
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Lives 

Trappers' Memories 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trappers' Memories 

 

 



 

Canadian Cataloguing in Publication Data 

Main entry under title: 

Our Lives 

Compiled by Garry Cranford. 
Contents: [1]. Two shipwrecks -- [2]. Life in Aillik, Labrador -- [3]. A 
fisherman and storyteller -- [4]. Memories of Silver Fox Island -- [5]. 
A caring life -- [6]. Trappers' memories -- [7]. Tidal wave at Lord's 
Cove -- [8]. Memories of Spotted Island -- [9]. Ghost stories -- [10]. 
Cartwright, Labrador. 
ISBN 0-9688033-0-X (v. 1) -- ISBN 0-9688033-1-8 (v. 2) 
ISBN 0-9688033-2-6 (v. 3) -- ISBN 0-9688033-3-4 (v. 4) 
ISBN 0-9688033-4-2 (v. 5) -- ISBN 0-9688033-5-0 (v. 6) 
ISBN 0-9688033-6-9 (v. 7) -- ISBN 0-9688033-7-7 (v. 8) 
ISBN 0-9688033-8-5 (v. 9) -- ISBN 0-9688033-9-3 (v. 10)  

1. Readers for new literates. 2. Newfoundland--History. I. Cranford, 
Garry, 1950- II. Seniors Resource Centre (St. John's, Nfld.) III. Title: 
Ghost stories. IV. Title: Two shipwrecks. V. Title: Life in Aillik, 
Labrador. VI. Title: A fisherman and storyteller. VII. Title: Memories 
of Silver Fox Island. VIII. Title: A caring life. IX. Title: Trappers' 
memories. X. Title: Tidal wave at Lord's Cove. XI. Title: Memories 
of Spotted Island. XII. Title: Cartwright, Labrador.  

PEl126.N430952000    428.6'2    COO-901472-1 

Published by: 
The Seniors Resource Centre 
Suite 240 W, 120 Torbay Road 
St. John's, NF 
AlA 2G5 

(709) 737-2333  

 



Trappers' Memories 

Table of Contents 

 

Max MacLean 

Cyril Michelin 

Howard Lethbridge 

Absalom (Uncle Aps) Williams 

 



Max MacLean 

In my day trapping was a living and when you became fourteen you helped to make the money 
for the family. I was fourteen when I went trapping. We were compelled to help the family as 
soon as we could. 

I went to school in Northwest before I went trapping. I was one of the luckier ones. I went to 
grade nine, at Northwest River, before I stopped. The first year I was with Father most of the 
time and the next year I went on my own. I had only one year breaking in. 

We trapped in Seal Lake. Seal Lake is about thirty miles long and we trapped just about all of 
Seal Lake. We also had a smaller trapline. 

Going in to Seal Lake, we'd leave the Nascopie River. From the mouth of Nascopie to the head 
of Seal Lake, on the river I suppose, was a hundred miles. 

We used to leave about the twentieth of September. Usually we could hire a motorboat from here 
to the first portage, which was at Red River. There we took the canoe and carried on. 

We'd get to Seal Lake by canoe and by portage. We had thirty-six portages if we went the Indian 
way. We got in there around the second week in October, if it was good going. 

The little lakes would freeze up on us sometimes, in an early year, and we had to wait for them to 
thaw out again in a day or so. 

We'd never be back for Christmas, not when we were on that trapline. Usually we'd leave in 
September and come back in January. We'd stay home for a couple of weeks and go back in 
again until March, when the trapping closed for most animals. 

We did what we called a round of the traps, and we would come back. The stopping tilt was in 
the centre of the trapping line. Father would go one way and I'd going the other but we always 
came back to the main tilt. My favourite place is that old stopping tilt in the centre of the north 
shore on Seal Lake. We always tried to put our tilts in the sun, because it was wintertime. 

In the fall we went together in the canoe. After that we would go on our own. 

We had one really exceptional year where we caught I think it was ninety-eight foxes. Plus it 
might have been twenty lynx. And forty minks, something like that, a really good year! But the 
prices were down then.  

I remember getting sixteen foxes one day, myself. That's a lot of work, to have to clean them. 
They're not difficult but you'd have that many. You were walking all day until dark and you only 
had the nighttime to clean them. You can't let them freeze because they became too hard to 
handle, to skin them and dry them. 

 



 

We never came out hungry. Not really hungry, but out of certain things. I've been out of flour in 
what we called starvation years. There was no game. No meat, no partridge, no rabbits. There 
were only a few porcupines and a few fish. 

Some years were really bad. That's what happened to [Labrador explorer] Leonidas Hubbard. He 
hit a bad year. There was nothing in the country. 

 

Cyril Michelin 

I had a bad time one fall when I went up the river there. The time my gun exploded. The rifle 
belonged to my grandmother Michelin before she died, and she gave it to my father. Before he 
died he gave it to me. 

