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dbee, Chief Captain umong the ‘Home® Cree, lived with some of his women for several years,

From a water-colour by William Richards, whose grandfather re-estabtished Henley House after the massacres,

The Henley House Massacres

By Charles A. Bishop

And wee the Sald Counell, do in behalf and in the Name of the
Govr and Hudsons Bay Company And in justice to our unforty-
male Country Men pronounce the Senlence of death upon
Wappisiss alias Woudhc the land Pirale, And his two Sons,

Sheanapp and Young Snuff the Blankel, to be hanged, untell

they are dead, dead, dead, for a ferour lo ail the Savage Natives
from ever being guilty of the lke barbarity in future, Signed by
the Chief officers and Men at Albany Fort, June 12th 1758,

THUS WAS THE DEATH SENTENCE pronounced
upon three Indians for their part in the December 1754
murder of five Hudson’s Bay Company traders at the
Company’s only inland establishment, Henley House.
Yet, as unusual ag the event is, a mere description of the
murders and subsequent punishment of the culprits
would be of historical curiosity only. The incident must
be understood in the context of the fur trade, the
Indians’ view of this trade, and their relationship with
Europeans at that time. Within these contexts, one

Dr Bishep, author of “The Northern (jibway and the
Fur Trade’ is Professor of Anthropology at the Stare
Unlversity of New York Collepe.

Quotations from the HRC Archives are made wilh
the permission of the Company.
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socio-cconomic, the other perceptual, the event takes on
new meaning and provides insights into the motives and
policies of the M B C on the one hand, and into the
attitudes of Indians abour traders and other Indians on
the other hand.

During the early decades of the cighteenth century,
competition in the fur trade between French coureurs
de-bois from Quebec and English traders on James and
Hudson Bays heightencd as the former expanded their
operations northward and westward of the Great Lakes
thereby interrupting the {low of (rade to the Bay. The
intensity of rivalry fluctuated from year to year depend-

ent upon such factors as the quality, quanttity, and-
value of French goods as well as the proximity of

the mobile French traders to the coastal English
posts.

The year 1743 had marked a turning point in this
rivalry, While the Freuch [or three decades had esial-
lished camp trade with the upland Indians 4t locations
inland from James Bay, that spring they began (o
intercept the Fort Albany home-guard Indians who (or
the first time ‘Came downe all Clathed in french CloLh'.
Indeed, the Indians wamed that il the English did not




|

establish an inland settlement, the French would capture
all of that inland trade in future. Although English items
were cheaper, the easy access to French goods made
thom more attractive; Indians could avoid the long trip
to- Fort Albany and thus the frequent danger of their
food supply becoming exhausted. Furthermore, the
French made threats against Indians who traded with the
English and spread rumours that the English posts were
to be captured or destroyed. Despite all this, some
Indians continued to send their furs to Fort Albany
through Cree middlemen, while others continued to
make the journcy themselves. Tn order to retain the
loyalty of these Indians and gain that of others, Joseph
Isbister, Chief at Fort Albany, sct out in June of
1743 ‘To build a house in order to Secure & pre.
serve This Trade’,

William Isbister, brother of Joseph, took on the
management of Henley House, the [irst inland settle-
ment of the Company, until August 1751 when e
Was replaced by William Lamb. The precariousness of
its situation is evidenced by (he cvents which
followed. Situated near the forks of the Albany and
Kenogami Rivers, it controlied a strategic location.
Indeed, the area was already identified by the Cree
as ‘Keesh a Matawan’ — the meeting spot, the place
where Indians converged en route to Fort Albany.

The first year it was a complete success, Not one
French coat was worn by Indians arriving at Forl
Albany. 1{ even drew off Indians from the Frenciy posts
at Michilimackinac and Nipigon, inciting Governor Beau-
harnois to write that Henley was to be destroyed if
possible. Because of such threats, Henley was well
fortified with palisades and gun ports so that il ooks
like a little Castle”. Although these threats never materi.
alized, some Indiaps encouraged French traders to locate
on the Albany River about 150 miles above Henley. The
French again began to Intercept the trade, threatening
the new post and those Tndians who, though in ‘feur of
being killed® for trading at Forr Albany, remained loyal
to the English. Thus, during the first phase of its
existence, Henley House was viewed a5 2 frontier fort,
existing primarily 10 inhihit the expansion of the French
trade and to guarantee safe passage to Indians travelling
to the main post, Fort Albany. It was, for the H R C,
merely 4 way station, a place for Indians to rest and
cngage in minimal trade. The natives were encouraged to
continue on 1o Albany where they could be better
supplied. But the aims of (he Campany for Henley were
increasingly frustrated since, ag French supplies became
more readily available, Indians grew more reluctant to
continue on to Albany, The creation of yet another

French post only sixty miles above. Henley during the %

spring of 1754 again prevented most of the inland
Indians from trading with the H R C, Six months larer

U the Henley House traders were massacred,

The immediate response (o this action is to argue that
\lhe massacre was the result of the English becoming
A
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The rivalry between companjes for Indjan trade I depicred
in this drawing published in London in | 850,

superfluous due (o the easy access wihich Indians now
had to French goods and their desire to please their new
European trade partners by climinating the hated rivals,
This, however, is far (oo lacile; the Tndiuns were above

all, desirous of keeping alive the competitive trade war

of the French and English, Tn tlus way they could play
off the traders against each other to their own economic
advantage. How then to explain the murders?

