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The writer Robert Michael Ballantyne, who throughout his life
dedicated himself to creating literary works for children and young
people, was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 24, 1825, into a
family of printers and publishers.


 At the age of 16, this descendant of the marriage between
Alexander Ballantyne and Anne Randall Scott, moved to Canada where
he worked for six years in the service of the Hudson's Bay Company.
Some time later, he returned to his native land and published his
first book: "
Hudson Bay" (1848).

 On July 31, 1866, the creator of "The Young Fur Traders"
(1856) and his great masterpiece "The Coral Island" (1858), among
other works, married Jane Dickson Grant, with whom he would have
six children.

 In order to find a calmer way of writing, without excesses
or work pressures, Ballantyne decided, shortly before losing his
life, to leave his London home for a while to visit Rome, but
death, which came upon him on February 8, 1894, caused the author
to die on Italian soil.

 "Martin Rattler" (1858), "The Dog Crusoe and his Master"
(1860),"The Gorilla Hunters" (1861), “The Iron Horse” (1871), “The
Norsemen in the West” (1872), “Post Haste” (1880) and “The Dog
Crusoe and His Master” (1894) are other of the most recognized
titles that make up the extensive literary work of this Scottish
writer who created more than a hundred novels and illustrated most
of his adventure stories with drawings that not only gave a great
graphic force to these texts that emerged from his own experiences
(it should be noted that Ballantyne worked as a fireman and
lighthouse watchman just to have accurate information about those
activities that inspired him to create stories). They were also
exhibited at the 
Royal Scottish Academy in Edinburgh as a sample of this
artistic facet that he developed through watercolours.
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In publishing the present work,
the Author rests his hopes of its
favourable reception chiefly upon the fact that its subject is
comparatively new.  Although touched upon by other writers in
narratives
of Arctic discovery, and in works of general information, the very
nature of those publications prohibited a lengthened or minute
description of that EVERYDAY LIFE whose delineation is the chief
aim of
the following pages.
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Since this book was written,
very considerable changes have taken place
in the affairs and management of the Hudson Bay Company.  The
original
charter of the Company is now extinct.  Red River Settlement has
become
a much more important colony than it was, and bids fair to become
still
more important—for railway communication will doubtless, ere long,
connect it with Canada on the one hand and the Pacific seaboard on
the
other, while the presence of gold in the Saskatchewan and elsewhere
has
already made the country much more generally known than it was when
the
Author sojourned there.  Nevertheless, all these changes—actual and
prospective—have only scratched the skirt of the vast wilderness
occupied by the fur–traders; and as these still continue their work
at
the numerous and distant outposts in much the same style as in days
of
yore, it has been deemed advisable to reprint the book almost
without
alteration, but with a few corrections.

R.M.  Ballantyne.
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Appointment to the Service of the Hudson Bay Company--the
      "Prince Rupert"--the Annual Dinner of the
      "H.B.C."--fellow-voyagers--threatening Weather--a
      Squall--island of Lewis
    

  

  



Reader,—I take for granted that
you are tolerably well acquainted with
the different modes of life and travelling peculiar to European
nations.
I also presume that you know something of the inhabitants of the
East;
and, it may be, a good deal of the Americans in general.  But I
suspect—at least I would fain hope—that you have only a vague and
indefinite knowledge of life in those wild, uncivilised regions of
the
northern continent of America that surround the shores of Hudson
Bay.  I
would fain hope this, I say, that I may have the satisfaction of
giving
you information on the subject, and of showing you that there is a
body
of civilised men who move, and breathe (pretty cool air, by the
way!),
and spend their lives in a quarter of the globe as totally
different, in
most respects, from the part you inhabit, as a beaver, roaming
among the
ponds and marshes of his native home, is from that sagacious animal
when
converted into a fashionable hat.

About the middle of May eighteen hundred and forty–one, I was
thrown
into a state of ecstatic joy by the arrival of a letter appointing
me to
the enviable situation of apprentice clerk in the service of the
Honourable Hudson Bay Company.  To describe the immense extent to
which
I expanded, both mentally and bodily, upon the receipt of this
letter,
is impossible; it is sufficient to know that from that moment I
fancied
myself a complete man of business, and treated my old companions
with
the condescending suavity of one who knows that he is talking to
his
inferiors.

A few days after, however, my pride was brought very low indeed,
as I
lay tossing about in my berth on the tumbling waves of the German
Ocean,
eschewing breakfast as a dangerous meal, and looking upon dinner
with a
species of horror utterly incomprehensible by those who have not
experienced an attack of sea–sickness.  Miseries of this
description,
fortunately, do not last long.  In a couple of days we got into the
comparatively still water of the Thames; and I, with a host of
pale–faced young ladies and cadaverous–looking young gentlemen,
emerged
for the first time from the interior of the ship, to behold the
beauties
and wonders of the great metropolis, as we glided slowly up the
crowded
river.

Leave–taking is a disagreeable subject either to reflect upon or
to
write about, so we will skip that part of the business and proceed
at
once to Gravesend, where I stood (having parted from all my
friends) on
the deck of the good ship 

  
Prince Rupert
, contemplating the boats and
crowds of shipping that passed continually before me, and thinking
how
soon I was to leave the scenes to which I had been so long
accustomed
for a far–distant land.  I was a boy, however; and this, I think,
is
equivalent to saying that I did not sorrow long.  My future
companion
and fellow–clerk, Mr Wiseacre, was pacing the deck near me.  This
turned my thoughts into another channel, and set me speculating
upon his
probable temper, qualities, and age; whether or not he was strong
enough
to thrash me, and if we were likely to be good friends.  The
captain,
too, was chatting and laughing with the doctor as carelessly as if
he
had not the great responsibility of taking a huge ship across a
boundless waste of waters, and through fields and islands of ice,
to a
distant country some three thousand miles to the north–west of
England.
Thus encouraged, my spirits began to rise, and when the cry arose
on
deck that the steamer containing the committee of the Honourable
Hudson
Bay Company was in sight, I sprang up the companion–ladder in a
state of
mind, if not happy, at least as nearly so as under the
circumstances
could be expected.

