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THE A\IERIL‘A\ FCR COMPAAY’S FISHING E\"['LR-
PRISES ON LAKE SUPERIOR ! ‘

Bv Grace LEe \‘UTE

The history of the Amenean Fur Company is s0 httle known
- especially its uniqueness as an example of Big Business half
u century before monopolistic and large-scale tendencies are
~pulariy supposed to have originated in the United States -
that an interesting and ==10'm_ﬁcant epizode in its development
'zla been entirely overlooked. This was the establishment of
fsheries on Lake Superior —an early instance of the mainte-
ance of ‘a subsidiary industry by an American frm.
The main activity of the American Fur Company was the
sscuring and marketing of furs, skins, and buffalo robes. These
were obtained from practically every portion of the present ter-
- ritory of the United States except the eastern and gulf sea-
weards. Strange as it may appear to the layman, even as late
as the period with which this paper is concerned, 1834-41, the
thig Valley was still a fur-yielding area of great consequence
in fact it was the bone of contention between the trappers and
azents of the American Fur Company and those of German and
Yankee rivals. No more ruthless warfare was ever waged iu the
inferests of trusts and combinations than that resuiting from
‘he company’s attempt to secure the entire fur and skin vield of
‘hat region in 1839 and 1840 after its chief opponent had first
1 The faets in this paper, unless otherwise specified, are based on documenis
Américan Fur Company Fapers in the Hbrary of the New York Historieal Soclery.
Txls eoleetion consists of practieally the entire business corrsspendence avd books
I the company for approximately the years 1834-1547 and iz divided rovgh!y iuto
izee elagses: letters reeeived; leiter-press velomes; snd bos
fnrg and skins received and s0id and for goods bought in

in the
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rrope and the 1
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En

Trited

. Fiates, apd a graat deal of miscellnneous dats, A caleadar for the entire ec”m** on

. bﬁmg made By the eclperative efforts of seven historical agencies i the 3 Uiddle
West, namely, the Burton Historfeal Colleetion of the Detroit Pubiie Library, the
q‘aﬁe Historical & etv of Wiseonsin, the Historieal Sugvey of the University of
m-‘l‘sﬂ‘-s, the Stats’ Huor.ea}. %emh— of Iowa, the Minnesota Hx:‘orma] Q‘mei—v

L‘dlﬂua.qtz;t_e Library, and the M]SSO&H Ezsttmcal Seddety.
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acceded to and then rejected the gentlemen's agreement whieh
had been devised to put an end to ruinous competition,?
' I:_‘v. th'e' country about the lakes angd the headwaters of the Mix.
s1331ppi tewer rivals operated, and Indian feuds Were thie ¢hii
t%rawbaci_;;-to a luerative fur business. ‘The robes and beaver =\;‘
the western plains and mountains were nominally in the llkz‘nd:
of a St. Louis tfirm, Pratte, Chouteau and Company, bur k.
American Fur Company marketed their products and impcr:;‘;
their Indian goods, and so, for all practical purposes, contrui}»_;.::
even that area. Moreover, the president of the Ameriean Fyr
Company was the son-in-law of the prineipal member of the §ro.
To this main interest the company added others which migh!
be cited as examples of ‘““horizontal developnient,’ Such wep
the building and operating of vessels for trausporting the ecom-
pany’s ooods, and the maintenance of a sort of purchasizg

puresu to secure provisions for its imland posts. These wers . : i SO
¢ ! 36 Wers LW :xpense of the Indian and the trader and was heartless in fove-

net striking departures from the ordinary course of basings:
activities in the thirties and forties, though somewhat unusust

)

[
To cperate a totally diFerent form of business, however, mersls
beeause the company’s wide scope and extensive fnancisi
resonrees made it appear a profitable investment, was nnions

The fishing basiness on Lake Superior was a faif accompii

® The chief competitors of the Ameriean Far Compony in the Ohln Valler =-o
the Zrms in whick Wiliam G, Ewing and his brother, George W. Ewing, o P
aere: Wl Gloamd G W, Ewing; Ewing, Edsall and Company: aad Ewing, Wale
=¥ g] Pa‘*. *
azd Company. After vain eSorts fo onst the Twings from the fur bus
gs Ira e
Ameriean Fur Company eame %0 am agrecmernt with these thres frms on
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a73; ! his portmers refused to be bomnd by his aeeeptance and so b
Tejen Crocks and his assetdntes were mueh ingensed at what they b
w5 e duplelty, and “‘war’? in the form of bitter competition was declarsd o2 7Y
Zwizgs  The papers of the Ewing brothers have been scguired reeemtiy 7 ¥

are o

4
]
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State Libfarz, and when the preseat arranging and calendaring

o . . R . tmisma 1@ LR
pleted, a detalled study shonld Be made of their atiifude, aims, and opinions £ -%
crntest with the Ameriean For Company,

)
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e

-is nature; and at least-one other form of subsidlary indusiry
.+ planned, though apparentiy never put into eperaticn, — the
.wrehase and marketing of western flour.®
in 1834 Jokn Jacob Astor snd hiz son withdrew from the
\ooricasi Fur Company and a new frm was organized, hearing
L same name but with a different personnel. Ramsar Craoks,
-» of those hardy adventurers whom .Astor had emploved o
~and Astoria, and later an agent of the Southwest Company
o and still later of the American Far Company, beeame president
; the new concern. At least seven other men or companies were
~aeelated with him, but together they owned ouly slightly more
[the stock than he held in his name.* His is the predominating
. Zmere throughont the remaining vears of the company's historsy:
+ azd undoubtedly mueh of its polier originated with him. He
: 3s a benevolent despot, who made extraordivary prodt at the

e e A 8 g AR S 11

I ozanopponent from the fur eountry; vet he personalls
¢ @ and often financed the edueation of his traders® lu

