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  CHAPTER ONE


  Sugar Cane and Beaver Pelts


  THE DOUGLAS STORY spans four continents and blends people of black, white and native American ancestry. In the distant past the family had origins in the ancient cultures of West Africa, but emerged in the tropical plantations of Guyana, the heather-covered hills of Scotland, the woodland forests and rivers of eastern North America and the snowy regions of sub-Arctic Canada. It concludes on the northwest coast of North America on the edge of the Pacific Ocean. James Douglas was the son of a Scottish sugar planter and a free coloured West Indian. Amelia Douglas’s parents were an Irish-French Canadian fur trader and the daughter of a Cree chief. Together they became Sir James and Lady Douglas, the first family of British Columbia. To find out how they got there requires turning the clock back to the beginning of the 19th century and even a little before.


  Rebecca Ritchie was a free coloured woman from Barbados. On many Caribbean islands, the term “coloured” generally referred to anyone of mixed race, regardless of the proportions of white or black ancestry. During the 1780s she gave birth to a baby girl who, by virtue of her mother’s status, was also a free coloured. The child was named Martha Ann. In the late 1790s mother, daughter and maybe other family members left their island home and sailed southeast down the Atlantic Ocean to the Guianas where employment opportunities were better.


  At the time of their move, the country now called Guyana comprised three separate colonies known (from east to west) as Berbice, Demerara and Essequebo. Rebecca settled in New Amsterdam, the supply centre for Berbice. It is likely that both she and her teenage daughter were in New Amsterdam during a period of growth in trade and immigration that began in 1796 when Britain started gaining permanent control of the Guianas from the Dutch.


  Around 1801 Martha Ann gave birth to a baby boy, Alexander Douglas. Another child, James, was born in 1803. A third, Cecilia, would enter this world in 1812. If there were others before or in between, nothing is known about them, although it is possible there was at least one other brother. The children’s father was John Douglas, a merchant planter from Glasgow. Martha Ann and the children probably remained in town while he attended to business on his plantations and made at least one extended trip back to Glasgow. Although their relationship endured for over a decade, it held no pretence of permanence. Nevertheless, all three known children bore their father’s last name.


  John Douglas was a twin born in Glasgow in 1768, the second of ten siblings who survived to adulthood, and was probably a young man when he first went to the family plantations in the Guianas. His mother was Cecilia Buchanan, a member of one of Glasgow’s most prominent families. His father, also John Douglas, was a prosperous linen merchant who was descended from the earls of Angus and linked distantly to Sir James de Douglas, the famous Black Douglas of the 14th century. His extended family was active in trade between the Americas and Britain. John Douglas was in partnership in Glasgow with two of his younger brothers, Thomas and Archibald, whose initials were combined in the name of their firm, J. T. & A. Douglas & Co. On their estates sugar cane and cotton were the principal crops and most of the production was sent to Glasgow. The firm of J. T. & A. Douglas & Co. was one of many in the city that grew wealthy from its investments in the Guianas and West Indies.


  Though John Douglas had a mistress and family in New Amsterdam, he also sought a relationship in Scotland more acceptable to traditional Presbyterian standards, and on 15 January 1809 at St. Mungo’s Cathedral, he married Jessie Hamilton, oldest daughter of John Hamilton, a merchant of Greenock. Douglas was about 41 years old; his bride was young enough to be his daughter. However, his days in the colonies were not yet over and the new husband returned at least once more for an extended visit to his plantations overseas and to Martha Ann and their growing family in Berbice.


  By 1812 Rebecca Ritchie, Martha Ann’s mother, was a relatively wealthy woman and owned 30 slaves. In January of that year she moved her household from New Amsterdam to Stabroek, the capital of Demerara, at the mouth of the Demerara River. Later that year the town changed its name to Georgetown. Martha Ann was either already in town or moved there with her mother. Whatever her reasons for relocating, Rebecca Ritchie chose a propitious time to settle in Georgetown and lost no time in establishing her new home. In April 1812 she purchased three adjoining lots in the North Cummingsburg District, one of Georgetown’s suburbs. There she started a small hotel or rooming house.


  John Douglas was back in the Guianas by 1811 and resumed his liaison with Martha Ann which resulted in the birth of Cecilia. John had decided to quit the colonies and Rebecca and Martha Ann’s move to Georgetown likely had something to do with this. Was it his way of providing for Martha Ann and the baby? He had other plans for his two free coloured sons, prompted perhaps by the fact that his own father had died in Glasgow in 1810, thus removing one of the barriers to his taking his illegitimate sons there. In any event, it was probably in 1812 that John Douglas decided to take them back to Scotland when he returned there himself.


  Whether the boys, then aged eleven and nine, actually accompanied their father or took separate passages is not recorded, but probably the three sailed together. The War of 1812 had broken out between the United States and Britain in the middle of June, and blockades made departure from Demerara and the six-week trans-Atlantic passage difficult. It is not known how much James took with him apart from a Guianese accent, a complexion darker than the usual pallid one found in Glasgow and a lingering memory of “the land of the mountains and the flood” — the tropical world in which he was born and raised.1 He never returned and never saw his mother again.


  •••


  La Rivière aux Rats — Rat River — is hardly a name to inspire thoughts of nuptial bliss, but that probably did not enter the heads of 17-year-old William Connolly of the North West Company and his bride-to-be, a 15-year-old Swampy Cree girl called Miyo Nipiy (literally meaning “beautiful leaf”). Their wedding took place in 1803 and was conducted according to the traditions of the bride’s people. This surprised no one at the time since the Cree were the majority of the population over a vast tract of what is now called the Great Plains of North America. It was the only form of marriage in that part of the world and had been for countless generations. William and Miyo Nipiy did not exchange vows; there was no organ fanfare or pealing of church bells; there was no register to sign. In fact, there could not have been any of these things because there were neither clergy nor churches for thousands of kilometres. The Swampy Cree called this wíkihtowin; the English sometimes referred to it as the Scotch custom; the French Canadians said it was un mariage à la façon du pays (“a marriage in the custom of the country”). Regardless of the terminology, it was a legal marriage. William and Miyo Nipiy were nápem and wíkimákan — husband and wife.


  William Connolly was born in Lachine, Quebec, around 1786. Although the Connollys were Irish in name, they had become an established Quebec family by then. William was a distant relative of Marguerite d’Youville, founder of the Grey Nuns in Montreal and one of the most famous women in early Canadian history. As a boy of 15, William left his family and familiar traditions when he joined the Montreal-based NWC as an apprentice clerk.


  Miyo Nipiy was born about 1788, probably in the vicinity of Rat River in what is now northern Manitoba, where her father was an influential chief. William Connolly hoped that his marriage would increase his influence among the indigenous population around Rat River House and that his wife would use her skills to help him survive in a foreign land. However, it is doubtful whether William’s aspirations were entirely met, because relations between the Cree and the fur traders at that time were tense. In fact, Connolly encountered difficulty in trading with his father-in-law and “had been obliged to use violence” before the chief became tractable.2 Only a year after the marriage, Connolly was at Indian Lake when David Thompson visited and described him as “a young man who has seen little else than bad and extravagant example.”3


  The Connollys’ first child was John, born around 1803. Although the exact location of his birth is not certain, it was probably at Southern Indian Lake (in present-day northern Manitoba). In the following years the couple moved often within the region as their family grew. By 1811 they were living at Nelson House on the Burntwood River (near Thompson, Manitoba), not far from where they had been married nine years before. On 1 January 1812 Miyo Nipiy gave birth to a healthy baby girl who was given the name Amelia, probably after one of William’s sisters. Amelia’s mixed-race parentage was typical of all the children born in the far-flung posts of the Nor’westers, as employees of the NWC were called. Her mother and her Cree relatives called her and her siblings ápihtawikosán, meaning “mixed-blood.” Her father and his British and European contemporaries called them “half-breeds”; the French Canadian voyageurs called them Métis or bois brûlés, meaning literally “burned wood.” Such terms, however, meant little to Amelia and her brothers and sisters in the communities in which they were born and raised, where all the other boys and girls were of similar backgrounds.


  As the year 1812 drew to a close, Amelia was approaching her first birthday. John was nine years old and William decided it was time he went to school, so father and son set off through the winter snow to Quebec City. William planned to stay there himself with his sister through part of 1813 so he could deal with personal matters. First, John was baptized, then arrangements were made for him to lodge with his cousins in Quebec City where he was to attend school.


  Julia Woolrich, William’s 17-year-old second cousin, came down from Montreal to spend the winter in Quebec City, too. A romance developed between them and some of the family assumed a wedding would be in the offing when William returned from the west for good. He had not hidden the fact that he had a female partner in the fur country; John was proof of that. Yet he certainly seems to have given the impression that his relationship with Miyo Nipiy was not a permanent one. However, regardless of what transpired between William and Julia that year, the fur trader did not plan to quit the west just yet. He left John and returned to his post, and to Miyo Nipiy, sometime in 1813.


