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DEDICATION

To all the trappers and traders who made their living in the Northwest
Territories. Their story should be heard, and their role in the northern drama
remembered.



ABSTRACT

This volume contains a list of all fur trade posts operating within the present
boundaries of the Northwest Territories between 1870 and 1970. Information is
provided on location, ownership, opening and closing dates, and other pertinent
details. The volume is divided into two parts, the first being a list by location, the
second being a list by ownership. An introductory text discusses the sources of
information, the compilation and use of the list, and provides a brief outline of the
development of the fur trade in the Northwest Territories.



FOREWORD

Many changes have occurred in northern Canada in recent years, but perhaps
none so profound as the abandonment by native Northerners of their land-based way
of life in favour of an urban, wage economy. To those only recently aware of the
north, the fur trade seems an archaic remnant of a past age. To most Northerners
themselves, however, the fur trade is a real and living memory, a central part of life
as a child or even as an adult. The sources of information on the recent fur trade in
the north are many — the people themselves, government documents and statistical
records, diaries, newspapers and so on. Yet little use has been made of these sources.
This volume will be, it is hoped, a significant contribution to the literature on the
northern fur trade, and should serve as a basic reference work on this subject.

A.J. Kerr,
Chief,
Northern Science Research Group.
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INTRODUCTION

Canadian historians have devoted considerable attention to the fur trade during
its era of primacy in this country. Its decline, however, has not been subjected to the
same scrutiny. The fur trade is commonly associated with the pre-confederation era,
and even before 1867 it was being overshadowed by other developing industries.

In 1870, Rupert’s Land was sold to the new Dominion of Canada, and the
Hudson’s Bay Company’s monopoly therein terminated. The last hundred years have
brought the eclipse of the fur trade as an economic endeavour of national
importance. Although the total value of furs traded today is far greater than during
the 18th and 19th centuries, the fur trade has become of regional significance only.
Unquestionably the region most dependent on the trade has been that contained
within the present boundaries of the Northwest Territories. As late as 1946, furs
were the most valuable single resource exported from that territory, and even today,
among the native population, more people receive income from furs than from any
other resource-based activity.

The purpose of this publication is to provide a basic document prerequisite to
the analysis of the fur trade in the Northwest Territories: a comprehensive listing of
all fur trade establishments operating within its present boundaries during the last
century. There is a wealth of primary and secondary source material on this subject,
but such a comprehensive listing has never been available. This list attempts to
provide an updated version, for the Northwest Territories, of Voorhis’ Historic Forts
and Trading Posts,! and is also complementary to the work of Smythe on Western
Canada from 1670 to 1870.2

Morris Zaslow has discussed the general expansion of the fur trade into the
Mackenzie Valley between 1870 and 1940.3 Similar work has been done for the
Arctic Coast* but not for the Eastern Arctic.

The impact of the fur trade on the present settlement pattern of the N.W.T. is
well known. Of the approximately 50 population centres (excluding defence and
meteorological stations), over three quarters were established for the purposes of the
fur trade. What is less generally appreciated is that fur trade posts were maintained

g, Voorhis, Historic Forts and Trading Posts of the French Regime and of the English Fur Trading Companies.
Dept. Interior, Natural Resources Intelligence Branch, Ottawa, 1930. Mimeo.

2T, Smythe, Thematic Study of the Fur Trade in the Canadian West, 1670-1870. Historic Sites and Monuments
Board of Canada, Ottawa, 1968. Unpublished.

M. Zaslow, A History of Transportation and Development of the Mackenzie Basin from 1871 to 1921,
Unpublished M.A. thesis in history, University of Toronto, 1948, and The Development of the Mackenzie Basin,
1920-40, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis in history, University of Toronto, 1957.

