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Coping with Powerful People:
A Hudson’s Bay Company “Boss” and
the Albany River Cree, 1862-1875

John S. Long

Introduction

Historians have argued that, during the early years of the fur trade, the
James Bay Cree and other northern Indians benefitted from rivalry
between opposing fur traders (a view not held today by the Cree).
Following the union of the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) and the North
West Companyin 1821, the Albany River Cree and their Ojibwa neighbours
faced some eighty years of monopoly conditions, until the arrival of
Revillon Freres in James Bay in 1903. Cree oral tradition indicates that it
was difficult to deal with a powerful HBC okimaw (“boss”) like Chief
Factor Alexander Macdonald, during the period 1862-1875, but they too
were powerful people, and there were limits to their tolerance. In this
paper, Cree Elder James Wesley’s narrative account of Macdonald will be
compared with documentary sources from the Church Missionary Society
and the Hudson’s Bay Company Archives.

According to Cree oral tradition, early fur traders took advantage of
the Albany River Indians, requiring them to pile up their furs as high as
eight feet to obtain a single gun.! Cree Elders maintain that their history
of dealings with “Whitemen” over the past three centuries, from fur
traders to treaty commissioners, has been characterized by past injustice
(“unfair treatment of our grandfathers™) and present inequity (“the
Whiteman will not acknowledge the origin of his wealth”).2

Among thewestern James Bay Cree, it wouldseem that the “Whiteman”
has not yet redeemed himself for these past sins, because he has not
understood the Crees’ version of their history and, in particular, their
expectations of reciprocity.> The narrative of “Mr. Macdonald” (as Cree

Elders still refer to him) is of great interest because, among hundreds qf
HBC employees in James Bay during the nineteenth century, he is
remembered in Cree oral tradition by name.* More importantly, there are
complementary documentary accounts of Macdonald and his times. His
story thus provides a unique opportunity to compare two sides of an
encounter between Crees and Euro-Canadians on the Albany River.



2 Long "‘Coping with Powerful People'’

Historical Background

The London-based Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), formed in 1670,
established trading posts in James Bay at the mouths of major rivers like
the Rupert, the Moose and the Albany. Inland competition from French
“pedlars” forced the Company to leave its “sleep by the frozen sea” and
penetrate the interior, beginning with an outpost in 1743 at Henley House,
on the Albany River system.’

Charles Bishop, who has studied the northern Ojibwa and the fur trade
in the period immediately prior to Macdonald’s era, finds that after its
union with the rival North West Company in 1821 the HBC “had greater
freedom to experiment and manipulate relations with the Indians.””® The
Ojibwa, like their Cree neighbours, were accustomed to receiving an
advance of supplies each summer or fall under the “debt system,” and
repaying thisdebt with furs the next spring. The HBC attempted to replace
this with a “ready barter system” several times from the 1820s through the
1870s, but each time the Indians opposed the change and the debt system
was eventually reinstated.” The trading of alcohol persisted in the Albany
district until 1839, and even then, despite the HBC’s near-monopoly, the
northern Ojibwa reacted angrily each time it was abolished, and the
prohibition was modified.®

The Ojibwa on the upper Albany River clearly retained a significant
measure of control during the so-called monopoly years, according to the
historical records. Those records also show that the Company had
difficulty imposing its will on the Cree of James Bay, for at least two
decades following the merger of 1821.7

Some inland posts were closed following 1821, but by the 1860s the
Albany River district still included outposts at Osnaburgh, Martens Falls
and — across the height-of-land — Lac Seul (see map on following page).
To the northwas the (Fort) Severn district, to thesoutheast was the (Lake)
Superior district, and to the southwest was the Lac la Pluie (Rainy Lake)
district. In the east was Moose Factory, headquarters for the Moose River
district and the entire Southern Department.1?

In March 1862 Chief Trader G.S. McTavish, then near the end of his
assignment at Fort Albany, was much concerned about the possibility of
competition on the upper Albany River.!! Fur traders had to adapt their
methods in the face of such opposition by literally “running after Indians,”
taking the trade to them in their camps.!2

Two months later, McTavish reported that the “Homeguard” Indians
(those who wintered near the coast of James Bay, hunted geese for the
HBC each spring and fall, and sometimes laboured for the Company
during the summer) and some of the “Inland” Indians had arrived at Fort
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Albany — “but none of them [had] made good hunts, in fact, most of them
were starving all spring.” The “grey” or Canada goose hunt had not been
successful, and no “wavies” (lesser snow and blue geese) had been killed
at all.1?