. «idren, aided the missionaries to the Indians. and pensivned

zme of his clerks who had become ireapacitarad

¢ Whether the fisheries scheme may be attribuie

+ “moks is uncertain, Az early as 1823 Robert

“Ithe compary ’s agents, hiad recommended to C
o

. 1 s Ly + Lt
= evolved for exchanging Lake Superior white

weze, lard, and other provisions which the comy
rre quantitie U remarks thag he

<@ wished for several vears to bring this barfer sysiem intg
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unds with which

Ldmpany wonld have
10 thirry thevean

Fne dollar transporiniion charges to New Yook, and sell
on the whale lar of from tem to tweniy thooman

PR T L

P77 be wrote, would ensbie Kim to get tha miner for six manths by g

2% and g0 22l the money wozld be renlized irom the wmles Tefoxe the campany
el : . ) . Tabe - =
T 1y expend a cent on the properition, See zlse amotder letier by Drewsier of

“fember 23 on the sams sabject.
o . .
] 3o Posty note 40, Thero is some evidenes thal Crocks held the shares of other
“423 and firms in his mame.
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speration and adds an. obwurﬁ mtelen& to what appeq
'hme been an early attempt to operate the fisheries for e
mereial purposes: ** Perhaps Dunecan Stuart's White Figh .
lation, has given vou a bad opinion of that branch of the g
‘ness, bn* rely apon. 1t- bemw t}w Z;e it of anu part of f}aﬂ o
ton.’t , - .
From E‘T1‘~11111<" c*orre~pondence it is evldent that Llooln }u-
coldly upon the proposition. The matter does not appear
have been taken up again until the. company had been reorga;
1zed.
were inangurated. Oune of these made possible the comisernec.
went of the fishing business and henee needs some considerstion,
For vears the inland headquarters of the company for vi.
region had been at Mackinac, whither every
reserted the traders and clerks with their packs of furs
skius collected during the winter aund spring. Pepte\e niai
o7 the Srm met them there, announced the volicies
vear. and apportioned the provisions, which had bee:
gathered mainly from the Ohio Valler and western New Yol
Having received their provisions and goods, the men embirk
once more in their Mackinac boats, manned by Canadian vos
geurs.
Crooks, upon becoming president, changed the inland huw
Lnrter‘ from JMackinae to La Pointe, an old fur-post on
eine Island, about forty miles east of the present site of Dul”
d close to the southern sbore. His reason for making v
eh 'c'LL. ge was his plan to build a vessel on Lake Superior. .\11:;
oats were clomsy, slow, and dangerouns. They also rogpnt
maz::r bca'm.en. Crocks’s plan was to build a scheoner amd -
pense with the services of the boatmen, who were too nums™ -
to be emplored profitably as traders during the winter
spring. Eiven this nolicy, %O\wever, had its drawbacks. To

1rs -~

1!"!.;

~1-
lake su naner

IIL

lwd jg

'J

3 Rohert Stuart to Remssy Crooks, November, 1828, in the letferbocks 77 °
Awmerican Fur Company kept st Meckinae, 1816-1323, and still preserved
Photostatie coples of these thres volumes may be foond in the Iibraries of :
istorieal Soelety of Wisconsin, the Chicago Historieal Seelety, the Histy
the Upiversity of Illinois, the AMinnesota Historieal Society, nnd the Li =
agress, They constitute the mest aurhentie data an ‘aetiviiies ¢ °
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American Salt, and transported wholly in American V
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Liponer, as soon as it should be ready for service, would dis-
<-Zu-:0 sixty-five boatmen, all conversant with the fur-trade and
_are or less acquainted with the eompany's policies; and the
~sult would be that they would be engaged b}' rivals, to the
.pat detriment of the company. Crocks, therefore, determined
wmgiov them in catching fish. The qchooner too, could not
Ly for itself merely by transporting furs and provisions. With
. to transport to the Sault, however, it would prove itself an
:.~.~‘et to the company.®
The announcement of his fishing scheme seems to have been
~ade by Crocks in a letter of December, 1834, to General Charles
==.at10t in Washington: **We have great hopes of adding to the
smal returns of our irade, a new and imporiant item, in the
Fisheries of Lake Superior.’ The letter is marked ‘‘confiden-
al,” and it requests Gratiot to ‘‘enquire of the Seerctary of
”‘reaeurv whether Fish ¢aken and cured within the jurisdi
n of Canada on Lake Huron by American Citizens, curad with

**“‘ TN
Lad

. o=
"\A;

T M

:piire capital edploved being exelusively American, are, or ar
231, subjeet to duty.”? Then, to explain his motive for 1=‘rm1rﬁ.,g
“:“n' 1t fizh taken in Lake Huren, instead of Lake Sunerior,

+Ms, ““We do not at present wish it Luuvm that e have

xntemplation to establish any fishery.™”

This letter also indicates that as late as Dewm‘* RS
“ropks had no definite plans as to the exact lecation of
~z stations. Tn fact, thongh vovageurs had traversed the &
r zenerations, and though Indians and
’.--1:.1 subsisted largely on the fish caught in ifs waters,

vald learn but vaguely where fish could be canght in consicer

e numbers and he had the utmost difienity In lel.erﬁ“-'*-v‘-w

shether Isle Rovale, reported to be a famons fishing ground,

Tas within ¢he territory of the Urited States. Iven an aceurat
2p of Lake Superior was not to be kad, for only one had been
epared, and all Crooks’s endeavors to securs a ¢Qpy were
"H:a\‘ailmg. He was successfnl, however, in obtairing as pilot

*Crogks to George Wiides and Comparny, Lendon, Dee. 9, 1335
*4; and Crocks 0 Lyman ".T.arran, Dee. 10, 1833, Letterback 2t

? Crooks to General Charles Gratiot, Detember 20, 1334, Letterbock 1:680-61

v
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traders on its shores
Cronk
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for the schooner the mpzam of the vesszel that had surveved i the
like for the British adlbualtv plepamtorv to the dlalhm,‘

Lhe chart.? .
The years 1‘~aa lbob. and 1“0: saw the exploration of th
and the ebtabL-shment of the chief fishing stations.

