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of the year 1771, have been compiled under the direction of
Dr. Wayne E. Stevens and photostatic copies have been made
from some of the original licenses in the Canadian Archives,
through the codperation of a group of western historical
societies under the supervision of the Minnesota Historical
Society.® An alphabetical index has been made for this
material and Dr. Stevens has written an introduction which
gives a clear and comprehensive account of the official regula-
tions for the trade. The early licenses are on individual sheets,
usually printed forms with certain details in handwriting.
When a form is completely filled out, the information covers
the name of the applicant, his destination, the number of his
canoes, the names of his canoemen, the nature, amount, and
value of the cargo, the amount of his bond, and the name
of his guarantor. It has been difficult to isolate the Michili-
mackinac licenses, since there is no uniformity in the descrip-
tions of the destinations. For the purpose of this study, all
the country around Lake Superior has been included, as well
as everything to the north and west of it. La Baye has been
included, but St. Joseph and the other posts at the southern
end of Lake Michigan have been omitted. Under this group-
ing the Canadian traders to Michilimackinac took out thirty-six
licenses in 1769, forty-five in 1770, thirty-six in 1772, twenty-
two in 1773, twenty-eight in 1774, forty-seven in 1775, and
nineteen in 1776. There were in addition fourteen undated
licenses. Though it is obviously impossible within the limits
of this article to analyze these returns completely, a few obser-
vations may be set down. The number of partnerships in-
creased, especially among the traders who later formed the
Northwest Company. These were evidently limited and tem-
porary arrangements, for the grouping of names varies and
the individuals who belonged to a partnership frequently sent
out separate expeditions to different districts. In 1769 there

83 There is only one Michilimackinac license for 1768. For an account
of these abstracts, see ante, 6: 305.
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were four partnerships, among them Bostwick and Oakes,
Dobie and Benjamin Frobisher,— the latter also took out a
separate license,—and Todd and McNeall. In 1770 there
were four partnerships, among them Benjamin Frobisher and
Dobie. In 1772 there were six, among them Benjamin and
Joseph Frobisher, Todd and McNeall, and Henry and Cadotte.
The two noted in 1772 were Henry and Cadotte, and James
and John McGill. In 1773 there were six, including Henry
and Cadotte, James and John McGill, James McGill and
Charles Paterson, and Blondeau and Adhémar. The year 1775
had seven partnerships, including Henry and Cadotte, Pater-
son and Kay, and the large one of which we have records
elsewhere — James McGill, Benjamin Frobisher, and Maurice
Blondeau, which sent twelve canoes to Grand Portage and
joined forces on the Saskatchewan with Henry and Cadotte
and possibly with Peter Pond.** In 1776 —to complete the
record from the early set of licenses — there were five partner-
ships, among them Finlay and Gregory, and Dunn, Grant, and
Porteous. It will be noted that Henry’s partnership with
Cadotte was continuous from 1765 and that it was carried on
into the larger organization of 1775. All the Nor'westers-to-be
had shown an early tendency to combine forces, but this was
especially marked in Benjamin Frobisher. It is known from
Fowler Walker’s correspondence that Frobisher was in partner-
ship with Wells in 1765;% in 1767 he was coOperating with
McGill at Michilimackinac; according to one of the undated
licenses he was connected with Solomons sometime between
1771 and 1775 ; he worked with Dobie in 1769 and 1770, going
in the latter year to La Mer de I'Ouest; he was in business

8¢ Henry, Travels, 251, 253, 263; Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher to
Haldimand, October 4, 1784, in Begg, North-west, 1:98-100. Dr, H. A.
Innis, who has traced the history of this organization among the northwest
traders from 1775 onwards, thinks that Pond did not join this venture.
“The North West Company,” in Canadian Historical Review, 8:308-3a1
(December, 1927).

