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Due largely to Sylvia Van Kirk's well-known book, "Many 

Tender Ties",l the nineteenth century settlement of Red River is 

now commonly regarded as a place where increasing racism led to 

a decline in the rate of marriage between European officers of the 

Hudson's 

1870.2 

historical 

econollllc 

Bay Company and Metis women in the period before 

This conclusion is based on impressionistic narratIve 

research coupled with a tendency to disregard the 

factors which shaped fur trade society. A systematic 

analysis of marriage patterns in the colony does not support Van 

Kirk's view. Rather, the analysis presented here reveals that the 

creation of a capitalistic labour market in Red River introduced a 

rigid class system which confirmed the status of the Metis 

daughters of the merchant elite even as it reduced the mobility of 

the great majority of the population. 

While Sylvia Van Kirk set out to study the contributIon of 

Indian and Metis women to the society of the fur trade, her 

support for Frits Pannekoek's analysis of the Foss-Pelly scandal 

led her to under-estimate the prominence of those Metis women 

who were members of the merchant elite} Van Kirk suggest 

that there was a simple progression in the choices made by the 

commissioned officers of the Hudson's Bay Company from IndIan, 

to Metis, and finally to European wives. This is a profoundly 

anachronistic view of society in Red River because, in the la t 

two decades before Confederation, nearly all the most powerful 

men in Red River were married to Metis women. Indeed, the 

marriages of Hudson's Bay Company officers into the family of 

Andrew McDermot, the wealthiest of the free-traders in Red 

River, formed the core of an oligarchy still influential long after 

Confederation. 
Although Frits Pannekoek claims that the Red River elite \\as 

split into hostile factions by the Foss-Pelly scandal, an event -0 

divisive that it was "the bomb that would blow Red River oeiel)" 

NATIVE STUDIES REVIEW 4, Nos. 1 & 2 (1988) . 



26 

into its various fragments,'4 he does not analyze the effects of 

that scandal in terms of genealogy or demography. Pannekoek 

explicitly states that his thesis "makes no pretense to statistical 

demography .... its methodology is more tbat of intuitive, 

institutional political history," and that the "maze of names defies 

disentanglement by even the most arduous scholar.',5 If the 

Foss-Pelly scandal was as divisive as Pannekoek has suggested, 

surely there would have been a marked decrease in marriages 

between Metis women and Europeans amongst the officer class of 

the Company. Sylvia Van Kirk's conception of the nature of 

society in Red River is based on her agreement with Pannekoek of 

the significance of the Foss-Pelly scandal. Van Kirk argues that 

"the case of Foss v. Pelly created a furor in the settlement; it 

was particularly serious because it threatened to divide Red River 

irrevocably along racial lines mixed-blood versus white.,,6 

Rejecting the reminiscences of a number of Red River women 

recorded by archivist W.J. Healy 7 as the "most distorted" view of 

life in Red River because "old timers usually choose to reconstruct 

their past in its most favourable light," Van Kirk refers to 

Pannekoek's account of the Ballenden scandal as the "most 

penetrating analysis of the affair.,,8 Van Kirk's acceptance of 

Pannekoek's conclusions about the significance of the Ballenden 

scandal led her to insist that the scandal "added to the growing 

reluctance on the part of Company officers to marry mixed-blood 

women.',9 Van Kirk therefore concludes that the scandal led to a 

reduction in the number of Company officers who married Metis 

women even though she concedes that "mixed-blood women were 

not entirely excluded from the elite.',lO 

Despite her assertion that in its "wider societal context" the 

scandal had the effect of "intensifying racial prejudice,"ll Van 

Kirk gives no evidence of a lessening in the rate of marriage 

between the officers of the Hudson's Bay Company and Metis 

daughters of the Red River merchants. Instead she observes that 

"while incoming Hudson's Bay Company officers and other whites 

did not cease marrying mixed-blood women, this practice became 

increasingly selective.,,12 Among the officers of the Hudson's Bay 
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Company marriage partners were "increasingly restricted to highly 

acculturated daughters of wealthy Hudson's Bay Company f:J.milies 

who studiously endeavoured to disassociate themselves from every 

vestige of their Indian heritage." 13 Yet there is no evidence that 

Company officers in active service in Red River ever married 

significant numbers of lower-class Metis women, or, fo r that 

matter, lower-class European women. Although many of the 

Company officers who retired to Red River had married Indian 

women, this was not the case amongst the officers who were 10 

active service in Red River. Their choices of marriage partners 

had always been amongst the Metis daughters of senio r officer 

and later amongst the Metis daughters of prominent free traders 

who had themselves belonged to the clerical ranks of the 

Company. Van Kirk's conclusion that "even in fur-tr ade society, 

with the increasing impact of white cultural values, prejudice 

gained hold to such an extent that the potential for racial 

integration was lost,"14 is also inconsistent with her earlier 

statement that "in spite of growing racial prejudice, economic and 

social factors assured mixed-blood women of their place in Red 

River society at least until 1870, when the transfer of Rupert's 

Land to Canada signalled the end of the old fur-trade order. ,,15 

The problem with Van Kirk's argument is that she make 

judgments which appear to be based upon an analysis of the 

number of Metis women who married Company officers but her 

claims are not supported by the data she has presented. 

Iilstead the reader is confronted with a series of biographies of 

individual women arranged to illustrate Van Kirk's conception 

of the direction of social change. 