Upon gaining the deck, I beheld a small steamboat passing close
under
our stern, filled with a number of elderly–looking gentlemen, who
eyed
us with a very critical expression of countenance.  I had a pretty
good
guess who these gentlemen were; but had I been entirely ignorant, I
should soon have been enlightened by the remark of a sailor, who
whispered to his comrade, "I say, Bill, them's the great guns!"

I suppose the fact of their being so had a sympathetic effect
upon the
guns of the Company's three ships—the 

  
Prince Rupert, Prince Albert
,
and 

  
Prince of Wales
—for they all three fired a salute of blank
cartridge at the steamer as she passed them in succession.  The
steamer
then ranged alongside of us, and the elderly gentlemen came on
board and
shook hands with the captain and officers, smiling blandly as they
observed the neat, trim appearance of the three fine vessels,
which,
with everything in readiness for setting sail on the following
morning,
strained at their cables, as if anxious to commence their struggle
with
the waves.

It is a custom of the directors of the Hudson Bay Company to
give a
public dinner annually to the officers of their ships upon the eve
of
their departure from Gravesend.  Accordingly, one of the gentlemen
of
the committee, before leaving the vessel, invited the captain and
officers to attend; and, to my astonishment and delight, also 

  
begged
  me
 to honour them with my company.  I accepted the invitation
with
extreme politeness; and, from inability to express my joy in any
other
way, winked to my friend Wiseacre, with whom I had become, by this
time,
pretty familiar.  He, being also invited, winked in return to me;
and
having disposed of this piece of juvenile freemasonry to our
satisfaction, we assisted the crew in giving three hearty cheers,
as the
little steamer darted from the side and proceeded to the shore.

The dinner, like all other public dinners, was as good and
substantial
as a lavish expenditure of cash could make it; but really my
recollections of it are very indistinct.  The ceaseless din of
plates,
glasses, knives, forks, and tongues was tremendous; and this,
together
with the novelty of the scene, the heat of the room, and excellence
of
the viands, tended to render me oblivious of much that took place.
Almost all the faces present were strange to me.  Who were, and who
were
not, the gentlemen of the committee, was to me matter of the most
perfect indifference; and as no one took the trouble to address me
in
particular, I confined myself to the interesting occupation of
trying to
make sense of a conversation held by upwards of fifty pairs of
lungs at
one and the same time.  Nothing intelligible, however, was to be
heard,
except when a sudden lull in the noise gave a bald–headed old
gentleman
near the head of the table an opportunity of drinking the health of
a
red–faced old gentleman near the foot, upon whom he bestowed an
amount
of flattery perfectly bewildering; and after making the unfortunate
red–faced gentleman writhe for half an hour in a fever of modesty,
sat
down amid thunders of applause.  Whether the applause, by the way,
was
intended for the speaker or the 

  
speakee
, I do not know; but being
quite indifferent, I clapped my hands with the rest.  The red–faced
gentleman, now purple with excitement, then rose, and during a
solemn
silence delivered himself of a speech, to the effect that the day
then
passing was certainly the happiest in his mortal career, that he
could
not find words adequately to express the varied feelings which
swelled
his throbbing bosom, and that he felt quite faint with the mighty
load
of honour just thrown upon his delighted shoulders by his
bald–headed
friend.  The red–faced gentleman then sat down to the national air
of
rat–tat–tat, played in full chorus with knives, forks, spoons,
nut–crackers, and knuckles on the polished surface of the mahogany
table.

We left the dinner–table at a late hour, and after I, in company
with
some other youngsters, had done as much mischief as we conveniently
could without risking our detention by the strong arm of the law,
we
went down to the beach and embarked in a boat with the captain for
the
ship.  How the sailors ever found her in the impenetrable darkness
which
prevailed all around is a mystery to me to this day.  Find her,
however,
they did; and in half an hour I was in the land of Nod.

The sun was blazing high in the heavens next morning when I
awoke, and
gazed around for a few moments to discover where I was; but the
rattling
of ropes and blocks, the stamping of feet overhead, the shouts of
gruff
voices, and, above all, a certain strange and disagreeable motion
in my
dormitory, soon enlightened me on that point.  We were going
rapidly
down the Thames with a fair breeze, and had actually set sail for
the
distant shores of Hudson Bay.

What took place during the next five or six days I know not. 
The demon
of sea–sickness had completely prostrated my faculties, bodily and
mental.  Some faint recollections I have of stormy weather,
horrible
noises, and hurried dinners; but the greater part of that period is
a
miserable blank in my memory.  Towards the sixth day, however, the
savoury flavour of a splendid salmon–trout floated past my dried–up
nostrils like "Afric's spicy gale," and caused my collapsed stomach
to
yearn with strong emotion.  The ship, too, was going more quietly
through the water; and a broad stream of sunshine shot through the
small
window of my berth, penetrated my breast, and went down into the
centre
of my heart, filling it with a calm, complacent pleasure quite
indescribable.  Sounds, however, of an attack upon the trout roused
me,
and with a mighty effort I tumbled out of bed, donned my clothes,
and
seated myself for the first time at the cabin table.

Our party consisted of the captain; Mr Carles, a chief factor in
the
Company's service; the doctor; young Mr Wiseacre, afore–mentioned;
the
first and second mates; and myself.  The captain was a thin,
middle–sized, offhand man; thoroughly acquainted with his
profession;
good–humoured and gruff by turns; and he always spoke with the air
of an
oracle.  Mr Carles was a mild, good–natured man, of about
fifty–five,
with a smooth, bald head, encircled by a growth of long, thin hair.
 He
was stoutly built, and possessed of that truly amiable and
captivating
disposition which enters earnestly and kindly into the affairs of
others, and totally repudiates self.  From early manhood he had
roughed
life in the very roughest and wildest scenes of the wilderness, and
was
now returning to those scenes after a short visit to his native
land.
The doctor was a nondescript; a compound of gravity, fun,
seriousness,
and humbug—the latter predominating.  He had been everywhere (at
least,
so he said), had seen everything, knew everybody, and played the
fiddle.
It cannot be said, I fear, that he played it well; but, amid the
various vicissitudes of his chequered life, the doctor had
frequently
found himself in company where his violin was almost idolised and
himself deified; especially when the place chanced to be the
American
backwoods, where violins are scarce, the auditors semi–barbarous
Highlanders, and the music Scotch reels.  Mr Wiseacre was nothing! 
He
never spoke except when compelled to do so; never read, and never
cared
for anything or anybody; wore very long hair, which almost hid his
face,
owing to a habit which he had of holding his head always down: and
apparently lived but to eat, drink, and sleep.  Sometimes, though
very
rarely, he became so far facetious as to indulge in a wink and a
low
giggle; but beyond this he seldom soared.  The two mates were
simply