85 B M. Addit. MSS. 35015, f. 224.
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with Joseph Frobisher — the first appearance of this name
among the licenses — at Grand Portage in 1772; and he be-
longed to the large group that went to Grand Portage in 1775.
The earliest appearance of a McGill as an applicant for a
license is in 1772, when the name of John McGill, who had
also been security for Maille and Tessie in 1770, appears.
James and John McGill were in partnership in 1773 and 1774,
and in the latter year James also joined with Charles Paterson
in an expedition to Grand Portage. In 1775 he joined the
large partnership to Grand Portage and john McGill had an
imndependent venture to Michilimackinac. Todd and McNeall
appear twice at Michilimackinac, in 1769 and 1772. It is
possible also to check the story of western exploration by
noting the districts for which the traders were bound, but
the destination written on a license ought not to be regarded
as absolute evidence upon this point. “ Grand Portage,”
“La Mer de I'Ouest,” and “ Michilimackinac and Beyond ”
seem to have been interchangeable, and the description “ Mich-
ilimackinac ”’ probably included posts beyond. It was the
last garrisoned fort, and once a trader had shown his pass
‘there he might carry his trade where he would.

From other sources this information can be supplemented
to some extent. In 1767 Alexander Henry turned his atten-
tion toward the north shore of Lake Supetior, selecting as
his base Michipicoten, formerly a ‘‘ private post” valued by
Gage at 12,000 livres.®* This was also the year in which
Clause made the first attempt to penetrate the country toward
Lake Nipigon and cut into the trade of the Hudson’s Bay
Company.® For the first two or three years this trade was
unsuccessful, but by 1777, when John Long entered upon it,

86 C.O. 5/62, 1. 180.

87 Louis R. Masson, Les bourgeois de lo campagnie du nord-ouest, 1: 11
(Quebec, 1889). The name of Clause does not appear on the Michilimackinac
“Returns” of 1767. That document mentions two traders who went to

“ Nippigon & La Carpe” — Marcaut and Menard —and their guarantors,
Guillaid and Forest Oakes.
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it had attained considerable proportions.®® At Michipicoten
Henry had three winters’ successful trade. From trading in
these regions he became interested in the copper deposits, and
in 1769 he joined a company formed by Bostwick and Alex-
ander Baxter for mining the copper in the neighborhood of
Lake Superior.®® This venture, though not belonging strictly
to the history of the fur trade, had certain connections with it.
The other merchants regarded the mining company with jeal-
ousy, for it secured a valuable grant on the shores of Lake
Superior, and it was regarded as another attempt to monopolize
the fur trade. Henry was, in fact, carrying on his trade at
Michipicoten, though this suffered considerably during the
early seventies, when he was mainly occupied with the new
industry. When the partners included in their project the
erection of a fort at Sault Ste. Marie, probably on Cadotte’s
property, the other merchants protested to Gage and to the
Board of Trade and the activities of the mining company were
restricted. It failed eventually, and Henry in 1775 made his
first expedition to the Northwest.

Some information is available, too, about the beginning of
trade to the north and west of Lake Superior. Some traders
from Michilimackinac went as far west as Lac la Pluie in 1765,
but they were plundered by the neighboring Indians. In 1766
their venture met with a similar fate, but in 1767 they were
allowed to proceed after leaving some trading goods with the
local Indians and their canoes traveled beyond Lake Winnipeg.
In 1769 Benjamin and Joseph Frobisher, with others, formed
an agreement with Todd and McGill of Montreal for the
purpose of carrying on this trade. They were plundered, but
a second attempt, presumably in 1770, was more successful, and

