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Abstract 

York Factory served a number of roles in the Hudson's Bay 

Company's fur trading operations in British North America 

between 1788, when the present site was chosen, and the 

Company's abandonment of the post in 1957. This study traces 

the land use history of this important historic site in the 

context of these role changes, which essentially determined 

the layout and activities carried out at York as it evolved 

from a defensively orientated, bayside trading post to a 

functionally laid out, forwarding point and manufacturing 

centre. The chapters dealing with the late 19th and 20th 

centuries chronicle the post's decline as the Company's 

senior employees decided to transfer the majority of the 

activities carried out at York to other areas (principally 

Upper Fort Garry) as a result of the introduction of new 

transportation technology in Western Canada. The impact of 

the individuals involved at the site, as well as local 

environmental conditions, are examined as these factors 

necessarily played an important part in the development of 

York's spatial characteristics and land use patterns. 



Preface 

This report was commissioned by the Prairie Regional 

Office of Parks Canada to provide a comprehensive land use 

history of the York Factory National Historic Site and its 

immediate environs. Located at the mouth of the Hayes 

River, near Hudson Bay, this Hudson's Bay Company fort 

played a crucial role in the exploration and development 

of northwestern British North America prior to the 

1870*s. In addition, York was probably the most important 

centre (with the possible exception of Norway House) in 

northern Manitoba for another sixty years. It is these 

facts combined with the lack of extensive redevelopment in 

the 20th century, which makes York Factory so significant 

from an archaeological and historical point of view. 

Unlike Upper Fort Garry, Fort William, and most other 

significant fur trade sites, structural remains and 

artifact assemblages remain intact at York. 

This report and the indexed notes collected during 

the course of this study are intended to provide informa­

tion which will complement the archaeological field work 

currently being carried out under the supervision of Mr. 

Gary Adams. In addition, it will hopefully add to an 

information base which, when utilized in conjunction with 

other studies of fur trade sites, will assist in the 

development of a more comprehensive understanding of a 

past way of life in northern and western Canada. 
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After surveying a large portion of the methodological 

literature dealing with the investigation of past 

geographies, it quickly became apparent that, the employ­

ment of a simple chronological sequence of descriptions 

(the "cross section" or "chorographic tradition"^) was 

inadequate. Although the descriptions in these studies 

were often perceptive^, the majority tended to explain 

change through the use of either implicit or explicit 

environmental determinism.3 Discouraged by the 

apparent lack of promise offered by traditional 

methodology, a study was made of pertinent model 

building techniques. "Central place" and "industrial 

location" theory^ seemed to hold the greatest promise 

as methods to explain the reasons behind the original 

choice of the site, as well as the development and 

persistence of York as a nodal point in the Company's 

trading network throughout most of the 18th and 19th 

centuries. Unfortunately, the lack of appropriate 

quantifiable data with which to test the models which 

might be developed5, as well as the debatable assumption 

(upon which the workings of such theories usually 

depend5) that individuals make optimal decisions when 

presented with a given set of facts, meant that more 

traditional modes of explanation, relying on scholarly 

research, would have to suffice. 

Ultimately, a modified version of the 

"cross-sectional" approach was chosen as the best 

methodology for the land use history of the York Factory 

area. The descriptive cross-sections would serve two 

purposes when combined with detailed explanations of the 

myriad of factors (technological, market, etc.7) which 

caused changes in the role of the post and, hence, its 

physical characteristics. In the first place, man's 
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impact on the natural environment would be chronicled, 

thereby enabling the assemblage of a comprehensive 

information file for archaeological purposes. Secondly, 

from an historical point of view, the reasons behind the 

site's evolution would be explained in a relatively 

straightforward fashion. 

