort during the fall
and winter of 1836, and that he there
studied astronomy and related subjects
preparatory to his voyage of discovery
with Peter Warren Dease. Simpson him-
self connected the work of Sir John
Franklin and Lieutenant Back by tracing
the Arctic coast from the mouth of the
Mackenzie to Point Barrow. Never one
for modesty, Thomas wrote his brother,
“I and | alone have the well-earned
honour of uniting the Arctic to the great
Western Ocean, and of unfurling the
British flag on Point Barrow.” He was
awarded the Queen'’s Arctic Medal and a
life pension of £100 per annum. He did
not live to receive these honours, dying of
a gun shot wound under mysterious
circumstances on the St. Paul trail in
1840.!

A decade of obscurity descended upon
the fort. The sales shop remained open
for the benefit of the lower settlement,
but most business and all administration
was carried on at the upper fort. The seed
of discord was planted in this quiet soil in
1839 when Adam Thom clambered out
of a York boat and established himself in
the Big House of Lower Fort Garry as the
first recorder of Rupert's Land. As re-
corder, he was the colony's judge and the
Company's legal adviser. Thom had been
a journalist while attending law school in

Montreal, and his “Anti-Gallic Letters,”
published in the pro-English Montreal
Herald had helped foment the rebellion
of 1837. Lord Durham had taken him to
England in 1839 to help in the prepara-
tion of his famous report. In London he
met Simpson who hired him as recorder.
His appearance at Lower Fort Garry was
an altogether unfortunate one for Red
River.2

In spite of his Gallophobia, Thom did
not cause any great dissension until 1844,
From that year his legal advice, which
helped to bolster the Company in its
suppression of free trade, aroused a storm
of resentment. Bryce compared him to
Charles I's Wentworth, a good man with a
bad cause, being pitted against the “Vil-
lage Hampton,” free trader James Sin-
clair.? The disaffection in the colony
aroused by the free-trade controversy
moved Simpson to begin negotiations
with the British government for the estab-
lishment of troops in Red River. Their
arrival in 1846 would again bring anima-
tion to the Stone Fort.



The Queen’s Men in Rupert’s Land

As the free-trade movement gained
strength, Company authority began to
crumble, but the increasing tension be-
tween Great Britain and the United States
afforded Simpson the opportunity to
re-enforce the trade monopoly largely at
the expense of the British taxpayer. From
1844, he had directed memorials to
Whitehall through the London Com-
mittee or Governor-General Metcalfe in
Canada, describing the danger of
American invasion and the necessity for
the establishment of regular troops in
Red River as a deterrent. The election of
President Polk in the United States and
the Oregon boundary dispute combined
to lend credence to his arguments. The
free-trade movement was, in fact, so
closely linked with American traders in
Minnesota that Simpson could raise the
cry of loyalty and monopoly in one
breath without raising a questioning eye-
brow in London. The state of the colony
by 1846 is best read at first hand from
the discerning pen of the governor
himself.

This settlement was the scene of much
excitement during the past winter, en-
suing from a mischevious system of agita-
tion which has been kept up by
McDermott, Sinclair, Kittson [an
American trader] and other designing
persons who expect their ingenuity to
mislead the ignorant and half savage
population by whom we are here sur-
rounded, with a view to promoting their
own private interests. These disaffected
people have been very successful in in-
ducing a belief in the public mind,
especially of the half-caste races, thai the
charter affords no exclusive right of trade
to the Company as against themselves,

the natives of the soil, and they now
claim as a birthright, the liberty to hunt
and trade throughout the Company’s
Territories, and either to convey their
furs out of the country or to dispose of
them to whom they please. .. .Kittson,
gaining confidence by the protection af-
forded him by the half-breeds, will, it is
expected, move from Pembina next
winter and seat himself down as a trader
within the settlement, amongst the
numerous French half-breed population
situated above the Forks. Could we with
safety attempt to arrest this man and
remove him from the country we should
have no hesitation in doing so, but it
would be madness to attempt it in the
present state of public feeling: in that
event therefore, of his coming, we can
only protest against any improper inter-
ference with the trade and patiently wait
till the means may be afforded of enforc-
ing the laws, which at present, are little
more than a dead letter. . . .

If the Military force proposed to be
sent out by Government come to York
this year, we shall be prepared to convey
them to Red River.

The government finally agreed to send
the requested military force. That they
were entirely ignorant of the intended
use of these forces seems unlikely, for the
regiment selected was the Sixth Regiment
of Foot, a small body altogether incap-
able of the type of duty necessitated by
border defence.? However, they were
admirably suited for Simpson’s purpose,
to quash disaffection in the settlement.

The Hudson’s Bay Company was very
much alive to the importance of the
venture and went to considerable incon-
venience to accommodate the troops. At

Lower Fort Garry the Company removed
its operations to a distillery and malting
house recently built near the fort. Adam
Thom vacated the Big House. Work was
pushed ahead on the walls and bastions of
the fort, notwithstanding the fact that
the labour shortage was aggravated by an
epidemic.> Assured that troops were
forthcoming, Simpson left for England to
consider the important business of devis-
ing a new government for the fur trade
colony; one that would appease the
colonists and yet not be inimical to the
Company's interests.

On 25 June 1846, the Sixth, or Royal
Warwickshire Regiment of Foot, em-
barked at Cork in the Blenheim and
Crocodile which arrived at York Factory
on 8 and 13 August. The commander of
the expedition, Major (later Colonel)
John Ffolliott Crofton, arrived at the
lower fort on 10 September. His first
comment on the settlers was, “The tone
of the inhabitants is disaffected and |
fancy they prefer American to British
rule.”* Thereafter his opinion of them
deteriorated rapidly. Crofton himself
took half of the men to the upper fort
where he established his headquarters.
The lower fort garrison commanded by
Captain Sullivan comprised some 150
members of the Sixth together with the
Sappers.

Army routine was established at the
two forts. At ten in the morning the
troops paraded, the guard mounted and
officers inspected the barracks. At four
o'clock there was roll call. An event of
some importance occurred on 4 June
1847, when Crofton met the Indian chief
Peguis at the lower fort. This was the first
meeting of an Indian chief with an officer
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