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negotiations in claiming territory east of the Mississippi
River.*!

By the terms of peace the line of the Great Lakes became
the northern boundary of the United States. When the
preliminary articles of peace of November, 1782, were laid
before Parliament on February 17, 1783, a storm broke.
The Earl of Carlisle cried out:

All Canada is in fact lost to Great-Britain. All the country, from
the Alegany mountains to the Mississippi lost. All the forts, settle-
ments, carrying places, towns, inhabitants upon the lakes, lost. The
peltry and fur trade lost. ‘T'wenty-five nations of Indians made over
to the United States, together with three principal forts of Niagara,
Michillimackinac, and Detroit.

Lord Walsingham called attention to the fact that Michili-
mackinac was the rendezvous for the fur trade of the Cana-
dian West, a trade which henceforth would be ‘“at the
mercy of the United States.” The provisional peace was
‘““the most ignominious” ever made by Britain. In their
defense of the peace both the Earl of Shelburne, prime
minister, and Thomas Townshend, secretary of state, mini-
mized the value and importance of the fur trade. “With
regard to the fur trade,” Townshend asserted, ‘‘interested
individuals might at first raise a clamour, but, in great na-
tional transactions, the public good must be the predomi-
nant object.” Lord Shelburne asked: ‘““ Suppose the entire
fur trade sunk into the sea, where is the detriment to this
country? . . . A few Canadian merchants might complain;
for merchants would always love monopoly. . . . Our gen-
erosity is not much, but little as it is, let us give it with a
good grace.” The only alternative, the prime minister
added, was to continue the war, since the American negotia-
tors were adamant.> As subsequent events indicate, the
debators might have saved their breath, since Britain not

“ Lawrence Kinnaird, “ The Spanish Expedition against Fort St.
Joseph in 1781, A New Interpretation,” in Mississippi Valley Historical
Review, 19: 173-191 (September, 1932).

2 Parliamentary Register, 9: 261, 11: 34, 39, 67-70 (London, 1783).
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only retained the western posts until 1796, in violation of
the treaty, but engrossed the fur trade until after the War
of 1812.

In 1783 Joseph Brant asked Governor Frederick Haldi-
mand for an explanation of the treaty. Haldimand an-
swered softly, but sent Sir John Johnson to Niagara to
reconcile the Iroquois to the change of sovereignty. John-
son told the Indians there that the monarch’s American sub-
jects were sorry and had sought royal pardon, and that King
George III had decided to forgive the rebels. A Seneca
chief retorted that ‘“ they believed the King told a lie, and
that he was going to forgive the Americans because he
could not help himself.” The incident was a plain indica-
tion of the state of mind of the savages. Haldimand, who
had a vivid memory of the horrors of the Pontiac revolt of
1763, feared that surrender of the posts would bring on an
Indian rebellion. Be that as it may, the British, having
decided to retain the posts, advanced a number of reasons
for doing so, including the debts and the ill-treatment of
Loyalists in the United States. Americans have always
contended that Britain’s real motive was the fur trade. It
can now be stated positively that “ the British archives con-
tain reams of documents which provide fine ammunition for
the American charge.”

During the period following the Revolution, the British
discouraged the entry of American traders into the lake
country. William Burnett of New Jersey tried to engage
in the trade in the valley of the St. Joseph. In 1791 he
built a warehouse at the mouth of the river, near the site
of La Salle’s old fort and the present St. Joseph, Michigan.
The British forced him to take a Michilimackinac firm into
partnership and later arrested him on a charge of being in
communication with the United States military authorities.

“ Kellogg, British Régime, 191; A. L. Burt, “A New Approach to the

Problem of the Western Posts,” in Canadian Historical Association,
Reports, 1931, p. 70.
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Upon his release, Burnett married Kakima, daughter of a
Potawatomi chief, after which the British did not disturb
him for fear of antagonizing the Potawatomi. He sold
furs at Detroit and Michilimackinac. His account books,
covering the years from 1791 to 1802, show that he traded
at Sault Ste. Marie, Michilimackinac, Grand River, and
Chicago. Gradually other Americans began to trade in
southern Michigan.** John Kinzie, fur trader on the Mau-
mee and St. Joseph rivers, settled at Fort Dearborn, on the
site of Chicago, in 1804, though he had traded there ear-
lier. Another early trader there was Thomas Forsyth.
The decade of the 1780’s was a boom era in the fur
trade. The consummation of peace in Europe and America
stabilized the market and stimulated the trade. In 1784
it is said that the trade of Detroit had an annual value of
£40,800, and that of Michilimackinac, £60,400. It was not
only an era of prosperity, but also of organization. Com-
panies began to supplant the individual trader, more so at
Michilimackinac than at Detroit. As early as 1779 a gen-
eral store was formed at Michilimackinac. Each trader
placed his goods in the store and by vote the traders chose
those who were to winter among the savages. A second
general store, called the General Company of Lake Supe-
rior and the South, was formed in 1785. The European
market was glutted with furs and the company aimed to
regulate the flow of trade goods into the Indian country.
Similar conditions led to the formation by Detroit mer-
chants of the Miami Company, probably in 1786.
During the winter of 1783-84 a sixteen-share firm was
founded at Montreal —the great Northwest Company.
Most of the company's posts were on the Canadian side
of the evanescent boundary of 1783, but the company also
traded on American soil and it obtained its provisions from
John Askin at Detroit. In 1795 the XY Company was