Bay Company officers mentioned 

A comparison of the Hudson' 

by Van Kirk against the tOlal 

number of officers serving from 1821 to 1870 will give some 

indication of the validity of her argument in its most general 

form. E.H. Oliver16 lists thirty-four men who served a Chief 

Factors under the Deed Poll of 1821; Van Kirk refers to the 

wives of twenty-five, or 74 percent of them (see Table 1). She 

considers the wives of only twenty of thirty-seven, or 54 percent 

of the Chief Traders listed by Oliver (see Table 2). However, 
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TABLE 1 

WIVES OF CHIEF FACTORS COMMISSIONED 
UNDER TIlE DEED POLL OF 1821 

Officer 

James Bird 

Thomas Vincent 

John Haldane 
James Sutherland 
Alexander Kennedy 
Colin Robertson 
John G. McTavish 

John Clarke 

George Keith 
John D. Cameron 
John Charles 

John Stuart 

John McLaughlin 
Joseph Beioley 
Donald McKenzie 

Alexander Christie 
William McIntosh 
William Connolly 

John Rowand 
James McMillan 

Peter W. Dease 
Allan McDonell 
John Lee Lewes 
Roderick McKenzie 
Duncan Finlayson 

Name of Wife 

Elizabeth 
Mary Lowman 
Jane Renton 
Jane Sutherland 
Josette Latour 

Aggathas 
Theresa 
Nancy McKenzie 
Catherine Turner 
Marianne Treutter 
Francoise Boucher 
Sapphira Spence 
Nanette Sutherland 
Mary 
Jane Auld 
Margaret Macallum 
Catherine La Valle 
Francoise Lorraine 
Mary Taylor 
Marguerite Wadin 
Isabella McKay 
Mary McKay 
Adelgonde Droz 
Anne Thomas 
Sarah Gladue 
Suzanne 
Julia Woolrich 
Louise Humphraville 
Kilakotah 
Eleanor McKinley 
Elizabeth Chouinard 
Margaret 
Jane Ballenden 
Angelique 
Isobel Simpson 

Race of Marriage Date 
Wife· 

I 1821 
E 1835 
M 
M 
M 
M 
I 
M 
M 
E 1830 
E 1822 
M 
M 
M 
I 
M 1835 
E 1841 
M 1824 
M 
M 
M 1842 
M 
M 
E 1825 
M 
M 
I 
E ca.1832 
M 
I 
E 1829 
M 
M 
M 
I 
E 1838 

SOURCE: Listed in Sylvia Van Kirk's "Many Tender Ties". 

* Abbreviations of Racial Terms for Tables 1-5: 

M= Metis E = European I = Indian 
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TABLE 2 

WIVES OF CHIEF TRADERS COMMISSIONED 
UNDER TIIE DEED POLL OF 1821 

29 

Officer Name of Wife Race of Marriage Date 
Wife 

Daniel Harmon Lisette Duval M 
Robert McVicar Christy McBeath E 1824 
J.F. Laroque M 
Joseph McGillivray Francoise Boucher M 
Jacob Corrigal M orI? 
Thomas McMurray ? Cardinalle ? M . 
John Peter Pruden Naney M ca.1800 

Anne Armstrong E 1839 
Alex. R. McLeod M 
Alexander Fisher Angelique Savard M 
Samuel Black An~elique Cameron M 
Peter Skene Ogden Julia RIVet M 
Cuthbert Cumming Jane McMurray M 
Francis Heron Isabella Chalifoux M 1835 
Robert Miles Betsey Sinclair M 
Archibald McDonald Princess Raven I 182? 

Jane KJyne M 1835 
John E. Harriott Elizabeth Pruden M 

N aney Rowand M 1838 
Donald Ross Mary McBeath E 1820 
John Work Josette Legace M 
Nichol Finlayson Betsey Kennedy M 
James Hargrave Letitia Mactavish E 1840 

SOURCE: Listed in Sylvia Van Kirk's "Many Tender Ties". 
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examination of the comprehensive list of officers compiled by 

Philip Goldring indicates that Van Kirk mentions the wives of 

only twenty-four of 111, or 22 percent, of the men first 

commi sioned under the Deed Poll of 1834 (see Table 3).17 A 

basic problem with Van Kirk's sample would therefore appear to 

be that it is skewed toward the early period. Yet even the 

limited number of marriages examined by Van Kirk do not support 

her contention that there was a trend away from marriages to 

Metis women. Since twelve of forty-five officers (27 percent) 

serving under the Deed Poll of 1821 married European women (see 

Tables 1 and 2), while in the later period (see Table 3,) only six 

of twenty-six officers (23 percent) married Europeans, it would 

appear that Van Kirk's data disproves her own thesis. Although 

much more work must be done before a complete list of the wives 

of the entire officer class of the Hudson's Bay Company during 

the period from 1821 to 1870 can be produced in order to defme 

more precisely the nature of fur . trade marriage patterns, a further 

test of Van Kirk's argument in the context of Red River will be 

attempted here. 
As an introduction to a quantitative analysis of marriage 

patterns of commissioned officers in Red River it will be useful to 

consider the validity of Van Kirk's anecdotal approach to marriage 

patterns amongst the elite and to estimate the degree of exogamy 

within it. A significant defect in Van Kirk's analysis is her 

failure to relate the experiences of the first generation of 

officers in Red River to the behaviour of their relatives In 

succeeding generations. The remark of James Douglas to his 

friend James Hargrave on the occasion of Hargrave's marriage to 

Letitia Mactavish forms the basis of Van Kirk's observations about 

the nature of the changing patterns of fur-trade marriages. 

