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FOREWORD TO THE 2017 EDITION

Assembled from earlier writings and first released in 1859, Sir John Franklin’s Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions captures a fascinating era of British and, indeed, world history. Not only is it an exemplary travel narrative that spans some of the most treacherous territory on Earth, it also opens a literary window onto a bygone era when brave—perhaps foolhardy—men plunged into dangerous expeditions with talk of God, country, and honor on their lips and little thought of their chances for survival in their minds. Beyond this, Thirty Years is a character study of its frumpy, balding, rather dowdy author, whose Arctic exploits made him famous and whose mysterious disappearance inspired a generations-long search for his final resting place.

“His countrymen, and the entire civilised world, have recognised that the great though imperfect exploits of the traveler were outshone by the heroic qualities of the man,” Henry Duff Traill wrote in his 1896 hagiography The Life of Sir John Franklin. Nothing about Franklin’s youth suggested heroism. He was born in 1786 in Spilsby, a market town 130 miles north of London. The ninth of twelve children, John entered the world with many advantages. His mother, Hannah, was the daughter of a well-to-do farmer and landholder. His father, Willingham, descended from generations of country squires, was a prosperous banker. Their combined wealth supported a rollicking household tempered by firm discipline. John’s childhood hijinks brought him into frequent contact with a whip that lay curled by the staircase. Punishment, however, could not quiet his instinctive desire for adventure. Although his parents sent him to respectable schools appropriate to their status, John decided at a young age that his future lay with the Royal Navy.

Willingham Franklin disapproved but eventually gave his consent after a two-year tussle to keep his youngest son on dry land. John volunteered at the age of fourteen for service aboard the HMS Polyphemus. Named for the Cyclops that appears in Homer’s Odyssey, the ship carried Franklin through the first stages of his own epic voyage. Great Britain was immersed in the Napoleonic Wars, and its navy represented both the pride and salvation of the nation. Franklin saw action at the Battle of Copenhagen and elsewhere before transferring to the old and leaky discovery ship Investigator, bound for Australia on a scientific mission. In 1803 he was aboard the Porpoise when it foundered on a reef in the South Pacific, two hundred miles from the nearest land. Franklin made it home, by way of China, in time to serve as a midshipman aboard the HMS Bellerophan during the 1804 Battle of Trafalgar, one of the climactic sea battles of the Napoleonic Era. A decade later Franklin was a seasoned lieutenant striding the deck of the HMS Bedford, part of a fleet trying to bottle up New Orleans during the War of 1812.

The Battle of New Orleans ended the War of 1812 with a thud for the British, who took solace from Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo three years later. With these two wars ended, the vast British navy suddenly faced a crisis of purpose. For years it had served as Albion’s oceangoing shield. Now the world’s most powerful military force had no apparent enemy. Lieutenant Franklin, thirty-one years old and envisioning a future without promotion or glory, was one of many fine officers searching for a new mission to justify the fleet’s—and his own—existence.

The answer lay far to the north, in the Arctic Ocean. The Arctic wasn’t exactly terra incognita to westerners. Whalers had charted some of its waters and shorelines. In the 1500s English privateer Martin Frobisher had searched the archipelago above eastern Canada for gold and a water route to China and India. He found neither, although he did carry home a hold full of worthless iron pyrite, or fool’s gold. A few other expeditions sailed north over the next few centuries, most notably the HMS Racehorse and the unfortunately named HMS Carcass, which struck out for the North Pole with a crew that included the young Horatio Nelson and the former slave Olaudah Equiano, whose abolitionist autobiography is still read today. Ice quickly turned them back.

Much of the region remained a mystery in John Franklin’s day. Charts reflected a combination of sketchy surveying, educated guesses, and outright speculation. Cartographers didn’t even know whether Greenland was an island or a continent whose northern boundary extended beyond the North Pole. Many areas of the map were simply blank. Entire tribes of Inuit remained unknown to westerners. Some scientists believed the ocean around the North Pole was warm and free from ice. Educated men postulated that advanced civilizations lived at the pole, or within deep caverns accessible at 90 degrees north.

More important for the maritime nation of Great Britain was finding a navigable passage through the Arctic Archipelago to the Pacific Ocean and the riches of the Orient. The driving force behind this quest was Second Secretary of the Admiralty Sir John Barrow, a sharp-eyed civil servant who, besides understanding the public relations benefits of exploration, recognized the tremendous commercial potential in sending the fleet into the unknown. Discovering the fabled Northwest Passage, or better yet, a route passing directly over the pole, would shave thousands of miles from the voyage to Asia.

In 1818 the navy sent the HMS Isabella, under Commander John Ross, and the Alexander, under Lieutenant William Parry, to find the Northwest Passage. Ross’s tiny fleet probed Baffin Bay before pushing west. He made it as far as Lancaster Sound before spotting a line of forbidding peaks blocking his way. He named them the Croker Mountains, in honor of First Secretary of the Admiralty John Croker, before turning around and heading home. Future expeditions proved that Ross had been deceived. The Croker Mountains were an optical illusion created by unusual atmospheric conditions. The Arctic would not yield its secrets easily.

John Franklin, in command of the Trent, sailed north at the same time as Ross as part of a two-ship expedition under David Buchan, who commanded the Dorothea. The admiralty tasked them with reaching the North Pole via Spitzbergen (present-day Svalbard), an archipelago about six hundred miles north of Norway’s northernmost coast. This mission, which proved fruitless, comprises the opening pages of Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions.

Franklin got nowhere near the pole, but the journey, difficult as it was, aroused his passions for the extreme north. Subsequent adventurers often spoke of “Arctic Fever,” which famed American explorer Robert E. Peary defined as “the lure of the North.” Most people could not imagine spending years in such a barren place. But Franklin and others of his ilk saw the Arctic as neither deadly nor a wasteland. Its mysteries enticed them. Rather than something to be feared, its sparse landscapes, so unlike those of Franklin’s native Lincolnshire, represented challenges to be overcome. And even though Franklin often complained of chilly hands and feet while at home in England, the Arctic cold—the unfathomably bitter, biting cold, a cold so deep it numbed you in seconds and could kill you in minutes—attracted him on some level so deep he could never quite explain it.

Franklin pushed for his own Arctic command. In response, the admiralty tasked him with an audacious mission to map Canada’s northern coast by trekking overland from Hudson’s Bay to the mouth of the Coppermine River, around 1,700 miles as the crow flies, then backtracking to rendezvous with ships under William Parry, whom Secretary Barrow had sent searching for the elusive Northwest Passage. Budgets were tight and supplies short. “Experience … has taught me never to indulge in too superior hopes either of success or reward,” Franklin wrote his sister soon before leaving Britain. “May the Almighty power protect and guide us.” His words suggest a man who is not entirely confident of his safe return.

