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Abstract 

If the p s y c h i a t r i s t ' s b e l i e f that childhood determines 

adult behaviour i s true, then h i s t o r i a n s should be able to 

ascertain much about the f a b r i c of past cultures by examining 

the way i n which children were raised. Indeed, i t may be 

argued that the roots of new cultures are to be found i n the 

growing up experiences of the f i r s t generation. Such i s the 

premise adopted i n t h i s thesis, which explores the emergence 

of the Metis i n the P a c i f i c Northwest by tr a c i n g the l i v e s of 

fur trade youngsters from c h i l d b i r t h to old age. S p e c i f i c a l l y , 

the study focuses on the children at Fort Vancouver, the 

Hudson's Bay Company headguarters for the region, during the 

f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth century — a period of rapid 

s o c i a l change. 

While breaking new ground i n childhood h i s t o r y , the 

the s i s also provides a s o c i a l history of fur trade society 

west of the Rocky Mountains. Central to the study i s the 

conviction that the fur trade constituted a v i a b l e culture. 

While the parents i n t h i s culture came from a wide v a r i e t y of 

ethnic backgrounds, t h e i r mixed-blood youngsters were ra i s e d 

i n the xwilderness' of Oregon i n a fusion of f ur trade 

capitalism, Euro-American ideology and native values — a 

mil i e u which forged and shaped t h e i r i d e n t i t i e s . 

This thesis advances the int e r p r e t a t i o n that, despite 

much v a r i a t i o n i n the children's growing up experience, most 



I l l 

f u r t r a d e y o u n g s t e r s * l i v e s were c o n d i t i o n e d and c o n t o u r e d by 

t h e p e r s i s t e n t and somet imes c o n t r a r y f o r c e s o f r a c e , c l a s s 

and g e n d e r . I n l a r g e measure, t h e i n t e r p l a y o f t h e s e f o r c e s 

d e n o t e d much a b o u t t h e c h i l d r e n ' s r o l e s as a d u l t s . R a t h e r t h a n 

mak ing them v i c t i m s o f ^ h i g h e r c i v i l i z a t i o n , ' h o w e v e r , t h e 

e d u c a t i o n o f f u r t r a d e c h i l d r e n a l l o w e d them access t o b o t h 

n a t i v e and w h i t e c o m m u n i t i e s . On ly a few were ^ m a r g i n a l i z e d ' . 

The m a j o r i t y e v e n t u a l l y became members o f t h e d o m i n a n t 

c u l t u r e , w h i l e a few c o n s c i o u s l y r e j e c t e d t h e w h i t e e x p e r i e n c e 

i n f a v o u r o f n a t i v e l i f e s t y l e s . ? 
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Introduction 

v i 

On June 15, 1846, the Treaty of Washington divided 

Oregon T e r r i t o r y between the United States and Great B r i t a i n 

along the forty-ninth p a r a l l e l . Under the terms of the treaty, 

England received present day B r i t i s h Columbia north of the 

boundary, and the United States was granted the southern 

portion of Oregon. War between Great B r i t a i n and the United 

States had been averted. The Sixth Regiment of Foot who had 

been h a s t i l y sent to Fort Garry i n the event of h o s t i l i t i e s 

and the H.M.S. Modeste and f i v e other B r i t i s h men-of war sent 

to protect the Hudson's Bay Company's possessions on the 

Columbia River and Puget Sound could be sent home.1 

During the months of c r i s i s which preceded the treaty, 

l i t t l e consideration was given to the three thousand or so 

B r i t i s h subjects who were l e f t below the border on the 

American side. North of the Columbia River, there were only 

eight American s e t t l e r s and no American commercial a c t i v i t y . 

By contrast, eighty-five B r i t i s h subjects and t h e i r families 

were attached to the Hudson's Bay Company's Fort Nisqually and 

Cowlitz Farm on Puget Sound. Another nineteen or so r e t i r e d 

servants and t h e i r families l i v e d around the Catholic Church 

Mission near the Cowlitz River. 2 In t o t a l , the Hudson's Bay 

Company had eleven f o r t s (Nisqually, Cowlitz, George, 

Vancouver, Nez Perce, Okanogan, Flathead, C o l v i l e , Boise, 

H a l l , Umpqua) with a population of about two thousand people 

i n what would become the states of Washington and Oregon. 3 
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The heartland of B r i t i s h settlement, however, was i n the 

Fort Vancouver-Willamette Valley-North Tualatin P l a i n region. 

Besides the seven hundred or so people that made up Fort 

Vancouver's population, around Champoeg on French P r a i r i e i n 

the Willamette, about 1000 of the 2110 people l i s t e d i n the 

1845 census were r e t i r e d Hudson's Bay Company servants and 

t h e i r f a m i l i e s who had taken up farming i n the v a l l e y . At 

Oregon City, at the southern end of the v a l l e y , there were 

about 3 00 inhabitants, many of them r e t i r e d Company people. 4 

Other former employees and t h e i r families, including some from 

Red River, were also engaged i n agriculture on the North 

Tu a l a t i n P l a i n , Seappoose Pla i n and Sauvie Island. 5 

This thesis i s about these B r i t i s h subjects. 

S p e c i f i c a l l y , i t i s about the children of the Astorians (many 

of whom were B r i t i s h subjects), the Northwesters and the 

Hudson's Bay Company fur traders and t h e i r native Indian 

wives. I t i s about the experience of being born and growing 

up i n the P a c i f i c Northwest during the fur trade era of the 

nineteenth century. I t i s about youngsters who witnessed the 

e x t i n c t i o n of the native t r i b e s of t h e i r mothers and the r i s e 

and f a l l of the fur trade communities which nurtured them. 

The Americans, who came to dominate the region, c a l l e d them 

the Canadians, the French, or the 1 half-breeds 1 and 

occasionally, they referred to them as " Metisse" or "Metif". 

Most of them became United States c i t i z e n s ; some of them are 

remembered as Oregon pioneers. In short, the t h e s i s i s a study 



v i i i 

i n childhood and fur trade history which builds upon the large 

body of American l i t e r a t u r e on the fur trade and the early 

pioneer era i n Oregon. I t i s therefore, l a r g e l y American, 

rather than Canadian history. 

II 

From i t s origins with the publication of Philippe 

A r i e s ' , Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family  

L i f e . (1962), childhood history has been both i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

and i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y i n scope with studies of c h i l d r e n done 

i n one country encouraging si m i l a r studies i n another. This 

examination of fur trade children follows i n the i n t e r d i s 

c i p l i n a r y t r a d i t i o n by borrowing heavily from other subject 

areas and d i s c i p l i n e s such as anthropology, medicine and the 

h i s t o r i e s of labor, education, and women. 

In The School Upon the H i l l (1974) , James A x t e l l 

attempted to write childhood history from "a waist high 

perspective," but the attempt f a l t e r e d a f t e r a couple of 

chapters and the c h i l d ' s world digressed into a discussion of 

the parents' cul t u r e . 6 This thesis has not attempted any 

scheme quite so grandiose but, l i k e A x t e l l ' s work, i n order 

to discuss the l i v e s of fur trade children, i t has been 

necessary to write about the parents, indeed, to write a 

s o c i a l h i s t o r y of the fur trade i n the P a c i f i c Northwest. The 

model used here i s adapted from the English h i s t o r i a n , Pamela 

Horn, who used the b i o l o g i c a l stages of childhood to delineate 

the chapters i n her study on English V i c t o r i a n c h i l d r e n . With 
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t h i s model as a guide, t h i s thesis traces the children's l i v e s 

from b i r t h early i n the nineteenth century, through childhood 

and schooling to old age late i n the century. 7 

B r i e f l y expressed, t h i s thesis attempts to e s t a b l i s h the 

roots of fur trade childhood i n culture and c l a s s . I t makes 

something of the youngster's b i r t h to coastal native women 

whose cultures were d i s t i n c t i v e from native mothers i n fur 

trade communities elsewhere. It seeks to f i n d a proper place 

fo r the attitudes and the relationships between native people 

arid Euro-Americans. I t attempts to place the working l i f e of 

the children's parents i n some perspective and acknowledges 

the commitment of the traders to educating t h e i r c h i l d r e n . 

Where sources are scant, i t speculates reasonably on the 

growing up experiences of the children while t r y i n g to provide 

new in s i g h t s into t h e i r l i v e s . I t also attempts to say what 

being male and female meant in Oregon i n the nineteenth 

century. F i n a l l y , i t endeavors to place the children's 

adoption of American c i t i z e n s h i p within the t r a j e c t o r y of 

Anglo-American r e l a t i o n s . 

I l l 

In The Whig Interpretation of History (1931), Herbert 

Butterf i e l d cautioned against the dangers inherent i n t r e a t i n g 

h i s t o r y on "the broad scale" — i n passing from the 

microscopic view of a p a r t i c u l a r period or event to a "bird's-

eye view of the whole." 8 U n t i l the l a s t decade or so, most 

Canadian fur trade history was whig h i s t o r y which attempted 
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to survey within the space of single volumes the e n t i r e 

h i s t o r y of the fur trade as i t evolved over the centuries. The 

two works most often c i t e d i n connection with t h i s t h e s i s , 

S y l v i a Van Kirk's, Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur-Trade  

Society, 1670-1870 (1980) and Jennifer Brown's Strangers i n  

Blood: Fur Trade Company Families i n Indian Country (1980), 

are vulnerable to the whig l a b e l . While both texts claim to 

cover the entire fur trade, i n r e a l i t y , both focus on the 

Canadian p r a i r i e s and pay only scant attention to other areas 

such as the P a c i f i c Northwest. While proposing to deal with 

two centuries of fur trade l i f e , both works draw more from the 

nineteenth century than e a r l i e r periods. 9 Since each book i s 

written l a r g e l y from the records of fur trade company 

o f f i c e r s , h i s t o r y i s presented "from the top down." As a 

consequence, both surveys f a l l prey to the o v e r - s i m p l i f i 

cations and generalizations inherent i n whig h i s t o r y . 1 0 

This thesis departs from these e a r l i e r fur trade 

studies. In general, I have t r i e d to follow B u t t e r f i e l d 1 s 

suggestion to explore the 'mall and i n s i g n i f i c a n t ' . What i s 

attempted here i s a micro-study -- an in-depth picture of one 

group of fur trade children i n a s p e c i f i c region over a short 

period of time. Although t h i s thesis draws examples from the 

e n t i r e P a c i f i c Northwest and occasionally from the Canadian 

p r a i r i e s , the main focus i s on the small geographical area of 

the lower Columbia River Fort Vancouver-Willamette Valley 

region. While the l i f e - c y c l e of the youngsters stretches 



x i 

beyond the fur trade era, the time period under study mainly 

spans the f i f t y - e i g h t years from 1811 to 1869, of fur trade 

a c t i v i t y i n the region and focuses mainly on the twenty-five 

years, from 1824 to 1849, when Fort Vancouver was the 

headquarters for the Hudson's Bay Company on the P a c i f i c 

coast. 

This thesis i s as concerned with t r y i n g to write h i s t o r y 

'from the bottom up' as i t i s 'from the top down' and takes 

into the account those Euro-American forces and movements, 

including the r i s e of i n d u s t r i a l capitalism, educational 

reforms and s c i e n t i f i c theories based on evolution, which 

shaped the nineteenth century world and influenced the fur 

trade childrens' l i v e s . When these forces are taken into 

account, t h i s study i s perhaps best viewed as a micro-study 

-'writ large'. 

IV 

As previously mentioned, there i s a r i c h and varied 

c o l l e c t i o n of writings on the fur trade and pioneer era i n 

Oregon T e r r i t o r y . Nevertheless, there i s no d e f i n i t i v e work 

on the fur trade which covers the entire P a c i f i c Northwest. 

The best sources of information remain the writings of the 

fur traders themselves. 1 1 On the fur trade children, much 

knowledge has been gleaned from the papers of nineteenth 

century h i s t o r i a n s Hulbert Bancroft and Eva Emery Dye, who 

made use of questionnaires and conducted lengthy interviews 

with r e t i r e d fur traders and t h e i r c h i l d r e n . 1 2 Their 
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informants, however, were largely the childr e n of Hudson's 

Bay Company o f f i c e r s . Although t h e i r papers contain much 

secondary information on the offspring of the servants of the 

Company, det a i l e d information on these youngsters has been 

found i n the works of twentieth century h i s t o r i a n Harriet 

Duncan Munnick, who began her research on the French-Canadian 

Metis population i n the Willamette Valley i n the 1920s when 

some of the servant's children were s t i l l a l i v e . 1 3 

V 

One of the main problems i n writing fur trade s o c i a l 

h i s t o r y i s defining such terms as Euro-American, 'half-breed, 1 

Metis and Indian. The work force of the Hudson's Bay Company 

i n Oregon was comprised of men of many d i f f e r e n t n a t i o n a l i t i e s 

and races. The majority, however, had been born i n Great 

B r i t a i n , B r i t i s h North America and the United States. The term 

I have most commonly employed i n reference to these men i s 

Euro-American. Although American s e t t l e r s sometimes referred 

to the r e t i r e d servant population as 'Canadians', there was 

no Canadian nation state at the time and what they meant by 

the term were people of French-Canadian ancestry from Quebec. 

The term Anglo-American i s also misleading since the majority 

of men from the B r i t i s h Isles came from Scotland and the 

Orkney Islands and were therefore not 'Anglo' or English. The 

term Euro-American, by contrast, combines those born i n Europe 

with those born i n North American and also conveys the idea 

that these men were members of western c i v i l i z a t i o n . 
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In 1981, the Newberry Library i n Chicago hosted the 

• F i r s t Metis Conference'. The conference papers supported the 

notion that Metis populations had existed not j u s t at Red 

River but throughout western North America. They also lent 

credence to the contention that the Metis experience was one 

of c u l t u r a l d i v e r s i t y . The adoption of the term 'Metis' over 

older terms such as 'half-breed' also dates from the early 

1980s. Over the course of the l a s t decade, informants i n t h i s 

study who c a l l e d themselves 'half-breeds' when I began, now 

r e f e r to themselves as Metis. Indeed, the term 'half-breed' 

has become so offensive that some equate i t to the word 

•nigger. 1 

Both terms, Metis and 'half-breed', are based on old 

concepts of race which focused on v i s u a l and measurable 

differences which were thought to di s t i n g u i s h one group of 

people from another as d i s t i n c t b i o l o g i c a l u n i t s . 1 4 Nineteenth 

century scholars often used the term 'race' where we use the 

word culture. For them, race was an a l l encompassing term 

which denoted genetic t r a i t s as well as c u l t u r a l ones even 

where no b i o l o g i c a l differences existed. Thus, i t was 

commonplace for writers to ta l k about the French, English, or 

American races as i f they were discrete b i o l o g i c a l u n i t s . 

Present day b i o l o g i s t s , on the other hand, claim there 

are no such things as races, yet terms l i k e Metis and 'half-

breed' l i n g e r on and continue to be l a r g e l y defined i n 

b i o l o g i c a l terms. 1 5 For example, many Metis associations i n 
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Canada and the United States define t h e i r members as people 

who have one-quarter Indian blood and an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with 

t h e i r mother's native cu l t u r e . 1 6 Adding the c u l t u r a l dimension 

to the d e f i n i t i o n i s important, but d i f f i c u l t to prove on an 

i n d i v i d u a l b a s i s . 1 7 As Duke Redbird stated i n 1980, the "Metis 

can be considered to be people who i d e n t i f y themselves as 

such. 1 , 1 8 

The term 1 half-breed 1 most commonly employed i n English-

speaking North America i s b i o l o g i c a l l y inaccurate since very 

few 1 half-breeds 1 were actually of equal white and native 

portions. The term Metis, derived from the word 'mongrel 1 (but 

often taken to mean mixed-blood), i s b i o l o g i c a l l y more 

accurate, but scarcely f l a t t e r i n g . "Metis" was used by the 

French wherever they colonized and was applied to the 

o f f s p r i n g of Frenchmen and native women whether they were 

Chinese, A f r i c a n or American Indian. 1 9 

H i s t o r i c a l l y i n Canada, the term Metis has been used to 

d i s t i n g u i s h the French-speaking Catholics from the English-

speaking protestants of mixed Indian-white ancestry. Elsewhere 

i n the English-speaking world, the d e f i n i t i o n of Metis has not 

been so precise. Mestize, Metif and Metis were f i r s t used 

around 1808 and referred to the o f f s p r i n g of a white and a 

quadroon, the o f f s p r i n g of a white and a Mexican native or the 

o f f s p r i n g of a white and a American Indian. 

In the Unites States, the terms half-breed, Metis, 

M e t i f f and Mestizo were used interchangeably. 2 0 In Oregon, the 
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ethnologist George Gibbs used the terms Metif and half-breed 

within the space of a single paragraph i n h i s "Tribes of 

Western Washington and Northwest Oregon" (1877), to describe 

the lack of Metif among the Indian t r i b e s . 2 1 In the French 

speaking Catholic communities i n the Willamette Valley where 

most of the fur trade children l i v e d , some of the p r i e s t s used 

the term Metis or Metisse i n reference to t h e i r parish 

populations. 2 2 

Like the terms Indian or white, both Metis and 'half-

breed' suggest b i o l o g i c a l differences. But, while the terms 

white and Indian nearly always imply culture as well as 

'race,' Metis and 'half-breed' seem more l i k e the word 

'Black', and depend for t h e i r meaning on the context i n which 

they are used. In some instances, culture i s indicated, but 

much of the time these words do not appear to have any 

c u l t u r a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , such as i n the case of Metis children 

who are members of the dominant culture, but are s t i l l 

r e f e r r e d to as 'half-breeds' or Metis. 

Although the youngsters' native mothers were c a l l e d 

Indians, 'Indian' was a European concept which had no 

equivalent i n the coastal native languages and was 

semantically meaningless. The native people continued to used 

t h e i r t r i b a l names, which were unpronounceable to most Euro-

Americans. In 1899, the ethnologists i n the Anthropological 

Society of Washington, D.C. attempted to correct the misuse 

of the word 'Indian' by replacing i t with 'Amerind' (an 
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equally f a u l t y term), but then, as with the word 'Amerindian 1 

i n recent times, the new words f a i l e d to catch on eith e r with 

native people or North Americans. 2 3 

In order to establish a h i s t o r i c a l context, such 

expressions as 'half-breed', mixed-blood and Indian are used 

throughout the thesis i n much the same manner as they were 

during the children's l i f e t i m e s . At the same time, there has 

been a conscious e f f e c t to use the words Metis and native 

people where applicable i n keeping with the offensive nature 

and present r e j e c t i o n of the older terms by contemporary 

society. 

