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Preface 

In the course of doing the research for this history of 

Prince of Wales' Fort I have become deeply indebted to a 

number of people for their help and advice. While one name 

will appear on the cover of this report, many have contri­

buted in meaningful ways to whatever is good in it. I would 

like to thank the Hudson's Bay Company for allowing me to use 

their archives, and quote material from their company records. 

The Hudson's Bay Company Archives staff also were singularly 

helpful. I would like to thank Mrs. Shirlee A. Smith, 

Hudson's Bay Company Archivist, Ms. Garron Wells and Mr. 

Gordon Elenbaas, assistant Archivists for their help. I am 

especially indebted to Ms. Wells, who in addition to her 

normal duties as an Archivist found time to read and criti­

cize several sections of this report, and who gave me per­

mission to use some of her personal research on eighteenth 

century sloop voyages from Churchill. I have also had 

occasion to use material from the Public Archives of Manitoba 

and Canada, and I would like to thank the staffs of both of 

those institutions. 

Many people helped with the writing of this report pro­

viding advice, criticism, editing help, even in some cases 

new material that I was unaware of. This is a large group 

and everyone who helped me should consider themselves hereby 

thanked, but I would like to mention Professors Morris Mott 

and Ross McCormack, Frits Pannekoek, Laura McLauchlan, Ian 

Clarke, and the people in the Historic Research Division of 

Parks Canada, Prairie Region. Greg Thomas, who read the 

report, corrected spelling and grammatical errors, and 



V 

smoothed out the prose, and Mrs. A. Grover, who typed it, 

deserve special thanks. Finally I would like to thank Tom 

Bredin, who made me interested in the fur trade, and the 

staff and guides at Prince of Wales' Fort who have to use this 

material, and who helped me decide what information I 

should include in this report. 

All errors of fact, interpretation, and judgement are 

of course mine alone. 



Introduction 

History is not what you thought. 
It is what you can remember. All 
other history defeats itself.1 

This piece of useful advice for writers of history comes from 

an unlikely source: Sellar and Yeatman's classic satirical 

history of England 1066 And All That. It is a particularly 

helpful approach to take to writing history that is to be 

used in an interpretive program for a historical site: 

what guides and visitors cannot remember literally does de­

feat itself. As a result the material used in this report 

has been chosen wherever possible to take into account the 

interests of visitors and guides, and illustrate whatever 

point is being made in as dramatic and memorable a manner 

as the historical record allows. 

At the same time it is not the intention of this report 

to simply amuse the reader, and spin a few good yarns about life 

in a bay-side post in the eighteenth century. The fur 

trade's importance to Canadian and Western Canadian history is 

unquestionable, and with some justice Harold Innis and his 

followers have seen its characteristics and pattern of devel-
2 

opment as a paradigm of Canadian economic history as a whole. 

However, most of the work done on the fur trade to date has 

emphasized fur trade economics, its relationship to explora­

tion and settlement, and even connection to wider questions 

of imperial expansion and competition. What has been largely, 

though not totally overlooked in fur trade historiography is 

the "social" history of the fur trade. 

"Social" history as field of historical study is rather 
3 

difficult to define. Outside of a few rather sweeping state­

ments of what it is and what it is not like G.M. Trevelyan's 



suggestion that "social history" is "... a history of a people 
4 

with the politics left out," most writers have contented 

themselves with listing the kinds of topics done in "social" 
5 

history. This leaves us with a definition of social history 

as that which is done by social historians; a somewhat tautolo­

gical position not helped by the diversity of work done by 

those professing to be social historians. 

For the purposes of this report I have adopted a rather 

unsophisticated definition of "social" history, that I have 

borrowed from a certain Mr. Dooley, resident of Chicago 

circa 1900 

I know history isn't true Hinnissy, because it 
ain't like what I see e'vry day in Halstead 
Street. If any one comes along with a histhry 
iv Greece or Rome that'll show me the people 
fightin', getting dhrunk, makin' love, gettin' 
married, owin' the grocery man and bein' 
without hard coal. I'll believe they was a 
Greece or Rome but not before. 

This report will try to trace the "fightin', getting dhrunk, 

makin' love, and owin' the grocery man" of the people who 

lived in and around Prince of Wales' Fort between 1717 and 

1782.7 

This report is a case study and like all case studies 

is subject to the criticism that the post in question was 

atypical of Hudson's Bay Company posts in the 18th century. 

In fact, Prince of Wales' Fort differed in several important 

ways from other such fur trade societies. It had a larger 

complement of men than most, only York Factory had equivalent 

numbers, and it was a stone fort, not wooden. It was the most 

northerly post so its climate and the natural resources of the 

area distinguished it from other posts, and during the period 

covered, a much wider variety of occupations were carried on 

at the fort, ranging from construction work to whaling, in 

addition to the usual pastimes of trading, hunting, fishing 

and so on. 

