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Abstract

This study traces the structural and use history of the
extant "Depot" warehouse building at York Factory, Manitoba,
which was built by the Hudson's Bay Company between the

years 1831 and 1838. The initial chapter deals with this
construction process, as well as room use and layout during
the period prior to 1870 when the building was utilized to
its maximum capacity.v The second chapter compares and con-
trasts the building's structural and stylistic details with
those of other warehouses that were constructed by the
Company at York and elsewhere during the 50 years postdating
the merger with the North West Company in 1821. Section three
chronicles the various structural modifications and changes in
room use that occurred after York began to decline in impor-
tance as a result of the introduction of new transportation
technology in western Canada during the 1860's and 1870's.
This culminated with the consolidation of most activities
within this building by the early years of the 20th century.
The last chapter deals with the 11 years that elapsed between
the Company's decision to close York Factory as an active
trading establishment in 1957 and the federal government's
acguisition of the site in 1968. Parks Canada's subsequent
involvement with, and future plans for, the "Depot" warehouse
are also examined. Of course, the impact of the various in-
dividuals who were employed at York Factory, as well as
Company and, later, government managers, are considered
throughout this report, since their actions, perceptions, and
policy decisions necessarily played an important role in the

history of the building.
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Preface

This report was commissioned by the Prairie Regional Office
of Parks Canada to provide a comprehensive structural and

use history of the "Depot" warehouse building which is
located at the York Factory National Historic Site. Located
at the mouth of the Hayes River, near Hudson's Bay in north-
ern Manitoba, this former Hudson's Bay Company post played

a crucial role in the exploration and development of north-
western British North America. The vast majority of mer-
chandise destined for consumers in this region passed through
York Factory between the years 1821 and 1870 and, after the
"Depot" was completed in 1837-1838, most of these trade goods
were stored and repackaged for inland transport in this
building.

It is indeed unusual to find a wooden structure of this
age still standing after the passage of nearly 150 years.
This is especially so when one considers that it rests atop
a wooden foundation. A number df factors are responsible for
this phenomenon, the main one being the decline of York as
the Company's port and trans-shipment point for the Northern
Department during the 1860's and early 1870's. York Factory
subsequently became a minor trading centre and the central
post in a small trading district. Consolidation, rather than
new construction, became the order of the day and the
"Depot'", perhaps because of its imposing size, became the
centre of the Company's operations at the site by the turn
of the century.

Once this decision was made, the Company logically

decided to maintain the building instead of embarking on a
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new investment program at what was, to them, a marginally
economic operation. By the 1930's, Company management began
to realize the historical value of the building, which
ensured its continued maintenance and utilization. Federal
and provincial authorities eventually came to a similar
conclusion which ultimately led to the assumption of owner-
ship of the building and site by the federal government in
1968.

This report is primarily intended for the Engineering
and Architecture Division of Parks Canada. This structural
and use information is essential to ensure that any future
structural or restoration work, as well as possible inter-
pretation programs, are carried out in an historically
accurate manner. In addition, this study hopefully adds
to the growing volume of knowledge regarding fur trade
architectural and construction techniques, and the history
of architectural and technological innovation in general.
The methodology employed is similar to that used in my
previous "land use'" history of the entire York Factory site.
There is, therefore, no need to reiterate it here.

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 Keeper of the Hudson's Bay Company
Archives, Mrs. Shirlee A. Smith. Mrs. Maureen Dolyniuk, who
cheerfully filled my endless requests for documents, was also
especially helpful. Mr. G. Mark Walsh, Ms. Judith Beattie,
Mr. Alex Ross, and Ms. Deborah Moore also provided a great
deal of help. I also wish to acknowledge the assistance of
the staffs of the Manitoba Provincial Archives, the Public
Archives of Canada, and the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library
at the University of Toronto. These repositories also granted
permission to publish many of the photographs included in
this report.
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The Hudson's Bay Company deserves special mention for
the assistance provided by Ms. Jocelyn McKillop and the
rest of the staff at the Hudson's Bay House Library in
Winnipeg. Ms. McKillop kindly provided Company pension
records which enabled me to contact many former employees
of the Company. In addition, she allowed me to examine
post 1930 files pertaining to the buildings and lands at
York. I also wish to thank the Company for permission to
utilize photographs from their private collection.