  
mates
.  Those who know the population of the sea will understand
the
description sufficiently; those who don't, will never, I fear, be
made
to understand by description.  They worked the ship, hove the log,
changed the watch, turned out and tumbled in, with the callous
indifference and stern regularity of clock work; inhabited
tarpaulin
dreadnoughts and sou'–westers; came down to meals with modest
diffidence, and walked the deck with bantam–cock–like assurance.
Nevertheless, they were warm–hearted fellows, both of them,
although the
heat didn't often come to the surface.  The first mate was a 

  
broad

Scotchman, in every sense of the term; the second was a burly
little
Englishman.

"How's the wind, Collins?" said the captain, as the second mate
sat down
at the dinner–table, and brushed the spray from his face with the
back
of his brown hand.

"Changed a point to the s'uthard o' sou'–west, sir," he
answered, "and
looks as if it would blow hard."

"Humph!" ejaculated the captain, while he proceeded to help the
fish.
"I hope it'll only keep quiet till we get into blue water, and then
it
may blow like blazes for all I care,—Take some trout, doctor?  It's
the
last you'll put your teeth through for six weeks to come, 

  
I
 know; so
make the most of it.—I wish I were only through the Pentland Firth,
and
scudding under full sail for the ice—I do."  And the captain looked
fiercely at the compass which hung over his head, as if he had said
something worthy of being recorded in history, and began to
eat.

After a pause of five minutes or so—during which time the knives
and
forks had been clattering pretty vigorously, and the trout had
become a
miserable skeleton—the captain resumed his discourse.

"I tell you what it is now, gentlemen; if there's not going to
be a
change of some sort or other, I'm no sailor."

"It does look very threatening," said Mr Carles, peering through
the
stern window.  "I don't much like the look of these clouds behind
us.
Look there, doctor!" he continued, pointing towards the window. 
"What
do you think of that?"

"Nothing!" replied the doctor, through a mouthful of duff and
potatoes.
"A squall, I fancy; wish it'd only wait till after dinner."

"It never does," said the captain.  "I've been to sea these
fifteen
years, and I always find that squalls come on at breakfast or
dinner,
like an unwelcome visitor.  They've got a thorough contempt for
tea—
seem to know it's but swipes, and not worth pitching into one's
lap; but
dinner's sure to bring 'em on, if they're in the neighbourhood, and
make
'em bu'st their cheeks at you.  Remember once, when I was cruising
in
the Mediterranean, in Lord P―'s yacht, we'd been stewing on deck
under
an awning the whole forenoon, scarce able to breathe, when the bell
rang
for dinner.  Well, down we all tumbled—about ten ladies and fifteen
gentlemen, or thereabouts—and seated ourselves round the table. 
There
was no end of grub of every kind.  Lord P― was eccentric in that
way,
and was always at some new dodge or other in the way of cookery. 
At
this time he had invented a new dumpling.  Its jacket was much the
same
as usual—inch–thick duff; but its contents were beyond anything I
ever
saw, except the maw of an old shark.  Well, just as the steward
took off
the cover, 

  
hiss–iss
 went the wind overhead, and one of those horrible
squalls that come rattling down without a moment's warning in those
parts, struck the ship, and gave her a heel over that sent the
salt–cellars chasing the tumblers like all–possessed; and the great
dumpling gave a heavy lurch to leeward, rolled fairly over on its
beam–ends, and began to course straight down the table quite sedate
and
quiet–like.  Several dives were made at it by the gentlemen as it
passed, but they all missed; and finally, just as a youngster made
a
grab at it with both hands that bid fair to be successful, another
howl
of the squall changed its course, and sent it like a cannon–shot
straight into the face of the steward, where it split its sides,
and
scattered its contents right and left.  I don't know how it ended,
for I
bolted up the companion, and saw the squall splitting away to
leeward,
shrieking as it went, just as if it were rejoicing at the mischief
it
had done."

The laugh which greeted the captain's anecdote had scarce
subsided when
the tough sides of the good 

  
Prince Rupert
 gave a gentle creak, and the
angle at which the active steward perambulated the cabin became
absurdly
acute.

Just then the doctor cast his eye up at the compass suspended
above the
captain's head.  "Hallo!" said he—But before he could give
utterance to
the sentiments to which "hallo" was the preface, the hoarse voice
of the
first mate came rolling down the companion–hatch,—"A squall, sir!
scoorin' doon like mad!  Wund's veered richt roond to the
nor'–east."

The captain and second mate sprang hastily to their feet and
rushed upon
deck, where the rest of us joined them as speedily as possible.

On gaining the quarter–deck, the scene that presented itself was
truly
grand.  Thick black clouds rolled heavily overhead, and cast a
gloom
upon the sea which caused it to look like ink.  Not a breath of
wind
swelled the sails, which the men were actively engaged in taking
in.
Far away on our weather–quarter the clouds were thicker and darker;
and
just where they met the sea there was seen a bright streak of
white,
which rapidly grew broader and brighter, until we could perceive
that it
was the sea lashed into a seething foam by the gale which was
sweeping
over it.

"Mind your helm!" shouted the captain.

"Ay, ay, sir!" sang out the man at the wheel.  And in another
moment the
squall burst upon us with all its fury, laying the huge vessel over
on
its side as if it had been a feather on the wave, and causing her
to fly
through the black water like a dolphin.

In a few minutes the first violence of the squall passed away,
and was
succeeded by a steady breeze, which bore us merrily along over the
swelling billows.

"A stiff one, that," said the captain, turning to the doctor,
who, with
imperturbable nonchalance, was standing near him, holding on to a
stanchion with one hand, while the other reposed in his breeches
pocket.

"I hope it will last," replied the doctor.  "If it does, we'll
not be
long of reaching the blue water you long so much for."