  The Connolly youngsters received a solid grounding in several languages and cultural traditions. Miyo Nipiy’s first language was Swampy Cree and she may have spoken Sauteux as well. At Rat River, Southern Indian Lake and Nelson House, where Miyo Nipiy lived in her early married life, these were the languages most commonly used by the women and spoken to their children. Around the posts, Cree people were numerous and formed the dominant culture; European fur traders were relatively few in number. One can imagine mother and children gathered by the fire on the dark winter days, telling and re-telling the stories which Miyo Nipiy had learned from her mother, and she from her mother. They were vivid, exciting tales which left a lasting impression on Amelia. William Connolly spoke French with the majority of the men at the posts and this was the language he used at home with Miyo Nipiy and their children. English was less important to them.


  In the year that Amelia Connolly was born and John Connolly travelled to Quebec City to attend school, nine-year-old James Douglas left his tropical home in Demerara and sailed to Scotland where his father had plans for his education. Until then the lad had received no formal instruction, a fact that probably weighed heavily on John Douglas’s mind.


  •••


  In Glasgow the Douglas boys discovered that their father, uncles, cousins and family business colleagues formed a close-knit elite which intermarried, engaged in numerous commercial ventures, socialized and resided close to one another in the quarter which has come to be known as the Merchant City. That is where John Douglas lived in 1812, only a few blocks from the docks. His firm, J. T.& A. Douglas & Co., shared an office building with several other West India traders only a five-minute walk from his house. From 1812 to 1819, James Douglas came to know many of his Douglas kin who had influence, wealth and prestige in Glasgow.


  In the early 19th century natural children from the colonies were not unknown in Glasgow and illegitimacy was commonplace throughout Britain. Alexander and James had been brought to Scotland by their father, but circumstances of his new married life — probably more than their birth — dictated that they would not live with John and Jessie Douglas. By the time he brought his lads from across the Atlantic, John and his Scottish wife had started to produce their own brood of four: John, Jane, Cecilia and Georgina. John Douglas chose nearby Lanark as the place to send his sons to school.


  Though Alexander Douglas was “stupid and inactive,” James possessed an inquiring mind and a keen intellect.4 The Lanark Grammar School, a fee-paying institution dating from 1150, seemed ideal for their needs, having enjoyed an excellent reputation for many years. Also, the proximity of Lanark to their aunt’s estate, Douglas Park (about 25 kilometres away on the turnpike to Glasgow), may have appealed to John Douglas because his sons could be with family on their holidays.
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    New Lanark, a model cotton-mill town beside the River Clyde. Lanark, where James Douglas attended school, is on the hill beyond.

    CLARK PRINT, 1825

  


  The curriculum at the Lanark Grammar School did not vary from the high standards set by many Scottish schools: Latin, Greek, French, mathematics, geography and bookkeeping. In Scotland it was common to educate boys and girls of all social classes together. The sons and daughters of wealthy landowners, merchants and tradespeople shared the classroom with students from poorer families. A Douglas family tradition suggests that James was taught French by an émigré. It is possible because in Lanark there were at least 28 French prisoners of war after 1810.


  Although the school had some noteworthy teachers, later in life James came to feel that his father had made little sacrifice to give him a sound education. As renowned as the Lanark Grammar School had once been, by the time the Douglas boys were enrolled, it had passed its prime. Did John Douglas know this or did he select the school without realizing that its former reputation had diminished? School was occasionally tough on James and he was forced to “fight his way with all sorts of boys” and “to get on by dint of whip and spur.”5 When provoked, he sometimes became “furiously violent.”6 But the lad from Demerara was bright, strong and determined to succeed, and made the best of the situation in which he found himself.


  A number of young pupils, including Alexander and James Douglas, lived in Lanark at the home of a woman named Glendenning. James described his accommodation there as “comfortable,” albeit modest. Mrs. Glendenning, whose income came mainly from the fees paid by the boarders’ fathers, had a daughter, Janet (Jennie), who was also a pupil at the Lanark Grammar School. She was a little older than James and kept a watchful eye on him and his companions as they roamed the long, steep slope from the town down to the banks of the Clyde. On one occasion she plunged him “head over heels” into the flowing river, curing him at least temporarily “of all longings for cold baths and deep water,” although he certainly took dips in it later.7 Notwithstanding Jennie’s antics or her motives, James idolized her and was fond of her mother.


  The landscape helped shape Lanark’s destiny and James Douglas’s lifelong love of nature and beauty. The town was close to the picturesque Falls of Clyde, so it was little wonder that Douglas developed what he described as a “cherished dogma” about “the superior beauty and fertility of the valley of the Clyde over all other parts of the world.”8 His penchant for country walks and rides later in life and his appreciation of and curiosity about the natural world probably stemmed directly from his boyhood days when he explored the riverside trails.


  As Alexander and James completed their education, their father faced the dilemma of their futures. Exactly how the arrangements were made has not been recorded, but in 1818, when Alexander reached his 17th year he was indentured to the North West Company and went to North America to pursue a vocation in the fur trade. James, two years his junior, was to stay behind for one more year, then join his brother on their new adventure. Consequently, on Friday, 7 May 1819, 15-year-old James Douglas boarded the brig Matthew in Liverpool and set sail for Quebec.


  The boy who had crossed the Atlantic for the first time in 1812 was young and uneducated; the teenager who crossed the ocean for the second time in 1819 was tall, powerfully built and tolerably well educated. His years in Lanark had formed his character and trained his mind for the exacting demands of business and accounting, while preparing him, body and soul, for the turbulent — often warlike — nature of the fur trade prior to 1821.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Fur-Trade Warriors


  IN 1817 WILLIAM Connolly was promoted within the hierarchy of the North West Company to the position of senior clerk; the following year he became a chief trader. As senior clerk he was responsible for the inventory and accounts of all the post’s transactions; as chief trader he assumed the onerous job of negotiating with the native trappers for their furs. Along with his rise in the company came a move to Cumberland House on the Saskatchewan River. There were two separate and competing posts there, one operated by the Hudson’s Bay Company and the other — the one to which Connolly was sent — by the NWC. The traders from each company surrounded their establishments with wooden stockades flanked with bastions. For Connolly, his posting to Cumberland House would be fraught with danger, but it was a major career advancement.


  Hostilities between the England-based HBC and the Montreal-based NWC intensified during Connolly’s term at Cumberland House. In June 1819 one of the most famous episodes took place at spectacular five-kilometre-long Grand Rapids, where the wide Saskatchewan River narrowed to cascade through a high rocky gorge before it emptied into Lake Winnipeg. When William Williams, the HBC’s new governor, set an ambush for the Nor’westers at the portage around the treacherous rapids, the enemy fell right into his trap and he succeeded in capturing a number of them. William Connolly was one, but he was soon released to continue with the brigades to Fort William, while other Nor’westers were arrested and taken to York Factory on Hudson Bay, the HBC’s principal supply depot.


  While the drama at Grand Rapids unfolded, the brig Matthew reached Quebec City after six weeks at sea. From there James Douglas continued upriver by steamer to Montreal. He was following in the footsteps of many other Scots by becoming a Nor’wester. The company was a large and complex partnership that had come together in 1779, combining Montreal middlemen and up-country traders with the French-Canadian voyageurs who transported trade goods to the west and furs back to Montreal. It maintained an office in the heart of what is now Old Montreal, and there Douglas made his way on 6 July 1819, to sign away the next six years of his life.


  Representing the NWC was Thomas Thain, who had been in Douglas’s shoes over 15 years before. The document that Thain produced for James to sign was a standard printed indenture with blank spaces filled in by hand. The words would govern his life and behaviour until 1825:


  
    James Douglas shall and will, well and faithfully as an apprentice clerk serve and obey any one of the said Concern or their Representatives in all their just and lawful commands, their secrets keep, and acquaint them with every thing that shall come to his knowledge, that may injure, prejudice, or in any wise hurt the interest of the said Concern, or the parties or persons in Trade with them in any ways whatsoever…. The Goods, Peltries, and every thing else that may be intrusted to his care, he shall neither embezzle, lend, waste, or unlawfully dispose of…. And generally in all things do, act, and conduct himself in every respect for the most benefit and advantage of his said employers and parties concerned, and demean and behave himself as a good and faithful apprentice clerk ought and is obliged to do….1

  


  In return for all this Douglas would receive a total of £100, payable at the end of his six-year term, plus board, lodging and equipment. Formalities concluded, it was time for him to start work. For a Nor’wester, however, that could entail a trip lasting seven to eight weeks, one way.


  His journey started at Lachine, 14 kilometres west of Montreal where the NWC had almost 40 wooden sheds and stone warehouses beside the river. The route followed the St. Lawrence and Ottawa rivers, westward to Georgian Bay, across Lake Huron to Sault Ste. Marie, then along the north shore of Lake Superior to Fort William. The canoe bearing Douglas made good time and on 6 August, not quite a month after leaving Lachine, they arrived at Fort William at the western end of Lake Superior.


  Fort William was the capital of a commercial empire that stretched from the Great Lakes to the shores of the Pacific and from the headwaters of the Mississippi River to the Arctic Ocean. Completed in 1803, it was named in 1807 after William McGillivray, then the dominant partner in the NWC. By arriving there in early August, Douglas was able to witness the post at its busiest. Brigades from all of the company’s far-flung posts, as far away as the mouth of the Columbia River, arrived there early in the summer to deliver the previous year’s harvest of furs. Then, as the summer wore on, the canoes were loaded with trade goods to take back to the posts and one by one the brigades left to reverse their course, those travelling the farthest leaving first. By fall Fort William’s population had fallen from almost 3,000 to a few dozen.
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    Dr. John McLoughlin, in charge at Fort William when James Douglas spent 1819-20 there, developed a lifelong respect for his clerk.

