

















increased significance of the raccoon trade.
In 1837 the Russians lowered their fur tarift,
and raccoon skins were particularly sought
after by Russian Jews and Poles, who
demanded coonskin caps a ]a Davy Crockett.
The czar interdicted their use in 1846, but
in the meantime demand for the heavy,
long-haired, densely furred pelts had risen
in Germany, where they were used not only
for hats but for trimming coats and were
preferred to the lighter, less bulky furs in use
today. During these years almost all raccoon
pelts were sent first to London, where C. M.
Lampson and Company controlled (and
stabilized ) the market, re-exporting in turn
to eastern Europe.’®

At the same time a uniquely favorable
situation in America aided the expansion of
raccoon production. In 1825, at the request
of the Osage Indians, the federal govern-
ment began to pay individual Indian debts
to fur traders out of tribal funds. The phi-
losophy behind this practice was simple:
The government was vitally jnterested in
Tndian land cessions to meet the needs of an
expanding population. Since the good will
of a trader was often crucial to the success-
ful conclusion of a treaty, United States
authorities saw no evil in speeding the
negotiations by providing for the satisfac-
tion of traders” claims. This practice — per-
haps innocuous at first— grew gradually
but steadily until by the late 1830s about
$200,000 was secured annually by traders
from Indian treaties, and in 1842 such claims
amounted to over $2,000,000. The bulk of
this money was paid to individuals in the
Great Lakes region — the heartland of rac-
coon production.?

This powerful government subsidy, most
of which was doled out during the depres-
sion years of 1837-42, gave several com-
panies and many individual traders a new
lease on life and invigorated the region’s fur
industry. A small operator with a capital in-
vestment of only $1,000 might receive more
than that amount in claims paid, while large
corporations fared even better. From 1835
to 1838, for exawmple, the American Fur
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Company received over two thirds the value
of its stock in government money and paid
dividends totaling 50 per cent. Although
payments to other firms are not so well
documented, it is known that the Ewings of
Indiana continued their fur trading opera-
tions long after these had ceased to be
profitable, solely as an excuse for submitting
further claims.® Thus, when the demand for
raccoon increased, conditions for meeting it
were unusually propitious.

The price of raccoon varied widely after
the late 1830s. Before that a pelt was worth
about fifty cents; thereafter sometimes as
much as $1.25. About two thirds of the rac-
coon crop of the American Fur Company
was graded number 1 prime, and about
a third of this was labeled “Indian
Handled.”'® Such pelts were more care-
fully cured, usually softened by chewing,
and were consequently worth more. Every
effort was made to expedite handling be-
cause the raccoon pelt deteriorated faster
than most other furs.

Despite the Russian interdiction of 1846,
the raccoon continued to dominate the
American fur trade until after the Civil War.
According to Henry Poland, over 4,000,000
pelts were exported to England during the
1840s, almost double the number sent in the
1830s, and the two decades which followed

*See especially the correspondence between
Ramsay Crooks and C. M. Lampson in the Ameri-
can Fur Company Papers, and the Crooks-Ewing
correspondence in the George W. and William G.
Ewing Papers, Indiana State Library, Indianapolis.

" See Charles Kappler, Indian Affairs: Laws and
Treaties, 2:220 ( Washington, D.C., 1904); 23 Con-
gress, 1 session, House Reports, no. 474, vol. 4,
p- 95-128 (serial 263); 31 Congress, 1 session,
House Repoits of Committees, vol. 3, no. 489 (serial
585). Debt claims are provided for jn many of the
treaties in Kappler, Indian Affairs, volome 2. Claims
payments to traders and companies may be found
in the index to the “Special Files,” a series of un-
classified folders in the Records of the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, National Archives.

*See Ramsay Crooks to Wildes and Company,
July 30, 1836; John Whetten to William Brewster,
February 20, 1837; Crooks to Brewster, May 18,
1839; all in American Fur Company Papers; 23
Congress, 1 session, House Reports, no. 474, p.
95-128.