As for the fur trade children, they c a l l e d themselves 

by t h e i r C h r i s t i a n names and as far as can be determined did 

not develop a c o l l e c t i v e t i t l e for themselves as a group. As 

i n d i v i d u a l s , they sometimes referred to themselves as 'half-

breeds'. More commonly, however, they c a l l e d themselves French 

Canadians, Americans, or sometimes "Bay people," which denoted 

t h e i r association with the Hudson's Bay Company and fur trade 

culture. 

VI 

I t i s my contention that the Hudson's Bay Company 

remained a p r o f i t a b l e enterprise largely because i t was able 

to change with the times by adopting new technology and 

business methods. During the two centuries of the fur trade, 

however, t r a d i t i o n s developed that were i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d and 

r e f l e c t e d i n the l i f e s t y l e of the fur trade family. On the 
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f r o n t i e r s of North America the impulse of Company o f f i c e r s to 

plant the i n s t i t u t i o n s of Euro-American ' c i v i l i z a t i o n ' were 

tampered with by the i s o l a t i o n of some posts and by the 

in t e r a c t i o n of the fur traders with native people. Over t h e 

years, generations of fur trade youngsters were born and as 

a r e s u l t , by the time the fur trade reached the P a c i f i c , a 

large number of Company employees were themselves fur trade 

youngsters, Metis, who had been born and raised on the 

f r o n t i e r and knew no other l i f e . Their i d e n t i t y was with the 

fur trade. 

As a consequence, wherever Hudson's Bay Company f o r t s 

were established, the l i f e s t y l e s of the traders and t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s shared many s i m i l a r i t i e s . With some regional 

differences, the rules and regulations governing Hudson's Bay 

Company employees applied as much to t h e i r workers on the 

Columbia as they did elsewhere i n the t e r r i t o r y . Moreover, 

the mobility of the workforce, which could be transferred from 

one region to another, ensured that fur trade f a m i l i e s were 

not i s o l a t e d from each other and, i n these ways, what I term 

"fur trade culture" developed throughout the en t i r e t e r r i t o r y 

of the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Fur trade culture, as I conceive i t , existed as a unique 

c u l t u r a l fragment of the larger Euro-American c u l t u r a l realm. 

Each f o r t i n the fur trade replicated the Euro-American rank 

and class s o c i a l structure, took care of i t s people from the 

cradle to the grave, and enjoyed a ce r t a i n degree of autonomy 
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which allowed the 'customs of the country' to develop. As a 

r e s u l t , the fur trade children in Oregon shared much with 

t h e i r counterparts elsewhere in Hudson's Bay Company 

t e r r i t o r y . 

But Oregon was not Red River. In large measure, the fur 

trade culture that developed in Columbia D i s t r i c t was a 

Maritime one. In the moderating climate of the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, agriculture and the salmon f i s h e r i e s became as 

important to the Hudson's Bay Company as the trade i n furs. 

From Fort Vancouver, transportation by sea was c a r r i e d out 

between the Company's f o r t s i n San Francisco to the south and 

Fort Simpson to the North as well as the Company's post i n 

Hawaii, which provided many of the laborers, known as Kanakas, 

for the coastal f o r t s . 

The cultures of the coastal native people bore l i t t l e 

resemblance to other North American native peoples. The native 

women who married fur traders in Oregon and gave b i r t h to fur 

trade children had flattened heads, spoke many d i f f e r e n t 

languages and brought t h e i r slaves to t h e i r new homes at the 

f o r t . Like the Kanakas, the slaves became a d i s t i n c t people 

i n the fur trade population, which was already extremely 

diverse and where the d i f f i c u l t i e s of communicating i n t h i r t y 

or more languages were bridged by a rapi d l y expanding trade 

language unique to the coast known as Chinook jargon. 

One of the most important distinguishing features of the 

Hudson's Bay Company's fur trade culture i n Oregon was the 
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constant influence of the United States. The f i r s t fur trading 

company i n the region was American and some of the American 

born Astorians remained to work for the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Many of the ships that p l i e d the coastal waters and bartered 

with the Indians were from Boston. The f i r s t teachers and 

clergymen i n Oregon who taught and preached at Fort Vancouver 

were New Englanders. Moreover, the American threat to the fur 

trade resulted i n unusual Hudson's Bay Company practices, such 

as the year-long family trapping brigades, which attempted to 

create a fur desert between themselves and t h e i r Americans 

r i v a l s . From an early age, fur trade childr e n i n Oregon 

learned about the United States and were exposed to Americans. 

VII 

I t i s my contention that fur trade culture gave b i r t h 

to Metis culture. What distinguished one from the other was 

that the Metis i n fur trade culture were economically 

dependent on the Hudson's Bay Company, while the Metis i n 

t h e i r own Metis culture had achieved economic independence, 

which allowed them to replace the Euro-American leadership 

and dominance of the Hudson's Bay Company with leaders from 

t h e i r own community. This, i n turn, permitted them to develop 

t h e i r own culture. 

It i s my b e l i e f that the Metis i n the P a c i f i c Northwest 

were not free of Hudson's Bay Company influence u n t i l the 

second half of the nineteenth century. While i t i s possible 

to argue that, since most of the r e t i r e d servants i n the 
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Willamette were Metis, t h e i r culture was therefore Metis, I 

am i n c l i n e d to see t h i s community as more of a hinterland or 

extension of the fur trade culture at Fort Vancouver. The 

Metis who farmed i n the Willamette Valley were unable to 

achieve f u l l economic independence from the Hudson's Bay 

Company u n t i l l ate i n the 1840s when Fort Vancouver closed. 

The Company was the only buyer for t h e i r crops and, as such, 

Company o f f i c i a l s retained much influence over the l i v e s of 

t h e i r former employees. 

To be more s p e c i f i c , I see the Willamette Metis i n a 

t r a n s i t i o n a l stage from fur trade to Metis culture during the 

1840s. This t r a n s i t i o n was largely aborted by the massive 

i n f l u x of American immigrants to the Willamette and the Metis 

exodus to the C a l i f o r n i a goldrush i n 1849. These two 

occurrences destroyed much of the fur trade culture that had 

developed i n the Willamette Valley and, as a consequence, made 

i t d i f f i c u l t for a unique P a c i f i c Metis culture to f l o u r i s h . 

Without a c u l t u r a l heartland, the Metis sp l i n t e r e d into small 

family groups which s e t t l e d throughout B r i t i s h Columbia, 

Washington and Oregon. None of these groups appears to have 

been of s u f f i c i e n t s i z e to sustain a separate Metis culture 

f o r any lengthy period of time, and i n due course, these 

settlements became part of larger white communities. 2 4 

VIII 

At the r i s k of oversimplifying what are complex issues, 

I argue that there were three i n t e r r e l a t e d factors that were 
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of great importance i n shaping fur trade children's l i v e s : 

•race', class and gender. In contrast to Black h i s t o r y where 

bio- h i s t o r y has provided new h i s t o r i c a l i n sights, there has 

been a tendency i n recent Metis history to ignore the question 

of 'race', s p e c i f i c a l l y b i o l o g i c a l differences, and dwell only 

upon what i s believed to be Metis c u l t u r e . 2 5 This omission 

seemingly based on the modern tendency to seek c u l t u r a l 

explanations over b i o l o g i c a l ones, i s a l l the more noticeable 

when one t a l k s with Metis people or reads an autobiographical 

novel, such as In Search of A p r i l Raintree (1983), where Metis 

author Beatrice Culleton describes the in t e r p l a y of the 

environment and biology i n the l i v e s of two Metis s i s t e r s . 2 6 

I am not advocating a return to the "biological-cum-

c u l t u r e " approach, to use John E. Foster's d e s c r i p t i o n of 

Marcel Giraud's monumental study Le Metis Canadien (1945). 2 7 

Rather, I am suggesting that, while biology did not determine 

the l i v e s of the fur trade children, i t did influence them i n 

various ways. In the end, the i n d i v i d u a l fur trade c h i l d made 

choices and some of those choices were involved with the 

b i o l o g i c a l r e a l i t i e s i n t h e i r l i v e s . In short, my argument i s 

that the l i v e s of Metis people and the development of Metis 

culture cannot be f u l l y appreciated unless a more complete 

pic t u r e of the complexities that underlie t h e i r l i v e s and 

culture i s attempted, and t h i s I argue cannot be done unless 

we examine the in t e r a c t i o n of nature and nurture. 

For example, i t i s my argument that, i n the wake of 
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massive population decline, coastal native women continued to 

practice abortion i n order to avoid d i f f i c u l t i e s i n c h i l d b i r t h 

which they believed were caused by the large s i z e of "half-

breed* babies. In turn, the reduction of t h e i r population 

meant that a certain percentage of fur trade c h i l d r e n (those 

born to Chinook mothers), could not be people "in-between" 

Chinook and American culture since few of the children's 

native r e l a t i v e s survived the epidemics. Thus, the image of 

the Metis as "in-between" appears questionable i n t h i s 

instance, and may i n part explain why so many fur trade 

children l i v e d out t h e i r l i v e s i n white communities. 

At the same time, the fac t that some Metis c h i l d r e n were 

white, while others looked more l i k e t h e i r native parent, led 

to d i v i s i o n s i n the fur trade family. This t h e s i s suggests 

that, in general, the c h i l d with l i g h t e r skin and Euro-

American features received the l i o n ' s share of s o c i e t a l 

rewards, while t h e i r more darkly skinned brothers and s i s t e r s 

were treated l i k e Indians. 

Another aspect of 'race 1 i n the children's l i v e s was 

the r a c i a l attitudes of both native people and Euro-Americans 

towards them. When the youngsters were born i n the early 

years of the nineteenth century, attitudes towards 'half-

breeds' were very d i f f e r e n t from what they would be by 

century's end. In the f i r s t quarter of the 1800s, b e l i e f s 

about mixed-blood people were ethnocentric and r e f l e c t e d the 

ideas of the enlightenment which regarded miscegenation as a 
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l o g i c a l way to assimilate native people into the dominant 

culture. In'this scheme of things, the 'half-breed' was seen 

as the l i n k between the Indian and the Euro-American, a l i n k 

that would ultimately r e s u l t i n a homogeneous population 

within the dominant society. I t i s my contention that, a f t e r 

mid-century, with the r i s e of s o c i a l Darwinism and the 

eugenics movement, such thinking f e l l into disrepute and the 

ideas of s c i e n t i f i c racism which regarded 'half-breeds' as 

g e n e t i c a l l y i n f e r i o r to Euro-Americans were widely accepted 

by the public as truth. 

I r o n i c a l l y , as racism increased i n American society, 

prejudice towards mixed-blood children appears to have 

decreased i n the P a c i f i c coast native communities. As long as 

they were numerically strong and not subjugated, native people 

i n the P a c i f i c Northwest showed an aversion towards 'half 

breeds.' In the wake of massive ecological and s o c i a l changes 

brought about by fur traders and s e t t l e r s , coastal aboriginal 

people were l e f t i n a state of what I have termed ' c u l t u r a l 

despair.' Their populations were so severely reduced they were 

no longer able to r e s i s t Metis encroachment and Metis 

leadership on t h e i r reservations; indeed, i n some cases they 

requested i t . In the end, r a c i a l prejudice on the part of both 

native people and Euro-Americans was a major c a t a l y s t i n the 

creation of a •half-breed' or Metis i d e n t i t y . The interplay 

of genetic factors and s o c i a l attitudes influenced by race i n 

fur trade children's l i v e s was further complicated by the new 
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Euro-American notions of class which were emerging with 

i n d u s t r i a l capitalism i n England, the United States and the 

Canadas. My research suggests that, despite the absence of 

urbanization i n the f r o n t i e r setting, many of the 

configurations of class formation found i n Great B r i t a i n and 

North America during the same time period were present i n 

Oregon a f t e r the c a p i t a l i s t enterprise of the Hudson's Bay 

Company established i t s e l f i n the region. 

This thesis argues that the ushering i n of the new 

socio-economic order was accompanied by strenuous attempts on 

the part of Company o f f i c e r s to transform t h e i r native and 

Metis wives and daughters into middle-class women who would 

be acceptable to white people. Although less pressure was 

exerted on servant's wives, they were not t o t a l l y immune from 

t h i s educational process. As far as can be determined, native 

wives, whose cultures had been destroyed, had l i t t l e choice 

but to undergo these t r a n s i t i o n s which affected even the most 

intimate aspect of t h e i r l i v e s , t h e i r sexuality. The extent 

to which native wives acquired the values and morals of Euro-

American womanhood, however, i s questionable. Many appear to 

have retained much of t h e i r native culture i n the new se t t i n g 

of the fur trade. 

In comparison, I argue that the traders were much more 

successful with the education of t h e i r c h i l d r e n . Fur trade 

youngsters were raised according to t h e i r fathers' positions 

i n the class hierarchy of the Hudson's Bay Company. Central 
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to t h i s thesis i s the notion that class was a powerful force 

which separated servants 1 children from o f f i c e r s ' youngsters. 

These d i v i s i o n s permeated most aspects of the youngsters' 

l i v e s , even t h e i r b i r t h , revealing the same patterns of change 

that were taking place elsewhere i n North America and Great 

B r i t a i n . 

In contrast to the widely held b e l i e f that c h i l d b i r t h 

was 'an a l l female experience 1 p r i o r to the doctors entry into 

the b i r t h i n g chamber, my research reveals that, i n the early 

years of the coastal fur trade, fathers often acted as 

midwives at the b i r t h of t h e i r infants. By the 1840s, however, 

'traders as midwives' had almost disappeared and the c l a s s of 

the fathers had become a factor i n matters of o b s t e t r i c s 

whereby gentlemen's children were often brought into the world 

by doctors, while servants' children were delivered by 

midwives. 

This thesis takes the stance that as the c h i l d r e n grew 

up, l i t t l e consideration was given to the f a c t that Metis 

o f f s p r i n g might have special needs that could be met i n the 

classroom. The Company o f f i c e r s clung to the f a m i l i a r B r i t i s h 

educational blueprint, which served t h e i r c l a s s so well i n 

other settings, because they believed that i t offered the best 

p o s s i b i l i t y for t h e i r youngsters' future i n American society. 

The school curriculum for fur traders' c h i l d r e n was designed 

to r e i n f o r c e the Euro-American class system as i t had been 

worked out i n the Hudson's Bay Company. I t i s my contention 
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that under i t s guise, gentlemen's children l a r g e l y became 

gentle people; while the schooling of servants' youngsters was 

successful i n producing another generation of workers. 

I t w i l l be argued that the r e l a t i o n s h i p between race and 

clas s were further complicated by the treatment accorded each 

sex by North Americans. In b r i e f , the shortage of white women 

in western Canada and the United States gave fur trade 

daughters access to the dominant society through marriage to 

white men. By contrast, t h i s pathway into the mainstream was 

lar g e l y closed to t h e i r brothers, who would have been regarded 

as unacceptable mates for white women even i f such women had 

been ava i l a b l e . Rather, fur trade sons i n the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, both those of the gentlemen and those of the 

servants married Metis or native women and, as a consequence, 

t h e i r l i v e s were more clos e l y connected to the native people 

than those of t h e i r s i s t e r s . 

Although Robert E. Park did not introduce the image of 

the "marginal man" u n t i l 1928, his thesis followed the 

thinking of la t e nineteenth century h i s t o r i a n s who viewed the 

few i d e n t i f i a b l e fur trade children i n the P a c i f i c Northwest 

as ' r e l i c s of the fur trade'. Park contended that the mixed-

blood was an "unstable character" who found himself s t r i v i n g 

to l i v e i n two diverse cultures and that i t was i n the mind 

of the marginal man that c o n f l i c t i n g cultures met and fused. 2 8 

In contrast to Park, I suggest that, while some fur 

trade children suffered i d e n t i t y c r i s e s , such c r i s e s happened 
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i n youth and i n early adulthood and that most of the fur trade 

c h i l d r e n had resolved t h e i r inner c o n f l i c t s and chosen t h e i r 

l i f e s t y l e s by the time they reached middle age. There i s 

l i t t l e evidence that any of the fur trade childr e n were what 

Park describes as a "personality type," marginal persons i n 

a permanent state of c r i s i s . 

A fter the mid-nineteenth century, the Metis of the 

P a c i f i c Northwest were to be found i n a l l classes and 

occupations and i n native, Metis and white communities. If a 

few became marginal men, I suggest that i t was the consequence 

of the configurations of Euro-American concepts of race, c l a s s 

and gender which led to t h e i r i n s t a b i l i t y . I t was these forces 

which resulted i n b i - c u l t u r a l patterns s t i l l evident today -

- constraints which created a fur trade 'half-breed' or Metis 

consciousness d i s t i n c t from either Euro-Americans or 

abor i g i n a l people. 
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Chapter One  

Precarious Beginnings: The Disease Factor  

Chinook Indians and Fur Traders' Infants 

The f i r s t fur trade children i n the P a c i f i c Northwest 

were born to mothers of the Chinook t r i b e s who inhabited the 

lower Columbia River Valley. Most children were born to 

traders who had married native women 'after the customs of 

the country' and were largely raised within the confines of 

fur trade society. Other i l l e g i t i m a t e youngsters, fathered by 

traders who did not wed t h e i r mother's, grew up within t h e i r 

mother's native cultures. Thus, the l i f e s t y l e of fur trader's 

c h i l d r e n varied greatly depending on which of the two 

cultures, native or fur trade, shaped t h e i r growing up 

experience. 

When the Lewis and Clark expedition reached the lower 

Columbia River i n 1805 from the United States, the Chinook 

Indians were s t i l l engaged i n the Maritime fur trade, which 

dated from the 1790s.1 The presence of one c h i l d , presumably 

the r e s u l t of a sexual l i a i s o n between a Chinook women and a 

Euro-TAmerican s a i l o r , led them to comment: 

/Among t h i s nation we have observed a man about 25 
years old, of a much l i g h t e r complexion that the 
Indians generally; his face was even freckled, and 
hi s h a i r was long and of a color i n c l i n i n g to red. 
He was i n habits and manners p e r f e c t l y Indian 
. . .we concluded that one of his parents, at le a s t , 
must have been completely white. 2 

Based on t h i s observation, i t i s reasonable to assume 

that with the development i n the region of the land-based fur 

trade of the American Fur Company (1811-1814) , the Northwest 



Company (1814-1821), and the Hudson's Bay Company (1821-1849), 

that an increasing number of trader's children would be born 

within the t r i b e s and, l i k e the red-headed Chinook that Lewis 

and Clark encountered, they would be " i n habits and manners 

p e r f e c t l y Indian." Such an assumption, however, i s f a l s e . For, 

by mid-nineteenth century, the once powerful Indian nations 

of the Lower Columbia, along with any trader's c h i l d r e n that 

l i v e d with them, were severely reduced i n numbers and t h e i r 

culture and language were nearly extinct. 

