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FUR TRADING AND TRADERS IN COLORADO
AND NORTR WEST PACIFIC STATES

A great deal has boen eontributed by the fur trade to the colorful
hiatory of Colorado, comparatively little has been written into the
records, mainly because the early trappers and traders in that section,
were for the most part, illiterate or so busily engaged in their pur-
suits they had little time to put their thoughta on papsr or the desire
| t0 recoyd events as they transpired. Many of the happenings which to-
day creste wonder and constermation, were to them, Just a part of the
day's work and little thought or attention was given to their possible
historical value in the dayé to follow.

One of the earliest records of fur trading operations in the terri~
tory which is now Colorado, dates back to 1719 when Valverde, then
governor of New Spain, now New Mexico, in order to investigate the
truth of rumors *.5 had heard of the presence of French traders on the
Platte river and other streams in the vieinity of ids source, dispatched
& detachment of soldiers undex Captaln Vil_lasur, with :lnstrucbioga that,
1f found, tho Frenchmen were $o be evicted from that territory, which
was then under the jurisdiction of Spain end subject te its control.
The Speniards came asross a lititle party of French traders, but upon
proceeding to obey their orders, found that the Frenchmen ware so fimme
ly intrenched in the esteem of the Indiens, that the dusky warriors
willing turned, and helped the Frenchmen almos$ mihilate the 1ittle
Spapishk army. This unlooked for baha‘vior greatly dirmed the Spanish

ardor for such expeditions, and from them on, fur traders were left very




much 0 themselves sné continued thelr pursuits undisturbed,

In June 1799, lMeisonneure and Penelope, Fremeh fur traders, accom-
panied :by $en French Canadisans engaged, six Indisn guldes =nd twenty
well burdened pack mules roached the mouth of the Platte river. Follow=-
ing the course of the main river until the confluence was reached, they
| ‘chose the south fork of the river and on July 20th arvived at the éi‘be

of the present city of Demver. After a period of trading and trapping,
they returned to St. Iouis with a goodly supply of furs as the mwérd
for their arduous labors,. |

Mich of the same territory was explored by Jemes Purcell ox
{(Pursley), a Kentucklan who led a mounted contigent of Paducca and
" Kiowa Indiams, in the year 1804=5. After trading with the Indians in
that section, they ventured into the virgin wilderpess of the Rockj
mouhtains in seareh of further suppliesf The return 'joumey, wa3 made
through an_other- section of the country & gzood deal further north and
cannot rightly be constrited as having any bearing on the dolorado fur
trade. | . . _

By 1810 there wus a considerable increase in the population in thie
territory as the glowing deseriptioms of the country lsur'munding the
Arkénéas and Red. 1 vers, which constituted the southern boundaries of
the new .Iau'.tsiana purchsse, cmphagized by Lisutepant Zebulon Monlgomery
Pike in his report to President Jefferson by whom ke had been dispatched
on & voyage of exploration, had started a stream of fur traders and oilers
to the snuthwéstern country. As an axtra inducemont for imigraﬁon to
this seetion was the prospeet of s lively trade vdth the prospercus
touns of New Spa:m and, of a greater importanee $o the fur traders, the

fast growing possibilities of Santa Fo becoming & market center for the
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fur business. _
'.t'h'e next f'ur i:radex? of prominénée to enter thé territory was Ezekiel
¥illdams of St. Louls, who with a party of nineteen men were doing a
large trapping end trading business in 1811, The following spring some
of the party sought beaver in the South Perk country while another group
went Parther west and are lost from any further record, Williams, how-

ever, remained in the territory of the upper Avkansas until he was taken

eaptive by the Araphoe $ribe who kept him captive during the winter of

1812-13, along with his companions. Early in the year, he menaged to
escaps and after suffering a series of untold hardships made his way
back to St. Louis., Before being taken capiive, however, he had sﬁoeaeded
in hiding his stock of furs and in the following spring after his re-
vurn to St. Louis, joined a party headed by Joseph Philibert emd returned
with them to the same territory. He was fortunate emough to find his
furs intact, but his former cmnpaﬁions had been cruélly slaughterad,

He made his wajr back again to St. Louis with his load and becams PrOm
inently identified with the growth of that merket,

Meamwhile Philibert jolned A, P. Chotesu end Jullus de Munz who
were meling & persistent effort %o obtain permigsion from the Spanish
offieials to trap, south and west of the Arkenses river. In this, how-
éver, they were as persistently refused and their finel effort was re-
warded by being escorted out of New Mexico by some two hundred Spanish
soldiers end & strong warning to keep out of that territ#ry hereai‘:terl_-. |
In defiance of the threats, they commenced operstions in the forbidden

torritory and évantually found themselves taken to Santa Fe md im-

prisoned and all their furs confiscated. It is said, however, that

they were reimbursed for this outrage, some thirty years later.
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- But by 1821, Spanish domination had gone into the discard and
Mexico was weleoming others to the territory, in strong contrast to the
mbnopolistic and extlusive system of old Spain. Teos had bedome a