“Tda A. Johnson, The Michigan Fur Trade, 99-101 (Lansing, 1919).
“ Stevens, Northwest Fur Trade, 106, 134-138.
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formed at Montreal by partners of the Northwest Com-
pany who had withdrawn from the parent company. After
its reorganization in 1798, the XY Company inaugurated
a brief period of intense, bitter rivalry, which ended only
when it merged with the Northwest Company in 1804.%
Two years later a new firm entered the trade, the Michili-
mackinac Company. It forestalled strife, however, by en-
tering into an agreement with the Northwest Company by
which the latter firm abandoned most of the trade within
the limits of the United States.

During the years following the American military occu-
pation of the lake posts in 1796, the British traders found
themselves operating under difficulties. In 1799 Michili-
mackinac was made a port of entry to which all British
trade goods entering the United States in that region were
supposed to be transported. The United States govern-
ment established factories for the fur trade at Fort Dear-
born and Michilimackinac. American troops fired on boats
of the Michilimackinac Company on the lakes. As a result
of all these events, on October 20, 1808, the merchants of
Montreal tendered to the governor of Canada a memorial
declaring:

That the Indian trade within the American Limits must speedily
be abandoned by British subjects, if not protected against interrup-
tions of free navigation of the Lakes, fiscal extortions and various
other vexations: that if once abandoned, it can never be regained
and with its abandonment, will finish British influence with the In-

dian Nations residing within the limits of Canada: that British
T'raders have materially aided in preserving that influence hitherto,

*W. Stewart Wallace, ed., Documents Relating to the North West
Company, 1-36 (Toronto, 1934); Gordon C. Davidson, The North
West Company, 1~31, 69-91 (University of California, Publications in
History, vol. 7— Berkeley, 1918). The beginnings of the Northwest
Company are somewhat nebulous. As early as the 1770’s there was an
organization operating in Montreal under that name. In 1778 John
Askin wrote letters to the “ Gentlemen of the N, W. Co. at Montreal,”
and in the following year a definite sixteen-share company was formed.
This firm vanished, and a new sixteen-share company was founded in the
winter of 1783-84, with the elimination of the small traders.
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the conviction of which is the strong motive with the American Gov-
ernment for wishing, by every means they can devise, to exclude such
traders.t?

The first American company to enter the scene at Michili-
mackinac was John Jacob Astor’s American Fur Company,
which was chartered by the New York legislature in April,
1808. At first Astor’s company made no attempt to trade
in the lake region under its own name. In 1810 the Mich-
ilimackinac Company dissolved and two of its constitu-
ent firms formed the Montreal-Michilimackinac Company.
The latter joined Astor in erecting the South West Fur
Company in 1811. The new company was to operate in the
United States, using trade goods supplied in equal portions
by Astor from New York and the Montreal-Michilimackinac
Company from Montreal. The two Montreal firms which
were also shareholders of the Northwest Company, brought
about an agreement by which the latter abandoned all trade
in the United States. The articles of agreement establish-
ing the South West Fur Company provided that if the United
States government closed its factories, Astor was to have
two-thirds instead of half of the business, which would seem
to indicate that the government factors were doing a good
trade.*8

One of the objects in forming the South West Fur Com-
pany was to circumvent American regulations. It was a
very sad occasion when Astor and his British associates sub-
sequently discovered that the nonintercourse acts applied to
their activities. They managed to carry on some trade in
spite of all difficulties and it was Astor’s genius alone that
enabled him to import furs after the outbreak of hostilities.

“ « Colonial Office Records,” in Michigan Pioneer and Historical Col-
lections, 25: 256 (1896).

“ New York, Private Laws, 1808, p. 160-168; Wayne E. Stevens,
“ Fur Trading Companies in the Northwest, 1760-1816,” in Mississippi
Valley Historical Association, Proceedings, 19161917, p. 282-291; Hugh
McLellan, ed., “ John Jacob Astor Correspondence: Fur Trade with

Lower Canada, 1790-1817, in Moorsfield Antiquarian, 1:7-26, 111-
124, 191-205, 270-283 (May, 1937-February, 1938).
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Some of the furs went directly to New York from Michili-
mackinac. Others were taken to New York via Canada.
The difficulties which Astor surmounted are simply incred-
ible.#* As the war progressed, however, the firm found it
necessary to suspend activities.