= T

lhkﬁ
Crooks, -\-;E:a,-.
~had been at Fort William when ihe change of the great inlin
rendezvens of the British traders 1o that post from Grand me
age was still a reeent event, probably remembered that arel)
quantities of fish had been taken in the vielnify of those plae:.
At awy rate, he wrote thus to William A, Altken, the trader ;:
charge ar Fond du Lae; ‘. . . explore tLe north shore 1o ik
old Grand Portage, and even if you went all the way to the Riwr
Kamiristiquia (where Fort William uauds) it will no douke
furnish us with useful infermation. A visit to Isle Bo_~ ui-: é:’
practicable for you to go entirely round it. and examine it 5

wiil also still better enable us to determine where we
place permanent Posts for the fisheries, '+ TLe neeessary w:s:l'—
feations for a station, he added, were a safe harbor for -
schooner and good ﬁc}nno- grounds,

Crooks could not have been ignorant that Fort "Thlﬁm RE
berond the international boundary; nor was he certain at
time that Isle Rovale was not also within British *'un\d:a::':‘
In fact, several statements by him give the impression that ax
understanding existed between the Hudson’s Bay Company an

5¢“‘Lake Superior has however been folly & seiemtifieally explored !
Government, and a chart bas been poblished, thongh T understand ire
hitherto been confined pretty much to the public Buresus, and the OF
mend. . . . IfIrtemember corrseily these survers were exeented by
W.] Barfield”" Crooks to George Wildes and Cempany, Tebruary 28, 1835 Lo
beok 1:224-25. This man, accerding fo testimony in a recent beandary e
enmImon pae 8 u‘t‘ iater than 18851 **We had ny other plat exeept ©
up 81 after ~— Meade was here in 1580 . . . it is reported . .
said it was the grestest engineering fest that had ever been, and the quick?s
sﬂ“"S-“o] and the correctest map fhat had ever Desn msde wp to iRis i

Barfeld ekart.?? State of Minncsota s, State of Wisconsin, Tnired States S2p
Court Transeript of Beeoxd, 1915, I:121, .

9 The Nerth West Company appears to have been accustomed to secure its wizn

suppiy of fish in fhe waters sbout Isle Rayale. At least o letter from Crovis 7

-rd
Cabriel Franchere, February 18, 1535, states that the spot was ‘a large Ishazd o
f=r from and directly opposize P :

oiat Quiwinan [Kewsenaw].”” Lafferbook
See Crooks to William Aitken, April 30, 19386, Lerterbook 3:138.30, for the queid
in the text.
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<o American Fur Company, whereby the former were to 1have
;he exclosive right to the furs in the greater portion of t?_j.e
ymeriean territory stretching mnortheast from Fond du Lac in
~xchange for a certain sum of money and the privilege of fishing
» the British side of the international line. Both arrangements
¢ course, were contrary to the laws of the two countries cr,‘;-
med :
Altken’s explorauom resulted in the establishment of a post
: 3rand Portage in the fall of 1836. Great things were expected
+ thiz post because of its location. Crooks wrote enthusiasty
LT abom it: ““Being on the #orth shore the Lake is rarely
;';-:‘Etated bv the prevailing winds, and the operations of the
ichermen are seldom interrupied there, while the whele south
smm coast is consiantly esposed fo the Lheavy Winds from West

to North, and the sea too rough to allow the people to visit their

+ LN s1a ha TEDE DNOAT

rets sometimes for several davs at a time, This happens mest
‘requently in the very best of the fall fishery.”" =

weed,

This post was placed under the dirsction of a half-d
a2
Plerre (otté, who made an agreement with the company t) fsh
for it from 1836 fo 1240 inclusive, on a five per cent commission

4

tasis. He had the assistance of fWo coopers, who ma ade the
barrels in which the fish were shipped to marxet, and of three

‘the; men ir of nive in 1838, The coopers recel
hundred dollars per vear, the fishermen and boatmen from one
iundred to one _gu_ldred and Arty. He also emploved sbout
iwenty Indians, whom he furnished with salt, 1 :_k_____ . and barrels.
"nd to whom he gave three dollars per barrel 7ot sk

An acenrafe and coxnte mpomrﬁ“ picture mary v

¢ 1
n 1333 and
rye

*Ta Creoks to Sir
#atement fhat the Ame
Hadson’s Bav Compazny
Pertage region, bu: that it alse
"3 right to fish in Toke Szperior. See also C‘?aom to Ai‘.ke:. h A

beok 1:234-38. Far znother cegle of the siluation, 2T, Fo2
Mzy 4, 1336, Tetteshook 3:152-682, which Cu"EE_""‘S *he 1:
bv e E*-c‘-_a *s Bay Compary for fshirg purposes
o trodess? gc—e-‘is.
1 C*cc.;s to "Tl!l:s B aWSET, Dsc. 21, 1835, Lettarbook £:1

17 This information i3 given in a paper eniiltled “Peg—s': 33
fmpioy of the Ameriesn For Componys Nortkern Ootft Lspelare 1
whieh i Sled smong the miscelianeous vapers of the Srm. See alse post, nes

inm. hpvws

o

Sunayl

aperior
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of this post clinging to a rocky spit of American territors faced
by a sea almost as unknown and untraversed as the iin"mene;
Torests that stretched away behing it :** ' -

) This fishing staffon exrends in a Westerwardly direetion 45 Miles 1o
(:nma.i Marais, having along the coast several ﬁtb places for setti‘ncbs n
u:n‘d lines — and to the Eastward as far as Pidgeon River 5 or § alf?;a
Lishermen are also sometimes -
Royal distant 18 or 20 Aliles,

L -] ] ]

sent to the YWesrern extremity of Ig.

