Johnny Berens. (1871-1954)
Metis River Boat Pilot

Johnny was born at Fort Simpson NWT, the son of &hferens and Mary Berens.
Samuel, like many other Metis, was employed inttaesportation industry. First he was
employed as a dog team driver at Fort Garry, latemwork on the York Boat Brigades
took him to Norway House, Red River then to thev8IRiver post of Fort Smith and
then to Fort Simpson on the Deh Cho (Mackenzie fRivde was well-known as a
steersman and a pilot on the Mackenzie River. Samerid worked for the HBC until
September 1, 1898.

NAME: BERENS, Samuel PARISH: Berens River+ ENTERED SERVICE: July 1856 DATES: ca. 1829 - 1899
(A.32/21, fo. 329 & 331)
Appointments & Service
Outfit Year* Position Post District HBCA Reference
*An Quifit year ran from 1 June to 31 May
1856, 24 July Signed contract as labourer at Norway House* B.239/u/2, #107
1858, 2 August Signed contract as middleman at Norway House "
1861, 13 April Signed contract as middleman at Lower Fort Garry
1864, 11 June Signed contract as bowsman at Fort Simpson
1866, 28 July Signed contract as bowsman at Portage La Loche
1868, 10 July Signed contract as steersman at Salt River "
1870, 20 June-1889, 31 May Signed contracts as steersman at Fort Simpson B.239/w/3, #129/186
1891, 31 May-1897, 31 May Signed contracts as general servant  at Ft.Simpson B.239/u/3, #186; D.38/56, #75
1898, 1 Sept. Contract cancelled « listed as freeman in accounts D.33/4
1899, Jan. Died at Edmonton The Beaver, June 1942, p. 31

+George Pendleton, in an article on his son, the famous river pilot Johnny Berens, says

that Samuel was born at Lower Fort Garry ca. 1829. He was first employed by the Company
at the Lower Fort as a dog driver. (The Beaver, June 1942, p. 31)

*Contract of 24 July 1856 is annotated: "It is agreed that if Samuel Berens dislike

passing the second or last Year of this Engagement at Berens River he will be allowed

to go to another part. Geo. Barnston." (A.32/21, fo. 329)

J. McDougall's Inspection Report on Fort Simpson post, 1892, describes Samuel Berens as:
"General Servant, 54 [sic] years of age, 31 years service, widower, no children resident with
him, wages $155.75. Had been an excellent Servant, but beginning to be unable for hard
work. Proposed for retirement on 1st June next." (B.200/e/23, fo. 14)
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Filename: Berens, Samuel (ca. 1829-1899) (1. 1856-1898) AM/July 1995 ; May/99/mhd; Reformatted PC May/01

Like his father, Johnny was involved in the tramsgtion system. He joined the
Hudson’s Bay Company at age 15 (1885). In 1894ndphvas employed as a trader for
the HBC at Fort Smith and assisted in the constmaif theWrigley. Once the boat was
launched he worked on board as a cook. One of dhemunities they traveled to was
Fort Simpson, where he met and married Moniqueetsffin 1895. The family then
moved to Fort Laird where Johnny worked in the HBGre as an interpreter, carpenter
and cook. He then piloted the secoidigley. As a pilot on the Mackenzie and Slave
Rivers he was a man of great importance in the M.VWhe job required great judgment
and discipline; he loved the challenge of the svéaihen offered increased pay he



worked for two years as a pilot for Northern Traddn 1921 he became pilot of the
NWT’s most famous boat, thBistributor. He piloted it for 26 years between Fort
Simpson and Aklavic. In 1939, he was presented withedal from the Queen and the
HBC for his long service. In 1947, he retired havimorked for over 60 years for the
HBC.