The relations of the British to the Indians from 1783 to
the War of 1812 have been much controverted. In April,
1786, Lord Sydney stated that the Indians were not to re-
ceive ‘‘open encouragement’ in their hostilities with the
Americans, but at the same time it would be an injustice to
leave the poor savages at the ‘““mercy of the Americans.”
Such a policy did not preclude the innocent pastime of giv-
ing the Indians arms and ammunition. A year later Syd-
ney, after mentioning that Indian aid would be desirable if
the United States attacked the western posts, opined to
Lord Dorchester that “To afford them active assistance
would be a measure extremely imprudent, but at the same
time it would not become us to refuse them such supplies of
ammunition as might enable them to defend themselves.”
According to Duncan McGillivray, even the plains Indians
of the upper Missouri received ‘ presents of Rum, arms
and ammunition . . . at stated periods.” In return the
Indians would “kill Buffaloe & Deer and prepare the flesh
and tallow” for the servants of the Northwest Company.
American officials in the Northwest repeatedly accused the
British of inciting the Indians, and the American press made
similar charges. It was strange that a number of the Brit-
ish held American commissions as justices of the peace,
obtained from William Henry Harrison, governor of the
Indiana Territory. Two of the best-known traders receiv-
ing such commissions were Robert Dickson of Michilimacki-
nac in 1802, and Charles Reaume of La Baye in 1803.5

* Kenneth W. Porter, John Jacob Astor, Business Man, 1:249-290
(Cambridge, 1931).

* Samuel F. Bemis, Jay's Treaty: 4 Study in Commerce and Diplo-
macy, 15-17 (New York, 1923) ; Canadian Archives, Reports, 1928, p.
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The question of the intrigues was handled somewhat
gently by the diplomats at first. When Jefferson, as secre-
tary of state, spoke to the British minister, George Ham-
mond, about  the blood and treasure’’ caused by the British
retention of the posts, that gentleman replied that, ‘I
cannot easily conjecture the motives in which this declara-
tion has originated.” He was unwilling, he said, to think
Jeflerson meant to intimate any unneutral action on the part
of the British. A year later, in 1794, the question was not
dealt with so suavely and a distinctly acrimonious corre-
spondence ensued between Hammond and Edmund Ran-
dolph, secretary of state.’

The whole question is succinctly stated in Randolph’s in-
structions to John Jay, May 6, 1794:

One of the consequences of holding the posts has been much blood-
shed on our frontiers by the Indians, and much expense. The British
Government having denied their abetting of the Indians, we must
of course acquit them. But we have satisfactory proofs, (some of
which, however, cannot . . . be well used in public) that British
agents are guilty of stirring up, and assisting with arms, ammunition,
and warlike implements, the different tribes of Indians against us.
It is incumbent upon that Government to restrain those agents.%2
No such restraint occurred and the intrigues continued for
two decades more, until after the War of 1812. On Feb-
ruary 2, 1811, Nicholas Boilvin, United States Indian agent
at Prairie du Chien, wrote as follows to William FEustis,
American secretary of war:

Great danger, both to individuals and to the Government, is to
be apprehended from the Canadian traders; they endeavor to incite
the Indians against us; partly to monopolize their trade and partly
to secure friendship in case a war should break out between us and

England. They are constantly making large presents to the Indians,
which the latter consider as a sign of approaching war, and under

69; Indiana Territory, “ Executive Journal, 1800-1816,” in Indiana His-
torical Society, Publications, 3:97, 110, 122 (1900).

% State Papers and Publick Documents of the United States, 315
(Boston, 1815). See also the second edition of this work, 2:57 (Bos-
ton, 1817).

% American State Papers: Foreign Relations, 1:473.
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this impression frequently apply to me for advice on the subject.
Hitherto I have been able to keep them friendly.5®

It was not an accident that when war did come Robert
Dickson, British trader of Michilimackinac, who operated
in Wisconsin and Minnesota, led a force of Sioux, Menomi-
nee, and Winnebago at the capture of that post in July,
1812. What contributed so largely to the continuance of
the intrigues by traders was the state of mind of Canadian
high officials. John G. Simcoe, lieutenant governor of Up-
per Canada, for one, “could never be persuaded that the
United States was not a crafty, scheming enemy led by un-
scrupulous and cunning men who were watching for a
chance to pounce on the poorly-defended province of Que-
bec.” 5

When at long last the American government did take
over the fur trade of the lakes and its supervision, they
were confronted with a problem that had bafled both
French and British: the liquor question. And in dealing
with it, the United States authorities made an original con-
tribution. By the licenses issued to traders it was stipulated
that if liquor was furnished to the savages, the denizens
of the forests were authorized to confiscate both trade
goods and liquor. William Burnett relates that on one oc-
casion an entire cargo of liquor was unloaded from a vessel
at St. Joseph, Michigan. After the barrels had been piled
on the lake shore, some Potawatomi, who had been silent
spectators, dutifully confiscated the liquor.%®

Another curious feature of the trade under the American
regime was the use of women traders. Williams Brothers
in Michigan employed a few women to collect furs and a

®* E. B. Washburne, ed., The Edwards Papers, 61 {Chicago Histori-
cal Collections, vol. 3 — Chicago, 1884).

