














of stiain on the loose-jointed organization 
of the company, particularly in the relations 
between "wintering" and Montieal partners. 
In them lay the need to shorten the conti­
nental haul of furs to Montreal, either by 
shifting the entiepot from Montreal to Hud­
son Bay, or by seeking a western outlet on 
the Pacific. In them also lay an ever increas­
ing dependence on the labor of the Indians 
and the metis, a dependence that required 
the carrying of a rapidly growing number 
of metis families. 

THE GREATER the strain, the greater was 
the need for monopoly and the need at last 
to take seriously the competition of the much 
smaller and less effective but enduring, 
stable, and slowly learning Hudson's Bay 
Company. The longer the canoe haul and the 
larger the labor force, the greater was the 
necessity of provisions from Red River. 
The clash between the two remaining fur 
organizations of the Northwest would seem 
to have been inevitable even bad it not 
been precipitated by two external factors, 
namely, the War of 1812 and the Earl of 
Selkffk's passion for colonization. 

Both these factors put pressure on the 
North West Company at tender and vital 
points: the main supply area at Detroit-
Michilimackinac, from which came corn for 
the Montreal canoe brigades; and the Red 
River, from which came pemmican for the 
canoes bound for the far Northwest. The 
Astor venture on the Pacific Coast was re­
garded by Canadians as part of the War of 
1812, in that it challenged the formation of 
a western outlet and supply base at the 
mouth of the Columbia River. 

Because of early British military successes, 
the alliance with the Indians, and the isola­
tion of the Astorians, the War of 1812 was 
a means of alleviating the pressures on the 
Montreal and Columbia routes. There re­
mained the pemmican base at Red River. 
As the Nor'Westers saw it, the character and 
the seriousness of Selkirk's part in the new 
aggressiveness of the Hudson's Bay Com­
pany might not by themselves have led to a 

clash had it not coincided with the War of 
1812. Nor'Westers had, after all, dealt suc­
cessfully with competition before by culti­
vating the loyalty of their Indian and metis 
hunters with liquor and blandishments, and 
by the use of theff bullies {hatailleurs) to 
harass competitors. Despite theff suspicion 
of Selkirk's purposes from the first, the 
Nor'Westers behaved with exemplary pa­
tience from 1811 to 1813. But by the spring 
of 1814, under the influence of the war 
temper, they had come to think strategically 
and to act drastically. By the spring of 1815 
they knew they had lost the territorial gains 
of the war to the United States in Michigan 
and perhaps in the Columbia Valley. In the 
winter of 1814-15, because of the action of 
Miles Macdonnell, governor of Assiniboia, 
in first prohibiting and then limiting the ex­
port of pemmican from Red River, they 
became convinced that Selkirk's colony was 
an immediate and intolerable threat to the 
supplying of their northwestern posts and 
brigades. They resolved, therefore, to re­
move or destroy the colony. Thus the return 
of peace elsewhere saw the beginning of 
"war" on the Red River. 

The struggle on the Red River in 1815 and 
1816, and in the law courts of Canada from 
1817 to 1821, reveals little that is new about 
the North West Company. It fought with afl 
the resources it could command — commer­
cial, primitive, and legal — against a rival 
who used all these in return and added to 
them a small army of mercenaries hired after 
their discharge from service in the late war. 
In every field the company at least held its 
own, and beyond doubt deserved to. It 
could not, however, overcome the inherent 
weaknesses of its own loose organization, of 
dependence on a labor force that was con­
stantly growing in size and unruliness, and 
of the high costs of its extended tiansporta­
tion routes. The aroused Hudson's Bay Com­
pany, still a David to the North West 
Company's Goliath, needed only to keep on 
fighting to have the giant collapse of his own 
weight. 

The final union of the rivals was at once 
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A fur trade canoe on the Mattawa River, Ontario, pictured by Frances Hopkins 

a victory and a defeat for each. The Hud­
son's Bay Company was victorious in that 
its supply route by the bay triumphed over 
that by the St. Lawrence as did its charter 
over the partnership of the North West 
Company. It was defeated in that it won 
only when it had adopted in large part the 
techniques and methods of its rivals inland. 
The North West Company lost its name and 
legal entity, but not before it had forced on 
its great competitor the mode of operation 
and the labor force which it had developed 
and by which it had flourished. The united 
company was very much the old North West 
Company operating out of Hudson Bay. 

THE NORTH WEST COMPANY was the 
first successful combination of European 
capital and business enterprise with Indian 
skills. As such, it holds a special place in the 
history of the North American fur trade and 
in the history of Canada. Its distinctive char­
acter arose from the fact that it came to 
grips with the unique conditions prevailing 
in Canada — conditions of climate, distance, 
and resources, which prevent a large propor­
tion of the country's area from sustaining 
a pattern of economic and social life like 
that of Europe or the United States. 

The company faced for tbe first time the 
fundamental question of how to maintain a 
western-oriented society in a severely north­
ern, largely uninhabitable land. For much 
of Canada can be exploited only by ex­
tremes: by a primitive culture like that of 
the Eskimo, skilled in the special techniques 
of survival and content with merely main­
taining life for a tiny population; or by a 
civilization with a technology so highly de­
veloped that it can overcome almost any 
obstacle of environment if the necessary ex­
penditure is justified on grounds of private 
profit or state policy. 

The effort to deal with this permanent 
northern frontier makes Canada what it is, 
and the influence of the effort can be traced 
all through Canadian history and contempo­
rary society, most obviously in the compara­
tive lack of both people and wealth in a 
country territorially so vast. The successful 
solution reached by the North West Com­
pany would seem to point toward the two 
channels through which a sophisticated cul­
ture and economy may exploit the North to 
its own best advantage and with the least 
detriment to the primitive culture of the 
people dwelling there. These channels are 
private monopoly or state development. 
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