T‘}m _Establishment at this place consists of One dwelling Bouse for
Coté, situated on a gentle rising ground, overlocking the B:nt. a dw‘eil;s;:'
veenpied by his son on the West side, and a new S:‘iore fron.tinﬂ' this }ln::
building on the East Side, forming a hollow square: Two me;s “ou;v
1 Coopers Shop. 1 Fish Store, Stable Barn, Root honse & below or
the teach, placed here and there without order or symetry,

dawelling houses and Store on the hill are finished in & Subszantial man.

pridivy

feaada o=
ner and all new. There is on Sheep Island at the enirance of the Bay

an appelogy for a Store house to receive Salt &c from on board r\;»’ .
or to deposit Fish from the Establishment, ready for Shipment, The
soil around this station is good. there is at present about three acres of
it under caltivation, and laid in potatoes, the crop estimated to producs
aboat 200 @ 250 Bushels.

The fisheries being extended aleng a barren and rocky bound o
the collacting of the 8szh to Qrand Portags is necess\'zril}: artended
expense and risk, besides taking awar the hands from the fishing, and f
e fish ean not be e brought in, they of Deceszity must remain \:“})
2ll winter-on the beach: At Grend Marals however there is a buils
of suj‘,z"ieient capaelty to Store all the fish which couid not be broug:
ATWHT. '

“a

Three hundred to five hundred barvels of fish were the nsus
restlt of & year's nchivities at Grand Porfage, Whitehsh o
trout formed the bulk of a seéason’s catech. Wood for staves a7
hook poles were ent out during the winter, but a dozen men coul
bardly be kept busy for eight months getting materials for Sve
hondred barrels. Trout did not begin to run in towards shore

33 In the summer of 1330 Gabriel Franehers and James P. Seott wmade a W07
nspection of the upper poste. A repoTt was mode entitled ¢ Framchires Jowny
of hiz voFsge in the 'Brewster’ wifh Mr Seott to Grand Portage, Ile Bowale & 1
Anee in Avgust 18397 This doerment which bas been in the possession of ¥
Minnesnia Historieal Sseiety for mANy years, 19 » lengthy and demailed deseriptios @
the fishing activities of the Ameriesn Frr Company. :
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-» their spawzning grounds until August 20 or thereabout. For
wo months all kands were husv setting nets, taking them up,
Jeaving and packing the fish in salt, aud transporting the bar-
rols to the storehiouses. Then the whitefish appeared and stayed
iato November. The remainder of the year the company sup-
vorted men who had little to do except to make nats or to caut
«nd haul a small amount of wood. After Geabriel Franchere's
+isit fo the post in August, 1839, he recommended that all haot
“sur men shonld be transported to La Pointe at the close of the
fall fishing, to be available for other fisbing gronnds in the late
il and in the spring, and to help with the winter’s work at La
Pointe. This recommendation was adopied the foliowing sea-
sontt

Franchere made the same recommendation for Isle Roveie,
ane of the most extensive of the fizsheries. The ztations were

- gstablished in July, 1837, and placed under the dirvection ot
- {Tar1es CHAGO ez, another half-breed. His stipend

P 4D
INLTOD Was

three hundred and fifty dollars and for the work he smvlored
two coopers at 2280 and $200 respectivelr; eleven boatmen a:
$120; six men who served in the donble eapacity of boatmen and
shermen at $120 to 3150 ; one fisherman af $300 and one at 8200

our fishermen engaged for one fshing season at 220 par month:
and nine “ifreemen’ who fished on their owm
received 24 for two hundred pounds

-'r 15

nerting their salt, barrels and fish.

bery By

N
aecsunt 2nd

of fish, the comy

ced doflars instend of the enstomsry one o
g season to Grand Portzge, as o Tesmt of th
£
‘Tom post {o post,

QT

"2 to outfits, which were the regiomal m=mils in
"'mpany operated. AN the fshing stations fel witkin ¢
Northerz Quifit apd in i's popers for 1837, 1828, and 132

o

Yereens in the employ of Neriberm Outfit.’” In 1837 thes2 nopers :

¥5re 14 persens at Grood Peorzge, 17 &t Isle Inmeampment and 24 of Isie Reyuie; in
1938 there wore 6 men (besides Tndinng) at Grand Poriage and 85 at Isle Royale;
221 in 1839 38 mren cperatsd ot La Pointe, 153 at Food 2u I des Im 3

[

* Grand Porisge, and ©3 =% Isle Rorzlse. No mention : :
tmem who dressed the fish, In a letter of Decemder 20, 1389, Borwp writes to
Torks of saving $400D by the mew device of sending ihe Sshermen Irvm Tlies to

e"') s

25

At instead of wintering them at Isle Royale

e
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1588 shows the is] and 4% 1t was at the ht‘lv‘hl of 1t- pl‘Okpem\

. l"i‘?:m‘-- are at present 3 ditferent Stations for nmmf:, 0CCUPYIng witk
fimsel {Chaboillez] 23 persois on wages, and five {ree men, dispasm
aw zoLom o wit at \;~kawane Bay, ¢ Che Chaboillez, clerk, D \Iehew:-
and P. Quinn, Looper\ and 1 pom eaters [voyageurs]. emplored s £
rieR tof the Est ablishment, and 10 boat the fish from the JiFt tiors
1 1l place [Siskaw m_.e Ba-}_ a Men arve stutioned as dshermen on t}-w
hain of sinall Tslands R, E. 67 the Bay. At Roek Harbour 21 Mikes £y,
of this 4 men are ex pplayed vers laci*ati\'elv 19 AMiles Iarrber and 1o
the North of the Island 4 more are Srtationed : and finally at Wasks L“-:-,
Har boar 21 Miles West of this bhay, there is also four men, Three 1:" o
men ., .- are fishing 5 or six miles 3. W, of the Bayr: and the De.
Irauis with two of the Pork eaters cecupy a fishery sitpg:ad
half way between Rock Harbour and most northern Fishery, |
¥ . 2 = 3 @

Nta

1

The buildings at this place are very geod, and comprise. one dwelling:
Teuse for the resident clerk. one Men's house. one coopers Shop, ene
ters house for Fish Barrels, Que large Store house, with Store attached
o i, and an additional building at the West Gable, a long Shed Souma:
and mntm-ucons to the warehouse, for the Storing of Salt, and lastly,

one Fish Store house. ™

[aa)

3,

28
L

This post was begun under diffculties. Lack of salt and of
barrels ha:npered the first season’s activities. Only a smad
stand of pine was available and that nad been cut by 18 q Nots

of Improper mesh size were sent at first and many tro ut T
siscowet escaped.™ These two vane‘hes and whitefish were

it The quotation is from Franchere’s Tepert of hiz inspection tour in he
of 1“ 3. See gnie, note 13.