#p.J. Usher. Economic Basis and Resource Use of the Coppermine-Holman Region, N.W.T. Dept. Northern
Affairs and National Resources, Northern Co-ordination and Research Centre, NCRC-65-2, Ottawa, 1965, and
Growth and Decline of the Trading and Trapping Frontiers in the Canadian Western Arctic, paper presented at
the annual meeting of the Canadian Association of Geographers, St. John’s, Nfld., 21 August, 1969.
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in many more places than these major centres. The produce of the hinterland was
not collected solely at the established settlements. Particularly during the first part
of the 20th century, the trade was carried directly to the hinterland, through the
medium of permanent posts as well as individual transient buyers. The location of
these permanent posts tells us much about the distribution and movements of native
peoples as well as the character and modus operandi of the fur trade itself. Between
1870 and 1970, no less than 535 trading posts were operated in the N.W.T., at a
total of 229 separate locations. It would appear that the fur trade was a strong
influence for decentralizing the indigenous population at least until World War Two.

The development of the fur trade within the Northwest Territories has
exhibited marked regional variation. An appreciation of these differences is essential
in analyzing the pattern of the trade itself as well as the social and economic history
of the various northern peoples. Despite the recent decline of the fur economy as
the mainstay of northern life, most of the present adult population born in the
N.W.T. were raised in the fur trade milieu.

The year 1970 marks a useful point in time for a retrospect of the northern fur
trade, not solely because a hundred years have passed since the sale of Rupert’s Land.
Today, very few of the establishments licenced to purchase furs can be called fur
trade posts in the traditional sense. The primary function of most stores is now the
retail trade, and the purchase of furs is merely an incidental function. We look back,
then, on an institution now passed from the northern scene.

While this volume represents the first comprehensive list of trading posts in the
N.W.T., it cannot claim to be the final authority on the matter. Suggestions for
amendments, additions or deletions are welcomed. Should sufficient additional
information be obtained, a supplementary volume of amendments might be
warranted.

Sources

For the first half-century under study, I have relied chiefly on business
directories, Royal North West Mounted Police annual reports (containing district
and patrol reports), newspapers (particularly the Edmonton Bulletin) and manu-
script material in various archives.® Some secondary sources have also been useful,
such as early accounts of travel and residence in the north, and historical studies of
certain regions or of the fur trade as a whole. I am also indebted to the findings of
other research projects. Mr. John Wolforth of the University of British Columbia has
kindly supplied information on trading posts in the Mackenzie Delta, in advance of
the completion of his doctoral thesis on the historical geography of that region.®

5 Archival and newspaper research was conducted at the following locations: Public Archives of Canada (Ottawa),
National Library of Canada (Ottawa), Provincial Archives of Alberta (Edmonton), Provincial Library of Alberta
(Edmonton), Archives of the Glenbow-Alberta Foundation (Calgary), Archives of the Anglican Diocese of
Athabasca (Peace River).

5To be published as The Evolution and Economy of the Delta Community, by the Dept. Indian Affairs and
Northern Development, Northern Science Research Group, Ottawa.
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The Geography Division of the Surveys and Mapping Branch, Dept. Energy, Mines
and Resources, has also provided information which they had gathered while
preparing a map of the chronology of northern settlement for the forthcoming
National Atlas of Canada. This information, obtained mainly from the Hudson’s Bay
Company, related to the opening dates of their earlier posts, as well as of some rival
posts.

The major sources of information for the last half-century have been the
various records maintained by the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern
Development, and its predecessors, on the fur trade since the passage of the
Northwest Game Act of 1917.7 This information has been supplemented by
interviews or correspondence with over 40 knowledgeable individuals who are
Northerners themselves or who have had long experience and contact with the fur
trade. The map collection of the Public Archives of Canada, as well as information
on place names and survey monuments from various agencies in the Department of
Energy, Mines and Resources, have also been of assistance in locating some posts.

After 1959, permit granting authority was transferred to the N.W.T. Govern-
ment in Fort Smith, and records soon ceased being kept in Ottawa. Information for
the last decade has therefore been derived from the Game Management Service
records at Fort Smith (latterly at Yellowknife), as well as from contemporary
studies and reports on northern regions. Finally, personal familiarity has also been
helpful in resolving conflicting or ambiguous information from other sources.

