The Romance of the Far Fur North

By Scot H. Dahms

In 1019, Hudson Bay Company
(HBC) filmed a documentary in Cana-
da to commemorate the 250th anniver-
sary of the company in 1920. The si-
fent film showed unique footage of the
lives of Arctic fur trappers. The film
crew crossed Canada capturing extraor-
dinary footage in the most inhospitable
conditions imaginable. The film crew
lugged their equipment by foot, sled.
canoe and ice breaker. At the time,
HBC led the international fur trade and
owned large parts of Canada.

Along with the filin, HBC released a
written history of the company with a
gramophone recording of the history as
well. They also commissioned a maga-
zine named “The Beaver” to actively
chronicle the company's activities in
the north. The Beaver’s name was re-
cently changed to Canada’s History.
There were also celebrations planned
across Canada and London.

In July 1919, the HBC ice-breaker
RMS Nascopie departed from Montreal
toward the Arctic Circle with two cam-
eramen. Harold Wycoff and Bill Dare.
HBC had commissioned a New York
film company to do the recording. The
film crew’s directive was to capture the
company’s workings and commercial
land holdings. These holdings once
covered one twelfth of the earth’s sur-
face. HBC wanted to sell the land and
were looking for people to settle on it.
The HBC executives said the film
should advertise the company and its
Iands without appearing to do so. HBC
also sent the most experienced company
men to be the chaperones and escorts
for the cameramen.

wilderness.

Icebreaker

In northern Alberta. the film crew
visited Fort Chipewvan and filmed Ab-
original trappers on the trapline. In this
area, the film crew travelled by dogsied
over a frozen river. The camera caught
a sled tipping with crates of film equip-
ment throw into the snow. On the Abit-
ibi River in northern Ontario. they
filmed from canoes. The film crew ran
rapids, portaged hills and camped in the
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The film was completed in January of
1920 and the film was taken to New
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York for editing. The film crew cap-
tured 75.000 feet of film equivalent to
eight hours of viewing time. The first
draft was four hours long and was later
cut down to two hours.

On May 23, 1920. the two hour film
premiered in Allen Theatre at Winni-
peg. which was the company’s Canadi-
an headquarters. The Winnipeg audi-
ence was a mix of HBC clerks, shop-
pers and one hundred First Nations
people dressed in traditional clothing.
The First Nations community interact-
ed with the film calling out “get your
gun” or “shoot him” when animals ap-
peared on the screen as they were not
familiar with European theater eti-

quette.

The film was later released across
Western Canada and in London. A live
orchestra accompanied the film and the
theaters were usually filled. One Cana-
dian newspaper said the film showed
*“Scenes Never Shown Anywhere Be-
fore”™. A British version was screened
in London. This version included foot-
age of women wearing expensive furs
spliced between scenes of Inuit hunters
and fur trade posts.

The film faded from the public view.
In 1956, the film. in more than 20 reels.
was given to the National Film Archive
in London, England for safe keeping.
In the 1980s, a safety print was made
but the footage had only been watched
by a few people.

In 2011, the film was transferred to
HBC Archives in Winnipeg. In Janu-
ary 2012, footage from the film played
in Edmonton. From there. the film was
shown in the communities where it was
filmed. People recognized their famity
members, their landscapes and their
lost traditions. In 2014, a second film
was made called On the Trail of the Far
Fur Country.




This film told the tale of getting the
finished film back to these remote loca-
tions and ihe responses that the audi-
ences had 1o it 93 years later,
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I ordered both films and enjoyed
them. The Romance of the Far Fur
North is a black and white silent film
which was recreated from the actual
footage filmed in 1919. On the Trail
of the Far Fur North is a2 documen-
tary showing the original footage
plus modern footage showing how
the communities look today. If you
are interested in ordering the films, I
recommend watching the Romance
first to see what was shown in 1920
and the Trail second to fill in all the
background information. If vou only
order one, I recommend ordering the
Trail.

The Winnipeg Film Group has of-
fered the members of the North
American Trap Collectors Associa-
tion a coupon for $5 off the purchase
of either individual DVD or the com-
bo for each member. To utilize the
coupon. the member must use the
online store and use the special cou-
pon code of “traps”. The offer ex-
pires 31 December 2016. The online
store website address is hitps:
www, winnipeafilmeroun.com/
product the-far-fur-country-dvd-
combo-pack

References:
www.northcountrypublicradio.ore
news;/ story/19531/20120322/1919-
film-treasures-of-the-far-fur-country

htip: ) www.bbe.com/news/magazine-
16648847

Gip: www.return ﬂil‘ﬁtI'COIEI'l[I'\'.CEE
romance about_the film.himl
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NATCA MOUSE TRAP
BOOKS

BUY ASASET AND
SAVE

BORE Y pay
ERIE Caposy o
_Lr-rn.; GEANT

8 Mouse Trap Books—I19th.
Century Mouse Traps $10.00; A
Quick Scamper $20.00; 20th
Century Mouse Traps (1900-
1924)  $10.00; 20th. Century

i Mouse Traps (1925-1949) S

10.00; 20th. Century Patented in
US $20.00; McGill Mouse Traps
$10.00; Norway Rat Erie Canal
& Little Giant $20.00, Neroth
Mouse Traps (not shown) $20.00

Buy the entire set of 8 for
$100.00 postage paid

NATCA
P.O. Box 94
Galloway, OH 43119




