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The Hudson’s Bay Company’s Fur Desert Policy

E
very year  our understanding of human influences on the land

and waters of the Pacific Northwest deepens, and the subtleties
and complexity of the interaction between people and the land-
scape are teased out of scientific data and personal experiences.

Currently, the web of relationships that enables a salmon smolt’s success-
ful migration from river to sea and back again draws the closest scrutiny.
Scientists consider everything from hydroelectric dams to buffer zones
along suburban streams as they weigh the factors influencing salmon runs.
Yet, there are multitudes of human actions that have influenced how the
environment in the Pacific Northwest functions but that other activities
and time have obscured.

While historians have heralded and vilified the fur trade for opening
the region to non-Indians, they have paid little attention to the effects of
trappers on the land. Although the fur trade’s role in environmental change
has faded from view as farming, ranching, and population growth have
affected soil and water quality and biodiversity, extracted elements help
define a region as much as what remains. Beaver trapping, for example,
produced fundamental changes in how humans, animals, land, and water
have affected each other in the Northwest, particularly in the Snake River
Basin. Between  and , the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) carried
out what is known as the fur desert policy — a strategy of clearing the

in the Snake Country
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basin of beaver to keep encroaching Americans from coming west of the
Continental Divide. Through their use of efficient Snake Country trap-
ping brigades, the HBC nearly extirpated beaver in the region and, in the
process, redefined the physical space in which people would live.

The fur desert policy began in response to a territorial dispute over the
Oregon Country. The HBC accepted the inevitable loss of most of the
region to the Americans and focused on retaining the area bounded by the
Columbia River on the south and east, the Pacific Ocean on the west, and
the forty-ninth parallel on the north, an area encompassing potential
Puget Sound ports and the transportation route provided by the Colum-
bia River. The Americans sought control of the entire region. During the
negotiations for the Convention of , the United States and Britain
agreed to postpone a final decision about what was called the Oregon
Question. The article of the convention pertaining to the dispute reads:

Many of the Snake Country expeditions originated from and returned to Fort Nez Perces on
the Walla Walla River, shown here in a lithograph by John Mix Stanley that appeared in the
reports of the Pacific Railroad surveys. From Fort Nez Perces, furs continued their trip to
market by boat to Fort Vancouver and from there to London on the annual supply ship.

OHS neg., OrHi , 
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It is agreed, that any Country that may be claimed by either Party on the North West
Coast of America, Westward of the Stony Mountains, shall, together with it’s [sic]
Harbours, Bays, and Creeks, and the Navigation of all Rivers within the same, be free
and open, for the term of ten years from the date of the Signature of the Present
Convention, to the Vessels, Citizens, and Subject[s] of the Two Powers: it being well
understood, that this Agreement is not to be construed to the Prejudice of any Claim,
which either of the Two High Contracting Parties may have to any part of the said
Country, nor shall it be taken to affect the Claims of any other Power or State to any
part of the said Country; the only object of the High Contracting Parties, in that
respect, being to prevent disputes and differences amongst Themselves.

Renewed in , the convention remained the region’s governing docu-
ment until the two nations resolved the dispute in .

Native people’s land rights did not enter into the debate, but the reali-
ties of the local situation in the Snake Country complicated the process
and balanced the power between the British and the Americans. The HBC

did not explicitly gain access to the Snake Country for pelts. For the places
where the Company established posts, however, the local Indians required
recognition of their control of the land and demanded compensation for
the use of it. Without these posts along the Columbia River and its tribu-
taries, the British would have been unable to carry on the fur trade. When
another fur outfit, the North West Company, began to build Fort Walla
Walla (later called Fort Nez Perces), the local Indians congregated at the
site. They wanted payment for the trees that the North West Company
had cut for construction of the fort and to make it clear that the British
would not be allowed to hunt or fish in the area. Company official Donald
McKenzie reached an agreement with the chiefs that allowed the bands
around Fort Nez Perces to retain the land and the driftwood from the
river and gave the Europeans use rights. Likewise, at Fort Colvile, the HBC

made a verbal treaty with a local chief that allowed use of the land but
prohibited Company employees from fishing at Kettle Falls. The Gover-
nor and Committee, the governing body of the HBC, recognized the im-
portance of assuring the people in the Columbia District of their inten-
tions to respect local land tenure. In , they instructed George Simpson,
governor of the Northern Department, to make it clear to Native people
“that we have no desire to posses or cultivate their lands beyond the little
garden at the Trading houses.” This comment is deceptive in that it ne-
glected to mention the Company’s intent to scour the land for pelts and
the inevitable non-Native settlement that would follow.

The Oregon Country had not become important to the HBC until
, when the HBC merged with the rival North West Company. At first,
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the HBC questioned whether the Columbia District merited the effort
required to keep it. The governing committee wrote George Simpson in
February :

We understand that hitherto the trade of the Columbia has not been profitable, and
from all that we have learnt on the Subject we are not sanguine in our expectations of
being able to make it so in future. But if by any improved arrangement the loss can be
reduced to a small sum, it is worth a serious consideration, whether it may not be
good policy to hold possession of that country, with a view of protecting the more
valuable districts to the North of it.

The territory “to the North of it” consisted of New Caledonia (present-
day British Columbia), a region with largely unexploited beaver popula-
tions. The HBC developed the idea of clearing the Snake River Basin of
beaver in order to create a fur desert, or buffer zone, that would discour-
age the westward flow of American trappers who began to reach the North-
ern Rockies in substantial numbers in the s. The Company’s experi-
ences across northern North America had taught a painful lesson: compe-
tition depleted beaver trapping grounds and, therefore, profits.

