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PREFACE

White River Crossing is a work of fiction, and the characters and events are all my inventions, but Prince of Wales’ Fort, the Hudson’s Bay Company trading post where the story begins and ends, is a real place in what is now northern Manitoba. The position of the Fort at the mouth of the Churchill River, within the boreal forest but close to the vast expanse of tundra known in English as the Barren Lands, was deliberately chosen in 1717 to allow its British occupants to develop profitable trading relationships with three different indigenous groups: the Cree, whom they called the Southern Indians, the Dene, whom they called the Northern Indians or Chipewyans, and the Inuit, whom they called the Esquimaux. The long-standing relationships between those three distinct groups, each with its own language and culture, and the then more recent relationships between those groups and the British are central to any understanding of life on the western shore of Hudson’s Bay in the mid to late eighteenth century, yet because the indigenous cultures were entirely oral at that time, the only contemporary written records we have of such encounters are those produced by men in the employ of the Hudson’s Bay Company. The Governors of the main Hudson’s Bay Company trading posts, or factories, including Prince of Wales’ Fort, were required to keep a careful daily record of their activities which, along with their general correspondence, account books and other miscellaneous documents, are now available to read online and at the Hudson’s Bay Company Archives in downtown Winnipeg. Several of them also wrote books or papers in their lifetime where for the benefit of the curious inhabitants of their home country they describe, amongst other matters, the flora and fauna of the area, the appearance and customs of the native inhabitants and various practical details of the fur trade.

In writing White River Crossing I have made extensive use of these primary sources, which I have found invaluable, but I have also consulted the work of historians, anthropologists and archaeologists who, being aware of the one-sided nature of the written record, often seek to combine the information they find there with other forms of knowledge gained from direct contact with indigenous populations. Given the larger colonial context of the Canadian fur trade it is perhaps not surprising that the four different groups whose lives overlapped at Prince of Wales’ Fort often understood things rather differently, and recent scholars have wisely sought to notice and think through those differences. Samuel Hearne’s account of the so-called ‘Bloody Falls Massacre’ in his 1795 book A Journey to the Northern Ocean is perhaps the most notorious example of this kind of contested history. Hearne, a Hudson’s Bay Company employee who was sent north on foot to search for copper deposits and signs of the northwest passage, describes how the group of Chipewyan men with whom he was travelling mount a surprise attack on a group of Inuit killing most of them while he looks on helpless and aghast. Canadian historians and literary critics have argued for decades about the reliability of Hearne’s account, with some seeing him as an empathetic witness of an act of barbarity and others as an apologist for colonialism implicitly justifying the appropriation of indigenous lands and resources. The disagreements have sometimes been heated and are probably irresolvable, but they usefully serve to remind us of the much larger and still ongoing debates about the connections between knowledge, storytelling and colonial power.

While the sources I have consulted, and the arguments provoked by those sources, are important and fascinating, White River Crossing remains a novel, not a work of history or anthropology, and as Hilary Mantel noted in her 2017 Reith Lectures, ‘when you choose a novel to tell you about the past, you are putting in brackets the historical accounts – which may or may not agree with each other – and actively requesting a subjective interpretation. You are not buying a replica, or even a faithful photographic reproduction – you are buying a painting with the brush strokes left in.’ In White River Crossing I have absorbed and learned from the historical record but also knowingly gone beyond it: the characters and situations are compatible with the existing evidence, but since the existing evidence is partial and tells us very little about the inner lives of the people involved, I have also taken some liberties. In particular, I have assumed that characters living two hundred and fifty years ago, whose experiences appear, on the surface, radically different to my own might nonetheless think, feel and speak in ways that I would recognise. I have chosen, in other words, on many occasions, to emphasise commonality over cultural or historical difference, and fictional vividness over a more literal-minded or antiquarian kind of realism. Some may disagree with those choices, but they seem to me justifiable if we remember, first, that one of the main tasks of the historical novelist is to step into the gaps and imagine what could have happened but has never been recorded, and, second, that works of historical fiction are always, necessarily, double-voiced and must speak to and about their own historical moment as well as speaking to and about the period in which they are set.

I will conclude with a smaller observation about language and cross-cultural communication. Although the dialogue in White River Crossing is rendered, as is conventional, entirely in English, the reader should not imagine that English is always being spoken, even when the British characters are involved. I have assumed (with some support from the sources) that experienced fur traders, such as Magnus Norton and John Shaw, who worked with the Cree and Dene over decades, would have learned to speak the native languages fluently, and also (because it is plausible and suits my purposes) that a man like Tom Hearn, less experienced but educated, curious and with sufficient time on his hands, would have learned enough of them to communicate successfully when required to do so.