68 John Long, Voyages and Travels of an Indian Interpreter and Trader,
10, 73 (Thwaites edition — Cleveland, 1904).

0 Henry, Trovels, p. 212-229; Louise P, Kellogg, “ Copper Mining in
the Early Northwest,” in Wisconsin Magazine of History, 8:146-159 (De-
cember, 1924).
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the canoes reached Fort Bourbon. Benjamin Frobisher’s
account of this enterprise would indicate that a company
existed almost continuously from this time until 1774 or later.
He wrote, in 1784, “ Taught, however, that separate interests
were the bane of that trade, we lost no time to form, with those
gentlemen and some others, a company, and having men of
experience and abilities to conduct it in the interior country,
the Indians were soon abundantly supplied, and, being at the
same time well treated, new posts were discovered as early
as the year 1774, which, to the French, were totally unknown.”"
Curry had rediscovered the old French route to the Northwest
by the Kaministiquia River, and this was commonly used,
as well as the route by Grand Portage and Lac la Pluie.”
Once established, the northwestern traders advanced rapidly.
Curry reached Cedar Lake, near La Vérendrye’s Fort Bourbon,
in 1770. James Finlay built Fort Lacorne near the forks of
the Saskatchewan, not far from the old French Fort Nipawee,
in 1771. Joseph Frobisher built Fort Cumberland on the
Saskatchewan and Fort la Traite on the Churchill in 1772
and 1773. Thomas Frobisher in 1773 and 1774 built a fort
at Ile 4 la Crosse Lake.” Peter Pond, who had wintered on

70 This account of the early traders to the Grand Portage is based upon
the Frobisher letter of 1784, in Begg, North-west, 1:98-100. The “Re-
turns” of 1767, in the Camadian Historical Review, 3:353, mention
Blondeau, Le Blancell, and Campion as “ Gone by Lake Superior to ye
North West” with Spicemaker and Blondeau, Junior, who were Albany
traders, Alexander Baxter and Groesbeeke as guarantors. The total
value of the merchandise was £3,500. Lawrence J. Burpee, in his Search
for the Western Sea, 304 (London, 1908), argues that James Finlay must
have been one of this group, but the 1767 “ Returns” show that the ven-
tures sent out by him in that year went to Lake Michigan and the Mis-
sissippi.

71 Masson, Bourgeois, 1: 13. This fact is corroborated by the “ Returns”
of 1767; Isaac Todd was Curry’s guarantor. See Conadian Historical
Review, 3:352. The Kaministiquia route is referred to by Henry, in his
Travels, 234, and by Alexander Mackenzie, in his Voyages, viii (London,
1801).

%2 Masson, Bourgeois, 1: 15.
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the upper Mississippi in 1773—74, turned toward the Northwest
in 1775 and formed there a working agreement with the
Frobishers and Henry’s company. From 1775 onwards there
is a continuous record of working agreements and temporary
companies amongst the group of traders who finally organized
the Northwest Company in 1783. With this stage, therefore,
the earliest period of the fur trade may be said to close.

Upon reviewing the early years of British trade in Canada,
one observes that several tendencies were leading toward the
organization of a strong company to carry on western trade.
The most immediate cause was the increasing need for large
investments of capital. The fur-trader had to advance con-
tinually into new districts if he was to secure the largest and
best packs of furs. The journey from Michilimackinac to the
interior and back again occupied two years; the goods for the
trade were often several months on the way; and the payment
for the furs sent to England might not be received for several
months more. In this way the capital invested was often tied
up for three or four years. There was, moreover, growing
expenditure in the western territories. New arrangements had
to be made for securing food en route. Carver noted in 1767
that certain tribes of Indians — the “ Assinipoils,” “ Killistin-
oes,” and “ Mahans ” — went annually to Grand Portage and
Fort La Reine, on Lake Winnipeg, to take Indian corn to the
Northwest traders.”® Alexander Henry made a similar obser-
vation about the Assiniboin at Fort des Prairies on the Sas-
katchewan in 1776."* Forts had to be built for storing trading
goods and furs, and, though possibly not until after 1775,
clerks had to be maintained there permanently. More and more
the principal traders had to spend time and money on explora-
tion. As the old myth of “La Mer de I'Ouest ” disappeared
with increasing knowledge, the lure of the Pacific became