*“Furs and Skins.” in American Fur Company
Papers.
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accounted for over 9,000,000. Other furs
such as muskrat were produced in greater
quantities, but their total value was still
considerably less than that of raccoon. Al-
though we do not have reliable price data
on all the furs in the trade, it is incontestable
that untjl the 1870s the raccoon continued
to be America’s most important fur export.?

IF POLAND’S FIGURES are reliable for
showing trends before the Civil War, we
may fairly assume that they continued to be,
and we may use them for the same purpose
in the years that followed the conflict. Ex-
ports to Great Britain indicate that three
furs showed remarkable growth after the
Civil War: mink, skunk, and fur seal. Dur-
ing the 1860s approximately 32,000 mink
were exported annually to Great Britain;
by the end of the eighties this figure had
risen almost tenfold. Behind this increase
in mink exports was a rise in price from
about $2.50 per pelt in 1860 to $4.00 in
18732 This jncrease — dictated by fashion

“Poland, Fur-Bearing Animals, xxx—xxxii; Bezan-
son, Gray, and Hussey, Wholesale Prices in Phila-
delphia, 1784-1861, 2:150. See also Bezanson et al.,
Wholesale Prices in Philadelphia, 1852-1896, 17,
101, 203, 206, 269, 302.

* Poland, Fur-Bearing Animals, xxx-xxxii; Bezao-
son et al., Wholesale Prices in Philadelphia, 1852
1896, 302,

® Poland, Fur-Bearing Animals, xxx~xxxii; Bezan-
son et al., Wholesale Prices in Philadelphia, 1852
1896, 302.

*This is based on Poland’s returns and Bezan-
son’s prices for beaver, muskrat, mink, skunk, rac-
coon, and deerskins. For other furs, estimates for
scattered years were used.

*For the most complete study of the fur seal
industry, see United States State Department, Fur
Seal Arbitration: Proceedings (Washington, 1895).
Volumes 2, 8, and 9 are especially valuable, specifi-
cally, 2:284-267, 9:529-534. The best authority on
the subject is Henry W. Elliott. See especially his
“The Fur Seal Industty of the Pribylov Islands,
Alaska,” in George Goode, The Flisheries and Fish-
ery Industries of the United States, 2:321 (Wash-
ington, 1887); and his report in 54 Congress, 1
session, House Documents, vol. 54, no. 175 (serial
3421).

““ A)ppendix to the Case of the United States be-
fore the Tribunal of Arbitration, 1:104 (Washington,
1892). This is bound with Fur Seal Arbitration, vol.
92, See also 63 Congress, 2 session, House Reports
(Public), vol. 2, no. 500, part 1, p. 1.
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—led to the domestication of mink and the
establishment of mink ranches in the United
States during the mid-1870s. Beginning in
1876, however, the price of mink declined
rapidly and did not rise again until the
twentieth century.

The growth of the skunk fur industry was
about half as fast as that of mink. During
the 1860s annual exports of skunk to Great
Britain amounted to about 100,000 pelts;
by the eighties this figure had tripled. Worth
not more than 25 cents in 1860, the value of
a skunk pelt rose to $1.00 by 1870 and re-
mained about there until the 1890s.22

It was the fur seal, however, which clear-
ly dominated the American trade from the
1870s to the 1890s. No other fur was even
half so important in aggregate value.?® In-
deed, the seal was by all odds the most im-
portant pelt economically in the American
fur trade until the twentieth century.