The idea of making a buffer zone out of less productive regions was not
unique to the Columbia District. In a February  letter, the Committee
wrote Simpson:

The Russians are endeavoring to set up claims to the North West Coast of America as
low as Latitude , and we think it desirable to extend our trading posts as far to the
West and North from Fraser’s River in Caledonia, as may be practicable, if there
appears any reasonable prospect of doing so profitably.

In the s, the Ottawa River region formed a frontier that protected the
interior trade of Rupert’s Land (present-day Canada) from American in-
terest and interference. When faced with a situation in which their adver-
sary refused to leave, the Company sacrificed marginal areas, such as the
deserts of the Snake Country, to protect more abundant beaver popula-
tions further removed from the competition. American trappers would
have had to cross a large expanse of cleared territory to reach New
Caledonia, and the HBC hoped they would be discouraged from even
trying by the poor returns they encountered in the fur desert.

The HBC’s plan of defense consisted of improving the British claim to
territory to the north of the Columbia River by building and enlarging
forts, thereby increasing the British presence in the region. They would
also focus trapping to the south and east, which they believed they would
lose to the Americans regardless of their established posts and other claims
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to sovereignty. The Committee wrote John D. Cameron, chief factor of the
Columbia District, in :

It is likewise very desirable that the Post at Walla Walla should be made as respectable
as possible, as well as any others on the North side of the River, and as we cannot
expect to have a more Southern boundary than the Columbia in any Treaty with the
Americans (altho’ we are entitled to it from occupancy) it will be very desirable that the
hunters should get as much out of the Snake Country as possible for the next few years.

During a visit to the Columbia District to determine its usefulness to the
HBC, George Simpson carried the idea one step further. He wrote in an
 journal entry: “If properly managed no question exists that it would
yield handsome profits as we have convincing proof that the country is a
rich preserve of Beaver and which for political reasons we should endeavor
to destroy as fast as possible.” The fur desert policy had begun.

W
ithout the circumstances  created by the Con-
vention of , the rationale for the fur desert policy
would not have existed. Without George Simpson, the
idea of the fur desert policy most likely would not have

existed. Few employees of the HBC appear to have had the initiative, a
focus on profits, and the generally ruthless personalities necessary to con-
ceive of such an effort. Simpson had entered the trade as governor of the
Northern Department, an area that covered roughly the northern half of
the Company’s holdings in North America and the territory west of the
Rockies. When the Committee began to look for a new governor after the
HBC’s merger with the North West Company in , Andrew Wedder-
burn, a business partner of Simpson’s uncle, recommended Simpson for
the post because he believed that Simpson had the requisite business acu-
men and the personal fortitude to handle the post-merger economic and
personnel situations.

The Committee made a fortunate choice. Simpson had intelligence,
vigor, and resolve, and he applied his business sense to decrease costs and
increase profits. In the short time between , when he was appointed,
and , Simpson cut the number of Company employees from , to
 and advised the Committee to drop wages for ordinary employees by
 percent, which they did. Some problems with employee loyalty ensued,
but, with some adjustments, a cohesive union was achieved. Simpson con-
sidered HBC’s operations in the Snake Country in the same way he looked
at the Company’s human resources and took the necessary actions to make
the business more lucrative and secure. The fur desert policy follows logi-
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cally from that perspective. Excluding competition entirely from New
Caledonia would help to ensure the HBC’s future profitability.

The first HBC Snake Country Expedition started out under Alexander
Ross in , before the fur desert policy had been fully developed. Ross,
whose brigade brought in forty-five hundred pelts, merely sought to get
to the beaver before the Americans did. The next expedition, led by Peter
Skene Ogden, began the serious effort of clearing the country of beaver.
Over the next six years, Ogden’s trappers took about eighteen thousand
beaver out of the area south of the Columbia, over half of the thirty-five
thousand trapped during all of the HBC’s Snake Country expeditions.

The structural and functional characteristics of the brigades strongly
influenced their efficiency and effectiveness. The Company’s strict hierar-
chy and division of labor created an efficient and focused working unit, in
which each man and woman had a specific role. The division of labor
made for a unified whole working toward a common goal — clearing the
country of beaver — although for different reasons. Europeans held of-
ficer and engagé positions, while French Canadians, métis (people with
French and Indian ancestry), and non-Europeans worked as freemen or
laborers. Although different criteria established social status in the bri-
gades, these small, nomadic communities were clearly as stratified as Brit-
ish society. Likewise, women were present and active in the brigades but
hidden from view in official documents.

Ethnicity and education largely determined status within the brigades.
Officers, such as the chief trader or clerks, were nearly always British or
British Canadian and well educated. Two classes of trappers filled out the
bulk of the brigades. Engagés, usually French Canadian or of European
background, earned a salary for any expedition work they did, such as
filling in as steersman, and for any pelts they trapped. Freemen included
métis, Indians originally from eastern North America, and French Cana-
dians. In far fewer numbers, Abenaki Indians from eastern Canada, mem-
bers of other central Canadian and northern Rockies tribes, and Hawai-
ians (known as Owhyhees) joined the expeditions. The HBC paid them
cash for any pelts they brought in over the number owed for the freemen’s
advance of supplies at the start of the year. This practice directly sup-
ported the objectives of the fur desert policy, although there is no evidence
that supporting the policy was the goal. Freemen had every incentive to
trap as many furs as possible, since the more they contributed to the
brigade’s returns, the more potential they had to make a profit.

The Company assembled this varied group to go into the Snake Coun-
try because it could not induce enough Natives — particularly the North-
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ern Shoshone — to trap in the
region. It appears that practi-
cal reasons rather than cul-
tural prohibitions precluded
using local Indians as trappers
in the Snake Country. Trade
goods already reached the area
by way of Taos in Mexico and
regional trade centers such as
The Dalles, and local people
grew their own tobacco. Big
game thrived in the area, so
there was no need to pursue
beaver for food. In addition,
the Snake Country, particu-
larly the upper Snake River re-
gion, was too remote from es-
tablished posts on the Colum-
bia to draw Shoshones or
Bannocks in to trade or to send
Indians out from the posts.