Douglas comments that: 

There is a. stran~e revolution in t~e manners of the 
country; IndIan WIves were at one tIme the vogue, the 
half-breed slfPplanted these,. and now we have the lovely 
tender exotIc torn from Its parent bed to pine and 
languish in the desert. 18 
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TABLE 3 

WIVES OF OFFICERS COMMISSIONED 
UNDER TIlE DEED POLL OF 1834 

Officer 

AC. Anderson 
John Ballenden 
Georr Barnston 
John ell 
John Black 
Robert Campbell 
Robert Clouston 
William Cowan 
Charles Dodd 
James Douglas 
Francis Ermatinger 
George Gladman Jr. 
Richard Grant 
Richrad Hardisty* 
Hector McKenzIe 
Archibald McKinlay 
William H. McNeill 
William Mactavish 
William Nourse 
Augustus E. Pelly 
Pierre C. Pambrun Sr. 
Bernard R. Ross 
Charles Ross 
Donald A Smith 
John Tod* 

James M. Yale 

Name of Wife 

? Birnie 
Sarah McLeod 
Ellen Matthews 
Nancy Dease 
Margaret Christie 
Ellenora Sterling 
Jessy Ross 
Harriet Sinclair 
Grace McTavish 
Amelia Connolly 
Catherine Sinclair 
Harriett Vincent 
Helen McDonald 
Margaret Sutherland 
Annie Bannatyne 
Sarah Julia Ogden 
? Haida woman 
Mary McDermot 
Ann Corrigal 
Anne Clouston 

Race of Marriage Date 
Wife 

M 
M 1836 
M 1829 
M 1830 
M 
E 1853 
E 
M 1852 
M 
M 
M 
M 
M 
M 
E 1851 
M 1840 
I 
M 1864 
M 
E 1849 

Catherine Humperville M 
Christina Ross E 1860 
Isabella Mainville M 
Isabella Hardisty M 1848 
Sophia Lolo M 
ElIza Waugh E 
Tzee-aze I 

SOURCE: Listed in Sylvia Van Kirk's "Many Tender Ties". 

* Although mentioned by Sylvia Van Kirk, John Tod and Richard 
Hardisty, who were commissioned as chief traders in 1834 are 
listed by E.H. Oliver but not by Philip Goldring. 
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The casual reader might assume that Douglas' judgement applies to 

the entire period until 1870 under discussion by Van Kirk. Since 

the remark was made in 1840 it is obvious that Douglas could not 

have known whether the trend typical of the preceding decades 

would continue. The irony of the situation is that he could not 

have predicted that his own Metis daughter would marry Alexander 

Grant Dallas, who was to be Simpson's successor in Red R iver, 19 

or that William Mactavish, the brother of Hargrave's wife Letitia, 

would become Governor of Assiniboia and marry a Metis daughter 

of Andrew McDermot,20 the most prominent merchant in Red 

River.21 That some Metis women would thus eclipse the position 

of the proud Letitia is a point not revealed by Van Kirk. 

A review of Van Kirk's analysis of marriage patterns In Red 

River will reveal other striking anomalies. For example, the 

marriage of Hudson's Bay Company clerk Donald Ross to the 

daughter of one of the Kildonan Scots, Mary McBeath, in 1820, is 

noted by Van Kirk as the start of a trend away from marriages to 

Metis women.22 But Van Kirk appears to overlook that although 

Ross rose to the rank of Chief Trader, his daughter Annabella, 

who had no Metis ancestry, married Charles Edward McDermot, a 

Metis son of Andrew McDermot, in 1857.23 Nor did marriage to a 

Metis cause a decline in status. Following Charles McDermot's 

death, Annabella Ross married Dr. Curtis James Bird, the son of 

James Bird and his European wife Mary Lowman.24 

The conclusion Van Kirk draws from Governor George 

Simpson's behaviour IS the result of a similarly selective 

presentation of evidence. Although Van Kirk contends that 

Simpson's callous rejection of Betsey Sinclair (1821), and of 

Margaret Taylor (1827), led to a decline in status for Metis 

women, she fails to fully discuss the later fortunes of the 

Sinclair women in Red River.25 Although the marriage of 

Catharine Sinclair, the daughter of Metis officer (Chief Factor 

1850) William Sinclair Jr. and Mary McKay, to Chief Trader 

Francis Ermatinger in 1841 is mentioned by Van Kirk, she 

emphasizes Catherine's infidelity, a fact which has no bearing on 

the prominent social status indicated by her marriage.26 Another 
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of William Sinclair Jr.'s daughters to marry a prominent European 

vi itor to Rupertland, acknowledged but viewed 10 a negative 

context by Van Kirk, was the marriage of Margare t Sinclair to 

Major Darling at Norway House in 1848. Van Ki rk empha. izes 

the allegation that she bad once been raped.27 Van Kirk does 

admit that Dr. William Cowan, who had come to Red River as a 

medical officer with the Chelsea Pensioners and who roo e to the 

rank of Chief Trader, married Harriet Sinclair (the daughter of 

Betsey Sinclair' s brother James, the prominent free-trader) in 

1852.28 Nevertheless, the marriage of James Robert Clare. Chief 

Factor in charge of Fort Garry from 1864 to 1867. to Margaret. 

the Metis daughter of another member of the Sinclair clan. Red 

River merchant Thomas Sinclair, on 23 May 1861,29 goes entirely 

unmentioned by Van Kirk. Also unacknowledged is the marriage 

of Chief Trader Alexander Hunter Murray, who took charge of 

Lower Fort Garry from 1862 to 1863, to Anne, the Metis daughter 

of Chief Trader Colin Campbell on 28 August 1846.30 Jame 

Sinclair's marriage to Mary Campbell, making Murray his brother

in-law, is therefore a further indication of the high statu of 

Metis women in the Sinclair family. 

