






partment. Unable to crush the upstart 
Columbia Fur Company, the Western De-
partinent and the American Fur Company 
together absorbed that tough-fibered group 
and turned it into the famed Upper Mis­
souri Outfit. But they never did get rid of 
hordes of opportunistic small timers — Wil­
liam Wallace in Indiana, William Farns­
worth and Daniel Whitney at Green Bay, 
James Lockwood and Michael Dousman 
(for a time) at Praffie du Chien, Vance 
Campbell in Iowa, the firm of Valois and 
Le Clerc on the Missouri and so on — the 
most violent of whom were the company's 
own disgruntled employees. Thus, though 
many Americans damned the company as a 
monopoly, the effectiveness of its control 
did not approach the true dominance 
enjoyed by the Hudson's Bay Company 
north of the border, where conditions were 
very different.^* 

ANOTHER distinctive characteristic of the 
company was its lawlessness — not a fla­
grant disregard of fundamental moral codes, 
but the kind of arrogance that ignores regu­
lations which appear to the regulated as 
ill-judged or inconvenient. This was a com­
mon frontier trait. Westward-moving squat­
ters and speculators were notorious, for 
example, in the way they defied government 
edicts concerning land appropriation. West­
ern mountain men, even those unassociated 
with the American Fur Company, paid no 
attention whatsoever to prohibitions against 
trapping on Indian lands. It was perhaps 
reprehensible, but not extraordinary, that in 
1818 both David Stone and Ramsay Crooks, 
competitors at the time, used similar illegal 
devices for countering an unexpected stif­
fening in the exclusion act against foreign 
traders. The employment of foreign boat­
men was, by contrast, still permissible. 
Astor's and Stone's foreign winterers were 
therefore listed as boatmen and the agent at 
Mackinac was told that the outfits were 
really in charge of certain American youths 
recently hired as apprentices. The agent 
accepted the declaration, but the American 

Fur Company ledgers still preserved in 
Ottawa show clearly, by a listing of salaries, 
that the so-called boatmen really retained 
command, contrary to the law.^" 

Liquor, which would draw skins from 
Indians when nothing else could, was 
smuggled into the Indian country in dis­
maying quantities, both by the company and 
by independents, under the pretense that it 
was intended as solace for the boatmen. 
Indian agents rash enough to interfere were 
instantly sued for trespass, as warning for 
other ofiicials to be wary.^" Violations of 
edicts that tried to confine the tiade to des­
ignated locations were equally widespread. 

The company itself did not in general 
authorize and sometimes did not even know 
about the misconduct of its traders. Yet its 
own arrangements with its winterers en­
couraged sharp tiading, and when trouble 
resulted the company had to come to the 
help of the traders or lose their confidence. 
The result was a continuing and bitter antip­
athy between the company and the Indian 
agents and army officers charged with en­
forcing the laws. Where true monopoly 
existed in the North, by contrast, the chief 
factors of the Hudson's Bay Company, who 
had no need to try to beat out anyone, be­
came arms of the government, responsible 
for the administiation of justice.^^ 

Fundamentally, the problem sprang from 
the rapid spread of settlement south of the 

°* Coman, in American Economic Association, 
Bulletin, 368-388; Crooks to S. Abbott, October 
25, 1821; Crooks to Stuart, Aprfl 8, 1822; Crooks 
to Astor, April 23, 1822, in Mackinac Letter Book 
No. 2. Porter, Astor, 2:741-745; Lavender, Fist in 
the Wilderness, 380. For the small traders named, 
see the index in the latter. 

^ David Lavender, Westward Vision: The Story 
of the Oregon Trad, 121-128 (New York, 1963); 
Lavender, Fist in the Wilderness, 283; W[illiam] 
J. Snelling, "Geographical Sketch of Oregon Ter­
ritory," in New England Magazine, 2:326 (April, 
1832); American Fur Company Ledgers, 1817-
1834 (microfilm copy), Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California. The originals are in the Public 
Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 

'"Two noteworthy affairs, involving John Tipton 
and Lawrence Taliaferro, are summarized in Lav­
ender, Fist in the Wilderness, 355, 371. 

"'• Rich, Hudson's Bay Company, 2:404. 
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border. The United States government, al­
though committed to fostering this expan­
sion, also tried to protect the Indians by 
such paternalistic methods as establishing 
trading factories, Indian agents, and army 
policemen — devices unheard of north of 
the border, where settlement spread slowly. 
In meeting these pressures of government 

and advancing civilization the company 
altered it.s internal stiucture and practices as 
circumstances required. It did not, however, 
originate. Astor was an adapter, not an in­
novator. Thus, if inventiveness is a truly 
Yankee trait, then the American Fur Com­
pany was not fully American. Otherwise it 
was typically a product of its times. 
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