PART ONE

Prince of Wales’ Fort, a Hudson’s Bay Company Factory on the Churchill River

January 1766






CHAPTER 1

Patterson the Pedlar is clad in a suit of greasy winter hides, he has a dark woollen cap pulled low over his ears, and beneath the cap’s ragged fringe his eyes are narrow and close-set and the skin of his cheeks and brow is red raw in patches and scrofulous. When John Shaw sees him standing there beside the battened well in the centre of the narrow cobblestone courtyard with his savage-looking cur steaming beside him he knows from his sly and thievish looks alone just what he is without needing to ask. The Pedlars are pirates and brigands who scavenge off the lawful fur trade. Between them and the Hudson’s Bay Company the rivalry is long and bitter, and so to find one bold or foolish enough to visit a Factory uninvited is rare. When Shaw asks him to state his business plainly, Patterson says that he has come to speak to the Chief Factor, Mr Magnus Norton.

‘I won’t take much of Mr Norton’s precious time,’ he explains, calm and unabashed, as if such an intrusion is commonplace, ‘but I have something special to show him, something that he’ll wish to see.’

‘And how would a man like you know what Mr Norton wishes to see?’

Patterson shrugs and rubs his nose with the back side of his snot-blackened mitten.

‘I hear Norton’s a clever fellow. And this thing I have is something a clever fellow will want to know about.’

‘We don’t do any business with Pedlars,’ Shaw warns him.

‘It’s not the furs I’m speaking of now,’ he says. ‘It’s something other.’

‘Then show me what you have.’

Patterson flinches at the thought, then shakes his head.

‘No, I can’t do that,’ he says. ‘Not out here. It wouldn’t be right.’

John Shaw, who has been Norton’s Deputy for as long as anyone remembers and is not a man widely known for either his graciousness or his patience, is inclined at first to direct this intruder back to whatever ramshackle and shit-smirched trading post he’s journeyed from with clear instructions not to return on pain of a whipping. But there is something in Patterson’s demeanour that gives him pause. Later on, when the truth is known, he will claim it was a second sense, a feeling in his balls or his bones. He will say in his usual boastful way that he knew it from the first, but at the time all he really thinks is there’s something queer about this fellow Patterson and before I send him packing Magnus will want to know about it.

‘Have you met Mr Norton before?’ he asks him.

Patterson shakes his head.

‘But the Indians I trade with vouch for him. They say he can be trusted.’

‘And who pray will vouch for you?’

Patterson smiles again as if the two of them are sharing a private joke.

‘What I have in my pack here will vouch for itself. You’ll see.’

Shaw gives him a long unfriendly stare then tells him he will speak to Norton.

‘In the meantime, you can chain that dog and follow me,’ he says. ‘I don’t want you loitering about the courtyard bothering the other men or causing trouble.’

They walk over to the men’s house and go through the hallway and into the common room. Shaw points to a rush-bottomed chair by the stove, and Patterson sits down with a sigh and takes out his pipe and his tobacco pouch. Edward Hutchins the surgeon and William Cure the shipwright are in there already playing at cribbage for a ha’penny a point. Patterson starts to introduce himself and Shaw tells him to keep quiet until he’s told to speak.

‘You’re on Company land now,’ he says. ‘So you’ll play by the Company rules.’

Patterson looks amused more than offended by this display of strictness. He makes a sombre face and puts his right forefinger up to his lips.

‘Hear no evil, speak no evil,’ he whispers gaily. ‘I understand you, Mr Shaw, and you won’t hear another word from me until I’m asked for my opinion. I can promise you that.’



Magnus Norton, Chief Factor, a man who, in his own estimation and that of most in the know, understands more about the Hudson’s Bay fur trade than any other soul living or dead, has no more love for the Pedlars than John Shaw, perhaps less since for the last ten years their unsanctioned trading has cost him two thousand made beaver each season at least, but he is shrewder and less impulsive than his Deputy, and when Shaw tells him who is here, he reasons that if a man has taken the trouble to travel so far in the wintertime, then he must have some story to tell. He instructs Shaw to give Patterson a bowl of soup to eat if he’s hungry and after that they will hear whatever it is he has to say. After Shaw is gone, he blots the last page of the ledger, gets up from his desk and goes across to the fireplace to warm his hands. As he stands there by the andirons, he glances about the room with its brass lamps and tapestries and oil paintings of dogs and horses and feels as he usually does a sense of quiet pride and satisfaction in all he has achieved. He arrived on the Bay fifty years ago with nothing in his pockets, a poor and ignorant youth, and he has raised himself up to this prominence through hard work, relentlessness and guile. He has grown old now, that cannot be denied. Unclothed, the skin sags off his bones in loops and folds like the melted tallow of a candle, and when he notices his face in the looking-glass he wonders sometimes who is the old fool looking back? But his urge to make a profit, he can say with surety, is undiminished. He has made himself rich already (there is no other place so splendid as this one for a thousand miles all around, he is quite certain of that fact) yet still, every day, like the rack-ribbed boy he once was, he yearns to be richer.

After a quarter of an hour has passed, there’s another knock on the door and Shaw steps in from the courtyard, followed by Patterson. The Pedlar, whose stench precedes him, takes two steps forward then stops where he is and gazes about the room with his mouth agape. Norton is well-used to this reaction, he’s seen it before more times than he can count – the bemusement first, then the wonder that such a place, a palace some have called it, should exist in this otherwise barren wilderness. It is a fine way, he always thinks, to begin any conversation – by reminding the other fellow of the kind of man he’s talking to.

