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Mining Anniversaries Evoke Record Of Red Lake's Ill-Fated
First Prospector Of 1897

by John Richthammer

The recent Ontario Mining
Week and the 100th
anniversary of the Canadian
I n s t i t u t e o f M i n i n g ,
Metallurgy and Petroleum
have elicited the latest waves
of interest in the area's
golden history.
The premier discovery of gold
values in the Red Lake
district was made over 100
years ago in 1897 when the
C I M M w a s i n i t s
organizational infancy. The
strike was located at Slate
Bay by a party headed by
Robert J.Gilbert, the ill-fated
scion of a distinguished New
Brunswick founding family.
His exploits, however, have
survived in record only partly
because of the earliest gold
find in the area; it was
Gilbert's freak demise on a
shore of Slate Bay after the
discovery which has also
remained legend.
While the Hudson's Bay and
North West companies were
first established in the Red
Lake district in the 1770s,
there were no antecedents in
the prospecting game.
Eminent geologist Dr. Robert
Bell, of the Geological Survey
of Canada, reported on Red
Lake in 1883.
By the late 1800s, parts of
Canada were bustling with
'gold fever.'
While remote Red Lake
became of interest to only a
small group then, 1897 was a

Mikado Mine and other finds
in the Kenora (then Rat
Portage) area were all
engulfed in the mail for gold
during one of the earliest
epocks of Canadian gold
mining.
A propensity for exploring
and discovering seemed to
have coursed through
Gilbert's veins. Apparently,
he was directly descended
from the Elizabethan explorer
Sir Humphrey Gilbert, an
early proponent of the idea
of a Northwest Passage, who
claimed Newfoundland for
England but died at sea one
month later in 1583.
Robe r t Gi lber t ' s own
adventurous life was a
dichotomous marriage: a
genteel, Victorian city
newspaperman (he spent
most of his truncated life in
literary pursuits and held
prominent journalistic posts,
including editorship of the
Boston Post), he was equally
adept at prospecting and
exploring (he would live out
of a tent for months at a
time).
Gilbert had read Dr.
Donaldson Bogart Dowling's
1894 report on mineral
occurrences in the Red Lake
area. The promisingly fertile
gold deposits and other
apparently mineral rich rocks
were to Gilbert most extolled
attractions. This propelled
Gilbert to solicit financing of
an expedition.
Dowling's encouraging report
resonated clearly enough to
convince Gilbert to travel to
England, where he had an

audience with the Earl of
Portarlington and other
monied English and Irish

men. Sufficiently convinced
by the enthusiasm and
optimism of the intrepid
Gilbert, these men of means
authorized the venture by
bankrolling an expedition to
Red Lake, a place of which
they had never before heard.
T h e N o r t h W e s t e r n
Exploration Company was
thus formed, and the head
office being in London,
England.
The small group of British
adventureres was led by the
33-year old Gilbert, the
Canadian, set out in June
1897 for Red Lake. Beside
him, the group was comprised
of G.C. Glover, an artist with
the London Graphic and also
apparently a mining engineer,
S.F.Franco and R.L. Weldon,
Their journey really began
when they stepped off the
C.P.R. train at the Dinorwic
flag stop. With supplies and
gear to sustain them
throughout their sojourn, the
group traversed by canoe a
route of approximately 200
miles.
They established camp at
Slate Bay and quickly set out
prospecting the rocky hills,
mossy quagmires and
incredibly thick brush. Success
came without delay - upon a
lofty ridge approximately one
quarter of a mile back from
Slate Bay. Mineral veins were
traced for subs tan t ia l
distances and samples
contained free gold. They also

discovered that free gold was
also easily obtainable by
panning the earth and
decomposed rock right at the
vein surface. It was decided
that they would hire a
Dominion land surveyor to
legally record the find (it was
necessary for the surveyor to
hold a Dominion designation

because the Red Lake area
was not then part of Ontario
but in the 'District of
Keewatin'). During a group
c o n f e r e n c e , G i l b e r t
mentioned knowing of James
Williams Tyrrell, a celebrated
explorer and prominent
surveyor. Resolving to keep
their find confidential, they
intended to proceed without
delay to Tyrell in Hamilton,
Ont.
They camped one more night
and on the morning of Aug. 8
they packed only essential
items. With details obtained
from Dinorwic, the Manitoba
Free Press later reported,
"they were...in the act of
loading their canoe. Glover
was holding the canoe by the
water's edge for others to
load, and apparently all had
their backs toward Gilbert
when a report was heard from
behind and, looking around,
Gilbert was seen to fall and
clasp his hand to his thigh
and exclaim, "I have killed
myself,' and go off into a
swoon. Restoratives were
immediately applied to his
lips and temple, but he only
regained consciousness for a
few seconds and exclaimed
again, "I am dying," or such

