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Abstract: Drawing on film recordings, personal diaries and other materials deposited
in the Hudson’s Bay Company archives in Winnipeg, Canada, this paper examines
an extended tour of the eastern Arctic in 1934 by Ashley Cooper, Governor of the
Hudson’s Bay Company, Director of the Bank of England and representative of
His Majesty King George V. The paper offers interesting insights into the use of
these forms of archival material for the study of the administration of Canada’s
northern territory, the trappings and symbols of power, perceptions and treatment
of the native population and perspectives on the future prospects of the region.
The records evoke the late imperial encounter with the exotic and the ‘other’.
They also demonstrate how global perspectives can be distorted or even rejected
when trying to translate them into local policy.

Introduction
The 1930s were years of global economic turmoil and social instability.
Partly as a result of this world-wide turbulence, the Hudson’s Bay Company
(HBC) - Canada’s oldest and one of the world’s most venerable corporate
bodies - found itself (like many other companies at the time) in a state of
crisis. By 1934, after convulsive changes in its management structure, the
Company had weathered the worst of the storm, but was by no means
restored to the profitability it had enjoyed in the previous decade. This
paper deals with a limited part of the reconstructive process, focusing on
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the activities of Governor Patrick Ashley Cooper in trying to improve the
HBC’s sullied reputation and the threat this posed to the wider, international
financial picture. The paper also addresses the relationships between those
global concerns and how they were translated into local action.
Our previous studies have been concerned with the Hudson Bay
Company’s place in the global economy during the early years of the
twentieth century. The first of these highlighted the Company’s linkages
at the international scale through a preliminary examination of the interlocking directorships between its directors and other national and
international firms, demonstrating that although the HBC was a force to be
reckoned with within Canada, it appeared to be only a relatively minor
player in the world economy (Selwood, 2000). The second paper, a
comparative study using a broader sampling of British companies with
international connections, reinforced this view in investigating more
comprehensively just how complex and extensive were the business
networks of the British corporate elite during the period (Brayshay et al.,
2005). Our third paper explored the nature of these networks, examining
the social, cultural and political characteristics of the corporate elite and
how these were likely to have shaped their behaviour (Brayshay et al.,
2006). The fourth paper zeroed in on Patrick Ashley Cooper, appointed
Governor of the HBC in 1931 after a crisis of confidence in the corporate
leadership (Brayshay et al., 2007). This latter paper examined Cooper’s
business associations in more detail, indicating that the HBC’s policies
were very much directed from London and linked with global policies
through his position on the Bank of England’s Board of Directors. It became
clear that Cooper had been appointed Governor of the HBC as the Bank’s
representative in an effort to rescue the Company from the dire straits into
which it had fallen. Furthermore, it revealed just how influential Cooper
was in supporting and managing the business interests of the British
Empire, including those of the HBC, showing the extent of his international
travels and the exceptional range of his personal business connections.
Within that global context, the current paper places Governor Cooper’s
activities under the microscope, as it were, in examining his work with the
HBC during an extended and unprecedented inspection tour of the HBC’s
operations on Canada’s north-eastern periphery undertaken in the summer
of 1934.
The 1934 inspection tour is particularly significant for a variety of
reasons. It was the first occasion since its founding in 1670 that a Governor
of the HBC had actually ventured into the far north-eastern and most
remote reaches of the Company’s territory. Because of the importance of
the tour, it was fully documented, through film, through photography, a
book commissioned by the company, through Cooper’s official
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correspondence and his personal diary, in which he made copious notes
of the journey. These records, all held in the Hudson’s Bay Company
Archives in the Provincial Archives of Manitoba, provide invaluable
insights into the geography of the region, the native peoples, and its
distinctive local economies.
The records highlight many of the difficulties of survival in the north,
the extraordinary skills of the native population, their lifestyles and the
impact of white intrusions into the territory. Although there were servants
and administrators of the Canadian Government based in the north, they
still relied almost entirely on the good offices of the HBC for transport into
and out of the territory, for all essential supplies, and for support of their
official functions. It thereby demonstrates the continuing importance of
the Company’s presence in Canada’s north, indicating that, in many
respects, even though the HBC gave up its exclusive territorial claims in
Canada in 1870 (some 65 years earlier), the Company nonetheless still
retained its ‘sovereignty’ well into the twentieth century. Canada’s North
was still more directly linked with the British Empire than it was to rule from
Ottawa. However, a pivotal element of Cooper’s task during his tour was
both to maintain and reinforce the Company’s commercial interests in the
region, and to (re)assert its importance in Canada as the principal – symbolic
and tangible - representative of the British Empire.
Three principal themes emerge within this paper. First, our study
exemplifies the ‘global’ perspective of Empire and the broader issues
involved in holding the ‘family’ together by incorporating all the symbols
and trappings of power over the ‘little brown people’ on the Empire’s outer
periphery.1 Second, there is the more mundane, but ultimately more critical,
concern over commercial domination, wherein Cooper was dedicated to
rescuing the Company’s operations in Canada and its northern territory.
This involved consideration of some of the micro-managerial aspects of
the HBC’s activities, showing how Cooper, the ‘globally oriented’ director,
sought to influence the internal affairs of the Company on the margins of
its operations and on the edge of Empire. Third, there is the North’s impact
on Cooper, which inevitably had some influence on his thinking. His
observations were grounded not only in his wider, global experiences and
knowledge, but also by his immediate exposure to the environment and
people of the north country. Unquestionably, the Governor was deeply
impressed by the work of some of the Company’s officers working in the
North, by the northern environment and its people, and by the attitudes of
other influential personalities who were in a position to have an impact on
HBC operations. The paper will show how dominant a role the Company
played in the social economy of the North and how it was essentially an
extension of the government and administration of the British Empire.
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Figure 1: Governor Cooper’s itinerary.

