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In 1805, only ten years or so after 
Alexander Mackenzie had crossed 
Canada, the King George III, a British 
merchant ship involved in the North 
America maritime fur trade, was 
ordered to stop in Lerwick to recruit 
Shetland men for the Hudson’s 
Bay Company (HBC). The ship 
was to ‘… take on board all such 
men as may be engaged’ under 
the supervision of Francis Heddle, 
Writer and Controller of Customs, 
before proceeding to Stromness, the 
usual port of departure from Britain 
to Hudson Bay1. It has not yet been 
ascertained how many went.

Up to that point by far the 
greatest number of British men 
involved with the HBC were 
Orcadians. However, the pay and 
conditions were not good and the 
men of Orkney were becoming less 
enthusiastic for the trade. In addition 
they were being sought for service 
in the Napoleonic Wars, so further 
recruits for HBC had to be found 
elsewhere. The Company turned 
to other areas of Scotland, notable 
the Highlands, the Western Isles 
and Shetland. Before this date there 
were probably very few Shetlanders, 
if any, involved in the fur trade in 
Canada. 

Just how many Shetlanders 
joined HBC is unknown. The most 
extensive source of information lies 
in the HBC archives in Manitoba. 
A cursory search through the 
online archive of names with a 
Shetland connection, plus a few 
other sources reveals some 76 
individuals, ten of whom cannot be 
definitively identified and may have 
been Orcadians. There can be little 
doubt, however, that this is far from 
a complete list. For example, Isaac 
Cowie (1848) from Lerwick noted 
in his fascinating and very readable 
book2 that there were 12 Shetlanders 
aboard the ship he sailed on from 
Stromness to York Factory in Hudson 
Bay in 1867, none of whom have 
I been able to identify. However, 
with the limited information that is 
readily available several facts and 
assumptions can be drawn.

The earliest individual to join 
HBC so far, appears to be Dr Forbes 
Barclay (1807) who contracted in 
1839 while the last were in the 
1950s. Five years was the standard 
length of contract for which two 
thirds of Shetlanders signed on, 
returning home when the contract 
ended. A third stayed on for at 
least a further five years, of which 
around ten stayed for 30 years or 
more, some marrying First Nation 
Canadians and settling. 

Most the contracts were from 
1840s to the 1870s with just a few 
individuals contracting sporadically 
after that. During the busiest time 
the taking up of contracts was not 
evenly spread over the years and 
there appears to have been peaks 
around 1850 (25), 1861 (8) and 1870 
(8). Perhaps there were recruitment 
drives or some event that sent men 
looking for employment. There 
are two cases of Shetland men 
breaking the contract on the sailing 
date. In 1849, Robert Sandison 
(1819) reneged after receiving an 
advance of £5 to buy clothing3. In the 
second half of the 19th century, most 
Shetlanders probably signed on 
through Dr John Cowie (1813), the 
agent in Lerwick and father of Isaac 
Cowie above. Another Shetlander in 
an official position with HBC at this 
time was Archibald Barclay (1786) 
who was secretary of the company in 
London from 1843-1855. He was an 
uncle to Forbes Barclay above.

Those who joined HBC did not 
become trappers or voyageurs, but 
were generally initially employed as 
labourers, from which many moved 
‘up’ to become clerks, storekeepers 
and Post Masters. Several were 
employed as the crew of canoes 
from the unskilled ‘middleman’ 
(often a labourer), ‘bowman’ or 
‘steersman’. Some brought their 
skills with them and became 
carpenters and blacksmiths. Of the 
66 or so Shetland men identified, 
four were seamen, or ‘sloopers’ as 
they were known. But it is likely that 
there were very many more who 
served in this capacity.

About one fifth of Shetlanders 
stayed to work where they landed 
at York Factory on the southwest 
shore of Hudson Bay, while another 
fifth made the journey to British 
Columbia. The remaining three fifths 
spread out north to trading posts 
in Churchill and south and west to 
the likes of Norway House on the 
northern end of Lake Winnipeg in 
Manitoba, Cumberland House in 
Saskatchewan, and into Ontario and 
western Quebec. Some made it west 
to Oregon and northwest to Fort 
Mackenzie.

There are of course many stories 
attached to those adventurers 
including those of Isaac Cowie and 
Dr Forbes Barclay. Both feature, 
along with a few others in A Kist 
of Emigrants4. While others can 
be found in Undelivered Letters to 
Hudson’s Bay Company men on the 
Northwest Coast of America5 and 
there are a handful of references in 
the Shetland Archives as well as a 
few other sources. 

It would be fascinating to know 
a bit more but it would involve a 
little time digging in the Hudson 
Bay archives in Winnipeg! However, 
before I pass the details that I do 
have to the Shetland Archives I 
would be happy to add further 
information from others. Please 
contact me at laughton.johnston@
gmail.com or 01595 870266.

Laughton Johnston
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Local property lawyer, Robert Bell, discovered an old 
map while in his cellar, at Sand Lodge, last year. The 
large map displays the land and coastline around 
Sumburgh.

Mr Bell has kindly donated the map, which 
measures an impressive 5 feet by 15 feet, to the 
Shetland Archives, explaining how it had been part of 
the Sand Lodge estate at some point. 

The main road from Virkie to Grutness, including 
the road leading to Sumburgh Head Lighthouse, is 
clearly visible on the map with detail showing the 
Sumburgh light tower and east and west pavilions. 
Robert commented: ‘I am glad that it is in good hands 
now and that it has been conserved, which was fitting 
following the recent restoration of the Sumburgh 
Head Lighthouse buildings’.

Archivist, Brian Smith, noted the importance of 
the map which was personally delivered by Amenity 
Trust Architectural Heritage Project Officer, John 
Mackenzie, to Louis Valentine of the Carronvale 
Bindery in Falkirk for conservation. Louis’ family led 
firm have been conserving and restoring documents 
for the Archives for many years.

The map was extremely frayed in places and may 
have been subject to damp conditions from time to 
time however, miraculously, this had not affected the 
majority of the drawing. Brian was able to identify 
that the map had been drawn by Andrew Dishington 
Mathewson from East Yell due to the distinct, round, 
ornamental rendering of the Sumburgh plan title at 
the top of the map. 

A. D. Mathewson, who featured in the last edition 
of Unkans, was a school teacher in East Yell, who 
augmented his income by completing many surveys 
around Shetland during this period. It is highly 
probable that the map was created in 1873, evidenced 
by a letter written by Mathewson to his son dated 23rd 
October 1873 in which he states: ‘I left Sumburgh 
House the southern-most house in Zetland at 
1pm’. Brian thinks it unlikely there would be any 
other reason why Mathewson would have been at 
Sumburgh during this time.

The map would have presumably been 
commissioned by John Bruce Senior of Sumburgh, 
who may have wanted a nice big map of his main 
property to hang up in his 
house. It does not appear 
that the work is finished, 
as there are no names on 
the map and limited detail 
to the main buildings 
displayed, although the 
whole outline of the coast 
is present.

Many of Mathewson’s 
works including highly 
detailed maps and letters 
relating to his extended 
family are available to 
view at the Shetland 
Archives.

140 year old Sumburgh map 
discovered in the Sand Lodge Estate

Brian Smith examines the large map.

The distinctive lettering gave Brian the clue as to the author of the 
map.

Louis Valentine who carried out 
the restoration of the map.