The expedition sailed in May of 1819. Franklin’s travails over the following three years make up the bulk of Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions. Although the party did manage to survey a few hundred miles of shoreline, the hardships it endured garnered far more public attention than did its scientific achievements. Neither Franklin nor his men had the requisite knowledge for survival in the Arctic, and the expedition’s relationship with the natives who could have helped them was rocky at best. Bitter cold and sucking mud slowed their pace to a literal crawl. Eleven of Franklin’s nineteen men died. Franklin, weak from starvation, nearly became the twelfth before he and the other survivors straggled into Fort Providence, a trading post on Great Slave Lake in Canada’s Northwest Territories, in late 1821. They finally escaped the north in the summer of 1822, reaching Great Britain that October.

Franklin’s account of the ordeal reads like a literary representation of the stereotypical English stiff upper lip. He recounts every painful step with a deadpan modesty that enhances the cruelty of his suffering. No matter how bad the situation gets—not even when the party is reduced to eating moldy deerskins, maggots, the barely edible fungus tripe de roche, or shoe leather (Franklin became known as “the man who ate his boots”) —he never laments his fate, never complains, never offers any hint of dissatisfaction. Instead, he soldiers on, dragging himself through step after step of knee-deep muck.

Besides revealing Franklin’s modest, forbearing character, Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions also shows him as a man devoted to both religion and science. Franklin was pious from a young age; as a child he spoke of fetching a ladder so he could climb to heaven. Christian devotion and confidence in divine intervention suffuse the text. At the same time, Franklin upheld his responsibilities as a seaman and an explorer by carefully surveying and measuring everything he saw. He noted the location and frequency of plant and animal species, along with anything else that might assist those who followed. His papers and journals, not his life, were his top priority.

Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions displays sides of Franklin that might offend modern sensibilities. He portrays the French Canadian voyageurs and the native peoples, the two communities most responsible for keeping him alive, as inferior to Englishmen. Non-Christians should be converted if at all possible. Perhaps most damaging to himself and his party, Franklin arrogantly eschewed native methods of survival in order to retain what he perceived as more civilized travel and clothing conventions.

In this he was not alone. Throughout the nineteenth century, British Arctic explorers donned woolen military uniforms instead of native furs, ate tinned food rather than fresh meat, and lived in flimsy tents rather than stone or snow houses. Even when they made some concessions, their refusal to see the north through native eyes could prove fatal. Some explorers wore coats made from deerskins but insisted on making them with button-up fronts that allowed gale-force winds to rip through the gaps. Nor did the British adopt native methods of travel. As late at the 1870s, British commanders were ordering their men to drag heavy sledges rather than let dogs pull them, as if lugging an eight-hundred-pound load through waist-deep snow proved their superior manliness. Only at the end of the nineteenth century, when Americans such as Robert E. Peary came to dominate Arctic exploration, did westerners truly embrace Inuit ways.

Franklin became a celebrated figure in London. Dark stories of murder, cannibalism, and privation followed his every step. Parents used tales of his journey as morality lessons for children needing instruction in the proper English spirit. The admiralty promoted him to captain. And remarkably, considering his sufferings, Franklin wanted another crack at the Arctic. In 1825 he sailed north again, leaving behind an eight-month-old daughter and a wife in miserable health (Eleanor Anne Porden Franklin died of tuberculosis a week after her husband left) in search of the Northwest Passage. This trip, which also features in Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions, was better planned and more successful than the previous one. Although the Northwest Passage remained elusive, Franklin charted several hundred miles of coastline before sailing home in 1827. His accomplishment earned him a knighthood from King George IV. He remarried in 1828, winning the hand of the bewitching Jane Griffin, a friend of his late first wife.

In 1836 the crown made Sir John the lieutenant governor of Van Dieman’s Land (present-day Tasmania), where he and Lady Jane would spend a miserable six years. The colony’s elites resented Franklin’s modest efforts to curb their exploitation of convict labor. Their antipathy fueled a spate of bureaucratic and political warfare that devastated the Franklins’ reputation. The couple limped home in 1842 humiliated and eager for redemption.

Franklin, already in his fifties and never the most fit of men, saw salvation in the north. Great Britain’s interest in exploration had not dimmed since Franklin’s previous trip. Sir John Ross had headed north in 1828 along with his nephew Sir James Clark Ross. Their five-year expedition reached the magnetic north pole and nearly completed the Northwest Passage. Franklin’s companion George Back twice journeyed into the Canadian Arctic in the 1830s. Sir James Clark Ross took the HMS Erebus and HMS Terror to Antarctica in 1839, returning to Britain four years later after charting much of the continent’s coastline.

Sir John Barrow thought one more expedition might finally crack open the passage. In 1844 he began searching for a leader. Sir William Parry was in his mid-fifties and wanted nothing more to do with the Arctic. Sir James Clark Ross was game, but his wife had extracted a promise from him to never journey into the dangerous north again. No one wanted the job except Franklin. Both he and Lady Jane lobbied hard for the opportunity, which the admiralty granted, reluctantly, in February 1845. John Franklin was fifty-eight years old, and turned fifty-nine before Sir James Ross’s former ships, Erebus and Terror, pointed him north for the fourth and, as it turned out, final time.

A few days before sailing, Sir John lay shivering with the flu. Lady Jane took pity on her husband. She draped a silk Union Jack she had embroidered over his legs to warm him up. Franklin leapt to his feet. “There’s a flag thrown over me!” he shouted. “Don’t you know that they lay the Union Jack over a corpse?”

Dark omens aside, Franklin seemed destined for success. His expedition carried enough supplies for five years in the Arctic, and Sir John figured he could stretch them for an extra year or two if need be. His ships had already proven themselves under adverse conditions, and had recently been fitted with steam engines and top-of-the-line screw propellers. Desalinators would provide fresh water. The crew could draw from a well-stocked library or play music on a hand organ.

Erebus and Terror sailed on May 19, 1845. None of the 129 men on board, including Sir John Franklin, would ever see Great Britain again.

After a prolonged silence from Franklin, the admiralty pressed Arctic whalers for news of the expedition. Receiving none, and with Lady Jane urging action, the navy began dispatching relief missions in 1847, including one under Sir James Clark Ross, who overcame his wife’s objections in order to search for his friend. Between 1847 and 1859, thirty-six organized expeditions went looking for the missing party. The admiralty offered a £20,000 reward to whoever rescued the Franklin expedition, and half that amount to anyone providing incontrovertible proof of its fate. Lady Jane added her own £3,000 reward and did everything possible to keep her missing husband in the public’s mind. In this she was successful. Public pressure drove the crown to send mission after mission. Lady Jane herself visited the Arctic in the 1870s. Newspapers printed the latest speculation. Poets composed doleful lines. Clairvoyants offered search tips gleaned from helpful spirits. None of it helped.