Indeed, second only to concerns about the Company’s dire financial
circumstances and what might be done to remedy the situation, the
Governor’s journey was deliberately designed and orchestrated to generate
continued allegiance to the Crown.

The Symbolic Trappings of Empire
Cooper’s tour provides a classic example of the relationships between
Britain, its dominions and their subjects. It was replete with the pomp and
circumstance associated with the British Crown, beginning with his
ceremonial boarding of the Company’s northern supply ship, the Nascopie,
at its home port of Montreal on 7 July 1934, his leaving the ship at Churchill
on 22 August, and his eventual departure from Canada for New York
almost a month later (Cooper ‘Diary’ – hereinafter Cooper - 21 September)
(Figure 1). Cooper was accompanied by his wife, Kathleen, a retinue of
HBC staff, an official writer/recorder and a film production team. The ship’s
complement also included an archaeologist, an astronomer and an
ornithologist, several other government personnel and RCMP officers.
Scenes from the film2 show the governor being played aboard the
Nascopie by a piper of the Canadian Black Watch ‘in his full war paint’
(Cooper, 7 July). He was waved off by a large crowd of well-wishers including
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Figure 2: The Governor being piped ashore .

senior Canadian officials of the Company, government representatives,
relatives and friends, and even ‘two old pensioners with gold medals and
two bars each’. (Cooper, 7 July). Each of the ship’s ports of call was
accorded similar ceremony. In anticipation of his arrival, Cooper insisted
that the HBC flag should be flying at the mainmast of all of the Company’s
trading posts in announcement of his visit (Newman 1999, p. 294). R. H. H.
Macaulay, commissioned to write the published account of the tour, records
Governor Cooper and his party led ashore by the piper in full highland
regalia at the posts (Figure 2); at Cartwright passing through a ‘triumphal
arch of evergreens and flags’; and at Moose Factory being greeted with
volleys of gunfire and cannon and met with due solemnity by the local
HBC post manager, servants and apprentices (Macaulay 1934, pp.22 and
66). To impress upon the resident native population that they were all part
of the same ‘family,’ the local people were given a central role in the
welcoming party, although they were obviously coached in how they
were to participate. Cooper describes his arrival at Port Burwell (now Killiniq)
at the entrance to Hudson Strait:
. . . as we got near to the Post I suddenly heard plaintive music beginning.
It was the sound of the Eskimos [sic] beginning to sing. . . . As we
rounded the end of a big rock we saw the Eskimos drawn up in two lines,
the men on the right and the women on the left, and to our intense
surprise I found they were singing ‘God Save the King’. We came to
attention at a point between the two lines and waited until they finished.
Then I walked up the line of men and K [Kathleen, Cooper’s wife] up
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the line of women, shaking hands with them and saying: Auktional!’. We
then crossed over and I shook hands with the women and K with the
men’ (Cooper, 26 July).

Macaulay (p. 34) adds: ‘Every Eskimo head was bowed, and every
pair of eyes was glued to a small piece of paper about three inches square
. . . it was impossible to detect either tune or time in the slow and dismal
dirge which came from their lips’.

Another critical component of the opening ceremonial was a reading
of the King’s message to his subjects, along with a speech by the Governor
with translation, ‘followed by a short reply by a native’(Cooper, 26 July).
Typically, Cooper’s speech began with an opening line in the local language:
‘Koh vee ah shoo poonga ee lip see nik takoh gama’ (i.e. ‘I am very pleased
to see you’); the remainder of the speech was thereafter delivered in English
but translated for the onlookers by an interpreter:
I then spoke to them telling them how glad I was to see them, but I was
sorry that times had been bad with them; that in the White Man’s
country it had been worse, even to the point of starvation; that God had
been good to them here by giving them fish and seals which they could
catch; recommended them, when their immediate supply was provided,
to trap so that they could trade with the Store and get better equipment
for fishing, etc.; explained to them that, although they lived so far off, we
had been determined to see them and now that I had seen them I was
confident that they would work well and live happily one with another
(Cooper, 23 July).

