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A fur trade canoe on the Maftawe Rive

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.
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The company faced for the 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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