McTavish left for Great Whale River, and Charles Crowe temporarily
took charge at Fort Albany in June and July of 1862. Crowe expressed the
opinion that another “Whiteman” was needed there, because Indian
“cattlekeepers” could not be relied on to take good care of the Company
livestock.'* He had warned young John Goodwin to keep the huskies
chained, but they had somehow managed to destroy two of the Company’s
pigs. As punishment, Goodwin was fined ten “Made Beaver” — the
equivalent of ten beaver furs, or about two weeks wages.!3

In August 1862, before he departed upriver for Martens Falls, Crowe
informed Chief Trader James Anderson of Moose Factory that 31-year-
old Alexander Macdonald had arrived to take charge of Fort Albany.!¢
Although Macdonald’s birthplace is not readily known, his parish of origin
was listed as “Canada” when he entered the Company’s service in 1854.
Prior to arriving at Fort Albany, he had completed a three-year stint as
clerk-surveyor in the Great Lakes region, and another five years in the
same capacity in the Eastmain district (where he surveyed southwestern
Hudson Bay, site of the HBC's beluga whale operation).!”

Macdonald in the Albany District

During Macdonald’s first winter as Chief Trader at Fort Albany, the
Indians brought in good returns.® There was no opposition at Martens
Falls nor at Osnaburgh, although there was some “falling off” at the latter
place.’” William Corston, an Orkneyman and an old acquaintance of
Macdonald’s from eastern James Bay, took charge of Martens Falls.?’ At
Lac Seul, the competition began providing the Indians with “Spirits™ and
the returns were reduced at that post; efforts were made, in 1864, to
prohibit alcohol in the Lac la Pluie district.?!

A poor goose hunt in the fall of 1865 prevented the Fort Albany
Indians from storing up enough food to go “to their Marten grounds.”??
The following spring Macdonald reported that some of the “Kaypusko™?
Indians had “paid up” their debts (with furs) but none had “much over to
trade,” yet over 4,000 geese were killed.?* In the fall of 1866 some 20,000
geese were harvested for the Company’s use.2

Macdonald’s letters portray him as a seasoned trader. When forest
fires destroyed some of the hunting grounds upriver, he told HBC Governor
A.G. Dalles to expect a decrease in returns from the inland posts.? In

1863, when the fall hunt at Kaypusko and Chickney?’ goose stations
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produced only half as many barrels of geese, he realized it was caused by
a “failure in the hatching ground.”?

He understood that the Indians could not trap furbearers when they
were short of food, and made this clear to William Linklater at Osnaburgh:

It cannot be expected that Indians will hunt much when they are
hard up as they must then look to their families, but when game is
numerous, you should induce them to look for furs.?

When the ready barter system was adopted in the Albany district in
1864, Macdonald instructed William Corston at Martens Falls not to be

too severe on the indians. Bear in mind that by the Rules of the
Service, an indian is entitled to receive in debt such necessaries as
will make him to support himself, such as ammunition, twine &c,
&c, even if he cannot pay for them.

After Linklater drowned at Osnaburgh in 1864 while checking his
fishing nets, Macdonald instructed the man’s successor, C.B. Savage, to
give ammunition, tobacco, needles, thread and other gifts to every Indian:
“these he is entitled to though he has not cleared off his debt.”3!

Macdonald sympathized with Savage when some of the inland Indians
took their furs to Nipigon for higher prices, recognizing that “we have no
power ... to stop them when they are inclined to do so unless by
persuasion.”* When such efforts failed to keep the Indians loyal to the
Company, however, Macdonald made it clear that punitive action should
be taken:

When theyrefuse tobe guided by the advice of the officerin charge
of the post to which they are attached, it is nothing but just that he
should discontinue to make them advances on their hunts. You
will therefore for the future (at the same time that you take what
furs they may offer you) treat the indians to whom you refer, as
strangers, by giving them nothing in debt [emphasis added].?