    OHS, ORHI 67763 #707

  


  Barely three years before Douglas arrived at Fort William, the post had been seized by Lord Thomas Selkirk in retaliation for the Seven Oaks Massacre at his Red River settlement near present-day Winnipeg, when Nor’westers and Métis supporters had killed 20 of his colonists. Selkirk arrested William McGillivray, Kenneth McKenzie (then in charge of Fort William), Dr. John McLoughlin and many other Nor’westers, confining them at first to the fort, then sending a canoeload of the most senior men to Montreal to stand trial for numerous grievances, notably inciting the massacre. At the court case in Montreal, the Nor’westers were exonerated, but before news of the verdict reached Fort William, Lord Selkirk left for Red River, enabling the Nor’westers under the direction of McLoughlin to resume control of the depot. It is hardly surprising that Selkirk’s act left a major imprint on the minds of all who were associated with Fort William, a feeling that was still strong three years later when Douglas came to spend the winter.


  More crucial for the situation at Fort William, by 1819 the financial affairs of the NWC were in disarray and morale was at an all-time low, in part because of the senseless guerrilla war that had lasted for two decades between the Nor’westers and the older HBC. Furthermore, the Napoleonic Wars had disrupted the sale of furs to European markets for both companies. But while the Nor’westers hated the Bay men, they also started bickering among themselves. Not surprisingly, therefore, during the winter of 1819-20 when Douglas was at Fort William, the place was a centre of speculation about the future of the NWC, exacerbated by the mounting power struggle between Chief Trader McLoughlin and Montreal partner William McGillivray.


  During his year at Fort William, Douglas received several valuable lessons, not the least being a fast course in NWC history and politics. By day, the young apprentice clerk began to learn the mysteries of the counting house which dealt with the accounting end of the fur trade. By night, the Great Hall was the centre of activity, and it was there that his education took a different form as Dr. McLoughlin kept the old company animosities alive with anyone who cared to lend an ear. Only about a month after Douglas arrived, McLoughlin reached the conclusion that the NWC had to merge with the HBC in order to survive and over the winter, this idea was the focus of debate at Fort William. It was a pivotal year for young Douglas to be there and he emerged with a good understanding of the company’s complete annual business cycle and its politics. Most importantly for his career, however, he had had the opportunity to work intimately and socialize with Dr. McLoughlin, one of the Nor’westers’ driving forces. By the end of his year at Fort William, Douglas had gained enough knowledge about the counting house to enable him to move to a smaller post, albeit under the watchful eye of a more seasoned accountant. There he would be introduced to the front line of the fur business and the crucial role of the trader.


  Around the third week of July 1820, Douglas gathered together his modest collection of personal effects — mostly clothing and books — and prepared for another epic journey. His destination was Île à la Crosse, on what the Nor’westers called the English River, but which the HBC and later Canadian geographers named the Churchill River. He probably left with the flotilla heading for Athabasca. Their route started up the Kaministikwia River from the massive wharf in front of Fort William and thence by way of the interconnecting waterways and portages to Lake Winnipeg. The work was gruelling, but eventually the voyageurs reached the mouth of the Saskatchewan River and Grand Rapids where some of the Nor’westers were intent on warfare with the HBC. The story of the previous year’s ambush there had been told and embellished from Montreal to the Columbia River, so as Douglas’s party approached Grand Rapids, their adrenaline increased in anticipation of what they might encounter.


  George Simpson, the new HBC governor, was particularly alert to possible NWC revenge at Grand Rapids in the summer of 1820. He had passed through Fort William on his way to Athabasca, just prior to Douglas’s departure. The two men followed the same route, but Simpson made a side trip. By the time he had resumed his westward progress, the NWC’s brigades had caught up with him and the governor began to hear rumours that his rivals might be waiting to attack him at the portage around Grand Rapids. It is almost certain that Douglas and his travelling companions were part of the “Army of Clerks, Interpreters, Half-breeds and Canoe men, loaded with arms and threatening destruction to the Hudson’s Bay Coy.,” which Simpson heard had passed over the portage only days before he got there.2 Simpson prepared for the worst and armed his people, but his passage around the portage was unhindered. Nevertheless, the brigades of the two fur-trading companies continued to play hide and seek as they headed up the Saskatchewan River.


  When Douglas reached Île à la Crosse on 6 September 1820, the weather had turned wet and windy, but his journey, which had started over six weeks before at Fort William, was at an end. This was to be his home for the next five years. Within sight of the Nor’westers’ post was the HBC’s Fort Superior which George Simpson reached on the same day. “This is a pleasant situation,” the governor wrote in his journal, “an excellent Fort, and capable of being made a tolerable farm….” In a magnanimous, perhaps envious, afterthought Simpson added that the NWC “have also a fine establishment.” He picked up the local rumours and news quickly because he went on to record that “it is supposed there will be a strong opposition here this year, both parties are very formidable.”3


  Life at Île à la Crosse was quite different in many respects from what Douglas had experienced at Fort William. As a trading post, its primary function was to receive furs trapped by the Cree and Chipewyans whose territories met at this point. Although beaver and otter had once been abundant, overhunting had greatly reduced the numbers of these animals. Île à la Crosse was an important hub for both companies for communication and commerce to the Athabasca region; for the Nor’westers it also was on the route to their operations on the distant Columbia River. Luckily for the inhabitants, they did not have to rely on a monotonous diet of pemmican because the adjacent lake was teeming with titimeg, a whitefish easily caught almost year round with nets.
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    The opposing forts of the HBC and NWC at Île à la Crosse, painted by George Back, 1820.

    NAC, C145919

  


  Simpson was correct in thinking that the winter at Île à la Crosse would be tense. And young Douglas himself, imbued with all the rhetoric he had heard at Fort William over the previous winter and fresh from the immediacy of journeying by canoe almost literally through the heart of enemy territory, was primed for action. Within two months of arriving at the post, he was immersed in the corporate squabbling and was as anxious as the veteran fur traders to shed blood. Soon after he arrived, he fought a bloodless duel with Patrick Cunningham, a HBC guide. Douglas was only 17, impulsive and experienced in fighting from his days at Lanark. Cunningham was about 31 and also had a record of being involved in fights. The general strife reached a colourful climax in April 1821 when the HBC warned Douglas and three other Nor’westers not to parade within gunshot of Fort Superior with their “Guns, Swords, Flags, Drums, Fifes, etc., etc.”4


  The skirmishes between the rival posts in the fur country were reflected in the boardrooms of Montreal and London. Both companies were suffering financially and knew that they had to come to terms and reorganize if they were to survive. There were also problems within the NWC. Many of the wintering partners — the senior fur traders who managed the posts — wanted to obtain trade goods from the HBC and chose Dr. McLoughlin and Angus Bethune to represent them in London in the fall of 1820. Simon McGillivray, William’s brother, and Edward Ellice, MP, representing the NWC’s Montreal agents, were also in London, making overtures to the HBC at the same time. Andrew Colvile, a HBC committee member and its chief negotiator with the Nor’westers, played the winterers off against the agents, and on 26 March 1821, an agreement was signed between the rival firms, with the Montreal agents representing the NWC.


  On 10 July the winterers learned the details of the merger from William McGillivray in the Great Hall at Fort William. Officially it was termed an amalgamation, but henceforth the NWC would cease to exist in name; the HBC alone would continue, but with major provisions for many former Nor’westers. The corporate headquarters would be in London, not Montreal, and the HBC’s hierarchical administration would take the place of the NWC’s more egalitarian structure. In the meantime, rumours of the deal spread through the western posts. In June, George Simpson was back at Île à la Crosse and while there he first heard the news. “The information seems to disconcert both Officers and Men,” he wrote, adding that he was disappointed that “our Opponents have not been driven out of the field.”5 The corporate transaction was a pivotal event in North American history. James Douglas had spent his first two years in the fur trade battling the HBC from the outside; now he would have the opportunity to influence it from within.


  •••


  Amelia Connolly was nine years old in 1821 when her father arrived at Cumberland House from Fort William with two pieces of important news: first, the HBC and the NWC had merged; second, he had been moved to another post, Lesser Slave Lake. Miyo Nipiy and her children had no warning of their impending departure from the fort they had called home since 1817. William arrived at Cumberland House on 23 August, and had to continue quickly to his new assignment. Thus, Miyo Nipiy packed up the family’s worldly possessions and prepared the children for the move. Three days later they were ready and followed behind the brigade by about a day. The seven-week canoe trip to their new home was plagued with high water and insufficient food, but the weary, hungry travellers arrived at their destination on 12 October.


  Lesser Slave Lake is in the Peace River region of what is now northwestern Alberta. In 1821 the post there was ready for a change of leadership because during recent years it had been the scene of much hostility between the NWC and HBC and indeed, between local, competing HBC posts. Connolly was chosen to set matters right at the consolidated posts, but it would not be an easy job.