After this grand welcome, the natives ‘were then dispersed until
tomorrow,’ ‘sent off to their tents,’ while the Governor spent time with the
Company’s officers and examining the Company’s books. The ‘little brown
people’ were later recalled for additional ceremonies including the exchange
of gifts, entertainment, and demonstrations of their culture, lifestyles and
skills.
The exchange of gifts and presentation of HBC awards were additional
representations of the authority of the Company designed to cement the
allegiances of both its servants and of the native population. Eligible HBC
servants were awarded long-service medals, while post managers, clerks,
police and missionaries received one of the Governor’s specially struck,
commemorative bronze medals3 (Figure 3). Post managers were also given
a framed photograph of the Governor and his wife, and a silver spoon from
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Figure 3: Commemorative bronze medal featuring Governor Cooper.

Mrs Cooper. Apprentices received a fountain pen (Cooper, 26 July). Then
it was the natives’ turn. They came forward to choose between a shirt or a
pipe and tobacco. Cooper also handed them a message and a hunting
knife inscribed on one side with the words ‘be happy while you hunt’ and
on the obverse ‘P. Ashley Cooper Gov. of the HBC 1934’ (Newman 1991, p.
296). The women followed, with their choice being a print dress or woollen
sweater, while Mrs Cooper ‘gave each a folder containing a message and
photograph of herself with her children’ (Macaulay, 38) (Figure 4). Finally,
children were given ‘pocket knives, mouth organs, toques, beads and
rattles, according to their sex and age’ (Macaulay, p.39).
Wherever they went, as was the custom, the Governor and Mrs Cooper
received gifts from the natives. For example, at Moose Factory, the Indian
Chief presented Cooper with ‘A beautiful deerskin cloth with the Co’s coat
of arms, dates etc. & the address of welcome on a birchbark scroll. And to
K, an embroidered cloth, mocassins [sic] & a deerskin card case’ (Cooper
8, August). At Rupert’s House, ‘the head man of the Indians then presented
. . . a birchbark canoe and a black beaver’ from the recently established
beaver preserve (Cooper, 8 August).

Other more entertainment-oriented activities were also designed to
build a sense of camaraderie at both global and local scales. A film provided
by King George V showed clips of the ‘Trooping of the Colour’ ceremony
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Figure 4: The women receive gifts.

and other symbols of imperial power. Cooper noted that the Eskimos were
particularly ‘interested in the soldiers marching in line and, amongst the
naval pictures, a destroyer travelling at full speed’. However, they also
‘loved the dog teams and the kayaks’ featured in the film produced for the
Company that showed local activities in its different regions (Cooper, 23
July).
Cooper experimented with the use of radio broadcasts to extend the
range of his trip to encompass places omitted from the itinerary of the
Nascopie. The transmissions incorporated music, messages from the King,
and from the Governor (Cooper, 19 July). One of these broadcasts, a special
one to be beamed to all posts, was however unsuccessful (Cooper, 10
August), and so was another attempt made a couple of days later (Cooper.
12 August). Apparently, the microphone amplifier had been deliberately
unplugged on orders from Ottawa (Newman 1991, p.298).
Fireworks, dances, sports and games were additional elements of the
celebrations (Figure 5). For example:
. . . at Lake Harbour a whale boat race was arranged. Field sports
included a tug of war, foot races and a ‘grand scramble’. Thereafter all
the natives came close up while we stood above them on the terrace, and
they sang ‘God Save the King’ (Cooper, 26 July).
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Figure 5: The races, in kayaks and on foot.
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These activities were very reminiscent of an English country fête,
with the Governor presiding in the role of the local squire. Relations with
the natives were an interesting mixture of patronizing superiority and
respect. On the one hand, they were treated as inferior subjects, regarded
with some amusement because of their ignorance of ‘modern’ ways and
technology. Yet, on the other hand, the visitors recognized that the natives
demonstrated considerable skills and boasted some very admirable value
systems. Cooper was particularly taken by the sharing of competition
winnings with the less fortunate and the refusal of males to compete with
women (Cooper, 23 July).
Another important symbol of the Company’s real and lasting presence
in northern Canada was the wreath-laying ceremony commemorating Henry
Hudson’s voyage more than three centuries earlier into the bay bearing
his name. The ceremonial party included representatives of the Canadian
government and the RCMP, but their presence in the Arctic was at best
nominal and obviously dependent on the facilities afforded by the HBC
(Cooper, 4 August). R. G. Madill, of the Dominion Observatory, was on the
voyage to measure compass variations and to map the coastlines more
accurately (Cooper, 15 July). Cooper certainly had a pretty low opinion of
the Canadian government’s presence in the North. Indeed, the governor
described two of its representatives aboard the Nascopie as ‘dreadful
specimens’ (Cooper, 17 July). Of one of the subjects of his disparagement
- a doctor – Cooper noted that the only reason he had taken up a northern
posting was that he had been unable to earn a living in the south. The
other government official in the party, and target of Cooper’s censure, was
employed in the Canadian Post Office service and was going north for
reasons ‘too ridiculous to be believed’ – that is, to take a census of the
mail, almost all of which was handled through the HBC or the police posts.
He was also going to ‘swear in’ new postmasters, who also doubled as the
police force in certain posts, their ‘post offices’ consisting of the
policemen’s bedrooms (Cooper, 17 July ). Clearly, in 1934, the Canadian
government had only a token presence in the region.

