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and along the North Saskatchewan River in the vicinity of Fort Edmonton was divided
into 45 River Lots. The lots were various sizes, taking in to consideration bends in the
river, steep banks and creek beds. All lots had access to the river and extended up to
one mile from the water’s edge. They were self-staked and also subject to squatters. Court
cases solved some of these problems. This plan from The Department of the Interior,
Dominion Lands Office from the 25th of May 1883, shows the original owners of the
land. Because of the narrow lots, the early settlers’ homes were located close to each other.
Women and children were often alone at home as the men went away on hunting trips.
In times of trouble the families could reach out to their neighbours.

Present-day 66th Street

Present-day 50th Street

Present-day
Rundle Park

Plan of the Edmonton Settlement, N.W.T. GR 2009.0565 courtesy of the Provincial Archives of Alberta.

“Governor of Rupert’s Land on a Tour of Inspection” by Lional LeMoine Fitzgerald (after Cyrus C. Cunes),
showing HBC Governor George Simpson in canoe with his crew, including his personal piper Colin Fraser.
Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies V5Z71PS1-612

HBC Governor George Simpson made legendary journeys by canoe, visiting HBC forts across the
country. He liked to sneak up on the forts, surprising staff with his sudden appearance. This would
provide him with a true picture of conditions at the fort. He was accompanied by HBC servants
(as their employees were called), a secretary, and a personal piper who would announce his arrival.
The piper, dressed in full Highland regalia, would play the pipes on approach to each fort. Simpson
would also have changed into his best business attire. No doubt the bagpipe music surprised and
pleased all the Scottish employees. George Simpson was Governor of HBC for 40 years.
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e have lived on River Lot 32 since 1983
and became interested in the early history of this area that eventually became
the Highlands. When we bought our home in
1982, a detailed historical title search was done
for us. At that time it was interesting to shuffle
through the documents. Little did I know that I
would be gripped by an enormous interest (my
husband calls it an obsession) in the first owners
of this land, James Ingram Gullion and family.
In 2004 I volunteered to be Oral Historian
for Highlands Historical Foundation (HHF), later
changed to Highlands Historical Society (HHS).
My interest in the Gullions magnified and it became apparent that the HHF newsletters did not
have a story about these first settlers. I wanted to
know where their house was located. And was it
still in existence? An HHF newsletter Volume 12/
Number 2 contained a 1924 aerial photo. (Federal
Government C.A.73 No.69) A number of buildings of different sizes were once located on the
south side of Ada Blvd at 64th Street. Official survey maps of the area also pin-pointed the sites of
the River Lot owner’s homes (See page 5). They
were the first buildings located on this land.
Armed with some of my early research into
the Gullions, my initial article about them was
published in an HHS newsletter, The Highlands
Record, Fall 2013 Volume 24, Issue 1, (Before
the Highlands, Gullion Homesteads circa 1870)
and entered on the internet. This resulted in
Gullion descendants contacting me through
HHS. We have exchanged copious amounts of
information. Further contacts are still being
made, and stories are falling in to my lap. If I
don’t record them they will be lost!
Here are details of four families, and their
descendants, that lived on River Lots 28, 30, 32
and 34. These four families were neighbours
along the north side of the North Saskatchewan
River, east of Fort Edmonton, in what was then
known as the Lower Settlement. All four of these
River Lot owners were Hudson’s Bay Company
(HBC) employees. Three of these River Lot