and almost immediatly
expired."
Details came to light later:
Gilbert had embarked last but
just before stepping into the
canoe quickly reached for his
loaded Colt revolver, which
lay on the shore in front of
him. The hefty Colt was in its
leather holster which had not
been fastened. In haste to get
going, he grasped the holster,
at which point the revolver
slid or dropped out and
struck (hammer down) onto
the smooth rock on which
Gilbert stood. It went off and

before anyone could fathom
what was happening, the
discharged ball pierced
Gilbert's thigh, passed
through intestine and lodged
in a vital organ.
Gilbert, described later as a
'big,powerful man,'crumpled
at the feet of his incredulous
comrades. Within a few
moments, the idyllic venture
had morphed into a
n i g h t m a r e . I t w a s
unanimously decided that out
of sympathy for Gilbert's
family and in respecting
decorum befitting the death
of a Victorian gentleman, his
body would be taken out to
the nearest railway line to be
shipped by train for interment
near his eastern home.
The heartbroken friends
sewed the body in canvas and
started out. They were
especially menaced in their
burdensome, antipathetic task
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by the extreme heat, their
own grieving, the wearying
pace of travel by canoe and
the numerous lengthy
portages over which they
carried the heavy,
decomposing form of their
late leader.
At Lac Seul, a rough box was
constructed. From there, local
Anishinabe, using a Hudson's
Bay team and cart, conveyed
the remains across the eight-
mile portage to Dinorwic
station, where they were
sealed into a metal casket. At
last, six days after the death,
the Saturday express to the
east was on its way. The
death was formally registered
at Rat Portage.
According to the Manitoba
Free Press, Gilbert had a
married sister at Sudbury but
he was the last in the family's
male line. However, he was
unmarried and had no

progeny, so the family dream
died along with Gilbert's
other one, of gold riches. His
was one of the first deaths of
a white man in the area; in
the late 1700s and early
1800s, a few fur traders had
died here.
With the rock samples still in
their possession, the trio
continued on to Tyrrell in
Hamilton, The surveyor,
whose explorations with his
brother Joseph Burr Tyrrell,
became legendary, agreed to
go to Red Lake. Before
leaving, he corresponded
briefly with Canada's
surveyor-general for
permission to commence and
as to how boundaries were to
be fixed (no surveys had ever
before been done there).
Almost one month after
Gilbert's demise, the survey
party set out from Hamilton,
and pitched camp on the
shore of Red Lake Sep. 25.
Tyrrell wrote in an unfinished
manuscript (quoted by his
son), "although favourably
impressed with the

appearance of some of the
finds, what impressed me
most of all at first was that a
party of gentlemen from
England should find their way
into such a remote district,
penetrate thickets almost too
dense for a bird to fly
through and discover the
hidden treasure beneath the
covering of drift and other
vegetation." Tyrrell surveyed
and officially designated all
eight mining areas.
Tyrrell surveyed and offically
designated all eight mining
areas.
His 'Plan of Minng Locations"
was the first of its kind ever
done in the area and a copy
was only published in 1964, in

Donald Parrott's "Red Lake
Gold Rush". In his report to
the company, Tyrrell made a
statement which still proves
exceedingly justified 100 years
later: The whole Red Lake
region, judging by the
character of the rocks,
promises to be a valuable

mining district."
The prospectors built two
winterized cabins and under
Glover's direction
development work and the
sinking of a 25-foot shaft
continued throughout the
winter into 1898. It became
abundantly clear to the
disenchanted group that for
several key reasons their
hoped-for eldorado was in its
death throes. The accidental
killing of their leader had
obviously quelled their
fervour. Other more logistical
factors, however, were the
major reasons for abandoning
the project: the remoteness
and inaccessibility of the pre-
Cambrian location which

made transportation of
supplies and equipment a
monstrous undertaking, the
rigidly forbidding, even
dangerous, terrain,
intemperate weather
conditions, and ultimately
mediocre gold values.
The attempts during the gold
rush 29 years later in 1926 by
James Tyrrell and his son
William to revive the site was
also challenged by the same
handicaps which had foiled
the Gilbert party. Tyrrell
brothers Anthony (Tony) and
Hubert (Bert), younger
cousins of the surveyor, also
joined the gold rush. 'Bert'
spent much of the rest of his
life at Red and Trout Lakes.
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