
Hans Birkigt and the Old Trading Post 
Set 

Hans Arno B i r k i g t was born i n Rohrd-sorf c/Chemnitz, 
Saxony Germany on A p r i l 30, 1897. As a young man a f t e r World 
War I he saw no f u t u r e i n h i s homeland. In 1928 Canada was 
a d v e r t i s i n g f o r immigrants, Hans and h i s f r i e n d W a l t e r 
Bruchhausen d e c i d e d t o come. They l e f t Germany on the Duchess 
of B e d f o r d and la n d e d i n Canada i n J u l y . They chose Athabasca 
because i t was a d v e r t i s e d as the end of the s t e e l ( r a i l r o a d ) . 
When t h e y a r r i v e d t h e y went t o the i m m i g r a t i o n h a l l , i t was a 
p l a c e f o r t h e new comers t o meet t h e i r own c o u n t r y men and 
g e n e r a l l y t h e y found a p l a c e t o s t a y and work u n t i l t h e y got 
s e t t l e d . They d i d farm work, c u t f i r e wood and worked l a n d i n 
the summer. In the w i n t e r t h e y worked i n t i e camps, saw m i l l s 
and many went t r a p p i n g down r i v e r . Some got homesteads from 
the Government f o r $10.00 t h i s was raw l a n d . 

Hans and W a l t e r went down r i v e r f o r t h e w i n t e r s t o t r a p . 
There were o t h e r t r a p p e r s a l s o . Some were l i v i n g year round 
down t h e r e . E r n s t F e u r e i s e n , San: Glew, K a r l K a k l , B i l l 
Kasemeyer, Joe L a r s o n , C h a r l e y Lender, Fred Meyer, Dick 
Naumann, Aron Wagner, Amend W r i g h t , John Pederson, August 
Powder, P a u l Chudak, C a r l Chudak, B a p t i s t e V i l l e n e u v e , Joe 
V i l l e n e u v e , Gus Word, A r t C h r i s t m a s , P a u l W i c k e r s , E r n s t 
Harps, F e l e x Powder, Herman B i e b e r , Fred T a l b e r t , C l i f f B e l l , 
T u f f y Smith, Frank B r u n h o f f e r , Hans B i r k i g t , W a l t e r 
Bruchhausen,Ernst Henning, E a r l Kay and o t h e r s . They a l l 
t r a p p e d a l o n g the Athabasca R i v e r from Athabasca t o House 
R i v e r . 

In the l a t e 30's Hans c h a r t e d a p l a n e and f l e w i n t o the 
B i r c h Mountains because f u r was p l e n t i f u l . He took a l l h i s 
gear and h i s dogs w i t h him. W h i l e t h e y were f l y i n g a bad snow 
storm h i t and the p i l o t had t o l a n d on a s m a l l l a k e . They 
unloaded t h e s u p p l i e s and dogs, the p i l o t w i s h e d him l u c k and 
waved good-by. Hans made camp and began t o l o o k f o r h i s axe. 
The p i l o t had hung the axe on the w a l l i n t h e p l a n e and he was 



