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From Georgian England to the Arctic: Gender and Cultural Transformation in the
Samuel Hearne Expeditions (1769-1772)
Abstract
From 1769 to 1772, Samuel Hearne embarked on the first European overland expedition to the Arctic
under orders from the Hudson’s Bay Company. In search of copper reserves and sites for future company
forts, the Hudson’s Bay Company outfitted Hearne with a group of Chipewyan and Cree guides that would
take him to the lands past the Arctic Circle where no other European had been. As the only European in
his expedition party, Hearne had to quickly adapt to the Athabascan way of life and found his English and
imperialist cultural ideas challenged by his native travel companions. Hearne also became especially
entrenched in the gendered aspects of Arctic indigenous life and saw first-hand sexual division of labor,
marital wrestling contests, polygamy, and murder over the course of his three expeditions. Through his
experience of gender in the Arctic, Hearne underwent a cultural change and by the end of his journey no
longer viewed himself superior to the natives because of his European origins. Hearne returned to Europe
with a more balanced view of indigenous culture and continues to be remembered and studied today for
his unique cultural perspective.
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From Georgian England to the Arctic: Gender and
Cultural Transformations in the Samuel Hearne
Expeditions (1769-1772)
Bridget B. Kennedy | Gettysburg College ’21
From 1769 to 1771, the Englishman Samuel Hearne
undertook three overland expeditions to the Arctic under the
auspices of the Hudson’s Bay Company, making him the first
European to reach the Arctic Circle on foot. Years after Hearne
completed his expeditions, he compiled his travel journals into a
chronicle titled A Journey from Prince of Wales’s Fort, in
Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean Undertaken by Order of the
Hudson’s Bay Company for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a
North West Passage, In the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772.
Throughout the eighteenth century, the center of Canadian
fur trading was Prince of Wales’s Fort in present-day Churchill,
Manitoba. The English Hudson’s Bay Company operated a
lucrative trading system in which local native peoples hunted for
furs, traveled to a company fort, and traded with the English in
exchange for money and supplies. As the fur trade grew and
enriched its investors in England, the Hudson’s Bay Company
adopted an expansionist attitude. Company executives were
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enticed by rumors of large reserves of copper in the lands to the
north and were endlessly determined to find the alluring
Northwest Passage, which would allow ships to pass between the
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.1 The twenty-four-year-old naval
veteran and company whale boat captain, Samuel Hearne, was
deemed the ideal candidate to lead the first overland expedition
across the Arctic to the rumored Coppermine River. Hearne was to
investigate the potential for new company settlements farther north
and continue the search for the Northwest Passage. What followed
was a series of expeditions through one of the world’s most
extreme environments. For majority of his time in the Arctic,
Hearne was the only European amid a group of Chipewyan and
Cree Native Americans led by the towering Chipewyan,
Matonabbee.
During his expeditions, Hearne became a member of an
Arctic indigenous community and gained insight into the complex
relations between the Chipewyan, Cree, and Inuit peoples.
However, Hearne’s expeditions did not lead to any major progress
or expansion of the Hudson’s Bay Company in Canada. The
Coppermine River turned out to be a frozen pond full of shoals and
the lands he surveyed were unmarked on future company maps.
1

Mike Wagner, “Asleep by a Frozen Sea or a Financial Innovator? The
Hudson’s Bay Company, 1714-63,” Canadian Journal of History 49, no. 2
(2014): 179-81.
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Figure 1. Map of Hearne’s three expeditions to the Coppermine
River.2
However, unlike other explorers of the eighteenth century, Hearne
became intimately involved in Arctic indigenous life, particularly
in its gendered customs. Through witnessing Arctic gender roles,
polygamy, marital wrestling matches, and murder, Hearne was
transformed over the course of his expedition, eventually rejecting
contemporary notions of cultural superiority.
Samuel Hearne was born in London in 1745. When he was
five years old, his father died, prompting his family to move to
Beaminster, a small English town in Dorsetshire. With only an
2

Peter Charles Newman, John Geiger, and Kevin Fleming, Empire of the Bay:
An Illustrated History of the Hudson's Bay Company (New York: Viking Press,
1989).
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elementary education, Hearne left home at the age of eleven to join
the Royal Navy. He went on to serve as a midshipman during the
Seven Years’ War on the front lines in North America. When the
war ended, Hearne left the Navy, relocated to Canada, and was
hired by the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1766 to captain the
company’s whale boats.3 Three years later, he was chosen by the
company for the Coppermine expedition.
Hearne’s travels, however, were not known to the public
until 1795, long after the expeditions and three years after
Hearne’s death. As he was dying of edema in England, Hearne
compiled his journals from the expeditions into an edited volume
that became his expedition chronicle. He also added two
appendices with additional information on the natural landscape
and the Chipewyan people.4 As Hearne expressed in his
introduction to the chronicle, the journals he kept during the
expedition were official records for the Hudson’s Bay Company,
rather than personal diaries.5 Hearne’s ultimate purpose was to
survey the land, potential copper deposits, and possibilities for