A second characteristic of
the brigades that contributed
to their success, the leadership
of the chief traders, is remark-
able in light of the Company’s
lack of knowledge about the

region and its distance from HBC headquarters. Considering that the po-
sition of chief trader lacked glamour and promised danger, the leadership
provided by Alexander Ross, Peter Skene Ogden, and John Work, while
not perfect, was essential to the success of the fur desert policy. Each chief
trader who led the Snake Country expeditions during the most important
years, from  to , worked under the pressure of the HBC’s expecta-
tions of good pelt returns, the exclusion of Americans from the region,
and the brigade’s return in time to meet the annual supply ship. At the
same time, chief traders faced the realities of the Snake Country, including
extreme temperatures in the mountains and deserts, American trapping
parties, and confrontations with groups of Indians. There were some low
points. Alexander Ross, for example, led a group of Americans to Flat-
head House in , much to the chagrin of George Simpson, who labeled

Peter Skene Ogden, shown here in a painting done by John Mix
Stanley at Fort Vancouver in , served as chief trader for the
Snake Country expeditions between  and .

OHS neg., OrHi 
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Ross “empty headed” and replaced him with Peter Skene Ogden. In ,
Ogden had a disastrous encounter with the Americans, to whom he lost a
number of men and pelts. Nonetheless, Ross brought in forty-five hun-
dred pelts, and Ogden’s six expeditions into the Snake Country established
the foundation for the fur desert.

When he was thirty-four years old, Ogden led his first brigade into the
Snake Country, having already gained considerable experience in the fur
trade. At sixteen years old, he had worked for John Jacob Astor as a clerk
in the American Fur Company’s Montreal operations. In , he joined
the North West Company as an apprentice clerk, which involved him
immediately in the brutal competition between the North West Company
and the HBC. At Île à la Crosse (in present-day Saskatchewan), Ogden and
another North West Company employee, Samuel Black, climbed into the
nearby HBC fort, hung around outside showing off their pistols and knives,
and terrorized Peter Fidler, who was in charge of the fort. The next spring,
as the HBC men headed toward Churchill Factory on Hudson Bay, Ogden
and some North West Company trappers stayed just ahead of them for a
week, intercepting trade with the Indians. In , he arrived in the Pacific
Northwest and worked out of Fort George and Spokane House, where he
met his wife, Julia Rivet of the Nez Perce. When Ogden took charge of the
Snake Country expeditions, he had only recently joined the HBC. His
appointment to the Columbia District resulted from George Simpson’s
intervention on his behalf. Simpson sought Odgen’s expertise despite his
questionable behavior while with the North West Company.

In , Ogden set out on his first expedition for the HBC full of high
expectations. When trappers caught the first beaver at the mouth of the
Wild Horse River, he wrote: “This is a Commencement but I trust we shall
not end ere we have Six Thous. owing to my ignorance of the Country I am
bound to, with this number I shall be Contented if more they are heartily
welcome.” The next six years he spent in the Snake Country would temper
his enthusiasm and expectations. Even when he came to know the Snake
Country well, he never gained six thousand beaver, and conditions tested
his ability as both a leader and a fur trader.

In , John Work took over as chief trader and brought to the Co-
lumbia District an immediate difference in leadership style. Work had
been born in about  in County Donegal, Ireland, and did not join the
fur trade until he was twenty-two years old. What occupied him before
 remains a mystery, and it is also uncertain what circumstances led
him to join the HBC. He entered the trade as a steward and worked his way
up the ranks while at York Factory and in the Severn District (part of
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present-day western Ontario). After five years of advancing up the ranks
in the Columbia District, Work spent two seasons in the Snake Country
keeping beaver populations low and guiding his brigade through the po-
tential dangers the region presented to a group of trappers representing a
European company.

Each chief trader kept journals of his expeditions, which were turned in
to the Committee in London with the year’s return of pelts. The journals
offer an exceptional look at how the chief traders led their brigades through
the Snake River Basin and some surrounding drainages in Montana and
Oregon and how they cleared the beaver in the face of tremendous hard-
ship. Heading out from the posts each fall, they knew the problems they
would face. The Americans could lure freemen and their pelts away from
the brigades, and they, too, could trap anywhere they wanted under the
terms of the Convention of . The weather could also slow their progress.

This image of the Snake River offers some sense of the aridity of the region in which the fur
desert policy was practiced.

B.C. Towne, photographer, OHS neg., OrHi 
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Going over Lost Trail Pass in January , for example, Ogden bemoaned
their slow pace due to snow and cold. Otherwise, “ or  Beaver Could
be Collected in this quarter.” The Blackfeet caused them the most fear
and apprehension. At one point, near the Clark Fork River in present-day
western Montana, the freemen resisted going any farther because they
feared Piegan bands in the area. They lost many horses to raids by any of a
number of parties in the vicinity of their camps.

By the s, the Snake Country had developed quite a reputation for
the difficulties it posed to the brigades. In an  letter to a friend, for
example, Archibald McDonald wrote: “Poor [John] Work still continues
wandering among the serpents [probably the Snake, or Shoshone, Indi-
ans] and independent of the venom, I believe he has no enviable task of
it.” During Work’s – expedition, a man was shot in late January
during a skirmish with the Blackfeet at Birch Creek in present-day Mon-
tana. He died about six weeks later on the Salmon River after immense
suffering. Work described his death: “William Raymond, our unfortunate
man who was wounded on the  Jany, died this afternoon. He was re-
duced to a mere skeleton; he had taken scarcely any nourishment since he
was wounded. The wound was mortified.” Even so, the profits brought in
and the buffer zone created by the fur desert policy ensured the expedi-
tions’ continuation until the Oregon Question was settled.

