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Introduction


In the history of the fur trade, in what is now Canada, there are two narratives. There were two fur trades and it has been said that from those two trades, two peoples developed.  The relationship between these two peoples, the Metis people and the English mixed-blood people, has been a topic of discussion among fur trade historians for some years.


For instance, Thomas Flanagan and John Foster, in their introduction to a special edition of Canadian Ethnic Studies in 1985, focusing on the Metis, stated that:

Only in the fur trade areas of Rupert's Land and in the region of the Great lakes did the "mixed bloods" assume a distinctive ethnic identity - or to be more precise, two identities. As shown in Marcel Giraud's classic study  "Les Metis Canadien• . . . the two separate fur trades produced two separate populations. The English and Scottish traders of the Hudson's Bay Company left one set of English speaking, mostly Protestant children by their native wives; the French traders from Lower Canada left "French-speaking" and Roman Catholic descendants.1
Much of the discussion among historians centers on the reasons for the division of the fur trade people into two ethnicities2. That they were two separate peoples is rarely questioned3. John Foster, in the conclusion to his dissertation, stated unequivocally, "The mixed-bloods in Red River were and remained two distinct communities."4 This paper is a preliminary examination of kinship patterns between people in the fur trade in an attempt to reveal any relationships between the Metis and English mixed-bloods.


One of the most popular theories explaining the division between the two groups was proposed by Dr. Jennifer Brown in "Strangers in Blood”.  She proposed that the growth of the two groups can be directly traced to their earliest beginnings in the two fur trades: the Metis from the Montreal trade and the English mixed-bloods - hereafter called the H.B.C. people - with the trade along the Bay5.


The French trade in furs began with the first Basque fishermen and by the end of the Seven Years War, had penetrated deep into the plains.6  The structure of the trade reflected its casual origins.  Even under the regulation of trading licenses by the intendants under the French regime, the coureurs de bois still slipped out into the hinterland, traded for furs and returned to their homes.7 Jacqueline Peterson has shown how "the French in Canada constructed a framework of trade with the native inhabitants.”8 Under English control, the fur trade out of Montreal gained new bourgeois (partners) and in many ways retained the same infrastructure. As Marjorie Campbell pointed out, 

The Montreal traders had, of course, only been able to push on as far as Lake Athabasca, rolling back the map of the continent as they went, by using the routes and facilities bequeathed them by the French, who earlier had adopted and adapted them from the natives.9


The North West Company, the final result of amalgamations of

partnerships in the Montreal trade, has been characterized as "a restive partnership of aggressive colonial merchants . . . flexible and ever-changing as different partners joined and fell away."10 

On the other hand, "the Hudson's Bay Company was in the traditional mould of the imperial trading company . . . directed by men who had almost no first-hand knowledge of the fur trade."11
   
The Hudson's Bay Company, as Marcel Giraud pointed out, "succeeded in imposing its tutelage over those territories into which the Canadians had preceded it. . . only after a long period of uncertainty and lethargy."12   After the first movements out from the Bay, marked by the creation of Severn House (1760) and Henley House (1766).13 Company trade developed most rapidly in the area south and west of Hudson’s Bay. 

A search for associations between the two fur trade peoples reveals earliest contact in the hinterland apparently to be in this area known as the Little North.  Victor P. Lytwyn, in The Fur Trade of the Little North, detailed the interactions of the Montreal and Bay traders in contact and competition for the first time in the period from 176714  until the area was 'trapped out' in the second decade of the nineteenth century.15 

 
The Little North was described as the area defined by the north shore of Lake Superior, the eastern shore of Lake Winnipeg, the Hudson Bay Lowlands and the divide between the Albany and Moose Rivers.16 At first contact, the Montreal traders were already well established and proficient, while the Bay men were fearful, cautious17 and exploring entirely new territory.18  As the Bay men explored more of the territory, they began to be familiar with their competing traders and with the Montreal partners. 