The chapter which follows explores the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the fur trade, fur trade children, and the destruction 

of the Chinook Indians i n the period between 1805, when Lewis 

and Clark arrived i n the area, and the 1850s when the l a s t of 

the Chinook were placed on the Grand Ronde and S i l e t z 

Reservations. The interpretation presented here challenges 

three common assumptions — f i r s t , that the fur trade did not 

over t l y disrupt native cultures (an assumption based on the 

idea that, since, the fur traders were few i n numbers and the 

Indians had the numerical advantage, the trader's impact was 

minimal); second, that the Chinook became ext i n c t because of 

disease; and t h i r d , that the Chinook Metis or •half-breeds * 

were a people "in-between" Indian and white culture. 

In contrast to these assumptions, t h i s chapter argues 

that the fur trade had a s i g n i f i c a n t and devastating e f f e c t 

on the culture and environment of the Chinook. I t contends 

that the Chinook-disease theory i s too s i m p l i s t i c an 
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explanation for t h e i r demise and suggests that a complex 

network of c u l t u r a l , social-economic and b i o l o g i c a l factors 

r e l a t e d to c h i l d b i r t h retarded the a b i l i t i e s of the Chinook 

to reproduce themselves i n the wake of the epidemics. I t takes 

the stance that, with the destruction of the Chinook Indians, 

the part-Chinook children who grew up i n fur trade culture at 

the f o r t s l o s t most of t h e i r l i n k s to t h e i r Chinook r e l a t i v e s 

i n native society and, as a r e s u l t , they do not f i t the image 

of the 'half-breed' as l i v i n g i n a world between two cultures. 

F i n a l l y , and most importantly, t h i s chapter explores the 

issues of i l l e g i t i m a c y and c h i l d b i r t h i n Chinook culture. As 

s h a l l be discussed, the s u r v i v a l of such infants was 

precarious. 

II 

By 1850, less than f i f t y years a f t e r the a r r i v a l of the 

f i r s t overland traders at the mouth of the Columbia River, 

the l o c a l Chinook natives, who numbered about sixteen thousand 

people i n 1800, had been reduced to less than 150 persons. 

Their culture was almost e x t i n c t . 3 Each year between 1829 and 

1836, the gentlemen of the Hudson's Bay Company at Fort 

Vancouver reported that the shores of the Columbia River were 

"strewed with the dead and dying." Intermittent or Columbia 

River fever, now i d e n t i f i e d as malaria, i s thought to have 

k i l l e d at least seventy-five percent of the Lower Chinook 

population. 4 Some small t r i b e s , l i k e the Multnomah, became 

e x t i n c t . 5 In addition, venereal disease, abortion, 
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i n f a n t i c i d e , and undernourishment played havoc with the native 

population. 

In 1841, Lieutenant Charles Wilkes, commander of the 

United States Exploring Expedition, could only account f o r 

209 Clatsop and 220 Chinook. 6 A decade l a t e r , Anson Dart, the 

Superintendent of Indian A f f a i r s for Oregon T e r r i t o r y , 

reported that the Chinook had been reduced to 142 people. 7 

Population censuses vary, but, no matter what figures are 

used, they a l l bear witness to the destruction of a people 

within the space of a few generations a f t e r contact with 

Euro-American fur traders. 

I l l 

While the Chinook faced extinction, a new coastal 

population of *half-breeds* or Metis, the ch i l d r e n of fur 

traders who had married Chinook women, numbered i n the 

thousands by mid-century. 8 The fur trader's baby was very 

much involved i n the configuration of Chinook destruction on 

the one hand and the r i s e of a new mixed-blood population on 

the other. The two processes were not only p a r a l l e l i n time, 

but c l o s e l y i n t e r r e l a t e d . Within Chinook society, c u l t u r a l 

constraints severely handicapped the s u r v i v a l of half-breed 

c h i l d r e n and, as a r e s u l t , the a b i l i t y of the Chinook to 

replenish themselves as a people. 

For the c h i l d abandoned by h i s fur trader father, who 

grew up i n Chinook culture, l i f e was a dismal a f f a i r and stood 

i n sharp contrast to - the growing up experiences of the 
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youngsters raised within fur trade culture at the f o r t s i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest. These children were a new people i n a new 

landscape that had been shaped i n large measure by the Euro-

American fur trade and i t s subsidiary farming, ranching and 

f i s h i n g enterprises. While the fur trade youngsters created 

a fur trade (Metis) culture indigenous to the region, t h e i r 

Chinook r e l a t i v e s and counterparts perished. For these 

youngsters, there was no thought of l i v i n g with native 

r e l a t i v e s . For these children, the image of the •half-breed' 

as a person "in-between" white and native cultures appears to 

have had less meaning than elsewhere i n fur trade country. 

IV 

In 1812, when the l a s t Astorians straggled into the 

newly erected Fort Astoria after t h e i r cross country ordeal, 

there was at least one c h i l d of Euro-American and Chinook 

parentage already nursing at his mother's breast. 9 In 1817, 

Peter Corney, f i r s t o f f i c e r on the ship Columbia, noted that 

there were "one hundred and f i f t y men, most of whom keep 

Indian women" at Fort George, as Fort A s t o r i a was renamed by 

the Northwest Company when they purchased the post from the 

Astorians i n 1814.10 By 1821, when Fort George passed into 

the hands of the Hudson's Bay Company, there were about f i f t y 

wives, "some with large f a m i l i e s , " located at the f o r t . 1 1 

The Catholic Church records disclose the names of some 

of the fur trade children born to Chinook women before 1820 

at Fort George. They include Angele and Charles La Fantasie, 
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Helen MacDonald, Marie Anne Nippissing, Joseph Rivet, J u l i e 

Garvais, Baptiste Payette, V i c t o r i a Gregoire, Pierre 

Humperville, E l l e n Matthews and Louis Labonte. With the 

exception of E l l e n Matthews, who grew up i n Montreal, the r e s t 

of the children remained and are noted i n l o c a l h i s t o r i e s as 

Oregon pioneers. 1 2 

While these infants were being nurtured at Fort George, 

other half-breed children fathered by the traders were being 

r a i s e d i n the Indian camps close to the f o r t . These mixed-

blood babies were born among the Clatsop, Chinook, Kathlamet, 

Wahkiakim and some smaller t r i b e s , who shared a common culture 

and were c o l l e c t i v e l y c a l l e d the Lower Chinook or ju s t Chinook 

by Euro-Americans. 1 3 Unlike the off s p r i n g of fur trade 

marriages, these children were largely the r e s u l t of p r o s t i t u 

t i o n , whereby native women engaged i n sexual intercourse i n 

return for material goods from the passing traders and 

s a i l o r s . 

While i t has been commonly assumed by white h i s t o r i a n s 

that half-breeds were r e a d i l y accepted by the Indians, there 

i s l i t t l e evidence to support t h i s conjecture i n the P a c i f i c 

Northwest. Rather, on closer examination, i t appears that the 

treatment of mixed-blood children by native people varied from 

place to place and was subject to changing attitudes over 

time. In general, i t appears that, i n New France and New 

England during the c o l o n i a l period, native people were 

favorably disposed toward white and part-white k i n l i v i n g 



among them. For example, Peter Moogk has described how the 

unwanted babies of c o l o n i a l New France were given to the 

Indians to r a i s e . 1 4 James A x t e l l has outlined how New 

Englanders,' who had been taken captive by native people 

became "white Indians" through adoption into the t r i b e s . 1 5 

Moreover, the mourning wars of the Iroquois undertaken to 

replace l o s t members with captives of various r a c i a l 

backgrounds, discussed by Daniel Richter i n "War and Culture: 

The Iroquois Experience" (1983), a l l indicate a receptive 

a t t i t u d e on the part of eastern native people towards h a l f -

breeds. 1 6 

By contrast, during the f i r s t half of the nineteenth 

century among C a l i f o r n i a , P a c i f i c Northwest and some western 

p l a i n s t r i b e s , the attitudes of some native people towards 

'half-breeds' were marked by outright displays of animosity. 

Reasons for such behaviour are complex and have to do with 

ethnocentric concepts of r a c i a l purity and rank structures 

within t r i b a l cultures. Moreover, there appears to have been 

a hardening of native attitudes towards 'half-breeds' brought 

about by Indian-white c o n f l i c t s as white immigration moved 

westward and native populations were severely reduced by white 

men's diseases and warfare. 

Among various t r i b e s i n Southwestern United States, 

women who became pregnant by white men e i t h e r aborted the 

fetus or destroyed the newborn i n f a n t . 1 7 In C a l i f o r n i a , the 

Clear Lake Porno k i l l e d " a l l half-breed infants at b i r t h . " The 
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people of Makh-El-Chel are alleged to have put t h e i r women to 

death f o r marrying white men and slaughtered a l l blue eyed and 

f a i r - h a i r e d children born among them.18 The Chinook t r i b e s 

appear to have shared the attitudes of t h e i r southern 

neighbors towards white men and t h e i r half-breed babies. 

Although the Chinook promoted marriage between t h e i r 

daughters and the fur traders i n order to gain trade 

p r i v i l e g e s and Euro-American goods, they frowned upon the 

i l l e g i t i m a t e b i r t h of traders' children within t h e i r 

community. From the Chinook point of view, i t appears that 

such children had no assets. They f e l l outside of the 

prescribed rules and regulations governing clans, rank 

structure and marriage. Moreover, as i n England and the United 

States, i n the Chinook nation, children were the property and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of t h e i r fathers. To the Chinook, the fur 

trader's c h i l d belonged to his white father, not h i s Chinook 

mother. Fur trade wives acknowledged t h i s when they were 

widowed or abandoned and returned to t h e i r t r i b e s , leaving 

t h e i r •half-breed' children at the f o r t s or missions with 

white people. 1 9 In short, the Chinook did not make any claims 

of ownership on the fur trade children. 

By contrast, the i l l e g i t i m a t e fur trader's c h i l d i n 

Chinook society had no father to provide for h i s or her 

welfare and was not wanted. As a consequence, the Chinook 

attempted to r e s t r i c t the number of 'half-breed' child r e n 

within the t r i b e s by p r a c t i c i n g abortion and i n f a n t i c i d e . 2 0 

i 
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More than guns, iron pots and other trade goods, x h a l f -

breed 1 children, with t h e i r unflattened heads and complexions 

of various shades, must have been a constant v i s u a l reminder 

of the a r r i v a l of 'white men'. They were, i n t h i s sense, at 

the very heart of the c u l t u r a l c o n f l i c t which occurred between 

the Euro-American traders and the Lower Chinook peoples. 2 1 

Half-breed children among the t r i b e s upset the e x i s t i n g 

h i e r a r c h i c a l s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l order. They v i o l a t e d the 

Chinook's ethnocentric concepts of race and c u l t u r a l 

s u p e r i o r i t y , which deemed white men i n f e r i o r to themselves. 

Moreover, the b i r t h of Chinook 'half-breeds' at the 

f o r t s had repercussions i n t r i b a l society since i t led to 

fewer childre n being born among them at a time when t h e i r 

population was being severly reduced by disease. Each year, 

a s i z a b l e number of Chinook women of childbearing years l e f t 

t h e i r culture to become wives of white men and mothers of fur 

trade infants, rather than Chinook babies. 

In the late 1830s, eighty-four of the three hundred and 

nineteen Indian wives at the Hudson's Bay Company's Fort 

Vancouver, established i n 1824 to replace Fort George 

(Astoria) as the Company's headquarters for Oregon T e r r i t o r y , 

were recorded as Chinook by Catholic c l e r g y . 2 2 This census 

d i d not include the large number of Chinook women married to 

r e t i r e d fur traders, who had taken up farming i n the 

Willamette Valley, nor those who were Protestants. Others, who 

may have been from Chinook t r i b e s , are only l i s t e d as "Indian" 
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or "woman of the country" i n the Catholic r e g i s t e r s . 2 3 

In addition to t h i s loss of Chinook women to the fur 

trade, the new wives were usually accompanied from the t r i b e s 

to the f o r t s by female and c h i l d slaves, who were given to 

them as wedding presents. 2 4 For example, Dr. William ( B i l l y ) 

McKay, one of the fur trade youngsters born at Fort George i n 

1824, r e c a l l e d that when his mother, Cincola, a daughter of 

the one-eyed Chinook Chief Concomly, married h i s father, Tom, 

she was given "about 20 slaves." 2 5 The taking of young women 

eith e r as wives by the traders, or as slaves by the women, 

deprived Chinook males of marriage partners within t h e i r own 

culture. 

Under these circumstances, the equilibrium of native 

mating appears to have become disturbed. Ultimately, the 

number of f u l l blood Chinook children who might have been born 

was c u r t a i l e d . Chinook males were forced into keen 

competition for the remaining females. 2 6 In the ear l y years 

of contact, t h i s may not have presented a serious problem, 

but as the Chinook people were severely reduced by disease, 

the continual removal of women meant that t h e i r population 

was unable to restore i t s e l f . 

In the wake of severe depopulation, there was a need for 

co-operation among the survivors, which led to new a l l i a n c e s 

among native peoples and wide-ranging i n t e r t r i b a l marriages. 

Where i t had once been customary for parents t o ; s e l e c t 

marriage partners within s p e c i f i c Indian groups, i t now became 



a matter of pride to trace one's lineage to several d i f f e r e n t 

t r i b e s , even among those that had formerly been excluded. 2 7 

While the i n i t i a l outbreak of Columbia River fever i n 

1828-9 devastated the native population, there was but "one 

instance of mortality" among the Chinook wives and t h e i r Metis 

ch i l d r e n at Fort Vancouver. The fur trade population was 

treated with sulphate of quinine, and, when supplies of 

quinine ran out, the doctors used dogwood bark, which was 

thought to be analogous to the drug. The patients were usually 

bled before receiving several doses of the medication, which 

was often combined with wine, whiskey or opium. George T. 

A l l a n , a Company clerk who acted as a medical deputy, 

commented: "I well remember my tramps through the men's houses 

with my pockets lined with v i a l s of quinine and making my 

reports of the state of the patients to the Doctor." A l l a n 

also r e c a l l e d that on one occasion a "half breed Kanaka 

[Hawaiian] boy" accidently swallowed eight to ten doses of the 

quinine mixture, but recovered and "never had the ague 

again. V 2 8 

Among the Chinook, by contrast, Reverend Samuel Parker, 

a American Presbyterian v i s i t i n g at Fort Vancouver, noted: 

The malignancy of t h i s disease may have increased 
by predisposing causes, such as intemperance, and 
general spread of venerea [ s i c ] , since t h e i r 
intercourse with s a i l o r s . 2 9 

Parker's observations were correct, but neither he nor the 

f o r t doctors were aware that malaria was c a r r i e d by c e r t a i n 

v a r i e t i e s of anopheline mosquitos. Like t h e i r nineteenth 
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century contemporaries, they knew that intermittent fever 

usually occurred at certain times of the year and was more 

common i n swampy areas, but thought i t was probably the r e s u l t 

of inhaling "special gaseous agents" from the earth's 

surface. 3 0 Moreover, they did not know that Indians and mixed 

bloods had less immunity to malaria than e i t h e r Blacks or 

whites, and suffered more severely from the disease. 

In 1968, George G. G i g l i o l i ' s inquiry into the e f f e c t s 

of malaria among American Indians, conducted f o r the United 

Nations Pan American Health Organization, concluded: "The high 

s u s c e p t i b i l i t y and r e a c t i v i t y of the Amerindian to malaria i s 

without doubt related to the recent introduction [after 1650] 

of the i n f e c t i o n to the Western Hemisphere." G i g l i o l i also 

noted that "mortality and morbidity were c e r t a i n l y graver i n 

children, but the tolerance acquired by the adults was poor 

and very unstable. The Amerindians reacted i n the same way as 

the mixed population, but even more severely." 3 1 

As a r e s u l t of G i g l i o l i ' s and other studies, i t i s 

possible to conclude that pregnant Indian women who survived 

malaria would have been anaemic and p y r e t i c . They would have 

suffered from greatly enlarged spleens, and the fever produced 

by malaria would have caused abortion or premature labour. 3 2 

V 

Although some Chinook survived the recurring malaria 

epidemics and other diseases, t h e i r culture and language were 

la r g e l y extinct by 1900.33 Indeed, the main reason for the 
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paucity of ethnographic data i s that, by 1891, when 

anthropologist Franz Boas attempted to record the Chinook 

language and discover something about the culture, he was only 

able to f i n d one informant, Charles Cultee. As i t turned out, 

Cultee, "the l a s t Chinook speaker," used the Chehalis language 

i n h i s own family, and was " c u l l i n g up a dead language f o r the 

e d i f i c a t i o n of the Father of American Anthropology." 3 4 Verne 

Ray, another anthropologist, was more successful during the 

193 0s when he located two e l d e r l y Lower Chinook women who 

acted as mentors for his study. While a l l three informants 

claimed to be of Chinook blood, each traced t h e i r ancestry 

back to early contact between Chinook women, white men and 

other Indians. 3 5 

In the late 1830s, Father Blanchet of the Catholic 

Mission i n the Willamette Valley, which served the r e t i r e d 

fur trade population, concluded that the diminishing Chinook 

population was caused by "the scourge of God," which had 

s t r i c k e n the "unfortunate savages because of t h e i r abominable 

l i v e s . " 3 6 Certainly t h e i r l i v e s had become miserable and t h e i r 

w i l l to l i v e had been eroded. Even the regrouping of the 

survivors with other t r i b e s does not seem to have made much 

of an impact on t h e i r i n s t i n c t to survive as a people. Rev. 

J.H. Frost, a Methodist missionary among the Indians on Puget 

Sound, reported that of ten or twelve children born between 

November of 1841 and February 1842, only two survived. The 

r e s t had been " k i l l e d " or died from "disease which they had 
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in h e r i t e d from t h e i r parents." 3 7 Such writings suggests a 

kind of acute depression which led to race suicide as a 

respone to the d i r e c t and in d i r e c t impact of the fur trade. 