A
third factor that enhanced  the brigades’ effective-

ness is the decision to include women as unofficial members.
Expedition journals and documents do not include the full
details of the women’s presence, but some information can be

gleaned from the texts and from other histories of the fur trade. While
nearly all of the men married Indian or métis women, it is not entirely
clear how many wives accompanied the expeditions. Peter Skene Ogden
never mentions his wife, Julia Rivet, in his journals. Work’s métis wife,
Josette Legacé, joined his brigade, although his journals are not specific
about her presence or her activities. Some of the engagés and freemen also
brought their wives. The issue is muddied further by official documents
indicating that women were not allowed on the expeditions. In , Ogden
observed women digging camas root on the Snake River Plain and won-
dered why Native women did not do the same. The women he mentioned
must have been the wives of the trappers.

Throughout the fur trade period, women made moccasins, snowshoes,
and pemmican, pitched tents, dried meat, collected berries, and helped
carry supplies and pelts. In the Columbia District, women also dressed
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pelts, caught and dried salmon, and collected “wappitoo root.” Ogden’s
journals only recognized dressing furs, their most economically impor-
tant task. He wrote: “it is a pleasure to observe the Ladys [sic] of the Camp
vieing [sic] with each other who will produce on their return to Fort
Vancouver the cleanest and best dress’d Beaver.” Milan Novak, a fur-
bearer manager for the Ontario Bureau of Natural Resources, wrote that
his experience told him that the fastest someone could skin, clean, and
stretch a beaver pelt was one-half hour. If he was correct, for the women
on the Snake Country expeditions, that meant if the traps brought in fifty-
two beaver — as they did on May , , on the Little Bear River — it
would have taken at least twenty-six hours of labor to process the pelts
before the next day’s catch arrived in camp.

Women most likely influenced the efficiency and effectiveness of the
expeditions by increasing the amount of land the brigades covered each
year. Considering the variety of time-consuming tasks they fulfilled, an
absence of women would have slowed the brigades’ pace and limited the
overall distance they could travel. Ogden’s brigade probably would not
have reached present-day Ogden, Utah, had the pace been slowed by the
triple burden of trapping, dressing furs, and performing daily tasks that
would have been placed on the trappers in the absence of women. Further-
more, a slower pace and reduced efficiency would have allowed trapped
areas more time to recover, and the impact of the fur desert would be a
distinctly different story.

A fourth characteristic of the brigades that contributed to their success
is how they moved in the country. Each year, Ogden or Work planned a
circuit by which they could cover a tremendous amount of territory and
end up back at the posts in time to put their bales of beaver pelts on the
annual ship to London. Each fall, the expeditions set out from Flathead
Post or Fort Nez Perces to make a circular route through the territory to
the south and west of the Columbia River. Ogden explored large parts of
the West for the HBC as he led his parties through what are now Idaho,
western Montana, Oregon, northern Nevada, and northwestern Utah.

At the same time, the Southern Party pursued beaver directly south of
Fort Vancouver into California in anticipation of American encroach-
ment from that direction. The opposition never materialized in large num-
bers, however, and the trapping to the south does not seem to have matched
the Snake Country expeditions’ intensity of effort or interest by the Gov-
ernor and Committee or George Simpson.

To read the journals from the Snake Country expeditions is to read a
story of creating scarcity. From the start, there is a sense that trapping
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exceeded the resilience of the local beaver population. As time passed, the
ransacking done by the trappers produced a widespread effect. The effects
of American and Indian trapping also contributed to the success of the fur
desert policy. During the critical years when the policy was in place, the
HBC took approximately , beaver out of the region. The –

brigade alone yielded , beaver. By , the average annual yield was
down to  beaver. Even when the population rebounded slightly in the
late s, the numbers remained low, never again reaching ,. The
evidence of this decline appears throughout the journals.

By just the second year of concentrated trapping in the Snake Country,
in –, the trappers noticed the effects on the streams. On the Bitter-
root River in September , Ogden wrote that “this part of the Country
tho’ once abounding in Beaver is entirely ruined.” The same judgment
was repeated for other streams and rivers in the late s and early s.
At the junction of Emigrant Creek and Sylvies River in what is now north-
eastern Oregon, for example, Ogden recorded in : “We have onely
[sic] one Beaver altho upwards of fifty Traps — the Trappers certainly
appear to have clean’d the river well.” In , Chief Factor John
McLoughlin wrote George Simpson questioning the viability of another
trapping party because the region was too exhausted to enable a group of
sufficient defensive strength to trap enough beaver to make it worthwhile.

John Work’s journals from the – and – expeditions
indicate how successful Ogden’s brigades had been. Exceedingly hot and
cold weather, Blackfeet raids, and querulous freemen still presented prob-
lems, but the American threat and the territory had become more man-
ageable. Work’s outfits to Snake Country moved at a considerable pace
and covered immense territory, but they did not bring in substantial num-
bers of pelts. During the – expedition, from October , , to
April , , Work did not record a single beaver trapped. Unlike Ogden,
who worried if only ten beaver met their fate during the night, Work did
not record a hint of concern.

I
f there remained any doubt  that the trappers intended to

“ruin” the rivers and streams, the journals clarify their goal for the
area. At the Owhyhee River in , Ogden added this comment to
the end of his daily entry: “This day  Beaver  Otter we have now

ruined this quarter we may prepare to Start.” Two weeks later, at the
Burnt River, Ogden wrote George Simpson: “the South side of the South
branch of the Columbia [the Snake River] has been examined and now
ascertained to be destitute of Beaver.” Even in  the HBC remained
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unwilling to take any rehabilitative measures in the Columbia District
because, according to Simpson, “in the present unsettled state of the bound-
ary line it would be impolitic to make any attempt to preserve or recruit
this once valuable country, as it would attract the attention of the Ameri-
can trappers.”