  New Year’s Day, 1822, was Amelia Connolly’s tenth birthday and the months prior to this event had been very harsh. Starvation and the warlike local native population had been particularly troubling. Even as the days shortened and people in distant places prepared for the festive season, the work at many fur-trade posts continued almost without interruption, except for the barest observance. “Being Christmas Day gave the men each a Dram & a piece of meat,” noted the chief trader. As New Year’s Eve approached, more people began to arrive at the fort. Fortunately, right at this time, hunters brought in an extra supply of meat so on 30 December, Connolly could be particularly generous. Amidst these mundane New Year’s activities, if any special festivities were held for Amelia Connolly, her father recorded none in the fort’s journal. Rather, his entry for 1 January 1822, began: “Gave all the Men each a pint of rum,” then it went on to decry the poor condition of the moose skins he had received recently.6 The rum took its toll on the men and a fight broke out between two of them, with one suffering a badly injured hand. Amelia was only ten but she had lived among such rough characters all her life. In fact, a life of hunger, hardship and privation was really all she and her family knew and would continue to know for many years.


  •••


  The merger of the rival companies did not immediately require James Douglas to leave Île à la Crosse. He had been there only one year as an apprentice clerk and still had much to learn about fur-trade accounting. Now, however, he would be keeping the books for a company that operated very differently from the NWC. To young clerks such as Douglas, the HBC may have seemed a bureaucratic giant, administered by anonymous figures in England. Though he had personally met or worked with most of the top-ranking Nor’westers, and also had been to the NWC’s headquarters in Montreal, its depot at Lachine and its regional stronghold at Fort William, he had no first-hand knowledge of the HBC’s staff or its operations. From now on life would be different at Île à la Crosse and the 172 other trading posts that were part of the reorganized HBC.


  George Simpson was the main force behind the HBC’s new order in its Northern Department, the vast region stretching from the Great Lakes to the Rocky Mountains. He soon became familiar with the detailed workings of the posts under his command and took the time to acquaint himself with the young apprentice clerk at Île à la Crosse. The governor personally examined Douglas’s accounts, inspected the storerooms and looked into virtually every aspect of the establishment. He was searching for waste and incompetence, and found plenty of both on his travels, but he must have been impressed by the work that Douglas showed him. As a result of his findings, Simpson was ruthless in his cuts to personnel during the five years following the amalgamation. Between 1821 and 1825, the number of employees was reduced from 1,983 to 827, but Douglas was one of the survivors.


  George Keith was the chief factor at Île à la Crosse at this time. He shared Simpson’s high regard for Douglas, believing him to be “a very sensible, steady young man” whose experience in the fur country had prepared him to be a “good Indian trader.”7 Keith put Douglas in charge of Île à la Crosse when he took a two-week trip to Lac la Ronge in January 1823. In preparation, the chief factor gave his clerk “ample instructions how to act in all emergencies.”8 During the summers of 1823 and 1824 Douglas was placed in charge of a Cree post at Poule d’eau Lake on the upper English River where he succeeded in increasing the trade. In between larger assignments he made many successful fur-trading expeditions to nearby aboriginal camps and when the pemmican trade failed during the winter of 1824-25, he went in search of venison to help improve the food supply. Month by month Douglas’s practical education and good reputation were increasing.


  Not so promising was Alexander Douglas, James’s older brother, who had joined the NWC in 1818. Alexander showed up at Île à la Crosse to see his brother, but found he was away on a temporary assignment at Lac des Îles. Unlike his younger brother, Alexander was considered “deficient in education” and “not adapted for the Country.”9 He stayed at Île à la Crosse for several months, then in June 1823 he left for York Factory and remained there until the autumn of 1824 when he sailed to England. He had completed his six-year indenture with the company and Simpson was glad to see him go.


  Through the late summer of 1824 Douglas had the opportunity to renew his acquaintanceship with Dr. John McLoughlin whom he had not seen for four years. The doctor, after his trip to England as emissary for the wintering partners of the NWC, had returned to Canada as a chief factor in the new HBC. McLoughlin attended the annual council meeting at York Factory in July 1824 and there found that Simpson had selected him to take charge of the Columbia District, a vast area west of the Rockies comprising the Columbia River and its tributaries. On his way westward in August he passed through Île à la Crosse, bringing news of the recent council meeting. The visit was brief, but it was important to the young clerk as he established and maintained his network of contacts in the company.


  In matters of religion, as in the fur trade, Douglas led by example. On Sunday, 31 October 1824, Chief Factor James Heron recorded that “a few days past, having put our hands on an old French Prayer Book” he had called the men of Île à la Crosse to assemble in the hall for prayers. This was done in accordance with a resolution at the annual meeting at York Factory. Douglas was chosen to officiate at the service, “being well versed in the French language and possessing a clear and distinct pronunciation.” During the reading of the litany and several prayers “the greatest propriety and decorum was observed.”10 Douglas also conducted the same sort of devotional exercises on the following Sunday, with all men attending.


  Since Douglas had been stationed for four years at Île à la Crosse, it was time for him to take on greater responsibility. George Keith had learned from his brother in the Athabasca District that clerks were in short supply, so he decided to send Douglas there and engaged a native man to accompany him. Consequently, shortly after midnight on 5 April 1825, Douglas departed from the post on the headwaters of the Churchill River and went northwestward, crossing Lake Athabasca to Fort Chipewyan, then up the Peace River to his destination. Fort Vermillion, in what is now northern Alberta, was to be James Douglas’s centre of operations for the next four months. He rose to the challenge well by conducting a trade in furs and provisions that was deemed to be “satisfactory,” in spite of a scarcity of moose skins and some disturbances from natives in the regions nearby. In fact, at the end of the season he reported that he had “passed the summer very peacefully.”11 But Fort Vermillion would only be a temporary assignment for the rising clerk.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Go West


  FOLLOWING THE AMALGAMATION of the two rival fur-trading companies, Governor George Simpson set out to make improvements to the Hudson’s Bay Company’s efficiency and profitability. The New Caledonia District, previously part of the North West Company’s domain, was one of his targets. It was a large, fur-rich region, spanning most of what is now northern British Columbia north of the Columbia District, but it had been beset by personnel problems. The long supply route overland from Hudson Bay also had hindered trade in the district. Simpson’s plan had four components: establish new trading posts to secure more furs; improve leadership; supply the posts by sea, from England around Cape Horn; and find effective routes from the company’s trading depots west of the Rockies to Fort Vancouver on the Columbia River. To make his vision succeed he needed the right people.


  William Connolly had caught Simpson’s eye; the governor chose him to go to New Caledonia after serving at Lesser Slave Lake for only three years. The decision was ratified at the Council of the Northern Department in July 1824. Following the meeting, Connolly received the news of his impending move only when the brigade carrying the annual outfit reached Lesser Slave Lake. Once again, he and his family were obliged to uproot themselves on very short notice and be ready to travel as soon as possible in order to get under way before the cold weather closed in. By late fall they had reached Fort Fraser (at Fraser Lake, British Columbia) where the Connollys were to spend the winter of 1824-25.


  Only a few months after he arrived at Fort Fraser, William had to make preparations to retrace his path across the Rockies with the brigade to York Factory. During her husband’s absence, Miyo Nipiy may have experienced what today would be called culture shock because, in spite of her many previous moves, she had always been among or very close to Cree-speaking people. However, once she had crossed the mountains, she could no longer converse in her native language with the people who lived around the fort and came to trade there. The Dakelh (often called Carriers) speak a language very different from Cree. Whether Miyo Nipiy remained at Fort Fraser or moved to Fort St. James during the summer of 1825 is not certain, but at either post she was a newcomer among the few other company wives and a foreigner among the Dakelh.


  During the 1825 Northern Council meeting, George Simpson announced that William Connolly had been promoted to the rank of chief factor and given sole responsibility for New Caledonia, which was to be attached to the Columbia District. Dr. McLoughlin was to be in overall charge of the combined districts — soon to be named the Columbia Department — comprising all of the HBC’s territories west of the Rockies. James Douglas was to accompany Connolly to New Caledonia where he was to spend the winter of 1825-26 as a clerk at McLeod Lake. Simpson also revealed his plan for the improved supply routes to and from the district and Connolly was ordered to take the fur returns from New Caledonia to Fort Vancouver, instead of to York Factory, in the spring of 1826. There he would pick up the outfit — the entire year’s supplies — which was to be sent by ship around Cape Horn.


  Connolly left York Factory on 20 July and reached Fort Vermillion on the Peace River on Sunday, 18 September. James Douglas was there to meet him. Douglas was well aware that, while he had been looking for the elusive moose skins, the Council of the Northern Department was meeting and that his next post was on their agenda. When Connolly arrived with the brigade, the 22-year-old clerk was told to be ready to leave for New Caledonia the following day. This entailed making a complete inventory of the goods at the post, but by that night all Douglas’s arrangements were finished and by 9:00 A.M. the next day he was ready. Connolly recorded in his journal: “Under Mr. Douglas’ order the Brigade set out.”1 Disagreeable weather, including high winds and snow alternating with rain, slowed their progress and paddling upstream against the swift current was strenuous work, but at the end of October the travellers reached the post at McLeod Lake (north of present-day Prince George, British Columbia).


  Until this time, Douglas was under the impression that he was to spend the winter at McLeod Lake, but once they were at the post, Connolly could see that John Tod, the clerk in charge, was able to carry on by himself with only one extra man to help cut wood. Connolly decided on the spot that Douglas should not stay, but come with him instead to Fort St. James on Stuart Lake, the HBC’s headquarters in New Caledonia.


