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EARLY EXPLORATION OF THE CHURCHILL RIVER
By J. B. TYRRELL

I the Revicw for December, 1916, Mr. Aleock gave an interesting
acconnt of the Charehill River," the second in size of the two largest rivers
that empty into Hudson Bay from the west.  As the history of the explora-
tion of this viver is but slightly known, a few additional facts about the
carly surveys and journeys made on it may be of interest,

After its discovery by Jens Munck in 1619 very little attention was
paid to the river until after Captain Gazer (Geyer) of the Hudson's Bay
Company built York Factory on the northwest hank of Hayes River in
16545 In 1658 the same company established a fishery for white porpoises
at the mouth of the viver, The existence of this fishery is recorded on an
old |

the Canadian Avchives in Ottawa. It is undated, but internal evidenee

neh map of Hudson Bay, a copy of which is in the possession of

shows it to have been made between 1691 and 1694, On this same map
the Churehill River is shown up to and a little above the confluence of the
Deer River, or for about thirty miles upwards from its mouth,

About 1715 the Hudson's Bay Company built a trading post within
the mouth of the river, and in 1733 it began the constrnetion of Fort Prince
of Wales, the great stone fort on Eskimo Point.

In the years 1769 to 1772 Samuei He
inland from this fort, but he appears never to have made any attempt

rne made his three journeys

to survey the Churehill River, for on the great map of the world aceom-
panying the acconnt of Cook’s third voyage.” which was issned in 1784,
no indication is given of the eourse of the viver above its mouth, though
all the geographical information in the possession of the Hudson’s Bay
Company appears 1o have been incorporated on this map, inelnding
Hearne's surveys towards the Coppermine River, and two routes from York
tory to Cumberland House (approx. 547 Noand 1027 W) on the Sas-
katehewan River, one by the Nelson and Grass Rive

rs and the other by
Iayes River and Lake Winnipeg.  On the map in Hearne's own hook on
his journey,' published in 1795, the mouth of the viver alone is indicated.

In 1775 Joseph Frobisher, a fur trader from Montreal, urged his canoes
westward to Lake Superior and thenee onward through Lake Wimnipeg

PEL Aleoek s The Churehill River, Geogr. Bero, Vol 2, 1916, po, 855448

2 For location of most of the geographical features here mentioned, see map in Mr. Aleock's article,
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YA Vosage to the Pacific Ocean Undertaken by the Command of His Majesty for Making Discoveries
in the Northern Hemisy . Performed under the Direction of Captains Cook, Clerke, and Gore in
His Majesty's ships the K wtiom and [ v, in the years 177 LITTS 1T, and 17w, § vols, Pub.
lished by order of the ioners of the Admiralty, London, 15s4
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and up the Saskatehewan and Sturgeonweir Rivers to the Churehill River,
which he reached at Frog, or Trade, Portage,  Here, overlooking the river
the upper waters of which he had now discovered, he established himself for
atime. s object was to intercept the northern Indians as they came down
from the Mbabaska conntrey in their canoes loaded with furs to trade them
for guns, annnunition, knives, and * English brandy ™ with the Hudson's
Bay Company at Fort Prinee of Wales, o this enterprise he was so sue

I that he was not able to carey away all the furs that he seeared, and

ablished trade velations with the Indians from the Athabaska country
which were maintained by him and by the company with which he was con
nected for the next forty-seven years

Ihe following yvear Mexander Henry and the brothers Joseph and
Thomas Frobisher, all from Montreal, left the teading post on the shore
of Beaver Luke in the present Provinee of Saskatehewan, in which they had
bheen living, and went to Frog Portage, where they built a house,  As the
Indians from Lake Athabaska had not avvived  they  paddled up the
Churehill River to meet them, going abonut as far as the mouth of the
Mudjatick River (56 N, and 1072 W where they met a band with

canoes loaded with furs, They turned about and came back with them to

he house at Frog Portage. where they obtained from them 12,000 heaver
skins, “*hesides Tavge mumbers of otter and martin,™ giving in return such
articles as they had at the house

After sueh o sueeessful trade Mexander Henry and Joseph Frobisher

retirned to Montreal, while Thomas Frobisher went up the Churehill River

slea Ta Crosses where he established a trading post
In 1778 1

River by Frog Portage and up the Chuarvehill River to Isle & la Crosse,

er Pond followed Frohbisher's route from the Saskatehewan

whenee he continned to its sonrvee near Methye Portage on his way to Lake
A thabaska

A few yvears later Pond drew several maps of western Canada, one of
which is said to have been made for the Empress of Russia. One of these
maps, dated 17850 has bheen published by LG Burpee in his ©*The Searvch
for the Western Sea while another, dated about 1790, has heen published
i the = Report of the Avehives of Canada.™™ These maps are erude and
imperfect, but the former one is the fiest that shows the Churehill River
from its souree to its mouth