Licencing Systems

The Northwest Game Act, which constituted the first attempt to regulate the
fur trade and maintain statistics on it, prohibited anyone other than a “native born
Indian, Eskimo or half-breed, who is a bona fide resident of the Northwest
Territories” from engaging in the trading of furs without a trading and trafficking
licence. Licences were issued to every individual trading independently or on behalf
of a company, and these licences were to be turned in at the end of each season with
a declaration of the number and species of furs traded. The system came into effect
for the 1918-1919 season, and the record of licence holders from that time on is
now held by the Game Management Service of the Northwest Territories.

In 1920, the newly created Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the
Department of the Interior, setting out to discover what it could of its new domain,
requested the various trading companies for the locations of all their fur trade posts.
Similar requests were periodically sent out in the following years, so that almost all
of the posts operated by the larger companies at least are mentioned in the file
correspondence during the early and mid-1920s.

73.C. 1917, ¢.36.
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Further restrictions were implemented by Order-in-Council in 1926® which
prohibited the establishment or maintenance of a trading post without the
authorization of the Commissioner of the Northwest Territories. Now, instead of the
individual traders being licenced, each establishment required a permit. Every
company operating in the N.W.T. was informed of the new regulations, and the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police advised all resident independent traders in the
north. By the fall of 1927, virtually every post had been licensed, and separate
correspondence files set up for every applicant, from the Hudson’s Bay
Company down to resident individual traders with only one establishment. Permits
were issued to the owners of the post rather than their operators (although in many
cases these were the same) and each post was issued a separate permit stating its
location. These permits did not require renewal, and remained valid as long as the
post continued to operate. Some of the post permit files are still in the Northern
Administration Branch Registry of the Dept. of Indian Affairs in Ottawa, although
the majority are now in the Public Archives of Canada (mainly in the RG-22, A-1
group of the Public Records Section).

Comprehensiveness and Reliability of Sources

Information for the first half-century is reasonably complete. Further
investigation could be made of local newspapers, and of diaries which may exist in
private hands, but this would probably bring minimal rewards for the time and
effort involved. I have also not examined the northern records of the Oblates of
Mary Immaculate, now on microfilm in Ottawa. The recent opening of the
Hudson’s Bay Company’s archival material for the years 1870-1900 offers a
potentially rich source of information, but the research for this study had been
completed prior to that event. I had hoped to locate the records of some of the
larger rival companies, but most appear to be non-existent, and others are presently
inaccessible.

The reliability of newspaper reports, business directories and annual reports is
somewhat limited, due to inaccuracies as well as, in some cases, insufficient
information. Yet these three sources, along with contemporary personal observa-
tions in the form of manuscript material or published accounts, have usually
provided sufficient means of comparing and cross-checking information.

For the period after about 1920, documentary records are virtually complete,
but not always reliable. For example, the Trading and Trafficking Licence records
are complete in themselves, but their reliability is limited. There may have been a
few individuals who conducted business without them, but more important is the
fact that they were issued to individuals rather than to establishments. Although the
residence of the applicant is given, there is no indication that he actually traded at
that location, or that he maintained a post there. In any case, the place of residence
is not always a reliable guide, since in those days especially, a man entering the
territories at Fort Smith might be uncertain of his ultimate destination, or be unable
to reach it. Nonetheless, these records have been of assistance in cross-checking some
of the information on the post permits.

8p.C. 1146, 19 July, 1926.
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The list of posts extant after 1926 is complete, although there are some errors
in detail due to the methods of recording information for the permits. In spite of the
loss or destruction of some correspondence files, there is sufficient cross referencing
that at least a minimum of information exists on all permits issued. Recorded
locations are generally reliable, but local names were sometimes used, and inaccurate
coordinates given, especially in the earlier years. If the post was not located in a
settlement, a description of its location was given, which usually included reference
to a known geographic feature, sometimes the latitude and longitude, and
occasionally the distance from survey monuments. It has been possible to deduce
the location of almost all posts from this and other information.

Dates of opening and closing have proven particularly difficult to verify. For
those posts in operation prior to 1926, the opening date is not always given in the
correspondence. After this, the year of issue of a permit was normally coincident
with the opening date of the post.? Closing dates, however, have been more difficult
to ascertain. Permits were often returned to the government long after the post had
actually closed for trade, and the latter date is not always given. In some cases it has
been possible to obtain it from R.C.M.P. reports, since each detachment used to
submit quarterly or semi-annual reports (of varying accuracy) on trading posts in
their district.