Young Wiseacre, who during the squall had been clutching the
weather–shrouds with the tenacity of a drowning man, opened his
eyes
very wide on hearing this, to him, insane wish, and said to me in
an
undertone, "I say, do you think the doctor is quite right in his
mind?"

"I have no doubt of it," replied I.  "Why do you ask?"

"Because I heard him say to the captain he wished that this
would last."

"Is that all?" said I, while a very vile spirit of vanity took
possession of me, inducing me to speak in a tone which indicated a
tranquillity of mind that I certainly did not enjoy.  "Oh, this is
nothing at all!  I see you've never been on salt water before. 
Just
wait a bit, old fellow!"  And having given utterance to this
somewhat
dark and mysterious expression, I staggered across the deck, and
amused
myself in watching the thick volumes of spray that flew at every
plunge
from the sides of the bounding vessel.

The doctor's wish was granted.  The breeze continued steady and
strong,
sending us through the Pentland Firth in grand style, and carrying
us in
a short time to the island of Lewis, where we hove–to for a pilot.
After a little signalising we obtained one, who steered our good
ship in
safety through the narrow entrance to the bay of Stornoway into
whose
quiet waters we finally dropped our anchor.
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Stornoway--the Ball--at Sea--go Out to Tea on the
      Atlantic--among the Ice--sighting Land--a Sleepy Sight--york
      Factory and Bachelors' Hall
    

  

  



The harbour of Stornoway is
surrounded by high hills, except at the
entrance, where a passage—not more, I should think, than three
hundred
yards wide—admits vessels of any tonnage into its sheltering bosom.
Stornoway, a pretty, modest–looking town, apparently pleased with
its
lot, and contented to be far away from the busy and bustling world,
lies
snugly at the bottom of the bay.  Here we remained upwards of a
week,
engaging men for the wild Nor'–West, and cultivating the
acquaintance of
the people, who were extremely kind and very hospitable. 
Occasionally
Wiseacre and I amused ourselves with fishing excursions to the
middle of
the bay in small boats; in which excursions we were usually
accompanied
by two or three very ragged little boys from the town.  Our sport
was
generally good, and rendered extremely interesting by our
uncertainty as
to which of the monsters of the deep would first attack our hooks.
Rock–codlings and flounders appeared the most voracious, and
occasionally a skate or long–legged crab came struggling to the
surface.

Just before leaving this peaceful little spot, our captain gave
a grand
ball on board, to which were invited the 

  
elite
 of Stornoway.  Great
preparations were made for the occasion.  The quarter–deck was well
washed and scrubbed; an awning was spread over it, which formed a
capital ceiling; and representatives of almost every flag that
waves
formed the walls of the large and airy apartment.  Oil lamps,
placed
upon the skylights, companion, and capstan, shed a mellow light
upon the
scene, the romantic effect of which was greatly heightened by a few
flickering rays of the moon, which shot through various openings in
the
drapery, and disported playfully upon the deck.  At an early and
very
unfashionable hour on the evening of the appointed night the guests
arrived in detachments; and while the gentlemen scrambled up the
side of
the vessel, the ladies, amid a good deal of blushing and
hesitation,
were hoisted on board in a chair.  Tea was served on deck; and
after
half an hour's laughing and chatting, during which time our
violin–player was endeavouring to coax his first string to the
proper
pitch without breaking, the ball opened with a Scotch reel.  Every
one
knows what Scotch reels are, but every one does not know how the
belles
of the Western Isles can dance them.

"Just look at that slip of thread–paper," said the doctor to the
captain, pointing to a thin, flat young lady, still in her teens. 
"I've
watched her from the first.  She's been up at six successive
rounds,
flinging her shanks about worse than a teething baby; and she's up
again
for another, just as cool and serene as a night in the latter end
of
October.  I wonder what she's made of?"

"Leather, p'r'aps, or gutta–percha," suggested the captain, who
had
himself been "flinging his legs" about pretty violently during the
previous half–hour.  "I wish that she had been my partner instead
of the
heavy fair one that you see over there leaning against the mizzen
belaying–pins."

"Which?" inquired the doctor.  "The old lady with the
stu'n–sails set on
her shoulders?"

"No, no," replied the captain—"the 

  
young
 lady; fat—

  
very
 fat—fair,
and twenty, with the big blue eyes like signal–lamps on a
locomotive.
She twisted me round just as if I'd been a fathom of pump–water,
shouting and laughing all the time in my face, like a sou'–west
gale,
and never looking a bit where she was going till she pitched
head–foremost into the union–jack, carrying it and me along with
her off
the quarter–deck and half–way down the companion.  It's a blessing
she
fell undermost, else I should have been spread all over the deck
like a
capsized pail of slops."

"Hallo!" exclaimed the doctor; "what's wrong with the old lady
over
there?  She's making very uncommon faces."

"She's sea–sick, I do believe," cried the captain, rushing
across the
deck towards her.

And, without doubt, the old lady in question was showing
symptoms of
that terrible malady, although the bay was as smooth as a
mill–pond, and
the 

  
Prince Rupert
 reposed on its quiet bosom without the slightest
perceptible motion.  With impressive nautical politeness the
captain
handed her below, and in the sudden sympathy of his heart proposed
as a
remedy a stiff glass of brandy and water.

"Or a pipe of cavendish," suggested the second mate, who met
them on the
ladder as they descended, and could not refrain from a facetious
remark,
even although he knew it would, as it did, call forth a thundering
command from his superior to go on deck and mind his own
business.

"Isn't it jolly," said a young Stornowite, coming up to
Wiseacre, with a
face blazing with glee—"isn't it jolly, Mr Wiseacre?"

"Oh, very!" replied Wiseacre, in a voice of such dismal
melancholy that
the young Stornowite's countenance instantly went out, and he
wheeled
suddenly round to light it again at the visage of some more
sympathising
companion.

Just at this point of the revelry the fiddler's first string,
which had
endured with a dogged tenacity that was wonderful even for catgut,
gave
way with a loud bang, causing an abrupt termination to the uproar,
and
producing a dead silence.  A few minutes, however, soon rectified
this
mischance.  The discordant tones of the violin, as the new string
was
tortured into tune, once more opened the safety–valve, and the ball
began 

  
de novo
.