With this type of methodology in mind, a 

comprehensive survey was made of secondary sources 

covering the entire history of European activity in the 

study area from 1787 to the present. Studies by 

historical geographers and historians such as John Alwin, 

Arthur Ray, and E.E. Rich** proved to be of great value in 

the identification of technological and other developments 

which, although for the most part located outside the 

area, caused major changes in the activities carried out 

at York Factory. After the time frames were tentatively 

identified, primary sources were then consulted. Although 

the length and number of these "cross-sectional" periods 

were subsequently modified to a small degree, the final 

report essentially follows the format originally 

envisaged.** 

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 staff of the Hudson's Bay Company 

Archives, particularly Mrs. Shirlee A. Smith, Mr. G. Mark 

Walsh, Ms. Michèle Fitzgerald, and Mrs. Maureen Dolyniuk. 

Two former employees, Miss Garron Wells and Mr. Gordon 

Elenbaas also deserve special mention. Without their 

help, my task would have proved even more arduous and time 

consuming than it was. I also wish to thank the staff of 

the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, especially Mr. Barry 

Hyman and Mrs. Nora Johnson. 
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A large portion of the material for this study was 

also found in the Public Archives of Canada. In this 

regard I wish to acknowledge the assistance of the 

pre-confederation archivist, Miss Patricia Birkett. 

Thanks are also due to Miss Fran Gundry of the Provincial 

Archives of British Columbia, Dorothy Kealy of the 

Anglican Church Archives in Toronto, Mrs. Katharine 

Martyn of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library at the 

University of Toronto, and Mr. Don Herperger of the 

Saskatchewan Archives Board in Regina. Employees of other 

repositories, although too numerous tc thank individually, 

also provided a great deal of information through their 

prompt responses to my mailed enquiries. 

Acknowledgements are also extended to Miss Margaret 

Etter and the rest of the staff at the Anglican Church of 

Canada's diocesan office in Kenora, Ontario. Their 

hospitality was exceptional and their assistance very 

helpful. Mr. Pat McCloy of Calgary provided a great deal 

of useful information regarding the whereabouts of 

descendants of former York Factory employees, while Mr. 

George Third of Strasbourg, Saskatchewan, submitted 

important 20th century photos of York Factory and 

Churchill. The Hudson's Bay Company also deserves mention 

for the assistance provided by Mrs. Jocelyn McKillop and 

the rest of the staff at the Hudson's Bay House library in 

Winnipeg. 

I also wish to thank the Hudson's Bay Company 

Archives, the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, the 

Hudson's Bay Company, the Notman Photographic Archives 

(McCord Museum, Montreal), the Public Archives of Canada, 

the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, and the Archives 

of Ontario for permission to publish the photographs from 

their collections included in this report. 
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Special thanks is also extended to Mr. Robert Stewart 

of the planning section of Parks Canada's Prairie Regional 

Office for drafting various plans of the York Factory 

site. Mr. David Spector's assistance in preparing a 

number of photographs is also gratefully acknowledged. 

My colleagues also provided invaluable assistance 

during the course of my research and in the production of 

three research bulletins and this final report. Mr. 

Rodger Guinn, Mr. Michael Payne, and Mr. Gregory Thomas 

(who edited this manuscript) were particularly helpful. 

The suggestions of Mr. Gary Adams, staff archaeologist, 

were also very useful and supportive of my work. Thanks 

are also extended to Mr. Frits Pannekoek who provided the 

opportunity to carry out this project. 

Lastly, I wish to thank my wife for her understanding 

and support during two busy years. Filoména"s patience 

was a great help, particularly during the past few months 

while writing this report. 
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I Region and Site 