Many books have been written about the search for Franklin, and Thirty Years in the Arctic Regions contains some choice documents originating from that search. Admiral Sherard Osborn called the lost men “martyrs to science” in his The Career, Last Voyage and Fate of Sir John Franklin (1860). This was true, in a way, as the hunt for Franklin accomplished something Franklin himself could not; Sir Robert McClure completed the Northwest Passage in 1854 while looking for his missing compatriot. Other parties found remnants of Franklin’s expedition, including the corpses of many of his crewmen, while plying previously uncharted waters and mapping shorelines heretofore unknown to westerners. Some of Franklin’s pursuers, particularly John Rae and the American Charles Francis Hall, began incorporating native survival methods, paving the way for the next generation of explorers.

A Canadian team found Erebus on the bottom of Queen Maud Gulf in 2014. Terror was found near King William Island in 2016. As of 2017, Sir John Franklin’s body has not been found.

Franklin’s disappearance inspired reams of tribute in both prose and verse. “His highest and truest claim to the rank of a national hero is that he was filled with that spirit which is even more national than the love of adventure, more English even than the passion for the ‘great waters’—the thirst for the discovery of the unknown,” biographer Henry Duff Traill wrote in 1896. Poet Algernon Charles Swinburne waxed even more rhapsodic in his 1860 “The Death of Sir John Franklin.” “This England hath not made a better man,” he wrote of the banker’s son whose character and career inspired countless others to follow his footsteps, “More steadfast, or more wholly pure of wrong/Since the large book of English praise began.”
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THIRTY YEARS

IN THE ARCTIC REGIONS.

_____

CHAPTER I.

SIR John Franklin’s first expedition to the Arctic Regions was made in the year 1816, as Lieutenant under Captain Buchan, with the ships “Dorothea” and “Trent.”

After much difficulty, these vessels gained lat. 80 deg. 34 min., north of Spitzbergen; but were obliged speedily to withdraw, and try their fortune off the western edge of the pack. Here, however, a wild war of ice and waves prevailed, so that choice and necessity equally induced the bold experiment of dashing through it, to take shelter in the pack. First went the “Dorothea,” and then the “Trent,” whose crew seemed to a man imbued with the dauntless spirit of the Lieutenant in command. A dreadful pause preceded the critical moment. “Each person,” says Beechey, in his narrative, “instinctively secured his own hold, and, with his eyes fixed upon his masts, awaited in breathless anxiety the moment of concussion. It soon arrived—the brig, cutting her way through the light ice, came in violent contact with the main body. In an instant we all lost our footing, the masts bent with the impetus, and the cracking timbers from below bespoke a pressure which was calculated to awaken our serious apprehensions.” The gloominess of the scene and circumstances was not cheered by the dolorous tolling of the ship’s great bell, which never sounded of itself in the roughest gale, but now was so swung by the violent motion of the ship, that its deep tones pealed forth like a death-knell, and the officers, fearing the awakened superstition of the men, ordered it to be muffled. A few hours released the vessels from their imprisonment, but the “Dorothea” was found to be completely disabled. A short time at Fairhaven in Spitzbergen was spent in necessary repairs, and even then she was unfit for any further service than the voyage to England. Franklin volunteered to prosecute the enterprise with the “Trent” alone, but the Admiralty orders opposed such a proceeding, and the vessels returned home in company.

In 1819, Sir John Franklin—then Captain Franklin—was appointed to the command of an Expedition from the shores of Hudson’s Bay, to explore the Northern Coast of America, from the mouth of Copper Mine River eastward. This is probably the most thrilling Arctic Expedition on record, and we shall give it in Franklin’s own words. The Expedition consisted of John Franklin, Commander; John Richardson, Doctor; George Bach and Robert Hood, two Admiralty Midshipmen. The agents of the Hudson’s Bay Company were ordered to assist the Expedition in every possible way. The two Admiralty Midshipmen were to make drawings of the land and waters, and Doctor Richardson was naturalist as well as doctor to the Expedition.

On Sunday, the 23d of May, 1814, the party set sail from Gravesend, and arrived at Hudson’s Straits August 11, and at York Factory the 30th. The Governor of the Company here received the exploring party. The Northwest Company and the Bay Company were, at this time, in violent opposition to each other, which was unfortunate for the Expedition. The Governor of the Hudson’s Bay Company gave to the party one of the largest of his boats, and a crew was made up from the ship’s company, with the exception of the steersman, who was furnished by the Governor.

The narrative now commences in the words of Captain Franklin.


CHAPTER II.

ON the 9th of September, 1819, our boat being completed, arrangements were made for our departure as soon as the tide should serve. But, when the stores were brought down to the beach, it was found that the boat would not contain them all. The whole, therefore, of the bacon, and part of the flour, rice, tobacco, and ammunition, were returned into the store. The bacon was too bulky an article to be forwarded Under any circumstances; but the Governor undertook to forward the rest next season. In making the selection of articles to carry with us, I was guided by the judgment of Governor Williams, who assured me that tobacco, ammunition, and spirits, could be procured in the interior, otherwise I should have been very unwilling to have left these essential articles behind. We embarked at noon, and were honored with a salute of eight guns and three cheers from the Governor and all the inmates of the fort, assembled to witness our departure. We gratefully returned their cheers, and then made sail, much delighted at having now commenced our voyage into the interior of America. The wind and tide failing us at the distance of six miles above the Factory, and the current being too rapid for using oars to advantage, the crew had to commence tracking, or dragging the boat by a line, to which they were harnessed. This operation is extremely laborious in these rivers. Our men were obliged to walk along the steep declivity of a high bank, rendered at this season soft and slippery by frequent rains, and their progress was often further impeded by fallen trees, which, having slipped from the verge of the thick wood above, hung on the face of the bank in a great variety of directions. Notwithstanding these obstacles, however, we advanced at the rate of two miles an hour, one-half of the crew relieving the other at intervals of an hour and a half. The banks of the river, and its islands, composed of alluvial soil, are well covered with pines, larches, poplars, and willows. The breadth of the stream some distance above the Factory is about half a mile, and its depth during this day’s voyage varied from three to nine feet.

At sunset we landed, and pitched the tent for the night, having, made a progress of twelve miles. A large fire was quickly kindled, supper speedily prepared, and as readily despatched, when we retired with our buffalo robes on, and enjoyed a night of sound repose.

The next morning our camp was in motion at five A. M., and we soon afterwards embarked with the flattering accompaniment of a fair wind: it proved, however, too light to enable us to stem the stream, and we were obliged to resume the fatiguing operation of tracking, sometimes under cliffs so steep that the men could scarcely find a footing, and not unfrequently over spots rendered so miry, by the small streams that trickled from above, as to be almost impassable. In the course of the day we passed the scene of a very melancholy accident. Some years ago two families of Indians, induced by the flatness of a small beach, which lay betwixt the cliff and the river, chose it as the site of their encampment. They retired quietly to rest, not aware that the precipice, detached from the bank, aud urged by an accumulation of water in the crevice behind, was tottering to its base. It fell during the night, and the whole party was buried under its ruins.