owners came from the Orkney Islands, Scotland,
as young men. They arrived at Fort Edmonton
by boat on the North Saskatchewan River from
York Factory on Hudson Bay, after a long ocean
crossing. They met and married local women. In
some cases they were the mixed-blood daughters of earlier Scots, also HBC employees. The
fourth man is a descendant of another Scot, an
HBC employee who arrived here in 1828.
The North Saskatchewan River became the
fur trade highway and Fort Edmonton was the
most important fort west of Hudson Bay. Furs
were traded for goods imported from Europe and
carried by boat from Hudson Bay. The furs had
been trapped by natives and newcomers. The long
cold winters produced thick, good quality furs.
Furs were processed and pressed into heavy bundles for transport by scows and York boats to York
Factory where they were then shipped to Europe.
Fort Edmonton underwent changes as the
fur trade declined. The fort function changed
from fur factory to trading post, and these men,
now married and with children, moved out of
Fort Edmonton. They needed land so they could
take up farming to produce food to feed their
growing families. At this time land became
available for settlement. In 1870 all the land in
what became Western Canada was transferred
from ownership by HBC to the Dominion of
Canada. This opened the land to homesteaders,
and settlers began to arrive. John Fraser, William
Borwick, James and George Gullion, and many of
the other HBC men claimed River Lots that eventually became part of the City of Edmonton.
These four families arrived on their River Lots
at different times:
• John Fraser, River Lot 28, claimed 179 acres.
He lived on the land beginning in December
1872. Their home was built in the summer of
1873. He received patent June 26 1885.
• William Borwick, River Lot 30, made a claim
for homestead entry April 1872. The family
lived on this land and began to cultivate the
land since April 1872. His lot was 148 acres.
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James I. Gullion’s River Lot 32 was small,
only 114 acres. On his application for Patent,
dated November 11 1885, he claims he had
been living on this land since 1873, when
their home was built.
• George Gullion’s application for ownership
of River Lot 34, dated November 11 1885 reported that he had started to clear land in
1870. He and his family lived on their 164.4
acres since 1872.
These families had been living in Fort
Edmonton and they may not have had any personal household items. Did they have pots and pans
for cooking and other household chores? Did they
have furniture? Bedding? Tools and equipment?
They had to clear land and gather building materials to put a roof over their heads. They had to dig
wells. The men’s skills as boat builders and blacksmiths came in handy, but did they have farming
skills? Were they pleased about the move and being on their own on the land? Perhaps there were
some misgivings about leaving the security of the
fort and communal living there.
Agriculture was a new venture here. It was very
important to produce edible food, lots of it, and be
able to preserve it for use during the long winters.
Their wives, accustomed to hard work while living
at the fort, were a big help. Growing up on the

land, knowing native plants and their uses, and
familiarity with the changing seasons, would also
be helpful. Crops and vegetable gardens had been
grown at Fort Edmonton and the women tended
these gardens. Agricultural fairs soon developed
so that information could be exchanged about
successful crops that had been grown locally. An
Edmonton Bulletin report from May 3 1884, included a lengthy list of successful locally grown
grains, fruits and vegetables (see below). They
had large families and schools and churches were
needed and established. Their children married
the children of other early families, and many
connections were made within the community.
There were many challenges; extreme and unseasonable weather that affected their crops, lack
of medical help and rampant communicable diseases that took many lives, and unrest from time
to time within the local population.
The descendants of these early settlers have
spread out across the prairies, and into the
country-side north and south of Edmonton.
Museums and archives hold their stories. I hope
you are pleased with this collection of early Lower
Settlement stories, and can appreciate the efforts
and sacrifices that these people have made, laying
the foundations for life as we know it today in
Alberta.