Canada and Canadians’ Impact on the Governor
In the first place, even though his journey occurred during the short
summer months, Cooper was obviously extremely taken with the
profoundly harsh grandeur of the Canadian environment. His journal is
packed with vivid descriptions of the difficulties of navigation and human
survival in Hudson Bay. For example, in recounting his shipboard
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experiences in being icebound and lost in fog in Hudson Bay during midAugust, he records the Nascopie’s dismal progress as follows:
At 11 o’clock this morning we suddenly came into open water, and
travelled full speed for an hour; then back into heavy ice, but not heavy
enough to prevent our going forward at a fair speed. In spite of this
progress, our effort for the last three days has been: minus 30 miles.
Three days ago we were 15 miles north of Cape Henrietta Maria. At
noon today we were 15 miles south of it again . . . we shall have to make
other plans’ (Cooper, 13 August).

A week earlier, Cooper had already concluded that:
If ever I had any doubts as to the impracticality of the port at Moosonee
or the Churchill sea route, they have been dissipated. Here are we
practically stuck and only able to proceed by forcing our way through
ice. Even then the ship is rocking and jumping to the accompaniment of
constant thunder of crashing ice. Any ship unprotected against ice could
not proceed at all and in all probability would have been crushed a score
of times (Cooper, 4 August).

Needless-to-say, the Nascopie had a properly reinforced, semi-circular
hull and cut-away stem that had been designed to break through or ride
over fairly heavy ice (Macaulay, p 31). But even a vessel of her strength
and special adaptation was clearly tested severely by the ocean
environment of the Bay. The ship’s movements in ice are graphically and
startlingly recorded at length in the official film of the journey (Figure 6).
References in the documentary evidence to the barren landscapes of
the North occur on numerous occasions. However, Cooper also had an
eye for any potential there might be for the production of vegetables and
other foodstuffs that could provide supplements for the local diet. As he
admitted, such possibilities were obviously limited, but he noted that
vegetables had once been grown successfully at Cartwright (Cooper, 12
July) and, elsewhere, summer game were being ‘bottled’ and preserved for
the winter (Cooper, 2 August). Cooper felt that such practices should be
encouraged and even suggested that a cookery book ought to be compiled
containing recipes featuring northern foodstuffs (Cooper, 1934
Observations, pp.10 and 16).
Apart from having an obvious interest in sport fishing, Cooper made
little reference to other wildlife, with the exception of the mosquito scourge.
These pesky creatures made a great impression on Cooper, especially at
Lake Harbour (Kimmirut) where
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Figure 6: Nascopie challenging the ice.

the whole place was thick with mosquitos [sic]’ Even at night, back on
board ship ‘…it was very hot and the mosquitos [sic] were very
bothersome, and we slept only fairly’. (Cooper, 25 July). On the
following day the situation became worse: ‘With bared heads we walked
slowly between the lines, almost smothered by mosquitos [sic](Cooper,
26 July).

‘A hundred or more mosquitoes buzzed round every head, and in
spite of the heat, the Eskimos had the hoods of their parkas up’ (Macaulay,
p. 44). Evidently, in his Governor’s role, Cooper felt obliged to show a ‘stiff
upper lip’. Unfortunately, he had no solution to the problem, and the
mosquitoes still persist.
Cooper was in awe of many of the Company’s northern employees’
indefatigable exploits, especially those of Ralph Parsons, the HBC’s Chief
Factor and Fur Trade Commissioner, who accompanied the party. Parsons,
who had been personally responsible for establishing most of the posts in
the eastern Arctic, was ranked by Cooper as ‘amongst the great builders
of the Company, and I want to put him on the map and his name on record
amongst the outstanding officers’ (Cooper, 11 July). Although he had
some misgivings about Parsons’ ability to manage his personnel, Cooper’s
respect for him steadily increased during the course of the journey. The
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Governor took Parsons under his wing and vowed to help him improve
himself:
. . . I must, by every means in my power, help him to develop himself by
seeing how other people run their businesses, and getting him in close
contact with big men . . . (Cooper, 16 August).

Cooper saw a number of cases where other employees were languishing
in their jobs because they were ill-suited to the task, or were not being
given encouragement or appropriate guidance (Cooper, 23 July). He was
very concerned that the people of the North, both employees and natives,
should be properly informed and educated about developments in the
wider world outside of their regional environment, and was at pains to
address this issue at every opportunity. In his opinion, this was essential
to the Company’s survival and also for the indigenous population’s
capacity to produce both for the Company and for their personal benefit.
These sentiments are frequently expressed by Cooper in his diary and in
the ‘Observations’ written subsequently for the benefit of the senior
administration. With regard to the Company’s northern employees, Cooper
acknowledged that post managers need not be particularly innovative or
even ambitious, so long as they did their job effectively (Cooper, 26 July).
However, the Governor firmly believed that the district managers should
provide leadership, supported by their superiors in the south and fed
information that would enhance their performance:
One lesson that I have learnt is that, by every means we must disseminate
information as to what is happening in other places. You cannot expect
these men to produce fresh ideas in large quantities; and by visits or
circulars, or otherwise, we must help to give them ideas (Cooper, 23
July).