. Special thanks are accorded to three former managers
of the Nelson River District, Mr. W. E. Brown, Mr. R. E.
Howell, and Mr. G. A. Beare, who wrote detailed replies to
my queries regarding the recent history of the "Depot'". Mr.
Beare and Mr. Howell also kindly submitted personal photo-
graphs of the building and site. Another former employee,
Mr. Fred Beardy of Gillam, Manitoba, also provided a good
deal of useful information through an interpreter, Mr. John
Hatley, also of Gillam. Mrs. Dorothy Gregg of Victoria,
British Columbia, and Mr. George Third, of Strasbourg
Saskatchewan, submitted personal photographs for my
examination.

I also wish to thank Mr. Herbert Stovel of the Heritage
Trust section of the Ontario Ministry of Culture and Recrea-
tion for providing information'concerning current restor-
ation work at Moose Factory, Ontario, and Mrs. Darlene Stewart
of Dugald, Manitoba, for preparing the map of the Hayes River
region included in this report. Lastly, my colleagues
provided invaluable assistance during the course of my research
and in the preparation of this final report and a research
bulletin. Mr. Gary Adams, Mr. Robert Coutts, Mr. J. C. Fyfe,
and Mr. Gregory Thomas were particularly helpful. Mr. Thomas'
knowledge of Company architecture and building practises at
Lower Fort Garry was always shared willingly. 1In addition,
he kindly agreed to edit this manuscript. Of course, any

errors of fact or interpretation are mine alone.



I Construction and Use, 1830-1870

The storage of goods at York Factory presented little
problem until the merger with the Montreal-based North
West Company (with whom the Hudson's Bay Company had been
engaged in a bitter rivalry for the dominance of the fur
trade) in 1821, as the 18th century "Octagon! buildingl,
the Red River warehouse, and the fur "store'" provided
-ample space (Figure 2). After the decision was made to
abandon the North West Company's Canadian supply route and,
hence, their former depot at Fort William, the immediate
problem was the provision of sufficient space for the large
increase in fur returns which would now pass through York
en route to the London fur market. In 1821-1822 wofk began
on a new, 22 by 80 foot, one and one-~half storey fur ware-
house on the upstream side of the "Octagon" (Figure 3).2

The initial phase of reconstruction and expansion of the
storage facilities at York Factory was complete by 1827, as
all of the pre-1821 buildings and sheds, with the exception
of the "Octagon" and the launch house, had been demolished
and replaced by that date.3 The 40 year old "Octagon" ware-
house, now used almost exclusively for the storage of trade
goods4, was beginning to show its age. The foundations were
repaired in 18265, but more unspecified repairs were necessary
by 1830.6

Company's overseas governor, George Simpson, they were only

While these improvements were authorized by the

temporary in nature, as the "Octagon" was also no longer large
enough to hold the volume of merchandise stored at the site.'7
Governor Simpson, therefore, concurrently authorized the

partial reconstruction of the 0ld building and a reduction in



the annual "Indents'", or requisitions for supplies, from the
inland districts.8 These requisitions had been increasing at
a faster rate than Simpson and the London Committee of the
Company deemed necessary and were, to a large extent, the
cause of the storage problems at York.

Apparently, the new main warehouse was originally planned
during Chief Factor John George McTavish's tenure9 (1821-1829),
but it was actually started under the supervision of his
successor, Alexander H. Christie, who was transferred from
Moose Factory and appointed to York 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" warehouse, as well as its location and the proposed
construction sequence:

the crowded state of our Stores. - Every
garret in the new Building is groaning under
its own burden & the 0ld Factory [the]
“Octagonﬂ has at length become Crazy &

leaky & unfit to be filled with property that
it has been found necessary to commence re-
building 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 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 ___ ... 10

These dimensions were altered during the actual construction
of the building. For instance, the two and one-half story
11 instead of the 20 feet

initially indicated by Hargrave. Similarly, the two wings

section is approximately 30 feet deep

are approximately 32.5 feet wide, making a "continuous front"
of 105 feet.