There were a number of permits which, although granted, were never used.
Sometimes this is clear from the correspondence, or from police reports, but more
often than not, the documentary evidence was insufficient on this matter. Permits
were not transferrable, and new ones were issued upon changes of ownership.
Changes in location ordinarily required a new permit as well although there seem to
have been a few occasions when a post was moved without a new permit being
issued.

Declarations of furs traded (i.e. from the Trading and Trafficking Returns, Fur
Export Tax Returns,'® and Traders Fur Record Books), have been helpful in
ascertaining whether permit holders actually operated their posts, and for what
years. More important, however, has been the personal communication with former
traders and residents, providing incalculable assistance in filling in the gaps and
question marks remaining from the documentary evidence. Needless to say,
recollections are not always perfect (although most informants seemed to have
remarkably accurate memories) and some conflicting information was obtained. As
with the documentary evidence, the resolution of such conflicts has been my
responsibility alone. This has been done on the basis of all available information, but
there may still be errors in dates, locations, or even the existence of some trading
posts.

%It should be noted, however, that opening dates given in the sources sometimes refer to the commencement of
construction of the buildings, other times to the opening of the post for business. These events did not always
occur in the same year. I have generally used the latter as the opening date, for those few cases in which it has
been possible to distinguish.

1014 should be noted, however, that the Fur Export Tax Returns, which constitute the most comprehensive and
reliable body of statistics on the fur trade, are not always useful in this regard. Many of the smaller independent
traders sold their furs to the major companies in the larger settlements, rather than exporting them to auction. In
such cases their trade is unrecorded.
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“Fur Trade Post” Defined

The term “fur trade post”™ is unfortunately not so straightforward as it might at
first appear. As originally defined in section 22 of the regulations!! pertaining to
the Northwest Game Act, a post was “an existing trading establishment in
continuous operation for a period of 2 years”. This was amended in 1926 to read
“any kind of structure, building or tent or any means of conveyance used to contain
merchandise for barter or sale, so soon as it is used for such a purpose”.!?
Subsequent stipulations required a trading post to be in operation at least eight

months of the year, and an outpost at least three.!3

From the beginning of free access to the northern fur trade in 1870 there have
been several types of traders. Some conducted a regular trade from- permanent
establishments consisting of a store, warehouse and dwelling. Some were chiefly
trappers who maintained permanent camps, and conducted a small volume of trade
to supplement their income. On the Arctic Coast, many traders had schooners,
which they used as ““floating posts’, wintering in a different place each year. In both
the Western and Eastern Arctic whalers also engaged in the fur trade, either from
their vessels as at Herschel Island, or from shore whaling stations as in Cumberland
Sound or Hudson Bay. Finally were the itinerants, (especially in the Mackenzie
District), who travelled about in scows or sleds with a few trade goods, only to
depart upon completion of their business. The established companies viewed
“tripping”, as the last type of trading was called, as a serious threat to their own
trade. The regulations of 1929, by stipulating the nature of the buildings and the
duration of the trade, put an end to this practice, as well as to the operation of
“floating posts”.

This list makes no attempt to cover the activities of itinerant traders, and it
includes neither the whaling stations on Baffin and Herschel Island, nor the trading
vessels which often acted as “floating posts” in the early days of the Western Arctic
trade. Our purpose is to document only the spread of permanent trading
establishments as defined in the 1929 regulations, except that no time limit has been
placed on their operation. Some of the posts listed herein operated only for a single
season. Also not included as true posts are those cases in which an individual operat-
ing an hotel or restaurant obtained a trading permit in order to receive payment in
furs.

Yet even this limited definition of a trading post covers a wide range of
activity. On the one hand, there are the old established Hudson’s Bay posts,
with their compounds of dwellings, store and warehouse, and on the other is the
lone trapper, far from any settlement, who supplemented his income by casual
barter with passing Indians.

1p ¢ 1053, 1 May, 1918.
12p . 1146, op. cit.

13p . 807, 15 May, 1929.
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