Edmonton Bulletin May 3 1884,
Pg 3 – Aroo301.
The wild pea, wild vetch, wild flax, wild buckwheat, wild sunflower, wild turnip and wild onion are native
in this region and grow luxuriantly. Also the black cherry, red cherry, black and red currant, gooseberry,
buckthorn, high and low bush cranberry, raspberry, strawberry and many other fruits. Hops are not native
but grow luxuriantly without cultivation wherever planted. Of garden stuff the potato, cabbage, turnip,
kohlrabi, cauliflower, lettuce, rhubarb, spinach, cress, beet, carrot, radish, chicory, parsnip and onions of
all varieties are particularly at home and do as well as or perhaps better than anywhere else in the world.
Celery also does well. Of the more delicate kinds, tomatoes grow well but seldom mature before the fall
frost strikes them. The fruit grow large enough for pickling and by improving the gardening and getting an
earlier variety it is possible that they may yet be ripened. Cucumbers, pumpkins, corn, tobacco and citrons
have ripened frequently without extra care, but are not a sure crop. Melons have as yet failed to ripen. Of
herbs savory, sage and horehound do exceedingly well and doubtless many other kinds would if tried. Not
the least remarkable thing is the ease with which the seed of all the hardier kinds of vegetables can be raised.
Particularly is this the case with the potatoes. The apples of one year left on the ground during the winter
will grow the next spring producing varieties of potatoes without number. Barley grows volunteer crops to
such an extent that it has become a pest of the first class so that it is very difficult to keep the wheat clear of
it. It is not much in favor of the country that this should be the case, but the wild oat imported here flourishes as though native to the place and no doubt the Canada thistle if once introduced would do likewise.”
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Orkney and the ‘Nor-waast’
The following is an excerpt from an article written by William C. Wonders, from Alberta History/Winter
1993. Dr. Wonders, University Professor and Professor Emeritus of Geography, University of Alberta, is a
resident in Victoria, B.C. Part of his research while a Research Fellow in Geography, University of Aberdeen,
centred on the Northern Isles of Scotland. The image of the HBC ship, the Prince of Wales, and the Orkney
Islands map are from the same article.
“The sur-names of ex-Hudson’s Bay Company
settlers or their descendants which appear in
the first river lot surveys of Edmonton, reveal
their Scottish origins, mainly from northern
Scotland. This reflects a long continued practice of the Hudson’s Bay Company of recruiting
its men from the Orkney Islands and from
Caithness just across the Pentland Firth, and
in later years from the Highlands and Outer
Hebrides.

In the Edmonton plan of 1883, the original river lots of the first settlers stand out on
both sides of the North Saskatchewan River,
in sharp contrast to the surrounding checkerboard pattern of the later township and range
survey. Of the first nine river lots taken up (2,
6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20) only two were not
occupied by ex-Hudson’s Bay Company men
or their descendants. Later when the official
settlement plan with its 45 river lots was completed, at least half of the registered lot owners
were men with similar Company associations
… Numerous other former Company men were
often in the vicinity for varying periods of time
as free traders or freighters, such as John Norris
who had a store on the trail to St. Albert, and
pioneer commercial farmers George Flett and
George Gunn just outside the settlement.
Local settlers from the Orkneys included
James Kirkness from Harray, William Borwick,
William Lenny/Lennie and James Gullion from
Stromness, John Walter from Stenness, and
Allan Omand/Oman. Though John Sinclair
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had been born at Hudson Bay, his father was
from Harray. John Norris and Malcolm Groat
were from Caithness while the settlement’s
two pioneer families – Flett and Gunn – bore
names widespread in Orkney and in Caithness
respectively. Lewis in the Outer Hebrides was
the birthplace of Kenneth McDonald and
Donald McLeod. While Joseph McDonald had
been born on Red River, his father, Donald,
was from Brora on the east coast of Sutherland.
Colin Fraser’s father, Colin Senior, the famous
piper for Governor George Simpson, came from
Assynt on the western coast of Sutherland …
From the very beginning of its history
as a trading post, Orcadians (also known
as Orkneymen) had been associated with
Edmonton. Indeed it had been an Orcadian,
William Tomison from South Ronaldsay in
the Orkney Islands, who as “Inland chief” was

responsible for construction of the original
“Edmonton House” in 1795. All of the seventeen men named by him in his journal who
spent lengthy periods at the new post during
1795-96 came from the Orkney Islands. The
following season when George Sutherland
(from Wick, Caithness) was Inland Chief at
Edmonton House, his complement of thirtyfour men were all Orkneymen except for himself and his apprentice, John Peter Pruden.
Although the relative numbers of Orcadians in
the establishment at Edmonton may not have
been as high in subsequent years, they always
were very significant to the end of great fur
trade days of the Hudson’s Bay Company … The
sixty or so islands making up the archipelago of
Orkney, are at approximately the same latitude
as southernmost Greenland, or Churchill on
Hudson Bay.”