The first encounters in the area were between established Montreal traders and exploring Bay men, during journeys by John Kipling and David Sanderson in 1777, and by George Sutherland also in the summer of 1777.  Kipling and Sanderson established a post upriver from Henley House called Gloucester House, which lasted until early winter.  They returned to Henley after the leader of the Indians accompanying them  "told Kipling bluntly that he and his men would starve to death if they remained."


  At the same time, Sutherland was travelling with a "group of Indians led by an 'Upland Captain', . . . [who] had seasonally brought his furs down to Albany from a great distance inland." He was to accompany the Captain to his country and back out while recording "the events on his journey, taking note of any pedlar activity, and" inducing "more Indians to trade with the HBC."  

Among the French traders he met were two Englishmen, one a servant of possibly Jean(c)Baptiste Barthe of Michilimackinac, and the other Isaac Batt, formerly a Bay man and apparently on his way back to the Bay, although Sutherland was suspicious.19  


A brief biography of Isaac Batt in the DCB reveals him to be one of the traders sent inland with natives in the style of Henry Kelsey, "to strengthen the loyalty of such as Wapinesiw and Matonabbee" who were important inland chiefs.  As the trade began to develop, he was passed over for promotion and drawn over to the Canadians along with Louis Primeau. In the period between 1771 and October, 1776, he worked for the Canadians.  When Sutherland met him, he was returning to the Bay and Company employment.20 


 This is the first mention of this particular type of inter-company interaction in Lytwyn's account, but it is far from the last. In 1779, the Bay men at the re(c)established Gloucester House met a French trader, Germain Maugenest, who was eager to defect to Albany, bringing with him his assistant, seven Canadians and three Indian guides as well as his furs.21 His arrival sent Sutherland back into the country with his men, while Maugenest, himself, went alone to London.22   


The DCB reveals that this independent trader, French not Canadian, had previously traded in the Mississippi valley. The account there of his desertion is substantially the same, that he had fallen "heavily into debt to Ezekiel Soloman, the Montreal fur trade entrepreneur, and decided to escape by joining the Hudson's Bay Company."23   The decision to send him to London came from Chief Factor Thomas Hutchins of Albany Fort. "(S)tanding orders required him to order such pedlars to leave immediately, but he realized that Maugenest's expertise might be invaluable to the company, which had only recently decided to push into the interior."24  


As it turned out, this time Sutherland's suspicions had some basis in fact. When he reached Maugenest's territory, he quickly learned two things. The man "had exaggerated his ability to control the fur trade of the Little North for the HBC" and according to fellow trader James Clark, Maugenest had deserted to avoid payment to the partner in charge of the area, Ezekiel Solomon, the sum of 30,000 livres.25 He also learned how deadly the inland trade could be.  The area was very poor and everyone starved that winter,26 barely surviving until spring break-up.  


While Sutherland was starving inland, Maugenest was in London, convincing the Committee that he had both the experience and specific proposals to improve trade.  When he returned the next summer, (1781), he brought orders for the establishment of posts in the interior, placed to encourage the Indians to bypass the Montrealers' posts.27 

This work, already begun tentatively with the establishment of Henley House in 1766, and Gloucester House in 1778,28  continued with the establishment of Osnaburgh House in 1785, Cat Lake in 1788, Red Lake in 1790, Lac Seul in 1791, Portage de l'Isle and Lac St. Anns in 1792, and Lac la Pluie and Red River, both in 1793.29   [MAP] 


At the same time, more men defected from the Montreal trade to join the HBC.  Barriers between the two fur trades seem to have been fairly flexible at this time, and continued so throughout the period of rivalry between the companies.  Among those who defected were two highlanders, once considered brothers,30 who deserted together from the North West Company in Montreal to Fort Albany in 1790.31  Both John and Donald McKay were well acquainted with the Montreal trade and more than willing to share their expertise with their new company.  John had worked in 1788 for Alexander Shaw and his son Angus at Lac Ste. Ann, and in 1792, the HBC sent him back to the area to open a post there for them.  For the next three decades, he was an integral part of the battle for the fur trade.  He spent six more years in the Little North before opening Brandon House where he spent the rest of his career.32 