3

“Samuel Hearne,” in Encyclopedia of World Biography (Detroit: Gale, 2004).
“Samuel Hearne,” in Encyclopedia of World Biography.
5
Samuel Hearne, A Journey from Prince of Wales’s Fort, in Hudson’s Bay, to
the Northern Ocean Undertaken by Order of the Hudson’s Bay Company for the
Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage, In the Years 1769, 1770,
1771, & 1772 (Dublin: P. Byrne and J. Riche, 1796; Biodiversity Heritage
Library, 2009), iii-iv.
4
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future settlement, but he still chose to include intricately detailed
accounts of the native peoples, paying particular attention to
indigenous gender relations and marriage.
Hearne has not been the subject of major historical
scholarship, as most Arctic historians have highlighted later
explorers like Peter Pond and Alexander Mackenzie, who recorded
major Arctic landmarks and established permanent European
settlements. One possible reason for Hearne’s absence from
historical scholarship is that his expedition did not yield any major
findings. Hearne was sent by the Hudson’s Bay Company to
explore the lands north of Prince of Wales Fort to find copper
mines and a Northwest Passage. He returned with neither. Hearne
is worth remembering not for his discoveries, but for his rich and
detailed account of the Arctic environment and the people who
lived in it.
Hearne’s first-hand account of the massacre at Bloody
Falls, where his Chipewyan guides massacred an entire village of
Inuit, has historically drawn the most scholarly interest. Hearne’s
detailed written account of this event has helped historians to better
understand the complex relationship between the Chipewyan and
Inuit in the pearly modern era. But despite the large amount of
attention Bloody Falls has received, scholars have concluded that
large-scale violent conflicts were common and that Bloody Falls
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likely only received such a prominent place in historical memory
because of Hearne’s presence there. Other studies of the Hearne
expedition have focused on European-native relations, English
imperialism, and fur trade society.
Since the 1990s, Hearne’s chronicle has caught the
attention of scholars from a variety of disciplines who have begun
to analyze his unique experience. Works from this period debated
Hearne’s sincerity and biases through literary analysis. One of the
earliest and most heavily debated of such articles was Kevin
Hutchings’s “Writing Commerce and Cultural Products in Samuel
Hearne’s A Journey… Northern Ocean,” in which Hutchings
argued that Hearne overcame his sense of racial and intellectual
superiority over the natives as his expedition progressed.6 This
article was challenged by several other literary scholars, notably
Kathleen Venema, Bruce Greenfield, and Nathalie Zimpfer, who
instead framed Hearne’s narrative voice as overly moralistic and
highlighted passages within the chronicle that connote a sense of
racial superiority and distance from the native people.7 The debate
6

Kevin D. Hutchings, “Writing Commerce and Cultural Progress in Samuel
Hearne’s ‘A Journey … to the Northern Ocean,’” ARIEL: A Review of
International English Literature (1997): 49-78.
7
Kathleen Venema, “Mapping Culture onto Geography: ‘Distance from the
Fort’ in Samuel Hearne’s Journal,” Studies in Canadian Literature 23, no. 1
(1998): 9-31; Bruce Greenfield, “Can Fur Traders Have Feelings? Sentiment in
Samuel Hearne’s Journey to the Northern Ocean (1795),” Studies in Canadian
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over how to interpret Hearne’s narrative voice in A Journey…
continues today among historians and anthropologists as well as
scholars of literature.
The Hearne expedition remains relevant to scholars in the
twenty-first century as more is learned about the peoples Hearne
interacted with and the world in which he existed. Recent studies
on Hearne have been heavily influenced by new research on
Canadian indigenous culture from the late twentieth century. This
period saw an immense growth in Native American studies in
Canada as government recognition of First Nations peoples
increased, culminating in 1999 with the establishment of the
territory of Nunavut as a homeland for Canada’s Inuit. This period
was accompanied by a scholarly effort to record the oral histories,
ethnographies, and story-telling chronicles of Canada’s First
Nations.8 This increase in information on native cultures has led to
more indigenous-focused studies on Hearne in the modern era.
Literature 37, no. 2 (2012): 117-40; Nathalie Zimpfer, “Anthropology as
Curiosity: Samuel Hearne’s Journey from Prince of Wales Fort…To the
Northern Ocean in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771 & 1772 (1795),” in The Quest
for the Northwest Passage: Knowledge, Nation, and Empire, 1576-1806, ed.
Édéric Regard (London: Routledge, 2015), 103-20.
8
For further reading, see June Helm, The People of Denendeh: Ethnohistory of
the Indians of Canada’s Northwest Territories (Iowa City: University of Iowa
Press, 2000); Lynn Whidden, Essential Song: Three Decades of Northern Cree
Music (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2007); Lawrence
Millman, ed., A Kayak Full of Ghosts: Eskimo Folk Tales (Santa Barbara, CA:
Capra Press, 1987); and Uqalurait: An Oral History of Nunavut, eds. John
Bennett and Susan Rowley (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2004).
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However, while Hearne’s observations on gender and
marriage have received some attention in past scholarship, they
have yet to be the principal topic of any major analysis of the
Hearne expedition. Hearne moves from viewing his indigenous
travel companions with contempt to appreciating their way of life.
He witnesses both violent and peaceful disputes among the
Chipewyan and sees women in positions both of strength and
submission. Feminist theory holds that by understanding the
experiences of women, one understands what it is like to live at the
margins of society. Marginalized himself by his identity as the
only European among a group of Native Americans, Hearne pays
particular attention to the lives of the women in his expedition
party and the gendered customs of Arctic life. While he began his
expedition as a European expecting to be served by the natives,
through his experiences of gender in the Arctic, Hearne
transcended his European ideas of cultural superiority and
embraced a more balanced view of indigenous culture.
———————
As the year 1769 dawned on Prince of Wales Fort in
northern Canada, the Hudson’s Bay Company began preparing the
twenty-four-year-old Samuel Hearne to embark on the company’s
first overland mission into the Arctic. Scholars have drawn a
distinction between Hearne and earlier explorers, noting that he did
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not perceive himself as embarking on a “glorious mission” in
pursuit of knowledge or for the glory of his country. Hearne simply
wanted recognition and the Hudson’s Bay Company wanted larger
profits.9 However, the Company made a critical mistake in putting
together Hearne’s first expedition band. Under direct orders from
the governor of Prince of Wales Fort, Moses Norton, Hearne’s
traveling party was to be made up strictly of Indian men and two
young Englishmen to serve as lackeys and carry the expedition
equipment.10 Hearne and the Company executives would soon find
out just how much this gender imbalance would hurt them.
Hearne’s first expedition lasted only one month, ending
with him and the Englishmen returning to Prince of Wales Fort
alone and emptyhanded. Tension between Hearne and his native
companions peaked as he and the other Europeans struggled to
brave the harsh weather. This behavior outraged Hearne and led
him to describe his native guides as “capable of committing any
crime, however diabolical.”11 During his first expedition, he felt a
deep-seated resentment for the Native Americans, as they offered
little assistance to him in a new and difficult environment. Hearne