During the early part of the nineteenth
century, hundreds of thousands of seal pelts
were taken from the South Pacific. These
were usually marketed in China and Russia,
but owing to indiscriminate slaughter the
seal rookeries in that area were soon de-
pleted. During the early and mid-nineteenth
century, agents of the Russian government
had also been harvesting about 20,000 fur
seals annually from the Bering Sea, but be-
cause the pelts were poorly cured, demand
for them was insignificant.®*

With the purchase of Alaska by the United
States 1 1867, however, the number of
fur seals exported from American jurisdic-
tions increased almost immediately to over
100,000 a year. We have accurate and reason-
ably complete data on the fur seal industry
after that date. The United States govern-
ment in 1870 awarded a twenty-year lease of
the seal fisheries on the Pribilof Islands to
the Alaska Commercial Company, which
was allowed to harvest 100,000 mature
bachelor seals annually, paying in return a
yearly rent of $55,000, and $2.62 in taxes on
each pelt taken. From 1870 to 1890 the com-
pany harvested over 1,800,000 fur seals at
an estimated profit of $18,754,000.%
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During this period the industry was de-
veloped under careful management and in
co-operation with C. M. Lampson and Com-
pany of London, consignee for nearly all
Alaska sealskins. Improvements in dyeing,
constancy of supply, and considerable adver-
tising encouraged expansion in the market
and a consequent rise in price from $5.26 per
pelt in 1870 to a high of $35.47 for superior
lots in 1830. The skins were shipped first to
the west coast of the United States and
thence to London. After being sold there
they were dyed and dressed, and then about
75 per cent of the total crop was re-exported
to the United States. When they entered, an
import tax of 20 per cent ad valorem was
levied. Thereafter the pelts were dressed
again, cut, and finally sold for trimming on
coats, sleigh robes, and other popular items.
What had begun on the misty rookeries as a
fatty fur worth a few dollars was finally sold
for about $70.2¢

In 1890 a new twenty-year lease was
granted to another concern, but the era of
the fur seal was virtually over. Although
between 1890 and 1910 only 343,356 seals
were harvested on the islands, and in 1893
a treaty was signed limiting the wasteful
practice of pelagic sealing, by 1910 a mere
133,000 fur seals remained.??

The aggregate value of pelts taken from
1870 to 1891 was $29,788,582. In addition to
this, the United States government had re-
ceived $4,894,323 in taxes and $1,100,000 in
rent under the lease with the Alaska Com-
mercial Company. Not to be neglected is
more than $3,000,000 in tariff revenue from
the dressed skins shipped back from London
for final processing and sale in the United
States.2® All told, almost $40,000,000 was
added to the United States economy by the
fur seal industry during these two decades,
or about eight times the total returns for
beaver before the Civil War.

LOOKING BACK to 1790, one is Particu-
larly struck by two major organizational
changes in the American fur trade during
its first century which correspond closely
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with the growth pattern just discussed. From
the 1790s to the War of 1812 there were no
powerful fur trading monopolies in the
United States.?® The sea otter trade was han-
dled by a number of small merchants in
Boston, seals were sought by an entirely dif-
ferent group, and beavers were taken by
literally hundreds of individuals. Competi-
tion was fairly open and exports were heavy,
amounting to well over $800,000 annually
during the peak years 1804-07. During the
1820s and 1830s, however, when Jarge and
powerful concerns such as the American Fur
Company, the Rocky Mountain Fur Com-
pany, and the Chouteau companies sent
hundreds of men great distances into the
wilderness in search of pelts, exports fell.
{ndeed, only in one year (1833) did fur
exports exceed $800,000 during the two
decades. These figures give the impression
that large companies and monopolistic prac-
tices tended to retard rather than expand
production.

This impression is strengthened by the
history of subsequent decades. By the early
1840s most of the Jarge and famous com-
panies either were leaving the scene or were
restricting their activities and taking propor-
tionately fewer furs than before. Replacing
them was a host of farmers, lumbermen, and
other permanent settlers who began trap-
ping in their spare time. Again exports jn-
creased markedly, rising to over $1,000,000
annually in 1840, 1845, 1846, and from 1857
to 1861. This change is made graphic by
comparing the number of furs sent down the
Missouri River to St. Louis by the “moun-
tain men” (most of whom worked for some
concern) with those sent by farmers and
other part-time trappers of a later day. Dur-
ing the era of the mountain men, seldom
were more than 3,000 packs of furs sent via
the Missouri to St. Louis, From 1879-88 an

“For a summary of this subject, see Fur Sea!
Arbitration, 2:187-218.