‘That couch over there is from Paris,’ he says, calmly nodding, ‘and the rug you are standing on is from Constantinople. I have an agent in London who picks them out on my behalf, a Mr Alderton.’

Patterson peers down at the swirling red and green patterns between his boots then looks up again and scratches his head.

‘I heard you were something different,’ he says. ‘That’s what I heard.’

Norton, feeling satisfied with this remark, nods, waits a while longer to allow the fixtures and furnishings to achieve their full effect, then moves over to his desk and seats himself.

‘Mr Shaw says you have something to show me,’ he says. ‘Something you claim is of great value.’

‘Aye, I do indeed.’

‘As you can see, I’m hardly short of rare and precious objects.’

‘This thing I have ain’t wrought by any human hand,’ he says. ‘I don’t like to boast, Mr Norton, but I’d say it puts all your fancy foreign geegaws here in the shade.’

‘You show some respect,’ Shaw says.

Norton raises his hand for calm, then looks at Patterson with a strained smile.

‘You’re not short of boldness, I can see. Why don’t you just tell me what it is you have so I may judge for myself?’

Patterson, by way of reply, reaches into his gunny sack and removes a package about the size and shape of a penny loaf wrapped in hessian and tied about with twine. He hands it to Norton.

‘I didn’t believe it either,’ he says. ‘UntiI I saw it for myself with my own two peepers.’

Norton takes the parcel and puts it down on the desk beside his ledger. He unfolds a pocket-knife, cuts the twine and peels away a part of the covering. It is a large piece of stone, so far as he can see, dark grey and white in colour.

‘I had you for a Pedlar,’ he says, ‘not a quarryman.’

‘It’s more than that,’ he says. ‘Look closer.’

Norton shakes his head and glances up at Shaw standing by the casement, who only shrugs. It occurs to him that this Patterson may have gone a little mad from staying too long out in the woods in the dark and cold of winter with only Indians for company. Living like that can turn a man’s wits; it’s a well-known fact. God knows he’s had to confine his share of lunatics over the years. He unwraps the stone completely and leans forward. It’s a squareish block of dark granite, just as he thought, with a diagonal band of white quartz blazoned across it. Nothing special, he thinks. He’s about to ask Patterson what on earth he means by making such an offering, but then, as he looks closer, he notices that the pale quartz is shot through with a pair of thin and branching yellow lines like twin rivers marked on a survey map. He stares down at the lines for half a minute without moving or speaking at all. Then he reaches into a drawer, removes his magnifying glass and raises it to his eye. Shaw, watching on, senses that something has just happened. No one is speaking but the silence has a sudden weight to it, like the still air before a storm.

‘What is it?’ he says.

Norton beckons him closer and hands him the glass. ‘Just there.’ He points. ‘Tell me what it is you see.’

John Shaw was a tinner for three years in the Ladock stream works in Cornwall before he came out to the Bay. It was wearying work for slender reward – pushing barrowloads of shoad uphill or standing knee-deep in leat-water all day long. He would have quit it much sooner than he did except that some few days of every year, perhaps once every two or three months, when he was working down in the tyes, rinsing off the leavings to reveal the black ore, he’d see a fleck of something else lying in the water amongst the pebbles of granite and feldspar, just a glimmer or a blink, nothing more. But a morsel of gold, however small, will catch the light and hold it like nothing else on this earth. Shaw had the eye for it then and he has the eye for it still, so when Norton beckons him closer, he doesn’t need any magnifier because, right away, he can sense what it is, he can feel its deep, silent calling like a thrill in his blood.

‘Where did you find this?’ he says to Patterson.

‘I got it from a Chipewyan fellow I know.’

‘And where did he find it?’

Patterson nods and grins and rakes his fingers through his long red beard, then gazes around the room with a gleeful look spread across his mottled face.

‘I knew you’d change your tune quick enough when you saw it,’ he says. ‘I knew you would. You had me down as a fool and a wastrel, but now it turns out I’m the man you’ve been dreaming of all your long lives.’

‘You’ve taken us by surprise,’ Norton says. ‘I can’t deny that. We’ve all heard the stories about gold fields to the north, about men who went looking but never came back—’

‘This ain’t a story or a rumour though, is it?’ Patterson says, cutting him off. ‘This is the thing itself. Pure and true.’

Norton glances across at Shaw, then stands up and goes to the sideboard to get a flask of the best brandy. He fills three glasses and gives one to Patterson, who sniffs once then swallows it down.

‘A nice drop that,’ he said. ‘Very nice. I thank you.’

‘Sit with us,’ Norton says. ‘Please.’

They fetch another chair and Patterson sits.

‘There’s more gold where that came from,’ he says. ‘Plenty more. That’s what the Chipewyan fellow told me.’

‘And where is all this gold?’

Patterson chuckles softly to himself and looks down at his empty glass. Norton hands him the flask of brandy and watches as he pours and drinks then pours again.