% Louis A. Tohill, “ Robert Dickson, British Fur Trader on the Up-
per Mississippi,” in North Dakota Historical Quarterly, 3: 5-49, 83-128,
183{-—203 (October, 1928, January, April, 1929); Bemis, Jay’s Treaty,
124.

% Johnson, Michigan Fur Trade, 151,



1938 FUR TRADE OF THE GREAT LAKES REGION 305

few women entrepreneurs are mentioned in the ledgers of
John Askin. In the Grand River Valley the widow of Jo-
seph Laframboise was agent of the American Fur Company
for some years prior to her removal to Michilimackinac in
1821. G. S. Hubbard, Astor’s superintendent in Illinois,
said Madame Laframboise was a person * of extraordinary
ability.” ¢

After the War of 1812 the Northwest Company re-
established its posts on the American side, and apparently
the British expected to engross the trade as they had before
the war. They were soon disillusioned. The American
law of 1816 provided that no foreigner should receive a
license to engage in the trade on American soil except “ by
the express direction of the President.” It is usually as-
serted that Astor caused the enactment of this measure, but
of this there is no direct evidence. He tried to get some
blank exception forms signed by the president, so he could
fill them in and give them to his Canadian associates, but
the executive declined. Astor, however, subsequently ob-
tained a few permits. The result was to place the entire
British fur trade within the limits of the United States in
Astor’s hands. In utter disgust, William H. Puthuff, United
States Indian agent at Michilimackinac, wrote to Governor
Lewis Cass, on June 20, 1816: “I wish to god the President
knew this man Astor as well as he is known here. Licenses
would not be placed at his discretion to be distributed among
British subjects, Agents or Pensioners.” 5

In 1817 Astor bought out his Canadian partners in the
South West Fur Company and thereafter he did business
under the name of the American Fur Company. He con-
tinued to use British employees in spite of all regulations to
the contrary. In 1818 he got a ruling that while foreign

% Rebecca L. Richmond, “ The Fur Traders of the Grand River Val-
ley,” in Historical Society of Grand Rapids, Publications, 1:35-47
1907).
( % Porter, John Jacok Astor, 2: 696.
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traders could not operate on American soil, American trad-
ers could hire foreign boatmen and interpreters—and these
proceeded to act as clerks and traders when once out in the
bush. The American Fur Company established posts in
many of the river valleys of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Min-
nesota, and in northern Illinois. The re-establishment of
world peace in 1815 inaugurated the second great era of
the trade in the lake country. In the summer of 1821 alone
it was estimated that the value of the trade at Detroit was
more than $300,000.00, and the trade of Michilimackinac
was even larger. As late as 1830, when the trade was de-
clining, Michilimackinac did an annual business of from
$250,000.00 to $300,000.00, of which the American Fur
Company engrossed ninety-five per cent. In 1822 Astor, a
genius at eliminating rivals, procured the abolition of the
government factories. He did this by working through
Thomas Hart Benton, United States senator from Mis-
souri, who was also attorney for the American Fur Com-
pany.5®

Frederick J. Turner once wrote that ‘it is a character-
istic of the fur trade that it continually recedes from the
original center.” As early as 1827 the trade had receded
to such a low point at Detroit that Astor wished to with-
draw. Ramsay Crooks advised keeping an agent there to
hold “the enemy” in check. He thought that withdrawal
from Detroit would mean new competition at Chicago.
Astor accepted the advice, though for several years he
continued to talk of selling out the Detroit branch.® At
Michilimackinac the trade continued longer, but there was
constant recession. The important fur trade era may be
said to have ended throughout the lake country by 1834,
IZd:Detmit Gazetite, January 4, 1822; Porter, John Jacob Astor, 2: 714,
sa.Frederick J. Turner, “ The Character and Influence of the Indian
Trade in Wisconsin,” in Johns Hopkins University, Studies in Historical

and Political Science, 9: 555 (Baltimore, 1891) ; Johnson, Mickigan Fur
Trade, 152.
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when Astor sold his interest in the American Fur Company.
New government land offices were opening and eager set-
tlers arrived. The American Fur Company stationed at
Michilimackinac continued to do a small trade until it was
closed in 1854, but the important trade had ceased two dec-
ades earlier.

FrANK E. Ross
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