  Connolly and Douglas reached their destination on 12 November. For Connolly, the stop at Fort St. James provided only a four-day respite before he set out once more, since Simpson had instructed the chief factor to investigate alternative routes to the Columbia River and he had to do this before spring. When he returned on 11 January, Connolly took a few moments to reflect. “Pleased at the success of my trip & its accomplishments,” he wrote. He also looked forward, quite deservedly, to “the prospect of 2 months rest having been ‘on the wing’ … & generally exposed to all weathers since May 7 [of the previous year].”2


  William Connolly and Miyo Nipiy had been separated for eight months, a long time even in the demanding life of a fur-trade family. Now, however, Connolly was a chief factor; his salary, prestige and authority had increased. The Connollys were entitled to live in the big house which, even in the midst of New Caledonia, afforded a level of comfort unknown to either of them in their earlier married life.


  •••


  James Douglas first made his mark in New Caledonia as a fisherman, not as a fur trader. Fish in general, and salmon in particular, was the staple diet of the Dakelh and of the HBC’s servants and their families. The rivers and lakes literally teemed with fish and it was the most plentiful source of food. One of Douglas’s primary responsibilities at Fort St. James was to ensure that the annual catch was sufficient to supply the needs of the post. This required him to spend time away during the winter of 1826 at Yokogh (or Petit) Lake, about halfway between Stuart and Babine lakes. As crucial as the fishery was, the company’s primary work was trading furs and Connolly required his clerk at Fort St. James to audit the books in preparation for the year-end report. Douglas arrived back at the post on 23 January, having travelled by sled with some of the catch. Within about two weeks he had completed his report, and was ready for his next assignment, a snowshoe trip to the post at McLeod Lake. Although 32-year-old John Tod had not had the pleasure of Douglas’s company over the course of the entire winter, he was very glad to have him deliver his mail and supplies and visit briefly in February, even if only to provide a diversion in what he described as “this land of sin and misery.”3


  James Douglas had joined the fur trade in 1819 and was now completing his indenture. He had certainly proved useful to Connolly who was very impressed by his clerk. “James Douglas is a strong young man, able to execute any difficult duty,“ he wrote and added:


  
    His knowledge of the general character of Indians, … added to a readiness & particular attention to his duty, qualify him in a high degree for this part of the Country where without unremitting labour & perseverance it is impossible to succeed.4

  


  Although Douglas’s contract with the HBC did not expire until 31 May 1826, Connolly expected to be en route to Fort Vancouver then, and could not be at Fort St. James to deal with the necessary paperwork. Consequently, on 18 April, Connolly signed new agreements, effective 1 June, with Douglas and another clerk. The chief factor regretted that he was able to pay Douglas only £60 per year compared to £100 for the other man. “Mr. Douglas’s salary I consider inadequate to his merit if compared with the others,” confided Connolly to the journal. His summary of Douglas was flattering:


  
    He has served six years of apprenticeship under able masters, acquiring good knowledge of the trade, general Indian character, business methods, good education & sound sense, good mental & bodily capacity to bridge any difficulty qualifying him for promotion.5

  


  There is no doubt that the chief factor was grateful to have Douglas as his clerk.


  The brigade of 1826 was to be the first under HBC jurisdiction to go to Fort Vancouver instead of to York Factory. Since this was an overland route for much of the way, packhorses were essential, but the winter had been so cold that many of the fort’s horses had died. Due to the loss, Connolly sent an urgent plea to other HBC posts for replacements, but he also decided to send a portion of the year’s returns to York Factory by canoe as a safeguard. He waited until 1 May for the long-overdue answer that 44 pack animals had been secured and would be brought to Fort Alexandria on the Fraser River to wait for the brigade.


  Once he knew that the remainder of the furs could be taken to Fort Vancouver, the chief factor faced another dilemma. Who should accompany him on the arduous journey? Perhaps Douglas was too busy in the counting house and the storehouses for Connolly to have considered him earlier. His first choices were men more experienced with the country and with the work, but in the end, they were not available and there was absolutely no one else who could go. Connolly must have come to this realization very late because he made his selection on the eve of his departure. As the final canoes were loaded he made a terse entry in the Fort St. James journal. The fact that it was written in capital letters suggests it was a momentous decision and probably represented a great relief to Connolly: “MR JAMES DOUGLAS ACCOMPANIES ME TO THE COLUMBIA.”6 It was dated 3 May 1826.


  On 5 May 1826 two separate parties of canoes left Fort St. James, one heading east to York Factory, the other south to Fort Vancouver. Travelling was particularly difficult due to unseasonable lingering snow and slippery conditions, but the group going south made good progress. On 23 May the brigade reached Fort Kamloops and found more horses from Spokane waiting for them. After only a day’s rest the party pushed southward toward the Okanagan Valley along the Brigade Trail that followed the west side of Okanagan Lake, then along the Okanagan River south until it joined the Columbia River at Fort Okanogan. On 7 June the flotilla pulled away from Fort Okanogan and in mid-June reached Fort Vancouver, 42 days after leaving Fort St. James.


  The weary travellers got little rest at their destination because the supply ship Dryad had been delayed on its passage from England and was just being unloaded when the brigade reached Fort Vancouver. The New Caledonians joined the men from the fort in bringing all the goods to shore, a job that took ten days. Then the outfits for each post had to be sorted and packed separately, which took almost another week of unscheduled time.


  Finally, on 4 July all was ready for the return trip and the next day the brigade began the difficult journey upriver. At Fort Nez Perces Connolly was disturbed to find there were not enough horses for the overland portion of the journey that was to start at Fort Okanogan. He dispatched Douglas and three others to the Nez Perces camps where they obtained 77 animals. Of these, Douglas was to take 60 overland to Fort Colvile and wait there for the boats from Fort Nez Perces. But on 10 August, when Connolly and the brigade arrived, the chief factor discovered that many of the horses were unfit for use. Nevertheless, they were almost a month late, so after only two days they moved on under the command of James Douglas. The procession, made up of 124 horses, was a tale of woe. “Much trouble with untamed horses kicking & prancing with unaccustomed loads,” recorded the journal.7 Making up for lost time was essential, so the brigade did not rest long at Fort Kamloops, but pushed on. When they encountered difficult terrain, Douglas and a work crew of seven men went ahead to make bridges and clear fallen trees. Eleven more days of steady progress brought them to Fort Alexandria.


  The last leg of the journey was by canoe to Fort St. James, which the brigade reached on 23 September. The returning men found those left behind emaciated, but “quite well, or at LEAST ALIVE for they passed a wretched summer….”8 The salmon run had failed that season and the Dakelh and the inhabitants of the fort had been forced to subsist on the previous year’s poor quality supply. “The good from this food is almost nil & old, dry salmon is indescribable,” wrote the chief factor.9


  Douglas had little time for idleness at Fort St. James. As soon as the brigade arrived, the outfits had to be divided and either stored at the fort or transported to the outlying posts. Getting the winter’s trade goods and supplies to the men in the field before the fall advanced was important, so only four days after returning from his five-month-long brigade experience, Douglas delivered Fort Fraser’s outfit by canoe. He returned overland eight days later, but he was at Fort St. James a week when he left again with four other men on a fur-trading expedition to the Sekani people. The party was given only one day’s supply of food because they expected to obtain more at the villages along the way. Douglas’s principal activity in the fall of 1826 was to trade for as many salmon as possible with the aboriginal people between Fraser Lake on the Nechako River and Fort Alexandria on the Fraser River. The results were disappointing, however, and it looked as if there would be barely enough fish to last until the following summer. Douglas subsequently spent most of the winter of 1826-27 at Fort Fraser, taking turns being in charge of the post with another clerk. When he returned to Fort St. James in March 1827 he reported that he had collected “a good many furs,” and Connolly concluded that Fort Fraser promised to have the highest returns of any of the posts in New Caledonia.10


  During the summer of 1827, Douglas was stationed at Fort Connolly on Bear Lake. After about five months of successful trading and fishing he returned to Fort St. James where he was confronted by a scene of starvation because the salmon runs almost everywhere in the district had been disappointing again. “This will mean such scarcity as has never before been experienced,” commented Connolly who came to the conclusion that New Caledonia was unable to support its population.11 To avert disaster, the chief factor once again sent Douglas and a team of fishermen to Yokogh Lake to catch whitefish. Connolly was well aware that only a man of Douglas’s abilities could be entrusted to oversee the fishery, while the chief factor himself went to Babine Lake to supervise the transport of fish from there to Fort St. James. The journal for 3 November contains a dire entry that summarizes the predicament faced equally by natives and whites: “THE MAIN OBJECT IS TO SECURE THE MEANS OF LIVING.”12 There had been food shortages before, but nothing like this. Fortunately for Fort St. James, the Yokogh fishery produced excellent results. Douglas’s final tally for the catch was 9,300, allowing Connolly to be a little more positive in the journal. “Our situation is much changed and we can look forward to freedom from hunger,” he wrote.13


  New Year’s Day 1828 — Amelia Connolly’s 16th birthday — was “indistinguishable” from the preceding days of misery and suffering, except that the men received an extra ration of rum. Did the chief factor offer a warming glass to his oldest daughter, or did any of the men raise their cups in a toast to one of New Caledonia’s most eligible young ladies? It was commonly known that Amelia’s father had promised her to James Murray Yale, but he was far away at Fort Vancouver being treated for an injury. The journal is silent about such personal details, but it seems probable that the recently returned hero, James Douglas, by now — if not before — began to take notice of Amelia, in spite of any understanding with Yale.


