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FOREWORD

the willingness of the publisher, and the change of heart of

the Hudson’s Bay Company. The last of these must be ex-
plained. For more than two centuries the Company was conspic-
uously indifferent to its own history, but about the end of the
nineteenth century the apathy froze into a firm policy of negation.
Company history was private business, and the widening interest
among Canadian and American historians in the archives met with
scant sympathy from the Governor and Committee. It was not
until after the war, and the two hundred and fiftieth anniversary
of the founding of the Company, that the work of organizing the
archives commenced, and the vast, historically important records
were made available for research.

Probably a great official history will be undertaken some day; at
present plans are being made for the publication from time to time
of some of the original material. Meanwhile, twenty-five years have
passed since a general history of the Company was undertaken by
anyone with more than the usual published sources to draw upon.

The Honourable Company is in no sense official. My association
with the Company has not meant that any archives or resources were
at my disposal that are not within the reach of any student of the
subject. A lifetime of work remains to be done before a final defini-
tive history can be written. If this book does anything to widen or
stimulate interest in a remarkable story, its major purpose will be
served. To have worked for the Company by day while probing
into its past by night throughout several years, has not, I trust,
weighed upon historical judgment. I believe it has made possible
the examination of the past with a keener sense of living reality.
The complete freedom of opinion I have enjoyed reflects the generous,
liberal attitude of the Company today toward the interpretation of
its own story. Those who are familiar with the extensive library
on fur trade and exploration will probably find here more frank

X1

THIS book is the result of personal enthusiasm for the subject,
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criticism of the Hudson’s Bay Company than in the works of many
who have written from without rather than within the service.

Where every page, almost every paragraph, might be the take-off
into stories of trade, politics, or adventure as thrilling as man “could
ever hear by tale or history,” the problems of compression and omis-
sion have been acutely present.

The bibliography is selective, listing only published works and
omitting the huge secondary field of Arctic exploration as well as
most of the literature on the Selkirk controversy, the Red River
Insurrection, and the North West Rebellion. Of original material,
the most interesting for commercial and fur trade history is the
statement of earnings and capital structure since 1670, given in the
appendix.

Having had to choose between the recounting of men and events
on one hand and capital investment and management on the other,
the tendency has been to hold close to the former, even at the
expense of neglecting some of the precise details of fur prices and
markets and the evolution of business methods.

Footnotes and references have been deliberately discarded, though
the important authorities have been cited in the text. To the hand-
ful of earnest and professional historians of the fur trade who may be
exasperated by this omission, I can only say that while I am alive
and able I shall be most happy to make all my sources and references
available to them by the congenial route of private correspondence.

To the Governor and Committee of the Company I am indebted
for the use of much original material from the archives in London.
To the Canadian Committee of the Company, Winnipeg, I am
grateful for permission to reproduce all the illustrations except those
acknowledged on the pages where they appear.

D.M.
Winnipeg, Canada, May 2, 1936
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Radisson's Probable
Journey 1659

THE HONOURABLE COMPANY
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“WE WEARE CESARS”

in Massachusetts, Champlain had found the Great Lakes, and
Henry Hudson had pressed through the ice into Hudson Bay.
French and English were strengthening their colonial grip on those
parts of North America where Europeans might hope to live and
prosper. The subarctic Hudson Bay, cutting deeply into the con-
tinent from the north, held its wealth for those who had the courage
of flesh and blood, and capital for speculation.
It was a freebooting sergeant major of the French colonial militia
at Three Rivers who with his wife’s brother reached out to this fur
15

BEFORE the seventeenth century was half spent the Puritans were
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wealth of the north. Upon the pattern of their erratic careers the
Hudson’s Bay Company was created.

Médart Chouart, Sieur des Groseilliers, was the colonial sergeant
major, and with him is always associated the name of his brother-in-
law, Pierre Espirit Radisson. Within the austere realm of historical
research, these names have inflamed bitter scuffles during the past
fifty years. The dust of these encounters has blurred the story, until
today the innocent bystanding reader turns aside from Radisson
and Groseilliers to more lucid history.

The exact story of the Frenchmen’s expeditions in Canada will
never be known. Radisson, the writer of the pair, wrote his
narratives in English years after the events he described. This
record makes stimulating reading, though cluttered with contra-
dictions and sprinkled with statements not always confirmed by the
more disinterested writings of the Jesuit missionaries. His journal
was prepared to impress the courtier investors of Charles II and
raise capital for trading expeditions to Hudson Bay. Somehow it
became the property of Samuel Pepys, and was discovered by ac-
cident after Pepys’ death when his papers were being sold to London
shopkeepers for wrapping paper. Even the vault and archives of
Hudson’s Bay House, London, though illuminating considerably the
Company’s relationship to the Frenchmen, lack vital minute books
in a stormy period of several years of its first decade.

It matters little now, why these two Frenchmen alternated al-
legiance between Charles and Louis. What does concern this his-
tory is that from their bold, scheming, fearless spirits sprang the
Adventurers of England Trading into Hudson’s Bay.

A more daring pair of unscrupulous international promoters can-
not be found in the history of commerce. Glib, plausible, ambitious,
supported by unquestionable physical courage, they were completely
equipped fortune hunters. They knew more about fur trading than
any men of their time, and they were artful enough to exploit their
knowledge and sell their services to European powers. Fortune
hunters they were, and they made fortunes for their employers, but,
true to their stamp, they never held to the wealth they brought them-
selves.