base for trapping operations and Banta Pe, was beglmning to blossom as

«an imporbant fuy trading center for that region. From now on the story

of Coloredo bagins o bristle with the names of men whose venturesome
and heroic deads have nmade histo:i'y 30 tense snd faseinsting to those
who have the liking and opportunity for its study. The names of Kit
Cargon, Bent Broae; Ceran St’._ Vrain, Jim Bridger, Jim Baker, éeorge
Simpson, Fitzpatrick, Sublettes, Roudidoux, the Glenn-Fowler Gcmpény
and many others are mblamned across the pages of Oolersdo history of
fur and fur traders., In 1824, Willlam Besknell, "she father of %the
Santa Fe trail" conducted fur trading operatlons on the western slope
of the Rogkies and a uttie later Antoine Robidouﬁc built Port Robidoux
ad the mouth of the Unocampahare river. |

Up to this time, there had been no systemized methodé of fur trad-
ing. There had been no abttempt at any kind of organization, all efforts
being purely individual. But in 1830, came the fowymation of the Rocky
HMountain Fur Co., with General Ashley and several former members of the
now defunet Misgouri Fur Co., as incorporators and leasing officials.
Most of the fur trade north of the Colorado torritory was undeyr the sway
of the dominating Amewicen Fur Co., With a desultory business in the
Missourd river yeglon by the Missouri Fur €o0.; or as it was then knowm,
the St, Louls mssouri Fur Co.

A brave attempt wag mde $to conform ¥0 the territory implied by its
pame and confine its operations to the reglon of the Reckies in Colorado,

Wyoming, Utah, Ideho and Montema, bubt it soom heesme avident that there
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wag little hope for a long existence agéinst -ﬁhe.pnwerfﬁl machination
of the American Pur Co., whose ruthless methode knew no bounds and a
short career of four years was ended by its sale to the 'largerfbmﬁp.any._
The Amepican Fur Co. While in existence, it instituted many innovations
which proved of great value to the $rade ir general. One ér these was
the "midsurmer rendezvous® which might be said %o be the forerunner of
the present conventions of the various trades snd assoeiations. During
the pidpummer st & speciaslly appointed gpot, tradera and trappers would
meet and often times the owners of the trading Gompanies. or thelr mans-
gore would meke the $rip and be there with fresh supplies for trade and
bayrter. Thers would be now and enticing trinkets to cetch the eye of
the Indisn trapper who wes on his own as well a8 more gubstential and
satisfying supplies for the indepoidént trader and tmi:per. These get-
‘together meetings usvally resvlted in'a rich hawvest for the fur com~
panies who reciprocated by staging e thres to four day eelebration with
races and contests of skill, plenty to eat and drink and a genersl
cementing of friendship all around. As could bs expected, some of
these periods of jollifieation and good fellowshlp resulted much in-
diseriminate drinking and carousing thet sometimes undid all the good
that had been ageomplished. - _

The period from 1824 %o 1832 was the hey~day of the fur trade in
Colorado, during whieh thﬁe 1% produeced all sorts and conditions of mep
and cheracters. There was Jemes P. Beckwourth, known everywhere from
the Arkensas %o the upper reaches of the _Missouri and contended by soms'
t0 be the most Pluent and pleturesque lisr of all ti.meke From a pexusal
of his diavy or the story purported to Be from that Baok, he rmust havs
been some sort of a gupsr-man to heve accomplished all the things he
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claims %o ﬁéve done”at one and the same tiﬁe. . Then there was the hero
of the plains, Kit Carson; the owners end drivers of the mighty freight-
ing wegons, the B;ept Bros: nm.Br;ldger of national fame and a host .or
others, seints and sinners alike, though we are afraid the former wore
mioh in the mimortty. -

Gradually, the fur be’aﬂng animals in that reglon degan to get
searcer and accordingly competition more keen and ruthless ’ Venture
af$er venture aame t0 & trégie_ if not fatal end, more times through
gonflicts between themselves than through rﬁptuxes with the native tribves.
Life was held cheaply when i% competed with pro_f;ts with none %o wit_ness
dark deeds but the silent rocks snd marshes of virgin territory. Then
styles begen to change and the Eandoﬁ'nandiea vere disoarding their hats
of boaver and casting longing and envious eyes on the new styles of
silk. The bottom had fallen out of the beaver market end the price of
skins fell to $1.00 a piece.