  If a lingering concern about food dampened New Year’s festivities, the situation quickly improved when that very day, another sled from Yokogh Lake arrived bearing 800 more whitefish and five dogs, enough to warrant a New Year’s feast the following day. “Now all at an end, & a few days may be given to rest & enjoyment,” recorded the much-relieved Connolly.14


  James Douglas was nearing the end of his second agreement with the company and was seriously “bent on leaving the country” and the fur trade, but Connolly’s willingness to increase his salary from £60 to £100 per year encouraged him to stay.15 Yet, something else — or possibly, someone else — convinced him that he should remain. There is little doubt that Connolly was determined not to lose the able clerk who had proven so useful since he had arrived in New Caledonia two and a half years before. In fact, Connolly knew that if he lost Douglas, he would have to close one of the forts in the district, so there was tremendous incentive for him to deploy whatever means were necessary to keep him. It is quite possible that Connolly’s trump card was his daughter, Amelia. Whatever took place during the bargaining may never be known for certain, but by 14 February “MR. DOUGLAS … agreed to REMAIN in the country.”16 Surely it was only a coincidence that Connolly chose St. Valentine’s Day to enter this information in the journal.


  Murder. The word leapt from a letter Connolly received from Babine Lake on 24 April, only a week before the brigade was scheduled to depart. The timing could not have been worse. The victim was David Livingstone, a company employee who had been returning from Fort St. James to Babine Lake; his body was found naked and all his provisions had been stolen. The perpetrator was believed to be a native from the Skeena River. “This misfortune, independent of the loss of one of our men, is the greatest … which could happen to the District,” wrote Connolly, “& calls loudly for vengeance.17 But there was nothing the chief factor could do himself about it in the few days remaining before he had to leave for Fort Vancouver.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Honeymoon


  IN THE MIDST of the tense situation created by Livingstone’s murder, and only three days before the brigade was scheduled to leave, William Connolly officiated at the wedding of his daughter, Amelia. She and James Douglas were married at Fort St. James on Sunday, 27 April 1828. James was 24 and Amelia was 16. He was literally tall, dark and handsome, standing several inches over six feet, with broad shoulders and an erect, muscular frame. His hair was black and wavy and covered a wide forehead; his eyebrows were bushy; his nose was wide and rather bulbous; his mouth was large and tended to be set in a straight line; his jaw was firm. Amelia was petite, standing not much over five feet and had delicate features. Her hair was black and straight and pulled back severely from her round face; her eyes were small and grey; her lips were tight and narrow. Although she was darker than her father, her skin was much lighter than that of many mixed-blood children, giving rise to her nickname, “Little Snowbird.” At the time and place, Amelia’s relatively fair skin was considered an attribute of considerable beauty.


  Like the wíkihtowin of the bride’s parents 25 years before, the Douglas wedding was performed according to the “custom of the country” because there were still neither clergy nor civil authorities there to conduct it any other way. Yet, unlike the earlier Connolly wedding, this one did not follow the traditions of the Cree. Instead, Chief Factor William Connolly himself officiated at a simple lay ceremony during which the bride and groom exchanged vows. The Hudson’s Bay Company by this time actively encouraged some form of Christian observance at its far-flung posts and had issued a prayer book to assist the gentlemen in carrying out its directive. After the wedding Connolly probably followed custom by issuing a dram to all hands who would then have fiddled and jigged the night away.


  What happened to James Murray Yale who previously had been engaged to Amelia? Even though Connolly might have favoured him for a son-in-law, Yale was still at Fort Vancouver, recovering slowly from an inflamed arm. James Douglas, on the other hand, was in perfect health and had the advantage of being stationed at Fort St. James where he and Amelia could develop a romance. Was Amelia pregnant? There is no evidence to suggest this, but it was time for both to be thinking seriously about choosing partners and, since James was to be in charge of the post while Connolly was away with the brigade, the chief factor may merely have submitted to what he considered inevitable. It is also possible that the chief factor wanted someone to be responsible for the rest of his family in case something happened to him.


  No sooner had the marriage taken place than Douglas found himself in charge of Fort St. James. Livingstone’s murder had produced an uneasy feeling at the post and Douglas and the others hoped for revenge. They did get revenge, but for a previous murder.


  The young clerk heard that a suspected murderer, Zulth-nolly, accused of killings at Fort George five years before, had taken refuge in the Dakelh village near the fort. While Kwah, the chief, was absent from the village, Douglas and a few other men went there, apprehended Zulth-nolly (who was hiding in Kwah’s house) and stunned him “with hoes and the remnants of a camp-fire,” then “reduced his lifeless body to the condition of a shapeless jelly.”1 In a letter to Connolly, Douglas boasted that “we dispatched” Zulth-nolly, suggesting it was at least a communal activity for which he took credit.2 Although the particulars of the execution are vague, there is no doubt that Douglas was very much involved, and proud of it.


  
    [image: ]

    Grave marker: “Here lie the remains of the Great Chief Kwah. He once had the life of James Douglas in his hands but was great enough to refrain from taking it.”

    PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR

  


  Entering Chief Kwah’s house was a tactical error on Douglas’s part. Perhaps the clerk was too inexperienced to know that the Dakelh considered a chief’s house a place of refuge, even for someone guilty of murder. Upon his return, Kwah was angered at what had happened and went to Fort St. James, where his party managed to overwhelm the few HBC men on site. He was in a position to kill Douglas, but something caused him to hold back. According to legend, Nancy Bouchard, the wife of the fort’s interpreter, was trying to keep the crowd at bay, when Amelia Douglas came in from her quarters and saw that Kwah’s nephew was holding a dagger against Douglas’s chest, waiting for the signal to plunge it in. On seeing this, Amelia and Nancy threw tobacco, handkerchiefs, clothing and other goods into the crowd. The chief accepted the gifts as compensation for Zulth-nolly’s death, and told his followers to return to their homes.


  Governor George Simpson arrived at Fort St. James in mid-September while the tensions between the HBC and the Dakelh were still high. The governor intended to bolster the company’s image as much as possible by deploying all the pageantry at his disposal, including a piper. James Douglas, perhaps with his Scottish blood aroused, and certainly demonstrating a sense of the theatrical himself, greeted the advancing column with cannon fire and musketry, then positioned himself in front of the gates to receive his visitors.


  Following Zulth-nolly’s death, the animosity between the Dakelh and the company continued to simmer for many months, and Douglas was at the centre of it. When he was on his way to Fraser Lake in November 1828, about 120 natives surrounded him; some threatened to kill him, but were dissuaded from doing so by the intervention of other natives and by Douglas’s own “cool & prudent conduct & the determination he evinced in selling his life dear.”3 The armed men rushed Douglas, but his bravado “impressed the minds of the natives with a higher opinion of the whites than they previously entertained.”4


  Though returns from the fur trade had been good in 1828, Connolly considered it to have been “a year of misfortunes” because of the murders in New Caledonia, the drowning of three of his men and a general scarcity of food throughout the district. He wrote to a colleague that 1828 had been “the most unhappy year of my life.”5 Interestingly, what would have been the highlight for many proud fathers — the marriage of his daughter — did not even merit a brief mention.


  In spite of the problems he had had with some of the Dakelh, Douglas clearly stood out from many other fur traders as an individual of uncommon strength and ability. During the summer of 1829 he was left in charge of Fort St. James again while Connolly accompanied the brigade to Fort Vancouver. Apparently it was a more peaceful summer than the previous one and Douglas was able to take advantage of the bountiful salmon runs, amassing large quantities of fish for use over the winter. Much of this was obtained by trade from the Dakelh and brought to the fort where the women, probably including Miyo Nipiy and Amelia, cured it by drying. When Connolly returned in mid-September he concluded that “every thing is quiet” because “the examples which were made of some of the rascals who assisted in murdering our people [in 1828], have had a wonderful effect, & I hope will keep the natives quiet for years to come.”6 Connolly was obviously impressed by his clerk’s performance while he had been away, writing that “Mr. Douglas … is equal to any situation” and that “his services are too important here to be dispensed with.”7


  It was just as well that Douglas had been close to home during the summer of 1829 because Amelia was expecting their first child. However, once his father-in-law returned, the clerk spent considerable time away from Fort. St. James, trading fish and assisting with transporting the outfits to distant posts.


  About three hours before dawn on 10 November 1829, Amelia gave birth. Miyo Nipiy undoubtedly acted as midwife at the delivery of her first grandchild, coaching Amelia in Cree, just as Amelia, many times during her 17 years, had been present at the birth of younger brothers and sisters. The happy parents named the baby girl Amelia after her mother. A fur-trade life was not designed to cater to family obligations and Douglas was able to stay at Fort St. James for only a few days after his daughter’s birth before he was obliged to leave. For the next six weeks he went back and forth to a fish cache he had established and brought back much-needed food. On 23 December he left to trade more fish and to collect furs, and his return coincided with New Year’s Day 1830. He had had another very successful trip, managing to obtain 110 pounds of furs and securing ten dead dogs “for the men’s New Year Feast.”8 Perhaps he was able to reserve some of the bounty for his neglected wife on her birthday.


