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Preface 

Men's House Study 

To complement the other buildings at Lower Fort Garry, it 

was decided to restore and interpret the Men's house to the 

fur trade period; circa 1855-70. In 1973, Philip Goldring 

completed a brief background study of the building's occupa­

tion as a living quarters for the servants of the Hudson's 

Bay Company. In April, 1977, Pat Lockwood, curator responsible 

for the men's house, requested further historical information 

on the period furnishings. 

This study focuses upon the possible furnishings of a 

Hudson's Bay Company servant's quarters as well as the mater­

ial culture of the men housed in that establishment. It does 

not attempt to analyse the structural history of the men's 

house. As the historical documentation on Lower Fort Garry 

before 1870 is limited, a comparative approach was adopted. 

I would like to thank the staff at the Hudson's Bay 

Company Archives for permission to consult and quote from the 

archival collection in the Provincial Archives of Manitoba. 

The guidance and assistance of Mrs. Shirlee A. Smith, 

Hudson's Bay Company archivist, and Ms. Garron Wells, assis­

tant archivist, was greatly appreciated. I should also like 

to thank the staff at Hudson's Bay House in Winnipeg for per­

mission to use the Hudson's Bay Company's photo collection 

for research purposes. 

v 



Introduction 

Throughout its diverse history Lower Fort Garry has served 

several masters and performed numerous disparate functions. 

Initially constructed by the Hudson's Bay Company to act as 

the administrative centre of the Northern Department and the 

handsome residence of its ubiquitous governor, Sir George 

Simpson, the stone fort was soon relegated to a less important 

position when headquarters were moved to the more strategic 

post at the forks of the Red and Assiniboine: Upper Fort 

Garry. A logical transhipment rendezvous for the interior 

brigades, Lower Fort Garry recovered to become a short term 

barracks for the British Sixth Regiment of Foot and then an 

extensive agricultural and industrial complex from 185 5 to 

1870. 

These comparatively rapid changes in function while still 

a Hudson's Bay Company establishment complicated Lower Fort 

Garry's physical and architectural evolution. The Men's 

House or Servants Quarters is an excellent example. Tradi­

tionally, the Hudson's Bay Company followed a distinctive 

pattern once they had decided to build a post. As soon as 

they cleared the vegetation from the chosen site the company 

servants began to erect living quarters for the officers, a 

warehouse for the goods and, in more remote locations, a 

palisade around the inner "plantation." After those struc­

tures were inhabitable if, as yet, barely liveable, the 

carpenters and joiners would turn their attention to the 

construction of living quarters for the post's tradesmen and 

labourers. At many company forts, the building of rudimentary 

storage facilities and living quarters were completed within 

1 



one summer season. At Lower Fort Garry, however, the sur­

viving men's house was not erected until about 1852, more than 

twenty years after the construction of the Big House and Retail 
1 

Store by Pierre Leblanc and his workers. 

One can only speculate upon why the Hudson's Bay Company 

waited twenty years before its governing committee authorized 

the construction of a residence for the servants. Although 

there is no archaeological or photographic evidence to support 

it, documentary evidence does exist which suggests a men's 

house may have stood at the stone fort before the distinctive 

"columbage pierrote" structure built in the early 1850s. An 

1839 inventory of "Articles in Use" at Lower Fort Garry con-

tains a separate heading under "Men's House." While the list 

only mentions the presence of two tin kettles, one square 

head axe and one pine table, the clerk responsible for this 

particular inventory definitely recognized the men's house as 
3 a physical entity separate from the other structures. 

The presence of an earlier men's house at Lower Fort 

Garry was only logical. If the Simpson's, their domestic 

servants and the resident company officers occupied the Big 

House, and the clerk was housed in the retail store, where did 

the others live? Although the complement of permanent servants 

in residence at the stone fort was probably reduced after the 

headquarters was moved to Upper Fort Garry in 1835, trades­

men and labourers were necessary to operate the retail store, 

support the construction of the warehouse, walls and bastions 

and contribute to the organization of the York boat brigades. 

Furthermore, in the hierarchical social structure of the 

Hudson's Bay Company, the servant class usually did not share 

the mess room with the commissioned officers. For instance, 

when William Lane, merely a clerk, assumed control of the 

Lower fort upon the departure of the Colviles, he ate alone 
A 

in the Big House. 