738 Carver, Trovels, 107-109. The Indian tribes noted are probably the
Assiniboin, Kilistinons, and Mandan.
74 Henry, Travels, 278.
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stronger. Jonathan Carver was the first to give it public
expression; the objective of the expedition which he was
ordered to join was “the River Oregon, or the River of the
West, that falls into the Pacific Ocean at the Straits of
Annian.”" Carver was not a fur-trader, but an explorer sent
out by Robert Rogers, the commandant at Fort Michilimack-
inac. The expedition in which Carver had a part and the larger
scheme of Rogers with which it was connected failed because
the government could not at this time finance the exploration
of its western territories. The task devolved upon the fur-
traders, who were to be for many years the explorers, survey-
ors, and map-makers of the West. This public service called
for an organization more extensive than that of the individual
trader. -

Another public task that was left to the fur-trader was the
administration of justice. Throughout the period need was
felt for some form of civil administration at Michilimackinac.
The merchants themselves had suggested the appointment of a
civil officer in 1765. The commissary of Sir William Johnson,
who acted as a civil officer for the regulation of trade, was
never persona grate to the Canadian merchants, for they looked
upon him as the representative of their enemy. The comman-
dant of the fort could do little to maintain order beyond its
walls. There are records of individuals accused of capital
crimes being taken to Detroit or Montreal for trial, but this
method could not touch the minor crimes, which were the bane
of the fur trade. The disorders increased with the number
of traders. All the contemporary writers remarked upon them

75 Carver, Travels, ix; Carleton to Shelburne, March 2, 1768, in Wis-
consin Historical Collections, 18: 291. A bibliography of material on Carver
would be out of place here, but attention should be drawn to T. C. Elliott,
“ Jonathan Carver’s Source for the Name Oregon,” in Oregon Historical
Society, Quarterly, 23: 53-69 (March, 1922) ; and Louise P. Kellogg, “ The
Mission of Jonathan Carver,” in Wisconsin Magazine of History, 12:127-
145 (December, 1928).
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— Henry, Carver, Frobisher, and Alexander Mackenzie. In
an unorganized community the advantage lay with the un-
scrupulous trader, who could often corrupt the Indians to serve
his purpose. Some of the respectable traders met this situation
by organizing a group powerful enough to protect its members
and to administer a rough and ready justice against its enemies.
For the civil government of the Far West, as for exploration,
the imperial government evaded responsibility. Ambherst had
wished to establish a civil government at Michilimackinac and
he was in consultation with the authorities in Great Britain
when they were considering western affairs in 1767 and 1768,
but the scheme for new western provinces came to nothing.
The most complete plan for a civil administration was that of
Major Robert Rogers, a colonial officer who succeeded Howard
at Michilimackinac in 1766. His plans, of which incomplete
copies have been preserved in the Johnson manuscripts and the
Hardwicke Papers, are fully set forth in the Colonial Office
Papers. The extent of the French district of Michilimackinac,
with the possible value of its produce and the road it opened
to the East, had intoxicated Rogers. In 1767 he drew up a
plan for a separate government under his own administration
and sent it to the Board of Trade, with a sketch map showing
the extent of the district under the French. He inclosed also a
signed memorial of local merchants in support of his project.
The last document indicates that he had many friends among
them ; he had advocated regulating the trade according to their
policy.” But his scheme, sound as it was in many particulars,