  At the end of January 1830 Douglas was preparing to go to Babine Lake, but Chief Trader Alexander Fisher arrived from York Factory with a message from Governor Simpson instructing him to go to Fort Vancouver “without loss of time” to take up the vacant position of accountant. Although the order was understandably flexible, given the vagaries of trans-continental travel, it was obvious that Douglas was already late. Thus, he made preparations for an immediate departure and on 30 January left through the snow to report for his new assignment. He had to go without Amelia because the baby was sick and winter travel for mother and child was out of the question. They would have to join him later. Connolly observed that by losing Douglas “the District is deprived of its most able supporter, but the zeal with which he performed his duty having raised him some enemies among the rascally Carriers [Dakelh], his safety rested on a precarious footing and on this account I cannot regret his departure.”9


  Douglas’s journey south through the frigid New Caledonian winter was a slow, strenuous one, but he duly arrived at Fort Vancouver in the early spring of 1830. There was much to learn about his new duties in the short interval before the supply ship arrived. He would find the work at Fort Vancouver much the same as at Fort William, but instead of trade goods arriving by canoe, they would come in a single ship directly from England. It would be a full-time job for much of the year and he would not be sent on fishing expeditions to occupy his spare time.


  Fort Vancouver was established in 1825, but in 1828 construction of a new fort had been started and it was well under way when Douglas arrived. This was the headquarters for the Columbia Department. Under the direction of Chief Factor Dr. John McLoughlin, tilling the soil, planting orchards and raising livestock had been on a scale grander than the new accountant had witnessed at any of the posts where he had been hitherto. The stockaded fort itself resembled many others he had visited, but its storehouses were filled with an array and quantity of goods he had not seen since his Fort William days a decade before.


  Fort Vancouver was at the centre of a lingering political controversy that in part had led to its founding and continued to pervade much of the post’s activities. In 1814 the Treaty of Ghent had ended the War of 1812 between the United States and the United Kingdom. One of its provisions had established the 49th parallel as the boundary between British and American territory from Lake of the Woods to the Rocky Mountains, but the diplomats had failed to reach agreement on where the boundary should run west of the mountains. The Americans held out for continuing the line of demarcation along the 49th parallel or even farther north, while the British believed it should follow the Columbia River or farther south. This impasse could not be broken, so in 1818 both countries signed the Convention of Joint Occupancy; then in 1828 they extended it. This gave equal rights of trade and settlement to vessels and citizens of both nations in the vast tract of land that informally came to be called the Oregon Country — from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean and from the present-day boundaries of northern California to Alaska, encompassing what are now the states of Oregon, Washington and Idaho and much of the province of British Columbia. The HBC’s Columbia Department included all of the Oregon Country, plus what is now northern British Columbia. Tensions and rivalry between American fur traders and the HBC were high in 1830 when James Douglas arrived at Fort Vancouver.


  About a month after Douglas departed from Fort St. James, baby Amelia died. Custom dictated that the chief factor should have performed a funeral service at the child’s grave, but Connolly had fallen dangerously ill himself only a day after Douglas left and it is not known whether he had recovered sufficiently to do this by 2 March, the date of death. When her granddaughter died Miyo Nipiy was 42 years old and she was pregnant again. Yet there was little time then to reflect on the vicissitudes of life.


  Within two months of the baby’s death William Connolly, in spite of his recent illness, had to lead the annual brigade to Fort Vancouver. Before he left, he may have discussed the family’s future with Miyo Nipiy. His health, James and Amelia’s move to Fort Vancouver and the ongoing tension with some of the Dakelh had taken their toll. Besides, Connolly had had enough of the privation of New Caledonia and longed to see Montreal again. He wrote to George Simpson requesting a furlough.


  When the brigade departed from Fort St. James on 5 May, Amelia joined her father on the long journey. No one recorded whether she paid a final visit to her baby’s grave before she left, or whether she shed tears as she bade farewell to her mother and her siblings, knowing she would probably never see any of them again. Miyo Nipiy remained at the fort, pregnant and uncertain about her future there. Before William returned she gave birth to a baby girl, Marguerite, her 11th child since her marriage 27 years before.


  Although Amelia was a seasoned traveller, the long overland ride from Fort Alexandria to the Columbia River was a novel and occasionally harrowing experience for her, including having to endure the intense sun of the Okanagan Valley. In early June, when the brigade reached its destination, a very tanned Amelia was reunited with her husband at their new home.


  Marguerite McLoughlin, the chief factor’s wife, was probably on hand right away to welcome the new arrival, and to help her settle in. She was 46 years old when she first met Amelia Douglas, about the same age as Miyo Nipiy, and quite likely served as a substitute mother as well as a friend for the young bride. The two women had much in common, including their mothers’ native ancestry, their use of Cree and their fathers’ French language. Amelia may also have been a surrogate daughter for Marguerite since she was of an age with the two oldest McLoughlin children, Joseph, born in 1809 and Eliza, born around 1814, neither of whom lived at Fort Vancouver.


  Amelia probably had a more difficult time than her husband acclimatizing to her new home. As the accountant’s wife, she had no official duties to occupy her days. Inevitably, setting up their new living quarters would have been a priority, but the limited choice of furnishings and decoration would have made this a simple task. Typically, the wives and young children of the gentlemen kept to themselves. The women were not obliged to prepare meals because the company employed cooks who supplied not only the men’s dinner table, but their families’ food as well. As was customary throughout the posts of the HBC, the wives and children at Fort Vancouver ate separately from the men.


  For most women, looking after the children would have been a major duty; sewing and fancy needlework would have been a primary pastime whenever spare time allowed. Yet it was not a cloistered life. Outdoor pursuits were also popular and at Fort Vancouver Amelia often went for walks in the gardens, took horseback rides into the surrounding countryside, picked berries or collected and pressed wildflowers. Card games, dances, picnics, excursions aboard visiting ships and even canoe trips to Willamette Falls and other scenic attractions provided occasional variety for men, women and children.


  Soon after her arrival at the fort, Amelia became pregnant with her second child and gave birth to a boy on 31 May 1831. Because there were no clergy at Fort Vancouver, a christening was not possible, but in keeping with Douglas family tradition, the child was given the name of a close relative. He was called Alexander, after Douglas’s older brother who had left the fur trade in 1824. The baby was healthy and bright, and apparently became a favourite at the fort.


  A constant worry each summer during the early 1830s was the fever that swept through the native villages of the lower Columbia and Willamette valleys and, to a lesser extent, the company’s employees at Fort Vancouver. The malaria-like disease started in 1829, the year that the land was first tilled at the fort. Around this time the Douglas family adopted a five-year-old native girl who had lost one of her parents, probably due to the fever. The child, granddaughter of the high-ranking Chinook Chief Comcomly, was given the name Princess Mary.


  In 1832, the year the fever reached its peak, Douglas was delegated to take the Columbia Department’s accounts to York Factory for the meeting of the Northern Council. Although the department was now being supplied with trade goods directly from England, the administrative link with York Factory still existed. Therefore, each summer someone in authority was obliged to carry the annual report there, wait for the council meeting to conclude, then return to Fort Vancouver with instructions for the following season. Douglas’s route across the Rockies from Fort Vancouver was one that was well known in the fur trade, but new to him, because he had first reached the western side of the mountains by a different way. He set off in March, while the snow still clung to the ground in many of the high places, and arrived at York Factory in time for the July meeting. The sojourn at the depot was brief, as always, so the travellers could be back in their canoes by late July in order to reach Fort Vancouver by early November. It was a long commute and a lengthy business trip by any standard.


  Dr. McLoughlin must have been impressed by Douglas’s abilities because the following year he asked his accountant to repeat the trip to York Factory. The duration of the trip in 1833 coincided almost exactly with Amelia’s third pregnancy, but it is doubtful that she would have known she was expecting again when her husband departed in early spring. Douglas was still not home when their second son was born on 5 November, but when he arrived at the fort soon afterward, he was too late to join in any celebration because the child had died the day he was born; the boy was dead and buried and James had not even known that Amelia was pregnant. The child was called John, a significant name because it could have honoured several people: John McLoughlin, Amelia’s oldest brother or Douglas’s father, then resident in Edinburgh.


  James and Amelia were deeply moved by the deaths of their children. Upon his return Douglas probably accompanied Amelia to the tiny graveyard where baby John was buried. The trail to it passed through “a pretty grove of young oaks & other trees” and the burial ground itself was situated “about a gunshot to the N[orth] of the fort, in a fertile upland meadow greatly beautified by wild flowers & trees in flower.”10 There was no fence around the little burying ground, although some of the individual graves were surrounded with wooden pickets. Most were merely covered with stones and logs.


  In the spring of 1834 Douglas set off for York Factory for the third year in a row, but this time he only got a short distance when a messenger caught up with him, carrying instructions from McLoughlin to return to Fort Vancouver. Someone had fallen ill and the accountant was needed to take his place. The report had to proceed without him. On Thursday, 27 April 1834, when Douglas’s bateau was seen coming down the river, excitement in the Douglas household mounted. Having James home for the summer was an unexpected treat and Amelia and Alexander, along with many others from the fort, hurried down to meet the incoming party.