The length of our voyage to-day was, in a direct line, sixteen miles and a quarter, on a S. S. W. course. We encamped soon after sunset, and the tent was scarcely pitched when it began to rain heavily, and continued to do so all night.

Sixteen miles on the 11th, and five on the following morning, brought us to the commencement of Hayes’ River, which is formed by the confluence of the Shamattawa and Steel Rivers. Our observations place this spot in latitude 56 deg. 22 min. 32 sec. N., longitude 93 deg. 1 min. 37 sec., W. It is forty-eight miles and a half from York Factory, including the windings of the river. Steel River, through which our course lay, is about three hundred yards wide at its mouth; its banks have more elevation than those of Hayes’ River, but they shelve more gradually down to the stream, and afford a tolerably good towing path, which compensates, in some degree, for the rapids and frequent shoals that impede its navigation. We succeeded in getting about ten miles above the mouth of the river, before the close of the day compelled us to disembark.

We made an effort, on the morning of the 13th, to stem the current under sail, but as the course of the river was very serpentine, we found that greater progress could be made by tracking. Steel River presents much beautiful scenery; it winds through a narrow, but well-wooded valley, which, at every turn disclosed to us an agreeable variety of prospect, rendered more picturesque by the effect of the season on the foliage, now ready to drop from the trees. The light yellow of the fading poplars formed a fine contrast to the dark evergreen of the spruce, whilst the willows, of an intermediate hue, served to shade the two principal masses of color into each other. The scene was occasionally enlivened by the bright purple tints of the dogwood, blended with the browner shades of the dwarf birch, and frequently intermixed with the gay yellow flowers of the shrubby cinquefoil. With all these charms, the scene appeared desolate from the want of the human species. The stillness was so great, that even the twittering of the Whiskey-john-eesh, or cinereous crow, caused us to start. Our voyage to-day was sixteen miles on a S. W. course.

Sept. 14.—We had much rain during the night, and also in the morning, which detained us in our encampment later than usual. We set out as soon as the weather cleared up, and in a short time arrived at the head of Steel River, where it is formed by the junction of Fox and Hill Rivers. These two rivers are nearly of equal width, but the latter is the most rapid. Mr. M’Donald, on his way to Red River, in a small canoe, manned by two Indians, overtook us at this place. It may be mentioned as a proof of the dexterity of the Indians, and the skill with which they steal upon their game, that they had on the preceding day, with no other arms than a hatchet, killed two deer, a hawk, a curlew, and a sturgeon. Three of the Company’s boats joined us in the course of the morning, and we pursued our course up Hill River in company. The water in this river was so low, and the rapids so bad, that we were obliged several times, in the course of the day, to jump into the water, and assist in lifting the boat over the large stones which impeded the navigation. The length of our voyage to-day was only six miles and three quarters.

The four boats commenced operations together at five o’clock the following morning; but our boat being overladen, we soon found that we were unable to keep pace with the others; and therefore proposed to the gentlemen in charge of the Company’s boats, that they should relieve us of part of our cargo. This they declined doing, under the plea of not having received orders to that effect, notwithstanding that the circular, with which I was furnished by Governor Williams, strictly enjoined all the Company’s servants to afford us every assistance. In consequence of this refusal we dropt behind, and our steersman, who was inexperienced, being thus deprived of the advantage of observing the route followed by the guide, who was in the foremost boat, frequently took a wrong channel. The tow-line broke twice, and the boat was only prevented from going broadside down the stream, and breaking to pieces against the stones, by the officers and men leaping into the water, and holding her head to the current until the line could be carried again to the shore. It is but justice to say, that in these trying situations we received much assistance from Mr. Thomas Swayne, who with great kindness waited for us with the boat under his charge, at such places as he apprehended would be most difficult to pass. We encamped at sunset, completely jaded with toil. Our distance made good this day was twelve miles and a quarter.

The labors of the 16th commenced at half-past five, and for some time the difficulty of getting the boats over the rapids was equal to what we experienced yesterday. Having passed a small brook, however, termed Half-way Creek, the river became deeper, and although rapid, it was smooth enough to be named by our Orkney boatmen Still-water. We were further relieved by the Company’s clerks consenting to take a few boxes of our stores into their boats. Still we made only eleven miles in the course of the day.

The banks of Hill River are higher, and have a more broken outline, than those of Steel or Haye’s Rivers. The cliffs of alluvial clay rose in some places to the height of eighty or ninety feet above the stream, and were surmounted by hills about two hundred feet high, but the thickness of the wood prevented us from seeing far beyond the mere banks of the river.

Sept 17.—About half-past five in the morning we commenced tracking, and soon came to a ridge of rock which extended across the stream. From this place the boat was dragged up several narrow rocky channels, until we came to the Rock-Portage, where the stream, pent in by a range of small islands, forms several cascades. In ascending the river, the boats with their cargoes are carried over one of the islands, but in the descent they are shot down the most shelving of the cascades. Having performed the operations of carrying, launching and re-stowing the cargo, we plied the oars for a short distance, and landed at a depôt called Rock-House. Here we were informed that the rapids in the upper parts of Hill River were much worse and more numerons than those we had passed, particularly in the present season, owing to the unusual lowness of the water. This intelligence was very mortifying, especially as the gentlemen in charge of the Company’s boats declared that they were unable to carry any part of our stores beyond this place; and the traders, guides, and most experienced of the boatmen, were of opinion, that unless our boat was still further lightened, the winter would put a stop to our progress before we could reach Cumberland House, or any eligible post. Sixteen pieces were therefore necessarily left with Mr. Bunn, the gentleman in charge of the post, to be forwarded by the Athabasca canoes next season, this being their place of rendezvous.

After this we recommenced our voyage, and having pulled nearly a mile, arrived at Borrowick’s Fall, where the boat was dragged up with a line, after part of the cargo had been carried over a small portage. From this place to the Mud Portage, a distance of a mile and three-quarters, the boats were pushed on with poles against a very rapid stream. Here we encamped, having come seven miles during the day on a S. W. course. We had several snow showers in the course of the day, and the thermometer at bed-time stood at 30°.

On the morning of the 18th, the country was clothed in the livery of winter, a heavy fall of snow having taken place during the night. We embarked at the usual hour, and, in the course of the day, crossed the Point of Rocks, and Brassa Portages, and dragged the boats through several minor rapids. In this tedious way we only made good about nine miles.

On Sunday the 19th, we hauled the boats up several short rapids, or, as the boatmen term them, expressively enough, spouts, and carried them over the Portages of Lower Burntwood and Morgan’s Rocks; on the latter of which we encamped, having proceeded, during the whole day, only one mile and three-quarters.