The death-imell of the fur trede was slowly tolling. The mich
fur-bearing regions of Colorado had been explored and exploited to the
very last limit and deploted of its furry inhabitents. And in the wake
of the departing fur trade was an ermy of pionesrs, nome the less hardy,
but marching to the tune of wegon wheels turning on their axles on

paths already laid out by the fur traders and trappers,
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‘The fur-trade histories of the northwestern states embrased in the
territory from Montana to the Pacific Oesan are so welded together that
to separate them into individusl narratives would merely be a repetition
of events and & duplication of narration. Their pages are permeated
through and through with the story of one mants efforts to bring into
reality the viau#lization_ of a fur ompire stretehing from the Pasifle to
Atlantic oceans in United States territory and later on to ambraoce the
entire fur bearing area of the North American continent. A colossal
dream indeed and probably deserving of a better fate them it received.
The history of North Ameriea is indissolutely linked with the
fur trade; {ér two eenturies it was 1ts principsl buéiness and oﬁen the
only one transacted on the frontiers. To France must be glven the oredis
of being the plonser nation in the building of the fur trade and in turn
the bleme its monopolistie tendency for its loss of prestige and control
%o the cool and caloulating Britons thet came in the paths of conduest.
The fur trade of the Pasifie Northwest and the name of John Jacob
Astor sre synonymous - you cannot think of one without yoix think of the

other. His domination of the fur trade south of the Canedian bordey,

"fer many years, is not only historical but an exhibition of prodigious

pov}ar and euthority. The incorporation of the Amepyicen Fur Co., in 1809
wes his sterting pc.oint.. This was to gather in and control the fur trade
of the Pacific Northwest. No soomer hed this been completed when Astor
turned his attention to the possible econtrol of the fur trade of the
Pacific Coast. The valuabls fur of the sea o’éte:r, plentiful off that
coast, was in great demand in European countries and the trade not on;
%0 be overlooked In his glgantic ascheme of world domina£ ion of the fur

industry.
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Briefly, the situation in the fur trade at this time, can be
sormed: up as follows. The Hudson Bay snd Northwest compenies were fight-
ing for supe'rmacy in the coundry northwestward from Lalke Superio; and a
soubhern line of oweration lying well within the U. S, territories sur-
rounding thé souxrces 'of the Mississippl and extending to the Missourd
river in the vicinity of the Mandan villages. The Mackinaw Co., snd
gther traders wers operating in the upper lakes a:id wagtward to ths
Mississippi. Some few oxpeditions had boen mgde as far ag the Rookies
by various St. Louis traders though their business was mainly confined
to the upper Missouri and tributaries with a large part of the trade be-
ing along the Qmage and Kansas rivers, southwestward towards the
Avkensas river.

. . Seeing that the Mackinaw Co., if allowed to continue oiaerations
m.tghﬁ prove & serious obstacle to an unbroken flow of trade from coast
to coast, Astor and his assoeiates bought up the company, changing its
name 40 the Southwest Company. The control of the fur trade wes now
complete--The Pseifie Fur Co.--American Fur (o.--Southwest Co.-- an un-
broken line from coast to coast.

The way of 1812, however, wrought havoc with all Astor.'s plans and
schemes. The Southwest Co., was fqmed to suspend opeyations snd ét the
eonclusion of the war was entirely discolved. A similar fate was meted

out to the Tagille Pur Do., though it was afterwards sold to the Northwest

- Co., for $40,000. Only the American Fur Co., remained. Bub that company

survived the storm and remained to dominate the fur trads for meny years
$0 come.
The refusgal of the newly organized St. Louis Missourl FPur Co.,

from the ashes of the old Missouri Fur Co., to allow Astor %o hawe any




part in it, is perhaps in a large way responsible for much of the ruthe
less competition of the American Fur Od., in the years to follow. The
resumption of fur trading operations was & sepies of Pisrce ¢onflicts
betweoen the ﬁval companies with many tragic ending. If there were
any rules leid down ag %o the conduct df the business, they were never
observed, much less obeyed. It was simply 2 mule of the surwival of
the fittest.

The year 1822 ushered a new competlitor into the field in the

person of the the Roeky Mountain Fur Co., organized by Williem Ashley
of St, Louls and undeyr the menagement of Andrew Henry. TFor the first
venture the region of the VYellowstone country was chosen, The original
eompaxiy was mads up of many men whose names ars now wel:!_. Imovn in the
realms of fame and adventure.

Arirew Henry cpntinuaﬁ in charge wntil the £all of 1824, when he
wes succeeded by Jededieh S, Smith who hed become a partner of Ashley.
In 1826 Ashley sold out his interest to Smith, Jackson and Sublette and
for many years the company was known as the Smith, Jackson & Co. In

1830 the outfit was sold to Milton G. Sublette, Henry Frack, John B.

Carvais and Jemes Bridger, who operated it under its rightful neme, the

Rocky Mountain Fur Go. It wes while under their menagemsnt that the

never 40 be forgotten inelident in the annals of the fur‘trade, the bate-

%tle of Pierve's Hole or Jackson's Hole, near the Teton Pass, was fought

with the Gros Ventre Indlens with disastrous results on both sides.
The rthless cdmpetition of the Ameriecan Fur Co., proved too
much for them, and they finglly sold out to the Astor interests to a=-

vold cowplete fellure and ruin.




-

10

.E’rmn thon on the Amerisen Fur Co., practically domineted the
entire fur bearing country of the U, S. until the western marsh of
progress caubined with the deorcase in both the production and

marketing of furs forced thelr sale to the northern eompanies.