The credibility of Van Kirk's view that the Foss-Pelly trial 

of 1850 caused a decline in the rate of marri age between Company 

officers and Metis women is undermined by her fallure to 

associate John Ballenden, whose wife Sarah's alleged affair with 

Captain Christopher Vaughan Foss was the cau e of the furor, 

with the experiences of his nephew, Andrew Graham Ballenden 

Bannatyne, who became one of the wealth iest merchants in Red 

River.31 If anyone felt the effects of the scandal it should have 

been Bannatyne, yet it does not appear to have influenced his 

marriage plans. It was Bannatyne's marriage to McDermot' 

daughter Annie, in 1851, which formed the basis of the fortune he 

was to make in partnership with McDermot. 

Bannatyne was one of a number of the Company's eligible 

young European clerks in Red River to marry Metis daughter of 

prominent Hudson's Bay Company officers and free-trader~ 

following the Foss-Pelly scandal. The brother of Hud on' Bay 
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Company clerk Richard Lane, Chief Trader William Douglas Lane, 

who took charge of Lower Fort Garry as a clerk in 1850-54 and 

later managed a post on the Assiniboine (Lane's Post), in 1860 

married Mary Bird, a Metis daughter of Chief Factor James Bird, 

and following her death Eliza Lee Lewes, the Metis daughter of 

Chief Factor John Lee Lewes.32 Alexander R. Lillie, who managed 

Lower Fort Garry from 1856 to 1861 and who rose to the rank of 

Chief Trader, in 1852 married Harriet, another of McDermot's 

daughters. Also unmentioned by Van Kirk is the marriage of 

George Simpson's own grandson, John H. McTavish,33 a clerk in 

charge of Fort Garry from 1870 to 1872 and Chief Factor in 

1874,34 to Sophia, a Metis daughter of Chief Factor John Rowand, 

one of Simpson's most trusted friends.35 Nor does Van Kirk 

consider that William Flett, a clerk in charge of Fort Garry in 

1870, who later became a Chief Factor,36 married Nancy 

Clouston, the daughter of Robert Clouston and his Metis wife, 

Nancy.37 

Van Kirk's suggestion that "in the post-1870 period, the 

mixed marriage which had been a central part of the fabric of Red 

River society was to become an increasingly peripheral 

phenomenon"38 is also extremely misleading because it was the 

lower-class Metis women who were dislocated by the corning of 

the settlers from Ontari039 rather than the acculturated Metis 

women of the elite, as the position of the Metis descendants of 

Hudson's Bay Company clerk Richard Lane demonstrates.40 Van 

Kirk records the marriage of retired Chief Factor Robert Logan, 

whom she identifies as a community leader in the early days in 

Red River, to the British governess, Sarah Ingham,41 but she does 

not mention that their son, Alexander Logan, born in November 

1841, married Maria Lane in 1867.42 Raised in her grandfather's 

household after the death of her mother, Maria Lane was the 

Metis daughter of Hudson's Bay Company clerk Richard Lane and 

Andrew McDermot's Metis daughter Maria (Mary). Alexander 

Logan was to serve as alderman during the period from 1874-1878 

and as the mayor of Winnipeg (1879, 1880, 1882, and 1884). 

Logan, who inherited his father's estate on Point Douglas at the 
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age of twenty-five, 1S thought to have become a millionaire 

through land speculation Ln the decade afte r ann exation. 

According to A.F.J. Artibise, "one of Logan's family of eight 

children married Richard D. Waugh, mayor of Winnipeg (1912, 1913, 

1916).'043 Similarly, the Metis family of A.G .B. Bannatyne, who 

made and lost a fortune as a land speculator in the decade after 

Confederation, was prominent in Winnipeg after 1870. Ross 

Mitchell recalls "vivid memories of the easy grace of their son, 

William, playing cricket at The Winnipeg Cricket Club.'044 

Although Van Kirk claims to be considering fur trade society 

at large, it often appears that she is merely discussing marriage 

patterns among the elite in Red River.45 If her argument does 

not apply to the officers of the Hudson's Bay Company serving in 

Red River itself, one might well question its general applicability. 

Since Van Kirk does not attempt to estimate the size of the 

officer class in Red River the reader can only assume that the 

group was large enough that the marriages of several officers to 

Metis women, acknowledged by Van Kirk as exceptions to the 

general rule, represented only a small percentage of total 

marriages within the officer class. 