‘Do you expect me to cough up that secret up for nothing?’ he says. ‘Do you think I’m as thick-headed as all that? You give me a hundred guineas in coin and all the brandy and tobacco I can carry out of here, then I might tell you.’

‘If you know where the gold is, why not go there yourself?’ Shaw says.

‘Because it’s too far and too hard a journey for one man alone.’

‘You could find yourself a partner.’

‘I’m not the partnering type, never have been. I prefer to keep my own company.’

‘That’s sensible,’ Norton says. ‘You’re a trapper not a miner after all, and wherever this gold is, it won’t be an easy task to dig it up and transport it back. You need the might of the Company behind you to accomplish such a task.’

‘That’s what I figured too.’

‘We’ll give you the brandy and tobacco,’ Norton continues. ‘But a hundred guineas is a lot to ask. How can we be sure that whatever place you send us to is the real place, and even if it is the real place, how do we know how much more gold we’ll find there?’

‘There’s plenty more gold, you can be sure of that.’

‘That’s what you promise, but why should we believe you?’

Patterson shrugs.

‘It’s the plain word of an honest man,’ he says. ‘I’ll swear it on the Holy Bible if you like.’

If Norton has a copy of the Holy Bible close to hand, he doesn’t reach for it. Instead he looks at Shaw.

‘What do you say, Mr Shaw?’

They’ve played this same game a hundred times before in the trading room, so Shaw knows exactly what is expected.

‘I’d say a hundred guineas is much too much,’ he says. ‘If he’s not been there himself, it’s only a rumour he’s passing on. Why should we pay so much money for a mere rumour?’

‘A mere rumour,’ Norton says. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’

‘It’s a secret, not a rumour,’ Patterson says with a frown. ‘Secrets are worth paying for.’

‘Some may be,’ Norton says. ‘And some may not.’

They talk on through that afternoon, Norton and Shaw asking questions and trying to wear the Pedlar down, to test his patience or trick him into revealing more than he intends, and all the time Patterson holding firm, grinning and cursing and chuckling to himself now and then, telling them they can play all the games they like but he won’t be saying any more until he has that money in his hand. In the end, Norton decides that nothing more can be gained from such haggling and that the Pedlar, if not entirely trustworthy, is not, so far as they can tell on this point at least, an obvious or outrageous liar, so they settle on fifty guineas plus the brandy and tobacco and a new harness and sledge for the dog. Once Patterson has gathered his prizes together and is ready to leave, he tells them that the gold comes from a place called Ox Lake, which is five or six hundred miles away, deep in the Barrens two days north of the White River Crossing. ‘The Northern Indians all know where it is,’ he says. ‘You can ask about and find one who is willing to take you there, I’m sure. But if you aim to find the rest of the gold and dig it up, you’d also be wise to make friends with the esquimaux band who have their summer camp on the lake’s north shore.’

Late the next evening, once Patterson is gone and the rest of the day’s labours are complete, Norton and Shaw meet again and begin to devise a strategy. They agree, first of all, to seek out the services of Datsanthi, the most intelligent and biddable of the Northern Indian chieftains, as their guide. Norton will make him a generous offer and if he accepts, Shaw will head the expedition accompanied by Abel Walker, Norton’s young nephew who has worked as Assistant Clerk these past two years and who can be trusted to keep quiet and do only as he’s told. To anyone who asks, they will say they are going north into the Barren Grounds to look for copper ore – a plausible if unusual excuse which should discourage any speculation among the men at the Fort. The Company will be kept completely in the dark. The fifty guineas paid to Patterson will be hidden in the accounts, and no mention of his visit will ever appear in the Governor’s journals or reports. They will need the blacksmith to fashion some new equipment before they leave, mattocks, hammers, sifting pans, etc., and they will have to remove sufficient small trade goods, knives, awls and needles, from the warehouse to smooth their passage and win over the esquimaux band when they reach Ox Lake. All that can be easily achieved. More troublesome is John Shaw’s belief that if they find the gold then two men alone will not be sufficient to dig, crush and winnow it.

‘Abel Walker is willing,’ he says. ‘But he’s a scrawny lad, and what if he gets sick or has an accident? The Indians won’t help us much either. They see everything aside from hunting as women’s work.’

Norton knows he’s right. It would hardly do to go all that way, he thinks, find the treasure then lack the proper means to remove it.

‘How many more do you need?’

‘Two would be safest, but one at a pinch.’

‘Whoever we choose, he will have to be reliable and tight-lipped. We can’t have our best secrets being spread about. It can’t be any of the officers either, they’ll want too large a share for themselves. There’s Haycock, I suppose, he’s strong as they come and loyal.’

‘Haycock might do, except he’s a fool. I’d rather take a man with an ounce or two more brains in his head.’

‘Brains can mean slyness though, and we don’t need someone who thinks for himself too much.’

They sit in silence for a while meditating on this knotty paradox as the icy wind outside rattles the bolted shutters and the damp wood in the fireplace crackles and spits.