If Governor Simpson's official comments to the London
Committee are to be taken at face value, it would seem that

the central section described by James Hargrave was the only



contemplated improvement to the storage facilities at
York.12
tradicts Simpson and clearly shows that the eventual goal

Hargrave's personal correspondence, however, con-

was the demolition and replacement of the entire "Octagon"

13 Simpson undoubtedly concurred, but was probably

complex.
reluctant to propose such a grandiose project to the cost-
conscious London Committee. Instead, he preferred to pro-
ceed gradually, thereby spreading the capital costs over
a longer period of time.

Hargrave, in the previously quoted letter to his former
"Bourgeois'", J. G. McTavish, also described the layout of
the proposed warehouse:

The lower floor -~ giving a noble packing room;
___ the second an outfit Room - while the
third is divided into rooms for the purpose
of our old apothecary & Stationary Rooms. _
To each end of this store is proposed to be
added wings ... the lower parts divided into
4 rooms entering from the New packing Room
while the second floor [flat?] will make 2
excellent Blanket & slop clothing Rooms on
the same level & opening into the Outfit Room. 14
(Figures 4 & 39)

The frame of the central portion was raised and ready for
weatherboarding in the fall of 1831 when work was halted

by the onset of winter.15 Governor Simpson and Chief Factor
Christie both predicted that the building would be ready
for occupation by the beginning of the new fiscal year
("Outfit 1832") on 1 June 1832.%°
however, by an outbreak of influenza in the spring of that

Construction was delayed,

year and the rooms were not ready when anticipated. It was
mid-June before the most important area, the main floor
packing room17, was completed. The second floor "Outfit
Room" and the four rooms on the third level (the "Medicine
Room" Apothecary , '"Stationary Room", "Glass Room", and

the "Cotton Room") were finished shortly thereafter (Figure
18
5) «



After this point it becomes increasingly difficult to
chronicle the progress of construction due to the absence of
the York Factory post journals for most of the relevant
period. As well, Hargrave's personal correspondence is
less informative on this subject after 1833, an understand-
able occurrence considering that the project was no longer
a novelty by this time. Thus, the building sequence must
be pieced together from a variety of imperfect sources in-
cluding the annual York Factory inventories.

According to Hargrave, work was to commence on the
upstream wing in the fall of 1832.19 All that can be ascer-
tained from the available evidence, however, is that the
0ld bastion (or "flanker") which occupied this site had

been demolished by the spring of 183320

A shortage of
construction lumber may have been responsible for the delay,
but sufficient additional quantities of timber were obtained
that winter from a sawing camp on the "Shamattawa" (Gods)
River (Figure 1).21 Consequently, the upstream wing more
than likely was erected after the ﬁood had been rafted to
the post, or in the summer and fall of 1833. 1In any case,
the new section was definitely in use by the spring of 1834.
The layout was identical to that which had been outlined
three years previously. A "Slop Room" occupied the second
floor (room 11), and a "New Nail Room" and a "Woolens Room"
were located on the main floor (rooms 3b+c).22
The "Depot'" project was temporarily suspended after
the completion of this first wing. This was made necessary
by the decision to remove European and locally produced
salt provisions from the main warehouse. Since these supplies
were used solely for the sustenance of the post, it is not
suprising that they should be separated from the other, trade
related, goods. These provisions had previously been stored
in the cellar and on the main floor of the northeast flanker.23

Before this structure could be torn down it was, therefore,



necessary to construct a new provision warehouse. The founda-
tion for the new building was laid in October, 1834, and the

entire structure was completed by the following May.24

During
the rest of the summer the tradesmen were busy making other
necessary improvements to the post. Among other things, a
second stable was erected and new palisades were set up.25

Chief Factor Christie was transferred to the Red River
District in 1834 and the responsibility for the management
of the depot of the Northern Department fell to James Hargrave,
who assumed the position of Chief Trader. 1In September of
1835 the new Chief Trader ordered the resumption of work on
the main warehouse. The "North East side of the 0ld Factory"
(the northeast bastion) was demolished and the foundation
laid for the new downstream wing.26 In a letter to Christie
he confidently predicted, if the post was blessed with health,
"that a store similar to that on the other side which faces
the Mess House,'" would be "in readiness for business before
the 1st June. __”27 In addition, he indicated that the winter
lumbering party had been instructed to gather wood for the
construction of the '"back front of the general store."28
Undoubtedly, his aim was the speedy completion of the four
year old project.