Retribution was also ordered when the Indian who brought Macdonald
news of William Lane’s death at Lac Seul in 1863 was found to have run
“away from Mr Corston & stole the greater part of his provisions”;
Linklater was directed to fine the man ten Made Beaver.>* Macdonald
even felt that corporal punishment was sometimesjustified. Afterlearning
of a “burglary” at Trout Lake in the Severn District, Macdonald ordered
Charles Crowe at Lac Seul to “seize any furs that the Scamp may have up

to the amount that he Stole — & as for punishment a hammering would,
perhaps do him no harm.”5
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Within the HBCservice, officers could administer corporal punishment
to their servant underlings.>® However, itwas not Company policy to treat
Indians this way.?’

Chief Tradersin neighbouringdistricts were apparently called upon to
settle alleged territorial disputes between “their” Indians. When Isaac
Hardisty complained that Apisch[ap?]aish from Moose Factory had broken
into some of his beaver lodges, or when Macdonald learned that Ootappe
“took a Bl[ac]k Bear, or rather stole it out of a snare set by one of our
Indians,” he asked his superior, James Anderson of Moose Factory, tosee
that the “skins” were returned.®

Transportation

All imported supplies came from England on the annual supply ship,
which arrived at Moose Factory in late summer, offloaded its goods and
took on furs and ballast for the trip home. Supplies were warehoused at
Moose Factory for the winter, and then taken to Fort Albany (and other
districts) by sloop the following year. Osnaburgh and Martens Falls each
sent two boats down with the previous season’s furs, arriving at Fort
Albany in mid-July. Macdonald reports that the return trip took eighty
days from Osnaburgh and sixty from Martens Falls,*” and employed some
sixteen Indians in addition to the Company’s servants.*’

Macdonald proposed to streamline this process by supplying Fort
Albany with imports in the fall. The following June, two large boats
manned by sixteen Indians would be sent to Martens Falls, with supplies
for all three interior posts. During high water in early summer, the trip
would only take fifteen to eighteen days, instead of the usual twenty-five
to thirty days in August. Osnaburgh and Lac Seul would each send a boat
to Martens Falls with their fur returns, and the boats would exchange
cargoes there. Macdonald estimated that his plan would eliminate half of
the cost of “pay & feed to Indians for voyaging.”*!

Macdonald at Moose Factory

In 1874 Macdonald againsucceeded his associate GeorgeS. McTavish,
who had briefly taken charge at Moose Factory. In August of that year
McTavish left Moose Factory in poor health and Macdonald was promoted
to the position of Factor, in charge of the Southern District. With his
counterpart in the Northern Department (at York Factory) and the Chief
Commissioner of the Company, he was now one of the three most
powerful HBC officers. He was forty-two-years old and had two decades
of experience in the fur trade.
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Bishop John Horden ominously reported Macdonald’s arrival at
Moose Factory. Horden, who may have met Macdonald at Little Whale
River in 1858,%2 noted that the man had been ““a source of great anxiety to
[Native clergyman Thomas] Vincent, never entering the Church” at Fort
Albany.*3 Ten months later, the Factor was dead.

Unfortunately, the HBC’s Moose Factory records for 1874-75 have
not survived, but one can piece together Macdonald’s final months from
other documents. By February 1875, Bishop Horden reported that
Macdonald was not well, the third invalid factor in three years: “It seems
more like speaking of the deadly coast of West Africa than of healthy
Moose Factory, where Europeans in general enjoy an almost entire
immunity from sickness.”** Three months later, on 4 May 1875, Horden
briefly reported that Macdonald, “now tortured in body and mind,” would
be replaced.*

By this time, Macdonald was aware of his own decline. He had already
sent a messenger to Ruperts House, summoning Chief Trader S.K.
Parsons to take charge at Moose Factory. Parsons reported Macdonald’s
problem to Chief Commissioner James A. Graham:

The complaint from which he suffers is disease of the brain & I am
assured by the Doctor that there is no prospect of his speedy
recovery . . .neither is there any probability of his ever being again
fit for business, although sufferers from the disease he is supposed
to have (Progressive Locomotor Ataxy) may, I am told, survive in
a state more or less insane, from two to seven years.*

Parsonsrevealed that Macdonald, believing Graham would visit Moose
Factory that summer, intended to await his arrival before retiring to
Canada:

As however he forgets one day all that he has said on the preceding
one, I can give you no correct idea of his intentions & it is
questionable if he is in a fit state to undertake the journey. He is
unfit for writing to anyone.4’