Cooper also believed that those with promise should not be kept too
long in any one location, that they should receive recognition for their
work, not just with medals and other symbolic gestures, but in words of
encouragement and by material advancement.
On the other hand, after his meeting on board six new apprentices
bound for the North, the governor was distinctly unimpressed by the
Company’s recruitment practices:
They have been recruited in Montreal between the ages of 19 and 20.
None of them have done any real work since they left school, although
all of them have attempted to get jobs of one sort or another. I have a
grave suspicion that some of them are only taking this H.B.C. job in the
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North for lack of something better, and that we shall find that, that when
conditions improve and their apprenticeship is out, they will leave us; a
sheer waste of time and money . . . Now that the Prime Minister has
given us permission to bring in young Scotsmen, I hope the situation
will be improved in some degree (Cooper, 9 July).

Based on his tour of inspection of the posts, Cooper devotes several
pages of his ‘Observations’ (pp. 1-7) to laying out a comprehensive set of
proposals relating to the organization and training of personnel operating
in the North. A few of his ideas are quoted below:
ADMINISTRATION
In the Post organization there is only a chance for a few men to advance
beyond the position of Post-Managers. The majority must be prepared
to spend their working lives at the Posts. Consequently we cannot hope
to have other than solid hard-working men without too much imagination
as our rank and file. This means that their thinking must be done for
them at head Office. On the analogy of an army there must be –
(1) The general staff.
(2) Regimental Officers. and men
If this thinking is to be done with the maximum of efficiency there must
be specialized departments with well-defined functions, run by a highlytrained central staff.
In the Fur Trade to a large degree we must make our own personnel.
With the determination to build patiently from within, to fit square pegs
into square holes, and to train and support the men we have, rather than
to dismiss them and try again, we can make better use of much of our
existing material. But this must not blind us to the fact that many of the
operations are of a purely commercial or industrial character and that
training in other branches of commerce and industry is a better
qualification for such departments than apprentice training in the Post
organization which has hitherto been considered almost the only field
selection for the higher positions.
. . . The conditions of life at the posts are such as to retain solid, hardworking individuals rather than men of parts who would be of value in
the higher positions. In order to retain the latter class of men, the Fur
Trade Commissioner must watch out for them during their earlier years
in the service and devise some system of training them for the higher
posts. This will not only let them know that they are under observation
before they start thinking of drifting away to more attractive prospects,
but will give them adequate time for their training.
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…Everyone needs special help in some particular direction. It is not
enough to suppose that a man can be left to sink or swim by himself and
that the good man will always come out on top. It is our business to
search out the most promising material and then work to supply the
missing qualities and develop the latent powers (Cooper 1934
‘Observations’ – ‘B’ Fur Trade, p. 1-2).