i n such a h u r r y t o get out of the storm he r e t u r n e d t o F t . 
McMurray w i t h o u t u n l o a d i n g i t . Hans had t o spend the whole 
w i n t e r w i t h o u t an axe. He shot some c a r i b o u , s k i n n e d them and 
l a c e d the s i d e s t o g e t h e r t o make a l o n g sack or bag. He 
f i l l e d t h i s w i t h spruce boughs and l e t i t f r e e z e . When 
f r o z e n , he removed the boughs and put h i s s u p p l i e s and 
s l e e p i n g bag i n s i d e . That was h i s house f o r the w i n t e r . He 
c u t s m a l l t r e e s w i t h h i s h u n t i n g k n i f e and made a l o n g f i r e i n 
f r o n t of the bag. That's how he s t a y e d warm. When the s m a l l 
t r e e s were used up he would move camp. He would drag h i s t e n t 
c l o s e t o the f i r e t o thaw so he c o u l d r o l l i t up and then move 
on t o t h e next spot w i t h a good s u p p l y of s m a l l t r e e s where he 
would s e t up camp a g a i n . T h i s went on a l l w i n t e r . D e s p i t e 
t h e s e h a r d s h i p s , t r a p p i n g was good and i n the s p r i n g he walked 
out w i t h h i s pack dogs loa d e d w i t h f u r s . He o n l y took h i s 22 
r i f l e w i t h him, he l e f t the r e s t b e h i n d because i t was too 
much t o c a r r y . He used h i s 22 t o shoot b i r d s t o eat and 
r a b b i t s f o r the dogs. I t took weeks t o walk out because the 
c r e e k s were b e g i n n i n g t o f l o w and the muskegs were g e t t i n g 
wet. When he got t o McMurray everyone was s u r p r i s e d t o see 
him, w i t h o u t an axe t h e y d i d n ' t t h i n k he would make i t through 
t h e c o l d w i n t e r . The p i l o t had r e p o r t e d what had happened and 
the r a n g e r s and t r a p p e r s were asked t o be on the l o o k - o u t f o r 
him. Hans s a i d i t was the t o u g h e s t w i n t e r he had ever spent, 
but d e s p i t e t h e h a r d s h i p s he t r a p p e d a good s u p p l y of f u r . 

When Hans quitfc t r a p p i n g he s t a r t e d t r u c k i n g . He t r u c k e d 
gas f o r the A l a s k a highway when i t was b e i n g b u i l t and a l s o 
h a n d l e d c a t t l e . 

In 1945, Abner H i n g l e y , the raw f u r buyer i n A t h abasca, 
p a s s e d away. H i s employer, S. S l u t k e r (owner of S l u t k e r Fur 
and Hides i n Edmonton) needed a new buyer and asked Hans t o 
t a k e o v e r . S l u t k e r owned r i v e r f r o n t s t o r e p r o p e r t y i n 
A t h a b a s c a . Hans bought raw f u r s from t h i s s i t e , and ran a d r y 
goods and t r a p p i n g s u p p l y s t o r e . Hans p a i d the t a x e s and s o l d 
t h e f u r s t o S l u t k e r . T h i s arrangement worked out v e r y w e l l . 



By 1947 the s t o r e was d o i n g w e l l . When Hans needed 
s u p p l i e s i n Edmonton he would get Mike These or Bob B i s h o f f t o 
watch the s t o r e f o r the day. He soon h i r e d a f u l l time c l e r k 
t o h e l p him out. H i s f i r s t c l e r k was a g i r l from P e r r y v a l e 
who s t a y e d o n l y a s h o r t time b e f o r e moving t o Edmonton. 

One Sunday, when I was l i v i n g i n R o c h e s t e r , Hans and 
N e s t o r R i c h e l drove up t o the f a m i l y homestead. A l t h o u g h I 
d i d n ' t know him, he i n t r o d u c e d h i m s e l f and e x p l a i n e d t h a t he 
was l o o k i n g f o r a c l e r k i n h i s s t o r e . W a l t e r Gerl'6ch, the 
s t o r e keeper i n R o c h e s t e r , had suggested I might be 
i n t e r e s t e d . I had j u s t r e t u r n e d home a f t e r 4 y e a r s i n the 
RCAF and I was l o o k i n g f o r employment. I a c c e p t e d h i s o f f e r 
and s t a r t e d work on Tuesday morning. 

I t was q u i t e an e x p e r i e n c e , I had never c l e r k e d b e f o r e 
and I had t o get t o know the p e o p l e . I had some e x p e r i e n c e i n 
f u r because I t r a p p e d on the farm b e f o r e j o i n i n g the A i r 
F o r c e . I t d i d n ' t t a k e l o n g b e f o r e I knew my j o b and was 
s a i l i n g r i g h t a l o n g . 