In 1757 Maleohn Ross, who four years later was associated with Philip
Turnor in the survey of the upper Churchill River and Lake Athabaska,
asceended the Churehill River from its mouth and erossed to Cumberland
House on the Saskatchewan River, though by what route is not exactly
known. It is probable that he went up the rviver through Northern and
Southern Indian Lakes. and by Nelson House (56° N. and 100'.° W) and
the upper waters of the Burntwood and Grass Rivers,  Of this trip he

Voronte. | 1908 ], p. 182 1, g
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reported that he had * many difficulties to encounter before he reached
Cumberland House from Churehi!!, the water so shoal as to prevent the navi
gation of small canoes.””  In commenting on the results of his trip Samuel
Hearne says © 1o less could be expeeted : this viver a little distanee from here
is inaecessible for anything much heavier than a light canoe.”  In 1788,

however, Robert Longmore, an employee of the Hudson's Bay Company,

was sent ' to prosecute the discoveries from Churehill inland.” Though he

did not sueceed in opening a trade route to the Saskatehewan, several

trading posts were shortly afterwards established by the company up the
Churehill River and in its vieinity.

In 1791 Philip Turnor, accompanied by Maleolm Ross, in charge of a
survey party sent out by the Hudson's Bay Company to survey and locate
the position of Lake Athabaska, left Cumberland House on Saskatehewan
waters, surveyed the Sturgeonweir River up to Frog Portage, and thenee
made a track survey of the Churehill River up to its sourees in Methye
and Swan Lakes,  His report and map were sent to the head office of the
Hudson’s Bay Company in London and his map was incorporated in
Arrowsmith’s map of North America.”  His original map, which appears
to have been remarkably corveet, was copied by Kohl, and the copy is
preserved in the Library of Congress in Washington.™ A copy of this copy
is published in Burpee’s ©*The Seaveh for the Western Sea, ™™

In 17
Company, erossed Burntwood Portage (5517 Noand 1000 W0 from the

b David Thompson,' then in the employ of the Hudson's Bay

Burntwood River into the Churehill River and surveyed that river to a
point 33 miles above Duck Portage (552" N, and 1027 W),
He again reached Duck Portage in 1795, where he met  George

Charles, an old sehoolmate of his and then a fur-trader in the employ of
the Hudson’s Bay Company at Churehill, who had ascended the Churehill
River to this place,  Though in the employ of the same company the two
men oceupied separate trading posts, and, while competing with Canadian
traders from Montreal, they also competed with cach other for the furs
that were caught and brought to them by the Indians, and they sent the
furs obtained in the winter's trade to different headguarters, Thompson
sending his furs down the Burntwood and Nelson Rivers to York Faetory
and Charles down the Churehill River to Fort Churchill,

In 1796 Thompson surveyed the Churvehill River from Duck Portage
up to the mouth of the Reindeer River, the Reindeer River to Reindeer

T see footnote 13

* Justin Winsor: The Kohl Collection (now in the Library of Congress) of Maps Relating to America
(& reprint of Bibliogr, Contribution of the Library of Haevavd University No. 19, Library of Congress, Wash
Iington, 1904, map No. 39, lsted on p. 74

Y170,

1 For an account of this eminent trader and surveyor’s explorations see J. B Tyrrell: David Thomp.
Som. A Great Geographer, Grogr 9L . 4958w Dvid Thompson's Narrative of His

Explorations in Western Amer dited by 3B Tyreell, Toronto, 1916 (reviewed in the
February Review, p. 156).~ Eoir. Nore




FITE GEOGRAPHIICAL REVTEW

ey andd the west side of the fake up 1o the portage route to Waollaston
Lake, hexond which he surveyed Wollaston Lake and Black River to the
cast end of Turnor’s suevey of Lake Mhabaska,  In 17970 while in the
employ of the North-West Company, he surveyed the Churehill River from
the mouth of the Reindeer River to Frog Portage, on his way 1o Camber
Fandd Honse, and the following year he sueveyed the viver from Frog Portage
npwareds to Isle il Crosses making a detonr on the vonte into Lae Ta Ronge.
Ivom Isle i la Crosse he aseended Beaver River, the prineipai upper hranch