‘And there’s the esquimaux to think of besides,’ Norton says after several minutes. ‘According to the Indians they’re a barbarous bunch. What if they refuse to help or even turn against you?’

‘We’ll have to charm them somehow,’ Shaw says.

‘The fellows off the whaling sloop know all about the esquimaux, at least the ones who live near Marble Island, since they trade with them most summers. Perhaps we should consider taking one of them along.’

‘Not Purvis.’

‘Of course not Purvis, no, but the other one, the quiet one, what’s his name?’

‘You mean Tom Hearn, the First Mate?’

‘Aye, Tom Hearn. What do you make of Hearn?’

‘He’s orderly and sober,’ Shaw says, ‘but he prefers to keep apart, which means he’s not well liked. Most evenings he has his nose buried in some old book. I’ve never seen him drunk or playing at cards or cribbage with the others.’

‘If you ask me, that’s all to the good,’ Norton says. ‘The fewer friends he has the less opportunity he’ll have to gossip, and if he knows something of the esquimaux ways that could be useful too. Perhaps we should call him in?’

‘If we do, what will we say?’

‘Not the truth, of course, or not all of it anyway, but you can leave that part up to me. When I sit him down in that chair and look him square in the eye then I’ll know just how far he can be trusted.’

Shaw nods then leans forward and holds his hands up to the fire. Light and shadow slip and slide across his narrowed eyes and stubbled jowls.

‘We’ll be taking a risk whoever we choose,’ he says. ‘That can’t be avoided, I suppose, but then you and I have never been scared of a little gambling if the time is right, have we, Magnus?’

Norton nods in agreement then reaches for the flask and pours them both another glass of brandy.

‘I’ve been waiting for this moment a long time, John,’ he says. ‘I didn’t know I was waiting, but now I do. This is the final part of it for me, the crowning glory if you like. If we get this gold, I can go home to England satisfied at last.’

‘You’ve been talking about going home for the last ten years,’ Shaw reminds him. ‘Yet here you still are. Ask me, you’re rusted in place and they’ll need a crowbar to prise you free.’

‘But I mean it this time. When I saw those yellow lines in the Pedlar’s rock, I knew it was a sign. I thought this is it finally, after so many years, this is my just and lasting reward.’

Shaw, looking across, thinks he sees the glint of a tear in Norton’s rheumy eye. My old friend is getting longer in the tooth, he thinks, and softer in the head, but he’s still right about one thing at least: a chance like this doesn’t come along but once and if you don’t grab it hard when it shows itself and hold on tight like the devil wherever it tries to take you, then you surely don’t deserve to thrive.





CHAPTER 2

The persistence of ice on the Churchill River means the Factory’s whaling sloop can be put to sea only seven or eight months of every year. The rest of the time, the captain and the eight-man crew must spend on land making repairs to the vessel, assisting the tradesmen and labourers with their work or, as often as not, sitting about the stove in the men’s house smoking, drinking and playing at draughts. Most of them endure this expanse of winter idleness without much complaint – they are content most days to rise late, eat well and fill the empty hours with games, bickering and occasional drunkenness – but for Tom Hearn, the First Mate, who is restless by nature, it quickly becomes a torment. He looks about for extra work to do and, if none appears, occupies himself as best he can with reading and study. Even so, marooned on the land, trapped within the Factory’s thick walls, without a purposeful occupation to fill his days and busy his hands, his mind turns inwards and starts to brood upon old mysteries and matters unresolved. If nothing new appears to distract him, he becomes nervous and agitated, prone to sharp bursts of temper or long dark bouts of sourness and despondency. He is in just such a testy and melancholic frame of mind when he learns that Magnus Norton wishes to see him in the privacy of his apartments. Hearn expects, once there, to be given some trivial instruction or reprimand, but instead, after offering him a chair and a goblet of wine, which he declines, Norton starts asking him what he knows about the esquimaux.

‘I spoke to Captain Purvis just this morning,’ Norton says, ‘and he tells me that when the sloop goes north to Whale Cove and Marble Island it is you more than anyone who does business with the natives. He says you have made a study of their language. That you have even made a book with their words. A kind of dictionary.’

‘It’s not so grand as all that.’

‘A compendium then?’

‘If you prefer.’

‘If I prefer what?’

‘I mean if that’s the name you wish to give it.’

John Shaw is standing off to the side like a spy watching and listening.

‘Why would you trouble yourself to make such a thing?’ Norton says. ‘What’s the purpose?’

‘To help build up trust between us and them. If relations are friendly, then the trade is generally easier. You must have found that yourself with the Indians.’

‘You do it for the sake of the Company then? To increase our profits?’

‘For the Company, yes, but also for my own amusement.’

Norton looks intrigued.

‘Amusement?’ he says. ‘So you take some pleasure in conversing with the natives?’

‘I find them to be honest and straightforward, which is more than can be said for some of my comrades.’

Shaw chuckles at this remark, and when Hearn turns to look at him, he smiles and winks an eye.

‘Captain Purvis tells me you have made few friends among the crew,’ Norton says. ‘He says you prefer your own company.’