Hudson’s Bay Company built
42 forts in Alberta at various
locations, beginning in 1778.
Several forts were built and disbanded in the area that became
Edmonton. The final version of
Fort Edmonton was built in 1830
on land now occupied by the
Alberta Legislature. It continued
in use as a fort until 1870. After
that the fort became a supplier
of goods for settlers. The last
time it was used for protection
was during the Riel Rebellion in
1885. In 1916 the last remnants
of Fort Edmonton were removed
from the site. It was rebuilt as
Fort Edmonton Park on the south
side of the North Saskatchewan
River.

The re-created Fort at Fort Edmonton Park.
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Traverse of the Settlement,
1878, showing the locations of
the homes on the river lots.
Provincial Archives of Alberta, GR
2009.0565.0058
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Children of four River Lot families shown here, ca. 1884
Back row: Flora and John Borwick. Front row: David Tate, Betsey McDonald, Eliza Rowland.
See chapter four (page 35) to read more about the Borwicks. Provincial Archives of Alberta, PR 1974.0397.0026
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Chapter One

Family Connections
in the Lower

T

hree of the families in this group of four
River Lot owners whose histories are recorded here were descendants of Colin
Fraser. Colin Fraser, of Assynt, Sutherlandshire,
Scotland, entered the service of the Hudson’s
Bay Company at the age of twenty. He arrived
aboard the Prince of Wales at York Factory,
Hudson Bay, in August 1827. He gained fame by
earning the position of personal piper to HBC
Governor George Simpson. In 1828 he travelled with Simpson from York Factory to Fort
Vancouver on the Pacific coast.
Colin Fraser married Nancy Beaudry, about
1832. Nancy, born 1813, was the daughter of
Joseph and Lizelle (Chatelaine) Beaudry of
Fort Carlton. Joseph was the HBC tailor at Fort
Carlton. Colin and Nancy raised a family of 12
children, 4 sons and 8 daughters.
Most of the 12 Fraser children remained
in the Edmonton area and the Frasers became
inter-connected by marriage to many of the
other River Lot owners, the area’s earliest settlers. The three Fraser siblings in this group of
four River Lot families are John Fraser - River Lot
28; Betsy Fraser, married to William Borwick River Lot 30; and Flora Fraser, married to James
I. Gullion - River Lot 32
Elizabeth “Betsy”, born 1833, married
William Borwick, January 1862. Isabella, born
1835, married Edward McGillivray, January
1862. After his death she married William
Rowland. Nancy Ann, born 1837, married
Philip Tate in 1871. Margaret, born 1839, married Joseph McDonald. John, born 1841, married Sarah Jane Vincent 1866. Annabella, born
1843, married William Lennie 1869. After his
death she married John Norris. Flora, born
1845, married James Ingram Gullion in 1867.
Simon, born 1847, married Sophie Brazeau in
1869. Colin, born 1849, married Flora Rowland
in 1876. Henry, born 1853 married Margaret
Ann Pruden in 1884. Adelaide, born 1855,