As late as 20 May 1875 Macdonald apparently still had much freedom
of movement, for Parsons added: “The above for obvious reasons I shall
not copy in the letter Book where it might be seen by Mr McDonald.”*®

Two months later, on 8 July 1875, HBC Dr. W.B. Malloch buried
Macdonald in the Company’s graveyard at Moose Factory, listing the
cause of death as “softening of the Brain.”** A tombstone “Erected by
Some of his Personal Friends in the Service of the Hon[oura]ble Hudsons
Bay Company” (still standing) stated his age to be 44.50
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Oral Tradition

The story of “Macdonald, the Company Boss” (see Appendix) was
voluntarily taped in Kashechewan by Jim Solomon in 1984 in response to
a conversation I had with his brother George in Moosonee, indicating my
interest in Cree stories. The narrator was the late James Wesley (1906-
1991) of Kashechewan, a Cree Elder born some thirty years after
Macdonald’s death. The story had been told to James by his grandfather
(possibly Wapunewoetum, baptised John Wesley).5!

Although the Cree began adopting the Reverend James Evan's syllabic
system of writing about 1842, theirs is still largely a culture based on an
oral tradition. This narrative is a tipaachimowin (story; news in general).>3

The narrative describes a trader at Fort Albany who humiliates some
Ojibwa Indians, then involved seasonally with the canoe brigades supplying
the Company’s inland posts, by stripping them naked. In anotherincident,
while being served the prized head of a cow, Macdonald bites into a large
piece oflead shot and, angry at whoever has shot the animal, rushes outside
to assault the first person he meets. These charactersketchesset the stage
for the main confrontation that follows.

Although the Cree narrator takes care to establish a serious flaw in
Macdonald’s character, he does not classify him>* as an evil man: “Shortly
after each outburst [Macdonald] would return to being a normal, likeable
person. The people would say, “Yes, he was a good man’.”

One spring two brothers return from their trapping. One has done
poorly, and is apprehensive that Macdonald will not understand his
shortage of furs. The older brother, who has done much better, convinces
him to explain the matter to Macdonald and arrange torepay the debt later
— thus assuming some responsibility for what happens next. When the
younger man meets the unpredictable short-tempered Macdonald, he is
struck in the face with a key, drawing blood. His brother retaliates, and
almost kills the boss with a knife.

Ten days later, Macdonald has not returned to work. The older
brother forcibly takes him to his office, orders him to use his key to “open
the door,” and reminds him of his responsibilities: “Go and sit on your
chair. The people are waiting for you.”

A senior Company official visits Fort Albany>® and Macdonald is
transferred to Moose Factory. Perhaps later, although Cree biographers
are not as concerned as non-Native historians about astrict chronology,>
the same Macdonald visits the Great Whale River beluga whale fishery
and becomes involved in another confrontation.’” Once again he angrily
strikes someone, but this time he is simply warned, “You will find out

later.”
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Returning to Moose Factory, Macdonald experiences severe head
pains and becomes “totally out of control” and paranoid, fearing that
“these people want tokillme.” He s carefullywatched, for fear that he will
cut his throat (as a Moose Factory clergyman did in 1921). One night he
manages to jump from a window in the Factor’s residence, and falls to his

death.
Analysis

To historians, Macdonald sounds more like a vicious Henry Morton
Stanley on the upper Congo®® than a typical HBC trader. His story was
likely of interest to the Cree for the same reason: he was unusual.

Neurologist Douglas F. Waller suggests that “a very rapid course of
syphilis of the central nervous system” could explain Macdonald’s final
months.>? The tertiarystages of this disease might have caused some of the
bizarre behaviour reported in Cree oral tradition, at the end of what the
written records portray as an exemplary career. Macdonald would likely
have contracted the malady on a visit to the outside world, since venereal
diseases were not reported among the James Bay Indians at the time of the
first treaty doctor’s visit in 1905.%°

A strange disease would not have gone unnoticed by the observant
Cree who frequented the posts (nor by the Native servants who disposed
of theirboss’s waste); the late Bertie Morrison of Moose Factory attributed
the 1928 suicide of a forty-eight-year-old Revillon Fréres fur trader at
Rupert’s House to the same cause. But venereal disease must have been
anathema to Victorian missionaries; the impact of these diseases on their
society has been compared with that of Acquired Immunity Deficiency
Syndrome (AIDS) on our own a century later.5!