Not only were these more strategic issues addressed, Cooper was
also at pains to generate Company loyalties among the personnel at the
local level. Appalled by the level of ignorance displayed by many of the
employees about the Company’s history and its position within the
‘imperial family’, he recommended that the post offices be supplied with
pictures of royalty (Cooper, 1934 ‘Observations’, p.16).
Although his behaviour towards the natives was, at times, highly
patronizing, Governor Cooper nevertheless generally held them and their
abilities in high regard. Moreover, he had high hopes of increasing their
productivity through education and technology. As one example illustrates,
Cooper observed that the narrow blade of the kayak paddle had obviously
originated in the days when whalebone was all that was available and that
a more efficient version could now be made from wood (Cooper, 23 July).
All in all, Cooper had huge respect for the natives’ abilities, not just for
survival, but also for their skills in exploiting the region’s resources and
their capacity for change.
Notwithstanding the admiration that the Governor felt for the natives
of the North, after visiting the Grenfell Mission at Cartwright, he recorded
his grave ‘apprehensions about the wisdom of their educational policy’.
In Cooper’s view:
In a country where the people live on the bare verge of starvation, with
one continuous fight for existence, you cannot afford to teach the children
anything beyond the most practical and effective way of keeping
themselves, that is to say: the girls cooking, house -keeping, the making
of clothes, etc.; the men, boat building, fishing, fur catching, the production
of pelts. Only when the wealth of the country has progressed
considerably are you in any way justified in endeavouring to teach a
higher standard of education. It is impossible to believe that children,
brought up in these pleasant surroundings, can go back to their homes
and live in their present poverty-stricken conditions in anything but a
state of continuous discontent and discouragement (Cooper, 12 July).
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Cooper was more reassured at Moose Factory where, at the Anglican
school (a day school, with boarding for Indian children), the matron, Miss
Armstrong, and her two teachers, had more sound ideas. Miss Armstrong
‘was keen on giving the children such education as would improve their
mode of living; cooking, fishing, etc, without giving them too many new
ideas or disturbing their old ones’ (Cooper, 8 August).
In his ‘Observations,’ Cooper offers a lengthy considered account,
compiled after his journey for the benefit of the Company’s senior
personnel, he expanded his views on what he thought to be the most
appropriate and productive training the native population could receive.
He was keenly aware of the natives’ innate abilities, but his primary concern
was that they become economically self-sufficient and not become
dependent on government welfare for their survival:
NATIVES
There is no doubt that our men in the North are fully conscious of the
necessity for guiding and helping the natives. In their dealings with
them, they show wisdom and common-sense. The better Post Managers
interest themselves in every phase of the life of the natives and get to
know them thoroughly. They are thus in a position to exercise the most
favourable and effective influence on them.
The main problems concerning both Eskimos [sic] and Indians [sic] are
to keep them fully employed all the year round, and to teach them to
rely on their own efforts for their support. In most places in a normal
year there is sufficient trapping for all during the winter. In the summer
they must be encouraged to hunt seals and walrus, and to produce
boots, mitts, oil, skins, etc. They must be put to such work as canoebuilding, or made to produce native handiwork such as ivory carvings or
beadwork. Above all they must be brought to realize that there is no
inexhaustible Government fund from which the lazy can always receive
support.
Today the Indian is very much more demoralised than the Eskimo. He is
naturally more indolent and readier to throw his responsibilities on the
Government. It will be a hard struggle to restore his pride and his energy.
The Eskimo is easier to deal with. The demoralising influences have not
so active. His cheerful temperament makes him more amenable to guidance
and encouragement; and he has by nature more energy and keenness
than the Indian. With care and patience there is every probability of
developing the Eskimo into an industrious and successful people.
Our policy must be in every way to encourage the natives’ independence
and self-respect. We must restore their sense of communal responsibility
for the widows, the sick and the aged. We must struggle to overcome the
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pernicious system of indiscriminate granting of debts and Government
Relief, even though this may at times lead to hardships. The Government
Departments concerned have expressed their recognition of this problem,
and, in its solution, their active collaboration should be sought at all
times. The more we can build up a self-respecting, industrious native
people, the easier will become the Government’s problems and our own
trade (Cooper, 1934 ‘Observations’, ‘B’ Fur Trade, pp. 7-8).

In summarizing what he felt that he had accomplished during his tour,
Cooper expressed considerable pleasure:
It is very satisfactory to wind up a long and arduous trip like this with
nothing worse than a pain the last night. The significance of the whole
voyage is very great, and I am; gratified to think that I have succeeded in
doing all that I set off to do – a thorough first hand knowledge of our

trading conditions in the Far North; to stimulate amongst our
men an esprit do corps; a much closer knowledge of Parsons
and his problems; a very great contribution to the good relations
between ourselves and the various Government Departments,
which is so vital; and a great piece of publicity for the Company,
which has been so badly needed and which I hope the officials
can make good use of. (Cooper, 21 September).