9

Ken McGoogan, Ancient Mariner: The Arctic Adventures of Samuel Hearne,
the Sailor Who Inspired Coleridge’s Masterpiece (New York: Carroll & Graf
Publishers, 2004), 98-99.
10
McGoogan, Ancient Mariner, 100.
11
Hearne, A Journey…, 7.
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was still considered an outsider, making no connections with his
native guides and receiving no help in return.
Hearne’s second expedition lasted ten months, taking place
from February to November 1770. This time, Hearne left the
lackey boys behind, insisting on being the only European in the
party.12 Isolating himself among the Native Americans and
disobeying the direct orders of his Company superiors may have
been an attempt to better assimilate into the Athabascan way of
life. On this expedition, Hearne joined a similarly composed group
of Chipewyan and Cree men with a few women and children
present. During this expedition, Hearne observed the native women
working to maintain the camps for their husbands, while remaining
strong in their refusal to help him. This enraged Hearne, prompting
him to write, “I never saw a set of people that possessed so little
humanity, or that could view the distresses of their fellow-creatures
with so little feeling and unconcern.”13 From Indian men and
women alike, Hearne received no assistance in his struggle to
survive and traverse the Arctic environment. Retaining his
European way of thinking, he expected the native men and women
to work for him but never considered Athabascan social order or
his place within it. He failed to understand that Chipewyan society

12
13

McGoogan, Ancient Mariner, 107.
Hearne, A Journey…, 51.
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was organized on the principle that everyone has a crucial role to
play to ensure survival in the Arctic.14 Hearne’s position as an
outsider expecting to be waited on offered nothing to his guides
who in turn paid him no respect, making Hearne’s first two
attempts to reach the Coppermine River futile.
The second expedition, however, was not a complete
failure. While Hearne failed to reach the Coppermine River on this
attempt, his outlook and awareness of Athabascan life changed
drastically during the second expedition. On his way back to
Prince of Wales Fort in August 1770, Hearne met Matonabbee, a
prominent Chipewyan man who was supposed to guide Hearne in
the latter half of his second expedition. After Hearne lamented his
failure to reach the northern lands, Matonabbee explained where
the Englishman went wrong. In Matonabbee’s opinion, the
previous two expeditions failed because the travel bands did not
include enough women. Matonabbee explained the significant role
women play in the Arctic: “Women were made for labor; one of
them can carry, or haul, as much as two men can do. They also
pitch our tents, make and mend our clothing, keep us warm at
night; and, in fact, there is no such thing as travelling any
considerable distance or for any length of time, in this country,

14

David M. Smith, “Big Stone Foundations: Manifest Meaning in Chipewyan
Myths,” Journal of American Culture 8, no. 1 (1985): 77.
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without their assistance.”15 Initially, Matonabbee’s words
perplexed Hearne, who believed the women to be “odd” and prone
to excessive greed “when the men are not present.”16 Having
Athabascan women perform such crucial tasks for the expedition
meant the native men did not exercise full control, but rather
shared essential duties with the women. The presence of women on
official expeditions likely made Hearne uncomfortable, as their
control of key aspects of survival like the food provisions and
construction of shelters gave the native women a degree of power
over the men. During Hearne’s upbringing in eighteenth-century
England, there existed a dichotomy between the way the upper and
lower classes defined femininity. While many English women of
the lower class performed similar back-breaking labor to their
Arctic contemporaries, Hearne was used to a different ideal of
femininity defined by confinement and relegation of women to
household duties.17 Hearne struggled to set aside his own notions
of class and gender and trust people who lived such a different life
from him.

