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James McMillan (1783–1858)  

 

James was a fur trader and explorer for the North West Company and Hudson's Bay 

Company. He led some of the earliest surveys of the lower Fraser River and founded Fort 

Langley for the HBC in 1827, and was its first Chief Trader. 

 
McMillan moved to North America at about age 20 and began work as a clerk for the 

North West Company in what is now Saskatchewan. Notably, he joined David 

Thompson's 1808 North West Company expedition west across the Rocky Mountains. 

Later, he assisted in purchasing Astoria, Oregon from the Pacific Fur Company. In June 

1824, following the merger of the North West Company and the HBC, McMillan 

accompanied HBC Governor George Simpson from York Factory far west to the lower 

Columbia River, arriving in Fort George on November 8 of that year. Simpson described 

McMillan as a “Staunch & Manly Friend and Fellow Traveller”. Ten days later, Simpson 

assigned McMillan with commanding an expedition to survey the mouth of the Fraser 

River and assess it for navigability, settlement potential and agricultural suitability. He 

led an exploration party of 40 men from Fort George to Puget Sound and on to Mud Bay, 

just east of present day Point Roberts. On local advice of a shortcut, McMillan's party 

proceeded east up the Nicomekl River through what is now South Surrey, British 

Columbia where they then portaged to the Fraser River. The expedition traveled and 

surveyed up the Fraser River as far as Hatzic Slough, before returning to Fort George 

 

On June 27, 1827, McMillan was again dispatched north from the Columbia River by 

Simpson, this time to establish a Hudson's Bay Company presence on the lower Fraser 



 2 

River. After leaving Fort Vancouver, McMillan, his 25-man party and two small boats 

arrived at Port Orchard on Puget Sound on July 4. There they camped, awaiting the 

newly acquired HBC sailing vessel the Cadboro, loaded with horses and supplies, which 

had departed Fort Vancouver on June 24 to rendezvous with McMillan's party via the 

open Pacific Ocean. After waiting six days, the Cadboro finally arrived at Port Orchard 

on July 10. When the ship approached the mouth of the Fraser River, McMillan set out 

looking for suitable locations for the establishment of the Fort. He found none in the 

immediate vicinity of the river's mouth and the Cadboro was unable to gain navigable 

access to the Fraser River for several days until a channel was discovered. Meanwhile, in 

the smaller boats, and proceeding further up river, McMillan surveyed several potential 

locations for the new fort on July 27-28. It was around this time that McMillan 

Island was named for him. Other islands named during this survey of the river were 

Barnston Island (for clerk George Barnston) and Annacis Island (for Clerk Francois Noel 

Annance).  On Monday July 30, McMillan's party unloaded horses at the site he had 

chosen for Fort Langley and the laborious clearance of the forest commenced. The first 

post of the Fort was cut on August 1, 1827. He was chief Factor at Fort Langley from 

1827 to 1828. 

 
McMillan went on to become a Chief Factor at the HBC's Red River Colony, and he was 

brought in to manage a failed experimental farm at St. James on the Assiniboine River. In 

his efforts, he even enlisted a cousin, Robert Campbell from Scotland to assist on the 

farm with such endeavours as trying to raise sheep from Kentucky. Later, he was 

transferred to the Montreal area out of frustration with the farm's failure and his dislike of 

Red River Colony society. In 1839, McMillan retired to Scotland where he lived with his 

Scottish wife, Eleanor McKinley, with whom he had eight children. He also fathered at 
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least four North American children stemming from relations with native women from the 

Columbia Region, Saskatchewan and Fort George. One of whom, William McMillan, 

was a co-signatory to the Métis petition for special status, 1845. 
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