S ettlement

married Frederick Rowland in 1876. Caroline,
born 1859, married Alexander Rowland.
Colin Fraser was in charge for HBC at Jasper
House for about fourteen years. He also held
positions with HBC at Fort Assiniboine, Lesser
Slave Lake, (now Grouard), and Lac St. Anne.
His HBC record indicates he was involved with
the company for 40 years, 1827 until his death
in 1867. He died very suddenly, at the age of
sixty, of a heart attack at Lac St. Anne. His remains were brought to Edmonton for burial.
His youngest child, Caroline, was eight years
old when he died.
William Borwick, married to the Fraser’s
daughter Betsy, wrote this note about his father-in-law: “I remember the late Colin Fraser, as
a clerk in charge of Lake Ste. Anne Fort, when
I worked there, and that he told me he came to
this country as Piper to Sir George Simpson (then
Governor of Hudson Bay Coy.) and that when
about to be employed in Scotland, there was three
men competed for the situation, the test being, to
walk ahead of the carriage and continue to play for
twenty miles to the place of embarking, and that
he alone succeeded, and employed – also that his
father used to go in a vessel trading, and that only
for something unfortunate that happened, their
family would have been larger; also that he had
twin brother named Simon, also a sister named
Betsie, and one named Margaret, to the first sister
named he used to write and sent locks of his children’s hair.” (Signed) William Borwick.
Other connections are:
• River Lot 34, George Gullion, brother
of James I. Gullion, married Marguerite
Brazeau. Marguerite’s sister, Sophie Brazeau,
was married to Simon Fraser.
• River Lot 10. Colin Fraser Jr., married Flora
Rowland. He was the first owner of this
river lot.
• River Lot 11. Joseph MacDonald, married
Margaret Fraser.
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River Lot 37. William Lenny/Lennie married Annabella Fraser.
• River Lot 39. John Borwick, son of Betsy
Fraser and William Borwick.
• River Lot 41. Philip Tate/Tait married Nancy
Ann Fraser.
There are several connections between the
Fraser and Rowland families. The Rowland
family consisted of Alex, Flora, Emma, James
and William. They were the children of HBC
employee William Rowland. He came to the
area in 1820 from Birsay, Orkney, Scotland,
and married Betsy Ballenden of Norway House
in 1838. He was a Fisherman with HBC from
1833 to 1843, and other positions to 1871.
• River Lot 16. James Rowland and River Lot 18,
William Rowland. Their sister, Flora Rowland,
married Colin Fraser Jr., River Lot 10.
• River Lot 20. Ken McDonald married Emma
Rowland.
• River Lot 22. Adelaide Fraser married
Frederick Rowland.
• North of River Lot 12, east of Hudson’s Bay
Reserve. Alex Rowland married Caroline
Fraser.
Close family ties provided a sense of security, and belonging, in early days at Edmonton.

Pemmican was produced by the women at Fort
Edmonton. Strips of buffalo meat were dried
until bone dry, then pounded in to powder.
Buffalo-skin bags were used to mix the powdered meat with boiled buffalo fat, flour and
sometimes saskatoons or other berries. After
mixing, the bags were sewn shut. The size of a
pillow, each bag weighed over 45 kg. Pemmican
was an invaluable source of food. It kept well
and was very nutritious.
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There were not a lot of people in Fort Edmonton
and vicinity. The first Municipal Census Record
in 1878 indicated a population of 147. That
may not have included the Lower Settlement.
Intermarriage between the earliest HBC Scots
and the local Aboriginal women set the stage
for this custom for many years. Later generations of HBC men married the mixed-blood
daughters of these earlier unions. They were
known as “country wives”. This was referred
to as the custom of the country, the taking of
local wives. The Metis became known as “the
children of the fur trade.”
An unsubstantiated but commonly-known
story includes references to Colin Fraser’s marriage to a second wife, Therese L’Iroquois/
Karakuntie. During this time, Colin was married to Nancy Beaudry, and Therese was married to Francois Breland. Colin and Theresa had
a daughter together, Madeline Fraser. Francois
Breland was named as Godfather to Madeline.
Through the marriage of Madeline Fraser to
Alexis Joachim, there are many descendants.
Their son, Adam Joachim, became a leader of
the Mountain Metis. ( You can read more at
www.mountainmetis.com)

About 680 grams per day was allotted to
the men who rowed the boats up and down the
rivers. It became known as “The Fuel of the
Fur Trade.” The canoe brigades relied on pemmican, as they did not have time to hunt on
their overnight stops. Also, there was not a lot
of room in the canoes to carry much food.
Not everyone appreciated pemmican. It
has been described as being made from the
toughest and driest of meats, human and animal hair and seasoned with rancid grease.