While the existence of an earlier men's house at Lower 

Fort Garry is an interesting historical proposition, this 
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study will focus upon the interpretation of the existing 

building which, for nearly twenty years, provided living 

quarters for unmarried male servants and, perhaps for married 

employees as well. Like so many structures at Lower Fort 

Garry, the historical evolution of the men's house is diffi­

cult to document. As Philip Goldring pointed out in an 

earlier study, there is no surviving documentation describing 

in detail the use of the servants quarters during the lower 

fort's most active period; but some historical sources do 

identify the structure as the company's men's house. Other 

sources refer to the building as the "community kitchen," 

and while it is not clear how common this practice was, 

the substantial fireplaces and bakeovens located in the struc­

ture's annex were probably involved in the preparation of 

food for a considerable number of people, including all the 

servants and contracted labourers, who were fed by the Com­

pany but did not mess at the Big House. It is likely the 

lower storey of the men's house provided a kitchen, eating 

area and general recreation space, while the upstairs (which 

was evidently partitioned before 1870) may have served as bed-
6 rooms. 

This study will concentrate upon the delineation of the 

interior arrangement and furnishings of the Lower Fort Garry 

men's house in the 1852-70 period. Because there is an 

almost total dirth of contemporary descriptions of servant 

quarters, one must piece together possible interior layouts 

by the collaboration of Hudson's Bay Company inventories 

and account books with narratives by company officers, mission­

aries and the various independent visitors to Rupert's Land. 

Obviously, one must accept comparative material with an open 

mind to its potential limitations. While the men's houses 

at major depots such as York Factory and Fort Simpson may 

have had physical similarities and identical functions, the 

furnishings were often radically different. For material 

3 



possessions to reach the servants at York Factory, they were 

assembled and transported directly from the British Isles by-

ship to the bay post on an annual basis. Meanwhile, goods 

destined for servants at Fort Simpson on the McKenzie river, 

more than one thousand miles inland, were automatically limi­

ted in quantity, size and delicacy by the sheer logistics of 

transportation. 

Essentially, when the historian studies the possessions, 

furnishings, and lifestyle of a particular group in a defini­

tive time period, he is examining the material culture of a 

society. In terms of numbers, the permanent servants of the 

Hudson's Bay Company were a significant body. In fact, in the 

period from 1821 to 1900, they represented approximately 

7 

forty per cent of the total work force. Despite this numer­

ical significance, we know comparatively little about the 

material culture of the Hudson's Bay Company servant class. 

Scholarly interest in the fur trade traditionally has con­

centrated upon the central political and economic issues. 

Only in recent years have students of the fur trade begun to 

examine fur trade society in depth. This lack of interest 

in the company servant rests in part with the fact that in 

Rupert's Land in the eighteenth and nineteenth century these 

servants' were not unusual or particularly newsworthy. Most 

of the tradesmen and labourers were Orcadians, Hebrideans, 

Scots, Canadians or mixed-blood natives of Rupert's Land. 

As they were generally men of minimal or no education, they 

rarely left any historical record of their experiences in 

the Hudson's Bay Company and the fur trade. Consequently, 

when they do appear in the writings, it is often to illustrate 

a diversion from the routine or conversely, the orderliness 

which dominated the post environment. A servant was particu­

larly worthy of mention only if he had refused an order, broken 

the terms of his contract or committed some social misdemeanor. 

It is the bias inherent in this kind of reporting that the 

4 



historian must recognize if he is to emerge with an accurate 

interpretation of the Hudson's Bay Company servant. 

Certainly, the ramifications of the Hudson's Bay Company 

labour system are tremendously complex. In the past year 

two Parks Canada historians, Philip Goldring and Carol Judd, 

began a major quantitative and qualitative analysis of the 

Hudson's Bay Company "servant" class in the nineteenth cen­

tury. Basically, they are looking at two areas of consideration. 