In order to determine whether marriages between Metis 

women and active Company officers were declining in Red River, 

two lists of marriages of Company officers in charge of posts in 

Red River have been compiled.46 In the period from 1821 to 1845, 

seven of the eleven officers in charge of posts in Red River 

married European women or "turned-off' Metis women to marry 

European women (see Table 4). After 1845 this pattern was 

completely reversed. None of the thirteen officers in command in 

Red River between 1845 and 1870, whose marriage partners have 

been identified, are known to have married European women (see 

Table 5). Although the wife of Chief Trader Alexander W. 

Buchanan is unknown, he was in command of Fort Garry for only 

one year from 1851-1852. The marriage date of Chief Factor John 

Swanston, who also served a one-year period in charge of Fort 

Garry, is also unknown and therefo re it cannot be said with 

certainty that his wife accompanied him to Red R iver. Of Engli h 
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TABLE 4 

WIVES OF EUROPEAN OFFICERS IN CHARGE IN 
RED RIVER FROM 1821 TO 1844-

Period Officer Rank" Area" Name of Wife 

1821-22 James Bird C.F. EG. Elizabeth 
Mary Lowman 

1822-23 John Clarke C.F. F.G. Marianne Treutter 
1823-32 Donald McKenzie C.F. F.G. Adelgonde Droz 
1832-33 George Simdson Governor L.EG. Frances Simpson 
1833-37 Alexander hristie C.F. L.F.G. Anne Thomas 
1834-35 Archibald McKinlay Clerk F.G. Sarah Ogden 
1835-36 Hector McKenzie Clerk F.G. Annie Bannatyne 
1836-37 George Setter P.M. F.G. Unknown 
1839-44 Duncan Finlayson C.F. F.G. Isobel Simpson 
1842-43 Robert Clouston A. Clerk L.EG. Jessy Ross 
1840-42 John Black Clerk L.EG. Margaret Christie 

*In Tables 4 and 5 the year listed under the heading 'Date' is the date of marriage. 

** Abbreviations used in Tables 4 and 5: 

Race Date 

I 1822 
E 1832 
E 1822 
E 1825 
E 1830 
M 1821 
M 1840 
E 1851 

E 1838 
E 184? 
M 1845 

Rank: C.F. = Chief Factor, C.T. = Chief Trader, A.Clerk = Apprentice Clerk, P.M. = Post Master 

Area: EG.=Fort Garry, L.F.G. =Lower Fort Garry, L.P.=Lane's Post. 

w 
<:f'. 



TABLE 5 

WIVES OF EUROPEAN OFFICERS IN CHARGE IN 
RED RIVER FROM 1845 TO 1870 

Period Officer Rank Area Name of Wife Race Date 

1844-48 Alexander Christie CF. F.G. Anne Thomas M 1821 
Z 1845-48 John Black Clerk L.F.G. Margaret Christie M 1845 

~ 1848-49 Alexander Christie CF. L.F.G. Anne Thomas M 1821 
1848-50 John Ballenden CF. F.G. Sarah McLeod M 1836 
1849-50 John Black c.T. L.F.G. Margaret Christie M 1845 

en 1850-51 William D. Lane P.M. L.F.G. Unmarried 
~ 1850-52 John Black CT. F.G. Margaret Christie M 1845 
t) 1852-53 AW. Buchanan C.T. F.G. Unknown 
@ 1853-54 John Black c.T. F.G. Margaret Christie M 1845 en 1851-54 William D. Lane P.M. L.F.G. Unmarried 
Gl 1854-55 John Ballenden CF. L.F.G. Sarah McLeod M 1846 

~ 
1858-62 William D. Lane CT. L.P. Mary Bird M 1860 
1855-58 William Cowan Clerk L.F.G. Harriet Sinclair M 1852 

~ 1855-56 John Swanston CF. F.G. Betsey Keith M 
• .f>. 1856-61 Alexander Lillie A Clerk L.F.G. Harriet McDermot M 1860 
Z 1856-64 William Mactavish CF. F.G. Mary S. McDermot M 1864 
0 1861-62 James A Grahame C.F. L.F.G. ? Work M t/> 

...... 1862-64 AH. Murray c.T. L.F.G. Anne Campbell M 18-+6 
R:> 1864-66 James R. Clare C.F. F.G. Margaret Sinclair M 1861 
N 1862-70 William D. Lane c.T. L.P. Eliza Lee Lewes M 186? ,-,. 1865-70 William Cowan c.T. F.G. Harriet Sinclair M 1852 ...... 
'D 1868-70 William Flett Clerk L.F.G. Nancy Clouston M 00 
00 1870-72 John H. McTavish Clerk F.G. M 

......., Sophia Rowand V.l 
-.I 
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ancestry,47 John Swanston married a daughter of Chief Factor 

George Keith and his wife Nanette Sutherland.48 James A 

Grahame, who took charge of Fort Garry from 1861-62, married 

Susan Birnie at Fort George (Astoria) in 1845, and following her 

death, Mary Work,49 a daughter of Chief Factor John Work and 

Josette Legace, whose father had married a Spokane woman.50 In 
1874 Grahame succeeded Donald A Smith as Chief Commissioner , 
of the Company in Canada, with headquarters at Fort Garry. In 
considering marriage patterns in Red River it should be understood 

that officers in active service for long periods in Red River had 

experiences which may have differed from their colleagues in 

remote areas. Despite this caveat, it is apparent that, contrary to 

Van Kirk's assertion that marriages to Metis women were 

declining, all prominent officers in Red River married Metis 

women in the period from 1845 to 1870. 

Social historians of the fur trade have often tended to 

disregard the effect of economic factors in shaping society. 