While developing the Little North, the Hudson's Bay Company was also extending itself in other areas.  Marcel Giraud delineates their progress up the Saskatchewan River.  In 1778, William Tomison "established himself beside Sturgeon Fort" then built "a post called Upper Hudson House" upstream from Middle Settlement.  In 1775(sic), he built Hudson House a little down-river "which he was able to build before the Canadians returned.  This enabled him to carry out an active and profitable trade with the Indians." 33 


From then on, as Giraud said, it was "a contest in speed between competing traders."  The pedlars built on the South Saskatchewan; Tomison "constructed a fort beside their establishment."  He answered Pine Island Fort with Manchester House and then Brandon House in 1793.  In 1795, they added Marlborough House, then Carlton House near Alexandria, in 1796.  On the North Saskatchewan, Buckingham House was built in 1792 beside Fort George.  Fort Augustus was followed by Fort

Edmonton. 34.  Then, "beyond that, and near the mouth of the Clearwater River and facing the Canadians' Rocky Mountain House, Acton House constituted the farthest point of the Company's expansion on the North Saskatchewan." 35   [MAP]


In similar ways in other areas, the two fur trades squared off, and battled it out in a style familiar to the world of business.  While the companies were at war, the men in the field had two options.  They could hold to the war-like ways of the industry or they could possibly form friendships with their rivals who often lived so close at hand.     

  
It is possible, by an examination of John McKay's career, to get a closer view of the relationships between men in the fur trade during the period of intense rivalry between Montreal and the Hudsons Bay Company.  While much has been made of the incidents of violence during the period, less emphasis has been accorded the stories of cooperation between rival posts. As Marcel Giraud said:

 
At first, the hostility which these rival enterprises could not fail to arouse had taken the form of a commercial rivalry, sometimes accompanied by reciprocal courtesies and by a promptness to help each other in difficult situations.  Of that comparative cordiality which mitigated the bitterness of competition there were many examples. 36 

He then lists some of the examples.  Matthew Cocking became friendly with Francois le Blanc (1772(c)73), Andrew Graham with Joseph Frobisher (1774), and Holmes of Sturgeon Fort had his fellow Hudsons Bay Company officers as guests for the Christmas of 1779. 37
Stories of other shared parties come from a variety of sources.  Daniel Harmon, in his published journal, wrote:

Monday, 27 [May] Riviere a la Souris or Mouse River. This is about fifty miles from Montagne a la Basse. Here are three establishments, formed severally by the NorthWest, X.Y. and Hudsons Bay companies.  Last evening, Mr. Chaboillez invited the people of the other two forts to a dance; and we had a real NorthWest country ball.  When three fourths of the people had drunk so much, as to be incapable of walking straightly, the other fourth thought it time to put end to the ball or rather bawl.  This morning, we were invited to breakfast at the Hudson Bay House, with a Mr. McKay, and in the evening to a dance.   This, however, ended more decently, than the one of the preceding evening. 38   

Angus McKay, John's great-grandson, gave more information.  He gives the year as 1805 and the place as Fort Assiniboine.39  Mr. T.R. McCloy, in his annotated  biography of John McKay for the Dictionary of Canadian Biography, filled in a few more details.  

When John Pritchard was lost in the prairies in 1804 and found almost dead from starvation he cared for him , . . . The following winter, McKay himself became so  ill he was delirious, and his opponents John Prichard,  Charles Chaboillez and Pierre Falcon took turns in watching over him.40     

The 'ball' was evidently the following spring.

Angus McKay also quotes from John McKay's journal in reference to another earlier party.  On December 5, 1799, John wrote "I had the honour of my neighbours [from the NorthWest fort] company to dinner; Your Honours has the honour of bearing the expenses." [meaning the Hudsons Bay Company].41   

Socializing across company lines appears to have been more common than previously thought.  Most examples seem to come from the eastern plains and Little North, around the turn of the century.  There is evidence for the socializing being mostly between white traders, although that may be due to the fact that they created the records.