Circumstances forced Hargrave to modify his ambitious
plans. First of all, a late spring impeded outdoor activity.
Then a flood caused by the sudden breaking up of the river

29 damaged the

and a subsequent ice jam on the 29th of May
riverside wharf, slip, and other structures. Naturally, men
and materials had to be diverted to repair these facilities
which were so important for the summer transport service.
Therefore, the building was unfinished by the initial target
date and, if the York Factory inventory for 1837 is correct,
it was also not occupied by the following June.30 It was

probably in use shortly thereafter, as the 1838 inventory



lists a "Shot & Tobacco Room."31 " This was possibly the

main floor, as this room was paftitioned the following year
32
The

second floor (room 9) probably became the "Woolens'" -room in

to form the two rooms (1 + 2) depicted in Figure 4.

accordance with the floor plan described by James Hargrave

in 1831. The area thereby vacated on the main floor of the
upstream wing (rooms 3b or 3c¢) may then have become the new
"Axe and Iron Work Room.”33

Other significant classifications in the 1838 inventory

include the "Tea", "Whole Piece", "Tin Ware", and "Twine &
Rope" reoms.34 As well, a "New Store Upper Floor" and
35

"New Store Lower Floor" are listed. This suggests that
rooms 4, 8, 12, and 15 were completed and occupied and that
the rear portion (rooms 5, 6, 7, 13, and 14), although
closed in, was as yet unpartitioned. The "Tea'" and "Whole
Piece" rooms probably occupied the main floor, with the
"Twine & Rope" and "Tin Ware" .rooms being on the second level.

Unlike the rest of the building, this entire SectiOn
was constructed as one unit. Structural details, such as
continuous roof and wall framing, support this conclusion.
The reasons for this departure from precedent, given the
piecemeal nature of previous construction, remain unclear.
They are probably no more complex than a simple desire to-
be done with the project.

Two new rooms ("Sugar" and "Flour") are listed in the
1839 inventory in place of the upper and lower floors of the

36 The "Flour Room" was undoubtedly located

"New Store.
on the lower level (room 7), while the "Sugar Room'" may

have occupied the second story. A "Salt Room" is listed
in 184037

partitioning of the rear portion of the "Depot" into four

and a "Liquor Room" in 184338, indicating the

rooms, nhumbers 5, 7, 13, and 14.
As has been briefly indicated in the above discussion,



each room was intended for the storage of related commod-
ities. According to the annual inventory lists, usage
remained constant until the 1870's when transport and supply
route changes led to the under-utilization of the building.
This is not to say, however, that functions never overlapped.
Rather, during the rush of ship—timeh, goods were often
placed where there was available room, especially if the
gquantity imported was too voluminous for the appointed space.
In 1843, for example, the “Salt Room" contained clay pipes,
paint, shoes, soap, molasses, and sugar in addition to salt.39
On the other hand, the "Sugar Room", among other things,

housed sugar, salt, molasses, soap, and rope.40

Structural Features

Foundation

In the 18th century most of the major buildings at the
Hudson's Bay Company's bayside trading establishments,
including the "Octagon" at York Factory, were built upon
=l Although this was

a reasonable technique, given the swampy nature of the site,

stone or brick masonry foundations.

it was unsuited to the permafrost conditions which charac-
terize the Nelson-Hayes River estuary region. This perma-
frost lies one to two feet below the surface, which pre-
vented the proper piering of these stone and masonry
foundations. As a result, the shifting which occurred
caused structural problems and required almost yearly
attention.

By the 1820's stone foundations had been abandoned as
impractical at York Factory. A number of technological

improvements, including better site drainage and improved