Thesuicide is problematic. Fred Moore, a Moose Factory Cree Elder,
had only heard of one suicide by a Whiteman at Moose Factory — that of
an Anglican clergyman, the Reverend William Haythornthwaite in 1921.62
Haythornthwaite, like Macdonald, worked at Fort Albany — but in James
Wesley’s lifetime. He began work as a carpenter and lay assistant with
Archdeacon Thomas Vincent, prior to moving to Moose Factory.®® The
narrator may have merged the two biographies, in the natural course of
what Robert Borofsky calls “making history.”®4

For the Crees, the Elder’s story of Macdonald is a biography of one
specific man, an insider’s history of the times, a cultural statement of how
an okimaw should treat people, and a lesson about how Indians were
generally able to cope with past difficulties. The documents add an
important historical dimension, for today there are many Crees named
Linklater, Corston, Goodwin, Crow(e) and MacDonald. And, as we
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Moose Factory in the 1920s
HBC Manager's Residence Facing Camera

Built in 1832, the “Factor’s House” was torn down in 1959.

Credit: R.L. Trolove Collection,
Ministik School, Moose Factory.

See Herbert Stovel “The Buildings of Moose Factory™
Canadian Collector (July/August 1981), pp. 24-25.
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discuss the inherent right to Aboriginal self-government in Canada in the
1990s, we can reflect on the difficulties which lie ahead. For the traditional
Cree okimaw has been transformed by fur traders, missionaries and Indian
agents into a subservient stand-in or substitute leader: the okimahkan.®

James Wesley’s story indicates some hostility towards a Company
servantof mixed ancestry, atranslator. Ironically, Macdonald also expressed
concern over employing such “natives,” fearing that their “sympathies go
too much with the indians,”®® and he was no fan of Native clergyman (later
Archdeacon) Thomas Vincent.®” As for the interior Ojibwa, Macdonald’s
reorganization of the transport system meant less employment, and they
must consequently have been at least figuratively naked.

The monopoly years are portrayed in Cree oral tradition as difficult
times when “‘no one ever retaliated, for fear that their trading would be cut
off by the Company.” Besides direct physical or verbal conflict, however,
the narrative indicates that the Cree believed they had other resources, for
improper actions could lead to anyone’s “downfall.” Willy Allen of Fort
Albany explained toanthropologist John M. Cooper in the 1930s that “the
Indians still believe that if they waste meat or do not use it right they will
not have luck in hunting. If a man does that, kapastahu (*he will bring evil
or vengeance upon himself).”s8

Today, descendants of the late James Wesley distinguish between
pashtahu(n) (“haunted by what you did”") and pashtamuwin (“haunted by
what you said”).%? John J. Honigmann, an anthropologist at Attawapiskat
in the 1940s, found that sorcery was sometimes used by the Cree as a “post
hoc explanation for illness.””® Today pashtahun is sometimes loosely
translated as “it will come back on you” (“backfire”); in Elder Fred
Moore’s words, “God will get you for that.””" Although the James Bay
Cree have been heavily influenced by Christianity, perhaps the
consequences still include sickness and death caused by sorcery.

If Macdonald was actually cursed by a Cree shaman, the narrative is
not explicit on this point. Neither (kichii) manitu, the Cree superior being,
nor powakanak, the pre-Christian personal guardians, are explicitly
mentioned in this story.”> Nevertheless, the narrative implies that the
Crees were protected from powerful HBC bosses by spiritual forces.

John Oldmixon, drawing on a journal kept by Thomas Gorst in the
1670s, was the first to describe the okimaw or leader concept of the James
Bay Cree.”® Although often translated today as “boss,” a Cree okimaw is
a boss with a difference. According to Cree translator Greg Spence of
Moose Factory, a Cree does not work for a boss; rather, ““‘a boss works for