York Factory, the Hudson's Bay Company's main entrepôt for 

most of the 19th century, was in existence for over 100 

years prior to the period encompassed by this study 

(1787-1981). Although the pre-1788 forts were located 

approximately three quarters of a kilometer downstream 

from the present location of York Factory (Figure 1), the 

mouth of the Hayes River had long been confirmed as the 

optimal location for a bayside trading post in this 

region, thereby excluding the nearby Nelson River 

estuary.1 This was the result of the inland Indians using 

the Hayes to reach the coast, as that river's smaller 

volume meant that it had fewer, and less dangerous, rapids 

than the much larger Nelson River. The Hayes route and 

York's position were further enhanced later in the 18th 

century when the Hudson's Bay Company began to establish 

an inland network of trading posts to counter the 

competition of their Montreal based rivals. The Company's 

canoe brigades confirmed what the Indians had previously 

demonstrated, and the Hayes River became the Company's 

transportation artery into the interior. Although 

overall considerations of the fur trade and its 

transportation system dictated the general location of 

York Factory, the specific sites chosen represented what 

were believed to be the best locations, given local 

environmental characteristics and the perceived 

requirements of the individuals involved. In order to 

understand these locational and spatial decisions, it is 

necessary to describe the physiographic characteristics of 

6 



the Hudson's Bay Lowlands region and, in particular, of 

the Nelson-Hayes estuary area. Furthermore, an attempt 

must be made to comprehend the perceptions and prejudices 

of the decision-making individuals (incorporating the 

"geography of the mind" concept^). Only by this means can 

an assessment be made of the level of adaptation, through 

time, of the Company's officers and tradesmen to the local 

environment, and how this affected land use patterns 

employed at the site. 

York Factory is situated on the north bank of the 

Hayes River, approximately 7.5 kilometres from Hudson 

Bay. The surrounding area, covering approximately 125,000 

square miles, is known as the Hudson Bay Lowlands.3 

This region is characterized by an imperfectly drained 

patchwork of shallow lakes, muskeg and bogs.4 Three major 

rivers, the Hayes, Nelson, and Severn pass through this 

area on their way to the Bay from the Canadian Shield. 

R.K. Schmidt, in a recent report for the Manitoba 

Provincial Government, has concisely summed up the recent 

geological history of the region: 

Tills of Illinoian Age or older overlie Paleozoic 
bedrock: fluvial, lacustrine and organic materials 
were deposited on these tills following ice 
retreat. During the Wisconsin Ice Age( at 
least three more tills were laid down on top 
of the interglacial beds. The Tyrrell Sea, which 
inundated most of the area about 7,600 years 
ago, laid down beaches and marine sediments 
of varying thickness on top of Wisconsin tills. 
In recent post-glacial times, lands covered 
by sea water have risen gradually by means of 
isostatic rebound so that many former beaches 
are now 120 to 150m above sea level. Organic 
materials which blanket most of the older marine 
sediments, are the dominant features in the area 
today.^ 
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It is the relative youth of the topography, combined with 

the continuing post-glacial uplift, that accounts for the 

poor drainage patterns and the resulting near impassability 

of the terrain, except during the winter months. 

York Factory itself is located in the midst of what is 

known as the South Coast Lowland, the climate of which is 

classified as sub-Arctic. Unlike the more northerly West 

Coast Lowland, warm air masses penetrate from the Gulf of 

Mexico, raising the July-August mean temperatures to a high 

enough level to permit the growth of green vegetation. 

According to H.A. Thompson, 

The most typical features of the upper-air 
circulation over Hudson Bay are the persistent 
counter-clockwise air flow around a low-
pressure vortex over northern Baffin Island 
in winter, and a weaker but still northwest­
erly air flow in summer." 

Historical documentation, particularly the York Factory 

Journals located in the Hudson's Bay Company Archives, 

confirm Thompson's assertions. This is especially true as 

it pertains to the late summer and early fall when the 

Company's ships traditionally arrived off York Factory. 

Unloading and loading operations were characteristically 

delayed by the frequent northwest gales. 

The presense of Hudson Bay also affects the local 

climate in other ways. Spring, for example, is markedly 

delayed due to the effects of lingering ice.^ Similarly, 

in the fall, colder continental air masses flow over the 

relatively warmer waters of the Bay causing extensive fogs 

and high precipitation.8 Apart from causing rapid changes 

in temperature and weather patterns, the process also 

reduces the amount of sunlight available for vegetation 

growth. The water-logged nature of the terrain is also 

exacerbated. 
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The peninsula on which York Factory is located 

displays topographical, soil, and vegetational 

characteristics similar to those found in the entire 

region. Its immediate proximity to Hudson's Bay, however, 

causes many of these features to be more pronounced than 

over the area as a whole. Firstly, it is one of the last 

sections of the Lowland to emerge from the sea.9 This 

process of isostatic uplift continues to occur, resulting 

in the formation of new islands in the mouth of the river 

and the extension of the "Marsh Point"^ (Figure 1). As an 

example of the affects of this process, the peninsula 

itself was a large island as late as the mid-18th century. 