As a boy Radisson was captured twice and once adopted by the
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Iroquois. He found a flavor in Indian life which he never lost. “I
love these people well,” he wrote many years later. He lived with
them through alternate bestial feasts and agonizing famines, par-
ticipated in their bloodiest tribal wars, watched the horror of Indian
torture, without losing affection for them. It was the life he knew
best, and all the efforts of his career were directed to the wilder-
ness. Because he was the chronicler, and because of the cheery
egotism of all he wrote, historians have long given him credit for
the real enterprise he and the older Groseilliers displayed. But, as
the history of the period becomes more closely knit by reason of the
scholarly examination of source material, Radisson emerges as the
garrulous promoter of their projects, and Groseilliers the steady,
shrewd brains of the partnership. An Indian trader by nature, the
older man apparently lacked that capacity for self-dramatization
which so often has distinguished the explorer type. Radisson had it.

Radisson was in his early twenties in the summer of 1656 (early
dates in his life are only approximate) when he and Groseilliers
appeared below the walls of Quebec with a band of Cree and the
results of two years’ fur trading. To the colony of New France
this was wealth, for fur trading was the Crown’s business and Indian
wars had brought lean times. Salutes of guns and official praise from
the governor of the colony met the traders from Trois Rivieres.
They tasted. prosperity. Médart Chouart became captain of the
local militia, and purchased himself a bit of uncleared land known
to the habitant as Des Groseilliers—the gooseberry patch. The vil-
lage sergeant major-fur trader entered the ranks of colonial gentry
with acres of his own and the self-conferred honor of a title now
found somewhere in the pages of every history of Canada—Sieur
des Groseilliers.

Perhaps it was seigneurial ambition, restlessness, or genuine taste
for the wilderness that roused the pair to fresh enterprise.

“We weare Cesars, being nobody to contradict us,” wrote Radisson
of the fur trading life.

Barely two winters after their first success, they applied to the
governor at Quebec for the necessary official sanction for another
expedition. Officialdom bargained for a division of profits. License
to trade would be granted if Groseilliers and Radisson would take
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with them two of the governor’s men. The Frenchmen asked time
to consider this proposal. A spring morning came at Three Rivers
and villagers learned that their captain of the local militia with his
bold brother-in-trade had bolted for the forests in defiance of the
Crown of France. Groseilliers, the trader, was off to the forest
again, with Radisson the teller of the tale.

Radisson, the true coureur de bois of New France, described pun-
gently what lay ahead of them on that early summer night:

“What fairer bastion [of self-confidence] than a good tongue,
especially when one sees his owne chimney smoak, or when we
can kiss our owne wives or kisse our neighbour’s wife with ease
and delight? It is a strange [different] thing when victualls
are wanting, worke whole nights & dayes, lye downe on the
bare ground, & not allwayes that hap, the breech in the water,
the feare in the buttocks, to have the belly empty, the weari-
nesse in the bones, and drowsinesse of the body by the bad
weather that you are to suffer, having nothing to keepe you from
such calamity.”

Fur traders have never been inclined to romanticize nature, and
it was Radisson’s role when writing of his exploits for the benefit
of his prospective English employers, to cast himself in an heroic
part.

They doubtless believed that a second arrival at Quebec with a
fortune in furs would bring official pardon, but the affairs of the col-
ony were at a low ebb and the governor was in no mood to forgive the
soldier who had deserted his post. Upon their return with three
hundred Indians and a new fortune in beaver skins in the summer
of 1660, they were arrested and fined. Of the results of their season’s
trade, worth about three hundred thousand modern dollars, the
state left them about twenty thousand dollars, and if the colonial
administration of France was true to custom, bureaucracy took its
pickings. Radisson’s wrath over this affair explodes in his narrative
where he denounces Governor D’Argenson, whose term was about
to expire, as an extortionist, a corrupt administrator who was loot-
ing honest traders “that he might the better maintain his coach and
horses at Paris.”
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It was all too much for men who had found wealth in the wilder-
ness only to be penalized by the avarice of colonial governments.
They cut the ties of allegiance and became free agents in the world
trade of their century.

It is not a matter of profound importance whether or not Radisson
and Groseilliers discovered the headwaters of the Mississippi River.
Radisson’s erratic narrative suggests travels to the Gulf of Mexico
and hearing from Indians of bearded Spaniards with their galleons.
There is evidence of their having reached as far west as Minnesota
and north to James Bay. These are threads of history still being
unravelled. It is enough for the purposes of this history to record
that they lived and travelled in the western basin of the Great Lakes
and that they knew the northern watershed dividing the Great
Lakes from Hudson Bay where the deepest and richest furs were
found. This was the knowledge they bargained with in London
six years after they cut loose from France.

After the seizure of their furs in 1660, the two Canadian coureurs
engaged on the first of those searches for capital which were to
sway their lives remarkably. Their singleness of purpose, acumen,
energy and political cunning in seeking support from England,
France and Holland for a venture into the great Bay of the north,
mark them as two of the most interesting men in American colonial
history.

Before finally breaking with France, Groseilliers went to Paris
to protest against the action of the colonial governor; a journey with
a conclusion commonplace in the story of the colonies for the next
two centuries. Returning to America, he and Radisson commenced
feeling out the New England colonies for support. At Port Royal,
Nova Scotia, they encountered a sea captain in 1663 who agreed to
carry them to Hudson Bay. The season was late; they were forced
back by ice; Radisson said their captain was frightened, “being more
familiar with Barbados sugar icing” than with Labrador ice.

Then they contracted with Boston shipowners for two ships to
go north. One of these was wrecked on Sable Island while fishing
for supplies, and instead of in Hudson Bay the two Frenchmen
found themselves in a New England lawsuit. They were acquitted,
but tales of their exploits had become known to all Boston.