First of all, who were the servants, where did they come from, 

how long did they stay and why? Secondly, what was it like to 

be a servant of the Hudson's Bay Company, how exactly did they 

work, and what was the nature of their recreation? A long term 

project, the study will have important implications for his­

toric sites designated for the interpretation of the Canadian 

fur trade. At Lower Fort Garry, for instance, a majority of 

the animators portray individuals who belonged to the servant 

class. While we know certain specific facts about these per­

sonalities, the major servants study should alleviate the lack 

of information concerning the servants position within fur 

trade society in the nineteenth century. For instance, it 

should determine conclusively whether the rise of a "country-

born" company servant like George Davis from labourer to 

postmaster at Lower Fort Garry can be interpreted as a normal 

progression or an isolated incident. 

This study of the Lower Fort Garry men's house will 

examine similar questions to those of Goldring and Judd, but 

in less detail and within a much tighter chronological frame­

work. One cannot isolate the servant living in the servant 

quarters from the major social and economic issues confronting 

the Hudson's Bay Company and the Red River settlement between 

1850 and 1870. The fur trade in Rupert's Land was in decline 

by the middle of the nineteenth century. As early as 1842 chief 

factor Donald Ross had prophesied that "unless we can discover 

a gold or silver mine somewhere the golden age of the fur 

5 



trade may be considered to have passed among the things that 
Q 

were, and never more to be." The Hudson's Bay Company re­

fused to believe it. Confronted by rebelling tripmen on the 

York boat brigades and increasing numbers entering the free 

trade movement, the London committee had reorganized its 

hiring system in the British Isles and promised better working 

conditions for its permanent and contract employees. Frus­

trated by the Red River settler's seeming inability to provide 

reliable quantities of agricultural produce, Sir George 

Simpson had decided to exploit the agricultural potential of 

Lower Fort Garry. These two corporate decisions, both made 

in the late 1850s, are an example of the factors the historian 

must identify and discuss in this period. 

The first section of this study will examine the Hudson's 

Bay Company post environment with particular emphasis upon the 

status, role and routine of the servant class. The second 

section will concentrate upon the men's living quarters in 

detail. Because the men's house probably served as a kitchen, 

eating area, bedroom and general recreation space, the his­

torian must distinguish between the personal possessions of 

the company servants and the company's equipment, provisions 

and furniture. What goods were built or manufactured locally 

as opposed to those imported from England or America? What was 

the quality of the furnishings in the men's house? 

From the careful evaluation of such questions, a compre­

hensive picture of a Hudson's Bay Company's men's house, its in­

habitants and furnishings should emerge. 

6 



I Lower Fort Garry Men's House - The Post Environment 

From its inception in 167 0 the Hudson's Bay Company supported 

a network of resident posts throughout its vast territories. 

Built and operated under the guidance of commissioned offi­

cers of the company, the daily functions of these scattered 

establishments ultimately depended upon the cooperation of 

the permanent and temporary "servants;" the salaried employ­

ees of the Hudson's Bay Company. Traditionally, the Hudson's 

Bay Company labour force has been viewed as an orderly and 

cooperative group. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, 

the presence of outmoded wage and tariff scales, increasingly 

arduous working conditions and the opportunities of the free 

trade movement combined to create serious unrest within the 

lower echelons of the company's service. Not only was the 

"golden age" of the fur trade passing into oblivion, the 

Hudson's Bay Company, already harassed by other internal pres­

sures, was in danger of disintegration from within. 

The fur trade has been examined productively from sever­

al scholarly viewpoints. Historians have tended to examine 

it in terms of Western European expansion and the emergence 
2 

of Canada as a second transcontinental nation in North America. 

Meanwhile, anthropologists and some geographers have emphasi­

zed the impact of the fur trade upon the different Indian 
3 

peoples and have studied their responses in various periods. 

Recently, scholars have turned their attention to the inha­

bitants of the trading posts who drew upon several cultural 

heritages to establish the basis of a community life around 

the numerous activities that market the conduct of the fur 

trade. In his doctoral dissertation on "The Country-Born in 
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Red River, 1820-1850," John Foster argues that despite the 

varying physical and social circumstances in which the inha­

bitants of each of the Company's posts found themselves, the 

basis for a similar way of life, linking the residents of 
4 

the different posts, did exist. In essence the community 

life of the residents represented various cultural elements 

from Great Britain adapted to a novel set of physical and 

social circumstances. Using the labourers and tradesmen of 

the Hudson's Bay Company as a case study, this section will 

focus upon their role within the post environment. Hopefully, 

this will shed some light on the reasons behind the deteriora­

ting labour situation in the 1850s and 1860s. 

