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A “country wife” in Western Canada and the PacNorthwest was an Aboriginal woman who
became the spouse of a man of Métis or Europeagstigavho was connected with the fur trade. As the
fur trade moved westward, it was natural for expisrand fur traders to enter into marital uniongwi
Aboriginal women as there were no white women mwhest at that time. Also since there was then no
clergy in this area, these unions were mada facon du paysd.e. in accordance with the custom of the
country.

Country wives brought invaluable attributes anddfiés to their relationships with the voyageurs,
explorers, engagés, and fur traders. Due to theil Aboriginal and white cultures, country wivesded
kinship ties between the Native tribes and thetfaders. Josette (sometimes called Suzette) Legacé
Work is an example of a Métis country wife who, witer husband John Work, left a lasting mark on the
history of the Province of British Columbia.

Josette Legacé Work (LRI photo archive #WMN 26)

Josette Legacé was born about 1809 in the Oregont@Go Her mixed-blood lineage was derived
from her father Pierre Legagéa French Canadian voyageur and her mother, aPdez2 woman. Her
father was known as “Old Pierre”. In 1825 Josette dohn Work were marrieala facon du payat Fort

1 The explorer David Thompson sent a voyageur naBietles LaGasse (along with a man named LaBlarer) ov
the Rockies to winter with the Kutenai Indianshie tvinter of 1800. Charles LaGasse was the brath&id Pierre"
Legasse/Legace who crossed the Rockies in 1807Rvitn McDonald. The latter two settled down foh#es with
an Indian chief and his family near present dayk&pe, Washington.



Colvile in the Oregon Country. Work was then thedslon’s Bay Company (HBC) clerk in charge of that
Fort. At the time of their country marriage he viadis early thirties, while his bride was onlxtsien
years old. Josette and John eventually had elevidairen, three sons and eight daughters. Theiitaha
union lasted until the day of John Work's deati&61.

Work was born with the surname Wark about 1792dnghboyne, County Donegal, Ireland. At the
age of 22 he embarked from the Orkney Islands fodg6n Bay to work for the HBC. Until 1823, he
served in several areas of Rupert’s Land, incluagk Factory in present day Manitoba. In thatnjea
was transferred west of the Rocky Mountains wherevhs to live the rest of his life. He crossed the
Continental Divide to the Columbia District with tee Skene Ogden, a fur trader with the HBC. Their
paths would cross frequently in the future.

In the Indian Country, Josette’s Aboriginal bloadight the same advantages to her husband as that
which other country wives brought to their maritalationships. This proved particularly advantageo
in their early days when Josette accompanied Johmany of his fur-trading ventures. Their young
children also traveled with them. This was so etf@ugh the expeditions sometimes entered into the
territory of hostile Natives, and frequently invet/long and distant travel over many months.

Work was promoted to Chief Trader in charge of @make Country Expedition in 1830, replacing
Peter Skene Ogden. Ogden had succeeded Alexamdsr &8 leader of these Expeditions. Ross had
retired from the HBC and moved to Red River whexeabthored several books includifige Red River
Settlement: Its Rise, Progress and Present Sthtes likely that the free trader identified Byexander
Ross as “Old Pierre” in the 1824 Expedition thasfled to the Snake Country was Josette’s father.

Even though she was pregnant, John Work took &oaetl their children with him on the 1830-31
Expedition. During this combined hunting and fraeling trip into the Snake Country, their daughter
Letitia was born on June 15, 1831 in what was twob® Idaho. Josette and the children also traveled
with him and his crew the following year on anothrapping expedition. During this 1832-33 Expeiiti
they went southward into what is now California.

The dangers that the fur traders and their famgm®etimes encountered on these expeditions has
been documented in a letter from George T. Allenl¢ak on the Columbia) to James Hargrave who was
then in Rupert’'s Land. Concerning one of Work'peditions, the letter states in part: “You have no
doubt heard that Mr. Work in his last trip to thea8e country had some fighting with the Blackfeet &
had some of his people killed.”

In the fall of 1834 Work was sent to Fort Simpspneyiously Fort Nass) on McLoughlin Bay in
what is now North West British Columbia. He wasgad in charge of the coastal trade, again
succeeding Peter Skene Ogden. Josette and thikrechstayed at Fort Vancouver until they were
reunited with him at his new posting. During heptyear period at Fort Vancouver Josette would have
socialized with other country wives at the Forthe$e included two other prominent Métis women,
Amelia Connolly Douglas and Marguerite Wadin McKBcLoughlin, the spouses of the top two
officials at the Fort. Amelia was married to Jarbemiglas who has been referred to as the “Father of



British Columbia”. Marguerite’s husband was DrhddMcLoughlin who in 1957 was officially named
the “Father of Oregon”.