Contrary to the claim that the marriage patterns of European 

Hudson's Bay Company officers in Red River provide evidence of a 

society divided by racial and religious conflict, a close 

examination of such marriages will reveal the formation of a 

polyglot mercantile oligarchy. Marriages between Company 

officers and Andrew McDermot's Metis daughters created an 

oligarchy which included the most influential leaders of 

government and business. During the critical years from 1860 to 

1880 McDermot's extended family included such influential men as 

William Mactavish, the Governor of Assiniboia and Simpson's 

successor in Red River; former Company clerk AG.B. Barmatyne, 

who succeeded to McDermot's fortune as a private trader; Chief 

Trader Alexander Lillie, who for a time became a business 

partner of Bannatyne and McDermot;51 and Alexander Logan, 

Mayor of Winnipeg. The insidious effect of these relationships 

was evident to the editor of the Nor'Wester, who commented on a 

proposed trading expedition to the Mackenzie River: "the Governor 

decides to oppose his father-in-law, and of all others who should 

he choose to conduct the opposition but another member of the 
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same family - a brother-in-law of the leader of the present party 

. . . . both parties will probably return next spring, and Mr. 

McDermot has the satisfaction of knowing that which ever 

triumphs it is all in the family.',52 On the economic connections 

of the "old Red River element," W.L. Morton writes that aside 

from the marriage bonds which united them "it is probable that 

there were commercial ties also, such as the re-sale of furs to the 

company, the granting of fre ighting contracts by the company, and 

perhaps some rough division of the areas of trade or at least some 

specialization in trade.,,53 

Annexation split Red River along class lines with member~ of 

the old oligarchy prospering as never before while most of the 

lower-class Metis population were defrauded of their land and 

forced into exile.54 In the years afte r annexation A.G.B. 

Bannatyne speculated III scnp and "the re were some qUIte 

unsavory aspects to the business" although he "was never dlrectl 

associated with fraud.,,55 On the recommendation of Donald A. 

Smith, Andrew McDermot was appoi nted "as Manitoba's 

representative among the provisional directors of the Canadian 

Pacific Railway.,,56 John H . McTavish became Chief Land 

Commissioner of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1881.57 ~orman 
Wolfred Kittson, a prominent American free trader whose marnage 

to Elise Marion tied him to the St. Boniface merchant elite,58 alo 

prospered through his investment in river steamers and railv.ays, 

In partnership with James J, Hill, Donald A Smith,59 and George 

Stephen of the Bank of Montreal, Kittson bought the St. Paul and 

Pacific Railroad.60 

A fundamental problem with the historiography of Red RI\'er 

is that the vast majority of the population has been overlooked m 

order to focus attention on a few prominent commissioned officers 

of the Hudson's Bay Company. Social change in Red River cannOl 

be understood without considering the nature of odal relations 

beyond the confines of this small elite group. In order to 

determine the nature of marriage patterns among the mass of the 

population of Red River several graphs of marriages over [tme 

have been produced (see Figures 1 and 2),61 Although the first 
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immigrants encouraged to settle in Red River by the founder of 

the colony, Thomas Douglas, were dispossessed Scottish crofters 

from the Parish of Kildonan, its people were predominantly Metis 

by 1830 and by 1870 the Metis element formed over 80 percent of 

the population. The hypothesis that racial prejudice explains the 

social structure in Red River should be considered in terrns of the 

marriage patterns within several representative parishes. The 

parishes of Kildonan (Scottish Presbyterian), St. Andrew 

(Orcadian-Cree Anglican), and St. Francois-Xavier (French-Cree 

Roman Catholic), all display a pattern of increasing endogamy (see 

Figures 3-8). Since it is known that lower-class Metis Protestants 

and Catholics seldom intermarried and that Kildonan Scots seldom 

married European officers, it would appear that most of the people 

within these parishes married within the narrow confines of their 

own communities.62 

In terms of the argument about increasing racism in Red 

River, marriage patterns in the parish of Kildonan are highly 

significant. If racism was increasing in Red River it would appear 

that Company officers serving in Red River could have married 

Kildonan women. Since many officers were Protestants there 

would seem to be no reason, in terms of either race or religion, 

why such a marriage would have been unacceptable. But only one 

officer serving in Red River is known to have married a Kildonan 

woman in the period from 1845 to 1870. Magnus Linklater, an 

Orkneyman recruited as a labourer in 1836 who was a storeman at 

Fort Garry from 1841-45 and was promoted to the rank of clerk in 

1855 and Chief Trader in 1865, is one of a handful of men who 

entered the Company as servants to become an officer in the 

period after 1821.63 In July 1845, Linklater married Jane Flett,64 

daughter of John Flett and Isabel Murray,65 both of Kildonan 

parish. In companson with the other officers in Red River, 

Linklater IS an obscure figure and it may have been his own 

humble origins which prevented him from marrying into the 

merchant class. 