During the s, loose ends remained in the Columbia District, in-
cluding American trading ships on the coast, scattered American trappers
in the Snake Country, and some attempted American ventures in the re-
gion. By , Simpson reported to the Governor and Committee: “The
Trade of the north west coast, North of the Columbia, is still, I am happy
to say, undisturbed by opposition.” A couple of years later, the continued
decimated state of the region’s beaver populations bolstered Simpson’s
confidence in the Company’s dominance of the Snake Country as he wrote
to the Governor and Committee: “the want of success that has attended
their [the Americans’] endeavors of late years, will I trust deter others
from risquing [sic] their lives & property in so hopeless an undertaking as
competition in the Fur Trade would at present be in that quarter.”

Through the early s, no American posts succeeded in the Columbia
District, and the majority of American trapping efforts remained east and
south of the Snake River.

Unfortunately for the HBC, American settlers did not require estab-
lished American fur outfits to precede them in the Oregon Country. Mis-
sionaries arriving in the s failed to deceive the HBC regarding their
dual motives. The Governor and Committee wrote James Douglas at Fort
Vancouver in  with their assessment of the situation:

Were we satisfied that the sole objects of those Missionaries were the civilization of the
Natives and the diffusion of moral and religious instruction, we should be happy to
render them our most cordial support and assistance, but we have all along forseen
[sic] that the purpose of their visit was not confined to those objects, but that the
formation of a Colony of United States Citizens on the Banks of the Columbia was
the main or fundamental part of their plan.

The Americans succeeded, of course, and the decline of the HBC’s presence
in the Oregon Country began. Still, the Company reaped significant ben-
efits from the region for several decades and essentially protected New
Caledonia to the north from American encroachment. They achieved half
of their goals and made a substantial sum of money in the process.

The Snake Country expeditions capitalized on what they knew about
beaver behavior and biology in their success with the fur desert policy. The
lodges that beaver inhabited and the dams they built made them easy to
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find. Also, once the trapper placed a trap baited with castoreum — a
substance secreted by the glands of beaver with a scent that is individually
unique — the beaver, who are extremely territorial, would have to over-
come their instincts to resist the attraction. Only the most shy, or what
Ogden called “wild,” animals resisted the trap’s scent, which most likely led
to the situation Ogden found in  south of present-day Ola, Idaho,
when he remarked, “The trappers complain the few beaver there are, are
very wild.” By inadvertently selecting out the boldest beaver with their
traps, the trappers left a remnant population of less-aggressive beaver,
saving the population from complete extirpation in the area.

T
he nature of  b eaver mating  behavior and reproduc-

tion also helped the Company clear the Snake Country of bea-
ver. By taking all the beaver they could entice into their traps
during the winter and spring, the trappers created an entirely

different situation than the one in which the beaver had evolved. In the
absence of trappers, losses of kits in their first winter and older adults due
to excessive cold or reduced food availability and predation posed the
greatest risks to beaver populations. To survive, beaver had adopted a
number of behaviors that kept those losses to a minimum. For colonies
that built dams, ponds provided protection, especially during the winter
mating season when a layer of ice covered the pond. The water and ice
prevented most predators from reaching the lodge, and the occasional
intruding otter could be repelled with the beaver’s magnificent teeth. Fur-
thermore, an underwater lodge entrance allowed kits to learn to dive and
swim without being exposed to predators. The success of those behaviors
in protecting the young led to a low reproduction rate in adults. Finally,
spring and summer, the seasons during which adult males spent the most
time out of the lodge and pond gathering forage and building materials,
were also the times when males could most easily be replaced. Subadult
beaver left their parents’ lodges at this time and sought new colonies or
established their own lodges. Females established and maintained colo-
nies so new males easily joined an existing colony.

Trapping beaver in the winter and spring, when pelts were at their
thickest, undermined the patterns evolved by the beaver for their protec-
tion. When some females survived the trappers, there were no dispersing
subadults to join the colony until the following spring or summer, leaving
them on their own to survive the winter. Further, fewer surviving sub-
adults made the repopulation of colonies less likely, reducing overall re-
productive rates. Already low reproduction rates made them easier to
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extirpate and slower to rebound. Ogden noticed the devastating effect
their timing had on the populations in May  at Bull Run Creek near
Bull Run and the Tuscarora Mountains:

It is scarcely credible what a destruction of beaver by trapping this season, within the
last few days upwards of fifty females have been taken and on an average each with
four young ready to litter. Did not we hold this country by so slight a tenure it would
be most to our interest to trap only in the fall, and by this mode it would take many
years to ruin it.

In addition to the immediate effects on pregnant females, there were
also long-term effects. Many of the mature females trapped between May
and July would have left kits that still relied on their mothers for nourish-
ment. Further, while the young stay with the colony for two to three years,
it appears that they experiment with ways to repair dams and gather build-
ing materials. This learning may not be essential for survival, but it may
make survival more likely. By denying the kits and subadults this time with
mature adults, the trappers probably affected the future survival rates of
those few beaver they left in the lodges.