The Hudson's Bay Company operated on a hierarchical chain 

of command with the head office in London. At an annual public 

meeting the Company's stockholders elected a Board of Direc­

tors, called the "Governor and Committee," which was ultima­

tely responsible for the management of all aspects of the fur 

trade. This group relayed its decisions to the overseas go­

vernor who was made to understand perfectly that "you must 

always consider yourself as the representative of the Governor 

and Committee in the country and look to them for your instruc-
5 tions upon every point connected with the business...." The 

overseas governor,who happened to be George Simpson from 1826 

to 1860, in turn travelled extensively throughout most of the 

geographic area under his command. The overall operation of 

the Company, however, was not Simpson's responsibility alone. 

It was discussed by the governor, chief factors, and selected 

chief traders at an annual council, usually held in early 

June. The chief factors and traders, also shareholders in the 

Company, were responsible for the supervision of the employ­

ees and the conduct of the fur trade in their districts. 

The chain of command was also a dominant factor at the 

company establishments throughout Rupert's Land. The pyramidal 

structure of the trading post community, from labourer to 

commissioned officer, was based on occupation. The unskilled 



labourers, some hired in their late teens, formed the base 

of the pyramid. Before 1870 the majority of permanent la­

bourers and tradesmen were British-born, principally from 

the Orkney Islands, although, as Foster pointed out, during 

the manpower shortages of the Napoleonic wars a number of 
7 

mixed-blood sons of officers and servants were enlisted. 

Servants were also hired in Lower and Upper Canada but on a 

smaller scale and generally to man the company brigades. 

In 1851, for instance, the council for the Northern Depart­

ment planned to hire fifty labourers from Europe, twenty-

five from Canada and ten "unmarried" servants from the grow­

ing labour pool available at Red River. 

For the most part the men hired in the Orkney Islands 

proved to be capable servants. Prepared for a life of 

hardship by the harsh climate and endemic poverty of their 

native environment, adaptable to the ways of Rupert's Land 

by virtue of their age and interest, they were without peer 

in performing the manual tasks necessary for the successful 
9 conduct of the trade. The commissioned officers at company 

posts were particularly interested in men who would follow 

orders. For this reason Chief Factor John Charles, a very 

experienced trader, was adamant in his preference for 

Orkneymen over Scots, whom he considered a nuisance: 

of the Boatmen as half sailors that are engaged 
for the Department, we prefer the Orkney men to 
the Scotch for of the little they know the Orkney 
men are the most efficient of the two, neither 
would we wish to have tradesmen from the High­
lands so independent of their being rather 
refractory subjects they are unwilling to work 
at anything but their trade ^-® 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century the 

Hudson's Bay Company retained a network of hiring agents 

throughout the British Isles and in Canada. " While the 

Orkney islands provided a large number of servants, these 

agents signed a variety of nationalities to service contracts. 

These legal agreements, generally for a three to five year 

9 
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period, were on an escalating pay scale. Generally, the 

wage scale was low; particularly for those men falling within 

the "labourer" category. For the 1750-1850 period, la­

bourers generally were paid from 15 to 2 0 pounds a year in 

British sterling. The Company rationalized this low rate 

of pay on the basis of free transportation, lodging and 

rations for the servants while in Rupert's Land. Ultimately, 

however, the low rate of pay was to cause dissension within 

the lower ranks of the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Above the unskilled labourers in terms of occupational 

status at the company posts were the semi-skilled and skilled 
12 

tradesmen. The skills of both the old and new worlds were 

represented. European trades such as that of the blacksmith 

and mason shared a status similar to the interpreter and 

slooper. In the list of servants for the Lower Red River 

District in 1852, Belonie Gibeault, a mason with twenty years 

experience earned L30 a year while George Davis, the mixed-
13 blood interpreter at Lower Fort Garry earned the same amount. 