A good Cesl of technival m,.erm_tmn may be found in Jetters znd other do
maals in the American For Compary papers on the merits of g
smrgesn Gwines for netw; on the number of strands fo be osed for varions
I on _.cat: nmdhne~ leads, et eeters used for sefting nets:
i3 for the diferent species of fish, Tq hig repsrt Francheéra me
whitefszh was ;armer than that for the smalier
nwalte’”y and wrort. The latter was fite and & Ealf inehes, whorens &

ustsd mesh siza for whirefish, The en istommary method ¢ hing *
Was te sel mels of 5 mesh size jost large evough to held fhe fish's bead oy *“e Pl
when It altempled 1o pass An uepublished paper by Mr. Charles H. Brigos -
“linmeapoelis, whieh the guther hae had an oppartunity to exsmine, deals with I
dey fishing wiethods at La Pointe and states that: **These Sshermen mostly o3
nets whish are set on tke bottem of the lake down to s depth of 0D fathoms S
feeh}
side hald the nets ver.xcadv + -« .. Eseb

e

Iing, Holand,

siseowet 7

ﬂ',,

_det is gix feet wide and €09 feet lond-

Lead Sinkers loeated on the bo tom of the net and wooden Scais on the oile? L
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eaught in the waters
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about "Isle Rm-ale The fshing ssason
Segan about the middle of June and lasted uuntil the secon
'n November. During that time fish to fill some two thonsand

————

U

tarrels conld be caught and packed in an ordinary season.

La Pointe, on the largest of the Apostle Telands, - a:"ue cen-
oL oi ine fis hn.cr mdmuv H'ere after he new eo*“nany was
nding store-

houses ior furs E:L’.]d for ﬁ~h, a pier for ‘1‘e \.essel_. and a claster

-

of dwelling houses for clerks and engagés. From time 1o time
zew fishing grounds were found among the namerous islands
that make up the Apostle group, as well as along the shore in
both directions, Lyman Warren, an old elerk of the co*““ﬂ“?,
was in charge at this station. Anin xpﬂetor was establishe
shortly after the fishing business got into full swing :Ld thera-
gfter all the fish from upper Lake Superior were inspscted and
shipped to the Sault at this place.
Many minor fisheries were establishe

d: at Isle Encamprient,

- zbout ferty-five miles northeast of Fond du Lae: at the Ance, as

:—r

Reweenaw Point was called at that time; at Montreal River; a
White Fish Point: at Grand Island; and posslblv at other places.
At the Sanit many fish were taken in the rapids: pickerel wera
eaught there as well as the other varieties. Gabriel Franehere
was in charge of this station and attended to tke ?eee-*ri:: of
ish from La Pointe and the shipping of all the Lake Supe

fshto Detroit. For the latter operation the company s ‘r,wrig. the
Ramsay Crooks, was utilized. This vessel pled herwesn th
Saunlt and Detroit and other points on the lower 1 At

Buifalo blankers, knives, trinkets, and other Indian g :

>

point via the Erie Canal, were loaded; salt for ‘E:e Fehy
received at the same pmnt and at Cleveland corn, f-av

lard, and other provigions were taken on for hoth 1he 2
and the fur posts.
William Brewster was in charge at Detroif, both of the for-

tl

L*_'r‘

W, n‘dmg- of fors, salf, end provisions, and of the maxz

the fish. Hewasa resourcmul energetie man and a stoekholder
: . Recently 2 single Eft of nets nesr Bayfeld yizlded 2500 pournds of whire
2ah.07 Besides the three varieties of Esx aL eady mentioned, “‘°_
Cﬂmzzany ezught herring,
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as well as an agent of the company. In 1839 the increase o

shi operatl 3 c Ty . » . ase
fshing operations made it Imperative for him to. build 3 ne':‘
warehouse. When it was completed he wrofo: * All of our Figy
un.hand 2{ this time are Stored in our new ware House, which 1.
quite a Sight, as the frst Hoor is ent X : e is

1 > »oa ST 00T 13 ‘
deep.’" s Co e _1§ v_?fltlre]y fiiled, three Bbls_

On August 3, 1833, ‘the John Jacob dstar, a schooner of 112

tons, was launched on the waters of Lake Superior. By the fal]
a [ 51

- of 1336 the need for additional craft was felt, especiallv fo
smz.ﬂl vessel that conld run close to some of the,rockv‘icle-t: f I;'ﬂ
Whlc-]} fish must be gathered. The schoorer was bE;S\: frc;nlrj‘;:
opening of navigation, about the middle of May, till the cioceh;ﬁ
earl._\* November. Five tg seven trips from the.Sault were nud*
during that period. When only furs were to be carried, the \u
sel plied between La Pointe and the Sault. As 200D as ;ome 1L~3

3 : pT=1e] . .y - . .-
had been packed, however, the vessel extended its course tg -

.
h.‘rand I?ort;}ge. Isle Royale, and other points. A scow, eapable
ol carrying three hundred barvels, was built early in 1837 to aid
the J ohn Jacob Astor. Still the men in charge of the posts ke‘."-z
urging Croeks to build another schooner, sa}ting that the ﬁ‘shi:?i-:
?nsmess was bein,?;_ greatly curtailed through lack of propui'
ranspertation faeilities. In November, 1837, therefore, ihe
ej)mpany let the contract for a new vesse] and the next rear saw
the sﬂch&oner William Brewster on the lake, Later the comnany
also built the Siskawit. These vessels mark the establishment of
cortinuous lines of sailing and steam craft on the lake® (il
Sor_:pmy pr_ope'rty and missionaries and their possessions 11_15::?"1
be -.ran‘s;‘)orted in thege vessels, but as rivals were the onlr cthers
wno might care {o take advantage of them, the restrietion seom-