15

Hearne, A Journey…, 55.
Hearne, A Journey…, 55.
17
Anne Wohlcke et al., The ‘Perpetual Fair’: Gender, Disorder, and Urban
Amusement in Eighteenth-century London (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2014), 124-125.
16
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Hearne set out on his third and ultimately successful
attempt to reach the Coppermine River in November 1770 with
Matonabbee and an entire Athabascan community by his side. At
Matonabbee’s insistence, Hearne and the Hudson’s Bay Company
authorized a larger expedition band that consisted of Matonabbee’s
six wives, several Chipewyan men and their families, and a few
Cree Indians from the fort.18 During the third expedition, Hearne
lived as an individual within a community rather than as a superior
being attended to by inferiors. This transformation was
accompanied by a sharp change in Hearne’s attitudes about his
native companions as he became a conscious observer of Arctic
land and life, keeping his place as an outsider but putting aside his
notions of cultural superiority. Modern scholars have even asserted
that Hearne, at the request of Matonabbee, took on a Chipewyan
wife who helped carry his packs and pitch his tents.19 Whatever the
case may be, Hearne’s third expedition marks a major turning
point in his view of the Athabascan people from sentiment and
subordination to seeking a higher understanding of their way of
life.
As the third expedition progressed, Hearne’s initial
perplexity and disapproval of Athabascan life turned to admiration.

18
19

Wohlcke et al., The ‘Perpetual Fair,’ 129.
Wohlcke et al., The ‘Perpetual Fair,’ 121.
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A notable example of this transformation is Hearne’s experience of
Chipewyan hunting practices. The communal nature of Chipewyan
deer hunting in which men, women, and children worked together
to trap and break down a deer for communal use fascinated
Hearne, who described it as “so successful” and “wonderfully well
adapted.”20 In the span of a few months, Hearne moved from
condemning the natives for their greed and lack of concern to
admiring their way of life and praising its effectiveness.
Hearne showed a similar appreciation for the adaptive
nature of Athabascan life, often commenting on how well-suited a
nomadic lifestyle was to the Arctic. This observation by Hearne
represents a major departure from contemporaneous Enlightenment
thought. Popular during the late eighteenth century was the Four
Stage Theory, which held that all societies progressed through four
stages of socioeconomic development: hunting, pasturage,
agriculture, and commerce. Moving from one stage to the next was
considered a step away from savagery and towards stability. The
western European powers of the eighteenth century were in the
commerce stage, the colonies in Canada and America were
somewhere between the pasturage and agriculture stages, and the
Athabascan natives were firmly in the hunting stage.
Enlightenment thought, with its focus on trade and markets, held
20

Hearne, A Journey…, 79-80.
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hunter-gatherer societies as the lowest form of civilization.
Hearne’s commendation of the Athabascan way of life shows
major movement away from conventional Enlightenment thought
and towards a more culturally relative way of thinking.21
Many of the aspects of Athabascan life that Hearne
championed during his third expedition were deeply rooted in
gender and only made possible by tasks performed by women. In
addition, many of Hearne’s observations on Arctic life match the
findings of modern ethnographers, reflecting the idea that each
person had a part to play and their own important contribution to
the group.22 Since there were no permanent settlements, everything
had to come from the land and the people. As a result, Athabascan
men and women existed in a symbiotic relationship where men
brought in raw materials like deer, caribou, or beaver, and women
turned them into finished products like tents and clothing.23
However, a flexibility in gender roles also existed to accommodate
the needs of the group. If a woman was able to perform a task
crucial to survival of the group but outside the purview of
women’s work, she performed it without hesitation.24
21

Hutchings, “Writing Commerce and Cultural Progress,” 53-54.
Smith, “Big Stone Foundations,” 76.
23
Henry S. Sharp and Karyn Sharp, Hunting Caribou: Subsistence Hunting
along the Northern Edge of the Boreal Forest (Lincoln, NE: University of
Nebraska Press, 2015). 198.
24
Sharp and Sharp, Hunting Caribou, 199.
22
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Athabascan women also served as beasts of burden. Since
there were no large domesticable animals in the Arctic, all hauling
and pulling of loads had to be done by humans. While dogs were
used to pull sleds by native groups in other regions of northern
Canada, the Chipewyan reconfigured the dog sled so a human
could stand at the helm. Typically, an Athabascan extended family
group moved several times a year to different staging areas
favorable to hunting large game. Each time a group wanted to
move, it was the women’s responsibility to pack up the camp and
haul the entire group’s belongings to the next staging area, while
the men moved ahead at a faster pace to survey the land and
choose the next settlement location.25 When Hearne praised
Athabascan hunting, movement, or any aspect of the Athabascan
way of life, such as its adaptability or communal hunting practices,
he was praising the work of women. Gender played a prominent
role throughout Hearne’s third expedition both explicitly and
implicitly.
Towards the end of his third expedition, Hearne’s views on
the Athabascan women and their work became more personal.
After observing Athabascan life for months, Hearne had become
familiar enough with the daily operations of the women to move
into examining their experiences holistically. Hearne lamented, “it
25