However in late 1836 Josette and her younger d@nldoined John Work in Fort Simpson. Two
older daughters were left behind to attend schdduring the thirteen years that Josette was at Fort
Simpson, she gave birth to six of their childrethree boys and three girls. Josette, with her ijiroal
blood, was sympathetic to the native women at le@r location. According to N. de Bertrand Lugrin in
her bookThe Pioneer Women of Vancouver Island 1843-1866

By precept and example, by earnest teaching anihdoware, she began to make her
influence felt. She taught the little girls and thoung women to cook and to sew, to keep
themselves and the other children neat and clean.

As her influence grew in the community, she decittedise it to persuade the Natives to give up
slavery, a practice that was prevalent among marilgé area. She contributed to a change in thesvie
of many of them.

In their bookBritish Columbia Chronicle: 1778-18465. P. V. and Helen B. Akrigg noted that
suspended from the walls of the living room of Werk home at Fort Simpson was a variety of stuffed
birds. These writers explained that Josette wasegrert taxidermist”. The Akriggs also added that
notwithstanding Josette was “a half-Indian fur-graslife”, she was treated with the deference dua to
Chief Trader’s wife. As an example, Josette haff &b prepare meals for her and her family.

John Work was devoted to Josette and his Métighienl On February 15, 1841 he wrote a letter to
his old HBC cohort Edward Ermatinger, who was theimg in St. Thomas, Upper Canada. In it Work
wrote that Josette had given birth to a son:

.... like most old fogies | am quite proud of thelditfellow, | had given up hopes of having a
boy.... The little Wife and | get on very well, She to me an affectionate partner simple and
uninstructed as she is and takes good care of itgreh & myself[.] We enjoy as great a share of
conjugal happiness as generally falls to the lohafried people.

In Many Tender TieSylvia Van Kirk, a leading authority on women i frade society, noted that
John Work often affirmed his “... esteem for his Maitiife Josette Legacé.”

John Work received a promotion to Chief Factor84@ and continued his service with the HBC at
Fort Simpson where he was in charge of the coarstaé. In that same year thé"4¢arallel became the
international boundary for the area west of thekgddountains. In addition to this promotion, Work
was appointed to the three-man Board of Manageunfethie HBC's Columbia District. With him as part
of this triumvirate were his long-time associatéseC Factors James Douglas and Peter Skene Ogden.

John Work was a replacement for Dr. John McLoughiio had retired from the HBC and moved to
Oregon City in the Willamette Valley. There wasestablished Métis community of mainly retired fur-
traders and their families in this area that wdkeddrench Prairie. Josette, John and their fafied
in Fort Simpson until 1849. In order that his yganchildren could attend school, he took Josette a
the children to live in Fort Victoria in that yealdntil then they had been schooled at home.



In Victoria Josette renewed her old acquaintandé wmelia Connolly Douglas, her Métis friend
from Fort Vancouver. Amelia’s husband James Douglas then the HBC's Chief Factor at Fort
Victoria, and later became the Governor of Vancousiand. The close friendship between Josette an
Amelia at Fort Victoria would last for many years.

Notwithstanding that they had been marréeth fagcon du pay$or 23 years, John and Josette had
Reverend R. J. Staines marry them in a religiousngeny in Victoria on November 6, 1849. This may
have been motivated by the fact that Staines was $eereafter to preside at the weddings of twiheir
children. A short time later their older daughteere married. Sarah married Roderick Finlaysomo(w
later became a Chief Factor of the HBC); and Jaee another HBC official Dr. William Fraser Tolmie.

After their daughters’ weddings, John Work returt@drort Simpson as District Manager where he
remained until 1852. In the summer of that yeamuoeed to Victoria to rejoin Josette and the younge
children. They purchased a large tract of farmlandwhich they built a substantial home which they
called “Hillside”. It was located at a distancerfr Fort Victoria in what is today the Hillside Dist of
the City of Victoria.

Josette’s husband carried on his functions as @&fGFactor of the HBC and in 1858 he was
appointed to the Board of Management of the HBGlheartered at Victoria. With him on this Board
were Alexander Grant Dallas (a son-in-law of Jarbesiglas) and Dugald Mactavish. Prior to that,
Work's long-time HBC comrade Governor James Doudiad appointed him to the Council of the
Colony of Vancouver Island in 1853. This furth@hanced the status of Josette and John in Vicsoria’
society.