‘Perhaps I do. Is that accounted a fault?’

‘A fault? Lord, no, far from it. From what I’ve seen of the other sailors I’d say it shows some rare discernment.’

He looks at Shaw and laughs, and Shaw in response grins and shakes his head. Hearn senses they are making light of him and immediately resents it.

‘Has there been some complaint made against me?’ he asks. ‘Is that why I’m here?’

‘I’ve not heard any complaints against you. Have you heard any complaints, Mr Shaw?’

‘Not a one.’

‘Then what do you want from me?’

Hearn knows he would be wise to moderate his tone and let Norton explain himself in his own good time, but the petulant winter mood is still upon him and, sitting here amidst the gaudiness, he is feeling anxious and out of place.

‘I’ll explain all that in just a moment,’ Norton answers lightly. ‘But first you must have a glass of this wine. If you’ve been drinking the Company rum all winter long, it’s no wonder you’re in such a poor temper.’

Hearn is about to refuse again, but Norton has already filled the goblet and is leaning across the desk to hand it to him.

‘You have a taste of that,’ he says, ‘and tell me what you think.’

Hearn sips the wine and feels the warmth and richness of it spreading on his tongue.

‘Good?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Very good. I thank you, sir.’

Norton sinks back into his armchair with a contented look, as if keeping Tom Hearn happy rather than commanding the Fort has become his chief purpose in life.

‘You served in the navy during the recent wars with France,’ Norton says. ‘Is that right?’

‘For three years and before that I was in the merchant service, mainly the Baltic trade.’

‘And why did you come out to the Bay?’

‘When the war ended half the men in the navy were released all at once, so it was hard to find a berth. I met Bellew the carpenter, who had just signed his contract to come out to Hudson’s Bay and he persuaded me to join with him.’

‘And are you contented here?’ Shaw says. ‘Or do you regret your choice?’

‘I prefer to keep myself busy with work, so these winter months are not much to my liking, but beside that, yes, I’m generally contented here.’

‘You are accustomed to life at sea, out on a boundless ocean, with nothing but water and sky all around, so the Factory in wintertime must feel narrow and confining, I suppose.’

‘Sometimes it does.’

Norton nods knowingly to himself as if pleased to have confirmed some long-held suspicion.

‘Then I have an unusual proposal for you, Hearn,’ he says. ‘Something which might help lift your mood and put a summer smile back on your face.’

Hearn swallows another strong mouthful from the goblet and feels the weight of dullness and irritation in his mind begin to lighten.

‘You have a task for me?’ he says.

‘A task, that’s correct, and not one that can be quickly or easily accomplished either. If you take it on you won’t be bored or impatient anymore, I can promise you that.’

‘It’s not quite impatience that I feel…’

‘Whatever it is, be assured that if you agree to my proposal, you won’t have the time or strength left over to worry much about it.’

‘We are mounting an expedition to the far north, onto the Barren Grounds, and need another man to join us,’ Shaw says. ‘We leave within the month.’

‘An expedition for what purpose?’

Shaw, instead of answering the question, glances at Norton, who raises a forefinger from the desktop to signal silence then looks back at Hearn with a smile.

‘We have been given intelligence about certain mineral deposits,’ Norton says. ‘The purpose of the expedition is to confirm their existence and, if possible, to begin to exploit them.’

‘Deposits of what kind?’

‘Of the kind that requires strict secrecy from all involved, since if the news were spread abroad the Company’s interests would certainly be damaged. Before I say any more, though, I need to be sure I can trust you.’

‘If the task is so important why choose me over all the others?’

‘Because you’re an honest, hard-working man. This Fort is sadly full of tattletales and idlers, but I can see you’re of a different kind.’

‘You flatter me.’

‘I speak the simple truth.’

‘That you can talk to the esquimaux is most helpful also,’ Shaw says. ‘There’s a native encampment near to where we are going, and we’ll need to win their trust if we’re to succeed.’

‘So, you see, you have both the skills and the depth of character we’re looking for,’ Norton adds, ‘but, as I say, we need to know we can trust you to keep quiet before we go any further.’

Norton falls silent but continues to stare at Hearn intently as though attempting by force of will alone to make him show some hitherto concealed weakness. Hearn, guessing his intent and made calmer by the wine, looks back imperious and unperturbed.

‘I’m not one to gossip, but if you wish me to swear silence then I will.’

‘If you give us your word that’s sufficient.’

‘You have it gladly.’

‘Very well.’

Norton, moving now with a sacramental slowness, slides open a drawer, takes out Patterson’s rock, puts it on the desk and unwraps the hessian. Then he hands Hearn a magnifier and points to the thin yellow lines.

‘You may see what it is for yourself,’ he says.

Although Hearn is still young, only just past thirty, he has met with enough disappointments in his life already to be cautious when presented with any new claim on his enthusiasm. So when he takes the glass and looks down at the rock, he doesn’t expect nor does he wish to be amazed yet, despite himself, he is.

He looks at it, leans back for a second with his lips an inch apart, then tilts forward and looks at it again more closely.

‘You’re sure this is real?’