of the Churehill River, past Green Lake to the sonrvee of the stream, whenee

he carvied his canoes to Lae la Biche, wheve e built a trading post. In

May, 1799, he was on the Clearwater River, a branch of the AMhabaska

which he aseended to Methye Portage, from which place e surveyed the

Clinrehill River down to il Crosse, and thenee chiecked his survey

of the viver made the year before down to Frog Portag

wis on the Churehill

The absurdity of maintaining two sets of trading
River and the upper waters of the Burntwood R hoth belonging to
the Hudson's Bay Company, but one sending its furs down the Churehill
River to Clinreeliill and the other down the Burntwood and Neison Rivers
to York Factory, was recognized in 1798, and the chiefs at York Factory
recalled their traders and left the disteiet to the men from Charehill
From that time onwards until 1821, when the Hudson's Bay and Norih
West Companies nnited under the former name, and perhaps for several
vears atter the union of the companies, the furs from this distriet which

were secured by the Hudson's Bay Company were carvied down the

Chorelilh River to Churehill, whenee they were shipped to England.

D 17899 a0 trading expedition was sent from Fort Churehill up the
Churehill River all the way to Green Lake on the Beaver River. It left
Churehill on Jane 2600 three boat d one or two canoes in charee of
Messes, Thomas Stayner and Will \uld,  Evervthing went well for a
while. bt at about 130 miles i o fort, somewhere near the mouth of
the Little Chorehill River, t] o containing the two principals was
upset inca vapid, and. thoug men were saved by the aceident of the
tracking line bhecoming enta Fin the loose rocks in the bottom of the

river, the contents of the canoe were lost, On this aceonnt Stayner veturned
to Clhinrehill, while Auld continued up the viver and established a teading
post on Green Lake, where he spent the winter. On his avvival there he
wis greatly distressed to find that he had not bronght enongh hrandy with
i, but on his appealing to some of the posts on the Saskatehewan River
they helped him out,

In the same year Peter Fidler of the Hudson's Bay Company. under

direction from York

tory. left Cumberland House on the Saskatehewan

ers and went by Frog Portage to the Charehill River, thenee up that

rive ceonweir River, to Green Lake and Lae la
Biche, Thus Widlor and Auld, one from York and the other from Chuarehill

and iis teibutary, Stur




transferved the vivaley of these two centers from the country
to that on the upper portion of the Churel River

In 18504 and 1505 David Thompson. on behalf of the North-West Com
pany, wis trading and surveying on the Churehill River as far downstream
as Southern Indian Lake, which was as far as he ever deseended,  Duy
ing this season and the preceding twelve vears he had made track surveys
cheeked by g
1o this lake from its threee principal sourees, one at the head of the Beaver
River, near Lae la Biche (34%, Noand 112 W and the others in Methye
and Wo

ot numbers of astronomieal observations, o

ston Lakes,  He never had the opportunity «

portion of the viver from Southern Indian Lake down to

In the winter of 18041505 Thompson was opposed in tl fur trad
by his old sehoolmate George Charles of the Hudson's Bay Company. who
like himself, had received a radimentary education in surveving at the G
Coat School in London, though there is no published record that he ever
made use of his early training

1

At that time there were three fur-trading posts on this lower

of the Churehill River, namely (Southern ) Indian Lake, Granvill
Musguawegun, and Nelson House William (r‘lxv\“. afterwards so well

known in conneetion with the Hudson's Bay Company’'s affairs in British
Columbia, was in charge for the North-West Company at Indian Lake
David Thompson for the same company at Musquawegun, and George

Charles for the Hudson's Bay Company at Nelson House

The following aceount of an ineident which ocenrred durving the previ
ous year in the conduet of the fur trade at Nelson House is given in Thomp

son’'s own words

Ot In tl ning pa ) tt \\} ( t 1 ” f 1
1 Dupl I ned tl ' 1 it
tv ot t Mr, Clark Tepn It I ) no od b t th a
nl o | ok 1 the ! ntain beave that anot
( \ tolen out « tent in the night pr to t
| ‘ hosmall hand f ntl u he o it 1
Pupl I'l Il the prog It ' I il tak to ( to |
tried as ( I for the al tion bt that he Mr. ( i ruled t notion
18 t thinking it m ( n t
But uy e arrival of Mr. Linklater & it the Fueto Fort Chur 1 th oir
' tions to the Tra there got 1 P I 4
Duplein, commanding all persons that should be found | nt to I ¥ ng
the said | Duplein In e | 1 | th
ter ha r settled their afMairs and ready to return to the Factory, the nvited Loui
Duplein to breakfast, wi tation like a blockhend he pted (for they had no
ntention of entering e N, W, Co's House to seize hin At breakfast they asked
Lounis Duplein if he actually t | f tl thove s fr Mr. Clarke, to
hich he replied in the afirmative, owning his g t and offering to pa f the skin
on the spot Having thus deelared mself g ty the ( ged to s him and
put his hands in irons hey then embarked him, leaving orders th their elerk ot
homg = r sof t ‘




as0 THE GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW

the Dudian Lake to aid and assist Do Bois in the eare of the N0 W, Co's property till