Great was the fun, and numerous were the ludicrous incidents
that
happened during that eventful night; and loud were the noise and
merriment of the dancers as they went with vigorous energy through
the
bewildering evolutions of country–dance and reel.  Immense was the
delight of the company when the funniest old gentleman there
volunteered
a song; and ecstatic the joy when he followed it up by a speech
upon
every subject that an ordinary mind could possibly embrace in a
quarter
of an hour.  But who can describe the scene that ensued when supper
was
reported ready in the cabin!—a cabin that was very small indeed,
with a
stair leading down to it so steep that those who were pretty high
up
could have easily stepped upon the shoulders of those who were near
the
foot; and the unpleasant idea was painfully suggested that if any
one of
the heavy ladies (there were several of them) was to slip her foot
on
commencing the descent, she would infallibly sweep them all down in
a
mass, and cram them into the cook's pantry, the door of which stood
wickedly open at the foot of the stair, as if it anticipated some
such
catastrophe.  Such pushing, squeezing, laughing, shrieking, and
joking,
in the vain attempt made to get upwards of thirty people crammed
into a
room of twelve feet by ten!  Such droll and cutting remarks as were
made
when they were at last requested to sup in detachments!  All this,
however, was nothing to what ensued after supper, when the fiddler
became more energetic, and the dancers more vigorous than ever. 
But
enough.  The first grey streaks of morning glimmered in the east
ere the
joyous party "tumbled down the sides" and departed to their
homes.

There is a sweet yet melancholy pleasure, when far away from
friends and
home, in thinking over happy days gone by, and dwelling on the
scenes
and pleasures that have passed away, perhaps for ever.  So I
thought and
felt as I recalled to mind the fun and frolic of the Stornoway
ball, and
the graver mirth of the Gravesend dinner, until memory traced my
course
backward, step by step, to the peaceful time when I dwelt in
Scotland,
surrounded by the gentle inmates of my happy home.  We had left the
shores and the green water behind us, and were now ploughing
through the
blue waves of the wide Atlantic; and when I turned my straining
eyes
towards the faint blue line of the lessening hills, "a tear
unbidden
trembled" as the thought arose that I looked perhaps for the last
time
upon my dear native land.

The sea has ever been an inexhaustible subject for the pens of
most
classes of writers.  The poet, the traveller, and the novelist has
each
devoted a portion of his time and talents to the mighty ocean; but
that
part of it which it has fallen to my lot to describe is very
different
from those portions about which poets have sung with rapture. 
Here,
none of the many wonders of the tropical latitudes beguile the
tedium of
the voyage; no glittering dolphins force the winged inhabitants of
the
deep to seek shelter on the vessel's deck; no ravenous sharks
follow in
our wake to eat us if we chance to fall overboard, or amuse us by
swallowing our baited hook; no passing vessel cheers us with the
knowledge that there are others besides ourselves roaming over the
interminable waste of waters.  All was dreary and monotonous; the
same
unvarying expanse of sky and water met our gaze each morning as we
ascended to the deck, to walk for half an hour before breakfast,
except
when the topsails of the other two vessels fluttered for a moment
on the
distant horizon.  Occasionally we approached closer to each other,
and
once or twice hailed with the trumpet; but these breaks in the
solitude
of our existence were few and far between.

Towards the end of July we approached Hudson Straits, having
seen
nothing on the way worth mentioning, except one whale, which passed
close under the stern of the ship.  This was a great novelty to me,
being the first that I had ever seen, and it gave me something to
talk
of and think about for the next four days.

The ships now began to close in, as we neared the entrance of
the
straits, and we had the pleasure of sailing in company for a few
days.
The shores of the straits became visible occasionally, and soon we
passed with perfect confidence and security among those narrow
channels
and mountains of ice that damped the ardour and retarded the
progress of
Hudson, Button, Gibbons, and other navigators in days of yore.

One day, during a dead calm, our ship and the 

  
Prince of Wales
 lay
close to each other, rolling in the swell of the glassy ocean. 
There
seemed to be no prospect of a breeze, so the captain ordered his
gig to
be launched, and invited the doctor, Mr Carles, and myself to go on
board the 

  
Prince of Wales
 with him.  We accepted his offer, and were
soon alongside.  Old Captain Ryle, a veteran in the Company's
service,
received us kindly, and insisted on our staying to tea.  The
passengers
on board were—a chief factor, [

  
The chief factorship is the highest
  rank attainable in the service, the chief trader being next
] who had
been home on leave of absence, and was returning to end his days,
perhaps, in the North–West; and Mr John Leagues, a young apprentice
clerk, going, like myself, to try his fortune in Hudson Bay.  He
was a
fine, candid young fellow, full of spirit, with a kind, engaging
disposition.  From the first moment I saw him I formed a friendship
for
him, which was destined to ripen into a lasting one many years
after.  I
sighed on parting from him that evening, thinking that we should
never
meet again; but about six years from the time I bade him farewell
in
Hudson Straits, I again grasped his hand on the shores of the
mighty St.
Lawrence, and renewed a friendship which afforded me the greatest
pleasure I enjoyed in the country, and which, I trust, neither time
nor
distance will ever lessen or destroy.

We spent the evening delightfully, the more so that we were not
likely
to have such an opportunity again, as the 

  
Prince of Wales
 would
shortly part company from us, and direct her course to Moose
Factory, in
James Bay, while we should proceed across Hudson Bay to York
Factory.
We left the ship just as a few cats–paws on the surface of the
water
gave indications of a coming breeze.

Ice now began to surround us in all directions; and soon after
this I
saw, for the first time, that monster of the Polar Seas, an
iceberg.  It
was a noble sight.  We passed quite close, and had a fine
opportunity of
observing it.  Though not so large as they are frequently seen, it
was
beautifully and fantastically formed.  High peaks rose from it on
various places, and down its sides streams of water and miniature
cataracts flowed in torrents.  The whole mass was of a delicate
greenish–white colour, and its lofty pinnacles sparkled in the
moonbeams
as it floated past, bending majestically in the swell of the ocean.
About this time, too, we met numerous fields and floes of ice, to
get
through which we often experienced considerable difficulty.

My favourite amusement, as we thus threaded our way through the
ice, was
to ascend to the royal–yard, and there to sit and cogitate whilst
gazing
on the most beautiful and romantic scenes.

