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T he search for a Northwest Passage absorbed a great deal of

British  energy — not to mention men’s lives lost and fortunes spent

— during the first half of the 19th century. British ships sailed from

the Pacific up to the northernmost tip of Alaska, Point Barrow.

From the Atlantic side they penetrated into the archipelago as far as

the Boothia, though its actual geography had them baffled as yet. In

between these two extremes, John Franklin, John Richardson and

George Back mapped substantial portions, leaving two important

gaps in the mapmakers’ knowledge of that coast.

THOMAS SIMPSON THE MAN WHO COULD HAVE CHANGED THE DESTINY OF  FRANKLIN’S ILL-FATED EXPEDITION
by David F. Pelly
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D THE DESTINY OF  FRANKLIN’S ILL-FATED EXPEDITION

In the east, the coastal map had clarified from the
mouth of the Mackenzie River to the Kent Peninsula,
southwest of present-day Cambridge Bay, but there
remained about 500 kilometres of uncertainty east of
that, over to the Boothia.  In the west, approximately
250 kilometres of the Alaskan coast
from Barrow to Return Reef, at
which point Franklin turned back in
1826, remained unsurveyed.

Most of the early explorations had
been conducted by the Admiralty,
engaging officers and men of the
Royal Navy. The overland expeditions
by Franklin, Richardson and Back,
however, had been greatly facilitated
by support from the Hudson’s Bay
Company.  Since the fur-trade merger
with the North West Company in
1821, the new Governor, John Henry
Pelly, had applied his personal enthusiasm for Arctic
exploration to company policy. An editorial in The Times
in February 1825 described the impact on Britain’s
search for a Northwest Passage: “Indeed the union of
the two Fur Companies into one, under the name of
the Hudson’s Bay Company, is a most fortunate 
circumstance for the interests of science, and has
enabled the directors to remove stumbling blocks from
the path of discovery that were nearly as formidable
as the rigeurs of the climate in the former divided
state of the country.”

By the 1830s, Pelly and others in the Company
boardroom were fairly itching to launch their own
search for the Northwest Passage. On March 9, 1836,
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the Governor and his Council wrote to their man on
the ground in Canada, George Simpson:

We understand several Gentlemen in this Country
have recently proposed themselves or been proposed as
leaders of Expeditions, both by sea and land, for com-
pleting the survey of the Northern Shores of America.
Nothing, however, has yet been determined on, and
the season is now so far advanced, that no Expedition
by Canada is likely to be attempted in the course of
next summer. This subject continues to excite much
interest in the public mind, and it is more than probable
the Government may determine on fitting out another
Expedition, to go inland from York [Factory, on
Hudson Bay] next autumn, or via Canada the 
following summer. In the event of Government taking
it up, we shall afford the Expedition our cordial assistance
and support, but otherwise we are desirous that it
should be undertaken by the Fur Trade, and from the
habits of the Gentlemen employed in the service, their
knowledge of the Indian character, and their being
more or less accustomed to the privations and difficulties,
usually met with in travelling thro’ the Wilds, we
should consider many of them well qualified for 
conducting such an expedition. You will therefore
take measures to assist, or to co-operate with, any
expedition that may be fitted out by Government, or
an expedition to be outfitted by the Company, should
the Government decline meddling with it, with a view
to trace the unexplored Shores of the Polar Sea either
East or West, as may hereafter be determined on.
[HBCA A6/24 fo.22]

George Simpson, Governor locum tenens for
Rupert’s Land, the HBC’s vast territory, had to choose
which of his men would be best suited for an expedition
to the Arctic coast. He selected well. Peter Warren
Dease was a veteran of “The Country,” having served
with the HBC for many years. He had assisted John

Franklin on the second overland expedition in 1825.
Thomas Simpson, the Governor’s cousin, was youthful,
industrious, ambitious and determined. He was also
hot-headed and jealous. Dease was to provide the 
stability, to balance young Simpson’s impetuous energy.
It proved to be a good combination, insofar as their
explorations together were remarkably successful.