4 ra
+ e
E:a

OOy

Srewster to Crocks, Dec, 17, 1839,
T i Andrera 4 s " ot
Tszzel D Andrews in kis Report on the Trade and Commeree of the Brifich
merican Colonies and upon the Trade of the Gread Lales and Dipers. : .
tve Dse. 112, 32 Cong, 1 . e
Doa. 112, 2 toug., Ist Bess, 210, states that hy 1830 there were 13
v7s, four propeliers, and & eonsiderabls number of gmaller sailing erafh on Loks
As for as T have been able to determine, there were no other vessels %
= Snperior when the American Fur Company launched the John Jaced Ak
thongh there bad heen a few in the service of older far companies at an eeTis?
pericd. *

b Lt |
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. November Brewster conld write, “Our Fisheries are
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newness of the industry and the inexperience of the men. At
:he opening of 1836 Warren reported that he had 320 barrels on
hand, collected about La Pointe since the opening of the fall
dsheries in the third week in November. A thousand barrels,
more or less, were shipped to Detroit in 1836. Franchere at the
Sanlt would Bave kad more than kis 107 barrels of pickerel if his
seine, recently sent to him, had not broken with the weight of
the fish. Fond du Lac’s quota for the vear was about three
hundred barrels and the new post at Grand Portage vielded over
2 hundred.?® .

(‘rooks made a tour of the lake in 1836 and felt so well pleased
with the state of the fisheries that he wrote fo Liz a i

ever to prosecute the fsheries with vigonr. .
shounld give us 2000 Barrels, & 1338 2300 to 3000.7" %
The vield for 1837 was almost exactly what Crocks had asticl-

- pated, despite nutoward circumstances and lack of proper fuciii-

Hes. The nnprecedented lateness of the season prevented tie
spring fishing from being successful. As most of the pickerel
were taken ordinarily at the Sault in seines at the opening of
navigation and as the ice left the lake at a late date in 1337, the
nomber of barrels of that variety was but 170 that vear. After
the pickerel mun was over, Franchere sent his men. as usual, to
White Fish Point, but no better success awaited them. At La
Pointe the season opened as a rule in March, but on Juze 9
Warren wrote that the lateness of the season had cuite ruined
the spring operations.

Even as late as September 7 the season ba
infire failure. On that date Brewsier wrote that he could not
anderstand why he had received only 996 barrels of
Lake Superior. The fall fishing, however, was always the most-
flerative and in 1837 it reirieved a2 bad sifuation. By early
viijelding

Tar 22 and Julr 21

129! - a
tberally this Season.” ™

2 Warren to Crooks, Jan. ¥, 1338; Franchere o Crooks, AMar 22 21,
13365 Alrken fo Croeks, Ot 11, 1836; and Crocks to Browsier, Dov, 21, 1336, Letzer-

Beok 4 13 .
et :131-88,
. 9131338, Letierhook £:381-35.
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Though te \\"'a satisied with the number of fish taken, Brey.
ter was very indignant over the carelessness in packing
inapect ing demonstrated by the great quantity of fa)

spotled in 1837, In two letters to Crooks he Qave vent to his
wrath, In one of them he s innenneed: “We had better abaxd .

the Fisheries entirely, thaun to continue to be so STO35]F Imposig

upoi, by those having charwe of the busin The other stres.
ses the importanece of exercising the ntmost care in the business
espectally in acquiring a reputation for handling frst e'rad;
produets, because rumors have reached him of the organizing of

a rival fishing company.= S

Most of the inspection diffienlties had passed by the end a

aling

thae

aa *?
(S

LN

leT When the fisheries were begun, the inspector for all

company s and other fish from Lake Superior was located at } '
Snult. Again and again Franchere complained of his Jazip €32,
hisiuattention, and his animosity towards the company. Finallv
Trunchele writes that a petition for the i spector’s removal haa '
Indueed that gentleman to be *“as active in the discharge of &t

daty as I conld wish.”’* Meantime a request had been made to
Governor Dodge to appoint an inspector at La Pointe and when
the reguest was granted in 1837 Warren received the a peint
ment.” Therealter 8sh were not delaved at the Sault for in Spec
tion while the Ramsay Crocks lost valoable tHime waiting for th
cargo,
The sales of fish are an infere sting part of the story of

Beganse of the panie of mt_ze\'u‘,ia_:_h sales were practically o
impossihilify. A very good price for sis

. seowet in an ordh:
season was fourteen dollars a barrel; for whitefish and trout.
A 'i
b

=3

welve; and for pickerel, eight— all at short credits. B" iy

§ Brewster had sold two hundred ba 1rTels, o L_Pu_lv frout, at eleve
do_iars on-four months? eredit with interest affer ninety d'
By the elevonth of the month he had seld +0w= vmpﬁrﬂd barre ’~‘
it the sarme rates, On Augnst 16 e writes: T am fearful that

ish will for some time 2o off verv slow. Provisions are fallin
especiaily Flour, Thzeh was soid foday at #6 The price of

23 Brawster to Croekfx, Nov, 14, 18, and 292, 1337
*t Framezers to Croeks, Jaly 17, 1927,

oy
[

by

-
if:

28 James Doty to Bemamu Clapp, Mareh 2%, 1837; Crooks o Tarrea, May &
1337, Letterbock 4:3%1-83; and Crooks to Warren, June 26, 1337, Latrerbock 5:585%

Haly

which states that he haa sent the bm:.d for the mew imspeeter o

o]

s
i
3

T P S

bty e ey et

L SILNS S Jerican Fur Compaiy’s Fz:?zhm Eunterprises

yVeats lins not deelined, & think they will not this fall,

ik 1t be~t to fall LI'C'.L. .\11. for I L:L. az we ave SO 1

i=

less - BT October “4— the lowe of eventsin h at oxt 1au"a=m1"'
vear had obliged him to change his n’md for he % “1think
i <hall have to reduce the price. Cazh zsles, T carnot make.
¢ am offered 'hlU a0 for what rl:h I have on 1* and, about SG0
‘Wi oat 6, 7 & & mo with interest after 4 m° which I think T
il aceept. It is a long Credn, bﬂi’ owing to the State of the
“mes, I think it is as weh as I shall do.”” Sdll later in the vear