For the most part, however, society at Prince of Wales' 

differed in degree rather than in kind from the society and 

2 



life-styles at other Hudson's Bay Company posts in the 18th 

century. More substantial differences existed between 

Hudson's Bay Company posts and those of French and, later 

on, Canadian traders, and for this reason this paper cannot 

be construed as a general social history of the fur trade, 

though it was primarily in Hudson's Bay Company posts that 

fur trade societies existed in the 18th century. French and 

Canadian posts in the interior were very important in economic 

and political terms, but they were often only intermittently 

occupied, and then only by a handful of men for the most part, 

with the major exceptions of Fort William and Michilimackinac. 

It is only in Hudson's Bay Company bay-side posts that groups 

of Europeans numbering thirty or more men occupied a single 
g 

site for virtually the entire century. 

The rationale for this paper then is that there was such 

a thing as a fur trade society in Hudson's Bay Company posts, 

and that therefore it is useful to write the history of that 

society, particularly since it has rarely been attempted 

before. In order to do this, I have examined in some detail 

the. archival material relating to Prince of Wales' Fort in 

the Hudson's Bay Company Archives. The Hudson's Bay Company 

kept an extraordinary number of records of their activities 

including journal books that recount the important or untoward 

events in posts on a day to day basis. It is sometimes diffi­

cult to believe that a record was kept of the weather, work 

schedule, trading activities, eating and drinking habits, of a 

post on a daily basis 250 years ago, but the Company required 

it and these records have survived. These post journals, and 

to a lesser extent account books and correspondence, provide 

an intriguing look into the society of bay-side posts. How­

ever, it must be remembered that the description of life con­

tained in these records was incidental to their purposes for 

a commercial enterprise, and much of what we would like to 

know was never commented on. Often, very intriguing information 

is included simply because it was associated with an event 

3 



of more obvious importance to the men writing these journals 
9 

at the time. As a result one must often "read between the 

lines" in the most literal of senses to see what was hap­

pening- and often infer behaviour on slim documentary evi­

dence. Moreover, important areas of social life are ignored 

or only occasionally alluded to: sexual activity, family 

life, recreations aside from drinking, and so on. On the 

other hand, some activities are well documented: work, diet 

and physical health are good examples. 

It is therefore difficult to present as full and balanced 

an account of life on the bay: the documentation simply 

will not allow it. However, it may be possible to build up 

a fairly accurate picture of society in Prince of Wales' 

Fort by borrowing from the method of Fernand Braudel. In 

his book Capitalism and Material Life 1400-1800 Braudel selects 

certain key areas of human life for discussion and makes no 

claim to comprehensiveness. Nevertheless, despite limiting 

his attention to population growth, agriculture, food and drink, 

money, towns and so on, he is able to give an overall im­

pression of material life over no less than four centuries 

and six continents. In a somewhat less ambitious manner 

I hope that by examining work and social class, recreation 

and leisure, diet, clothing and accomodation, health, exploration, 

military activity, and white-native contact, an overall im­

pression of fur trade society in the 18th century will emerge. 

In order to give as full an impression of 18th century 

life as possible, I have not modernized spelling, punctuation, 

grammar or word usage. From time to time this makes some 

quotations difficult to follow, but readers are asked to per­

severe. When necessary I have provided definitions of ar­

chaic words or terms in the end notes or the text. Sometimes 

I have had to explain a reference within a quotation, on 

which occasions I have placed my interjection within square 

brackets. Otherwise I have transcribed all references in 

the form I found them: idiosyncratic spellings and all. 

4 



II A Brief History of Prince of Wales' Fort to 1782 

The history of Prince of Wales' Fort might be construed as 

starting with the European discovery of Hudson's Bay in 1610. 

Hudson, of course, gave both his life and his name to this 

huge body of water that for a time seemed to offer potential 

as a major part of the elusive North-West Passage. He was 

followed by a large number of explorers into the Bay: Button, 

Fox, James and Munk none of whom found a passage no any­

thing overly interesting. Jens Munk however, did winter at 

the mouth of the Churchill River in 1619-1620 with calamitous 

results. Over the winter 59 of his 61 men died of either 

scurvy or trichinosis or both, and in 1620 Munk and the two 

surviving crewmen somehow sailed back to Norway. 