Other factors also may have contributed to the fur desert policy’s suc-
cess. Reconstructions of historical climate trends using tree-ring data and
pollen evidence indicate that the Snake River Basin generally began to
experience lower rainfall and higher temperatures in the s and s.
The effects of these changes on beaver went unrecorded, but we can specu-
late that lower precipitation would have meant less water for vegetation
and ponding behind dams. As temperatures warmed and precipitation
decreased, more stress may have been placed on beaver, thus reducing
their ability to rebound from the overtrapping and prolonging their ab-
sence from the streams and rivers. Disease or fire might have further re-
duced beaver numbers in the Snake Country. In low water, higher concen-
trations of tularemia, a native disease that is always present in beaver
ponds, increased the chances of beaver contracting it. Fires burn the
beaver’s food supply and building materials and leave them unable to
survive the winter. The chief traders’ journals give no indication of
droughts, which would encourage both epizootics — that is, outbreaks of
diseases that can decimate animal populations — and fire resulting from a
lack of water. While trapping in eastern Oregon, however, Ogden came
upon a scene indicating that something caused problems for beaver popu-
lations. According to John McLoughlin, on the Crooked River near Bea-
ver Creek, Ogden “travelled several days among remains of Beaver dams
and lodges now mostly destroyed by fire, but whether fire destroyed the



Ott, “Ruining” the Rivers in the Snake Country

Beaver or disease he cannot say.” It appears that epizootics and fire were
not widespread enough to be a regional factor in creating the fur desert,
but they certainly contributed to localized scarcity. Furthermore, the fur
desert would have amplified the effects of disease and fire by removing
nearby colonies, thereby removing any populations that may have mi-
grated into those disease- or fire-destroyed colonies. Recolonizers would
not get to the emptied lodges and burrows until repopulation had ad-
vanced sufficiently.

T
he Americans also helped  the British create the fur

desert. In the eastern reaches of the Snake Country, particu-
larly in what is now eastern Idaho, the Americans actively pur-
sued every last beaver, just as the British did. They acted not

according to a Company policy but in self-interest. Ogden continually
saw the effects of the American parties on the beaver population. When
Ogden sent some of his trappers to the source of the Blackfoot River in

Beaver either build dams in waterways that then create beaver ponds or they live in burrows
dug into the banks of rivers or lakes.

Courtesy of Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
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present-day Idaho in , hoping to find abundant beaver, he remarked
upon their lack of success: “it appears that quarter had been trapped by
the Americans last year.” Six years later, on the – expedition,
John Work assumed Americans had trapped out the upper reaches of a
creek he passed.

Across the Snake Country, from the Big Lost River in present-day Idaho
to the Little Applegate River in what is now southwestern Oregon, Native
people also exerted pressure on beaver populations. Ogden blamed the
Piegan Indians for ruining a small stream near what is now Camas Creek
in Idaho. Later, on the Crooked River, Ogden estimated: “If this River
had not been visited by the Fort Nez Percee [sic] Indians it would have
yielded from  to  Beaver.” When the – Snake Country Expe-
dition to the Klamath Lake region arrived, the local people had already
trapped out the Little Applegate River. The Indians did not record how
many beaver they trapped, but it can be assumed that the HBC’s numbers
were much higher. None of the region’s tribes relied on beaver for subsis-
tence, and the Company could not induce most of them to trap for trade.
Their trapping  for intertribal trade and personal use, however, as well as
some for trade with Europeans, contributed to the overall effect of the fur
desert policy. Finally, the HBC succeeded at creating a fur desert in part
because some areas simply did not support beaver colonies, as Ogden
found out on the southern side of the Snake River in . By trapping out
the areas between these “bare” spots, the buffer zone slowly grew to en-
compass the entire region that now includes southern Idaho, southwest-
ern Washington, eastern Oregon, parts of western Montana, and the north-
ern reaches of Utah and Nevada.

Surprisingly, the Americans, for all their discussion of the Oregon
Question, never seemed to grasp fully what the HBC intended to do with
the region. Trappers in the Northern Rockies certainly realized the Com-
pany had taken nearly all the beaver. Nathaniel Wyeth, trying to establish
fur trade operations in , wrote in his journal: “We moved in a W. by S.
direction about  miles to a creek putting into Lewis [Snake] River on
which we found no beaver of consequence having been traped [sic] out by
the H. B. Co. some years before.” In , William Ashley wrote to Tho-
mas Hart Benton, an important congressional supporter of the American
claim to Oregon, about the rivers and streams of what is now southern
Idaho and western Montana. He complained: “That the same water courses
did, when first trapped, furnish double the quantity of furs in the same
time, with the same labor, I have not the least doubt.” With their focus on
diplomatic disputes and potential agricultural development, the Ameri-
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cans in the eastern United States hardly noticed what the HBC intended to
do in the Snake Country, but the fur desert policy would profoundly influ-
ence the land they wanted so badly. The removal of the beaver had subtle
but far-reaching consequences.

T
he history of  the fur trade  has always been more

about the mountain men, the HBC, and the forts than the bea-
ver that surrendered their pelts to fashion. A mix of rugged
men, their Native wives peeking out between the lines of the

stories, and embellished tales of conflicts with Crows, Blackfeet, and other
trappers dominate the storytelling and analysis of what the fur trade meant
for the West and the United States as a whole. The trade is the prelude to
settlement, the free life of the expectant-capitalist mountain men, the battle
between the monopolistic HBC and free trade outfits out of St. Louis, the
first phase of extractive industries in the West. But the fur trade in the
Snake River Basin also has everything to do with beaver and the effects of
their removal from the landscape. The area that the HBC called the Snake
Country is largely an arid environment, and beaver ponds retain water.
Their presence in an ecosystem affects the water table, vegetation patterns,
erosion rates, evaporation rates, sedimentation, and wildlife populations.

It most likely took several decades after the demand on the European
markets for pelts for beaver to repopulate the trapped-out areas. On Isle
Royale, a national park on Lake Superior with no pressure from trapping,
the beaver population increased from “very scarce” to about eleven hun-
dred beaver in forty years. That is a substantial amount of time for the
plants and animals that rely on the beaver’s activities for water, food, and
habitat. While the complete picture of environmental change following
European contact involves a variety of activities and processes, a look at
the beaver’s role in ecosystems reveals the probable consequences of trap-
ping them to near extirpation. The beaver is a keystone species, one of
those critical animals that determines community structure. One study
found that beaver influence the “biogeochemical cycles, nutrient reten-
tion, geomorphology, biodiversity, community dynamics, and structural
complexity” of their ecosystems. Although they do not directly affect
other animal species through predation, they do affect which animal and
plant species can live in an area through their impact on the physical and
biological structures of riparian zones.