Thomas Simpson was born in 1808 in the Scottish
highlands and raised in poverty, ill for much of his
childhood. Despite all, he graduated from the
University of Aberdeen with honours and in 1829, at
age 21, accepted an offer from his older cousin to join
the HBC. Initially he travelled with Governor Simpson
as a personal assistant, proving to be a tireless and
competent voyageur. In this regard, he impressed the
Governor, but it seems certain that Cousin George
perceived it would not be prudent to put young
Thomas in command of a northern expedition.
Thomas had displayed arrogance, at best, toward the
Native peoples among whom he lived and travelled.
Those around him, apparently, were well aware of his
disapproval, even intolerance, toward the Métis in
particular. On one occasion, it led to an outright fight,
certainly no way for a “Gentleman employed in the
service” to behave. He once wrote: “To the extravagant
and profligate habits of the half-breed families, I have
an insuperable aversion.” The Métis, quite reasonably,
disliked him as much as he they, a circumstance which
would ultimately spell his end.

Before the end of 1836, Peter Warren Dease and
Thomas Simpson had received their instructions, to
descend the Mackenzie River, execute the coastal survey
to the west, return to Great Bear Lake and over-winter
there, then haul their boats across to the
Coppermine River, descend it the next
summer and pursue the coastal survey
eastward from there. If they succeeded,
the map of “the Northern Shores of
America” would be complete. It was,
to say the least, a lofty goal.  But
Simpson expressed his confidence
in success.

The first summer, 1837, they
pushed their boats along the
Alaskan coast until impeded by ice.
Dease advocated turning back, but
the young Simpson insisted that he
would take five men and push farther
along the coast on foot. Fortunately for
him, within days they met a group of Inuit
whose assistance proved essential — without them
Simpson would not have achieved the objective, but
with them he did, reaching Point Barrow on August
4. Not given to modesty, he wrote “I and I alone have
the well-earned honour of uniting the Arctic to the
great Western [Pacific] Ocean.” With the first goal
accomplished, the party retreated to over-winter at
Fort Confidence on Great Bear Lake. Simpson spent
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the winter laying plans and establishing caches of
food and equipment along his intended route to the
Coppermine.

The next summer, 1838, they were again frustrated
by ice as they approached Franklin’s previous farthest
east, Point Turnagain, and again Simpson struck out
on foot.  During this walk along what is now Kent
Peninsula, he named the landmass to the north,
across the ice-clogged sea, Victoria Land. From the
eastern extremity of the Kent Peninsula he looked
out to the east over the mostly frozen ocean, which
he correctly conjectured must extend all the way to
the mouth of Back’s River, descended only four years
before by George Back. Simpson could fairly taste the
fame and glory that would be his if only he could
prove his theory and complete the map. But it was,
he knew, too late in the season to continue. He
turned back, and again the party over-wintered on the
shores of Great Bear Lake.

Meanwhile, the news of their progress to date had
reached England. A flurry of excited letters between
Governor Pelly and both the Admiralty and the
Colonial Office of government makes it clear that
everyone anticipated the long-awaited discovery of
the Northwest Passage. The Governor moved to 
recognize both Dease and Simpson with a special
reward of £400, a minor fortune in those days.

The summer of 1839 offered much better conditions
for boat travel along the coast. Unlike the previous
two years, their progress was not blocked by ice.
Following the coast of what is now Queen Maud Gulf,
they expected, when it turned north, to find them-
selves on King William Land, and eventually to fetch
up at the northern tip, mapped by James Clark Ross
nine years earlier.  But a narrow strait led them farther
east, and to Simpson’s unbridled pleasure, he found
himself in Chantrey Inlet near the mouth of Back’s
River. In fact, they found George Back’s cache from
1834 with a store of pemmican and gunpowder.
Simpson had succeeded, as planned, in connecting
the survey of the Arctic coast, tying together the
explorations of Franklin, Richardson and Back.
However, the Northwest Passage map was not yet 
complete. Where was the connection from his new
map to that of the Ross expedition on the far side of
Boothia? Simpson believed the strait, now known as
Simpson Strait after him, must continue to the east,
meaning Boothia was an island. Although he looked
at it, he did not recognize that another strait headed
north, between King William and Boothia. He was
very close to making the discovery he really wanted, but
not quite there yet, and he knew it. He was determined
to return, but without Dease.