Munk's experience foreshadows many of the subsequent 

problems Europeans had in settling in the Churchill area. His 

party suffered disease, extreme discomfort from the cold and 

near starvation; three recurring themes in the story of human 

habitation at Churchill. Apparently however, he did recog­

nize the potential wealth of the area in furs and suggested 

that fur might be the means of financing exploration in the 

area. His experiences, however, seem to have dissuaded 

other Europeans from following him into the Churchill River 

area, and for about fifty years the shores of Hudson Bay 

were ignored by Europeans generally. 

It was Radisson and Groseillers who are chiefly respon­

sible for seeing the commercial potential of the bay, which 

could provide a simple direct route between the furs of the 
2 

North-West and the markets of Europe. Sometime about 1659 

or 1660 they saw the connection between the discoveries of 

5 
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Hudson and James and the rich fur lands of the Indians they were 

trading with north of Lake Superior. Their idea of a Hudson 

Bay based trade languished for a variety of reasons until 1669 

when a group of English merchants outfitted the famous Nonsuch 

ketch to trade on the shores of the bay. The financial returns 

from their early provisional venture were sufficiently good to 

attract investor attention, and in 1670 a royally chartered 

company with the unwieldy corporate designation of the 

"Governor and Company of Adventurers of England Trading into 

Hudson Bay" was formed (for reasons of brevity hereafter the 

Hudson's Bay Company or HBC). 

To begin with the Company engaged in trade at the "bottom 

of the bay," in what is now known as James Bay. It was en­

gaged also in a struggle for control of the coastal trade with 

New England merchants, and, more importantly, French interests. 

From 1670 to 1713 rival imperial and commercial interests con­

tended for control of the Hudson Bay fur trade. It was only 

in 1713, with the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht, that the 

Company gained undisputed possession of the bay-side posts. 

The Company then began a period of expansion in its trade 

northwards along the eastern and western shores of Hudson Bay. 

An expedition was sent north from York Factory in 1715-1716 to 

make peace between the Cree and Chipewyans in the area, and 

the justly famed Thanadelthur or Slave Woman managed to get the 
3 two hostile groups to agree to co-exist. With the area more or 

less peaceful three groups of native peoples could be drawn into 

a trade at a post on the Churchill where their respective terri-
4 

tones more or less overlapped. Churchill is situated in 

the transitional zone from taiga to tundra, yet is still close 

to the forest lands of the Canadian Shield. Lying- amidst 

three distinctive environments it is not surprising that it 

also lay between the three native groups exploiting these 

different environments; the Inuit of the tundra zone, the Swam­

py Cree of the boreal forests and Hudson Bay Lowland regions, 

and the Chipewyans who drifted between the three environments 

7 



in what is known to geographers as the northern transitional 

forest. 

In addition to drawing these remote northerly natives 

into the fur trade Governor Knight of the HBC, the pro­

genitor of the scheme to settle at Churchill, probably had in 

mind three main purposes for the new port. It would draw 

off extra trade from York and "... leave the latter free to 

compete with the French in the lands of the Saskatchewan, 

Moose, and Albany rivers, it would serve as a point of depar­

ture for voyages of trade and discovery to the north as well 

as undertaking a white whale fishing, and finally it might 

provide...access to great mineral wealth," particularly the 
c 

legendary mines of the Copper Indians. 

With such great prospects in store, work was begun in 

1717 on a Churchill River post, and in 1719 it was officially 
7 

named "Prince of Wales Fort." From the start the post did 
not quite live up to its proponents expectations. Even James 
Knight, its founder, was moved to remark "...York Fort is badd 

Q 

but this is Tenn times worse." Trade returns were mixed, and 

many observers felt that Prince of Wales' Fort would never 

fully pay the costs of its operation. This view was parti­

cularly strong amongst the chief factors at York, who almost 

to a man thought Prince of Wales' Fort only siphoned off furs 
9 

that would have gone to York in any case. However the Com­
pany persevered with the post, and made it independent of 
York in 1725. 

In 1730 the prestige of Prince of Wales' Fort was fur­

ther augmented, when it was decided to make it the lynch-pin 

in the Company's military defenses on the Bay. The governing 

committee of the HBC on March 18, 17 30 accepted a plan for 

an ambitious stone fort at Churchill drawn up by one of the 

Company's sea captains, Captain Christopher Middleton. There 

has always been a great deal of speculation as to why a stone 

fort was ever built, and particularly at the mouth of the 

Churchill River. York Factory was obviously much more important 

8 



Figure 2. Plan of Fort Prince of Wales F-49 
Hudson's Bay Company 

PLAN OF FORT PRINCE OF WALES. 

By J^B. TYRRELL. 1894. 

Walls, 37 to 42 feet thick, 16 feet 9 inches high. 
Scale: 80 feet=1 inch. 

9 
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