Canadian Reaction to the Governor
It is notable that, in none of his own accounts and reflections about
his northern tour, does Cooper pay much attention to the ways in which
his advice and his activities might be viewed by his senior Canadian
officers. He behaved rather like on old colonial officer – expecting deference
and obedience, and unconcerned by any acknowledgement that those on
the ground might see things differently. During conversations with Parsons
during the trip (as already noted, Parsons was the Company’s Chief Factor
and Fur Trade Commissioner), the governor had been much chagrined to
learn that no copies had been received of the sets of observations that he
had produced when he had returned to Winnipeg after previous visits to
the Company’s posts. As a consequence, Cooper was at pains to insist
that Parsons must receive a copy of the 1934 ‘Observations’ pertaining to
the current trip through the eastern Arctic. However, in the event, the
Governor’s wish was thwarted (as it may well have been on the earlier
occasions) by Philip Chester, the Company’s General Manager for Canada.
Chester strongly opposed what he saw as Cooper’s interference in the
affairs of the Company.
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Indeed, ironically, Cooper’s efforts on behalf of the HBC received
little support from the Company’s senior officers in Canada and the
evidence suggests that they were deliberately sabotaged. Philip A. Chester,
who had become General Manager for the Company’s Canadian operations
in 1930, was distinctly antipathetic to Cooper’s excursions into the north,
considering them to be a useless waste of time, confessing to George
Allan, Chairman of the Canadian Committee, that he had indulged in ‘. . . a
lot of hard swearing and profanity’ at the prospect of having to give up
several months of his time in ‘guide work’ (Chester 1934a). Allan, in turn,
wrote a long letter to Cooper, doing all he could to dissuade the governor
from making the trip, telling him of all the hardships, including the black
flies and mosquitoes he could expect to face and reminding him of the
tragic loss of the Company’s ships Bayrupert and Bayeskimo in eastern
waters in recent years. Allan expressed particular concern regarding Mrs.
Cooper’s well-being if she were to go on the tour (Allan 1934a). In the
event, Chester found excuses to avoid accompanying the Governor on
the northern trip, passing the responsibility to Ralph Parsons, the Fur
Trade Commissioner. Following the tour, Chester was also displeased by
the Governor’s desire to have Parsons given a copy of his ‘Observations.’
Not only did he disagree with many of the suggestions contained in the
document, but he also rejected Cooper’s wish to communicate directly
with Parsons, thereby by-passing the Canadian Committee and their control
over the Company’s affairs in the North (Chester 1934b). Cooper’s wishes
in fact created a showdown between the Governor and the Canadian
Committee whose members, along with Chester, were incensed at this
break in the recently won chain of command wherein, since 1930, the
Committee had been given devolved responsibility for administration of
the Fur Trade (Allan 1934b).
Cooper was most disconcerted at the positions taken by Chester and
the Canadian Board. In particular, he was completely baffled by Chester’s
negative attitude, becoming so frustrated that he vented all his annoyance
in his diary, beginning with Chester’s preoccupation with ‘sundry little
matters’ over the allocation of expenses to different accounts, followed by
a litany of deeper concerns such as: ‘Chester’s fight’ against the granting
of Fur Trade Commissions to senior traders because of his failure to ‘gauge
the psychology of the Fur Trade’; his inability to improve public relations
with Winnipeg; his virtually open opposition to London, amounting to
overt disloyalty, and the reflection of this attitude in his dealings with
staff. The Governor was also acutely conscious that Chester’s antagonism
towards London had the sympathy of the Canadian Committee (Cooper,
22-23 August). Perhaps worst of all, it became apparent to Cooper that
Chester was almost totally ignorant of the geography of the North, nor did
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he have much knowledge of, or interest in, the Fur Trade (Cooper, 24
August).
Peter Newman (1991, p. 279) refers to the relationship between Cooper
and Chester as a ‘trans-Atlantic blood feud,’ a description that was
altogether appropriate and made more colourful by Newman’s summation
of their relationship as being like ‘two scorpions in a bottle, only one
would emerge the victor’. There is no question that Cooper’s efforts to
address the Company’s problems were hampered by Chester’s resentment
at his meddling in its operations and management and this feeling also
extended to the members of the Canadian Committee, who sided with
Chester. According to Newman (1991, p. 266):
The Hudson’s Bay Company in Canada was run by a clique of buddies
with limited horizons and a common mentality. Part of that mindset was
their determination to break the hold on the West of St. James Street in
Montreal and Bay Street in Toronto by establishing strong corporate
principalities in Winnipeg. Local control of the HBC was an essential
part of that strategy.

Newman - who seems strangely dazzled by Cooper’s elevated social
position as a member of the British upper class (the Governor was later
knighted4), his directorship of the Bank of England, and as one who
consorted with royalty – nonetheless paints a very unsympathetic picture
of the Governor and his strategies for putting the Company’s affairs back
in order. Notwithstanding the machinations and petulance of Chester, and
the Canadians’ small-mindedness, parochialism, and reluctance to accept
advice from London, let alone keep abreast of wider business
developments, Newman emphasizes that they did eventually triumph.
While further research is required to examine the extent to which Cooper’s
ideas and attempted reforms were incorporated into Company policy in
the near term, in the longer run, Cooper was pressured into resigning from
the governorship (Newman 1991, p. 307), whereas Chester went on to
become the Company’s Managing Director for Canada, a member of the
Canadian Committee in 1941 and, eventually, a member of the London
Board in 1946, before retiring in 1959 (HBCA, 2002). The HBC’s headquarters
moved from London to Canada, first to Winnipeg in 1970 on the occasion
of its tercentenary, then to Toronto in 1987. The formerly venerable
Company has now been stripped of most of its diverse activities, leaving
only a retail shell of its empire and, just this year, the company was bought
out by Jerry Zucker, an American financier and business mogul.
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Conclusion
There is no question that Ashley Cooper took his governorship of
the HBC very seriously. Moreover, as a man born in 1887, the year of
Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee celebration marked by the great pageant
of empire in London, Cooper was strongly drawn both to the idea and to
the trappings and symbols of imperial power. His tours of the Company’s
Canadian operations, especially his epic 1934 journey into the eastern
Arctic, were undertaken in the face of strong discouragement from his
senior Canadian advisors. But Cooper’s copious notes and
communications attest to his conscientious approach to his duties and
they are full of perceptive observations ranging through strategic levels
of business management and personnel matters, to micro-managerial
recommendations dealing with office furnishings. The Governor believed
firmly in the importance of building and strengthening loyalties both to
the Empire and to the Company, a process that could be reinforced by the
use of symbolic displays of tradition, permanence and social hierarchy.
The records that survive of the Governor’s Arctic tour are historically
important as an evocation of the late-imperial encounter with the exotic
and the ‘other’. They also demonstrate how global perspectives can be
distorted or even rejected when trying to translate them into local policy.
With hindsight, Cooper’s perspectives may be seen as anachronistic.
Although it may be observed that a nearly-spent candle burns brightest
just before it is extinguished, in 1934, the British Empire’s future was short,
and the trappings and flummery associated with its past apogee were
already regarded by many as inappropriate. Ultimately, Cooper’s global
perspectives were subverted by the Company’s senior management in
Canada, which was more concerned to secure increased control over the
HBC’s Canadian operations than it was to accept the Governor’s direction
and advice from London. Above all, the events of 1934, and the eventual
undermining of Cooper’s efforts to bring the ‘global’ to the ‘local’, illustrate
the importance of individual personality, especially at the micro-managerial
level. Furthermore, the episode upon which this paper has focused
demonstrates starkly how difficult it can be to reconcile the global with the
local: profound lessons from the past with a surprisingly strong
contemporary resonance.
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Notes:
1. The term ‘little brown people’ was used in a still caption in the movie
made of the Governor’s 1934 tour: ‘Governor’s Trip to Eastern Canadian
Arctic’ 1934
2. This two hour long film: ‘Governor’s Trip to Eastern Canadian Arctic,
1934,’ is held in the HBC Archives in Winnipeg (HBCA, F16 HBC/1987/
82).
3. The HBC’s employees were issued with a gold long-service medal after
twenty years service, with additional gold bars for each additional five
years of service (Gingras, 1968 p. 39).
4. Cooper received his knighthood in 1944. As a Bank of England director,
he was a freeman of the City of London. He served as a governor of
Guy’s Hospital in London and he was in 1931 a member of the UK
government’s National Economic Committee, and a member of the Board
of Trade Advisory Committee for four years between 1929 and 1933. He
owned large country homes; the first was in Buckinghamshire, but he
later purchased the 2,473-acre (1,000 ha) Hexton estate in Hertfordshire
with which went the courtesy ‘lordship’ of the manor.