NAME: BERENS, Johnny PLACE OF BIRTH: Fort Simpson NT ~ ENTERED SERVICE.: ca: 1886. DATES: b. 2 June 1871

; : d. 25 March 1954
Appointments & Service e
Outfit Year*: Position: Ship: -+ District: . HBCA Reference:
*An Outfit year ran from 1 June to 31 May .
1885 Joined HBC at the age of 15 as a carpenter’s helper, then became a cook ‘Mackenzie River Info. provided to N.G. Gray,

Dominion Hydrographer, 29
s Jan.1960 (LC 26039)
1900-1947 Sternwheeler pilot Wrigley II, Mackenzie River, Distributor - Mackenzie River ibid.
1954 Died :
Father: Samuel Berens, employee of HBC
Feature length article & photograph: “John Berens — Pilot: He Served the Company along the Mackenzie River TheBeaver, June 1942, pp.
for 57 of his 71 Years” ' 30-31
Photograph & news item: “56 Years a Pilot,” : Moccasin Telegraph, Dec.
: 1941, p. 10
Photographs: “Johnny Berens, Pilot S.S. Distributor” N The Beaver, June 1933, p. 28
“J. Berens, M.R.T. Pilot, 59 Years” Service” Moccasin Telegraph,

Summer 1944, p. 8

The Hudson's Bay paddle-wheeled steaﬁﬁrsistrbutor



Johnny married Monique Lafferty in 1896 at Fort R&abey had eight children,
Mary Louise (b.1899), Ellen (b.1901), Alice (b.190Alfred (b.1906), William (b.1908),
Dora (b.1911), Frederick (b.1899), and Saraginda9ia5).

He built a house for his family at Fort Smith amdined there after the boats were
taken out of service. As a tribute to him the Goveent of Canada named the Mackenzie
River ferry at Fort Providence “The Johnny Berens.”

W
bE THE %Nr}ﬁ?ﬁi&ﬂﬂﬂ
ARSI

Dupheats pons e — Srefy OF fi‘i_w';’ﬂ"_'— BER
ON'S BAY Cown — R
0% P4
o Yy |
—
2= Nonrwand [RroeR s
= = ¥ ___E;‘j:.{g. : W t?;g;_r-.. E@:f_i‘ il
._.r—"“_-- T omkn_ ek

Csoun Pareye)

| . y S _I!I & e

o e S T 1ﬁﬁmﬂ"- "F“‘*‘F
L R R Tertae e
Bufat 2538 wellle 4 Ny, Aot h—-—-,rlR..wu Y- T :{" Sy s
1 M""’Tﬂluh'\.r:n n |

el G ,'F__:,I u‘k‘ tro n.-ﬂ-l----{ L) Y ﬂ.a-illqll
e a gl

| AT B X Y

|‘hl‘r'-'q.-hﬁ- o -\_tl‘n.-'-la- cll'\ s "l;_-"""-n NE—.
| " s e 5

r'li'qur' -t -1)..1";.‘.“ ’t-uluﬂ-—-&‘ ‘}-'I-Qn.u .o capeme L i

A, e TR et Sl & 'i.:_r\-’-" {L_;.-.--h" t""';

s Sl alf o msmer {ﬁ 28 =%
iiuﬁ}l )

Lanel

3
‘ : blu..- B gl Y {;,j.: L T ey 'LA)...! I-: H-HJ
' ‘ [ WP By e __'J_h'ﬁ“":t" N
| oucliecasg avenay [6%eslack Sepel 245 ok
ok dauasd prew TokTews uodd fremf MW
e i::‘tw"-**"“‘)““' Couus v A | Mol

- Ji'.m_..l T R v N

L |
AL Il“_.h, L. e Laged * g B d ..*_-4“'; hed I 1

! [ ahs tagen diue r,[r.q, TCR & &3 Loy
[ l W;‘_Lhﬂ LT i ﬂaml_h.fi ¥ 3

| A T vadad Svruad Lay HL.J'-«-A-—J'_:.- G 4_“ t{
| | Asahd Belue g+ dyein-{lave W L
| | ad jo-me pam ¥ ey el pabert | £ W=
|| Al i Hak ougd Bs dewa et Lo
| . -
1

2 | g Bowal ; |
= Adrde b - b -..ﬁ*—l- im0 - - - 1
Lo L oratlon e Al f{: A7) thy
| 1 :’I - - = -
jl‘{\.n‘li_a |__.J. -~ l.-I-'-'*'; Cauruant dee K M .
l ol Y Ladlgor war ule ow srtkie Lrfen

Account by John Berens on the 1924 wreck of38eNorthland Trader and bargell Rock
September, 1924. (Jackson/NWT Archives/N-1979-004)
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