It is impossible to convey a correct idea of the beauty, the
magnificence, of some of the scenes through which we passed. 
Sometimes
thousands of the most grotesque, fanciful, and beautiful icebergs
and
icefields surrounded us on all sides, intersected by numerous
serpentine
canals, which glittered in the sun (for the weather was fine nearly
all
the time we were in the straits), like threads of silver twining
round
ruined palaces of crystal.  The masses assumed every variety of
form and
size; and many of them bore such a striking resemblance to
cathedrals,
churches, columns, arches, and spires, that I could almost fancy we
had
been transported to one of the floating cities of Fairyland.  The
rapid
motion, too, of our ship, in what appeared a dead calm, added much
to
the magical effect of the scene.  A light but steady breeze urged
her
along with considerable velocity through a maze of ponds and
canals,
which, from the immense quantity of ice that surrounded them, were
calm
and unruffled as the surface of a mill–pond.

Not a sound disturbed the delightful stillness of nature, save
the
gentle rippling of the vessel's bow as she sped on her way, or the
occasional puffing of a lazy whale, awakened from a nap by our
unceremonious intrusion on his domains.  Now and then, however, my
reveries were interrupted by the ship coming into sudden contact
with
huge lumps of ice.  This happened occasionally when we arrived at
the
termination of one of those natural canals through which we passed,
and
found it necessary to force our way into the next.  These
concussions
were occasionally very severe—so much so, at times, as to make the
ship's bell ring; but we heeded this little, as the vessel was
provided
with huge blocks of timber on her bows, called ice–pieces, and was,
besides, built expressly for sailing in the northern seas.  It only
became annoying at meal–times, when a spoonful of soup would
sometimes
make a little private excursion of its own over the shoulder of the
owner instead of into his mouth.

As we proceeded, the ice became more closely packed, and at last
compelled us to bore through it.  The ship, however, was never
altogether arrested, though often much retarded.  I recollect,
while
thus surrounded, filling a bucket with water from a pool on the
ice, to
see whether it was fresh or not, as I had been rather sceptical
upon
this point.  It was excellent, and might almost compete with the
water
from the famous spring of Crawley.  In a few days we got out of the
ice
altogether; and in this, as the ships are frequently detained for
weeks
in the straits, we considered ourselves very fortunate.

We all experienced at this time a severe disappointment in the
non–appearance of the Esquimaux from the coast.  The captain said
they
would be sure to come off to us, as they had always been in the
habit of
doing so, for the purpose of exchanging ivory and oil for saws,
files,
needles, etcetera, a large chestful of which is put on board
annually
for this purpose.  The ivory usually procured from them is walrus
tusks.
These are not very large, and are of inferior quality.

As we approached the shores of the straits, we shortened sail
and fired
three or four guns, but no noisy "

  
chimo
" floated across the water in
answer to our salute; still we lingered for a while, but, as there
was
no sign of the natives on shore, the captain concluded they had
gone off
to the interior, and he steered out to sea again.  I was very much
disappointed at this, as it was wholly unexpected, and Wiseacre and
I
had promised ourselves much pleasure in trading with them; for
which
purpose all the buttons of our old waistcoats had been amputated. 
It
was useless, however, to repine, so I contented myself with the
hope
that they would yet visit us in some other part of the straits.  We
afterwards learned that our guns had attracted them to the coast in
time
to board the 

  
Prince Albert
 (which was out of sight astern), though too
late for us.

The passage across Hudson Bay was stormy, but no one on board
cared for
this, all having become accustomed to rough weather.  For my part,
I had
become quite a sailor, and could ascend and descend easily to the
truck
without creeping through the 

  
lubber's hole
.  I shall not forget the
first time I attempted this: our youngest apprentice had challenged
me
to try it, so up we went together—he on the fore and I on the main
mast.  The tops were gained easily, and we even made two or three
steps
up the top–mast shrouds with affected indifference; but, alas! our
courage was failing—at least 

  
mine
 was—very fast.  However, we gained
the cross–trees pretty well, and then sat down for a little to
recover
breath.  The topgallant–mast still reared its taper form high above
me,
and the worst was yet to come.  The top–gallant shrouds had no
ratlines
on them, so I was obliged to 

  
shin
 up; and, as I worked myself up the
two small ropes, the tenacity with which I grasped them was
fearful.  At
last I reached the top, and with my feet on the small collar that
fastens the ropes to the mast, and my arms circling the mast
itself—for
nothing but a bare pole, crossed by the royal–yard, now rose above
me—I
glanced upwards.  After taking a long breath, and screwing up my
courage, I slowly shinned up the slender pole, and, standing on the
royal–yard, laid my hand upon the 

  
truck
.  After a time I became
accustomed to it, and thought nothing of taking an airing on the
royal–yard after breakfast.

About the 5th or 6th of August, the captain said we must be near
the
land.  The deep–sea lead was rigged, and a sharp lookout kept, but
no
land appeared.  At last, one fine day, while at the mast–head, I
saw
something like land on the horizon, and told them so on deck.  They
saw
it too, but gave me no answer.  Soon a hurried order to "Dowse
top–gallant–sails and reef top–sails" made me slide down rather
hastily
from my elevated position.  I had scarcely gained the deck, when a
squall, the severest we had yet encountered, struck the ship,
laying her
almost on her beam–ends; and the sea, which had been nearly calm a
few
minutes before, foamed and hissed like a seething caldron, and
became
white as snow.  This, I believe, was what sailors call a 

  
white squall
.
It was as short as it was severe, and great was our relief when the
ship regained her natural position in the water.  Next day we saw
land
in earnest, and in the afternoon anchored in "Five Fathom Hole,"
after
passing in safety a sandbar, which renders the entrance into this
roadstead rather difficult.

Here, then, for the first time I beheld the shores of Hudson
Bay; and
truly their appearance was anything but prepossessing.  Though only
at
the distance of two miles, so low and flat was the land, that it
appeared ten miles off, and scarcely a tree was to be seen.  We
could
just see the tops of one or two houses in York Factory, the
principal
depot of the country, which was seven miles up the river at the
mouth of
which we lay.  In a short time the sails of a small schooner came
in
sight, and in half an hour more the 

  
Frances
 (named after the amiable
lady of the governor, Sir George Simpson) was riding alongside.