References
ALLAN, G. 1934a Chairman of the Canadian Committee, HBC. Letter to Cooper,
P.A., General Manager, HBC 20 February. Hudson’s Bay Company Archives,
Archives of Manitoba (HBCA, AM) RG2 11: 2 December 1932 – May 1934
ALLAN, G. 1934b Letter to Chester, 12 November. HBCA, AM RG2.11B.1: 7
May 1931 to 8 March 1934
BRAYSHAY, M., CLEARY, M. and SELWOOD, J. 2005 ‘Interlocking directorships
and trans-national linkages within the British Empire, 1900-1930’ Area 37(1),
pp. 209-222
BRAYSHAY, M., CLEARY, M. and SELWOOD, J. 2006 ‘Power geometries:
Social networks and the 1930s multinational corporate elite’ Geoforum 37
pp. 986-998
BRAYSHAY, M., CLEARY, M. and SELWOOD, J. 2007 ‘Social networks and the
transnational reach of corporate class influence in the early twentieth century’
Journal of Historical Geography 33(1), pp. 144-167
CHESTER, P.A. 1934a Letter to Allan, 25 January. HBCA, AM RG2.11B1: 7
May 1931 to 8 May 1934CHESTER, P.A. 1934a Letter to Allan, 8 November.
HBCA, AM RG2.11B.1: 7 May 1931 to 8 March 1934

238

Prairie Perspectives

COOPER, P.A. 1934b HBCA, AM E.125/8 ‘Diary Newfoundland and Canada
1934’ June 12 – September 21, 1934
COOPER, P.A. 1934 HBCA, AM A.l04/292 G.14 ‘Observations’ July 1931 – September, 1934
GINGRAS, L. 1968 ‘Medals and tokens of the HBC’ The Beaver Summer, pp.
36-43
HBC 1934 ‘Governor’s Trip to Eastern Canadian Arctic, 1934’ HBCA, AM F16
HBC/1987/82
HBCA 2002 ‘Chester, Philip Alfred (1896-1976)’ (fl. 1923-1959); JHB:wg Nov./
86 (based on AR:ek, Nov./85)(Revised AM Dec./90); June/99/mhd;
Reformatted LC January 2002
MACAULAY, R. H. H. 1934 Trading into Hudson’s Bay: A narrative of the visit
of Patrick Ashley Cooper Thirtieth Governor of the Hudson’s Bay Company
trading into Labrador Hudson Strait and Hudson Bay in the year 1934
(Winnipeg: Hudson’s Bay Company)
NEWMAN, P. C. 1991 Merchant Princes: Company of Adventurers Vol. III
Viking-Penguin, Toronto
SELWOOD, J. 2000 ‘An early example of globalisation: The Hudson’s Bay
Company’s interlocking directorships’ in Romanowski, J. I. ed. Prairie
Perspectives: Geographical Essays: Volume 3, pp. 1-14