» price dropped to ten dollars. _

If we judge from Crooks’s statement that the vieid of 1339
was twenty per cent more than that of 1835 the number of bar-
rels Tor the latter year must have been in excess of four thou-

Tites:

l',fJ

sand.®  In this figure iz undenbfedly revealed the
{'rooks’s visit to the lake in the sammer of 1329, whi

iz a thorough reorganization of the business, So moud
s258, maladminisiration, and extravagance were di
Zoth Warren and Aitken were D";isc'?’”med
iormer, under whose control

(harles "‘T Borup was ap: ‘-Jil'
and probably az s rea- ‘t of Croo
ceeded Francnere at t :mh."
ies were ad”’l_“‘“fé“ed ‘
in the doubli

,_..u
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.ont and his success in disposing of them led Franchere to advise
he company to sell its surplus fish through Ohioe, the Wabash
.ountry and down the Mississippl. His adviee was to exchange
2qh for produce and deer skins and to take the produce to New
Jrleans to be sold there for money or for sugar and other art;eiea

.ceded in the company’s business,

As a result of his qugge~t10n 514 barrels of fish were shipped
.5 Franchere in October via the Ohio (anal. This lof was
doubtless a part of the cargo of eleven hundred barrels send
~Routh®’ in charge of Captain Stanard of the Jokn Jacob dstor
b way of Cleveland and Portsmouth, On Oetober 31 Brewster
writes of sending 1048 barrels of fish conmsigned te Captain
Stanard at Portsmouth, which made 2125 barrels sent that
season to Ohio. On November 26 Franchere writes that he has
just received the 514 barrels, which he has distributed at Mt
{'armel, New Harmony, and Vincennes. He also st
Captain Stanard passed Lvansville on the twentieth on his waF
up the Mississippi to dispose of 130 barrels, and adds; “He
states (what I also observe to be the case in this sta '
7erv Hmited sales can be effected at this season: the T armers &
AJechanies have sueh an abundance of {resh ‘\Ieat, that they do
aob wish to purchase fish. But we hopa that in 2 or 5 3lonths
nence, they will meet with a markst.’

Meantime, reports of phenomenal success in catching fish
fept coming in from the fisheries, In I\Lay, Borup reported that
fe had alreads doubled the number of fish taken at that time in
‘he previcous vear, In the same month Bre ster wrote that the
ish market was duller than he had ever kn it and that he had
10t sold a hundred barrels, though sp"mﬂ o was nsualiv the best

i
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seasow for sales.®™ By Qetcber 24 the sitmation was :5.1&'1101:3
in the extreme. On that date Berup writes: ‘At presext we are

f-’Ilga‘s'ed in ﬁe‘m\.. {.116; I tr’f 'to :et as few as ‘_3‘\)55:7‘1‘.' The
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Cﬂlt‘rrac’rb %aa been en*ermﬁ u:+o i
which they were assared of employment for a specifed number
of vears. Until these confracts shonld expire or the fshermen
should release the company From its obligations, the fmpasse
- ¥as perfect.
32 Berap to Crocks, May 20, 1540; Brewster to Crocks. AMay 36, 1340
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Franchere’s “*2 or 3 months’’ did not bring the expecis:
relief. The fish left by Captain Stanard at Louisville, St, Loui.
Maysville, and other points along the Ohio and Mississippi g
not sell readily, though on December 10 he felt encouraged by
the sales at Portsmouth, where, he writes, ‘“‘are some 30 to 45";

furnaces & forges within 40 Miles . . that employ fro:-
100 to 200 men cach . . and the probahility is after th..

get in the habit of eating fish, they will use a great many mar.
than what we now think,?? s

As the new year began, reports of sales became more_ap:
more discouraging. The small lots left all along the Waba.
Valley were almost an entive loss; the New York venture can;
to nothing; a lot sent up the Tennessee River to a man wh
Franchére writes, ““has a horse & will visit all the small towe,
to dispose of them’’ for ““tobacco, Cotton, tar, or any of the
produce of that state which can easily be converted into Qach™
proved only a partial success. On the whole, the far South was
concluded to be the best market becaunse of ““the poverty of our
‘Hoosiers,” who cannot afford to buy for cash’’ and because of
the extremely low prices of bacon and other local products,®

Another shipment of twelve hundred barrels was sent to
Franchere in the spring of 1841, most of which were sent Souts
-to Memphis, Vicksburg, Natchez, Little Rock, and New Orleans.
As Franchere could not go South, he employed his stepson, Jehn
Prince, to take charge of these consignments. A report frem
Texas that Nachitoches would be a good market for fish whe:
the planters came in to sell their erop and buy winter suppiies
led Franchere to determine to risk twenty-five barrels thither
These trial shipments South brought reasonably good sales in
1841 and more were sent in January, 1842, but with small sue
cess.® On June 1 Franchere writes of his regret that he could
not close the fish business; that he found it impossible to forer
fish on the market at any price.

Meantime, the policy of the company with regard to faturs

23 Benjamin A. Stanard to Brewster, Dec, 10, 1841,

24 Tranckére to Crooks, March 10 and May 15, 1841,

35 The letters regarding the sales of fish in the Ohio Valley and south to N:¥
Orleans, along the Arkansas and in Texas are numerous and full of interesticl

details. Somo of the most Interesting are: Brewster to Crooks, Sept. 1, 154
Franchére to Brewster, Nov. 26, 1841; Brewster to Crooks, QOet., 19, 1840; B. &

FIUENTTE I YRR BRI

B LTI

TN

LT RTPE

o g

e

ebom e

R

vor. XIL No- & dyperican Fur Company’s Fishing Enferprises 501

gshing had been indicated by Ramsay Crooks in a letter of
rebruary 5, 1841, to Moses D. Burnelt, one of the salt dealers of
western New York, whio supplied the large quantities of coarse
calt wsed in packing the company’s fish: “As the usual time has
arrived for speaking ahout our supply of Salt for the current
vpar we deem it proper to inform vou that Fish has sold so
wsorly the past season that we are not inelined to prosecute the
susiness with our former energy until prospects brighten.”” On
Taly 12 Borup wrote that he had dropped fishing entively except
‘or a few boats at Isle Rovale.