I r e a l l y e n j o y e d t o work and b e f o r e I knew i t , Hans and I 
got m a r r i e d on December 23, 1947. We worked v e r y w e l l 
t o g e t h e r and I soon l e a r n e d the b u s i n e s s . We had two boys, 
Pat born March 16 1949, and Arno born J u l y 15 1953. 

T r a p p e r s came from a l l d i r e c t i o n s , t h e y t r a v e l l e d by 
dog s l e d , pack h o r s e s , team and wagon, by boats i n the s p r i n g 
and on f o o t . When th e y came t o s e l l t h e i r f u r s , no m a t t e r the 
day or the t i m e , we would open up f o r them. The T r a d i n g Post 
became more than j u s t a s t o r e f o r t h e s e p e o p l e . We s t o r e d 
t h e i r p e r s o n a l goods, one t r a p p e r kept a s u i t a t the s t o r e so 
he would have something t o wear i n town, we h e l p e d them w i t h 
t h e i r f i n a n c e s , and gave a hand when i t was needed. One c o l d 
w i n t e r morning around 1949 or 1950 we were woken by a l o u d 
banging on the door. I t was 4:00 and the temperature was 56 
below. Hans opened the door t o P a u l Chedak, he was c o v e r e d i n 
f r o s t and l o o k e d l i k e a snowman. 

P a u l and Dick Naumann were d r i v i n g t o town on the r i v e r 
i n an o l d S t a r c a r . I t had no w i n d s h i e l d . P a u l and D i c k had 
f u r s and D i c k was c a r r y i n g the m a i l . They got w i t h i n 20 m i l e s 



of town when the c a r q u i t and f r o z e up on them. Dick s t a y e d 
w i t h the c a r and goods. Hans drove out and towed the o t h e r 
c a r back. They d i d n ' t get back u n t i l around 11 o ' c l o c k i n the 
morning. D i c k had d i s h t o w e l s t i e d around h i s head and f a c e , 
P a u l had a c o a t over h i s head and t h a t ' s how t h e y kept from 
f r e e z i n g . That day the f o g never l i f t e d and the temperature 
h a r d l y changed. T h i s i s one t r i p I don't t h i n k P a u l or Dick 
ever f o r g o t . 

In 1961 Hans had a h e a r t a t t a c k and was out of the s t o r e 
f o r a l o n g time so I had a l l the work t o do. On March 10 )1963 
he had a n o t h e r one and passed away. We were l i v i n g on a farm 
and r u n n i n g the s t o r e a t t h a t t i m e . I had t o choose between 
the farm and the s t o r e and d e c i d e d t o s e l l the farm. The boys 
would be a l o n e on the farm a f t e r s c h o o l so I thought i t would 
be b e t t e r t o keep the s t o r e and f u r b u s i n e s s . 

I bought a house i n town and a l l went w e l l . In 1972 
S l u t k e r d e c i d e d t o s e l l the p r o p e r t y t h a t housed the s t o r e and 
he gave me the f i r s t chance t o buy. I bought the p r o p e r t y and 
ran the s t o r e u n t i l 1977. By then the boys were f i n i s h e d 
s c h o o l but d i d n ' t want the b u s i n e s s , the b u i l d i n g needed a 
f a c e l i f t and I wanted out. In 1977 a f t e r the s p r i n g f u r s 
were f i n i s h e d I s o l d the p r o p e r t y t o Nik-e Wintonyk. 