Josette and John Work entertained at their Hillsidene on many occasions. An English naval
officer Richard Charles Mayne (after whom Mayneatsl is named) came to Victoria in 1857 as a
surveyor. In hig-our Years in British Columbia and Vancouver Islahd wrote:

In fine weather, riding parties of the gentlemed &dies of the place were formed, and we
returned generally to a high tea or tea-dinner at Bbuglas’s or Mr. Work’s, winding up the
pleasant evening with dance and song.

Although Charles Wilson made demeaning commentsitathalf-breed” women in one part of his
contemporary diary, this did not deter him from eqing the hospitality of Josette and John. On
Saturday September 3, 1859, he wrote “Directlynidid | started off to spend the evening with the
Works & thank them for all their kindness .... Thegt gp an impromptu hop immediately & we danced
till Sunday commenced ....” Perhaps Wilson did nebw of Josette’s Métis lineage since he added
“The Works are about the kindest people | ever caoness.”

Wilson also attended a large dinner party at thaéhof Josette and John Work on January 2, 1860.
His diary entry stated “This evening kept as NevaiYe&Day .... There were about 30 at dinner .... We
danced away till 12 & then all hands sat down sumptuous supper & then set to work dancing again
until a very late hour.”

The presence of the attractive daughters of JosetieJohn in Victoria did not take long to draw
male suitors to their Hillside home. In due couslief their eight daughters were married, buirttieree
sons died without issue. In addition to the maet of Sarah to Roderick Finlayson and Jane to Dr.



William Fraser Tolmie during the winter of 1849-3@ary Work was married in 1860 to James Allen
Grahame the Chief Commissioner of the HBC.

On February 18 of that same year Sarah and Roderick Finlaysotetias party. Charles Wilson
attended it and noted in his diary:

.... we had great fun there, an old gentleman plagimghe fiddle for us to dance to ....
Scotch reels and Irish jigs to an immense extent.

Josette and John’s youngest daughter Suzette, vasobern at Fort Victoria in 1854, married
Edward Gawler Prior in 1878. After the death ofeltess son-in-law Roderick Finlayson in 1892,
Edward replaced his deceased brother-in-law aobtiee trustees of the Work Estate. Prior was late
become Premier of British Columbia in 1902 and teéeant Governor of the Province in 1919.

Josette and John were the grandparents of a flwemier of British Columbia. Simon Fraser
Tolmie was one of the children born to their daeghtane and her husband William Fraser Tolmie.
Simon was to become Premier of the Province of#riColumbia on August 21, 1928. He served in that
capacity for over five years.

John Work, Josette’s beloved husband for over 28syalied in Victoria in December 1861. At the
time of his death he was not only one of the wéadthmen and largest landowners in the Colony, && w
also one of its most highly respected citizenssefte was a widow for 35 years. She lived outifeeas
a matriarch of Victoria society and continued harg and close friendship with her fellow Métis Lady
Amelia Connolly Douglas. Their close ties camancend with the death of Amelia on January 8, 1890.

Josette was sometimes referred to as Suzette. Qusf\@8, 1874 she entered into an Indenture with
the Registrar General of British Columbia in whédie signed her name Suzette Work rather than dosett
Work. Her signature was in good and legible haiititvg. There is a photograph of Josette in hegrlat
years in which she is sitting in a chair dresskd, land appearing similar to, pictures of Queertdria
from the same time period. In this photograph,deneanor is that of a self-assured lady and meltria

On January 30, 1896 Josette died at the advaneetbathat time of 87 years. She is buried in the
Ross Bay Cemetery in Victoria. On her tombstonenagne appears as Suzette Work. On the day after
her death the British Columbia Legislature paighactal tribute to this Métis matriarch. Premiehidd.
Turner stated that Josette was an honored piorfeRritssh Columbia. He referred to her sympathy to
those in sickness and in trouble and her kind warks charitable actions. The Legislature then aatbpt
the following resolution:

That the Members of this Legislature having heaitth wegret of the death of Mrs. Work,
wife of the late Hon. John Work, a member of thes@mnl of Vancouver’s Island from 1853 to
1861, who before her demise was the oldest residemritish Columbia, and who will be
remembered for her usefulness in pioneer work aadyngood deeds, beg to express their
sympathy with the relatives of the deceased.

Josette Legacé’s prominence as a Métis pioneer wamaVestern Canada is evidenced by her
being profiled in theDictionary of Canadian Biography Her life in British Columbia had spanned
several eras — from fur trade society of the fremtiutposts through colonial times to provincialtss —
from wilderness days to civilization. Josette waasue pioneer who had participated in and conteithu



to the growth of the West. Like her close frienohélia Connolly Douglas, Josette Legacé Work was an
outstanding Métis and Canadian woman.
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