The upper part of Hill River swells out considerably, and at Morgan’s Rocks, where it is three quarters of a mile wide, we were gratified with a more extensive prospect of the country than any we had enjoyed since leaving York Factory. The banks of the river here, consisting of low flat rocks with intermediate swamps, permitted us to obtain views of the interior, the surface of which is broken into a multitude of cone-shaped hills. The highest of these hills, which gives a name to the river, has an elevation not exceeding six hundred feet. From its summit, thirty-six lakes are said to be visible. The beauty of the scenery, dressed in the tints of autumn, called forth our admiration, and was the subject of Mr. Hood’s accurate pencil. On the 20th we passed Upper Burnt-wood and Rocky Ledge Portages, besides several strong spouts; and in the evening arrived at Smooth Bock Portage, where we encamped, having come three miles and a half. It is not easy for any but an eye-witness to form an adequate idea of the exertions of the Orkney boatmen in the navigation of this river. The necessity they are under of frequently jumping into the water, to lift the boats over the rocks, compels them to remain the whole day in wet clothes, at a season when the temperature is far below the freezing point. The immense loads too, which they carry over the portages, is not more a matter of surprise than the alacrity with which they perform these laborious duties.

At six on the morning of the 21st, we left our encampment, and soon after arrived at the Mossy Portage, where the cargoes were carried through a deep bog for a quarter of a mile. The river swells out, above this portage, to the breadth of several miles, and as the islands are numerous, there are a great variety of channels. Night overtook us before we arrived at the Second Portage, so named from its being the second in the passage down the river. Our whole distance this day, was one mile and a quarter.

On the 22d, our route led us amongst many wooded islands, which lying in long vistas, produced scenes of much beauty. In the course of the day we crossed the Upper Portage, surmounted the Devil’s Landing Place, and urged the boat with poles through Groundwater Creek. At the upper end of this creek, our bowman having given the boat too broad a sheer, to avoid the rock, it was caught on the broadside by the current, and, in defiance of our utmost exertions, hurried down the rapid. Fortunately, however, it grounded against a rock high enough to prevent the current from oversetting it, and the crews of the other boats having come to our assistance, we succeeded, after several trials, in throwing a rope to them, with which they dragged our almost sinking vessel stern foremost up the stream, and rescued us from our perilous situation.

We began the ascent of Trout River early in the morning of the 27th, and in the course of the day passed three portages and several rapids. At the first of these portages the river falls between two rocks about sixteen feet, and it is necessary to launch the boat over a precipitous rocky bank. This cascade is named the Trout Fall, and the beauty of the scenery afforded a subject for Mr. Hood’s pencil. The rocks which form the bed of this river are slaty, and present sharp fragments, by which the feet of the boatmen are much lacerated. The Second Portage, in particular, obtains the expressive name of Knife Portage. The length of our voyage to-day was three miles.

On the 28th, we passed through the remainder of Trout River; and, at noon, arrived at Oxford house, on Holey Lake. This was formerly a post of some consequence to the Hudson’s Bay Company, but at present it exhibits unequivocal signs of decay. The Indians have, of late years, been gradually deserting the low or swampy country, and ascending the Saskatchawan, where animals are more abundant. A few Crees were at this time encamped in front of the fort. They were suffering under the combined maladies of whooping-cough and measles, and looked miserably dejected. We endeavored in vain to prevail on one of them to accompany us for the purpose of killing ducks, which were numerous, but too shy for our sportsmen. We had the satisfaction, however, of exchanging the mouldy pemmican, obtained at Swampy Lake, for a better kind, and received, moreover, a small, but very acceptable, supply of fish. Holey Lake, viewed from an eminence behind Oxford House, exhibits a pleasing prospect; and its numerous islands, varying much in shape and elevation, contribute to break that uniformity of scenery which proves so palling to a traveler in this country. Trout of a great size, frequently exceeding forty pounds weight, abound in this lake. We left Oxford House in the afternoon, and encamped on an island about eight miles distant, having come, during the day, nine miles and a quarter.

At noon, on the 29th, after passing through the remainder of Holey Lake, we entered the Weepinapannis, a narrow grassy river, which runs parallel to the lake for a considerable distance, and forms its South bank into a narrow peninsula. In the morning we arrived at the Swampy Portage, where two of the boats were broken against the rocks. The length of the day’s voyage was nineteen miles and a half.

In consequence of the accident yesterday evening, we were detained a considerable time this morning, until the boats were repaired, when we set out, and after ascending a strong rapid, arrived at the Portage by John Moore’s Island. Here the river rushes with irresistible force through the channels formed by two rocky islands; and we learnt, that last year a poor man, in hauling a boat up one of these channels, was, by the breaking of the line, precipitated into the stream and hurried down the cascade with such rapidity, that all efforts to save him were ineffectual. His body was afterwards found and interred near the spot.

Oct. 1.—Hill Gates is the name imposed on a romantic defile, whose rocky walls rising perpendicularly to the height of sixty or eighty feet, hem in the stream for three-quarters of a mile, in many places so narrowly, that there is a want of room to ply the oars. In passing through this chasm we were naturally led to contemplate the mighty but, probably, slow and gradual effects of the water in wearing down such vast masses of rock; but in the midst of our speculations, the attention was excited anew to a grand and picturesque rapid, which, surrounded by the most wild and majestic scenery, terminated the defile. The brown fishing-eagle had built its nest on one of the projecting cliffs. In the course of the day we surmounted this and another dangerous portage, called the Upper and Lower Hill Gate Portages, crossed a small sheet of water, termed the White-Fall Lake, and entering the river of the same name, arrived at the White Fall about an hour after sunset, having come fourteen miles on a S. W. course.

The whole of the 2d of October was spent in carrying the cargoes over a portage of thirteen hundred yards in length, and in launching the empty boats over three several ridges of rock which obstruct the channel and produce as many cascades. I shall long remember the rude and characteristic wildness of the scenery which surrounded these falls; rocks piled on rocks hung in rude and shapeless masses over the agitated torrents which swept their bases, whilst the bright and variegated tints of the mosses and lichens, that covered the face of the cliffs, contrasting with the dark green of the pines, which crowned their summits, added both beauty and grandeur to the general effect of the scene. Our two companions, Back and Hood, made accurate sketches of these falls. At this place we observed a conspicuous lop-stick, a kind of land-mark, which I have not hitherto noticed, notwithstanding its great use in pointing out the frequented routes. It is a pine-tree divested of its lower branches, and having only a small tuft at the top remaining. This operation is usually performed at the instance of some individual emulous of fame. He treats his companions with rum, and they in return, strip the tree of its branches, and ever after designate it by his name.