Sharp and Sharp, Hunting Caribou, 197.
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is a melancholy truth, and a disgrace to the little humanity of
which those people are possessed, to think, that in times of want
the poor women always off short; and when real distress
approaches, many of them are permitted to starve, when the males
are amply provided for.”26 Hearne felt sympathy for the native
women and may have even felt complicit in their suffering.
Perhaps Hearne witnessed the suffering of his own native wife or
saw the women who helped him survive starve while he and the
other men feasted. After two failures, Hearne finally reached the
Coppermine River because of the tireless work done by the
Athabascan women. Yet by the end of his journey, Hearne saw that
Arctic society was not yet egalitarian. Hearne grappled with the
paradox of Athabascan women performing crucial work and still
did not receive equal treatment throughout his third expedition.
Hearne’s experience and observation of the Athabascan female
experience gave him an outlook on native society that broke from
period ideas of cultural superiority and held Athabascan culture in
a more proportional and relative view.
———————
In addition to observing the work of women in the Arctic,
Hearne also witnessed several aspects of Arctic marriage culture,
including marriages, courtships, and relationship disputes. Again,
26

Sharp and Sharp, Hunting Caribou, 294-95.
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Hearne’s observations are in line with modern ethnography, as a
study from the early nineteenth century indicated thirty percent of
Chipewyan men had more than one wife.27 A major object of
Hearne’s curiosity was the practice of polygamy among the
Chipewyan. In his observations about Chipewyan marriage,
Hearne boldly asserted that the prevalence of polygamy was “not
surprising” and that it was in line with the Chipewyan lifestyle. A
superficial reading of this sentence may convey a tone of racial
superiority or distaste coming from Christian principles of
monogamy, but Hearne qualifies the claim by saying “no race of
people under the sun” are more deserving of the “indulgence” of
polygamy.28 Hearne’s Anglican background would have made him
averse to polygamy, yet he believed that the Chipewyan were not
in the wrong in their exercise of plural marriage. His acceptance of
polygamy among the Chipewyan could be explained by his unique
upbringing. Unlike many of his counterparts in the Hudson’s Bay
Company, Hearne spent his formative years on warships and
battlegrounds, rather than in schools and churches. The raucous
masculinity Hearne experienced growing up with sailors and
soldiers put less emphasis on religious morals and high-class

27

“Chipewyan,” in Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender: Men and Women in the
World’s Cultures, eds. Carol R. Ember and Melvin Ember (Dordrecht,
Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishing, 2003), 377.
28
Hearne, A Journey…, 125.
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mannerisms, and as a result made him more accepting of
alternative lifestyles like polygamy.
Hearne’s insightful understanding of Chipewyan lifestyle
and hunting culture also drove his surprisingly accepting beliefs
about polygamy. His opinions on polygamy also included a
rationale for why it was practiced among the Chipewyan. He
observed that to carry out the hunt and complete the travel
necessary to complete the cycle of trade with the fort, the
Chipewyan men required many women to assist them, leading
Hearne to call the Chipewyan “the greatest travelers in the known
world.”29 The entirety of pre-modern Chipewyan existence was
shaped by hunting and pursuing animals for food. A dominant
theme that ran throughout pre-modern Chipewyan stories was
anxiety about getting enough to eat and how to act towards people
and animals to ensure hunger and starvation would not occur.30
These myths asserted that all Chipewyan, regardless of
background, age, or gender, had to work together to achieve the
common goal of the hunt.31 It follows that the hunting bands used
throughout the year in pursuit of caribou and furs were organized
by kinship and marital ties. Often, marriages were used to build a
network of hunting ties that would ensure maximum success for a
29

Hearne, A Journey…, 125.
Smith, “Big Stone Foundations,” 73.
31
Smith, “Big Stone Foundations,” 77.
30
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family in the hunt.32 By placing hunting at the center of his
acceptance of Chipewyan polygamy, Hearne conveyed a deep
understanding of the Chipewyan people and the centrality of
hunting to their lifestyle.
Much like his observations on the work of the Chipewyan
women, Hearne also commented on the overall position of women
within Chipewyan marital culture. Hearne remarked that the
Chipewyan women had little want for anything besides clothes and
food and were mostly content with their marital arrangements. He
qualified his observation, however, by including that when
jealousy arose between women, the husbands served as
arbitrators.33 Because most pre-modern Chipewyan marriages were
arranged by family members to cement hunting networks, love was
not a central component and most Chipewyan men and women
relied on family members for emotional support rather than their
spouses. Love was not an expectation of Chipewyan marriage
because it was primarily about hunting and staying alive together.34
Thus, Hearne’s assertion about the sentiments of the women was
rooted in truth because the women were largely content with their
marital arrangements because they were provided with essential
resources like food and clothing. Hearne’s expansive knowledge
32

Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender, 372.
Hearne, A Journey…, 125.
34
Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender, 377-78.
33
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on the gendered aspects of Athabascan society shaped his personal
attitudes toward cultural acceptance rather than dominance.
Hearne also commented on the Chipewyan practice of
marital wrestling contests saying, “it has ever been the custom
among those people for the men to wrestle for any woman to
whom they are attached; and, of course, the strongest party always
carries off the prize… This enables them to protect their property,
and particularly their wives…”35 Hearne was likely referring to an
elevated version of the practice of wife lending. In many of the
Native American tribes of northern Canada, wife lending was a
common occurrence. Sometimes as a result of one of these
wrestling contests, an Indian man would lend his wife to another
man for anywhere from one night to several months, and then
welcome her back without issue when the time elapsed.36
Especially during Hearne’s time period, many Chipewyan men
desired to have as many wives as possible because of the essential
role they played in hauling camp supplies and hunting goods. The
introduction of the European fur trade intensified this need as the
Chipewyan people became heavily involved in the fur trade and
served as liaisons between the British and the various native

35

Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender, 104-05.
Sylvia Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur Trade Society, 1670-1870
(Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), 24-25.
36
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groups involved in the fur trade.37 Since women played crucial
roles in the preparing and hauling of furs each year to the trading
forts, the desire for more wives among the Chipewyan grew. In
some instances, the added stress of the fur trade led to coercion of
wives to perform demanding labor and particularly vicious
wrestling matches.38
Compared to his other observations of Arctic life, Hearne’s
opinions of the wrestling matches were almost scientific. In his
commentary on wrestling matches, he played the role of
anthropologist, observing Chipewyan culture at a distance. Hearne,
however, was an uneducated man with only an elementary
education. Thus, his attempts to appear learned and scientific
during his expeditions fell flat.39 Scholars have also asserted that
Hearne adopted a view of cultural relativism while on his third
expedition, viewing the behaviors of the Chipewyan without a
Eurocentric tilt and instead asserting that they were acceptable
within the Chipewyan culture and should not be viewed as taboo.
Yet Hearne broke away from his status as a passive
observer in describing what happened to the women after the