An amusing description was given by a Cree who heard Colin
Fraser play the bagpipes at Norway House. “One white man
was dressed like a woman, in a skirt of funny colour. He had
whiskers growing from his belt and fancy leggings. He carried a black swan which had many legs with ribbons tied to
them. The swan’s body he put under his arm upside down,
then he put its head in his mouth and bit it. At the same time
he pinched its neck with his fingers and squeezed the body
under his arm until it made a terrible noise.” — Company of
Adventurers, Peter C. Newman 2005. Pgs 446-7.
Colin Fraser’s bagpipes.
Royal Alberta Museum, Western Canadian History program, H80.99.1
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FRASER FAMILY PHOTO circa 1899-1900.

Provincial Archives of Alberta, B7429

Matriarch of the Fraser family, Nancy Beaudry Fraser is shown here with some of her many descendants. Her obituary notice, EB August 31 1900, provides many details of her family. Her husband Colin
Fraser “died at Lake St. Ann on April 19th 1867 in the 69th year of his age.” Nancy was 92 years old when she
died. (Records show Colin Fraser was born in 1807. He was 60 years old when he died.)
Quoting from her obituary: “Mr. and Mrs. Fraser had twelve children who grew to maturity, married and
reared families. Ten still survive, and two are dead … Fifty grandchildren of the deceased are now alive and
27 dead. Thirty-nine great grandchildren are living and ten are dead.”
The Frasers certainly did their part to populate the prairies, and the women gave birth to some of the
earliest children born in what later became the Edmonton area.
Nancy Fraser is in the middle of this photo surrounded by family members. Her son Colin Fraser Jr. stands
behind her on her right side. Other faces are familiar from other family photos.
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Mrs. Fraser Dead
Edmonton Bulletin, August 31 1900
Edmonton’s oldest resident, Mrs. Nancy Fraser,
died on Wednesday, Aug. 29th at the residence
of her daughter, Mrs. Phillip Tate, at the age
of 92 years. The deceased lady was hale and
hearty up to a few days ago. She was born in
the Edmonton district, and her husband, the
late Colin Fraser, was born in Scotland, and
was an officer in the service of the Hudson’s
Bay Company at the time of his death. He had
had charge of the H.B. Forts at Lesser Slave
Lake, Lake St. Ann and other places. He died
at Lake St. Ann on April 19th 1867 in the
69th year of his age. Mr. and Mrs. Fraser had
twelve children who grew to maturity, married
and reared families. Ten still survive, and two
are dead. Those living are Mrs. W. Borwick,
Mrs. W. McGillivary, Mrs. Jos. Macdonald,
Mrs. P. Tate and John, Simon, Colin and

Henry Fraser, all of Edmonton district, and
Mrs. F. Rowland and Mrs. A. Rowland,
now of Battleford. Those deceased are Mrs.
John Norris, sr., and Mrs. Jas. Gullion. Fifty
grandchildren of the deceased are now alive
and 27 dead. Thirty-nine great grandchildren
are living and ten are dead.
The funeral took place on Thursday afternoon from the residence of Phillip Tate to the
Methodist church where the funeral service
was conducted by Rev. T.C. Buchanan assisted
by Rev. D.G. McQueen. The funeral procession went from the church to the Edmonton
cemetery, where the burial service was read by
Rev. J.R. Matheson, Church of England missionary at Onion Lake. There was a large attendance from amongst the many relatives of
the deceased and other friends.

City of Edmonton Archives, EA405.

Living on the Land

11

The back of this photo says: “Belmont School pupils
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The school was located in the area of 66th Street

and teacher, Mr. James Bond Steele. He married

and 128th Avenue. James was a brother of NWMP

Hughina McKay (second from left in back row).

Superintendent Samuel Benfield Steele, the military

Picture taken about 1887. Subdivision in northeast

leader during the Riel Rebellion of 1885. Provincial

Edmonton named “Steele Heights” after him”

Archives of Alberta, 67.299/5
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