  Alexander, who was nearing his third birthday, rushed forward to meet his father who good-naturedly picked the lad up and playfully tossed him into the air, catching him as he came down. But something went wrong. “Oh, daddy, you’ve hurt me,” the boy is said to have cried.11 The injury proved to be a serious one and Alexander died as a result soon afterward.


  Amelia was three months pregnant when Alexander died, and on 24 October she delivered twin girls. By this time a Methodist missionary, the Reverend Jason Lee, had arrived in the Oregon Country and James and Amelia availed themselves of his services for the christening of their new babies. Cecilia and Maria were the names chosen. Cecilia was evidently in honour of James’s youngest sister and was a reminder of his aunt and paternal grandmother in Glasgow. The reason for choosing Maria is obscure, but probably it was for one of Amelia’s younger sisters and possibly for one or both of the McLoughlins’ daughters, Maria Elizabeth (usually called Eliza) and Maria Eloisa (usually called Eloisa). The twins were only four months old when their father was dispatched once more to the east side of the mountains, this time for an even longer period of time than before. During his absence, Maria died, the fourth of the Douglases’ five children to meet a premature end. Only Cecilia was left. Amelia’s reliance for support on Marguerite McLoughlin and the other women of Fort Vancouver was stronger than ever.


  The Northern Council met that year at Fort Garry in the Red River region and Douglas was due by early June, so his party left Fort Vancouver on 3 March, a little earlier than the normal departure date. On 30 May they reached their destination and the meeting was convened a few days later. Douglas had been almost three months in getting there, but he was rewarded for his exertions when he received his commission as a chief trader and for the first time was invited to participate in the council’s deliberations.


  For Douglas the promotion to chief trader represented a major jump in his earnings. Since 1828 he had been receiving £100 per year as a clerk, even after he was given the title of accountant. Now his pay was calculated differently, based on the actual profits of the company. It was a complicated formula, but one that Douglas knew intimately. Forty percent of the company’s net profit each year was set aside for the chief traders and chief factors. This amount was then subdivided into 85 equal portions, with one share being given to each chief trader and two shares to each chief factor. In 1834 this yielded about £400 to a chief trader, with the promise of a further £100 when the remainder of the furs from that outfit were sold.


  Douglas was an inveterate explorer, an investigator of oddities, minutiae and trivia, and had a fascination with details that bordered on a mania. While he was at Red River he set out to visit, measure and document the governor’s house, to map the garden and to sketch a machine he saw there for tying up peas. Throughout his life he made extensive notes about such diverse items, perhaps hoping the information would be useful to him one day, but probably as much because he possessed a truly scientific and analytical mind that craved explanations and order. He started a notebook during his 1835 journey and used it over the next two years, pasting in miscellaneous notes and newspaper clippings on all manner of topics, including astronomy (complete with his own sketches of the solar system), the Napoleonic Wars, Scottish history (including many references to the Douglas family), temperance, the meanings of names, the revolution in California, an explanation of pre-emption laws in the United States, the habits of llamas and an advertisement for Hay’s liniment (purported to be a cure for haemorrhoids). The new chief trader was also a keen observer of people, sharing many of the interests of modern-day sociologists, anthropologists and ethnologists; he exhibited a curiosity about attributes of aboriginal people, such as their appearance, manners, religion, death customs, population and languages.


  After ten days at Fort Garry, Douglas set off by canoe northward to Norway House and eventually York Factory where he arrived after two weeks of travel. He was there for almost a month, conducting business, discussing accounts, reviewing inventories, ordering supplies for the following year, picking up goods previously ordered and doing some personal shopping. By mid-July he and his party were ready to start their homeward journey, but it was hampered by cold, wet weather at first. At the end of September, when they reached Fort Assiniboine on the Athabasca River, they were faced with a dilemma that Douglas analyzed and recorded in his usual systematic manner. The question was whether canoes or boats should be used for the arduous trip upriver to Jasper House. In a little table Douglas summarized the advantages and disadvantages of each means of conveyance and also experimented with both. Based on this, he chose boats.


  Amelia had no way to communicate with her husband during his absence, and she probably anticipated his return with mixed emotions because she would have to break the news of Maria’s death. She did not know exactly when he would arrive and probably expected him around mid-October. Cecilia’s first birthday came and went on 24 October and still James had not returned. By then he had just left Fort Colvile where letters from Fort Vancouver may have awaited him, or where at least he would have heard the news about Maria from the officer in charge of the post. At about this point Douglas’s journal no longer contains regular entries. Perhaps he was simply tired and had run out of energy, so his thoughts went unrecorded. Undoubtedly he, too, had mixed emotions about his return.


  The party from York Factory finally arrived at Fort Vancouver during the first week of November. James had been away for eight months. Another mournful journey to the little graveyard was becoming all too familiar a ritual for the Douglases. Yet he and Amelia had little time together because only ten days after his return, he was sent on a trip up the Cowlitz River, possibly to look at locations for future farms. Amelia and little Cecilia were on their own again.


  •••


  Amelia certainly had many concerns of her own at Fort Vancouver, but the news about her parents that filtered through from Montreal added to her worries. Each time James returned from York Factory he would quite likely have the latest tidbits of information and company gossip from George Simpson and others about what the Connollys were up to.


  In 1831 William Connolly, Miyo Nipiy and their six children, including a baby less than one year of age, crossed the continent by canoe, arriving at their new home in Lower Canada (now Quebec) in September, about four months after their departure from New Caledonia. St. Eustache is now a suburb to the northwest of Montreal, but in 1831 it was a quiet country village. Connolly secured accommodation there for his family, but only stayed with them for a few months, preferring instead to live in Montreal. He introduced Miyo Nipiy as Madame Connolly to the local merchants and the parish priest, and provided well for her and their children. John, their eldest son, now 26 years old, also went to stay at St. Eustache where he was reunited with his mother for the first time since he was sent to school, 19 years before.


  Soon after the Connollys had settled in St. Eustache, William asked the parish priest to baptize his two youngest daughters. Father Turcotte hesitated because he wondered what William’s relationship with Miyo Nipiy was, but in reply, Connolly warranted that they were married. The cleric was acquainted with the practice of other fur traders taking several wives while in the west, and had wanted to assure himself that Connolly was not a bigamist. This, and not the form of marriage itself, was the priest’s greatest concern. Father Turcotte knew very well that if the Connollys were married it would have been à la façon du pays, but he considered that to be valid and binding. Mutual consent, he believed, was the primary principle of marriage, according to the canon law of the Roman Catholic Church in places where the decrees of the Council of Trent had not been published. On the strength of his interrogation the priest baptized Marie and Marguerite Connolly in December 1831. Not long after this, Connolly decided to move his family into Montreal. Although he still did not live with them, he visited them regularly.


  Before moving from Fort St. James, Connolly had told Miyo Nipiy that he wanted them to be married “according to the civilized manner,” that is, in the Roman Catholic Church.12 Miyo Nipiy herself may not have fully comprehended the significance of this, but she clearly understood that William wanted a church wedding. Miyo Nipiy’s church wedding never happened, but William’s did. In May 1832, 46-year-old William Connolly married 36-year-old Julia Woolrich, his second cousin, in the church at L’Assomption, a village to the east of Montreal. They had fallen in love when they both spent the winter of 1813 in Quebec City. The bride was the daughter of James Woolrich, a wealthy Montreal merchant and banker who had many connections with the fur trade through church and business. In spite of his protestations to Father Turcotte at St. Eustache about the validity of his marriage to Miyo Nipiy, Connolly told a different story to the priest at L’Assomption. It had not been a legal or binding marriage, he explained, and on the strength of this the bishop granted a dispensation for his marriage to Julia. Miyo Nipiy was not invited to the wedding and, it seems, was the last to know about it.


  Marguerite stayed with Miyo Nipiy, while the next three oldest Connolly children moved in with William and Julia. Miyo Nipiy, supported financially by William, found lodgings in Montreal with a woman named Mme. Pion and stayed at her house for nine years, but during this time her health began to fail. She started to attend church, received religious instruction and was eventually baptized by a Sulpician father and given the Christian name Suzanne. Although her health improved for a time after this, her languor persisted. Not surprisingly, Miyo Nipiy’s ongoing presence in Montreal, and her unhappiness, were a heavy weight on Connolly’s mind.


  In the meantime, the HBC placed Connolly in charge of the King’s Posts along the Saguenay River. Tadoussac was the centre of operations for the region and the Connollys moved there. Tadoussac was not exactly Julia’s idea of a love nest and she and William often went away to Quebec City or Montreal. Julia gave birth to a son and a daughter during this time and continued to raise three of William’s children by Miyo Nipiy.


  Amelia Douglas was the only Connolly child not intimately caught up in the family’s affairs in Lower Canada. Yet, although communications between Montreal and Fort Vancouver were slow, she would have known something of the goings-on. She was only 20 when her father repudiated her mother, but she had been raised in fur-trade posts and had seen or heard about many similar situations. Understandably, her information would not have been complete and, since Miyo Nipiy could not write, Amelia would not have known her mother’s personal thoughts. However, adjusting to life in the Oregon Country and tending to the needs of her own immediate family would have left her little time to worry about her distant one.
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