While evidence of a polyglot elite contradicts the prevailing 

view that racism was a significant factor in shaping society in Red 
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River, such evidence does suggest that the social structure was 

transformed by the reorganization of the Hudson's Bay Company in 

the period between 1810 and 1826. An analysis of the changing 

relations between the employees and owners of the Hudson's Bay 

Company before and after this period will clarify the linkage 

between the economy and the social structure. Although the 

Hudson's Bay Company, formed in the Restoration court of Charles 

II III 1670, IS one of the oldest capitalistic enterprises in 

continuous operation, relations between the directors of the 

Company and its employees were characterized by paternalism until 

after the merger with the North West Company in 1821. This 

early paternalistic relationship between the management and 

employees of the Hudson's Bay Company was to persist until the 

first decade of the nineteenth century. Since the Indian 

population of Rupert's Land preferred to act as middlemen rather 

than work for wages, the Company "relied almost entirely on a 

permanent work-force, consisting of men hired for a term of 

years, lodged and fed at the Company's forts at the Company's 
expense.',66 

In the eighteenth century, entry into the officer ranks of the 

Hudson's Bay Company was possible for men who had joined the 

Company as servants. Richard Glover argues that, due to 

competition for labour caused by the conscription of men for the 

military during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

common servants, mostly recruited from the Orkney Islands, were 

able to exert considerable pressure on their officers.67 John 

Nicks has produced a detailed quantitative analysis of Orkneymen 

III the Hudson's Bay Company which demonstrates that a 

paternalistic relationship existed between the servants and the 

officers of the Company before the merger.68 There was some 

incentive during the eighteenth century for the Orkneymen of the 

bayside posts to form ties with the indigenous population and 

pursue a career within the Company rather than to return home to 

the Orkneys with their savings. Nicks' study suggests that in the 

early decades of the nineteenth century service in the Hudson's 

Bay Company became far less appealing for the average Orkney 
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servant because there was less chance for advancement. Nicks 

argues that "at the end of tbe eighteenth century almost eighty 

percent of the employees of the Hudson's Bay Company were being 

recruited in the Orkneys" but by "1812 they accounted for about 

two-thirds of the total, and by the time of union less than forty 

percent.,,69 
The character of the Hudson's Bay Company was to change 

radically under the direction of Thomas Douglas, Lord Selkirk, 

whose role in reorganizing tbe Company demonstrates how 

capitalists in key positions created market conditions which 

favoured their interests, thereby transforming the entire social 

order.70 Thomas Douglas was the son of Dunbar Hamilton 

Douglas, the 4th Earl of Selkirk, whose ancestral estate was 

situated in Galloway, in southwestern Scotland. Although his 

father had supported the Stuart cause in 1715, Dunbar Douglas 

"declared allegiance to the Hanoverian monarchy and even helped 

raise volunteer soldiers . . . to fight the Pretender's army."71 A 

noted "agricultural improver," Dunbar Douglas was also a "true 

whig."n Dunbar Douglas' philosophy was to be reflected in the 

works of his son Thomas, a political economist whose first 

publication was an untitled pamphlet which opposed taxation for 

relief of the poor because, he wrote, they would feel no gratitude 

if "the only aid they receive is extorted from the rich without 

their consent.,,73 Such relief, he argued, would lead the poor to 

"believe that the assistance given them is their right" and any 

hardships suffered would be "considered as an injustice.',74 

In 1809, during a period when Hudson's Bay Company stock 

was trading at low prices due to competition with the North West 

Company, Selkirk and his sister's husband, John Halkett, began to 

make major investments in the Company.75 In 1810, Andrew 

Wedderburn (later Col vile), who had married another of Selkirk's 

sisters in 1807, also invested in the Company, became a member of 

the London Committee and "interested himself greatly in improving 

the Company's organization and fortunes.',76 In 1811, soon after 

Selkirk and his relations became major shareholders, Selkirk was 

granted 116,000 square miles of land "astride the north-south and 

NATIVE STUDIES REVIEW 4, Nos. 1 & 2 (1988). 



51 

east-west communications systems" of the North West Company.77 

The establishment of the Red River Settlement in this territory, 

called Assiniboia, was part of a deliberate strategy to cut the 

supply lines of the North West Company to the vital source of 

plains provIsIons in the Red River area. Although often 

represented as an act of benevolent concern for the plight of the 

Kildonan Scots, Selkirk gave Little thought to the best interests 

of his future colonists, even depriving them, by his reckless 

promotion of his colonization scheme, of a chance to relocate on 

other lands.?8 

Litigation in the Canadian courts proved costly to Selkirk, 

yet his aim in creating the Red River Settlement was achieved 

only one year after his death with the merger of the North West 

Company and the Hudson's Bay Company in 1821.79 Despite the 

reorganization which took place in 1810, it was after the merger 

that the new directors of the Hudson's Bay Company, the most 

powerful of whom were relations of Selkirk, were able to 

implement their most radical reforms. George Simpson, a nephew 

of Geddes Mackenzie Simpson, was introduced into the fur trade 

by Andrew Wedderburn while employed as clerk in his uncle's fu'ffi 

of Graham, Simpson, and Wedderburn, West Indian merchants. 

Simpson reshaped the management structure and dismissed more 

than half the labour force of the Company. There is considerable 

evidence that the Company's new managers fostered a rigid class 

division between servants and officers which had begun with 

Wedderburn's introduction of profit sharing in 1810.80 The Deed 

Poll of 1821, signed by all the Chief Traders and Chief Factors to 

be commissioned between 1821 and 1834, entitled them to receive 

a share of the profits. Unlike their salaried predecessors in the 

period before 1810, the commissioned officers now received a 

share of the 40 percent of the profits of the concern allotted to 

them. By this act they continued as shareholders in a capitalistic 

enterprise which made their interest in the concern fundamentally 

different from the lower-ranking servants of the Company. 