The drama moves Lo its second act in March of 1755
when word reached Joseph Isbister ar [ort Albany that
Henley had been ransucked and the (raders wete missing,
The Indians who reported the trouble thought that the
French had incited natives to lure the traders out and
kill them, This made sense since, according 1o Isbister,
the French ‘give a reward of the Value of five pounds to
Indians for the Sealp of every Liglish man they bring’.
To prevent the post from being taken over by the
French, Isbister paid Indians to 80 aud burn the house,
bury any remaining goods, and leamn what they could
about what had happened, Isbister considered he loss of
Henley serious since now the French appeared to be in
firm control of most of the inland trade, Despite French
presence in the area, Indians as well (clt the loss; several
home guards had starved to death, being unable o
acquire theiy necessary trade supplics.

Throughout April and May 1755, Ishister was unable
to discover from Indian arrivals wha( had happened. An
aura of secrecy, clouded by rumours of strange Indians
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going about, prevalled until the Indian Woudbee arrived
on 28 May. Woudbee for many years had been the
‘home Captain’ at Fort Albany. During this time he and
‘Some of his Woman' were allowed permission to llive
ingide e post on English foods while the post was
managed by George Spence (1747-1753). While
Woudbee grew demanding and impudent taking what-
ever food he pleased, Spence did nothing to control him.
It somebody did check him, Woudbee would reply that
the Englishmen ‘kecped there Womun, and the Victuals
Was [or them as Well as for us', Access to the post had
becore a right, not merely a privilege to Woudbee and
his rclatives. Woudbee was also in the habit of robbing
the upland Indians of their furs when they arrived at the
post in order to pay his own debts, a practice which
discouraged uplunders from visiting the fort. Thus, when
Woudbec told Joseph Isbister that he found Henley
House ramsacksd and a French Indian lurking about
wher he visited it in January, Jshister suspected
Woudbee's tale because of his former bad behaviour. He
kept him at the post by promising him a captain’s coat
while he questioned other Indians concerning Woudbee’s
story. The others remained silent, seeming to be afraid
to tell what they knew, but hinting that ‘home’ Indians
rather than French Indians had been involved.

Finally, on 3 June an Indisn woman named Mammy
from (he east side of Hudson Bay broke the silence. She
reported thut Woudbee, two of his sons, one of his

sons-lu-law, and another Indlan went with theie families
(fourteon in all) to Henley under the pretence of belng
starved. William Lamb, the manager, let them all in the
house and gave them food and lodging, but the next day
told Woudbee to build a tent outside the palisades. The
Indians were angered at having to leave and when Lamb
sent his four servants to check marten traps und do other
post duties, Woudbee and his son (Snuff the Blanket)
grabbed Lamb, the son shooting him in the head. The
four servants were then shot and all the bodies were
weighted with stones and thrown in the river,

Woudbee .remained at Henley as long as the trade
goods held out, giving materials (0 other Indians as they
arrived. When the goods were gone, he ransacked the
house.

Mammy made Isbister promise never to divuige who
told him this story, for her life would be in danger.
Isbister concluded thar her story was plausible,

The other Indiuns remaincd silent exeept for one
distressed man, three of whose children had starved to
death because of a lack of necessary (rade goods, He
confirmed Mammy’s story, remarking that ‘the Killing of
ye people and robing the House was the Cause of his
Distress & loss of his Children this last winter for which
he Grieved Much & cned when he told me this story’.
Other Indians blamed their hardships that winter on
Eskimo witcheratt and threatened to go on an Eskimo
hunt,
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The presence of Indlan women enlivened the Christmas dance ar York factory in the 1840s.

servants were to retreat to the post. Furthermore, Lamb
was nol ‘to admit a bove one Inden into your House nor
suffer them to lye in it’. But Lamb apparently ignored
these instructions and as late as October 1754 (two
months before the massacre) was warned by George
Rushworth ‘by No means to keep no Woman In the
Houso’ to which Lamb roplied ‘ye Governour keeps two
favorite Wl not you Alow me to keep One’, Rushworth
concluded that it was impossible (o prevent the scrvants
from keeping women at the post so long as the governor
himself ignored the rule, Thus, the double standard
continued at both posts despite Rushworth's warming
and the formal instructions against such practices.

Tamb came to takee two favourite women, one of
whom (Nam a Shis) had heen given to Woudbee’s son
(Shenap), and the other was Woudbee's own daughter
(Won a Wogen) and wile to another Indian (Annisset),
These women Lamb kept inside the post all winter
eating the food which the other Englishmen should have
received. When Woudbee and his kin arrived at Henley in
December, it will be tecalled, Lamb allowed them all
inside the post but the following day ordered them to
build a tent for themselves on the plantation. It was this

‘ordet which scems to have triggered the mwurders. The

situation was a repeat of the one al Fort Albany after
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Ishister’s return. The Indian women had been kept from
the Tndians all winter but now Woudbee and family were
being expelled from the post. Once again Woudbee must
have belleved he was being demeaned und cheated, Thus,
when Lamb foolishly dispersed the Company servants,
the Tndians took what they perceived was revenge for his
behaviour,

In terms of economic theory, the more common
relationship between Indians and fur traders involved the
cxchange of {urs for trade goods and conforms to
Sahlins’ modet of ‘bulunced reciprocity’ — a willingness
to glve for that which is received. It was thus a type of
social compact formalized at the trading post by
speeches and pipe smoking., There were occasional
instances where Indian captains offered thoir women to
traders to cement the exchange relationship and create a
sort of blood-brotherhood, as it were. Among the Cree
themselves, according to the fur trader, Andrew Graham,
this exchange of women created ‘a reciprocal alliance
and scries of good offices . .. between the friends of
both parties; cach is ready to assist and protect the
other’, Thus, the exchange of women involved morally

sanctioned rights and obligalions, not merely privileges:.

Tt is within this context that the hehaviour of Woudbes
must be interpreted. As Woudbee himsclf told the fur