In the afternoon, whilst on my way to superintend the operations of the men, a stratum of loose moss gave way under my feet, and I had the misfortune to slip from the summit of a rock into the river, betwixt two of the falls. My attempts to regain the bank were, for a time, ineffectual, owing to the rocks within my reach having been worn smooth by the action of the water, but after I had been carried a considerable distance down the stream, I caught hold of a willow, by which I held until two gentlemen of the Hudson’s Bay Company came in a boat to my assistance. The only bad consequence of this accident was an injury sustained by a very valuable chronometer, (No. 1733,) belonging to Daniel Moore, Esq., of Lincoln’s Inn One of the gentlemen, to whom I delivered it immediately on landing, in his agitation let it fall, whereby the minute-hand was broken, but the works were not in the smallest degree injured, and the loss of the hand was afterwards supplied.

During the night the frost was severe, and at sunrise, on the 3d, the thermometer stood at 25°. After leaving our encampment at the White Fall, we passed through several small lakes connected with each other by narrow, deep, grassy streams, and at noon arrived at the Painted Stone. Numbers of musk-rats frequent these streams, and we observed, in the course of the morning, many of their mud-houses rising in a conical form to the height of two or three feet above the grass of the swamps in which they are built.

Having launched the boats over the rock, we commenced the descent of the Echemamis. This small stream has its course through a morass, and in dry seasons its channel contains, instead of water, merely a foot or two of thin mud. On these occasions it is customary to build dams, that it may be rendered navigable by the accumulation of its waters. As the beavers perform this operation very effectually, endeavors have been made to encourage them to breed in this place, but it has not hitherto been possible to restrain the Indians from killing that useful animal whenever they discover its retreats. On the present occasion there was no want of water, the principal impediment we experienced being from the narrowness of the channel, which permitted the willows of each bank to meet over our heads, and obstruct the men at the oars. After proceeding down the stream for some time, we came to a recently constructed beaver-dam through which an opening was made sufficient to admit the boat to pass. We were assured that the beach would be closed by the industrious creature in a single night. We encamped about eight miles from the source of the river, having come during the day seventeen miles and a half.

On the 4th we embarked amidst a heavy rain, and pursued our route down the Echemamis. In many parts the morass, by which the river is nourished, and through which it flows, is intersected by ridges of rock which cross the channel, and require the boat to be lifted over them. In the afternoon we passed through a shallow piece of water overgrown with bulrushes, and hence named Hairy Lake; and in the evening, encamped on the banks of Blackwater-Creek, by which this lake empties itself into Sea River; having come during the day twenty miles and three-quarters.

On the morning of the 5th, we entered Sea River, one of the many branches of Nelson River. It is about four hundred yards wide, and its waters are of a muddy white color. After ascending the stream for an hour or two, and passing through Carpenter’s Lake, which is merely an expansion of the river to about a mile in breadth, we came to the Sea River Portage, where the boat was launched across a smooth rock, to avoid a fall of four or five feet. Re-embarking at the upper end of the portage, we ran before a fresh gale through the remainder of Sea River, the lower part of Play Greene Lake, and entering Little Jack River, landed and pitched our tents. Here there is a small log-hut, the residence of a fisherman, who supplies Norway House with trout and sturgeon. He gave us a few of these fish which afforded an acceptable supper. The length of our voyage this day was thirty-four miles.

We left Norway House soon after noon of the 7th, and the wind being favorable, sailed along the northern shore of Lake Winipeg the whole of the ensuing night; and on the morning of the 8th landed on a narrow ridge of sand, which, running out twenty miles to the westward, separates Limestone Bay from the body of the Lake. When the wind blows hard from the southward, it is customary to carry boats across this isthmus, and to pull up under its lee. From Norwegian Point to Limestone Bay the shore consists of high clay cliffs against which the waves beat with much violence during strong southerly winds. When the wind blows from the land, and the waters of the lake are low, a narrow, sandy beach is uncovered, and affords a landing-place for boats. The shores of Limestone Bay are covered with small fragments of calcareous stones. During the night the Aurora Borealis was quick in its motions, and various and vivid in its colors. After breakfasting we re-embarked, and continued our voyage until three P.M., when a strong westerly wind arising, we were obliged to shelter ourselves on a small island, which lies near the extremity of the above-mentioned peninsula. This island is formed of a collection of small rolled pieces of limestone, and was remembered by some of our boatmen to have been formerly covered with water. For the last ten or twelve years the waters of the lake have been low, but our information did not enable us to judge whether the decrease was merely casual, or going on continually, or periodical. The distance of this island from Norway House is thirty-eight miles and a half.

The westerly winds detained us all the morning of the 9th, but, at two P.M., the wind chopped round to the eastward: we immediately embarked, and the breeze afterwards freshening, we reached the mouth of the Saskatchawan at midnight, having run thirty-two miles

Sunday, Oct. 10.—The whole of this day was occupied in getting the boats from the mouth of the river to the foot of the grand rapid, a distance of two miles. There are several rapids in this short distance during which the river varies its breadth from five hundred yards to half a mile. Its channel is stony. At the grand rapid, the Saskatchawan forms a sudden bend, from south to east, and works its way through a narrow channel, deeply worn into the limestone strata. The stream, rushing with impetuous force over a rocky and uneven bottom, presents a sheet of foam, and seems to bear with impatience the straitened confinement of its lofty banks. A flock of pelicans, and two or three brown fishing eagles, were fishing in its agitated waters, seemingly with great success. There is a good sturgeon fishery at the foot of the rapid. Several golden plovers, Canadian gros-beaks, cross-bills, wood-peckers, and pin-tailed grouse, were shot to-day; and Mr. Back killed a small striped marmot. This beautiful little animal was busily employed in carrying in its distended pouches the seeds of the American vetch tp its winter hoards.

The portage is eighteen hundreds yards long, and its western extremity was found to be in 53 deg. 08 min. 25 sec. North latitude, and 99 deg. 28 min. 02 sec. West longitude. The route from Canada to the Athabasca joins that from York Factory at the mouth of the Saskatchawan, and we saw traces of a recent encampment of the Canadian voyagers. Our companions in the Hudson’s Bay boats, dreading an attack from their rivals in trade, were on the alert at this place. They examined minutely the spot of encampment, to form a judgment of the number of canoes that had preceded them; and they advanced, armed, and with great caution, through the woods. Their fears, however, were fortunately, on this occasion, groundless.

By noon, on the 12th, the boats and their cargoes having been conveyed across the portage, we embarked and pursued our course. The Saskatchawan becomes wider above the Grand Rapid, and the scenery improves. The banks are high, composed of white clay and limestone, and their summits are richly clothed with a variety of firs, poplars, birches, and willows. The current runs with great rapidity, and the channel is, in many places, intricate and dangerous, from broken ridges of rock jutting into the stream. We pitched our tents at the entrance of Cross Lake, having advanced only five miles and a half.

Cross Lake is extensive, running towards the N. E., it is said, for forty miles. We crossed it at the narrow part, and pulling through several winding channels, formed by a group of islands, entered Cedar Lake, which, next to Lake Winneipeg, is the largest sheet of fresh water we had hitherto seen. Ducks and geese resort hither in immense flocks in the spring and autumn. These birds are now beginning to go off, owing to its muddy shores having become quite hard through the nightly frosts. At this place the Aurora Borealis was extremely brilliant in the night, its coruscations darting, at times, over the whole sky, and assuming various prismatic tints, of which the violet and yellow were predominant.