In b r i e f , i t appears that the Chinook were unable to meet 

the c u l t u r a l and psychological s a c r i f i c e s needed for 

adaptation to the numerous changes brought about by 

Euro-Americans. Their one hope for s u r v i v a l , an increased 

b i r t h rate, was c u r t a i l e d by the side e f f e c t s of disease on 

f e r t i l i t y and c h i l d b i r t h . To maintain t h e i r scant population, 

Chinook women would have had to bear more children than usual. 

Yet, i n the wake of the population catastrophe, the Chinook 

continued to practice abortion and i n f a n t i c i d e . 

VI 

Like the Gallinomero Indians of C a l i f o r n i a , who became 

•'melancholy when they saw themselves perishing so hopelessly 

and so miserably before the face of the Americans," the 

remaining Chinook were described by h i s t o r i a n Hubert 

Bancroft's informants as " d i s p i r i t e d and broken hearted." 3 9 

As the American ornithologist John Townsend, who was Fort 

Vancouver's doctor for a time, noted i n his journal of 1833-

34: 

In former years when the Indians were numerous, i t 
was not safe for the white men attached to [Fort 
Vancouver] to venture beyond the protection of i t s 
guns without being f u l l y armed. Such was the 
jealousy of the natives towards them, that various 
deep l a i d schemes were practiced to obtain 
possession of the post, and massacre a l l whom i t 
had harboured; now, however, they are as submissive 
as c h i l d r e n . 4 0 



I t appears that the Chinook relinquished t h e i r w i l l to l i v e . 

The Chinook 'half-breed' was not spared. 

VII 

In h i s Tribes of C a l i f o r n i a (1877), the j o u r n a l i s t , 

h i s t o r i a n and ethnologist Stephen Powers argued that there was 

increased abortion and infancide among the Gallinomero Indians 

i n the wake of Euro-American settlement. He wrote: 

They see themselves s w i f t l y dwindling, dwindling, 
melting away before some mysterious and pathless 
power, which they can neither comprehend nor r e s i s t ; 
they foresee that they can leave to t h e i r degraded 
and unhappy offspring nothing but a heritage of 
contempt, i s o l a t i o n , and discontent; and i n the 
voiceless and unreasoning bitterness of t h e i r 
"small-knowing souls," i n mere s u l l e n "dumb 
despair," they resolve to cut them o f f i n 
unconscious infancy from a fate so miserable and so 
sad. 4 1 

The anthropologist Harold Driver made a analogous 

suggestion i n his 1936 investigation of the Wappo of 

C a l i f o r n i a , when he noted that " i n f a n t i c i d e seems to have been 

common but may have been accentuated by the uncertainly of the 

future and the t r y i n g conditions r e s u l t i n g from e x p l o i t a t i o n 

by the whites." 4 2 Similarly, i t appears that the Chinook 

increasingly practiced abortion and i n f a n t i c i d e during the fur 

trade era because of a new sexual factor, pregnancy brought 

about by miscegenation with white men.43 At the same time, 

the socio-economic reasons used to j u s t i f y abortion and 

i n f a n t i c i d e with Chinook infants were extended to include 

t h e i r half-breed babies. 

In 1835, Reverend Jason Lee, leader of the Methodist 
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mission i n Oregon, wrote to the Chr i s t i a n Advocate i n New York 

that: 

A few days since an old squaw attempted to k i l l her 
grandchild by strangling i t ; and when prevented by 
one of the s e t t l e r s near whom they l i v e d , she was 
very angry, and inquired who would take care of i t , 
now i t s father and mother were dead, and added, I t 
i s good to k i l l i t . 4 4 

Samuel Hancock, a Hudson's Bay Company employee at Fort 

Nisqually on Puget Sound, noted i n his diary of 1837: 

An Indian . .. died today . .. Shortly before h i s 
death he enticed the two year old c h i l d of h i s  
brother to his side, placed a cord around h i s neck 
and strangled i t . When the c h i l d ceased to breathe, 
i t was at once l a i d out for dead. When I came to 
view the dead body I saw the c h i l d gasping f o r 
breath. The mother informed us that the uncle wished 
to take the c h i l d with him to the other world as a 
servant. We promptly removed the c h i l d to the f o r t 
and restored i t to l i f e . 4 5 

Chinook women maintained they practiced i n f a n t i c i d e to 

avoid the economic burden of r a i s i n g a c h i l d . In the 1840s, 

Rev. Frost recorded a discussion between h i s wife and a 

Chinook woman who admitted having committed "many 

i n f a n t i c i d e s . " 

When asked the reason why she destroyed her infants, 
she said that they had become very poor, and had no 
slaves, the drudgery a l l f e l l upon the women and i f 
they had many children they were prevented from 
doing t h e i r work; so that when t h e i r husbands came 
home weary and hungry, and found no f i r e and no 
roots to eat, they were angry, c a l l e d them lazy, and 
beat and otherwise abused them. Therefore, i n order 
that they might r e l i e v e themselves of much trouble 
and care, and escape abuse from t h e i r husbands ... 
they destroyed t h e i r infants as soon as they entered 
upon the stage of act i o n . 4 6 

Such acts suggest a response to male-female c o n f l i c t s i n 

Chinook society brought about by the unfavorable environmental 
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circumstance created by the fur trade. Infanticide appears to 

have provided, from the Chinook point of view, an escape for 

the c h i l d from the h o s t i l e world of the progenitors by 

returning the baby to a happier environment believed to e x i s t 

a f t e r death. To be more s p e c i f i c , Emma Lascier, one of the 

l a s t Chinooks, stated that her people believed that babies 

l i v e d a d e f i n i t e existence before conception and continued to 

do so a f t e r death. 

The baby's home i s the sun before being born. A l l 
childre n come from the daylight. That i s t h e i r 
home. If t h e i r parents do not take good care of 
them they think, *Well, I'd better go back.' Then 
they get sick and die. Later, a c h i l d may take p i t y 
on i t s parents and decide to return. vMaybe my 
parents w i l l be better to me now.' Then the c h i l d 
i s born again to the same mother, but i s a d i f f e r e n t 
sex. 4 7 

Where fur trade babies were concerned, new reasons were 

added to old ones for i n f a n t i c i d e and abortion. These 

revolved around s p e c i f i c fears about giving b i r t h and r a i s i n g 

part-white children. Although Euro-Americans and Chinook 

f a i l e d to appreciate the f i n e points of each other's s o c i a l 

system, they did understand the concept of rank which 

structured both s o c i e t i e s . Thus, daughters of high rank 

married fur trade o f f i c e r s , while daughters of lower status 

were wed to the servants of the fur trade companies. A 

fl a t t e n e d forehead was a sign of rank and beauty among the 

Chinook distinguishing A f r e e people', whose heads were 

fla t t e n e d i n various conical shapes, from t h e i r slaves, whose 

heads were not deformed. I t was a v i s u a l sign which i n the 
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Chinook b e l i e f system distinguished those who were e n t i t l e d 

to an a f t e r l i f e from those who were not. In short, the 

pr a c t i c e was not merely cosmetic. 4 9 

While most observers believed that the deformation did 

not e f f e c t i n t e l l i g e n c e , head f l a t t e n i n g was dangerous and 

could r e s u l t i n death. In 1836, Narcissa Whitman, one of the 

f i r s t women missionaries i n the t e r r i t o r y , observed: 

I saw an infant here whose head was i n the pressing 
machine. This was a p i t i f u l sight. Its mother took 
great s a t i s f a c t i o n i n unbinding and showing i t s 
naked head to us. The c h i l d lay upon a board 
between which and i t s head was a s q u i r r e l skin. On 
i t s forehead lay a small, square cushion, over which 
was a bandage drawn t i g h t around, pressing i t s head 
against the board. In t h i s p o s i t i o n i t i s kept 
three or four months or longer, u n t i l the head 
becomes a fashionable shape. There i s a v a r i e t y of 
shapes among them, some being sharper than others. 
I saw a c h i l d about a year old whose head had been 
recently released from pressure, as I supposed from 
i t s looks. A l l the back part of i t was a purple 
color, as i f i t had been sadly bruised. 5 0 

John Townsend's description of head f l a t t e n i n g was more 

graphic and medical than Narcissa Whitman's. He stated that 

the "the mass of brain" was forced back causing an "enormous 

pro j e c t i o n and that the babies' eyes "protruded to the 

distance of half an inch, and looked inflamed and discolored, 

as d i d a l l the surrounding parts." 5 1 The a r t i s t George C a t l i n 

recorded that among the Chinook " i f a c h i l d dies during i t s 

[head flattening] subjection...its cradle becomes i t s c o f f i n , 

forming a l i t t l e canoe, i n which i t l i e s f l o a t i n g on the water 

i n some sacred pool, where they are often i n the habit of 

fastening the canoes, containing the dead bodies of the old 



19 

and the young," presumably so that the old could take care of 

the young i n the afte r world. 5 2 

The practice of head f l a t t e n i n g was so much a part of 

Chinook culture that as late as the 1850s, when most 

Euro-Americans believed that the custom was "wearing away very 

f a s t , " c h i l d r e n whose heads were not flattened were laughed 

at by others "who asserted that t h e i r mothers were too lazy 

to shape t h e i r heads properly." 5 3 In the 1930s, Emma Luscier 

t o l d Verne Ray that, when she was an infant and very i l l , a 

shaman dreamed she would not recover unless she was placed i n 

the old s t y l e cradle with a head f l a t t e n i n g board. The cradle 

was b u i l t . Emma was placed i n i t , but subsequently rescued 

by an aunt from the 'white' side of the family, who opposed 

head f l a t t e n i n g . 5 4 

From the fur traders' point of view, there was no merit 

i n head deformation. They attempted to r e s t r i c t the pr a c t i c e 

by i n s i s t i n g that t h e i r children's heads be l e f t natural. 

Thus, they upset one of the most v i s i b l e manifestations of the 

Chinook s o c i a l structure. To the Chinook mothers torn between 

the wishes of t h e i r fur trader husbands and t h e i r own 

so c i o - r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s , i n f a n t i c i d e or abortion of t h e i r 

mixed-blood youngsters provided a way out of the dilemma. In 

1824, George Simpson, the Governor of the Hudson's Bay 

Company, wrote: 

A most inhumane practice existed here f o r some time 
a f t e r Fort George was established of the Children 
of the Whites by the native women being murdered by 
the Mothers; t h i s arises from the circumstance of 



the Fathers i n s i s t i n g that the heads should not be 
flattened and the Mother preferring to s a c r i f i c e her 
c h i l d to having i t ranked as a slave the grand 
d i s t i n c t i o n being i n the formation of the head. 5 5 

VIII 

The economy of the Chinook also promoted abortions and 

i n f a n t i c i d e . The Chinook were traders. Commerce dominated 

t h e i r l i v e s . Fishing was the main economic pursuit of the 

Chinook followed by hunting and gathering. From t h e i r 

s t r a t e g i c location at the mouth of the Columbia, the Chinook 

were able to carry on trade i n these and other goods with both 

i n t e r i o r and coastal Indians. Upward s o c i a l m obility was 

achieved by the a c q u i s i t i o n of wealth and hereditary 

preeminence. 5 6 In the pre-contact period, wealth was acquired 

by s e l l i n g t h e i r surplus dried and smoked smelts, salmon, 

clams, oysters, ducks, geese, berries, roots and other 

foodstuffs to various Indian nations. 

The Chinook, however, became wealthy by d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 

themselves from t h e i r Canadian, C a l i f o r n i a n and Plains Indian 

trading partners i n two commodities; dentalium, a sea s h e l l 

used as the p r i n c i p a l medium of exchange along the Northwest 

coast, and slaves. The slaves were usually purchased by the 

Chinook from southern Oregon and C a l i f o r n i a natives, then 

r e - s o l d for a p r o f i t to more northerly t r i b e s along the 

P a c i f i c coast. 5 7 

With the opening of the fur trade, female slaves 

increased i n value over male slaves because the sexual favours 

of women were added to the existing commodities used i n trade. 



Among those t r i b e s who practiced slavery, that i s , who already 

regarded human beings as merchandise, p r o s t i t u t i o n appears to 

have been a subsidiary a c t i v i t y to the slave trade. 

Although the Chinook were reputed to own more slaves than 

other t r i b e s i n the region, the proportion of slaves to free 

persons, which ranged from four to s i x percent of the t o t a l 

t r i b a l population, does not appear to have been s u f f i c i e n t to 

supply the demand for p r o s t i t u t e s . 5 8 As a consequence, the 

p r o s t i t u t i o n of wives and daughters, as well as slaves, became 

common both north and south of the Columbia River and even i n 

t r i b e s where the women had formerly been chaste. 5 9 

P r o s t i t u t i o n may have originated i n the t r a d i t i o n a l 

h o s p i t a l i t y Chinook husbands displayed when they offered t h e i r 

wives to v i s i t o r s . As Lewis and Clark noted of the Chinook and 

Clatsop i n 1805, the women's "kindness always exceeded the 

ordinary courtesies of h o s p i t a l i t y . . . . To decline an o f f e r 

of t h i s sort i s , indeed, to disparage the charms of the lady," 

and therefore give offense. 6 0 

Whatever the origins of p r o s t i t u t i o n , however, i t was 

well established by the time the Astorians a r r i v e d on the 

coast i n 1811 and continued unabated a f t e r the Northwest 

Company took over i n 1814. Clerk Alexander Ross l e f t t h i s 

v i v i d d escription of the phenomenon at Fort George (Astoria) 

from that time period: 

... numbers of women reside during c e r t a i n periods 
of the year i n small huts above the f o r t and from 
which i t i s d i f f i c u l t to keep the men .. .On the 
a r r i v a l of the spring and autumn brigades from the 



22 

i n t e r i o r they pour i n from a l l parts, and besiege 
our voyageurs much after the manner which t h e i r 
f r a i l s i s t e r s at Portsmouth adopt when attacking the 
crews of newly arrived India f l e e t . Mothers 
p a r t i c i p a t e with t h e i r daughters i n the proceeds 
a r i s i n g from t h e i r p r o s t i t u t i o n ; and i n many 
instances husbands share with t h e i r wives the wages 
of infamy. Disease i s the natural consequence of 
t h i s state of general demoralization, and numbers of 
the unfortunate beings suffer dreadfully from the 
e f f e c t s of t h e i r promiscuous intercourse. 6 1 

One r e s u l t of p r o s t i t u t i o n which Ross f a i l e d to mention 

was unwanted pregnancy. I t was one thing to be married to a 

trader and bear the stigma of having an "•ugly' c h i l d with a 

normal head, but quite another to be pregnant by a white man 

and be eith e r unmarried or married to an native man. 

Premarital promiscuity was an acceptable form of behaviour 

only as long as intercourse was not followed by pregnancy. 

Ethnologist George Gibbs wrote: 

Cohabitation of unmarried females among t h e i r own 
people brings no disgrace i f unaccompanied with 
c h i l d b i r t h , which they take care to prevent. This 
commences at a very early age, perhaps ten or twelve 
years. The practice of abortion i s to be considered 
i n i t s connection. This i s almost universal, and 
i s produced both by violence and by medicines. 6 2 

Although an unmarried g i r l might s o l i c i t men i n her own 

r i g h t , she was nevertheless considered to be the "property of 

her father, or her nearest r e l a t i v e , or of her t r i b e , u n t i l 

she [became] that of her husband.". 6 3 Lewis and Clark 

observed: 

Her person i s , i n fact, often the only property of 
a young female, and i s therefore the medium of 
trade, the return for presents, and the reward for 
services. In most cases, however, the female i s so 
much at the disposal of her husband or parent that 
she i s farmed out for h i r e . The Chinnook [sic] woman 



who brought her six female r e l a t i o n s to our camp had 
regular prices, proportioned to the beauty of each 
female. 6 4 

A f t e r marriage, when a woman's sexuality became the 

husband's possession, adultery (meaning sex with another man 

without the husband's consent) was almost unknown.65 The 

nineteenth century h i s t o r i a n Hubert H. Bancroft believed that 

the value of Chinook women increased a f t e r marriage since a 

woman's f i d e l i t y acquired a marketable value to t h e i r husbands 

who could s e l l i t at t h e i r d i s c r e t i o n . 6 6 George Gibbs was 

more det a i l e d i n his description when he noted that wives kept 

t h e i r own private e f f e c t s , separate from t h e i r husband, except 

earnings " a r i s i n g from p r o s t i t u t i o n , which are her 

husband's." 6 7 

In The Chinook Indians (1976), Robert Ruby and John Brown 

suggest that, despite the unsavory aspects of p r o s t i t u t i o n , 

"Chinook women enhanced t h e i r stature i n t h e i r own society, 

wherein they already had considerable influence." They point 

to the fa c t that, as Chinook women "increased t h e i r English 

vocabularies" through p r o s t i t u t i o n , they entered into a l l 

aspects of Indian-white trading i n t h e i r own r i g h t and "kept 

mercantile channels open to the benefit of both." 6 8 

. On balance, however, the by-products of p r o s t i t u t i o n — 

venereal disease, unwanted pregnancies, and earnings handed 

over to fathers and husbands — seems to have been poor 

compensation for whatever short-term increase i n stature some 

women may have gained. Rather than a ' l i b e r a t i n g ' force, 



p r o s t i t u t i o n appears to have enslaved the women i n a 

escalating s p i r a l of sexual a c t i v i t y i n order to acquire more 

and more goods which were probably used i n increasingly 

elaborate and more frequent potlatch ceremonies. Moreover, 

the solu t i o n to the shame of becoming a mother of an 

i l l e g i t i m a t e white man's c h i l d , which greatly reduced a g i r l ' s 

property value, was found i n abortion or i n f a n t i c i d e . Ruby and 

Brown write: 

... because Chinooks did not consider cohabitation 
a disgrace (unlike incest), i t was quite natural 
that the practice fof prostitution] s h i f t e d from 
shore to ship. Generally, they believed the only 
d i s g r a c e f u l aspect of t h i s cohabitation was 
pregnancy and the b i r t h of children. I t had been 
the custom of Chinook and Clatsop women to abort 
such pregnancies...Abortion, p r e c i p i t a t e d by the 
r e j e c t i o n by Chinook men of these "breeds," was 
accomplished by medication with c e r t a i n plants and 
by more vi o l e n t methods such as placing the b e l l y 
over a s t i c k or tree trunk and pressing heavily. 
Infanticides became commonplace among Chinooks and 
Clatsops. 6 9 

Some traders also encouraged t h e i r wives and Indian 

mistresses to practice abortion and infanticide., There were 

numerous reasons why the men wished to l i m i t the s i z e of t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s , not the least of which was a p o l i c y adopted by the 