I arni take cha

some person sho

o it. e further added that on the arrival

of the ship from England

apinions of the Commander and officers of the ship were
that Louis Duplein would be hanged, and that they did not see any likelihood of his

aping the vigour of the law,

Several years hefore Thompson reached Indian Lake some one, doubtless
ane of the men in the employ of the Hudson's Bay Company, had made a
survey of the lower portion of the river, for in the general map accom-
panying Mackenzie's ** Voyages, "™ which is dated October 15, 1801, this
portion is shown with a rough approximation to correctness up to about
the position of Nelson House in 55 50° Noand 1007 30° W, Above that,
up to near the mouth of the Reindeer River, it is shown by a dotted

line, The positions of the lakes are merely indicated on this map without
shores on either side. giving the impression that the surveyor, like many
another surveyor down to the present day, noted his directions and dis-
tances, but made no attempt to sketeh in the surrounding country. It is
elear also that the map was not copied from a sketeh made by an Indian,
for in that case there would have been some indication of the shapes of the
lakes,  This map is said to have been “reduced by Mr, Arrowsmith from
his threesheet map of North America, with the Tatest discoveries, which he
is about to republish.™

In the 1802 edition of Avrowsmith's own map' the dotted line on the
above map is replaced by a solid one, but no details are indicated.

Later surveys of the lower part of the viver made during the early part
of the last century appear to have been the work of Peter Fidler,' In 1507
he repeated some of Thompson s surveys of the Reindeer River and Reindeer
Lake.  In 1809 it is probable that he made a survey of the Churchill River
from its mouth up to Isle i la Crosse, and in the following year that he
surveyed the Seal and Pankatakuskow Rivers, north of Churchill, from
Hudson Bay to Southern and Northern Indian Lakes respeetively, as all
these three streams are shown on the edition of Arrowsmith’s **Map of the
Interior Parts of North America™ dated June 14, 1811,

From that time onward till 1879, when Robert Bell of the Geological
Survey of Canada deseended the viver from the confluence of the Little
Churehill River to its mouth, nothing was added to the knowl v of the

geography of the lower part of the rive
As stated above, the Churehill Rive larly used as a trade
route from about 1792 down to the time of the union of the Hudson’s Bay

wis

2 Alexander Mackenzie: Voyages from Montreal on the River St Lawrence, Through the Continent
of North America, to the Frozen and Pacitic Oceans, in the Years 1730 and 1763, London, 1501,

15 A Map Exhibiting A1 the New Discoveries in the Interior Parts of North Ameriea, Inseribed by
Permission to the Honorable Governor and Company of Adventurers of England Trading into Hudson
Hay, in Testimony of Their Liberal Communications to Their Most Obedient and Very Humble Servant,
A Arrowsmith, January Ist 1795, [1as000m), London, A Arrowsmith, 1795 additions to 182

1 Tyreell: Peter Fidler, Trader and Survevor, |
S series, Vol 7, 1915, Se 02 pe U712, Evir, Nove

o 1522, Prov and Trans, Rogal Soc. of
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and North-West Companies in 1521, In this latter year there were two di

tricts on the viver and in its vieinity, known respeetively as Old and New
Churehill Distriets. o Old Charehill Distriet there was only one trading
post, namely, Fort Charehill, near the shore of Hudson Bay In New
Churehill Distriet there were inoall f

ve trading posts, three of which
namely, Indian Lake, Nelson Hounse, and Reindeer Lake, were on the
Churehill River or its tributavies, while the other two at Net (Setting ) and
Split Lakes were on the waters of the Nelson River. The Chief Factor
John Charles, had his residence at Indian Lake, and every year he bronght
upplies up the Churehill River from Fort Charehill, and disteibuted them

to the above-named teading posts. after which he eolleeted the furs from

these posts and took, or sent. them down the same river to Fort Churehill
to he shipped to England

A few yvears after this date, but just how many I do not know, the num
ber of trading posts maintained by the company was considerably reduced
and several of the wore northern ones were abandoned, ineluding most of
those on the lower portion of the Choarehill River, for the old-time competi
tion hetween the North-West and Hudson's Bay Companies was now a thine

of the past, and. as the Indians were confined to the traders of the Hudson

Bay Company for their supplies, they could be depended on to come mueh
longer distances to the trading posts than formerly,  About the me tim
the Churehill River was abandoned as a trade route from the interior
country to the coast: the Indians soon ceased to travel up or down its
treacherous current ; and before lone the faet that it had ever heen used

as a regular trade ronte was almost entirely forgotten