To discover more information on these friendships, it may be fruitful to examine the family history and genealogy of John McKay. If the relationships were long-standing, marriages between children are probable. Both Jennifer Brown and Sylvia Van Kirk have made the point that marriage patterns, although different in the two companies, reveal employment associations.  As Van Kirk said, "By the early nineteenth century, fur trade marital relationships were characterized by widespread endogamy.  Family trees became very intertwined , and the society of each company increasingly cohesive."42 

The genealogy of John McKay is available for study.  As collected by Mr. McCloy, it provides an excellent source for this type of study because Mr. McCloy collected as much information as he could from all branches of the family, not just one line.  The records show that John McKay had eight children, five boys and

three girls.  His wife, Mary Favell, was the daughter of John Favell,43 who is reported as trading out of Henley House in 1780-8144 and the evidence shows that he died in 1785 in Albany before John signed on there in 1790.45 

The name of John McKay's eldest son, John Richards McKay, is apparently taken from John Richards, the mixed-blood son of Hudsons Bay Company surgeon William Richards from Neath, Wales.  This second generation employee of the company hired on at Fort Albany in about 1785 and as his son William is recorded as possibly being born at Gloucester House in 1785, John Richards served in the Little North first against John McKay before he joined the Hudsons Bay Company in 1790, and with him after that date.46  


John Richards McKay is recorded as having married Harriet Ballenden, daughter of John Ballenden, trader at Severn from 1786-1796, and at York Factory from 1798(c)1802.47  John Ballenden was Chief Factor at York Factory in 1801, when he wrote William Sinclair in Oxford House.48  The second son, William MacKay, married Mary Bunn, daughter of Thomas Bunn of Rock Depot (also known as Merry's House and Gordon House) from 1805 until his retirement in 1819, and Sarah McNab, who was apparently the daughter of John McNab, Chief Factor at

Albany in 1789 to 1809.  In 1799, John McNab was the officer over John McKay, Thomas Bunn, and William Sinclair.49 

In connection with this cohort of employees, it is informative to note that in 1808, a school was operating in York Factory under schoolmaster George Geddes.50  His pupils were "Catherine Sinclair, daughter of Mr. William Sinclair, John and Mary Bunn, children of Thomas Bunn, and Harriet Ballendine daughter of your late Chief Mr. John Ballendine, at times also Mr. Jos. Cook, son of Mr. William Cook.”51   

These names reappear in the McKay genealogy in the next generation. 


It is with later children that this cohort marriage pattern changes.  Elizabeth McKay, the fifth child, ran off with Cuthbert Grant, Jr., on 22 May, 1814 at fifteen or sixteen years of age.  Cuthbert Grant was in the North West Company employ at Fort L’Esperance on the Qu'Appelle River, under John Pritchard.  She married outside the Company, but not outside the bounds of family friendships.


Cuthbert Grant was a friend of her brother, John Richards. As Margaret MacLeod pointed out, John  lived along the route between Fort L’Esperance and Fort Gibraltar, at Brandon House, and his home "became Grant's stopping place for more than one reason. The two young men found many interests in common as both had been educated in the Old Country."  She also points out that while

both are mixed bloods, McKay was blond and Grant was named "White

Ermine" "as a tribute to Grant's agility and fairness of skin. Cuthbert Grant and John Richards McKay became firm friends.  It was a lasting friendship, one that was not to be terminated by the business conflicts or the family disruption of a later period."52 
On examining Grant's family, more connections are revealed. One of his sisters, Mary, married Pierre Falcon, son of the same Falcon who knew John McKay. 