37

Richard J. Perry, “The Fur Trade and the Status of Women in the Western
Subarctic,” Ethnohistory 26, no. 4 (1979): 367.
38
Perry, “The Fur Trade and the Status of Women in the Western Subarctic,”
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39
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wrestling contests. After objectively discussing the rules of
engagement and the fighting positions the men typically took,
Hearne’s attitude changed as he expressed, “it was often very
unpleasant to me, to see the object of the contest sitting in pensive
silence watching her fate, while her husband and his rival were
contending for the prize. I have indeed not only felt pity for those
poor wretched victims, but the utmost indignation, when I have
seen them won, perhaps, by a man whom they mortally hated.”40
The sentiment in this observation parallels Hearne’s sadness about
the women starving while the men ate. Hearne was unable to
maintain objectivity, as he was too personally invested in the
Athabascan community. Though he was under pressure to present
in his account only information useful to his superiors at the
Hudson’s Bay Company, he was immersed and invested in day-today life Chipewyan society, and could not help including some of
these personal musings that deviated from the mission the
Company sent him on.41 This is one explanation for Hearne’s
oscillation between objectivity and his own personal feelings about
Chipewyan society. It is also possible that Hearne’s lack of formal
education steered him away from a more scientific account. Hearne
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prided himself on his ability to describe people as they were on a
personal level, a talent that he believed was enhanced by the fact
that he did not have a formal education. In spite of ridicule from
English literary critics who despised his clunky writing style and
grammatical mishaps, it was likely his lack of formal education
that allowed him to write about the Chipewyan so effectively.42
Hearne’s opinions on Chipewyan marriage transcend his
superficial identities as an artificial scientist or company man
exploring the Arctic, and instead show that he was a human being
living among a foreign culture and making observations about the
lived experiences of the Chipewyan.
Hearne’s musings on marital wrestling contests also have a
sententious air. It is impossible to ignore Hearne’s position in this
matter as a white European man and an outsider. Hearne morally
condemns the Chipewyan men and paints a picture of them as
brutish and overly aggressive. Hearne was not the first European
trader to take issue with the practice of wrestling contests, nor was
he the last. Most notably, the later British Canadian fur trader and
cartographer David Thompson drove the winner of a marital
contest outside of a company fort, giving the losing man time to
take his wife and run.43 Hearne’s similar contempt for the
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Chipewyan men was likely rooted in his English upbringing. In
eighteenth-century England, it became less acceptable for middleand upper-class men to use physical aggression or engage in
altercations in public. A gentleman caught engaging in a physical
fight would see a plummet in his reputation and social standing.
However, physical aggression remained a sign of traditional
manhood among the English working class, with bar fights and
brawls a common rite of passage among lower class boys.44 When
faced with this issue, Hearne likely felt friction between the worlds
of the working and upper-middle classes. While Hearne’s workingclass background and time in the military likely meant he was
raised among fighting and shows of physical prowess, he likely left
that all behind when he joined the Hudson’s Bay Company, which
was filled with more educated and proper men from the higher
English classes. Such dissonance is reflected in Hearne’s varying
attitudes on Chipewyan marital wrestling.
While Hearne undoubtedly witnessed violence and brutality
among the Chipewyan, he does not characterize the Chipewyan as
a brutal or savage people overall. He clearly felt uncomfortable
with the violent aspects of Chipewyan society, but did not let those
experiences define his opinion of the Chipewyan. An experience
44
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that left a major mark on Hearne was witnessing Matonabbee’s
resolution of a conflict with one of his wives who had run away
with another man. Months after her desertion of Matonabbee,
Hearne and the expedition band encountered her in a staging area
with her new husband. Terrified of retribution, the wife
approached Matonabbee’s tent and begged for forgiveness. But
rather than forcefully take her back, Matonabbee calmly told the
wife that she was free to go wherever she pleased and did not raise
a hand to strike her. Upon hearing this news, the wife slowly got
up and walked back to Matonabbee’s tent, having chosen to be
with him of her own free will.45
While wife-lending was a common practice among
Athabascan groups, adultery and clandestine relationships were
not. Married women found with other men often suffered severe
physical punishment, sometimes even to the point of death.46 Yet
Matonabbee breaks from convention and peacefully tells his wife
that she is free to go where she pleases, choosing to show her
mercy rather than exact revenge. Hearne’s observations of both the
violent and peaceful dealings of Chipewyan marriage demonstrate
his more balanced view of the Chipewyan. Rather than
characterize the Chipewyan as savages or simple nomads, Hearne
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acknowledges that like any group of people, the Chipewyan are
capable of both aggressive and passive behavior.
The peaceful mediation of a marital dispute was likely
shocking to Hearne given the social climate around divorce in
eighteenth-century England. While divorce was allowed by the
Anglican Church, it was still a taboo topic in Georgian England.
But while only an exceedingly small portion of upper-class English
society could obtain divorce, divorce was a mainstay in English
public discourse. Stories of divorce were often portrayed in the
theater, newspapers and magazines printed stories and editorials on
divorce, and there were several high-profile divorce cases that
garnered national attention throughout the eighteenth-century.47
Hearne had likely seen dissolutions and marital spats as occasions
of great conflict and seeing such a calm resolution of marital issues
was likely shocking to him. Hearne’s observations and experiences
of the various aspects of indigenous marital culture show further
transformation of Hearne’s cultural milieu and his movement
toward a more balanced view of himself and the native peoples.
———————
One of the most studied and debated aspects of the Hearne
expedition is the massacre at Bloody Falls. In July 1771, Hearne’s
47
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party of Chipewyan and Cree Indians under the leadership of
Matonabbee brutally attacked an Inuit camp, ransacking every
good and sparing no one. Hearne’s observations of the Bloody
Falls massacre are some of his most descriptive and emotional in
the entirety of his expeditions. At Bloody Falls, Hearne witnessed
those who had helped him survive brutally kill an entire group of
people.
A highly debated section of Hearne’s experience of the
massacre is his description of a young Inuit woman’s death. After
being struck down by a Chipewyan spear, the woman fell next to
Hearne, twisting and squirming in agony around him, so that
Hearne “could not disengage from her dying grasps.”48 He begged
his Chipewyan companions to make the woman’s death quick, and
after facing massive ridicule from the Chipewyans for his overly
emotional reaction, the woman died. Witnessing this clearly
affected Hearne who wrote, “even at this hour I cannot reflect on
the transactions of that horrid day without shedding tears.”49
Though they might have shocked Hearne, conflicts between
the Chipewyan and Inuit were far from new. In fact, the bad blood
between the Inuit and Chipewyan was known by virtually every
European in northern Canada and existed long before European
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arrival. While Europeans often viewed the Chipewyan and Inuit as
one and the same, the two groups spoke distinct languages, lived
different lifestyles, and even developed their own ethno-centric
ideas about the other rooted in physiological and cosmological
differences.50 When the Hudson’s Bay Company arrived in
Canada, it had an interest in maintaining peace between the two
groups, as they were both participants in the fur trade.51 Yet
despite the Company’s efforts to broker a peace between the
Chipewyan and Inuit, conflicts still took place between them
intermittently into the nineteenth century. A relative peace was
able to emerge between the Chipewyan and Inuit trading with the
Hudson’s Bay Company on the Hudson’s Bay coast but relations
in the interior of the country far from the trading posts remained
hostile, creating a complex relationship between the two groups
that was often difficult for Europeans to understand.52 In some
cases, individuals or families from both groups seemed to have
peaceful relations, especially in high trade areas, but a deeply held
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historical and cultural conflict persisted among the two groups.53
Hearne likely did not know the history of Chipewyan-Inuit
conflict, but had probably heard rumors from fellow European
traders at the fort or overheard his Chipewyan companions express
their contempt for the Inuit peoples during his journey.
Hearne’s perspective on the Bloody Falls massacre has
been heavily dissected by historians and anthropologists, as it is
one of the only written accounts of the incident. Hearne witnessed
the brutal killing of many Inuit people that day at Bloody Falls, so
why did the young woman’s death affect him the most? Many
scholars have asserted that this passage was likely apocryphal, but
nevertheless it shows Hearne’s tendency to use the stories of
women to express his opinions on Arctic life.54 As a soldier in the
Seven Years’ War he likely also witnessed massive violence and
killing in the context of battle, but something about Bloody Falls
deeply changed him.55
The Bloody Falls massacre was not an isolated incident nor
a particularly distinguished aspect of the larger Chipewyan-Inuit
story. What made it notable was the presence of Hearne as a

53

Smith, “Chipewyan, Cree and Inuit Relations West of Hudson Bay, 17141955,” 146-47.
54
Smith, “Chipewyan, Cree and Inuit Relations West of Hudson Bay, 17141955,” 613.
55
McGoogan, Ancient Mariner, 155.