The skipper came on board, and immediately there commenced
between him
and the captain a sharp fire of questions and answers, which roused
me
from a slumber in which I had been indulging, and hurried me on
deck.
Here the face of things had changed.  The hatches were off, and
bales of
goods were scattered about in all directions.  Another small
schooner
had arrived, and the process of discharging the vessel was going
rapidly
forward.  A boat was then dispatched to the factory with the
packet–box
and letter–bag, and soon after the 

  
Frances
 stood in for the shore.

The 

  
Prince Albert
 had arrived almost at the same moment with the

  
Prince Rupert
, and was now visited by the second schooner, which soon
returned to our ship to take the passengers on shore.  The
passengers
who came out in the 

  
Prince Albert
 were on board—namely, the Reverend
Mr Gowley, a clergyman of the Church of England, and his lady; and
Mr
Rob, a sort of catechist, or semi–clerical schoolmaster.  They were
missionaries bound for Red River Colony; and as I had some prospect
of
going there myself, I was delighted to have the probable chance of
travelling with companions who, from the short survey I had of them
while they conversed with the captain and Mr Carles, seemed
good–natured and agreeable.

Mr Carles, Mr Wiseacre, and I now bade adieu to the good ship
which
had been our home for such a length of time (but I must say I did
not
regret the parting), and followed our baggage on board the
schooner,
expecting to reach the factory before dusk.  "There's many a slip
'twixt
the cup and the lip," is a proverb well authenticated and often
quoted,
and on the present occasion its truth was verified.  We had not
been
long under weigh before the ebb tide began to run so strong against
us
as to preclude the possibility of our reaching the shore that
night.
There was no help for it, however; so down went the anchor to the
bottom, and down went I to the cabin.

Such a cabin!  A good–sized trunk, with a small table in it, and
the lid
shut down, had about as much right to the name.  It was awfully
small—
even 

  
I
 could not stand upright in it, though at the time I had
scarcely attained to the altitude of five feet; yet here were we
destined to pass the night—and a wretched night we did pass.  We
got
over the first part tolerably, but as it grew late our eyes grew
heavy.
We yawned, fidgeted and made superhuman efforts to keep awake and
seem
happy; but it would not do.  There were only two berths in the
cabin;
and, as so many gentlemen were present, Mrs Gowley would not get
into
either of them, but declared she would sit up all night.  The
gentlemen,
on the other hand, could not be so ungallant as to go to sleep
while the
only lady present sat up.  The case was desperate, and so I went
off to
the hold, intending to lie down on a bale, if I could find one.  In
my
search I tumbled over something soft, which gave vent to a
frightful
howl, and proved to be no less a personage than Mr Wiseacre, who
had
anticipated me, and found a convenient place whereon to lie.  My
search,
however, was less successful.  Not a corner big enough for a cat to
sleep in was to be found, all the goods having been flung hastily
into
the hold, so that it was a chaos of box corners, stove legs, edges
of
kegs and casks, which presented a surface that put to flight all
hope of
horizontal repose; so I was obliged to return to the cabin, where I
found the unhappy inmates winking and blinking at each other like
owls
in the sunshine.

"You had better make use of one of these berths, my young
friend," said
Mr Gowley, with a bland smile, as I entered; "you seem very much
overcome with sleep, and 

  
we
 have resolved to sit up all night."

"Do get in," urged Mrs Gowley, who was a sweet, gentle creature,
and
seemed much too delicate and fragile to stand the rough life that
was
likely to be the lot of the wife of a missionary to the Red men of
the
Far North; "I do not intend to lie down to–night; and besides, it
will
soon be morning."  A sweet but very sleepy smile flitted across her
face
as she spoke.

Of course, I protested against this with great vehemence,
assuring them
that I could not think of anything so ungallant, and that I meant
to sit
it out manfully with the rest.  Mr Rob, who was a comical little
Welshman, of about thirty years of age, with a sharp, snub nose,
which
was decorated with spectacles, sat huddled up in a corner, immersed
in
sleepiness to such an extent that he would not have smiled for
worlds,
and spent the weary hours in vain efforts to keep his head on his
shoulders—an object, apparently, of some difficulty, seeing that it
swayed backwards and forwards and round about like that of a
Chinese
mandarin!  For a few minutes I sat gazing steadfastly at the
revolving
object before me, when my own head became similarly affected, and
fell
suddenly back against the bulk–head with a tremendous crash,
wakening
them all up, and causing Mr Rob to stare at me with an expression
of
vacant gravity, mingled with surprise, which slowly and gradually
faded
away again as sleep reasserted its irresistible power.

Flesh and blood could not stand this.  I would have lain down on
the
table, but poor Mrs Gowley's head already covered the greater part
of
that; or on the floor, but, alas! it was too small.  At last I
began to
reason thus with myself: "Here are two capital beds, with nobody in
them; it is the height of folly to permit them to remain empty; but
then, what a selfish–looking thing to leave Mrs Gowley sitting up!
After all, she 

  
won't
 go to bed.  Oh dear! what 

  
is
 to be done?"
(Bang went the head again.) "You'd better turn in," said Mr Gowley.
Again I protested that I could not think of it; but my eyes would
not
keep open to look him in the face.  At last my scruples—I blush to
say
it—were overcome, and I allowed myself to be half forced into the
berth; while Mr Rob, whose self–denial could endure no longer, took
advantage of the confusion thus occasioned, and vanished into the
other
like a harlequin.  Poor Mr and Mrs Gowley laid their innocent heads
side by side upon the table, and snored in concert.

How long I slept I know not, but long before day a tremendous
thumping
awoke me, and after I had collected my faculties enough to
understand
it, I found that the schooner was grounding as the tide receded. 
"Oh!"
thought I; and, being utterly incapable of thinking more, I fell
back on
the pillow again, sound asleep, and did not awake till long after
daybreak.

Next morning was beautiful; but we were still aground, and, from
what
the skipper said, there appeared to be no prospect of getting
ashore
till the afternoon.  Our patience, however, was not tried so long;
for,
early in the day, a boat came off from the factory to take us
ashore:
but the missionaries preferred remaining in the schooner.  Mr
Carles,
young Wiseacre, and I gladly availed ourselves of the opportunity,
and
were soon sailing with a fair breeze up Hayes River.  We approached
to
within a few yards of the shore; and I formed, at first sight, a
very
poor opinion of the country which, two years later, I was destined
to
traverse full many a mile in search of the feathered inhabitants of
the
marshes.