‘We’re sure.’

‘Who brought it here?’

‘A Pedlar who had it from an Indian. He told us it comes from a place called Ox Lake out on the Barrens two days north of the White River.’

‘What if this Pedlar was telling you a tale?’

‘We questioned him long and hard, so we don’t believe he was lying, and with a prize so rare and precious we judge it better to be bold and take our chance than hesitate from an excess of doubt or caution.’

‘Do the Company know?’

‘William Lockey, the Governor down at York, knows already and the committee men in London will know too as soon as the next supply ship reaches them. So far as everyone else is concerned you’ll be going north to look for copper ore. If the truth ever got out then this place would become ungovernable, so that is the story we must stick to.’

Hearn rubs his thumb across the glistering yellow veins and has the urge, which he resists, to lick it clean.

‘It has a queer beauty to it,’ he says. ‘I’ve never seen the like before.’

‘Indeed it does, and there’s plenty more just the same up north, that’s what the Pedlar promised us.’

Norton pauses to let Hearn absorb these marvellous facts, then takes a sheet of paper from the top of a pile and hands it to him. ‘This is for you to read through and sign,’ he says. ‘If you agree to join us, we’re offering a flat fee of twenty pounds in addition to your normal yearly wage. Half paid now and the rest on your return.’

Hearn reads the contract through once then signs it. He knows he could ask for more, thirty or even forty pounds perhaps, and they would likely agree since now the secret is shared, he has them in a bind. But he doesn’t try his luck because at that moment, the moment of decision and commitment, he isn’t thinking of the value of the prize so much as the great adventure of searching for it. The search is what matters much more than its object, he thinks, because the search, if carefully and cautiously conducted, will with any luck help him shake his current gloom and give these land-bound, static winter days the purpose and interest which they so painfully lack. He isn’t sure that Norton’s plan will succeed. Even if the Pedlar is telling the truth, on a journey so long and arduous a hundred things might go wrong. But whether it succeeds or no, he thinks, at least I will be moving towards something again, looking forward in hope and expectation, and not walking about in a circle as I have done for months, on the same aimless, deep-grooved path.

Poor though the bargain doubtless is, as he steps back out into the frigid, snow-caked yard, after the contract has been countersigned, sealed and put away, Hearn is struck by the same dizzy, expectant feeling he used to get in the old days before each new voyage, as knots were shaken loose and the anchor weighed. It is a feeling, so familiar then but almost forgotten now, of dissolution and slippage, of old certainties becoming new possibilities, of the deep, unknowable future surging up all around him, frothing and swirling, like a great, green tide.





CHAPTER 3

Tom Hearn’s father Daniel was a joiner and upholsterer in Hull, a well-respected man, far-sighted and prosperous enough to have his two sons educated at the old grammar school on South Church Side by the Market Square. From his earliest childhood, everyone understood that Tom, when he finished his studies, would join his elder brother Isaac as an apprentice in his father’s workshop, and Daniel Hearn took some quiet pride and pleasure in the knowledge that, when the time came for him to rest from his long labours, he would have two capable successors to continue the business just the same as before. As it happened, though, when Tom was fifteen and ready at last to put down his quill and paper and pick up the adze and the handsaw instead, despite his best and most sincere efforts, he did not take to the work. He was not stupid or lazy, he did as he was told and tried his very best to accomplish each task in the approved manner, but it soon became clear that he was not naturally adept, and what his brother and others around him seemed to grasp immediately, almost by instinct, he had to have shown and explained many times before he could even begin to understand.

At around the same time as he realised, in this humbling fashion, his limits as a craftsman, Tom Hearn was also becoming, in the hours not set aside for daily labour, more and more absorbed by books and reading, and increasingly intrigued and engrossed by matters of religion. The family worshipped every Sunday at the Holy Trinity Church, paid their tithes and said their prayers in the usual ways. As a child Tom had never questioned this, but as he moved from youth into adulthood and began to read and think more deeply, he started to see the holy gospels and the message of Christ not as happy adjuncts to a life of bustle and prosperity, but rather as a call to turn away from such things and towards the more profound and pressing matters of the soul. At evensong, as he sat there he sat there in the candlelight with pale sawdust still speckling his boots and trousers and his muscles still aching from the workshop, he would feel, as the choir’s voices rose up and floated in the air, a strange mixture of fear and joy stirring about inside him, as if the world were cracking open and showing itself not as it appeared to the eyes of other men but rather as it truly was. More than once as he knelt down to pray, he trembled and was brought close to tears by a sudden swell of new emotions and the burgeoning sense, sharp and vivid, of an ever-present enormity beyond reason or words.