Hudson's Bay Company in 1824 which made employees f i n a n c i a l l y 

responsible for t h e i r youngsters. Men who l e f t c hildren x i n 

the country' a f t e r t h e i r contracts expired were to "make such 

provision for the same as circumstances c a l l f o r and t h e i r 

means permit." 7 0 This r u l i n g , which chief factor Dr. John 

McLoughlin j u d i c i o u s l y enforced — on one occasion sentencing 

a employee to two dozen lashes for f a i l i n g to make provisions 



f o r h i s newborn — apparently spurred some Company employees 

to urge t h e i r women to have abortions or commit i n f a n t i c i d e . 7 1 

Rev. Herbert Beaver, the Hudson's Bay Company chaplain at Fort 

Vancouver from 1836 to 1838, informed the Aborigines' 

Protection Society i n London, England that "abortion i s 

likewise resorted to with the design of not putting the 

husband "to the expense and trouble of maintaining h i s 

of f s p r i n g . " He went on to state that native women also 

committed such practices " i n consequence of the desertion of 

the white father." 7 2 

IX 

Another major repercussion of Chinook p r o s t i t u t i o n was 

the spread of venereal disease and i t s accompanying disastrous 

e f f e c t s on pregnancy and children. By the time Lewis and Clark 

a r r i v e d at the mouth of the Columbia i n 1805, the Chinook were 

already s u f f e r i n g from sexually transmitted i n f e c t i o n s thought 

to have been acquired during the Maritime fur trade era. Clark 

a t t r i b u t e d the "sores, scabs and ulcers," which covered some 

of the women and children, to gonorrhea and "lues venera," the 

term used by the United States Army at the time for 

s y p h i l i s . 7 3 

According to Clark the "lues" was "excessively bad" among 

the Chinook. Ten years l a t e r , venereal disease had reached 

epidemic proportions. 7 4 Sexually transmitted diseases thrived 

on the conditions found among the Chinook, namely, sexual 

maturity bef ore marriage, few sexual taboos against premarital 



intercourse and an abundance of transient s a i l o r s and traders 

to spread the i n f e c t i o n s . 7 5 Within a few decades of the Lewis 

and Clark expedition, both native people and fur traders along 

the P a c i f i c coast referred to venereal disease as "Chinook" 

or "Chinook Love Fever". 7 6 

Despite s c i e n t i f i c experiments i n the l a t e eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries, which proved that gonorrhea and 

s y p h i l i s were two separate diseases, the b a c t e r i o l o g i c a l 

nature of the two infections were not discovered u n t i l 1877 

and 1905 respectively. Consequently, many doctors thought that 

gonorrhea was an early symptom of s y p h i l i s or simply confused 

the two diseases. As a r e s u l t , there i s no way of 

ascertaining the extent of each disease, but t h e i r e f f e c t s are 

well documented. 77 For example, i n the decade of the 1810s, 

Alexander Henry, a Northwest Company clerk, expressed concern 

over the loss of labor and p r o f i t s due to the " f o u l malady." 

He lamented that twelve of the f i f t y men at Fort George were 

unable to work, while others were suffering at t h e i r jobs with 

t h e i r i n f e c t i o n s . 7 8 

The f i r s t few years of Hudson's Bay Company r u l e i n 

Oregon saw no improvement i n the venereal epidemic which had 

no r e l i a b l e cure. Like the B r i t i s h and United States m i l i t a r y , 

which reported a steady increase i n the number of cases of 

gonorrhea and s y p h i l i s during the nineteenth century, the 

diseases were so commonplace that the Hudson's Bay hierarchy 

tended to regard them as part of the job. 7 9 The Company, 



however, had one advantage over the m i l i t a r y ; i t could 

regulate sexual r e l a t i o n s to a ce r t a i n extent through 

c o n t r o l l i n g and s t a b i l i z i n g marriage among i t s employees. 

Although venereal disease was not mentioned i n the Company's 

marriage regulations, i n ef f e c t , by s t i p u l a t i n g that no man 

could take a wife without permission of h i s superior o f f i c e r , 

or abandon a wife unless he was prepared to f i n a n c i a l l y 

support her, the infections appear to have been brought under 

some measure of control. 

At least, Governor Simpson's assertion that "Nine Whites 

out of Ten who had been resident at Fort George have undergone 

a course of Mercury" does not appear to have been as true i n 

1834, as i t was i n 1824, when Simpson made the statement and 

the regulations came into e f f e c t . When Simpson l e f t Columbia 

D i s t r i c t i n 182 5, however, he noted: 
We s t i l l have 5 men labouring under the 'Chinook 
Love Fever' ... One of our poor fellows i s i n a 
h o r r i b l e state and i t requires a l l the professional 
s k i l l of Mr. Ross & myself to keep him at h i s 
duty. 8 1 

The r e s u l t s of venereal disease, such as general physical 

weakness and the deterioration of i n t e l l e c t u a l capacity i n 

such functions as reasoning and comprehension caused by 

organic brain damage i n early and latent s y p h i l i s , must have 
* « * 82 

had d i r e e f f e c t s on the Chinook community. Infants born 
• • 83 

with symptoms of venereal disease were probably destroyed. 

Others would have died as a r e s u l t of the i n f e c t i o n s . 

A newborn c h i l d suffering from hereditary s y p h i l i s would 
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have appeared normal but small. Within two to twelve weeks, 

however, i t s skin would wrinkle and a highly i n f e c t i o u s skin 

rash would appear on the soles of i t s feet and palms of i t s 

hands along with other skin lesions around the body's 

o r i f i c e s . The baby would have a hoarse cry r e s u l t i n g from 

l a r y n g i t i s . Abdominal distension would be common and 

enlargement of the spleen would have been almost invariable 

i n the i n f a n t . 8 4 

The incidence among Chinook women of abortion, 

miscarriage, s t i l l b i r t h and s t e r i l i t y , a l l possible 

aftermaths of gonorrhea and s y p h i l i s , would have conspired to 

keep the bi r t h r a t e low. 8 5 According to Bancroft and h i s 

assi s t a n t Francis Victor, who interviewed many of the traders 

and t h e i r children, s t e r i l i t y among Chinook women was 

common.86 According to John Sebastian Helmcken, the Hudson's 

Bay Company doctor at Fort V i c t o r i a i n the 1850s, s y p h i l i s and 

other venereal diseases were f a t a l among the Indians of the 

P a c i f i c Northwest and "rendered the women barren or t h e i r 

o f f s p r i n g , i f any, incapable, for the most part, of l i v i n g , " 

and t h i s , Helmcken concluded, was "the r e a l and true reason" 
• 87 

f o r the disappearance of the Indians. 

Present day medical knowledge of these diseases makes i t 

possible to speculate tjiat between 25 and 30 percent of 

chi l d r e n born with congenital s y p h i l i s , acquired by the fetus 

from a s y p h i l i t i c mother, would have died within the f i r s t 

year. Of the infected survivors, approximately 40 percent 



would develop late symptomatic s y p h i l i s i n t h e form of such 

d i s a b i l i t i e s as blindness, deafness, insanity and the poor 

development of bones and teeth. Their l i f e expectancy would 

have been below that of the general population and the damage 
» 8ft 

to mind and body would have been irreparable. 

Explorers, fur traders and missionaries reported that 

ophthalmia, inflammation of the eyes, was a common disease 

among the Chinook. They believed that xsore eyes' and 

blindness among the Indians resulted from overexposure to the 

sun and smoke, but i t i s certain that some of the cases they 

witnessed were the r e s u l t of children born to mothers infected 

with gonorrhea, the largest single cause of blindness i n 

chi l d r e n i n the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

I t s presence usually manifested i t s e l f from within 48 hours 

to a week af t e r b i r t h when the eyelids would swell and pus 

would c o l l e c t i n the conj e c t i v a l sac. In the 1870s, some 

e l d e r l y C a l i f o r n i a Indians t o l d Powers that t h e i r eye problems 

were due to the influences of 'white men* and that i n the 

olden days they had good eyes. Had the Chinook survived, they 

might have made a sim i l a r statement. 9 1 

The Chinook were unable to cope with venereal disease 

from t h e i r xknowledge of simples* as some explorers and fur 

traders believed. For example, Meriwether Lewis thought that 

venereal disease among the Chinook ended i n decrepitude, death 

or premature old age, but that through the use of certa i n 

plants and t h e i r diet, they "did not su f f e r great 



inconvenience." Alexander Ross continued to believe that 

the Chinook could successfully cure the worst stages of the 

*grand pox', as s y p h i l i s was known, despite the growing 

evidence a l l around him at Fort George and i n the Chinook 

camps to the contrary. 9 3 

The records of the Methodist Mission i n the Willamette 

Valley, established some twenty years l a t e r , t e s t i f i e s to the 

f a c t that venereal diseases had spread to the Indian and fur 

trade youngsters who l i v e d at the mission. "Last night died 

the l i t t l e son of Sootka Aet. about 3 years," reads the entry 

from December 15th, 1835. "He was a f f l i c t e d with a sore 

disease which he inherited from his mother." 9 4 By 1844, the 

s i t u a t i o n at the Mission was worse. Superintendent Rev. 

George Gary reported: 

The health of nearly a l l i n school at t h i s time i s 
very poor, corrupted by crime i n t h e i r degraded and 
depraved ancestors, they are seriously affected with 
venereal scrofula . . .Individuals of them have 
required medical aid and attention to cure them from 
the disease. 9 5 

Like nineteenth century doctors, the missionaries 

preferred to believe that venereal diseases i n c h i l d r e n were 

inherited, the r e s u l t of an unhealthy environment, or some 

form of innocent contact, rather than sexually transmitted. 

Congenital s y p h i l i s , however, never produces primary symptoms 

and nearly always reveals diagnosable symptoms before two 

years of age, while acquired s y p h i l i s e xhibits a primary 

l e s i o n and indicates the c h i l d has experienced some kind of 

sexual contact. Without more detailed descriptions of the 



children's diseases, i t i s impossible to say whether they were 

s u f f e r i n g from congenital or acquired s y p h i l i s , from 

gonorrhea, or from some combination of the i n f e c t i o n s . Since 

the missionaries' wards were usually of school age, however, 

i t seems l i k e l y that, some children were also sexually 

a c t i v e . 9 6 

I t i s not known how many Chinook women and t h e i r h a l f -

breed children underwent the time-honored treatment of 

bleeding and purging, the prerequisites prescribed for most 

ailments including venereal disease. The general treatment at 

the time recommended drawing off 16 to 20 ounces of blood, 

depending on the size of the patient, then applying a mercury 

purgative to the lesions u n t i l the i n d i v i d u a l s a l i v a t e d . This 

process was then repeated over days or weeks u n t i l the lesions 

seemed healed. Mercury did have certain curative properties, 

but since the doses were often close to l e t h a l , patients could 

become worse or die as a r e s u l t of treatments. Mercury could 

be mixed into a compound with vegetable or chemical materials 

then taken as a p i l l or administered as an ointment, but 

e i t h e r way, there were injurious side e f f e c t s such as stomach 

cramps and the loss of teeth and h a i r . 9 7 

Some alternate treatments for s y p h i l i s were adopted by 

Euro-American doctors from native people other than the 

Chinook and may have been used with some success since some 

are known to contain a n t i b a c t e r i a l properties. These included 

substitutes for mercury such as mandrake root, squaw root, 



c o l i c weed, Culver's root and jalap, a panacea among 

Euro-Americans for many diseases including s y p h i l i s . 

V a r i e t i e s of l o b e l i a species and sassafras were also widely 

used to 'cure' gonorrhea and s y p h i l i s . Iodine, a European 

remedy, was also substituted for mercury. 

In the treatment of gonorrhea, the wild geranium was 

reported to have healing properties. More commonly, 

salt p e t e r was used as a d i u r e t i c and penis syringes f i l l e d 

with saccharum s a t u r i n i and the balsam of copaiha were used 

with male gonorrhea victims. For women, who sometimes 

suffered chronic p e l v i c inflammatory disease as a r e s u l t of 

gonorrhea, there was opium and laudanum (tincture of opium), 

which, i f the women escaped other side e f f e c t s , at lea s t 

k i l l e d the pain. 1 0 0 For ophthalmia of whatever o r i g i n , 

"calomel applied i n about the quantity of one grain to each 

eye, once i n twenty-four hours" was thought to be "an 

e f f i c a c i o u s remedy."101 For the Chinook and fur trade 

population a l i k e , neither Euro-American nor Indian medicine 

provided a l a s t i n g cure for venereal diseases. Both Indian 

and Metis children continued to be born and to die s u f f e r i n g 

from these i n f e c t i o n s . 

X 

Unlike some native cultures (such as the I l l i n o i s t r i b e s 

where victims of communicable diseases were i s o l a t e d , or the 

J i c a r i l l a s , who believed that " a l l white men" c a r r i e d venereal 

i n f e c t i o n s and kept t h e i r women away from them, or some fa r 



Southwestern t r i b e s who customarily burnt everything connected 

with diseased persons), the Chinook blamed the Anew' diseases 

on white men, but continued to follow t h e i r old and often 
• • • 10? 

unhygienic practices. 

For example, dead slaves were denied funeral r i t e s and 

the p r i v i l e g e s of heaven. In death, as i n l i f e , they were 

regarded as the property of t h e i r owners. Sometimes they were 

k i l l e d when t h e i r master or mistress died i n order to attend 

them i n the s p i r i t world and t h e i r bodies were placed beside 

t h e i r owners i n c o f f i n canoes i n designated cemeteries away 

from the v i l l a g e s . 1 0 3 More commonly, however, t h e i r bodies 

were l e f t to rot or to be used as food for the dogs. In 

January of 1814, for example, the traders at Fort George asked 

the Clatsop to remove the body of a slave g i r l who had died 

from venereal disease so that i t would not be eaten by t h e i r 

pigs. The Clatsop responded by r e l u c t a n t l y t y i n g a rope 

around the g i r l ' s neck and dragging her to the beach where 

they squeezed her into a hole with a wooden paddle and covered 

i t with rocks — a gesture presumably designed to ensure she 

would not gain entry to the afterworld. 1 0 4 

Like most native people, the Chinook believed that t h e i r 

i l l n e s s e s were caused by e v i l beings or foreign objects which 

had entered t h e i r bodies and had to be destroyed or removed 

i n order for a cure to be e f f e c t e d . 1 0 5 Although there i s no 

record of what they thought caused venereal disease, they 

believed that the 'cold fever', as they c a l l e d malaria, had 



been brought by Captain Dominis, an American sea trader, who 

arr i v e d at the Columbia River shortly before the f i r s t 

outbreak occurred. The leg of the f i r s t Chinook malaria v i c t i m 

was "found g u i l t y " of possessing an e v i l s p i r i t . Chinook 

doctors attempted the destruction of t h i s demon by beating the 

leg with a club, dragging i t over rocks, and f i n a l l y burning 

i t and scattering the ashes so that the A S p i r i t of the Dead*, 

which supposedly d i s l i k e d ashes, could not pass through them 
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to a t t r a c t other Chinook victims to the new sickness. 

The death of t h i s patient followed by others had a severe 

e f f e c t on Chinook culture. Formerly, when a person became 

i l l , the family made a preliminary diagnosis and c a l l e d i n a 

shaman, or other person with spe c i a l i z e d s p i r i t u a l healing 

powers. With the new untreatable diseases, however, there 

appears to have been a loss of prestige among Chinook doctors 

and a waning f a i t h i n native treatments. In turn, the 

i n a b i l i t y of the Chinook medical s p e c i a l i s t s to cure the 

i l l n e s s e s introduced by Europeans and Americans had a 

profoundly disturbing e f f e c t on shamanism which was an 

i n t r i c a t e part of the Chinook s p i r i t u a l - r e l i g i o u s system. 

The Keelalles, who administered medical and s p i r i t u a l 

aid, and the Etaminuas, priest-shamans, who interceded for 

t h e i r patients with the s p i r i t world, were held responsible 

for patient deaths and could be k i l l e d for t h e i r f a i l u r e s . The 

murder of shamans appears to have escalated i n the wake of the 

epidemics and was common not only to the Chinook, but also 
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among other Indians throughout the t e r r i t o r y . Dr. William 

Tolmie of the Hudson's Bay Company r e c a l l e d that the Walla 

Walla and Cayuse Indians "shot seven of t h e i r own medicine men 

r i g h t by the f o r t during my f i v e years' stay there, and 

probably over three times that number altogether." 1 0 8 

Venereal and other epidemic diseases forced native 

doctors to expand t h e i r pharmacopoeia to include concoctions 

that were probably new, such as fern or soap berry tea for 

gonorrhea, and boiled cedar or alder bark washes for venereal 

sores, but such medicines were no match for the ravages of the 

new i l l n e s s e s and, with some diseases, the xmagic' cures of 

the white doctors. 1 0 9 While not r e l i n q u i s h i n g t h e i r 

t r a d i t i o n a l b e l i e f s , the Chinook increasingly sought out the 

medicine of the fur traders as a kind of extra insurance 

against the possible f a i l u r e of t h e i r own healing 

p r a c t i t i o n e r s . 1 1 0 

Euro-American medicines at the time, however, were often 

harsher than Indian ones and no more successful than native 

treatments i n many cases. Most physicians defined pathological 

states by describing them in terms of external and v i s i b l e 

symptoms. I t was generally believed that one could '•catch' 

a disease i n congested populations so that such health 

measures as i s o l a t i o n were practiced on an empirical basis. 