That autumn, Thomas Simpson wrote to his cousin,
Governor George Simpson, endorsing a plan the

Governor and Council in London had laid out in an
earlier letter. “Fame I will have, but it must be alone.”
He did not want to share command. The proposal was
to descend the Back River with a small party, and
advance the explorations around the Boothia and
then east into Hudson Bay. That, were he successful,
would complete the map of the Northwest Passage.
The older Simpson insisted that his young cousin
should instead take a break. The explorer appealed
to the Governor and Council in
London for permission to proceed,
indeed as they had requested provided
that “you and your brave followers may
be blessed with health and strength to
go through with this arduous service.”
[HBCA A6/24 fo.155] In June 1840,
frustrated by his older cousin’s
intransigence, but accepting that it
was too late for this year — he waited
for the arrival of the spring canoes from
Montreal, bearing correspondence
from England, but no word on his
request came — he left for England,
hoping to apply some pressure in person. What he
did not know is that, on June 3, a letter was despatched
from London approving his plan to proceed immediately,
overruling George Simpson’s decision. Thomas Simpson
never received that news.

In early June, Thomas Simpson set out from Red
River (now Winnipeg) to travel through the U.S. and
then across the Atlantic. Somewhere south of the Great
Lakes in the country of the Dakota Sioux, nine days
into the journey, Simpson died. The circumstances of
his death are uncertain to this day. The Métis travelling
with him said that he was in an anxious state, insisting
the party travel late into the evening. By their account,
Simpson shot two of the four Métis in anger and then,
perhaps feeling remorse or fearing his inevitable fate,

Taken from a 
George Back sketch.
1821, Bloody Falls,
Coppermine River.
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turned his gun on himself. Others believe Simpson
shot the two in self-defence, and the surviving Métis
killed him in revenge. That there was disagreement,
even hostility, between the Métis and Simpson seems
very likely, given what we know of his attitudes toward
them. Exactly how events unfolded remains a mystery.
He died on June 14, 1840. The death was not fully
investigated at the time, and much of the information
needed to ascertain the facts either was not recorded,
or disappeared among Simpson’s lost papers. Much
has been written, but it is all conjecture.

Sadly, Thomas Simpson never learned that his
achievement was already being celebrated in England.
He was awarded the Gold Medal of the Royal
Geographical Society. When news of his success in
1839 arrived, HBC Governor Pelly immediately
appealed to government to recognize the achievement,
suggesting that the reward for discovery of the
Northwest Passage should fall to Dease and Simpson.
His request was granted, but his personal letter to
Simpson never reached the explorer.

I have great pleasure in informing you that as a 
testimonial of how your services in the discoveries on
the North Coast of America are appreciated by Her
Majesty’s Ministers, Lord John Russell has just 
communicated to me, in confidence, that it is Lord
Melbourne’s intention to advise her Majesty to grant
you a Pension of One Hundred Pounds a year [for
life] … I avail myself of the opportunity thus afforded
me of writing to assure you of my entire satisfaction
of your conduct throughout the whole of this arduous
duty, and of my sincere congratulations on your success,
so honourable to you and interesting to your Country.
[signed] J.H. Pelly

The misfortune, however, goes far beyond his 
personal loss. Had Thomas Simpson proceeded with
his plan in 1840 or 1841, there is every reason to
believe he would not only have added considerably
to the map in the area of the Boothia, he probably
would have identified the existence of an open-water
passage between King William Island and Boothia
Peninsula. That single piece of information alone
could well have redirected John Franklin a few years
later, in 1845. Without knowledge of that strait (now
called Rae Strait after the man who did finally add it
to the maps, in 1854), Franklin sailed west to attempt
the passage down the ice-clogged strait between
Victoria Island and King William Land, as he knew it.
His fate was sealed in that ice. Thomas Simpson was
the man who very nearly changed the destiny of
Franklin’s ill-fated expedition.

Regular contributor David Pelly’s most recent book is 
Sacred Hunt.
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