Another sister, Josephte, married John Wills, who appears again later in family history. 53  

There appears an apparent connection between the two groups of fur trade people in the marriage between Elizabeth McKay and Cuthbert Grant.  This is a reasonable hypothesis but there are a couple of problems.  The first problem is that Elizabeth or "Bethsy" disappeared in 1818, along with her only child, while Grant was in Montreal and Quebec City awaiting trial for his leadership in what is known as the Seven Oaks Massacre.54  This effectively eliminates her from any further generational connection with either her own people or the French Metis. 


The other problem with seeing only Bethsy as a connection between peoples is the marriage choice made by one of John Richards McKay's children. His third child, Mary McKay, born in 1820, married John Wills II, son of John Wills and Josephte Grant, and bore him ten children, evidence of a long and healthy union.55       


From this, it would appear that a link or connection is present through John Richards McKay.  That is not to forget the early influence of John McKay's friendships with John Pritchard and Pierre Falcon.  Rather, it is possible to see John Richards friendship with Cuthbert Grant as facilitated by his father's connections.  That the friendship was more than a casual, young man's cameraderie can be demonstrated by a line in John Richards McKay's will. written  "with my own hand and sealed with my seal this twenty(c)second day of January, 1842."  After leaving his books to be divided between his first two sons, he said:  

"Those who in the course of my life have done me all other good offices will not refuse me this last, after my death, I leave them therefore this trouble as a mark of my trust and friendship -
only desiring each of them to accept of some memorial of me - the spyglass to Cuthbert Grant and my watch to John Bunn - Doctor to the Red River Colony."56    
This is in spite of the incident on May 8, 1816, when on the way to Fort Douglas, Grant and his brules captured and looted Brandon House where John and his family lived and worked.57 


One other factor demonstrates John Richards McKay's connection to Cuthbert Grant.  Sprague, in The Genealogy of the Metis, in Table 4, lists him as occupying lots numbered 213 and 214 in Saint Francois Xavier, in 1870,58 at which time that

parish of Red River was seen as a French, Catholic, Metis enclave.  This may, however, have had more to do with his sons' presence in the provisioning posts further west on the Assiniboine River.  Two of John Richards McKay's sons married back into the employee cohort of his father.  William and Edward McKay married

sisters, Mary and Caroline Cook.  Their father was the same Joseph Cook who went to school at York Factory in 1808.  Their mother was Catherine Sinclair, also previously mentioned.59  William McKay was based at Fort Ellice, upriver from Brandon House, from about 1833 (with his father) until about 1870 when he

was put in charge of the district and moved to Fort Pelly.60 Edward served the trade in a lesser capacity and in later years established a post in Cypress Hills, which became Fort Walsh.  


While it becomes more difficult to connect the two peoples in more recent generations, where it is possible to do so, they tie back in with connections already mentioned.  That is the case with the descendants of a son of John Richards McKay.  Two of the grandchildren of Edward Mckay married descendants of his sister Mary, spouse of John Wills II.  Reginald and Harry (Henry) Bray, sons of Jemima, his sixth child, married Ida and Helen Ledo, descendants of Mary's fourth daughter, Eliza, who married Daniel Ledo.   


Others in Edward's family married into families that on the basis of their names, are Metis.  His son Alexander McKay married Virginia Larocque.  His sons, Colin and Samuel, married Philomene and Madeleine Birston.  A daughter, Rachel, married Jules Quesnelle, and another son, William Edward, married Eline

Laframboise, while Alexander, in a second marriage married Catherine Laframbois.61 


From this brief examination of one man's family and connections, it is clear that a long time Hudson's Bay Company family, with a practically continuous connection with the Company from 1719 until 1883,62  may have significant connections in the

North West Company people and their descendants who became known as the Metis.  Further, it may be inaccurate to divide fur trade society into strict ethnic categories.  In fact, it may be more accurate and profitable to both view and examine the society in geographic clusters and generational cohorts.

 
One pattern of relationships between the Hudsons Bay people and the Metis has been exposed here. Further explorations of other cohorts and genealogies in the fur trade may reveal other patterns as well.  Whether or not more new patterns are demonstrated, this case-study does demonstrate that relations between the two groups are closer than previously postulated.  
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