Although i t was known, for example, that clean water was 

important, that l a t r i n e s should be placed downstream from 

settlements, that burning or burying decayed food and dead 



bodies offered some protection, bacteriology, hygiene and 

preventative medicine were at a pri m i t i v e stage of 

development. 1 1 1 

At Fort Vancouver, there was "a well-regulated medical 

department" where, according to Rev. Samuel Parker, "Indians 

who are laboring under any d i f f i c u l t y and dangerous disease 

are received and i n most cases have gratuitous attendance" by 

the f o r t doctor. Many journals of the 1830s, including 

Parker's, give the impression that a steady stream of Indians 

and traders, adults and children, were brought to the f o r t for 

medical treatment. However, i t also seems c l e a r that the sick 

only made use of the hospital when a l l other 'home1 remedies, 

both Euro-American and native, had f a i l e d . 1 1 2 

Thus, i n the early years of the malaria epidemics, the 

Chinook followed t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l method of steam baths 

followed by plunges into cold water as a curative. The doctors 

and gentlemen of the Hudson's Bay Company att r i b u t e d t h e i r 

high mortality rate to t h i s treatment, but, as previously 

mentioned, t h e i r knowledge of malaria was f a r from complete 

at t h i s time. No doubt, the Chinook f e l t t h a t i f death was 

l i k e l y to occur i n any case, t h i s regime, which worked well 

with other ailments, was better than none at a l l . Unlike the 

Indians of Upper Canada who are believed to have developed 

draughts for malaria which were used with some success by 

white pioneers, the Chinook apparently had no previous 

experience with the disease and no medicines to cope with 
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i t . 1 1 3 

The fur trade i t s e l f was caught unaware when the malaria 

epidemics occurred. As a r e s u l t , i t was impossible for the 

traders to treat more than a few Indians with quinine or 

dogwood bark. Moreover, t h i s p a r t i c u l a r form of malaria, which 

could k i l l within twenty-four hours, made i t d i f f i c u l t for 

Chinook victims from the Lower Columbia River to make the 

overnight journey to the Fort Vancouver h o s p i t a l . Those i n 

the v i c i n i t y of the f o r t who went for treatment did so i n the 

knowledge that, i f nothing else, the fur traders would bury 

them. Often, however, they were driven away because the 

doctors already had too many sick among the fur trade 

population to tend to them. After the 183 0 outbreak, 

Dr. McLoughlin wrote the Hudson's Bay Company Governor and 

Committee i n London: 
Mr. Ogden was i l l of the fever and also Dr. [John] 
Kennedy, I had to attend the sick who were about 
f i f t y i n number we had to pack the furs to attend to 
the Indian Trade and to the Indians who frightened 
at the mortality amongst them came i n numbers to 
camp alongside of us — giving us as a reason that 
i f they died they Knew we would bury them. Most 
r e l u c t a n t l y on our part we were obliged to drive 
them away, and I must add to t h i s the other urgent 
work of the place so that i n fact I was as well as 
my assistants Messers James Douglas [Francis] 
Ermatinger and [James] Bi r n i e were Kept constantly 
employed from day l i g h t to eleven at night. 1 1 4 

In December of 1830, McLoughlin again touched on the 

subject i n h i s communications with the Company. He stated that 

at one time during the c r i s i s "seventy s i x " company employees 

were i l l and that they were "obliged to drive the Indians away 
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instead of affording them the assistance they implored of us 

by our having as many of our people on the sick l i s t as we 

could possibly attend t o . " 1 1 5 In subsequent malaria outbreaks, 

some native people did apply at the f o r t for "La Medicine", 

as they c a l l e d i t , but others, perhaps hardened by t h e i r 

e a r l i e r experience of being chased away at the f o r t gates, 

showed a reluctance to accept Euro-American treatments. 1 1 6 

I t i s not surprising that the i n i t i a l outbreak of 

Columbia River fever was associated by Fort Vancouver's 

Dr. Tolmie with "the f i r s t plowing of some r i c h a l l u v i a l land 

near the r i v e r bank where the Indians l i v e d " since c l e a r i n g 

land m u l t i p l i e s breeding places for the malaria-carrying 

anopheline mosquito. 1 1 7 This mosquito species p r o l i f e r a t e s i n 

the watery gashes created by agriculture and tends to p e r s i s t 

u n t i l settlement i s firmly established. In the case of the 

Willamette Valley, the man-mosquito-malarial cycle remained 

endemic for over a century with major and minor outbreaks 

taking place from the late 1820s to the 1930s. Between 1920 

and 1934, for example, some 243 cases were reported. In 1931, 

malaria reached epidemic proportions i n one Oregon school 

d i s t r i c t . 1 1 8 

XI 

Malaria played havoc with the fur trade work force i n the 

" s i c k l y season," as summer became known, and must have had a 

d e b i l i t a t i n g e f f e c t among the Chinook survivors who were 

handicapped i n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l food procurement and 



u t i l i z a t i o n routines. Moreover, much of the knowledge about 

the amounts of foodstuffs to be gathered and methods of 

preservation would have been l o s t when the elders, who were 

the 'keepers' of such information, became the f i r s t victims 

of the outbreak. In the malaria epidemics, as i n other 

epidemics, the elde r l y and the children were the f i r s t to die. 

The change i n Oregon from a fur trading area to an 

a g r i c u l t u r a l one permitted a vast and rapid increase i n the 

population, but i n the lean pioneer years the numerous 

s e t t l e r s often competed with the Indians for the same 

foodstuffs. Of a l l the Indian t r i b e s of North America, 

probably none had a more ample supply of food than those i n 

the P a c i f i c Northwest where a moderate year-round climate 

provided a r i c h harvest of f i s h , s h e l l f i s h , game, fowl, 

vegetables and berries for the Chinook "salmon culture" 
• 120 

d i e t . Although natural food resources were bountiful, many 

foodstuffs were seasonal and needed to be gathered, preserved, 

and stored on a large scale to provide staple food year-round. 

Famine could occur i f the food decomposed or i f the winter was 

unusually long when supplies of dried f i s h and other staples 

had been consumed. Although i t ^ i s reasonable to assume that 

the Chinook knew the quantity of staples necessary to get them 

through the winter, contact disturbed the food chain, which 

i s e a s i l y disrupted i n temperate climates such as the P a c i f i c 

Northwest. 1 2 1 

The d e l i c a t e balance of the ecosystem was modified by the 



fur traders so that the t r a d i t i o n a l hunting, f i s h i n g and 

gathering cycles of the Chinook were soon i n disarray. 

T r a d i t i o n a l food supplies were eroded by the introduction of 

Euro-American technology at the f o r t s i n the form of 

a g r i c u l t u r e , dairying, animal husbandry and such i n d u s t r i a l 

enterprises as lumbering and f i s h i n g for home and export 

markets. 1 2 2 By 1817, for example, the fur traders at Fort 

George (Astoria), who were "constantly employed i n cu t t i n g 

down the wood and improving the f o r t , " had cleared about 80 

acres of land for crops and had introduced domestic animals 

into the area. 1 2 3 By the mid-1830s, the traders had exploited 

the Willamette Valley so extensively that deer and other game 

food resources were reduced to an i n s i g n i f i c a n t f r a c t i o n of 

t h e i r former numbers.124 

Besides the e f f e c t s of clearing land on w i l d l i f e and 

plants normally used for food, agriculture causes a further 

d i s t o r t i o n of the natural ecological balance. Farming creates 

dense concentrations of potential food for new parasites; 

through hyperinfestation, weeds would have p r o l i f e r a t e d where 

Chinook foodstuffs once grew. 125 The introduction of sheep and 

c a t t l e by the 1820s further eroded the Chinook food supply 

since a competition for pasture between wild and domestic 

grazing animals would have been set i n motion. A further 

breakdown of the Chinook food chain simply awaited the a r r i v a l 

of overland immigrants, who began a r r i v i n g i n the thousands 

to take up farming i n the early 1840s. 



Indicative of the diminishing food resources are the 

f i r s t criminal cases i n the region, which involved Indian 

t h e f t s of pigs and cows. 1 2 6 Commonly, the pioneers d i d not 

wait f o r the law. If Indians stole c a t t l e and butchered them, 

"the s e t t l e r s would t r a i l them up and i f able to catch them 

would f l o g them severely." 1 2 7 In 1846, chief factor Peter Ogden 

stated that he would prefer to transport the Indian offenders, 

but f e e l i n g that the Hudson's Bay Company had no authority to 

sanction such a penalty, he saw "no objection to a resort to 

other means of punishment such as whipping and s o l i t a r y 

confinement," which he f e l t would be "equally e f f e c t i v e i n 

preventing offenses." 1 2 8 

The p r i c e of contact was high. The p l i g h t of the Chinook 

became obvious i n 1838 when they began hunting for food, 

rather than furs, much to the chagrin of the Hudson's Bay 

Company who believed they had become x indolent.' 1 2 9 Under 

these circumstances, fur trade babies born to Chinook mothers 

within the t r i b e s may have suffered from a number of problems 

associated with malnourished pregnancies. 1 3 0 

The white community understood, at l e a s t s u p e r f i c i a l l y , 

what was happening to the native people. In 1849, Joseph Lane, 

Superintendent of Indian A f f a i r s i n Oregon, noted i n h i s 

address before the l e g i s l a t i v e assembly: 

Surrounded as many of the t r i b e s and bands now are 
by the whites, whose arts of c i v i l i z a t i o n , by 
destroying the resources of the Indians, doom them 
to poverty, want, and crime, the extinguishment of 
t h e i r t i t l e by purchase, and the locating them i n a 
d i s t r i c t removed from the settlements, i s a measure 



of the most v i t a l importance to them. Indeed, the 
cause of humanity c a l l s loudly for t h e i r removal 
from causes and influences so f a t a l to t h e i r 
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existence. 

XII 

Although disease greatly reduced the Chinook population, 

t h e i r culture and language became extinct because those who 

survived were unable to maintain a community of v i a b l e s i z e . 

In the wake of the devastation, some Chinook moved to the 

northernmost part of t h e i r t e r r i t o r y , to Shoalwater Bay i n 

Washington and Seaside i n Oregon, which retained a i d e a l 

environment for a subsistence economy and had the advantage 

of being removed from the main a c t i v i t i e s of Euro-Americans. 

Here they mixed with the Lower Chehalis Indians. Chehalis, 

rather than Chinook, became the dominant language and culture. 

Their r e s p i t e , however, was b r i e f . In the 1850s, Americans 

ar r i v e d i n the area to exploit the oyster beds and take 

advantage of the p r o f i t s to be made in the oyster trade with 

San Francisco. Once again the Chinook were disturbed by white 
• « 132 

traders and became hosts for t h e i r diseases. 

Even a f t e r the i n i t i a l ravages of malaria had passed, 

nothing approaching epidemiological s t a b i l i t y prevailed among 

the Chinook. Typhoid fever, whooping cough, dysentery, 

measles and other formerly unknown diseases followed t h e i r 

encounters with malaria. 1 3 3 Euro-American diseases had 

encountered an isol a t e d population i n the Chinookan people. 

Behind the c h i l l i n g death t o l l , which reduced the Chinook to 

less than 3 00 people by mid-century, lurked enormous and 



repeated human anguish. T r a d i t i o n a l Chinook values crumbled. 

Wholesale demoralization and c u l t u r a l despair culminated i n 

the surrender of the w i l l to l i v e . 

The Chinooks' i n a b i l i t y to accept mixed blood c h i l d r e n to 

make up for l o s t numbers hastened t h e i r destruction. In normal 

circumstances, abortion and i n f a n t i c i d e are methods used to 

combat overpopulation, but t h i s was not true of the Chinook. 

In addition to disease and c u l t u r a l r a t i o n a l e for these 

pra c t i c e s , the Chinook believed c h i l d b i r t h was more d i f f i c u l t 

with half-breed babies and c i t e d b i o l o g i c a l impediments as an 

a d d i t i o n a l reason for abortion. 

In the 1870s Dr. George Engelmann, a prominent German 

trained o b s t e t r i c i a n and member of the United States 

s c i e n t i f i c community, gathered information from reservation, 

army and other doctors on native c h i l d b i r t h p r a c t i c e s . Like 

other nineteenth century doctors writing at the time, 

Engelmann's text lacks footnotes and not a l l of h i s informants 

are c i t e d . In the P a c i f i c Northwest, however, h i s contact was 

Dr. John F i e l d , who was the physician to the Grand Rhonde 

reservation, one of two reservations where the l a s t of the 

Chinook and other coastal Indians were placed i n the 1850s. 

Engelmann writes: 

Many [women] do i t [have abortions] for cr i m i n a l 
purposes, others because they dread the often f a t a l 
labor with half-breed children. This i s a somewhat 
remarkable circumstance, but true among our own 
Indians upon the P a c i f i c Coast, and i n the i n t e r i o r , 
i n A u s t r a l i a , and i n India, that labor following 
intercourse with whites i s always tedious and 
dangerous, frequently ended i n the death of both 



mother and c h i l d . Hence they produce abortion i n 
preference to undergoing t h i s ordeal. 1 3 4 

While Engelmann overstated the case of abortion and 

death, h i s remarks about d i f f i c u l t labor with half-breed 

infants were confirmed by other doctors and s c i e n t i s t s l a t e r 

i n the nineteenth and early twentieth c e n t u r i e s . 1 3 5 In The  

Doctor i n Oregon: A Medical History (1947), Dr. 0. L a r s e l l , 

Professor of Anatomy at the University of Oregon Medical 

School and the author of the most d e f i n i t i v e h i s t o r i e s of 

medicine i n the P a c i f i c Northwest, commented on Chinook 

c h i l d b i r t h : 

D e l i v e r i e s as a rule were easy, due to the small 
s i z e of the Indian infant. When the father was a 
white man d e l i v e r i e s were d i f f i c u l t . To f o r e s t a l l 
such ordeal, abortion frequently was practiced early 
i n pregnancy. 1 3 6 

The c h i l d b i r t h d i f f i c u l t i e s experienced by native women 

were caused by the size of ' half-breed 1 baby which, as 

Engelmann phrased i t , " i s usually [so] large as to make i t s 

passage through the pe l v i s of the Indian mother almost an 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y . " 1 3 7 In turn, the best explanation to account 

for the large half-breed babies i s a genetic mechanism know 

as 'hybrid vigour' (increased size i n o f f s p r i n g ) , which i s 

thought to occur when a couple from two d i s t i n c t gene pools 

mate f o r the f i r s t time. Indeed, J. M. Tanner, Professor of 

Ch i l d Growth at the Insti t u t e of Child Health at the 

University of London, argues that "outbreeding i n human 

populations" i s p a r t i a l l y responsible for the increased s i z e 

and heights of the world's population, since large babies 



usually grow up to be large people. In an age before 

caesarian operations were safe (the present-day s o l u t i o n to 

the problem) , i t i s not surprising that some women chose 

abortion over the p o s s i b i l i t y of c h i l d b i r t h complications. 

While the half-breed baby may have been 'the c u l p r i t of 

i t s mother's pain,' the fact that Chinook women continued to 

p r a c t i c e abortion and i n f a n t i c i d e i n the wake of massive 

population decline amounted to a kind of genocide. As a 

consequence, i t i s hard not to escape the conclusion that only 

a few infants fathered by traders survived to maturity within 

Chinook culture. For them l i f e must have been extremely 

precarious. As George Gibbs concluded i n h i s 1877 study of the 

native populations of Western Washington and Northwestern 

Oregon: 

On one point connected with the subject of 
population, a fact of ethnological importance may be 
referr e d to, v i z , the very small number of 
indigenous half-breeds. Notwithstanding the length 
of time that the fur companies have occupied the 
country, and the almost universal connection of i t s 
employees with native women on permanent terms, the 
number of metifs i s hardly appreciable. 1 3 9 

In Contact & C o n f l i c t (1978), Robin Fisher wrote "that 

the fur trade brought only minimal c u l t u r a l change to the 

Indians [of B r i t i s h Columbia] and that i t was change that they 

could control and adapt t o . " 1 4 0 Such a statement could not 

have been made about the native people on the lower Columbia 

River i n Oregon only a short distance away, nor could i t be 

written about the native people of C a l i f o r n i a , where Sherburne 

Cook•s The C o n f l i c t Between the C a l i f o r n i a Indian and White 



C i v i l i z a t i o n (1976) outlines a pattern of Indian demise that 

shares many s i m i l a r i t i e s to the destruction of the Chinook i n 

Oregon. In the wake of the fur trade i n the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, the Chinook became a nuisance and, i n the end, from 

the white perspective, a powerless and i n s i g n i f i c a n t remnant 

of an aboriginal people l o s t i n a vastly a l t e r e d environment. 

To the Chinook, the solution to t h e i r problems was to destroy 

the most v i s i b l e manifestation of the Euro-American presence, 

t h e i r half-breed children. When t h i s extreme remedy f a i l e d , 

t h e i r a l t e r n a t i v e to coping with the whites was to f l e e to the 

'other world' which they believed was uncontaminated by the 

e v i l forces brought by white men. 

The creation of a new mixed-blood population at Fort 

Vancouver, i n the Willamette Valley and elsewhere i n the 

region was accomplished at the expense of the older native 

one. Many Chinook women, however, successfully adapted to l i f e 

as traders* wives and i n the fur trade environment passed on 

fragments of t h e i r native culture to t h e i r fur trade 

youngsters. In t h i s context, t h e i r youngsters became the 

l i v i n g l i n k s of the Chinook past and the f i r s t members of an 

indigenous fur trade-cum-Metis culture. For these children, 

however, knowledge of Chinook grandparents and ancestors would 

be l a r g e l y confined to the information t h e i r mothers and other 

native people at the f o r t s were able to convey to them. Unlike 

other Metis children elsewhere i n North America, the 

youngsters born to Chinook women were less l i k e l y to be people 
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"in-between" for there were few Chinook people l e f t and t h e i r 

culture was i n ruins. 
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Chapter Two 

Transitions: C h i l d b i r t h and the Education of Native Wives 

This chapter explores c h i l d b i r t h i n the context of the 

t r a n s i t i o n s native women made when they l e f t t h e i r Indian 

cultures to become wives of fur traders and members of a fur 

trade culture. I t w i l l be argued that these t r a n s i t i o n s were 

complex and varied and even involved changes to the women's 

sexuality. The chapter begins by f i r s t examining c h i l d b i r t h 

within native coastal cultures and concludes by looking at 

c h i l d b i r t h on Hudson's Bay Company brigades. The suggestion 

here i s that while native c h i l d b i r t h methods were r e l a t i v e l y 

safe, c h i l d b i r t h while t r a v e l l i n g was dangerous to both 

mothers and infants. Moreover, while c h i l d b i r t h i n coastal 

t r i b e s was highly organized and r i t u a l i z e d , i n the early years 

of fur trade culture women could be l e f t without any 

equivalent support system to that offered i n t h e i r own native 

s o c i e t i e s . Central to t h i s interpretation i s the idea that fur 

trade culture i n the P a c i f i c Northwest was e s s e n t i a l l y Euro-

American i n character and to that end, the traders attempted 

to eradicate t h e i r wives' xIndian t r a i t s ' and transform them 

into t h e i r version of white womanhood, while at the same time 

heightening t h e i r own sense of masculinity. The success of 

t h i s indoctrination process varied. Few native women, however, 

escaped the t r a n s i t i o n a l process altogether. 