These a r e some of the t h i n g s I ' l l always remember about the 
s t o r e : 

The s t o r e was a p l a c e f o r the men t o g a t h e r when t h e i r 
w i v e s were shopping. They would come i n t o look the f u r o v e r , 
buy t h e i r t o b a c c o and s n u f f , and maybe snare w i r e and s h e l l s , 
s e l l a few w e a s e l or s q u i r r e l p e l t s t hey caught around the 
farm and then s f t around and t o l d t a l e s . Some of the r e g u l a r s 
were C.B. O l s e n , Randy S c h u l t e , Herman B i e b e r , John Babiak, 
Dan C u r r i e , Ed S t a s z e w s k i , A r t E l l i o t , George M a l o f e . These 
were p e o p l e I c o u l d t r u s t and i f I had t o go t o the bank or 
get f r e i g h t from the bus t h e y would watch the s t o r e so I 
d i d n ' t have t o c l o s e up. I f no one was around t o watch the 



s t o r e I used a s i g n , "back i n 5 m i n u t e s " o r "back a t 1 
o ' c l o c k " i f I went home f o r d i n n e r . 

At a r e c e n t g e t - t o g e t h e r W a l t e r B u l a s reminded me of a 
funny i n c i d e n t . S i x or seven men were i n the s t o r e when a l a d y 
customer came i n . She asked f o r a r o l l of s n u f f and a p a i r of 
w i r e arm bands, she s a i d she d i d n ' t want a bag. She opened 
the can of s n u f f on the opener I had b e s i d e the door and she 
f i l l e d her l i p f u l l . Then she k i c k e d o f f her shoes p u l l e d up 
her s k i r t and p u l l e d on the arm bands t o use as g a r t e r s . You 
c o u l d have heard a p i n drop i n the s t o r e . Everyone was 
l o o k i n g a t each o t h e r and I was l o o k i n g f o r a h o l e t o c r a w l 
i n t o . She gave us a l l a b i g s m i l e and away she went. 

Another a f t e r n o o n a l a d y came i n t o the s t o r e and asked me 
t o phone f o r a t a x i . I t was goi n g t o be about a 1/2 hour so I 
gave her a c h a i r and she s a t by the window t o watch f o r i t . I 
was busy i n t h e back s a c k i n g f u r and f o r some reason I came 
out and my gosh, she was s i t t i n g w i t h a b o t t l e of wine s t i l l 
i n t he paper bag and d r i n k i n g r i g h t out b e s i d e the f r o n t 
window. I n e a r l y had a f i t . I t o l d her she c o u l d s i t and 
w a i t but t o put the top back on the b o t t l e u n t i l she got home. 
I s t i l l have t o g r i n when I t h i n k of i t . 

I e n j o y e d the Fur and S t o r e v e r y much i n the 29 y e a r s I 
worked t h e r e . I have many fond memories and p e o p l e t r e a t e d me 
w i t h r e s p e c t . Through the y e a r s I had o n l y one person t h a t 
made me r e a l l y angry. I t was a f e l l o w who brought i n an 
u n s k i n n e d beaver and no l i c e n c e . He came i n the s t o r e and 
demanded I buy i t . I s a i d no and meant i t . He got mad and 
grabbed me by the arm and s a i d you buy i t . I saw r e d . I j u s t 
gave him one punch i n the r i b s and down on t h e f l o o r he went. 
Randy S c h u l t e , C.B. Olsen and another f e l l o w h u r r i e d t o the 
back t o see what had happened. Here was so and so on the 
f l o o r . C.B. grabbed him by the f e e t and p u l l e d him out i n t o 
t h e s t o r e from the back room. He got on h i s f e e t and s a i d he 
was g o i n g t o t h e p o l i c e . 

A few days l a t e r some of h i s f r i e n d s came i n the s t o r e 



and t o l d me he was t e l l i n g everyone "Don't ever put a hand on 
Mrs Hans (as some pe o p l e c a l l e d me). That was the b i g g e s t 
m i s t a k e I made". The boys were j u s t g r i n n i n g from ear t o e a r . 

To t h i s day when I meet the f e l l o w s on the s t r e e t t h e y 
always speak and remind me of how I h e l p e d them out when t h e y 
were g o i n g t o the bush t o work or g o i n g t o the t r a p l i n e s . 