The channel which formerly connected the Hayes and Nelson 

Rivers has subsequently been abandoned by the Hayes.1^ 

Since the area is of such recent geological origin, 

the peninsula and surrounding coastline has little in the 

way of relief. The 100 foot contour line, for example, is 

not reached until approximately seven kilometres upstream 

from the point of marsh. The only relief is provided by a 

series of slightly raised beaches, a feature typical of the 

entire South Coast Lowland region.^2 These abandoned 

beaches provide atypical soil conditions which permit the 

growth of stands of white spruce and balsam poplar. They 

also act as natural barriers, causing the inter-beach areas 

to have poorer drainage than more geologically mature areas 

further inland. 

Although the north bank of the Nelson River consists 

almost entirely of glacial till, the York Factory peninsula 

is formed from marine and fluvial deposited material, which 

is in turn overlain by a thin layer of peat.1^ Directly in 

front of York Factory the north bank of the Hayes River is 

approximately eight or nine metres high. This slope, along 

with the north bank of the Nelson, is continually subjected 

to severe erosion caused by spring floods, tidal action, 
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10 

and the melting of the exposed permanently frozen sub-soil 

which results in the slumping of the bank face.14 Erosion 

has been a problem throughout the period of European 

occupation and numerous attempts were made to arrest this 

process.15 Although the Company's employees failed in 

their main goal, they did succeed in slowing the rate. 

Currently, however, approximately one-half metre of ground 

is lost each year.15 

On the peninsula itself (apart from the river 

levees), the raised beaches provide the only extensive and 

viable habitat for tree growth. S. J. Simpson, in an 

unpublished doctoral dissertation, has described the 

characteristic species to be found in these locations: 

By the third beach ridge inland from Marsh point, 
balsam poplar and isolated white spruce have 
become established. Farther inland mature stands 
of white spruce, tamarack and willow form the 
tree layer on the beaches, under which forms a 
shrub layer of alder (Alnus) and dwarf birch 
(Betula grandulosa). Spruce occupy the crest 
of the ridges, there being a gradation out­
ward from the centre to the willow fen.1^ 

These trees, which are suitable only for firewood, are 

restricted by the poor quality of the soil and the limited 

growing season available in the harsh bayside environ­

ment. Historically, they were utilized as such by the 

Hudson's Bay Company's employees at York, particularly 

after the introduction of dray oxen in the 1830 's.15* The 

intervening areas, which cover the greater part of the 

surface of the peninsula, are characterized by a willow 

fen type of vegetation.1^ Farther inland similar sites 

are dominated by bog-type complexes.20 in both cases, tree 

growth is limited, except where permafrost upheaval has 

caused small, better drained, "islands" to develop.*' 
Here black spruce and tamarack are the dominant species. 
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The best timbered areas are to be found above the 

level of ice scouring along the river levees and on the 

islands. The characteristic species on these sites range 

from willows nearest the high water mark, to balsam poplar 

and white spruce (jack pine).22 These sites, both near 

York Factory and up to 150 miles inland on the Hayes, Gods 

[Shamattawa], and Fox Rivers were frequented by the 

Company's "wooders" throughout the history of occupation 

of the site. The poplar was used as a source of firewood, 

while the white spruce was used primarily in the 

construction of buildings, boats and the manufacture of 

packing cases for the inland shipment of trade goods. 

Outside of the immediate coastal zone, especially along 

the Gods and Fox Rivers, the stands of white spruce were 

of sufficient size to provide the massive structural 

timbers used in the construction of the "Depot" warehouse 

and the other storage facilities located at the post.23 

All were cut in the winter and rafted downstream after 

spring breakup. 