II 

To nineteenth century writers who believed x c i v i l i z a t i o n ' 
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would triumph over 'savagery,* the r i t u a l s and customs 

surrounding c h i l d b i r t h demonstrated native people's ignorance 

and l i m i t e d knowledge of 'materia medica.' The Vic t o r i a n s 

exaggerated the material poverty of the Indians, while at the 

same time i n f l a t i n g the benefits of i n d u s t r i a l i z e d society, 

which included s c i e n t i f i c progress i n the f i e l d of medicine. 1 

As a consequence, doctors and anthropologists began t h e i r 

studies with preconceived ideas about Indians and were unable 

to d i s t i n g u i s h the b i r t h practices of native women, which were 

r e l a t i v e l y safe, from what they believed to be dangerous 

superstitions that "caused women to give up t h e i r l i v e s . " 2 

While Euro-American medicine borrowed f r e e l y from native 

curatives, native medical practices were ignored. 3 

Each native culture had d i s t i n c t b e l i e f s about the proper 

d i e t and behaviour for wives and t h e i r husbands during 

pregnancy and the post-natal period. Such r i t u a l s lessened 

the anxieties of pregnancy and motherhood and gave the women 

a sense of secu r i t y . 4 Many of these ancient t r a d i t i o n s , which 

accorded a s p i r i t u a l and symbolic importance to the b i r t h 

process, were sim i l a r to 'old wives' t a l e s i n Euro-American 

soci e t y . 5 As i n Europe, d i f f e r e n t native cultures had 

d i f f e r e n t b e l i e f s and methods of de l i v e r i n g infants, which 

were c l o s e l y related to food procurement and the l i f e s t y l e s 

of i n d i v i d u a l t r i b e s . 6 Most importantly, these b e l i e f s 

r e f l e c t e d the manner i n which the people saw themselves i n 

r e l a t i o n to nature and the universe. 



The work of the nineteenth and early twentieth century 

anthropologists who gathered data on native c h i l d b i r t h 

r e f l e c t s the Vi c t o r i a n and Edwardian mania to c o l l e c t , 

separate and c l a s s i f y . Their empirical mind set seldom 

considered c h i l d b i r t h practices i n the context of native 

b e l i e f systems. As a re s u l t , l i t t l e attention was given to 

the s p i r i t u a l or metaphysical importance of the event and the 

age old r i t u a l s surrounding b i r t h i n native cultures were 

looked upon as peculiar and i r r a t i o n a l . 7 

Moreover, most anthropologists and many of t h e i r 

informants were men. Indian women showed a great reluctance 

to t a l k about pregnancy, c h i l d b i r t h or any other subject 

r e l a t e d to t h e i r sexuality among themselves, l e t alone white 

male s c i e n t i s t s . The impropriety was, i n fact, shocking to 

native females. What we know about the secret and sacred 

subject of native c h i l d b i r t h derives from the li m i t e d kinds 

of questions men asked, and the equally l i m i t e d answers of 

both native men and women.8 

However incomplete, the descriptions of r i t u a l s 

surrounding c h i l d b i r t h do reveal something of the ancient 

psychological and s o c i a l structures which supported and 

nurtured the women during and after pregnancy. Among the more 

common native b e l i e f s about b i r t h was the idea that the body 

was a s p i r i t u a l instrument possessing "a m u l t i p l i c i t y of 

v i r t u a l — apparational and transformational — f a c i l i t i e s . " 9 

The fetus was considered a l i v i n g thing that could f e e l , 

think, see, experience and sympathize with the world of i t s 
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parents and the animal world. Since the fetus could be 

affected by the actions of i t s parents, Indian women were 

instructed on ways to create harmony between themselves and 

the unborn and, l a t e r , the newborn baby. 

I l l 

At the heart of Chinook b e l i e f s about b i r t h was the idea 

that babies came from the sun and that i f they died, they 

returned to the sun and might be born again to the same 

mother. I t was also thought that c e r t a i n people were 

•guardian s p i r i t s ' who could learn whether the newborn 

intended to return to the sun or not. In e f f e c t , the b e l i e f 

i n c h i l d reincarnation, endowed the unborn and newborn c h i l d 

with an independent and free s p i r i t which had the power to 

choose to l i v e , die, or be born again. 

Many Chinook b e l i e f s were related to t h e i r maritime 

culture. For example, i t was thought that i f a husband singed 

the fur of a seal over the f i r e (a pre-butchering process) 

while h i s wife was pregnant, the c h i l d would be born with 

b l i s t e r s . If the expectant mother blew up one of the seal 

bladders, used as f l o a t s i n the seal hunt, the c h i l d would 

s u f f e r wind or gas. Pregnant women were forbidden trout or 

steel-head salmon because these f i s h were regarded as less 

pure than animal f l e s h . While the si g n i f i c a n c e of some of 

these b e l i e f s i s unclear, many practices were obviously 

designed to insure good health during pregnancy. 1 0 

Like f o l k t r a d i t i o n s i n Euro-American culture, visionary 

and symbolic imagery determined much about the pregnant 
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women's dress and behaviour. 1 1 Chinook women were not supposed 

to wear beads, bracelets, or other forms of ropes to insure 

that t h e i r infants would be free of entanglement i n the 

umbilical cord at b i r t h . I t was assumed that what the 

pregnant woman saw could a f f e c t the fetus. The women were 

t o l d to avert t h e i r gaze from snakes, raccoons, ott e r s , dogs 

with unopened eyes, corpses, or anything dead or r o t t i n g , l e s t 

the c h i l d look l i k e a r e p t i l e , f a i n t often, be born b l i n d , or 

ugly. These aversions also applied to the expectant fathers 

who were not allowed to k i l l raccoons, otters or birds since 

i t was thought that the fetus could become sick i n sympathy 

with animals and birds, which, i n the larger scheme of things, 

possessed varying degrees of s p i r i t u a l powers superior to 

those of man.12 

Whereas some C a l i f o r n i a and Great Basin native women, 

such as the Hupa, Northern Shoshoni and Maidu, used t h e i r 

menstruation huts for b i r t h , the Chinook and Puget Sound 

Indian women considered t h i s to be "a t e r r i b l e thing." Like 

other coastal native children, Chinook infants were born 

e i t h e r i n a special lodge constructed for the purpose and 

dismantled afterwards, or behind a mat p a r t i t i o n i n the 

communal dwelling house secluded from the gaze of others, 

e s p e c i a l l y the s i c k . 1 3 To be born outside was considered 

improper. Women were admonished that i f t h i s happened t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n would be reproached for i t throughout t h e i r l i v e s . 

The c h i l d b i r t h attendant or attendants varied from t r i b e 

to t r i b e , but might include a shaman, paid midwives, 



69 

r e l a t i v e s or friends. In some cases, s o c i a l status determined 

the attendants so that the higher a woman's rank, the more 

expert attention she received. 1 4 Midwives might administer 

•secret' medicines to hasten delivery and various c h i l d b i r t h 

teas brewed from 'Johnny Jump Ups' or the sprouts of wild 

roses, n e t t l e buds and June plum bark boiled together. From 

the onset of c h i l d b i r t h , the mother-to-be was the centre of 

attention i n a f a m i l i a r environment. 

The Makah of Neah Bay, Puget Sound, had a s p e c i a l midwife 

for the t h i r d stage of labour who insured the d e l i v e r y of the 

placenta by expert manipulation of the abdomen with her hands. 

Among the Clatsop and Chinook, a bandage or 'squaw b e l t ' was 

placed around the abdomen as soon as the baby was born to keep 

the placenta from withdrawing into the body. To assure a 

speedy expulsion, the accoucheur created a gentle t r a c t i o n on 

the cord with one hand, while manipulating the uterine globe 

with the other. 1 5 

A period of rest followed b i r t h . Among the Snugualmi of 

Puget Sound, a woman was required to stay i n her b i r t h hut for 

12 days. Among the Nisqually, the period of withdrawal was 15 

days. Chinook women were not supposed to sleep f o r f i v e days 

a f t e r d e l i v e r y for fear of haemorrhage and had to remain 

secluded for another f i v e days after that. During t h i s time, 

new food and work taboos related to sexual dimorphism were 

imposed. 

Like the r i t u a l s themselves, the r o l e of the father 

varied, even among tr i b e s that l i v e d i n close proximity to 



one another. Chinook husbands were allowed to be present 

during confinement. Nisqually men were banned both during 

d e l i v e r y and t h e i r wives' rest period. Sunqualmi men were 

also excluded during c h i l d b i r t h , but were expected to attend 

to t h e i r wives' needs during the post-partum period. 

Cleanliness was considered very important at t h i s time. Most 

women bathed as soon as they were strong enough, taking care 

not to wet t h e i r breasts, which were steamed over b o i l i n g 

water to hasten milk production. After the f i r s t f i v e days 

of seclusion, Chinook women were washed with medicinal water. 

In some t r i b e s , both parents were required to bathe twice 

d a i l y during the rest period. 1 6 

The emphasis placed by the Chinook and other native 

people on i s o l a t i n g t h e i r women during partus, followed by 

the removal of so i l e d materials used during c h i l d b i r t h , 

insured the women's freedom from puerperal fever, a major 

cause of c h i l d b i r t h death i n Euro-American s o c i e t y . 1 7 This 

f a c t seldom went unnoticed by the medical profession who 

att r i b u t e d the salutary aspect of native c h i l d b i r t h to "pure 

a i r and plenty of exercise" rather than cleanliness among the 

Indians. 1 8 A 'squaw belt ' or binder f a c i l i t a t e d the expulsion 

of the placenta and cessation of haemorrhage, two other common 

causes of deaths i n c h i l d b i r t h among white women.19 Like other 

Indians, Chinook remedies to ease c h i l d b i r t h also included 

varying the woman's positions i n labour and using manipulation 

for malposition of the infant. Such methods determined that 

few native women ever died i n c h i l d b i r t h with native children 
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while i n t h e i r own c u l t u r e . 2 0 

The simple fact of having been born, however, did not 

necessarily imply membership i n the t r i b e , but was a 

recognition of a new l i v i n g being among e x i s t i n g l i f e forms. 

Around the turn of the century, the l a s t Puget Sound Makah 

Indian "was welcomed into the world by the old custom of 

placing a s l i v e r of whale blubber into the newly born infant's 

mouth."21 Among the Chinook, the f i r s t r i t e of passage came 

when the baby was swaddled and placed i n i t s cradle where i t 

lay i n an extended position, i t s body protected by the r i g i d 

frame, i t s face isolated from dust, insects and d i r e c t 

sunlight by a cloth draped over the hoop. At t h i s time, the 

a r r i v a l of the newborn was announced to the cosmic forces, and 

c a l l s were made for the c h i l d ' s safety throughout l i f e . A 

cradle was always crafted immediately a f t e r b i r t h by a shaman, 

apparently to acknowledge the infant's sex and s p i r i t u a l i t y . 

There were various types of cradles, or cradle-boards, but 

they a l l shared the common fl a t t e n i n g board or strap which 

shaped the baby's head i n various conical forms. 

The head-flattening process took from eight to twelve 

months or u n t i l the c h i l d was able to walk. G i r l s were 

subjected to more rigorous head compression than t h e i r 

brothers, but the bodies of both sexes were loosely swaddled 

with bandages, then cushioned from the hard wood of the cradle 

by moss or soft bark which could be changed frequently. In 

addition to head f l a t t e n i n g , e f f o r t s were made to elongate the 

baby's nose and ears by p u l l i n g on them to make the newborn 
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more b e a u t i f u l . 

A month or so afte r a c h i l d was born, i t was customary 

for the father to host a potlatch, which took the form of 

dancing (the creative force of l i f e made v i s i b l e ) , singing and 

g i f t giving. The baby's ears were perforated at t h i s time 

with two holes. When the c h i l d l e f t the cradleboard and was 

able to walk, f i v e more ear holes were made. The c h i l d was 

now ready to become a member of the Chinook t r i b e . Another 

potlatch, t h i s time arranged by the c h i l d ' s grandparents, was 

held i n the c h i l d ' s honor. 

This potlatch bestowed an ancestral name upon the c h i l d , 

chosen by the father's mother i f the infant was male, or by 

the mother's mother, i f i t was female. The baby was held high 

i n the a i r and i t s name was shouted to the gathering. Then the 

story of the ancestor to whom i t formerly belonged was t o l d . 

Good wishes for the c h i l d , followed by singing, dancing and 

feasting completed the ch i l d ' s formal introduction into the 

t r i b e . The year-long waiting period marked the completion of 

head f l a t t e n i n g , and the r e s u l t i n g physical deformity that the 

c h i l d now shared with other members of the coastal t r i b e s . 2 2 

The time period also s i g n i f i e d the s u r v i v a l of the c h i l d 

through the months when infant mortality was greatest. 

IV 

I t i s highly u n l i k e l y than any fur trade Metis infant 

was announced to the world by a shaman, or that any of t h e i r 

fathers hosted a potlatch i n t h e i r honor. Fur trader fathers 

i n Oregon wanted t h e i r children to be c i v i l i z e d and Ch r i s t i a n ; 



the pagan customs of t h e i r wives, including those surrounding 

c h i l d b i r t h , were discarded as quickly as t h e i r wives could be 

assimilated into the fur trade. L i t t l e i s known about the 

persistence of coastal native r i t u a l s i n the new environment, 

but what seems certa i n i s that the richness of the c h i l d b i r t h 

experience i n the home cultures evaporated as native wives 

were thrust into the foreign environment of the fur trade i n 

the P a c i f i c Northwest among a potpourri of various ethnic and 

r a c i a l groups. As traders' wives, the women became members of 

a Euro-American socio-economic system over which they had 

l i t t l e c o n t r o l . 2 3 The passage was not a smooth one. 

In general, as the fur trade became established i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, the b i r t h of fur trade childr e n 

increasingly became Euro-Americanized. By the mid-1840s, 

Euro-American trained doctors delivered gentlemen's wives, 

while Metis midwives attended c h i l d b i r t h among the servants. 

In remote locations or while t r a v e l l i n g , however, native 

methods and Euro-American folk practices persisted among a l l 

ranks and classes. There was very l i t t l e unusual, however, 

about fur trade c h i l d b i r t h practices. Fathers appear to have 

p a r t i c i p a t e d i n the delivery of t h e i r children more than was 

customary i n Euro-American society and c h i l d b i r t h s on brigade 

became r i t u a l i z e d holidays, but such d i s t i n c t i o n s were also 

found to a lesser extent among white pioneers on the North 

American f r o n t i e r . 2 4 

V 

The 'ideal' fur trader's wife was a 'white lady 1 and 



since such women were unavailable i n Oregon, both gentlemen 

and servants (in varying degrees), acted as mentors i n 

converting t h e i r native wives' appearance and modifying t h e i r 

behaviour to Euro-American standards. The fur traders' 

perceptions of femininity, l i k e white male perceptions of 

femininity i n general, were governed i n large measure by 

fa u l t y conceptualizations. The negative e f f e c t s of gender 

separation were espoused as early as 1790 i n Catharine 

Macaulay's Letters on Education, which asserted the need for 

co-education. In 1792, Mary Wollstonecraft advocated that boys 

and g i r l s be educated together as a remedy f o r "sexual 

d i s t i n c t i o n s that t a i n t the mind." 2 5 

In Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender i n V i c t o r i a n 

America (1985), C a r o l l Smith-Rosenberg, one of America's 

foremost feminist historians, examined the nineteenth century 

writings of hundreds of white American women, including 

C a l i f o r n i a and Oregon women, and concluded that males and 

females grew up i n r e l a t i v e l y homogeneous and segregated 

groups bounded by emotional t i e s with others of t h e i r own sex. 

As a r e s u l t , each gender tended to be distant from the other 

and operated within i t s own sexual c u l t u r e . 2 6 She writes: 

Women revealed t h e i r deepest feelings to one 
another, helped one another with the burdens of 
housewifery and motherhood, nursed one another's 
sick, and mourned for one another's dead. I t was a 
world i n which men made only a shadowy appearance. 
L i v i n g i n the same society, nominally part of the 
same culture (bourgeois, farming, or working-class) , 
c e r t a i n l y members of the same family, women and men 
experienced t h e i r worlds i n r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t 
ways. Female r i t u a l s rigorously excluded male k i t h 
and kin, r i t u a l s so secret that men had l i t t l e 
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knowledge of them, so pervasive that they patterned 
women's l i v e s from b i r t h to death. 2 7 

In b r i e f , rather than f i r s t hand knowledge of the 

opposite sex beyond perhaps that of t h e i r mothers or s i s t e r s , 

the r e a l world of. white women was not f u l l y understood by 

white men and as a consequence, the education of native wives 

and Metis daughters to 'white* womanhood, by white fur trade 

husbands and fathers, was a kind of h i t or miss a f f a i r based 

on t h e i r perceptions of what they thought femininity and the 

i l l defined 'cult of domesticity' should be. 2 8 Although 

v a r i a t i o n could be found i n ind i v i d u a l traders' households, 

the transformation of native wives to white womanhood i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest followed a pattern which included such 

things as substituting much of the women's native a t t i r e for 

the cl o t h i n g worn by white women, acquainting wives with 

C h r i s t i a n i t y and Christian virtues, giving the women C h r i s t i a n 

names and addressing them by using the term Mrs. before t h e i r 

husband's surname, tutoring them i n British-American 

domesticity, teaching them to speak the English or French 

language and acculturating them into the rhythms of l i f e and 

work i n the c a p i t a l i s t enterprises of the fur trade. In the 

case of gentlemen's wives, lessons i n reading and wri t i n g i n 

English were not uncommon.29 As w i l l be discussed l a t e r i n 

the chapter, the older fur trade wives, e s p e c i a l l y those of 

the gentlemen, assisted the husbands i n the ind o c t r i n a t i o n of 

new brides by acquainting them with fur trade domesticity. 