Edward House gave me h i s Aunt's (Mrs. Logan's) b i b l e when 
she d i e d . I d i d a l o t of t h i n g s f o r her and they s a i d t h e y 
wanted me t o have i t . I was v e r y touched. 

Hans was a member of E l k s , Chamber of Commerce, F i s h and 
Game and a l s o a share h o l d e r i n the c u r l i n g r i n k even though 
he d i d n ' t c u r l . In 1968 F i s h and Game s t a r t e d a t r o p h y n i g h t . 
Randy S c h u l t e was i n charge and he asked i f I would sponsor a 
moose t r o p h y i n memory of Hans. T h i s y e a r , 1995, w i l l be the 
50th a n n i v e r s a r y of F i s h and Game and the 27th year I w i l l 
s ponsor a t h e Hans B i r k i g t memorial t r o p h y . Of the o r i g i n a l 5 
sp o n s o r s , I am the o n l y one t o c o n t i n u e . 



THE FUR TRADE 
Around 1884 or 1889 the Hudson Bay Company s t a r t e d a 

T r a d i n g Post a t the Landing ( A t h a b a s c a ) . In the w i n t e r many 
of homesteaders, I n d i a n s , M e t i s , t r a c k e r s and r i v e r b o a t men 
t r a p p e d and s o l d t h e i r f u r s t o supplement t h e i r income. Each 
one had t h e i r own t e r r i t o r y , f u r was p l e n t i f u l so t h e r e was no 
problem. L a t e r on the Government s t a r t e d r e g i s t e r e d t r a p 
l i n e s . They were about twenty m i l e s l o n g and each t r a p p e r had 
h i s own t e r r i t o r y . T h i s was on crown l a n d and t h e y made 
agreements not t o c r o s s on t o o t h e r p e o p l e s l i n e . The 
homesteaders always t r a p p e d on t h e r e own l a n d . L a t e r on the 
Government made b l o c k s or areas around the e x i s t i n g t r a p l i n e s 
and each t r a p p e r was g i v e n a l i c e n c e number t h a t s t a y e d the 
same e v e r y y e a r . They used dog teams, pack dogs, ho r s e s and 
went on f o o t t o t e n d t h e i r t r a p l i n e . 

The f u r b u i s n e s s c o v e r e d a v e r y l a r g e a r e a . The t r a p p e r s 
came i n from a l l o v e r ; Smith, Hondo, S l a v e Lake, Wabasca, 
C a l l i n g Lake, P e l i c a n , B o y l e , P e r r y v a l e , R o c h e s t e r , Meanook, 
C o l i n t o n , Grosmont, L a L a v i l l e , B a p t i s t Lake, Wandering R i v e r , 
F a u s t , C l y d e , Newbrook and many o t h e r s m a l l towns. 

The main c a t c h would be: mink, s q u i r r e l s , c o y o t e s , t i m b e r 
w o l v e s , w e a s e l s , r e d f o x , s i l v e r f o x , c r o s s f o x , l y n x , 
m u s k r a t s , beaver, and skunk. Mink r a n c h i n g was a b i g b u i s n e s s 
and f o o d was p l e n t i f u l f o r the mink. Every l a k e had mink 
r a n c h e r s because f i s h was an i m p o r t a n t f o o d f o r the mink. 
L a t e r when fa r m e r s got t r a c t o r s , the mink were f e d horse meat. 
Some of the mink and f o x r a n c h e r s were George Meyer, Bob 
C r a w f o r d , George C r a w f o r d , Henry Boehlke, L l o y d S t a r k , Ambrose 
H i l l , George Roe, Gunner P e t t e r s o n , Eugan B a r i l l o t , L l o y d 
C r a w f o r d , M a r t i n Vanness, Ken S u t t o n , Jim M c i n t o s h . 

In the l a t e f i f t i e s the bottom dropped out of the ranch 
f u r because t h e y s t a r t e d making a r t i f i c i a l f u r which was a l o t 
cheaper than the r e a l f u r . 