My brother had a cabin up on the Churchill River where he used to trap up past me. One morning 
I was going to his cabin to have lunch. There was a great big rock there, so I paddled out around 
it on the tide. I looked up and I saw two caribou just above. So I let my canoe come back down 
around the rock and I went ashore, and I tied her on. My dog was with me. 

I had a look at them, and what should they do, they started to swim across the Churchill River. I 
shot near them to see if I could drive them back to my side. They turned around hard, but like a 
fool I had one more shot and drove them back to the other side again. 

I let them get partway across the river, so that when I got to the other side I'd be close to them. 

I got over. The gun only held three cartridges. One got out of the water on the bank and I killed 
him. I fired the next shot at the cow one. I pumped in the third cartridge, held up the gun and 
fired again. I didn't see another thing in the world until I saw the palm of my hand, full of blood. 



I never saw that barrel since. All I had resting on my shoulder was my stock. The barrel was 
gone completely. I didn't even know it happened. 

I gripped hold of my hand. The palm there was full of blood. There I was. What was I going to 
do? I had to fix it up some way. 

I paunched the caribou. I wrapped him up from inside and brought him down to my house, my 
main house. 

I cut a green juniper and I sawed it up in junks as good as I could. I took off the outside bark and 
I boiled that. I used that water for soaking my hand. I got up the next morning and my hand was 
solid black. My little finger here, it was as black as the stove. I never felt a thing in my left hand. 

In the morning, when I got up, well, I had to skin the caribou. Now how was I going to skin a 
caribou with one arm? 

I went to work and I got a hook and I tied him on a stick. I stuck the hook onto his skin and held 
the stick in my teeth and skinned him with my other hand. I had my hand tied up in a sling for 
one month, up in the country. I could manage to skin a fur but I had some hard time cutting 
wood. 

 

When that happened I had just started to set up my traps. I only had two mink. A month later 
when I came home, I had sixty-five mink, over fifty foxes, ten lynx and my beaver. Even with 
my arm in sling that fall I had more fur than the two guys trapping below me. I had more fur than 
two of them together. 

With my arm in sling, my dog tracked me from the shore. He would stop at every trap we came 
to. I'd go and fix the trap and get aboard my canoe and tell him to go. He'd go on again. He 
jumped across brooks and everything, he did. It's right surprising. 

He knew every word I said to him. I took him up in the country when he was really small. But he 
was some smart. 



I came home and I went to Dr. Paddon and I showed him my hand and told him what I did. He 
explained that I did a better job than the doctors could in hospital. It was healed up then, a cut 
about an inch and a half long. 

I never found the barrel. It's lying in the Churchill River up there now. 

 

Howard Lethbridge 

There used to be a lot of wolves some years when I was trapping, but they were hard to see. They 
kept away from us all the time. Except for the two that I saw when I had no gun one time. 

I went to check my traps one morning and there was a lot of snow. To reset the trap I had to dig 
it out of six feet of snow, down to the water. I got down there and reset my trap and when I came 
up I looked out on the brook. There were two wolves coming towards me.  

 

They were showing their teeth, kind of half scared I suppose, and growling. All I had was my 
axe and my iron shovel. I didn't know what they were going to do, attack me or not. I started 
banging on my old iron shovel with the axe and shouted at the same time. That kind of scared 
them. 

One turned around and went back on his trail where he was coming. The other one just circled 
out around me a little ways and took my snowshoe track back in the direction of my cabin where 
I came from. That was the last I saw of them. 

 

Absalom (Uncle Aps) Williams  

When I was seventeen I had a strange thing happen to me. I boxed a gun. I was baiting a trap for 
a fox when this bird came along. I wanted him, so I fired at him. I don't know why my gun 
busted. 



The powder and a piece of metal stuck in my forehead. I went down on my hands and knees. I 
don't know how long I was there, face and eyes down on the rocks. I was smerting and I couldn't 
open my eyes. 

You know what black powder is–terrible stuff to smert and cut. It's like lye. I was some bad for a 
long time. I was lucky because if the piece went in there proper, it would have killed me. 

I wasn't very far in. Only about twelve miles. I never got back to my cabin until it was after dark. 
Every now and then I'd have to get down on my hands and try to rest. I was frightened and I 
never had anything to wipe myself. 

When I came to a bit of water I washed my eyes. That would make it a little better. I would wash 
out the blood that was running in my eyes and this old black powder mixed with it, cutting, 
cutting. 

That was in the fall. Home, we were isolated. We wouldn't see doctors or nurses until the run 
froze up. Then the nurses or a doctor would come around on a trip by dog team. 

A nurse come down, an English girl, oldish too. 

She said, "I tell you what's going to happen to you. That powder is just like lye. Tell the doctors 
to give you an x-ray on your head and have them skin it off and scrape the bone, because that 
could go in through the bone. There's a little thin vellum over your brain and if it goes through 
that it would give you a bad time. You could go in a coma and never know anything." 

It nearly happened to me. 

After years it was just like the head was coming off me. But I never had that done. I should have 
done it. I don't feel it. As I got older it wore away from me. 
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