Beaver dam-building and foraging had far-reaching consequences for
the Snake Country. The very streambanks the Hudson’s Bay men followed
as they traversed the region would not be the same after the local beaver
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fell for the ever-effective castoreum bait. The most basic effect beaver can
have on a stream is impoundment. Dams affect two separate processes
that involve the soil on the sides of the stream and in the water. The first,
reducing erosion, results from the alteration of the stream channel. Dams
create ponds behind them, and a series of dams — built by the same or
several colonies — results in a more gradual stream slope. While the ac-
tual channel remains the same, the way the water moves over it changes.
Instead of a headlong rush to the ocean, the ponds force the water to
dawdle. This “stair-step profile” reduces velocity and, therefore, the water’s
ability to erode the sides and bottom of the stream channel. In the years
since the fur desert policy ended, the grazing pressure and the reduced
number of beaver dams have caused high rates of erosion to continue.

Beaver dam breaks can cause disturbances that bring temporarily higher
erosion and can kill fish eggs and the small organisms on stream bottoms.
Dam failures also open up streams to fish migration. Channel scour caused

Courtesy of Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife

Beaver inhabited streams, rivers, and lakes all across the Pacific Northwest prior to the
arrival of fur trappers. Today their dispersal is affected more by development, agriculture,
and logging than by trapping.
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by the rush of pond water creates bare areas, preparing them for plants
requiring recently disturbed ground, such as certain species of willow.
These events, however, are relatively isolated and infrequent. Beaver dams
so effectively reduce erosion in streambanks that ranchers and wildlife
managers have begun to use them to repair riparian areas damaged by
grazing.

Sedimentation, the second soil process affected by beaver dams, also
relates to how dams reduce stream velocity. Lowering velocity reduces the
stream’s sediment-carrying power. As the waterflow slows in the pond, the
sediments drop to the pond bottom and accumulate over time. When the
beaver move on to establish a new colony, usually because they have ex-
hausted local food resources, the pond eventually drains when the un-
tended dam weakens and leaks or breaks. The exposed sediment is then
available to terrestrial plant life. One group of researchers studying bea-
ver in a boreal forest in Minnesota found that ponds and the meadows
that result from them are “patches of high standing stocks of ions and
nutrients in surface organic profiles and, for nitrogen, in plant-available
forms.” Over sixty-one years, at a pond studied in Minnesota, nutrients
such as nitrates, calcium, and magnesium increased dramatically in the
soil. The presence of the nutrients was not a direct result of the beaver’s
actions but of the way the animals moved nutrients into ponds by decreas-
ing water velocity and plant decomposition, how the nutrients accumu-
lated over the lives of the ponds, and then how the nutrients were made
available to the plants when the pond drained and the rich soil was ex-
posed. The grasses and shrubs that benefited from the sedimentation com-
pleted the process as their roots reduced erosion.

Water quality also changes as the water stands in beaver ponds and
passes through dams. Larger rivers, such as the Clearwater and the Snake,
had better water quality because streambanks protected by beaver dams
lost little silt. Studies on forest streams showed that acidity and dissolved
oxygen declined after the water passed through a beaver dam while the
acid-neutralizing capacity and the dissolved organic carbon increased. In
a stream study in Oregon, ponded areas had higher concentrations of
nutrients. All of these conditions improve the stream as habitat for insect
larvae and other microorganisms. This habitat diversity demonstrates
how important beaver ponds can be for structural diversity in an ecosys-
tem dominated by one vegetation community, such as the sagebrush steppe
of southern Idaho.

Most importantly for the semi-arid Snake Country, with beaver in
place snowmelt stayed longer before sliding off through valleys and can-
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yons to the Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean. The ponds kept the
runoff at higher elevations longer, and the volume of water released to
lower elevations was more evenly distributed over the course of a year.
This complemented the already reduced levels of erosion. The amount of
retained water directly depended on how many beaver were building dams.
Over time, as the number of colonies declined in the Snake Country, bea-
ver built and maintained fewer ponds to hold the water in the region. In
the spring of , streams ran unusually high. John Work’s expedition
came across streams where Ogden had found only dry beds. A direct con-
nection among trapping, beaver dam failures, and higher water at lower
elevations cannot be clearly drawn, but overtrapping most likely contrib-
uted to the situation Work observed. The Snake Country Expedition fol-

Arid land filled much of the area affected by the fur desert policy. The green vegetation of
riparian zones contrasted sharply with the surrounding sagebrush-dominated landscape, as
shown here in an image of an area along Oregon’s Trask River.

Courtesy of Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
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lowed much of the same circuit in – as Ogden had in –.
Where Ogden had trapped , beaver, Work could bring in only .

Retained water did not only stay in the pond or streambed. Some soaked
into the streambanks and raised the overall amount of surface water avail-
able to plants. Water retention was crucial in a region where annual evapo-
transpiration averaged between  and  inches, evaporation rates var-
ied from  to  inches, and precipitation could be as low as  inches per
year and only as high as  inches in the mountains. Though the ponds
increased surface evaporation, the decreased loss to runoff outweighed
that disadvantage. The  dams’ affect on surface water is significant, con-
tributing to the development of different vegetation community types,
This habitat diversity demonstrates how important beaver ponds can be
for structural diversity within an ecosystem.