[i.e., looks after] you.” Anthropologists note that okimaw comes from a
Cree verb meaning “to give away.”’74
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Unlike traditional Creeleaders, who “never used physical punishment
on adults,” and did not lose their tempers, HBC bosses could sometimes
lose their self-control and treat Indians like their employees, fining them
or —inrarecircumstances — administeringa “hammering.” Asabachelor,
Macdonald could never have become a Cree leader, and a Cree leader had
“norighttotell the people what todo.” A Cree leader helped his followers
to find food, and redistributed his own surplus meat among them, while a
Company boss would hoard his cattle for the people of the post, save the
choicest parts for himself, and arbitrarily implement a change in the debt
system.”®

The patient’® Crees could still consider a boss who occasionally lost his
temper and mistreated people as “a good man,” and they could laugh
about his weaknesses. Acompany boss was less tolerant, readily classifying
any Indians who traded with the competition as disloyal — literally treating
them “as strangers.” The story of Alexander Macdonald provides us with
a priceless glimpse of history “from the other side.”

Appendix: Macdonald, the Company Boss

There was this boss whose name was Macdonald; he knew and saw
Thomas Vincent. He was the boss here for fifteen years.”” He was the
Chief Trader, also in charge of the expedient and orderly shipment of
supplies upstream.

Macdonald had left another man, a half-breed, in charge of supervising
the daily loading and unloading of supplies. Macdonald left instructions
that he was to be informed immediately if any person was not working up
to his expectations.

And one man was reported for not living up to his expectations.
Macdonald, once informed, came down to the loading area to speak to this
man. “Are yousick,” he asked, “is that the reason why you cannot work?”

The man answered, “No.”

At this point Macdonaldsaid, “You are only lazy. That’s whyyoudon’t
work.” After saying this, the man was stripped of all his clothing.

Totally embarrassed, humiliated, and covering up his private parts, the
naked manwent up into the bushwith the intention ofreturninghome. He
was an Ojibwa from upriver. Seeing that it would be impossible for him to
return, Macdonald later granted him a reprieve and took him backon. The
man returned home with the next brigade.

This happened twice. The second time, two others were seen not far
upstream from here heading home, walking along the shore naked. The
oldest of the group that saw them from their boat knew that this was the
work of Macdonald. When they were approached, the two naked men
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confirmed the anticipatedstory. The two had known that their work party
would eventually return home, so they had started walking upstream,
expecting to be picked up later.

It was known that this Macdonald had a quick and ill-temper, and could
not hold himself back from physical outbursts. Shortly after each outburst
he would return to being a normal, likeable person. The people would say,
“Yes, he was a good man.” But it was his unexpected behaviour that was
his downfall.

Macdonald was always known to keep a door key in his pocket. It was
this key that he usually used to strike people across the face during his
outbursts. He never struck the person in the eye. It was always across the
face, generally drawing blood. No one ever retaliated, for fear that their
trading would be cut off by the [Hudson’s Bay] Company. He had the
upper hand.

There was once when he was challenged, only once. There was a time
when one person retaliated. But first 1 will tell this brief story to
demonstrate Macdonald’s character.

Macdonald kept many cows at the post, and each spring he would have
the cows and calves taken down to the coast to graze and become fat. This
was his winter food. One winter the head of a very fat cow was thoroughly
cooked so that the meat was very tender and delicious, and the table was
set for him. As a rule he ate alone; he was single and never had a wife.
While Macdonald was seated, the obedient cook stood and watched,
waiting to respond to any request. In a flurry, Macdonald jumped up and
shouted, “So that’s all these people have been doing, shooting the cows as
they graze downstream!” He had apparently bittenintoa pieceof shot. He
rushed out of his house and met the first man coming down the path, and
struck him.

This was Macdonald’s nature. Many times people would laugh at his
behaviour when this incident was recounted. My grandfather told and
laughed about this incident many times. He said there were three sizes of
shotinthose days: the smallestwas number one shot, next was number two,
and then the largest of all (amisk asinii) was used for shooting beaver. “It
was no wonder. He bit the largest one,” my grandfather would say,
laughing.

Now about the incident of retaliation. There were these two brothers
who had received one hundred dollars in credit from the Company for
supplies to trap for the winter. It just happens sometimes, and this was the
case for these two men. By the spring the younger one had very few furs;
his older brother had done quite well.

Realizing what would happen to him, the younger brother had second
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thoughts about seeing Macdonald. “He won’t understand,” he said. It was
his brother who finally convinced him to see the boss, explain the situation
and arrange for later payment.