After pulling, on the 14th, seven miles and a quarter on the lake, a violent wind drove us for shelter to a small island, or rather a ridge of rolled stones, thrown up by the frequent storms which agitate this lake. The weather did not moderate the whole day, and we were obliged to pass the night on this exposed spot. The delay, however, enabled us to obtain some lunar observations. The wind having subsided, we left our resting-place the following morning, crossed she remainder of the lake, and, in the afternoon, arrived at Muddy Lake, which is very appropriately named, as it consists merely of a few channels, winding amongst extensive mud banks, which are overflowed during the spring floods. We landed at an Indian tent, which contained two numerous families, amounting to thirty souls. These poor creatures were badly clothed, and reduced to a miserable condition by the ravages of the whooping-cough and measles. At the time of our arrival they were busy in preparing a sweating-house for the sick. This is a remedy, which they consider, with the addition of singing and drumming, to be the grand specific for all diseases. Our companions having obtained some geese, in exchange for rum and tobacco, we proceeded a few more miles and encamped on Devil’s Drum Island, having come, during the day, twenty miles and a half. A second party of Indians were encamped on an adjoining island, a situation chosen for the purpose of killing geese and ducks.

On the 16th we proceeded eighteen miles up the Saskatchawan. Its banks are low, covered with willows, and lined with drift timber. The surrounding country is swampy, and intersected by the numerous arms of the river. After passing for twenty or thirty yards through the willow thicket on the banks of the stream, we entered upon an extensive marsh, varied only by a distant line of willows, which marks the course of a creek or branch of the river. The branch we navigated to-day is almost five hundred yards wide. The exhalations from the marshy soil produced a low log, although the sky above was perfectly clear. In the course of the day we passed an Indian encampment of three tents, whose inmates appeared to be in a still more miserable condition than those we saw yesterday. They had just finished the ceremony of conjuration over some of their sick companions; and a dog, which was recently killed as a sacrifice to some deity, was hanging to a tree, where it would be left (I was told) when they moved their encampment.

We continued our voyage up the river, to the 20th, with little variation of scenery or incident, traveling in that time about thirty miles. The near approach of winter was marked by severe frosts, which continued all day, unless when the sun chanced to be unusually bright, and the geese and ducks were observed to take a southerly course in large flocks. On the morning of the 20th we came to a party of Indians, encamped behind the bank of the river, on the borders of a small marshy lake, for the purpose of killing water-fowl. Here we were gratified with the view of a very large tent. Its length was about forty feet, its breadth eighteen, and its covering was moose deer leather, with apertures for the escape of the smoke from the fires which were placed at each end; a ledge of wood was placed on the ground on both sides of the whole length of the tent, within which were the sleeping places, arranged probably according to families; and the drums and other instruments of enchantment were piled up in the centre. Amongst the Indians there were a great many half-breeds, who lead an Indian life. Governor Williams gave a dram and a piece of tobacco to each of the males of the party.

On the morning of the 21st, a heavy fall of snow took place, which lasted until two in the afternoon. In the evening we left the Saskatchawan, and entered the Little River, one of the two streams by which Pine Island Lake discharges its waters. We advanced to-day fourteen miles and a quarter. On the 22d, the weather was extremely cold and stormy, and we had to contend against a strong head wind. The spray froze as it fell, and the oars were so loaded with ice as to be almost unmanageable. The length of our voyage this day was eleven miles.

The following morning was very cold; we embarked at daylight, and pulled across a part of Pine Island Lake, about three miles and a half to Cumberland House. The margin of the lake was so encrusted with ice, that we had to break through a considerable space of it to approach the landing place. When we considered that this was the effect of only a few days’ frost at the commencement of winter, we were convinced of the impracticability of advancing further by water this season, and, therefore, resolved on accepting Governor Williams’s kind invitation to remain with him at this post. We immediately visited Mr. Connolly, the resident partner of the North-West Company, and presented to him Mr. M‘Grillivray’s circular letter. He assured us that he should be most desirous to forward our progress by every means in his power, and we subsequently had ample proofs of his sincerity and kindness. The unexpected addition of our party to the winter residents at this post, rendered an increase of apartments necessary; and our men were immediately appointed to complete and arrange an unfinished building as speedily as possible.

Nov. 8.—Some mild weather succeeded to the severe frosts we had at our arrival; and the lake had not been entirely frozen before the 6th; but this morning the ice was sufficiently firm to admit of sledges crossing it. The dogs were harnessed at a very early hour, and the winter operations commenced by sending for a supply of fish from Swampy River, where men had been stationed to collect it, just before the frost set in. Both men and dogs seemed to enjoy the change; they started in full glee, and drove rapidly along. An Indian, who had come to the house on the preceding evening, to request some provision for his family, whom he represented to be in a state of starvarion, accompanied them. His party had been suffering greatly under the epidemic diseases of the whooping-cough and measles; and the hunters were still in too debilitated a state to go out and provide them with meat. A supply was given to him, and the men were directed to bring his father, an old and faithful hunter, to the house, that he might have the comforts of nourishment and warmth. He was brought accordingly, but these attentions were unavailing, as he died a few days afterwards. Two days before his death, I was surprised to observe him sitting for near three hours, in a piercingly sharp day, in the saw-pit, employed in gathering the dust, and throwing it by handfuls over his body, which was naked to the waist. As the man was in possession of his mental faculties, I conceived he was performing some devotional act preparatory to his departure, which he felt approaching; and, induced by the novelty of the incident, I went twice to observe him more closely; but when he perceived that he was noticed, he immediately ceased his operation, hung down his head, and by his demeanor, intimated that he considered my appearance an intrusion. The residents at the fort could give me no information on the subject, and I could not learn that the Indians in general observe any particular ceremony on the approach of death.

Nov. 15.—The sky had been overcast during the last week; the sun shone forth once only, and then not sufficiently for the purpose of obtaining, observations. Faint coruscations of the Aurora Borealis appeared one evening, but their presence did not in the least affect the electrometer nor the compass. The ice daily became thicker in the lake, and the frost had now nearly overpowered the rapid current of the Saskatchawan River; indeed, parties of men who were sent from both the forts to search for the Indians, and procure whatever skins and provisions they might have collected, crossed that stream this day on the ice; the white partridges made their first appearance near to the house. These birds are considered as the infallible harbingers of severe weather.

Monday, Nov. 22.—The Saskatchawan, and every other river, were now completely covered with ice, except a small stream near to the fort through which the current ran very powerfully. In the course of the week we removed into the house our men had been preparing for us since our arrival. We found it at first extremely cold, notwithstanding a good fire was kept in each apartment, and we frequently experienced the extremes of heat and Cold on opposite sides of the body.