7 83 Congress, 2 session, House Reports (Public),
vol. 2, no. 500, part 1, p. 2.

“ Fur Seal Arbitration, 3:540-547.

*See Paul C. Phillips, The Fur Trade, 2:54, 57,
99, 100, 187, 152 ( Norman, Oklaboma, 1961).
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average of 19,000 packs arrived. There may
have been some difference in the size of the
packs for these two periods, but it is unlikely
that a sixfold difference existed. It seems
certain therefore that the ubiquitous part-
time trapper — the unheralded “egg-money
man” ~— was of considerably more economic
importance than the famous mountain
man.5¥

The second major organizational change
in the trade relates to the pattern of market-
ing. In 1870 there were less than two hundred
furriers in the United States. They employed
2,900 people and had a gross product of
$8,900,000. By the end of the century, how-
ever, the number of furriers had grown
fivefold. They then employed over 27,000
workers and had a capital investment of
$30,000,000 and a gross product of over
$55,000,000. The basic reason for this spurt
in activity was a rapid increase in the num-
ber of persons in the United States able to
buy luxuries. This enhanced demand was
stimulated by increased advertising.

During those thirty years the United States
had begun importing more furs than it ex-
ported, thus meeting to a large extent the
needs of the wealthier group within its rising
population and at the same time beginning
to challenge the traditional European fur
processing centers of London and Leipzig.
By 1900 over $12,000,000 in duty-free and
dutiable skins were entering the United
States market— three times the quantity
exported. Most of these came partly proc-
essed from Great Britain and Germany. By
the end of World War I this shift was com-
pleted and the United States was the world’s
leading marketer of furs.!

As one might expect, New York State
had almost as many furriers as all other

® Lippincott, A Century and ¢ Half of Fur Trade,
233-239; 51 Congress, | session, House Executive
Documents, no. 6, part 2, p. 391 (serial 2738).

% United States Census, 1870 Compendium, p.
802; 1900, Manufactures, part 1, p. 8, 218-223,
537; Secretary of the Treasury, Annual Reports.
See also Harold A. Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada,
386-392 (Toronto, 1938).

2 United States Census,
part 1, p. 334-639.

1890, AManufactures,
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states combined. Three other Middle Atlan-
tic states — Connecticut, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania — together almost equaled
New York, an indication that the fur indus-
try of the United States was a highly con-
centrated one. In the Midwest Chicago, St.
Paul, and Detroit were the most important
fur-processing centers, and in the Far West
only San Francisco had a fur industry worth
talking about.®*

THE ABOVE data on the growth of the fur
trade, its three distinct eras of production,
and its shifting organizational patterns sug-
gest a number of conclusions:

First, the American fur trade was never
very important economically, even in its
palmiest days. This is true for the Colonial
period and for the present century as well.
Regardless of continued growth, the fur
trade as a business simply did not amount
to much, any time, anywhere. Despite the
romanticism in which it has been wrapped
for many years, despite the number of books
about it which continue to appear, it was
actually of no importance to the economy of
the United States as a whole, and nearly the
same is true of its regional significance.

Second, it is incorrect to speak, as some
have done, of the “decline of the American
fur trade” for any extended period during
the nineteenth century. Except for the 1820s
and 1880s, fur exports increased, often sub-
stantially, in every decade. As one type of
pelt fell off in importance, it was simply
replaced by another. Nor did the American
fur trade decline in relative economic sig-
nificance, for all during the century it repre-
sented approximately 1 per cent of total
exports.

Third, the popular idea that the coming of
civilization automatically caused the fur
trade to decline must be discarded. It not
only grew with increased settlement, but on
at least one occasion its principal base of
operations actually shifted toward the center
of population and away from the frontier.
The beaver, bear, fur seal, and buffalo de-
clined with the westward movement, but
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the smaller animals such as the raccoon,
mink, and muskrat seemed to thrive as set-
tlement increased. In short, the inevitable
thrust of civilization actually stimulated the
vigor of the for trade and enhanced its rela-
tive importance.

