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Johnny Berens. (1871-1954) 
Metis River Boat Pilot 
 
Johnny was born at Fort Simpson NWT, the son of Samuel Berens and Mary Berens. 

Samuel, like many other Metis, was employed in the transportation industry. First he was 
employed as a dog team driver at Fort Garry, later his work on the York Boat Brigades 
took him to Norway House, Red River then to the Slave River post of Fort Smith and 
then to Fort Simpson on the Deh Cho (Mackenzie River). He was well-known as a 
steersman and a pilot on the Mackenzie River. Sam Berens worked for the HBC until 
September 1, 1898. 

 

  
 
Like his father, Johnny was involved in the transportation system. He joined the 

Hudson’s Bay Company at age 15 (1885). In 1894, Johnny was employed as a trader for 
the HBC at Fort Smith and assisted in the construction of the Wrigley. Once the boat was 
launched he worked on board as a cook. One of the communities they traveled to was 
Fort Simpson, where he met and married Monique Lafferty in 1895. The family then 
moved to Fort Laird where Johnny worked in the HBC store as an interpreter, carpenter 
and cook. He then piloted the second Wrigley. As a pilot on the Mackenzie and Slave 
Rivers he was a man of great importance in the N.W.T. The job required great judgment 
and discipline; he loved the challenge of the rivers. When offered increased pay he 
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worked for two years as a pilot for Northern Traders. In 1921 he became pilot of the 
NWT’s most famous boat, the Distributor. He piloted it for 26 years between Fort 
Simpson and Aklavic. In 1939, he was presented with a medal from the Queen and the 
HBC for his long service. In 1947, he retired having worked for over 60 years for the 
HBC. 

 

 
 
 

 
The Hudson's Bay paddle-wheeled steamer S.S. Distributor 
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Johnny married Monique Lafferty in 1896 at Fort Rae. They had eight children, 
Mary Louise (b.1899), Ellen (b.1901), Alice (b.1904), Alfred (b.1906), William (b.1908), 
Dora (b.1911), Frederick (b.1899), and Saragine (b. 1915). 

 
He built a house for his family at Fort Smith and retired there after the boats were 

taken out of service. As a tribute to him the Government of Canada named the Mackenzie 
River ferry at Fort Providence “The Johnny Berens.”  

 

 
Account by John Berens on the 1924 wreck of the S.S. Northland Trader and barge Bell Rock 

 September, 1924. (Jackson/NWT Archives/N-1979-004) 
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