John Cox, a slooper at the stone fort for thirty years earned 

B3 0 that same year while William Drever, a skilled carpenter, 
14 earned B35 per annum. The list of recruits brought out on 

the Prince Rupert from the Orkney Islands in 1835 illustrates 
15 that salary scale of the company servants. 

1 Flax dresser for Red River hired at L4 0 per annum. 

2 Blacksmiths for Red River hired at B3 0 per annum. 

2 Boatbuilders for Red River hired at B25 per annum. 

1 Tinsmith for Red River hired at B30 per annum. 

1 Labourer for Red River hired at B17 per annum. 

2 0 Labourers for Red River hired at B16 per annum. 

As the list indicates, servants who practised a trade were 

often hired and imported on the basis of their talents and 

training. They had not acquired their skills in Rupert's Land. 

Thus they tended to be a decade older than the unskilled youths 

when they made their appearance at the trading post. Fur­

thermore, for many tradesmen, employment with the Company also 
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served the purpose of building a "stake" before returning 

home. This operation suggests that in comparison with many 

of the British-born unskilled youths the tradesmen may have 

enjoyed better socio-economic circumstances in their homeland 

and have had stronger ties with their families in Great 

Britain. 

Occupying the lowest rank of all contracted employees, 

the labourers had little opportunity for advancement except 

within their own class. The rank of postmaster was usually 
18 as high as they could aspire. Their menial tasks demanded 

only physical fitness and strength and the pay was too poor 

to allow them any real savings. They often married Indian 

women and re-engaged for several terms with the Company. Al­

ternately, they were also allowed, upon the expiration of 

their contracts, a small grant of land at Red River or their 

passage back to Britain. If a servant wished to leave the 

country before his term expired he was required to pay his 
19 own passage. 

The social pyramid of the trading post was led by officers 

of various ranks, from youthful writers and apprentice clerks 
20 to the officers in charge, the Indian trader. The trader 

was responsible for the successful conduct of the trade in 

his region as well as the welfare of the individuals under 

his charge. His interest extended not only to the inhabitants 

of the post but to the Indian bands in the surrounding hinter­

land. With particular privileges and responsibilities went 

a style of life that revealed the Indian trader's concept of 

himself as a man with few peers. His status was demonstrated 

in numerous ways that emphasized the "social distance" between 
21 himself and the servants. The absence of physical labour 

in his daily routine, his competence with the written language, 

his preeminence in the trading ceremony and the cherished 

privilege of separate living and dining quarters were a few of 

the ways that served to reinforce his status in the trading 
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post. His style of living was the epitome of the "good life" 

in Rupert's Land. 

Other factors besides occupational status were important 

influences in determining the Hudson's Bay Company post en­

vironment. Among the most significant was the premium placed 

22 

upon the number of persons involved. The difficulty and ex­

pense involved in transporting goods and in provisioning posts 

underlined the fact that only a limited number of men could 

be profitably employed at any particular post. For this rea­

son families were not encouraged in the Company's service. 

Robert Clouston, a clerk at York Factory, launched a tirade 

against the company's attitude to married servants in a letter 

to his father-in-law Donald Ross; "the Company did not recog-

nize families - they were merely tolerated...." ° There is a 

paucity of information in the official journals referring to 

families or family life. The Governor and Committee only be­

came actively aware of the existence of particular children 

when requests for permission to send boys home for education, 
or when the father, having returned to Britain, made arrange-

24 
ments to provide for the family he had left behind. For the 

most part even the existence of the mothers was ignored. 

With a premium attached to the number of employees at a 

particular post, breadth of knowledge rather than knowledge in 
2 5 

depth was emphasized. Thus the blacksmith at Lower Fort 

Garry, Norman Morrison, was also expected to serve as an 

armourer and tinsmith. The carpenter in the Lower Red River 

in the 185 0s, William Drever, might also serve as a cooper and 

cartwright. This caused considerable misunderstanding among 

those tradesmen who had signed up with specific old world 

skills. They resented this jack-of-all-trades philosophy. 

Because of the seasonal nature of some occupations it seems 

likely that the acquisition of additional skills was encouraged. 

Skills such as those of the tripman or guide blended well with 

trades associated with life at the trading post. Other skills 

such as that of interpreter and one of the old world trades 


