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The Tale of the Royal Beaver Hat 
 
The following anecdote is based on the Hudson's Bay 
Company, Vol. I, 1670 - 1763. By E. E. Rich and published 
by the Hudson's Bay Record Society, herein The History. 
 
In 1679 the Hudson Bay Company 
(HBC) was in a state of crisis 
as one of its founding 
directors, Anthony Cooper the 
first Earl of Shaftesbury 
[right](1621–1683) had fallen 
out of political favor losing 
both the office of Chancellor 
of England and his position on 
the Privy Council. So he 
resigned from the company which 
now fell under the governorship 
of James Hayes. This gentleman 
brought with him the support of 
the merchants of the City of 
London among whom were Sir 
Robert Vyner [below] and 
Richard Cradock. The latter was 
to prove 'a most active member' 
of the board.(The History p.88) 
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In order to stimulate the flagging consumption of fur, 
especially Beaver, the Hudson Bay Company tried to convince 
people to wear beaver stockings. Even though James Duke of 
York (one of the Company's governors) was given a pair of 
beaver stockings, the fashion still did not catch on 
(probably not a surprise). More successful than fur 
stockings was the use of Beaver hats. Two were ordered by 
the company for their royal patrons - The King (Charles II) 
and his brother James Duke of York - at a cost of five 
pounds each. There’s nothing like royalty wearing a fashion 
accessory to have it adopted by the masses.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

KING CHARLES II 
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Unfortunately the King did not live long enough to receive 
his free fur hat as on Feb 2 1685 he fell unexpectedly, and 
seriously, ill. The suddenness of the illness helped to 
fuel rumors that he had been poisoned by his brother James, 
the proud owner of a brand new and very large beaver hat. 
On the 5th Charles was received into the Roman Catholic 
church by Father John Huddleston, a priest he had met 
during his escape from Worcester (and into which family 
Richard's great grandmother Alice Latus's family had 
married a number of times centuries before). Charles died 
the next morning in Whitehall Palace leaving behind one 
unused beaver hat.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

James Duke of York who became James II 
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At this point Richard Craddock stepped in to claim the hat 
for himself. He did so on the basis that he had supplied, 
some years earlier (1682), a number of pairs of snow shoes 
to John Bridgar who had been commissioned governor of Port 
Nelson on the James Bay. Unfortunately when Bridgar entered 
the mouth of the Nelson River he found Pierre Esprit 
Radisson already there as agent for the French and who 
challenged Bridgar's right to be there. Radisson had built 
a fort on the south bank of the Hayes River so Bridgar 
chose a spot on the north shore, and there built the first 
HBC establishment in that area - Port Nelson. Never having 
been reimbursed for what he had supplied Bridgar, Cradock 
took advantage of the King's demise to claim the hat for 
himself. 
 
It is amusing to think of Richard Cradock wandering the 
streets of London wearing a hat originally intended to 
cover the head of the ruling monarch had not death snatched 
it from him. (see The History p. 167) 
 
A listing of Richard along with Prince Rupert and the 
architect Christopher Wren has been found: 

 
The above claims that Richard was one of the first 
proprietors whereas the history would suggest he was 
brought in later. I believe he was one the first 
proprietors but came to represent the merchants of the city 
of London viewpoint more forcefully after Shaftesbury left.  
Note that there is a family relationship between the 
Cradocks and the Wrens. 
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Map indicating Port Nelson 
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Above Richard Cradock can be found listed as a subscriber 
to the Bank of England with two asterisks next to his name 
indicating that he is eligible to be voted as a Director. I 
believe this list was issued on the establishment of the 
Bank in 1694. 