As conditions did not improve iu the next vear, and as the
American Fur Company failed in 1842 as a result of business
depression, emigration to the fur country, unwise atternpts to
monopolize the far trade of the United States, and other causes,
the fisheries were never reorganized. Fish were caught every

season to supply the needs of the Company’s employees until
the affairs of the concern were wound up late in the forties, but
fishing on a profit-making basis came to an cnd in 1841. The
enterprise ecannot be said to have had a fair trial, ehiefly because
ihe period 1837-1842 was one of such extraordinary depression
tiat other food products of the Ohio Valley could find no ade-
quate outlets and so the market was glutied with foodsinffs at
very low prices. Against such obstacles a new and compara-
tively unknown article like lake fish could make no headway
towards becoming an accepted article of diet.

A feature of the history of the fisheries that must not be
nmitted is an aceount of the rivals that appeared on the geene,
“timulated no doubt by the suceess, or apparent suceess, of the
American Fur Company’s fisheries. The coming of these con-
“erns marks the end of the American Fur Company’s control of
Lake Superior and demonstrates that the period of the fur
Tader in this portion of the American frontier was over.

The first concern, apparently, was Wallace and McKay of
Black River, Ohio, which sent a ecivenlar to Crooks in Apwil,
1337, stating its intention fo organize a joint stock eompany with
4 capital of $25,000 to carry on fishing in Lake Superior. This
728 doubtless the company of whose formation Brewster wrote

$unard to Brewster, Dee. 3, 1840; and zearly every letter by Franchere during the
#Tiod from December, 1840, to April 22, 1848,
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o pmouit of its I . as. cw«pared wit L'r_he nrnover of any
her American firn its day ;¥ and the strikdng facer that it

45 the OTst ;'Lmenca bu\me:a Lou-e with a scope az wide as
o present bonndaries of the fmted Qta 3 — And This atiemn:t
L {nerease its profits by adding a nuqu_arv indn: tr;.', the Zsho
to ifs main line of actn'ltt' 1~ anticipatery. of Lusiness
jods that are gencrally "un’wo ) ‘have hem nOn-eEIEten
I after the Civil \\ ar. All't hings consi dered, therefore, the
-'1,i0- scheme of the American Fur ‘Company. is worth a some-

% f &aﬂed study, de~p1te its brvef existence and lack of

i ihat year,™  If it ever actudll‘i gnter ed the bll\lllub. 1O Teear,
of it has been m~cow19u n the Amelnan Fur CL’II}_E‘,‘_‘};}‘;’:V';
papers,
Represeutatives of ihe \orthem Lake Compant of Clevelyn

arrived just at t"xe'eloce of 1839 i1 a vessel which durine :‘-,,
winter was dravwn aver the portage ineh by ineh and lanz’c-fnjd' =
tie waters of Lake Supe rior. -Even for the short veriod dur: -
~whieh it was a competitor of the Ameriean Fur € ompany ii 4~
ﬁﬂmw business, it caused the older concern a great deal .
u,mzen‘ and some loss ™ Tts faectors brought with them 10 v
lake a cooper, who started at onee to make barrels: a carpentir é
for making fishing boats: and a suPply of selnes and nots, D j '
F

vy

.mumbm.u'm;wt.gwm.m-hip"'ﬁ;v»; .
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H

also heqan at onee to endeavor to lure away the Ameriean F“.,
Company ‘s best fishermen and sailors. In March, 1840, a Detruis
COMPRDY Wwas also on the lake, which added wining o the fisking
and  fur-trading - which the Northern Lake O omptm Eus
anueunced as'its object. The ulumate tate of these rival ‘*m
not been learned. After their initial efforts in the fs hing inde.
try they ‘seem to have turned their ‘ittention to other things,

-urgkosing ergr}-'ve” theusends of ca‘.iars ~worth of ‘v"me..., ¥rive
' and wines were bought ¢f Freueh firms
oes of furs were -enL oG . L.w
the peri

99'_35.: L_v ar 1he L:.;\;.
axbanged for tes,
o ”%me ef-“:i."'e [

MAu.qgaa,

" .‘forced Tike the American Fur Campanv o recognize tl‘ o aug sfrer 22 Jo '
leSSﬂE‘*b of trying to make money: from Lake", Superior-fish™ % .o To Ramsay Crosks For Cgaf-u?:-‘uf‘i’ “ @ 4 "95”'%
T The attempt of the American Fur"C'ompaﬁv tocatchand a7 ¢ Jf’i‘*n‘r-ﬁﬂ er&le L T fé: e ?,ﬁ;,
tc market I‘a.ke ﬁah is mrel‘eetmcr as ﬂhowmo' the qv*\"-5‘3=‘ REUE TR ggf}f ‘:S:ehtn S ORI i
- Y ] R i~ W:u'm Brewster i 359 o .;, | %505 o
Ohio'and \hssusappl valle\*:, from 1\){- to 1\41 s pmm- ‘:.\%5 37 Lyman Wame G oo 14’2?; R
the demand for home products created by the AL I S Semuel Larel Rl A
' Gompanv probably the Iargest single buyer of New '1 orkis -]

. and of Ohio’s butter, cheese, candles, lard bacon, et aT
ﬁom‘ and as markmcr the advenf ot a commuon\ }me ol ,‘\."- s
on Lﬂ.ke Superior. - N B
* In many wayrs the American Far C‘ompanv was a pren
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