Beaver foraging and dam-building influenced which trees survived in
the stands that surrounded their ponds. In , a study on Hagenbarth
Pond in eastern Clark County, Idaho, found that over three years at a
colony with a maximum of five beaver at any one time, beaver cut a total
of  aspens, opening up areas for new growth. Each beaver used about
eighty-eight hundred pounds of timber, with bark, per year. They cut
these trees in groups, which further influenced the forest composition by
promoting the growth of softwood trees, such as firs, that need sunlight.
Beaver promoted new growth in willows by selecting larger, older stems
for their dams, and they may have inadvertently planted willow shoots,
further determining which plants would eventually grow around their
ponds.

B
eaver activity in the early  nineteenth century affected

not only soil, water, and vegetation but also the animals that
lived in Snake Country. Vast portions of the region, even those
with some tree growth, fall into the semiarid category. Water

that beaver impounded would have made a relatively small percentage of
land lush and green. In the semiarid climate, these riparian areas would
have stood out in sharp contrast to the surroundings. To animals, the
strips of vegetation along streams signaled that water, food, and habitat
could be found there. Ogden and Work worried that they would not find
forage for their horses whenever they had to leave the streambanks for
open country. For herbivores such as deer, elk, and antelope, the riparian
areas provided sure sources of forage as they moved between summer and
winter feeding areas or onto new ranges. Willows, grasses, sedges, and
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forbs grew in the riparian areas and were excellent forage, and insect-
eating birds enjoyed the abundance of hatches from the ponds.

The beaver-supported vegetation that animals foraged also served as
habitat. Structural diversity, so important in providing habitat for a wide
range of species, increased as riparian areas developed. Also, the diversity
of vegetation types in riparian zones allowed for an increase in types of
nesting sites and feeding activities, especially if the riparian area was in a
coniferous forest. When a pond filled in behind a beaver dam, other new
habitats developed. Tree swallows and woodpeckers made their homes in
drowned trees. Frogs, salamanders, and some fish took advantage of the
slower, deeper water in the pond.

Climatic conditions in the riparian zones also drew animals. The veg-
etation that grew in these areas because of the water created a micro-
climate that had higher humidity, transpiration, shade, and air move-
ment. Of the  terrestrial species that live in the Blue Mountains in the
western portion of the fur desert, for example,  need riparian areas to
survive or they rely on them significantly. Some animals do not establish
residence in the riparian zones but linger there for a significant amount of
time. One researcher found that “elk on a Blue Mountain summer range
spent  percent of their time in riparian zones, which made up only 
percent of the area.”

At the outset of the fur desert policy, the waterways of the Snake Coun-
try would have had conditions similar to those found in healthy riparian
areas today. Although beaver did not create or maintain all the riparian
areas in the Snake Country, they played a significant role in sustaining and
enhancing them. When trappers removed the beaver, they most likely
caused a series of events. First, untended dams eventually failed, causing
some initial benefits for vegetation, such as scour, pond-bottom exposure,
and fewer drowned trees. Over time, however, a lowered water table, lost
surface water, and increased erosion resulted from the reduced number of
beaver colonies. The consequences went beyond the vegetation to the ani-
mals that relied on riparian areas for water, food, and habitat. Figuring
an average of six beaver per colony, the thirty-five thousand taken out by
the HBC represents the equivalent of nearly six thousand beaver ponds,
given that some would have had bank burrows and others would have
built more than one dam. Human activities such as agriculture, ranching,
and logging would later amplify the problem by continued suppression of
beaver populations and habitat removal. The environment, and there-
fore the people in the Snake Country, would have had to adapt to the lack
of beaver.
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I
t is  hard to say definitively  how much environmental

change or adjustment can be attributed to the fur desert policy.
Beaver dams would not have failed all at once, and beaver popula-
tions probably rebounded in areas not immediately settled by Euro-

Americans. And, of course, no one left a record of  how the land changed
between  and . As our understanding of the Northwest becomes
more complex, however, we are beginning to realize that ecosystem rela-
tionships should be understood in terms of what is missing. Nancy
Langston, in Forest Dreams, Forest Nightmares: The Paradox of Old Growth
in the Inland West, identifies beaver removal as a possible link in the story
of the Blue Mountains’ forest health. Mark Fiege, in Irrigated Eden: The
Making of an Agricultural Landscape in the American West, includes the
HBC’s trapping as one of the activities that influenced the land. Removing
a species, especially one with such tremendous geomorphic influence as
beaver, changes how the environment works. The severity and duration of
these changes depended on a number of factors then and since. After the
fur desert, however, the water ran differently, large mammal forage was sus-
tained differently, water tables were maintained differently, and creatures that
lived in beaver ponds had to find new bodies of water to call home.

To lament the ecological insensitivity of the fur trade companies is an
old story. While the fur desert policy stands as a fairly unique circum-
stance in the history of the fur trade, it is still the familiar story of consum-
ing a natural resource for profit. What is interesting about the fur desert
policy, beyond the impressive fact that it was achieved over an immense
area, is that it is a layer in the history of the Northwest as a place. The role
of the fur desert policy in shaping the environment has been buried under
the other layers of more visible activities — settlement by Euro-Americans,
changes in Indian cultures, urbanization, and climate change. The fur
desert policy is not the story of the Snake River Basin but is one part of a
larger history that includes innumerable human–nature interactions that
have shaped and reshaped the place in which people live.

The Grande Ronde is not the same valley as it was to the Nez Perce in
 when Lewis and Clark came through. Fort Vancouver is a different
place today, with  years of history layered on top of it since the Company
pulled up stakes and moved to Victoria. These places have fundamentally
changed as a result of human activities. The fur desert policy played an
important role in this change because it involved the near-complete
removal of a part of the ecosystem and signaled the arrival of a new land
ethic and a shift in the economic and political context in which decisions
would be made and people would live.
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