Seldom did a man hired as a servant achieve even the lowest 

clerical rank in the period after 1821. 
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Almost two-thirds of the commissioned officers of 1821 had 

been partners in the North West Company. Since it had been a 

common practice for bourgeois in the North West Company to 

marry daughters of the engages, the fur trade elite of the merged 

concern was from the beginning polyglot in origin.81 The 

marriage pattern most prevalent among the officers of the 

Company after the merger was that between clerks or Chief 

Traders and the daughters of senior commissioned officers, with 

the result that many Chief Traders and Chief Factors in the 

period between 1821 and 1870 had wives who were Cree, French, 

and Catholic. In the period between 1845 and 1870 there are no 

confirmed cases of commissioned officers III Red River marrying 

outside the merchant class. 
In the absence of solid evidence of any serious religious and 

racial tension between the various communities in Red River,82 it 

seems logical to assume that the characteristic endogamy of the 

majority of the population in Red River was caused by a lack of 

social mobility rather than by racIsm. To understand this 

endogamous marriage pattern we must consider that the creation 

of a capitalistic labour market involved a reduction in opportunity 

for the great majority of men employed in the fur trade. 

According to Philip Goldring, the number of employees dismissed 

by the Company from 1821 to 1826 "amounted to 1233 or a 

reduction to 36 percent of the level at the time of 

amalgamation.,,83 The only practical solution for many of the 

employees of the Company dismissed after the merger was to 

accept the offer of land in Red River as an alternative source of 

subsistence to the fur trade. The strategy of the Company in 

establishing Red River did not derive from a desire to encourage 
settlement of the lands under Company control. From 1821 until 

the death of Simpson in 1860, the Company pursued what has been 

aptly described as a "closed door policy" in its chartered 

territories.84 This policy led to a period of economic stagnation 

in Red River accompanied by unusually high profits for the 

Hudson's Bay Company. For over forty years wage rates were 

kept below those existing in 1821. Within the Red River District 
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the Company preferred to engage servants by the hour, day, or 

job rather than permanently; thus in the period between 1830 and 

1880 the number of permanent servants it employed varied between 

fifteen and twenty-two men.85 The Company also hired many 

tripmen but these men were only employed during the brief period 

of open water and were forced to rely upon subsistence pursuits 

for the remainder of the year. The structure of society in Red 

River was a result of the desire of the capitalists who gained 

control of the Hudson's Bay Company in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century to create conditions which would enable them 

to reap higher profits. The rapid growth of population in Red 

River occurred after the achievement in 1821 of monopoly 

conditions that accompanied the reorganization of the Company in 

which the commissioned officers of the Company were confirmed 

as shareholders while more than half the work-force was dismissed 

from the service. Red River reflected this reorganization in that 

it evolved into a society composed of a tiny merchant class 

emiched by the profits of the trade and a majority of hunters and 

farmers existing at a subsistence level whose ranks also afforded 

the Company with an abundant reserve of casual labour. The 

demographic effect of the creation of a capitalistic labour market 

in Red River is that the majority of the population exhibited an 

endogamous marriage pattern in sharp contrast to the 

characteristic exogamy of the merchant class.86 

As one of the few historians to attempt an explanation of 

social effects of the transition from mercantile to industrial 

capitalism in Canada, H. C. Pentland's work has been extremely 

influential. Since Marxist theory dictates that a change in the 

mode of production was the key to the historical transition to a 

class society, most Marxist historians have looked for evidence of 

class formation in response to industrialization.87 This theoretical 

focus on industrialization among the Marxists in part explains 

Pentland's insistence that a capitalistic labour market did not 

emerge in Canada until the 1850s when early industrialization 

fostered the growth of wage labour.88 The importance of 

understanding the development of a capitalistic labour market, "in 
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which the actions of workers and employers are governed and 

linked by impersonal considerations of immediate pecuniary 

advantage,',89 is Pentland's most creative contribution to Canadian 

labour history.90 Pentland believed the labour organization of the 

fur trade to be essentially pre-capitalist. He explains that "the 

system of labour organization that held sway in Canada until 

about 1850, neither slave nor capitalistic,,91 should be understood 

in terms of feudal labour relations. Pentland argues that the fur 

trade of the interior "provided classical conditions" for feudalism 

because "the companies, without a whisper of a labour market or 

labour reserve inland, were heavily dependent on the loyalty and 

permanence of their labour forces. ,,92 Yet this examination of 

the labour system of the Hudson's Bay Company suggests that, 

contrary to Pentland's interpretation, the formation of a monopoly 

in 1821 created a capitalistic labour market in Red River. Labour 

became a commodity and the social cost of maintaining the labour 

force was shifted from the Company to the people of Red River. 

From the foregoing analysis, it is clear that, contrary to the 

assertion that racism is the "central theme of Red River's history 
rather than geography or economics,,,93 there is a direct linkage 

between economic innovation and the transformation of fur trade 

society. By employing a quantitative methodology which allows a 

systematic analysis of marriage patterns, it can be seen that the 

formation of capitalistic classes was more directly accomplished in 

Red River than in England where the Speenbamland Law moderated 
the pace of change.94 
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EDITOR'S NOTE 

NSR does not have the ability to produce diacritical marks, and 
this should not indicate the author's intent to anglicize terms 
such as Metis. 
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