The predominant factors determining the vegetation 

cover of the Nelson-Hayes estuary area are, therefore, 

topography and climate, which in turn determine soil 

development. Hence, patterns of vegetational succession 

which occur in better drained and more temperate regions 

of North America appear to be less prominent in the South 

Coast Lowlands. Thus, even though the limited forest 

cover in proximity to the post had been entirely exploited 

by the end of the 19th century, present day vegetation 

patterns seem very similar to those which predominated in 

the early years of European occupation. The historic 

record confirms this assertion. In 1631, for example, a 

British navigator, Captain Luke Fox, and his crew spent 

one week on the north bank of the Nelson River. In his 

book, North-West Fox, Fox states that he sent two men 
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"to the E. to search the shoare, and to looke for a 

Mayneyard, who returning told me, that for a Mayneyard 
there was not a tree to be had of that Squarenesse,...."24 

Similarly, Fox informs us that although the woods were 

"so thicke, as cannot be seene 12 score yards," the "Firre 

and Spruce-trees" were "but small ones, for there is no 

ground for the wood to take roote upon, for the thicknesse 

of Mosse, so as they cannot roote in the earth, but grow 

up, and fall downe and rot, ...."25 Evidently, conditions 

respecting tree size and vegetation density some 50 years 

prior to continual occupation were not unlike those found 

today. 

"Theodorus Drage", the "Clerk of the California" (one 

of two ships which wintered in Ten Shilling Creek near 

York Factory in the winter of 1746-1747), has also left an 

account of the forest cover on the peninsula and along Ten 

Shilling Creek: 

The Wood which is on three Sides of the Factory, 
and so of the Woods of the whole Island, is of 
Pine and Juniper, both but small, the Pine-
Trees twenty to thirty Feet high, and about 
fifteen or twenty Inches round; the Juniper-
Trees not above thirteen or fourteen Feet high; 
and the Trees grow at such a Distance from each 
other, as the Woods are no way thick. There 
is also Poplar and Alder, with Bushes and thick 
Brambles, .... 26 

and 

[Ten Shilling Creek] hath Banks which are rather 
steep, and about fifty Feet in Height, thick 
covered with Brush, or Poplar, and Alder, from 
High-Water Mark to the Top; and on the Top of 
the Banks are Woods of Poplar, Pine, and Juniper,...27 

By the 1790's these readily accessible stands along the 

local creeks, and for some 80 kilometres upstream along the 

Hayes River, had been exploited, prompting the Company's 

officer in charge, Joseph Colen, to lament the lack of wood 

near the fort.28 it is notable, however, that today 



patterns have re-emerged which are strikingly similar to 

those found prior to the effective destruction of the 

local timber resources during the latter part of the 

18th, and throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries.29 

Faunal resources were also important as a source and 

food at the post, although lack of suitable habitat and 

fluctuating game populations often resulted in marginal 

hunts. One has to travel approximately 100 kilometres 

inland from York, for example, before a general habitat 

suitable for the wintering of large game animals, such as 

moose or caribou, is found." York does lie near the 

spring and fall migration routes of the caribou. Thus, 

the post's hunters were often able to kill substantial 

numbers of these animals during the migration periods. 

By pickling the venison of preserving it in the Factory 

icehouse, ample supplies were usually available for year-

round consumption. This food source was less dependable 

for the local Swampy Crées as their migratory life style, 

necessitated by their search for fur-bearing animals, 

precluded the preservation of large quantities of meat. 

They were forced to depend on the isolated small groups 

or single animals which sometimes wintered near the coast 

in the limited number of favourable habitats along the 

waterways. 

Due to the low fertility of the local lakes, the 

South Lowlands region also provides a poor habitat for 

breeding waterfowl, " The coastal marshes near York 

Factory are more favourable, though, and historic records 

indicate that eggs and young birds were harvested from 

these areas. More importantly, the marshes are staging 

areas for migrating flocks of geese and ducks during the 

spring and fall seasons.22 Seasonal hunting parties were 

equipped throughout the period of European habitation, 

particularly in the 18th and 19th centuries, to exploit 
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