Hearn was confused at first by these changes. He knew he was somehow different from his friends, who, in the first flush of their manhood, were eagerly rushing towards the pleasures and excitements of the world, but he didn’t know what those differences meant or where they might point him. It was only when the young curate William Car noticed his increasing devoutness and began taking an interest – engaging him in conversations after worship and then lending him books and pamphlets to read – that he began to imagine his life taking a different course from the one his father had plotted since his birth. Even then, it took another eighteen months of struggling in the workshop, of confusion and self-questioning in the night-time, of slow reading and long debates with William Car over the nature and responsibilities of a truly Christian life, before Tom Hearn had the courage and the confidence one evening, as they sat together in the parlour, to explain to his parents that rather than becoming a cabinet-maker as they had hoped and assumed he would, he wished to train for ordination as a Minister in the Church. His father responded initially with anger and disappointment, accusing him of folly and ingratitude, and it was only after a good deal of careful pleading and some wise and soothing words from his wife that he calmed down and began to see that having a Minister for a son, although it had never been his intention, might be a source of some pride and even distinction in the town.

Eventually, after much heartfelt discussion and a wide consultation involving letters to the bishop and to William Car’s former tutors at Oxford, it was agreed that, in preparation for the ordinand’s exam, he would go up to York for three years to live and study with the Rev. Matthew Taylor, who was known to be both an excellent classical scholar and a sincere and hard-working priest. Once he was established there, under Matthew Taylor’s careful guidance Hearn’s faith only deepened. The more he read and understood of the Holy Scriptures and of the history of the Church in all its many forms, the more certain he became that he had taken the correct path and that nothing now could swerve him from it. The intense unworldly feelings he had first experienced at Holy Trinity at evensong matured into a milder but more constant sense of grace and blessedness so that often, as he went about his daily business, whether assisting in the church, visiting parishioners or studying alone in his attic room, he would sense God’s love pouring through him, pure and soothing, like morning sunlight through a bright pane of coloured glass.

Hearn had been living with Matthew Taylor for nearly two years and had become a well-established member of his family and a familiar face to all who attended St Cuthbert’s, when the events occurred which were to shake and then destroy the faith which he had begun to believe was large and unbreakable. One morning he received a letter from home with the news that his mother and younger sister Esther, just nine years old, had both been taken ill with a sudden fever from which the doctors weren’t certain they could recover. In a fearful rush, he took the next stagecoach to Hull, but arrived at the house on Blackfriargate to find that he was already too late. The sight of their bodies lying there together like twin effigies on their truckle beds, with bruised eyes and grey lips, stagnant and lifeless, was terrible for him. Almost as bad was the sight of his father, usually so vigorous and robust, sunken helpless in his chair with his head in his hands sighing and groaning and bemoaning his hard fate. Later that day, his brother took him aside and explained all that had happened – how quickly and ruthlessly the illness had struck and how the doctors had done all they could without avail. ‘I can’t make any sense of it, Tom,’ Isaac said. ‘It doesn’t seem right. Why would God want to take them from us so suddenly?’ Hearn’s mind was in a turmoil, and he felt too sick to speak, but when he looked at his brother again, he saw from the eager expression on his face and the way he stared back, plaintive and beseeching, that the question was a real one and that Isaac was waiting impatiently for him to provide a satisfactory answer.

For the remainder of that visit, in the period leading up to the funeral and during the long days afterwards, as friends and relations clad in mourning weeds came and went, and the pain of their losses ebbed and flowed as they forgot them then remembered, then forgot and remembered again and again in a numbing and pitiless sequence, Tom Hearn played, as well as he was able to, the role that his brother and father required of him. He had gone away from home, broken with the family tradition and dedicated himself to the religious life, so now in this emergency, despite his youth, they saw him as their natural comforter. In the moments when their sadness or confusion became too great to bear, he was the one they turned to for reassurance and wisdom. The Rev. Horsfield, Pastor of Holy Trinity, had advised them to have faith and not to give in to despondency, but his words, however well-meant, were just words. Whereas Tom (so they told him more than once) was the living breathing proof that such faith, even in the midst of calamity, was real.

Hearn was only twenty years old, not yet ordained, and it was a strain to hoist the weight of their sorrows onto his back. But he did so gladly, even proudly, and it was only later, when he returned to York and tried to take up the old life of work and prayer and study once again, that he realised that in playing such a part he had pretended to be much more certain than he was and, in doing so, by using his faith as a mere instrument or device, he had strained it so far that the comforts he had offered to his father and brother he could not afterwards offer to himself. Back in the attic room, when he opened his books again and turned to those passages which had always before seemed so dear and moving and endlessly rich, they now appeared, to his dismay, like frail constructions designed to obscure the horrid truths of human suffering and death.

At the same time as his faith began gradually to wane then crumble, a new wave of grief for his mother and sister, much worse than the first, rose up and threatened to overwhelm him. The thought of their blameless lives disappearing into a blankness staggered and scared him, and he could think of no way to redeem the nullity and meaninglessness that such a fate implied. As these two feelings – doubt and grief – combined and intensified, his spirits sank ever lower and a dense gloom began to swallow him up. Faced with the sheer, raw fact of death and without the strong shield of belief to protect him, he could find neither value nor purpose in his life. Simple joys and pleasures no longer moved him, and although he continued to perform his usual weekly tasks of visiting the sick and leading the children in Sunday school, as he did so he began to feel more and more like a fraud and a mountebank
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