76 Johnson, Papers, vol. 5, contains much correspondence about the
Rogers affair at Michilimackinac. An incomplete “Plan of Robert Rog-
ers” for a mew government at Michilimackinac, the original of which is
very badly damaged by fire, is printed in Johnson, Papers, 6:43-58 (Al-
bany, 1928). The copy in the Hardwicke Papers is accompanied by a
covering letter of Rogers to Fowler Walker, dated March 7, 1771. See
B.M. Addit. MSS. 35015, f. 234. The complete set of papers is with
Gage’s correspondence, where it is headed “ Papers sent by Rogers to the
Board of Trade, R[eceived] 11 Nov.” See C.O. 5/85, f. 341-306. Ac-
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was compromised by his own wild conduct. He was impeached
later in the year on the charge of threatening to desert to the
Spaniards with the garrison and such of the traders’ goods
as he could carry with him; he was tried at Montreal for alleged
treason, and acquitted, but his connection with the government
of Michilimackinac was never renewed. Curiously enough, he
was afterwards well received at court and in 1771 his proposals
for western exploration were seriously considered.”” But his
political scheme was never entertained by the imperial govern-
ment. The revenue from the western territories had not been
established upon a footing broad enough to support a civil
administration. Economy must therefore be observed and,
since the civil problems were for the most part connected with
the trade, the traders had to govern themselves. Again the
organized company was the logical outcome.

The idea of a fur-trading monopoly was, in a measure,
derived from French experience. Like the methods of trade,
it had its roots in pre-conquest experience. The French, unable
to extend the arm of government to the distant posts, had
farmed them out to wealthy individuals, who could be held
responsible for the good order of their districts. Gage com-
mented favorably upon this method and wished that it might
be adopted by Great Britain. Rogers referred to it in similar
terms. The early experiments of Alexander Henry and Wil-
liam Grant had shown that individual monopolies could hardly
be tolerated, but the monopoly of a company was a different
matter. The mining company received a monopoly, for its
own purposes, of the shores of Lake Superior for sixty miles
inland. In the history of the fur trade, too, the monopolizing
company was not far in the future.

This development has an interesting parallel in the early

companying these manuscripts, at £, 400, is Rogers’ map of Michilimackinac,
no other copy of which seems to have been preserved.
77 Robert Rogers, Journals, 256 (Hough edition — Albany, 1883).
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French fur trade. For a few years at the beginning of the
seventeenth century the trade at Quebec was thrown open to
all comers. A period of chaos resulted, in which the tasks of
government were neglected, the Indians were debauched, and
the honest traders suffered while the unscrupulous prospered.
In 1612 the trading monopoly was restored, to the benefit of
commerce and civil government.”® Though no one mentioned
the parallel in 1775, it would seem as if history, in circum-
stances somewhat similar, was about to repeat itself.

The northwestern fur trade during the years from 1760
to 1774 had two principal phases — on the political side, the
struggle to secure from the imperial government trading regula-
tions favorable to Canadian methods of trade; and on the
economic side the’ development of an organization suited to
conditions in Canada. On the political side important victories
were secured in 1768, when the system of provincial control
was inaugurated, and in 1774, when the Quebec Act extended
the territorial limits of the province. On the economic side
there are no great landmarks, but the tendencies are plain
enough. The first was the adoption by British merchants of
French methods of trade; and the second was the combination
of the western traders. The latter was only indicated by 1775;
several years were yet to pass before the Northwest Company
took its final shape. It is significant that the political and the
economic changes were carried through by the same men.
This is, of course, not absolutely true, but the Montreal-
Michilimackinac group, of which Benjamin Frobisher was
during these years the leader, was the active body in both phases
of the industry’s history. Perhaps the experience gained in
the political conflict cemented friendships and established habits
of codperation that led to the economic combination of later

78 This episode has been described by Henry P. Biggar, in The Early
Trading Companies of New France, 60-85 (University of Toronto, Studies
in History — Toronto, 1901).



270 MARJORIE G. JACKSON Seer,

years. The two phases must, at least, be considered together.
The period is one of those, characteristic of early colonial
history, in which economic and political history cannot with
justice be treated separately.™
MARJORIE GORDON JACKSON

ToronTo, CANADA

7 Two publications that have been valuable for this study, although not
heretofore cited, are Wayne E. Stevens, The Northwest Fur Trade, 1763~
1800 (Urbana, Illinois, 1928) ; and Captain Ernest Cruikshank, “Early

Traders and Trade-routes in Ontario and the West, 1760-1783,” in Royal
Canadian Institute, Transactions, 3: 253-274 (1801-92).
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