Fourth, it is clear that the American fur
business was not primarily a far-western
phenomenon. From 1790 to the War of 1812
the center of the trade lay east of the Missjs-
sippi River and north of the Ohio. Not until
after the War of 1812 did it shift to the
Missouri River basin and the Rocky Moun-
tains. In the years between 1815 and 1830
most of the beavers trapped in the United
States were taken in the Far West, but as
beavers began to decline during the 1830s
and 1840s, the brief heyday of the western
fur trade drew to a close.3?

No other fur took the place of the beaver
in that region, although the harvest of buf-
falo robes increased modestly until after the
Civil War. This conclusion is substantiated
by the returns received at New Orleans and
St. Louis, by available company records,
and, more important, by John E. Sunder in
the only thorough account of the fur trade
of the Far West for this period.®* The Great
Lakes region was, in fact, economically more
important in the American fur trade than
any other. By 1840 the United States Census
Bureau estimated the value of fur returns
for that year from the Great Lakes region
at $515,000. The Far West, on the other
hand, yielded only $373,000 in furs and
skins. In 1841 the Detroit Department of
the American Fur Company alone produced
$377,200 in furs and skins.®® This repre-
sented about 40 per cent of the total United
States fur exports of that year, and the com-
pany was but one of several outfits trading
in the Great Lakes region. An important rea-
son, of course, is the fact that the habitat of
the raccoon was confined to that area.

As the Great Lakes region eclipsed the
Far West, it was in turn overshadowed by
the Bering Sea and its islands. The value of
raccoon exports almost doubled from the
1860s to the 1880s and domestic consump-
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tion may also have doubled, but during the
1870s the raccoon was overwhelmed in im-
portance by the fur seal, whose aggregate
value in that decade was almost five times
greater than raccoon exports. For the whole
period under discussion it is quite possible
that the fur seal added twice as much value
to the United States economy as any other
wild animal sought for its skin.

Fifth, and finally, the above evidence
lends support to the contention that the fur
trade as such did not play a very important
role in our dynamic westward expansion. It
is true that some trappers eventually became
guides for government and emigrant expedi-
tions, but their contributions were minor.
There is no correlation between the health
of the fur trade and population shifts. Nor,
as we have seen, is there consistency in
direction of movement. The number of per-
sons involved was insignificant and the value
of the trade, even locally, not very impres-
sive. This is pot to say that the American fur
trade had no importance as a vehicle of
westward expansion, but that its importance
must be sought in areas other than eco-
nomics.

® Hiram M. Chittenden states that a “fair” esti-
mate of the value of beavers trapped in the Far
West from 1815 to 1830 at $4 per pelt would be
about $1,500,000. The American Fur Trade of the
For West, 1:7 (New York, 1902). During these
years the value of beaver exports to England, if
computed at the same price, would have been about
$2,000,000 according to Poland’s figures. Since most
pelts went to England, it would appear that the
Far West was the major source of beaver during
these years.

*S8ee William F. Switzler, “Report on the In-
ternal Commerce of the United States,” part 2, in
Bureau of Statistics, Treasury Documents, mo.
1036b, p. 191 (Washington, D.C., 1888); “Packing
Book, 1830-1833,” and ““Fur Sales, 1859-1864,” in
Chouteau Collection; “Furs and Skins, 18501864,
in American Fur Company Papers; John E. Sunder,
The Fur Trade on the Upper Missouri, 1840-1865,
16, 79, 104, 159, 201, 216-220 (Norman, Okla-
homa, 1965). From 1844-53, fur arrjvals at St.
Louijs varied from 1,000 to 3,000, the average being
about the same for the end of the period as for the
beginnin‘;;. See Lippincott, A Century and a Half of
Fur Trade, 233-239.

* United States Census, 1840, Statistics, p. 408;
“Detroit Department,” in Miscellaneous File,
American Fur Company Papers.
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