92

Figure 2. Map of major native areas during Hearne’s expedition,
marking the site of Bloody Falls.56
European outsider and his recording of the event.57 Many scholars
have postulated that Hearne’s account of the event was likely
editorialized after the fact, especially since Hearne’s chronicle was
not published until three years after his death. Whether it was
Hearne or a British editor that may have played up certain aspects
56

Roberts, “Trans-Indian Identity,” 603.
Robin McGrath, “Samuel Hearne and the Inuit Oral Tradition,” Studies in
Canadian Literature 18, no. 2 (1993).
57

93

of the massacre, Hearne’s passage on Bloody Falls is in line with
the literary trend of sentimentalism. So called “emotional
histories” became quite popular in eighteenth-century England, as
the public was fascinated with naturalism but also wanted to be
dazzled by an emotional tale.58 Hearne chose to make a young
Inuit woman the object of his emotional re-telling of the massacre,
creating a contrasting image of the violent male Indian and the
sensuous female Eskimo.59 Yet despite any attempts by Hearne or
British editors to exaggerate the incident to draw popular appeal,
this passage reveals the difficult position and immense guilt
Hearne felt witnessing the deaths of so many Inuit people.
Hearne wrote that thinking about the Inuit women he
watched die still brought him to tears years later. Those tears could
have been fueled by the horror of the images of brutality Hearne
saw at Bloody Falls, but perhaps they were tears of regret. Hearne
did nothing to stop his Chipewyan companions from carrying out
the massacre. In fact, it was his expedition that led them into Inuit
territory and reignited tensions between the two groups. Hearne
was also carrying guns and ammunition, which made the massacre
deadlier than past conflicts.60 Whether this Inuit woman existed or
not, Hearne uses her as a representation of the brutality of Bloody
58
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Falls and to symbolize the immense regret and responsibility he
likely felt.
Back in England, years after the expedition and the
massacre, Hearne met the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who after
meeting Hearne and reading his chronicle, based his famous poem
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” on Hearne. When asked by
Coleridge to recall a defining moment from his Arctic adventure,
Hearne chose above all else to tell him about the woman who died
at his feet. He reportedly said to Coleridge, “The senseless killing
of that young girl. That moment changed me forever.”61 Hearne’s
experience of Bloody Falls represents the culmination of his
newfound understanding of the native peoples. The death of the
woman affected him in a deeply personal way that he could not
shake even when he returned to Europe. Hearne’s intimate
inclusion and connection to the female experience of Athabascan
life made him more sympathetic to the perils women faced in the
Arctic. Witnessing the brutal killing of an Inuit woman
permanently altered Hearne’s view and imprinted the experiences
of the women in the Arctic onto his mind forever. As a result, the
stories of women play a prominent role in Hearne’s exploration
chronicle and ensure that the Arctic people are portrayed without
prejudice.
61
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———————
After Hearne returned from his Coppermine expedition in
1772, he was sent by the Hudson’s Bay Company to Saskatchewan
to establish a new inland trading post, of which he eventually
became governor. In 1782, however, the fort was attacked by a
French military force led by the notable French naval officer JeanFrançois de Galaup, comte de Lapérouse. While the French spared
Hearne and the other Englishmen, the natives, including
Matonabbee, had to stay at the captured fort and work as slaves of
the French. After a year-long exile in London, Hearne returned to
Saskatchewan to find the fort and trade network he helped to build
had deteriorated. Most of the natives had been killed or escaped
and most tragically, Matonabbee had committed suicide. Shortly
after this discovery, Hearne permanently returned to England and
spent the rest of life assisting other naturalists in their writing
before dying of edema at age forty-seven in 1792.62
Despite a lack of naturalist or cartographic discoveries, the
Hearne expeditions still manage to claim a prominent place in
history, not only due to Hearne’s achievement of being the first
European to reach the Arctic Circle on foot, but also for his unique
perspective. Throughout his entire journey, Hearne approaches the
gender roles of the native peoples with a curious admiration but
62
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roots his comments in a deep understanding of the land and what it
demanded of its people. Hearne entered the expedition as a player
in the imperialist game, looking for a way to continue to bring
indigenous peoples into a system of trade where they serve British
interests. Yet as he progressed through his expedition, he
developed a genuine understanding of and fraternity with the
subarctic peoples and saw what the company trade system had
done to them.63 Hearne himself was uneducated, from the lower
classes, and had a life defined by hardship and tragedy. He also
spent little of his life in England and did not have the same
connection to his home and the imperialist system as many other
explorers of the eighteenth century. This has led scholars to assert
that Hearne’s chronicle is one of the earliest examples of selfreflexivity, with Hearne reflecting on the artificial nature of his
own identity when faced with the real identities of people he had
been told were inferior to him.64 The views of Hearne throughout
his expedition were more akin to that of a modern diplomat than an
imperialist explorer and his complex perspective will likely
continue to be dissected by scholars for years to come.
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