So he went in to see Macdonald. It just so happened that my mother's
father [James Sutherland?] was at the post when this young man paid his
visit. Two others who witnessed this incident were Kitchii Sandy and
Jacob; there were three altogether. After the younger brother went into
Macdonald’s office, the others could hear voices coming from inside.
Then they could hear a loud thump, like something falling. This was
followed by a quivering moan, “Aah ha ha ha. Aahhahahaha.” The door
opened and the young man appeared, holding his face; a steady flow of
blood was clearly visible, dripping onto the floor.

“What’s wrong?”" his brother asked.

“I was struck in the face by the boss,” he said.

“Then why didn’t you fight back?” exclaimed his brother, as he rushed
into the office. There was a struggle, during which Macdonald managed
to back off and manoeuvre his way out of the office into the main store.
The older brother grabbed him around the neck with his left hand, held
him there momentarily, and flung him onto the floor. Again Macdonald
was held there by the throat, and the man reached for his knife. But asthe
knife was going for its mark two people grabbed the arm just in time, saving
Macdonald’s life.

“If it wasn'’t for those two,” said my grandfather, “surely that would
have ended it all.”

Macdonald had an interpreter, a big man, who jumped in and grabbed
the attacker around the waist, pulling him off. The brother swung around,
escaping from this hold, and then got hold of the interpreter, forcibly
tossing him out of the store onto the ground. “Do you want to fight too?”
asked the brother.

“No. No,” came the reply.

Now it was the boss’s turn. “Aahhahaha, aah hahahaha,” he moaned.
He got up from the floor and ran home.

Ten days later the older brother returned and asked for the boss. “He's
still at home,” was the reply. So he immediately left for the boss’s house,
but he was followed by another person who suspected he might kill
Macdonald.

The brother entered Macdonald’s house and called out, “What’s the
problem?” Once again he was holding a knife in his hand. There was no
reply. “If you don’t get up, this is where you will surely die,” said the

angered brother. _
Macdonald quickly jumped up and, held by the scruff of his neck, he
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was led to the trading post. As they approached the post the brother said,
“Open the door.” After this was done, Macdonald was pushed inside,
falling on the floor. The brother picked him up and went over to his office.
Again he gave the instructions, “Open the door.” And again Macdonald
was pushed inside and fell on the floor. The brother said, “Go sit down on
your chair. The people are waiting for you.” Macdonald picked himself
up, stumbled over to his desk and sat on his chair.

That spring the head man of the Company came to Fort Albany, and
Macdonald was transferred to Moose Factory where he stayed for two
winters. He left late one winter to go east along the coast to a place known
as Great Whale [River]. This is the place where white whales were caught
as food for the sled dogs [and as oil for export]. One man was in charge of
the men trapping the whales. Netswere strung across aninletatthe mouth
of the river, and as the tide receded the whales were trapped. When the
tide was fully out, the whales eventually beached themselves.

While they waited for the tide to go out, the men would all sit around
sharing a drink or two of liquor. The person in charge was responsible for
sharing out the drinks. Macdonald, in his assertiveness, wanted to take
control. When he was told that this wasn’t his responsibility, Macdonald
struck the person in charge, in one of his usual outbursts. This time there
was no struggle or retaliation. But he was told, ““You will find out later.”

Macdonald returned to Moose Factory that summer. At the mouth of
the Moose River, long poles were erected as beacons, marking the river
channel so that the ships could safely navigate the waters. Macdonald was
on deck as they approached and passed the beacons. Those who were on
deck saw Macdonald grasp the side of his head and fall, rolling around in
excruciating pain, totally out of control. He was kept restrained all the way
to Moose Factory, and even as they disembarked Macdonald was totally
outof hissenses. He was watched closely at all times, as he would suddenly
take hold of a knife in an attempt to slit his throat. He would say, “These
people want to kill me!”

Day and night shifts of two people were always left in charge to take
care of him. But one mistake was made. At night, Macdonald was kept on
the second floor in a room by himself. It isn’t known exactly what took
place that fatalnight. Perhaps the two peoplewho wereleft in charge were
tired and became careless. Macdonald jumped through his window and
fell to the ground, putting an end to his misery.

That is the story of Alexander Macdonald, the Company boss.

— narrated by James Wesley,
translated by Norman F. Wesley,
1984.
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