Nov. 24.—We this day obtained observations for the dip of the needle and intensity of the magnetic force in a spare room. The dip was 83° 9’ 45”, and the difference produced by reversing the face of the instrument, 13° 3’ 6”. When the needle was faced to the west, it hung nearly perpendicular. The Aurora Borealis was faintly visible for a short time last evening. Some Indians arrived in search of provision, having been totally incapacitated from hunting by sickness; the poor creatures looked miserably ill, and they represented their distress to have been extreme. Few recitals are more affecting than those of their sufferings during unfavorable seasons, and in bad situations for hunting and fishing. Many assurances have been given me that men and women are yet living who have been reduced to feed upon the bodies of their own family, to prevent actual starvation; and a shocking case was cited to us of a woman who had been principal agent in the destruction of several persons, and amongst the number her husband and nearest relatives, in order to support life.

Nov. 28.—The atmosphere had been clear every day during the last, week, about the end of which snow fell, when the thermometer rose from 20° below to 16° above zero. The Aurora Borealis was twice visible, but faint on both occasions. Its appearance did not affect the electrometer, nor could we perceive the compass to be disturbed.

The men brought supplies of moose meat from the hunter’s tent, which is pitched near the Basquiau Hill, at the distance of forty or fifty miles from the house, and from whence the greatest part of the meat is procured. The residents have to send nearly the same distance for their fish, and on this service horse-sledges are used. Nets are daily set in Pine Island Lake, which occasionally procure some fine sturgeon, tittameg and trout, but not more than sufficient to supply the officers’ table.

Dec. 1.—This day was so remarkably fine, that we procured another set of observations for the dip of the needle in the open air; the instrument being placed firmly on a rock, the results gave 83° 14’ 22”. The change produced by reversing the face of the instrument was 12° 50’ 55”.

There was a determined thaw during the last three days, which caused the Saskatchawan River, and some parts of the lake, to break up, and rendered the traveling across either of them dangerous. On this account the absence of Wilkes, one of our men, caused no small anxiety. He had incautiously undertaken the charge of conducting a sledge and dogs, in company with a person, going to Swampy River for fish. On their return, being unaccustomed to driving, he became fatigued, and seated himself on his sledge, in which situation his companion left him, presuming that he would soon rise and hasten to follow his track. He however returned safe in the morning, and reported that, foreseeing night would set in before he could get across the lake, he prudently retired into the woods before dark, where he remained until daylight; when the men, who had been despatched to look for him, met him returning to the house, shivering with cold, he having been unprovided with the materials for lighting a fire; which an experienced voyager never neglects to carry.

We had mild weather until the 20th of December. On the 13th there had been a decided thaw, which caused the Saskatchawan, which had again frozen, to re-open, and the passage across it was interrupted for two days. We now received more agreeable accounts from the Indians, who are recovering strength, and beginning to hunt a little; but it is generally feared that their spirits have been so much depressed by the loss of their children and relatives, that the season will be far advanced before they can be roused to any exertion in searching for animals beyond what may be necessary for their own support. It is much to be regretted that these poor men, during their long intercourse with Europeans, have not been taught how pernicious is the grief which produces total inactivity, and that they have not been furnished with any of the consolations which the Christian religion never fails to afford. This, however, could hardly have been expected from persons who have permitted their own offspring, the half-casts, to remain in lamentable ignorance on a subject of such vital importance. It is probable, however, that an improvement will soon take place among the latter class, as Governor Williams proposes to make the children attend a Sunday school, and has already begun to have divine service performed at his post.

The conversations which I have had with the gentlemen in charge of these posts, convinced me of the necessity of proceeding during the winter into the Athabasca department, the residents of which are best acquainted with the nature and resources of the country lying to the north of the Great Slave Lake; and from whence only guides, hunters, and interpreters can be procured. I had previously written to the partners of the North-West Company in that quarter, requesting their assistance in forwarding the Expedition, and stating what we should require of them; but, on reviewing the matter, and reflecting upon the accidents that might delay these letters on the road, I determined on proceeding to the Athabasca as soon as I possibly-could, and communicated my intention to Governor Williams and Mr. Connolly, with a request that I might be furnished, by the middle of January, with the means of conveyance for three persons, intending that Mr. Back and Hepburn should accompany me, whilst Dr. Richardson and Mr. Hood remained till the spring at Cumberland House.

After the 20th December the weather became cold, the thermometer constantly below zero. Christmas-day was particularly stormy; but the gale did not prevent the full enjoyment of the festivities which are annually given at Cumberland House on this day. All the men who had been despatched to different parts in search of provision or furs returned to the fort on the occasion, and were regaled with a substantial dinner and a dance in the evening.

1820. January 1. The new year was ushered in by repeated discharges of musketry; a ceremony which has been observed by the men of both the trading Companies for many years. Our party dined with Mr. Connolly, and were regaled with a beaver, which we found extremely delicate. In the evening his men were entertained with a dance, in which the Canadians exhibited some grace and much agility; and they contrived to infuse some portion of their activity and spirits into the steps of their female companions. The half-breed women are passionately fond of this amusement, but a stranger would imagine the contrary on witnessing their apparent want of animation. On such occasions they affect a sobriety of demeanor which I understand to be the very opposite of their general character.


CHAPTER III.

January 18. 1820. THIS day we set out from Cumberland House for Carlton House; but previously to detailing the events of the journey, it may be proper to describe the necessary equipments of a winter traveler in this, region, which I cannot do better than by extracting the following brief, but accurate, account of it from Mr. Hood’s journal:—

“A snow-shoe is made of two light bars of wood, fastened together at their extremities, and projected into curves by transverse bars. The side bars have been so shaped by a frame, and dried before a fire, that the front part of the shoe turns up, like the prow of a boat, and the part behind terminates in an acute angle; the spaces between the bars are filled up with a fine netting of leathern thongs, except that part behind the main bar, which is occupied by the feet; the netting is there close and strong, and the foot is attached to the main bar by straps passing round the heel, but only fixing the toes, so that the heel rises after each step, and the tail of the shoe is dragged on the snow. Between the main bar and another in front of it, a small space is left, permitting the toes to descend a little in the act of raising the heel to make the step forward, which prevents their extremities from chafing. The length of a snow-shoe is from four to six feet, and the breadth one foot and a half, or one foot and three-quarters, being adapted to the size of the wearer. The motion of walking in them is perfectly natural, for one shoe is level with the snow, when the edge of the other is passing over it. It is not easy to use them among bushes, without frequent overthrows, nor to rise afterwards without help. Each shoe weighs about two pounds when unclogged with snow. The northern Indian snow-shoes differ a little from those of the southern Indians, having a greater curvature on the outside of each shoe; one advantage of which is, that when the foot rises the over-balanced side descends and throws off the snow. All the superiority of European art has been unable to improve the native contrivance of this useful machine.
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