The Point of Marsh, which was the first land we made, was quite
low—
only a few feet above the sea—and studded here and there with thick
willows, but not a single tree.  Long lank grass covered it in
every
place, affording ducks and geese shelter, in the autumn and spring.
 In
the centre of it stood the ship–beacon—a tall, ungainly–looking
pile,
which rose upwards like a monster out of the water.  Altogether, a
more
desolate prospect could not well be imagined.

The banks of Hayes River are formed of clay, and they improved a
little
in verdure as we ascended; but still, wherever the eye turned, the
same
universal flatness met the gaze.  The river was here about two
miles
wide, and filled with shallows and sandbanks, which render the
navigation difficult for vessels above fifty tons.

As we proceeded, a small bark canoe, with an Indian and his wife
in it,
glided swiftly past us; and this was the first Indian, and the
first of
these slender craft, I had seen.  Afterwards, I became more
intimately
acquainted with them than was altogether agreeable.

In a short time we reached the wooden wharf, which, owing to the
smallness of everything else in the vicinity, had rather an
imposing
look, and projected a long way into the water; but our boat passed
this
and made for a small slip, on which two or three gentlemen waited
to
receive us.

My voyage was ended.  The boat's keel grated harshly on the
gravel; the
next moment my feet once more pressed 

  
terra firma
, and I stood at last
on the shores of the New World, a stranger in a strange land.

I do not intend to give a minute description of York Factory
here, as a
full account of it will be found in a succeeding chapter, and
shall,
therefore, confine myself to a slight sketch of the establishment,
and
our proceedings there during a stay of about three weeks.

York Factory is the principal depot of the Northern department,
from
whence all the supplies for the trade are issued, and where all the
furs
of the district are collected and shipped for England.  As may be
supposed, then, the establishment is a large one.  There are always
between thirty and forty men resident at the post, [

  
The word "
post

  
,"
  used here and elsewhere throughout the book, signifies an
  establishment
  of any kind, small or great, and has no reference whatever to the
  "
post

  
" of epistolary notoriety
.] summer and winter; generally four or
five clerks, a postmaster, and a skipper for the small schooners. 
The
whole is under the direction and superintendence of a chief factor,
or
chief trader.

As the winter is very long (nearly eight months), and the summer
very
short, all the transport of goods to, and returns from, the
interior
must necessarily be effected as quickly as possible.  The
consequence
is, that great numbers of men and boats are constantly arriving
from the
inland posts, and departing again, during the summer; and as each
brigade is commanded by a chief factor, trader, or clerk, there is
a
constant succession of new faces, which, after a long and dreary
winter,
during which the inhabitants never see a stranger, renders the
summer at
York Factory the most agreeable part of the year.  The arrival of
the
ship from England, too, delights those inhabitants of the
wilderness
with letters from 

  
home
, which can only be received twice a year—
namely, at the time now alluded to, by the ship; and again in
December,
when letters and accounts are conveyed throughout the interior by
means
of sledges drawn by men.

The fort (as all establishments in the Indian country, whether
small or
great, are sometimes called) is a large square, I should think
about six
or seven acres, enclosed within high stockades, and planted on the
banks
of Hayes River, nearly five miles from its mouth.  The houses are
all of
wood, and, of course, have no pretension to architectural beauty;
but
their clean, white appearance and regularity have a pleasing effect
on
the eye.  Before the front gate stand four large brass
field–pieces; but
these warlike instruments are only used for the purpose of saluting
the
ship with blank cartridge on her arrival and departure, the decayed
state of the carriages rendering it dangerous to load the guns with
a
full charge.

The country, as I said before, is flat and swampy, and the only
objects
that rise very prominently above the rest, and catch the wandering
eye,
are a lofty "outlook," or scaffolding of wood, painted black, from
which
to watch for the arrival of the ship; and a flagstaff, from whose
peak,
on Sundays, the snowy folds of St. George's flag flutter in the
breeze.

Such was York Factory in 1841; and as this description is
sufficient to
give a general idea of the place, I shall conclude it, and proceed
with
my narrative.

Mr Grave, the chief factor then in charge, received us very
kindly, and
introduced us to some of the gentlemen standing beside him on the
wharf.
Mr Carles, being also a chief factor, was taken by him to the

  
commissioned gentlemen's house
; while Wiseacre and I, being apprentice
clerks, were shown the young gentlemen's house—or, as the young
gentlemen themselves called it, Bachelors' Hall—and were told to
make
ourselves at home.  To Bachelors' Hall, then, we proceeded, and
introduced ourselves.  The persons assembled there were—the
accountant,
five clerks, the postmaster, and one or two others.  Some of them
were
smoking, and some talking; and a pretty considerable noise they
made.
Bachelors' Hall, indeed, was worthy of its name, being a place that
would have killed any woman, so full was it of smoke, noise, and
confusion.

After having made ourselves acquainted with everybody, I thought
it time
to present a letter of introduction I had to Mrs Grave, the wife of
the
gentleman in charge, who received me very kindly.  I was much
indebted
to this lady for supplying me with several pairs of moccasins for
my
further voyage, and much useful information, without which I should
have
been badly off indeed.  Had it not been for her kindness, I should
in
all probability have been allowed to depart very ill provided for
the
journey to Red River, for which I was desired to hold myself in
readiness.  Young Wiseacre, on the other hand, learned that he was
to
remain at York Factory that winter, and was placed in the office
the day
after our arrival, where he commenced 

  
work
 for the first time.  We had
a long and sage conversation upon the subject the same evening, and
I
well remember congratulating him, with an extremely grave face,
upon his
having now begun to 

  
do for himself
.  Poor fellow! his subsequent
travels in the country were long and perilous.

But let us pause here a while.  The reader has been landed in a
new
country, and it may be well, before describing our voyage to Red
River,
to make him acquainted with the peculiarities of the service, and
the
people with whom he will in imagination have to
associate.




                    
                
                    
                

                
            



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ROBERT MICHAEL BALLANTYNE

HUDSON BAY

ePembaBooks