As the fur trade developed, many of the Hudson's Bay 



Company servants regarded the o f f i c e r s ' native and Metis wives 

and t h e i r families as 'white'. For example, Sarah 

Scarbourough, a Metis g i r l , described the mixed-blood family 

of c l e r k James Bir n i e at Fort George as "the only white family 

here." 3 0 The 1834 Hudson's Bay Company Journal at Fort 

Simpson (close to present day Prince Rupert, B.C.) recorded 

the a r r i v a l of Dr. Kennedy and his family as "Mr. Kennedy 

arriv e d with his family — the f i r s t white family i n the 

place." Yet, John Frederick Kennedy was the mixed-blood son 

of a chief factor and his wife was a daughter of Legaic, the 

highest chief i n the Tsimshean hierarchy on the P a c i f i c 

coast. 3 1 

The t r a i n i n g of wives, however, was fraught with 

d i f f i c u l t i e s . Since most company employees had entered the 

trade as teenagers, they knew very l i t t l e about the r e a l 

hardships of white women's housework, l e t alone how to teach 

household s k i l l s to t h e i r wives. By the 1840s, however, even 

the company's servants were attempting to i n s t r u c t t h e i r 

native wives i n the kitchen. Chief factor John McLoughlin was 

i n the habit of c o l l e c t i n g bread recipes and d i s t r i b u t i n g them 

to the men so that they might teach t h e i r wives the art of 

bread making. On A p r i l 23, 1841, McLoughlin wrote to clerk 

Alexander Anderson, stationed at the Hudson's Bay Company farm 

on Cowlitz P l a i n : "I send you t h i s recipe to make bread...I 

have eaten bread made with milk by Mrs. McDonald at C o l v i l e 

and never tasted better bread. There are two t i n s or sheet 

ir o n pans i n which to bake the bread, on board the Cadboro for 



your place. 1 1 

Unfortunately, t h i s recipe has not survived, but the 

s k i l l of the r e t i r e d servant's native wives at Champoeg i n the 

Willamette Valley at bread baking are noted i n Eva Emery Dye's 

h i s t o r i c a l novel McLoughlin and Old Oregon (1900), based on 

more than twenty years of correspondence with fur traders and 

t h e i r c h i l d r e n . She writes: 

Of nothing were the Canadians more proud than of 
t h e i r wives' s k i l l i n bread-making...Nearly every 
time the bateaux went down to Fort Vancouver some 
Canadian car r i e d to Dr. McLoughlin a sample of h i s 
wife's baking, neatly browned and r o l l e d i n a towel. 
And to every one the encouraging governor said, 
"Bless me! Bless me! The best bread t h i s side of 
London" — a compliment the proud housewife stored 
ever a f t e r i n her heart. 3 3 

Cooking lessons were not isol a t e d to Fort Vancouver or the 

Willamette Valley. In the Fort Nisqually Journal of August 19, 

1851, for example, Hudson's Bay Company cle r k Edward Huggins 

noted of one the servants: "Northover at home teaching his 

wife the art of cookery." 3 4 

Yet, while some men may have taught t h e i r wives bread 

making and other Euro-American dishes, i t also appears that 

older fur trade wives were t r a i n i n g the new, younger wives. 

McLoughlin may have been busy c o l l e c t i n g bread recipes, but 

i t was h i s wife, Marguerite (Margaret) McKay McLoughlin (the 

daughter of Swiss fur trader and merchant Etienne Wadin and 

hi s Cree or Chippewa wife), who taught some of the women at 

Fort Vancouver how to cook. Margaret, who was described by 

h i s t o r i a n Alberta Brooks Fogdall as "a loving mother and an 

excellent housekeeper and manager," was p a r t i c u l a r l y well 
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q u a l i f i e d for the p o s i t i o n . 3 5 She came to Fort Vancouver 

a f t e r a childhood spent i n the Canadian fur trade around Sault 

Ste. Marie and a e a r l i e r marriage to Alexander McKay, one of 

John Jacob Astor's partners who was k i l l e d i n the Tonquin 

maritime disaster on the P a c i f i c coast i n 1811 while t r y i n g 

to e s t a b l i s h the Astorians i n the coastal fur trade. She was 

nine years older than John McLoughlin and the mother of four 

McKay children when the couple met at Fort William and 

subsequently married. As a merchant's daughter and partner's 

wife, Margaret, who apparently had never learned to write, was 

nonetheless well schooled i n the refinements thought to be 

important to a fur trade gentleman's wife. 3 6 

In one l o c a l family history i s the story of a daughter 

of a Cascade Indian headman, Betsy or White Wing, who was 

married to a Hudson's Bay Company seaman Richard Ough, who 

learned "White Man's Cooking" from Mrs. McLoughlin at Fort 

Vancouver. 3 7 S i m i l a r l y , the Willamette freemen may have been 

proud of t h e i r wive's bread and have assisted i n i t s 

preparation, but i t i s known that at least some of the women 

were tutored i n bread making by the Methodist missionaries i n 
TO 

the v a l l e y . Although h i s t o r i c a l evidence of female networks 

whereby one native wife taught another and older women taught 

younger ones i s sadly lacking, i t seems l i k e l y that informal 

networks of t h i s sort operated among those women who were able 

to communicate with one another i n the m u l t i - l i n g u i s t i c fur 

trade of the P a c i f i c Northwest. 

In t h e i r own cultures, coastal native women not only 



produced the household u t e n s i l s which served t h e i r family 

needs, but such items as cedar bark mats and f i n e l y woven 

baskets had economic value as trade goods with the fur trade 

companies. Among t h e i r own people, Chinook and other coastal 

women cont r o l l e d the food supply, gathered and processed many 

edibles and exchanged t h e i r surplus products i n the native 

trading system. 3 9 

In the new scheme of things, native to o l s were gradually 

replaced by English-American consumer goods such as washing 

barr e l s , covered p a i l s and "bakers;" items used by women i n 
r 

American households and introduction to fur trade wives by 

female missionaries and nuns during the 183 0s and 40s. 4 0 At 

the f o r t s , some of the women's j u r i s d i c t i o n over food was 

undermined by the a g r i c u l t u r a l enterprises of the Hudson's Bay 

Company, which supplied many of t h e i r f a m i l i e s ' needs through 

t h e i r husbands' rations and goods purchased at the company 

store. The r e s u l t was that the highly independent coastal 

women l o s t much of t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l power as t h e i r management 

over l o c a l c r a f t s and the family food supply were supplanted 

by the c a p i t a l i s t and male oriented fur trade. 4 1 

Despite the attempts of husbands and older fur trade 

wives to teach native wives the arts of Euro-American 

domesticity, however, both the female missionaries and nuns, 

who were largely from middle class backgrounds, agreed that 

fur trade wives were "not f i r s t rate housekeepers." 4 2 There 

were shortages of Hudson's Bay Company merchandise. The "old 

chemise," patched dresses and knee length pieces of d i r t y 
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c l o t h fastened to shoe tops, as leggings, that were worn by 

servants' wives "quite shocked" the Belgian S i s t e r s of Notre 

Dame de Namur when they arrived i n 1844 i n the Willamette 

Valley, a f t e r almost seven months at sea from Antwerp. 

Apparently, the coastal native practice of eating head l i c e 

had stopped, but as a re s u l t the women and g i r l s were covered 

with a "prodigious number of certai n insects" and "almost 

every scalp was marked with unhealed i r r i t a t i o n s . " 4 3 

The nature of the fur trade i t s e l f stamped domestic l i f e 

with c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s d i f f e r e n t from i t s Euro-American 

counterpart. The high degree of mobility among fur trade 

f a m i l i e s , e s p e c i a l l y those who t r a v e l l e d on the year long 

brigades, made the acqu i s i t i o n of material goods impractical. 

As a r e s u l t , i t was, as the missionary Narcissa Whitman 

recorded, "the custom of the country to possess nothing and 

then you w i l l lose nothing while t r a v e l i n g . " 4 4 Moreover, 

o f f i c e r s ' wives had servants to perform the drudgery 

associated with women's work i n North American society, while 

many of the servants' wives had Indian slaves to a s s i s t them. 

The missionary ladies, whose sense of domesticity were based 

on t h e i r ethnocentric concepts, misunderstood the labour of 

native wives and believed i t was "not very fashionable for 

women to do any kind of work, es p e c i a l l y housework."45 

Nevertheless, at least some native and Metis wives 

quickly added to what t h e i r husbands had taught them by 

copying the domestic practices of t h e i r white women mentors. 

For example, Mary Walker, a missionary, noted that Jane, the 
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Metis wife of chief trader Archibald McDonald, was "fond of 

making improvements, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n cooking" and quite 

r e a d i l y learned how to prepare such Yankee dishes as "toast, 

custards, puddings, and gingerbread" from her i n s t r u c t i o n . 4 6 

In the Willamette Valley, the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, 

were s i m i l a r l y engaged i n teaching the servant's wives the 

basic a r t s of Euro-American housekeeping. 4 7 

While fur trade domesticity bore only a passing 

resemblance to i t s Euro-American counterpart, the traders* 

s l a v i s h attempts to imitate the Euro-American c u l t of the 

'womanly woman' inevitably stamped t h e i r wives and Metis 

daughters with d i s t i n c t i v e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 4 8 Exemplary 

behaviour for women was considered highly desirable. The 

intangible virtues of white womanhood such as chastity, 

modesty, kindness, h o s p i t a l i t y and humanity were heavily 

stressed. I t appears that i f a husband f a i l e d to make headway 

with h i s native wife, his Metis daughters often displayed 

submissive, passive and demure countenances. Indeed, the 

impression i s given that Metis women married to o f f i c e r s were 

a l t r u i s t i c and s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g i n d i v i d u a l s . As a unknown 

contemporary wrote of Jane Klyne, wife of Archibald McDonald, 

she "went about doing l i t t l e acts of kindness." 4 9 

By conforming to t h e i r husbands' v i s i o n of white 

womanhood, however, o f f i c e r s ' wives appear to have gained 

considerable influence i n household and, i n some 

circumstances, Hudson's Bay Company matters. For example, Dr. 

William McKay (the grandson of Mrs. McLoughlin) , r e c a l l e d that 
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when h i s step-grandfather chief factor McLoughlin, was i n a 

f i t of anger, acting "impetuous and ungovernable" and 

threatening some " t e r r i b l e penalty" on an employee who had 

made a mistake, his grandmother would continue "with her 

k n i t t i n g , for she was always busy; [and] when the exuberance 

of wrath had somewhat subsided she made wise suggestions, and 

i n the end was always able to bring him to reason and induce 

him to do exactly what was r i g h t . " 5 0 

Nevertheless, observations of Indian l i f e did l i t t l e to 

lessen the traders' b e l i e f that the minds of native women were 

unfathomable, t h e i r c u l t u r a l outlook u n c i v i l i z e d , and that 

very l i t t l e could be expected of them beyond passive obedience 

to t h e i r husbands. 5 1 Such thinking coincided with the most 

common and conservative Euro-American p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r the 

'proper' education of women, which held that "sexual morality 

was the key to innocence and, moreover, the root of a l l 

morality." Such education was not meant to expand the 

i n t e l l e c t , but to di r e c t women to t h e i r proper sphere of 

womanhood. The basic lesson was one which reminded women that 

they were dependent on men for t h e i r welfare. 5 2 

VI 

The f i r s t stage of the transformation process i n Oregon 

was to change the sexual habits of native g i r l s i n an attempt 

to insure that they would be v i r g i n s at the time of marriage. 

In Quebec, where many of the servants had been raised, the 

p r i n c i p a l v i r t u e for women, according to h i s t o r i a n Peter 

Moogk, was chastity. I t was the one quality, above a l l others, 



83 

men sought i n t h e i r wives. 5 3 The extraordinary emphasis placed 

on purity, however, was elevated to new heights i n the fur 

trade of the P a c i f i c coast where the high incidence of 

venereal disease made traders wary of sexual promiscuity and 

adultery. In 1825, Governor George Simpson lamented about the 

gentlemen i n Columbia D i s t r i c t who, he f e l t , were more 

interested i n the chastity of t h e i r wives and i n t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s i n general than they were i n Company business. 5 4 I f 

Simpsons' views were correct, then i t seems that c h a s t i t y held 

less importance for the wives than i t did for t h e i r husbands. 

So strong was the desire for virtuous and f a i t h f u l wives 

that the traders worked to bring about changes i n the sexual 

conventions of t h e i r largest supplier of brides, the Chinook. 

In the pre-contact period, the Chinook had not regarded 

c h a s t i t y before marriage as an asset, but i n the post-contact 

era, they began to cl o s e l y guard g i r l s of high rank i n the 

t r i b e s . The importance white men placed on sexual innocence 

may have had l i t t l e meaning to them, but they understood 

c l e a r l y that v i r g i n s would fetch the highest bride prices, 

would marry the most important white men, and would secure the 

continuation of the Chinook role as middlemen i n the coastal 

fur trade. 5 5 

Despite the e f f o r t s of the Chinook headmen to r e s t r a i n 

t h e i r daughters, p r o s t i t u t i o n was not curbed and the traders 

continued to think that coastal g i r l s had been ra i s e d i n 

permissive sexual climates where "chastity was not looked 
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upon as a v i r t u e . " 5 6 As a consequence, they assumed these 

native women had greater sexual appetites than t h e i r white 

counterparts and a pervasive sense of 'manhood i n danger' was 

evident i n such behaviour as keeping t h e i r wives under close 

scrutiny. In A p r i l of 1825, when Governor George Simpson was 

at Okanagan as part of his f i r s t tour of inspection of 

Columbia, he noted i n his journal: 

. . . i t i s a lamentable fact that two Chief Traders 
out of Three now i n the Columbia say Messrs D....& 
M....are so much under the influence of t h e i r Women 
and so watchful of t h e i r chastity that what they 
say i s Law and they can not muster s u f f i c i e n t 
r e s o l u t i o n i n themselves or confidence i n t h e i r 
Ladies to be 5 minutes on end out of t h e i r presence 
and even for that short time keep them under Lock 
& Key altho they have more than once discovered that 
"Love laughs at Locksmiths. 5 7 

The traders' concerns with chastity were probably fueled 

by the growing b e l i e f i n Euro-American society that lusty 

female sexual behaviour was deviant and could be hereditary. 5 8 

In Euro-American society, the denial that women had sexual 

urges safeguarded male sexual potency, but i t was hard to give 

credence to t h i s b e l i e f when native wives ran of f with Indian 

l o v e r s . 5 9 A great deal of what Sigmund Freud c a l l e d 'reaction 

formation,' an arsenal of psychological defenses whereby the 

in d i v i d u a l or group converts impermissible or h o r r i f y i n g 

thoughts into t h e i r opposite, such as fear of effeminacy into 

ostentatious toughness, appears to have taken place among the 

fur t r a d e r s . 6 0 

Through such 'reaction formations', traders enlarged and 

expanded upon Euro-American and Indian concepts of 
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masculinity, u n t i l they represented the very quintessence of 

f r o n t i e r masculinity. They cu l t i v a t e d v i r i l i t y , mental 

toughness, and physical strength; t h e i r Metis sons strut t e d 

t h e i r masculinity l i k e "Great Dandies" or "Peacocks". 6 1 

Studies on the concept of masculinity i n North America 

are r e l a t i v e l y new, but as labour his t o r i a n s are beginning to 

point out, the masculine ideal was bound up with a worker's 

pride and s k i l l at his job, his status among h i s peers, the 

competition as well as the teamwork between himself and his 

fellow workers. For the f r o n t i e r worker, the outdoor nature 

of the work allowed for a certain amount of freedom since the 

work could never be f u l l y controlled from above or 

r o u t i n i z e d . 6 2 While manliness i n the fur trade has yet to be 

studied, i t seems reasonable to assume that at l e a s t some 

Hudson's Bay Company employees regarded t h e i r work as 

voyageurs, trappers, hunters, and brigade leaders as a 

challenge, a t e s t of t h e i r physical strength and stamina. 

Like the "machismo" norm i n Mexico, Puerto Rico and Cuba which 

stresses the display of male power, however, the traders 

elevated the c u l t of 'masculinity' to the extent that Indian 

and Metis women were made the 'weaker sex' — both worshipped 

and abused, placed on a pedestal or beaten at the d i s c r e t i o n 

of husbands and fathers. 6 3 

I n i t i a l l y , the traders' marriages to native g i r l s mixed 

Indian and Euro-American practices. In coastal native 

cul t u r e s , marriages were arranged by parents and most 

daughters d u t i f u l l y followed t h e i r parents' wishes i n the 
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choice of a husband. 6 4 Fathers frequently offered t h e i r 

daughters to the traders and they followed the Indian custom 

of paying a bride price for the young g i r l s . 6 5 As a parting 

gesture, the father of Chinook daughters of high rank gave 

them a farewell potlatch before they crossed the Columbia 

River to Fort Astoria to begin t h e i r new l i v e s . 6 6 

The wedding ceremony exposed the g i r l s to t h e i r f i r s t 

r i t e s of passage. In the early years of the fur trade at Fort 

A s t o r i a (George), brides were subjected to a kind of symbolic 

p u r i f i c a t i o n whereby the g i r l ' s short cedar bark s k i r t and 

salmon o i l cosmetics were removed and replaced with cumbersome 

Euro-American petticoats, s h i r t s and leggings, which covered 

t h e i r bare breasts and legs . 6 7 Such r i t u a l s may have had a 

po s i t i v e psychological e f f e c t i n converting Indian g i r l s into 

fur trade wives. At least, i n the reverse circumstance, when 

Euro-American women were captured by Eastern Indians and 

beaten and bathed to remove t h e i r 'whiteness' before being 

adopted, they reported that they f e l t t r u l y 'Indian' a f t e r the 

experience. 6 8 

As part of t h e i r wedding ceremony, new brides witnessed 

Euro-American dancing and the ef f e c t s , i f not the taste, of 

alcohol. After the establishment of Fort Langley i n 1827 when 

a "great f l u r r y of bride buying" took place, marriages were 

celebrated with a "half p i n t " of rum and sometimes with a 

dance. 6 9 The new brides were now removed from t h e i r kin, 

where polygamy and the sharing of duties between wives was 

normal, to a monogamist society where i n d i v i d u a l women were 
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more l i k e l y to be responsible for t h e i r own households and 

c h i l d r e n . 7 0 

I t was generally agreed that the task of educating wives 

was a d i f f i c u l t one since much of the women's native culture 

had to be eradicated. In the battle against the forces which 

had shaped the women i n childhood, a l l the Euro-/American 

i n s t i t u t i o n s at the traders' disposal were employed. The 

teachings and practices of C h r i s t i a n i t y were p a r t i c u l a r l y 

important. As part of t h e i r indoctrination, wives' names 

(which were unpronounceable to most whites), were replaced by 

C h r i s t i a n ones. 7 1 Long before the a r r i v a l of p r i e s t s and 

clergymen, native wives heard Sunday Bible readings at Fort 

George and Fort Vancouver and witnessed r e l i g i o u s celebrations 

such as Tous Saints and Christmas. 7 2 In a l l of t h i s , the 

women were made aware that the scriptures taught that a woman 

should forsake her father and mother and cleave to her husband 

with f u l l confidence i n him as being next to God.73 

With the establishment of Catholic and Protestant 

Missions i n Oregon during the 1830s, most wives were 

converted, i f only nominally, and couples were married 

according to the doctrines of the church. As the Methodist and 

Catholic Church Records of Fort Vancouver and the parish of 

St. Paul i n the Willamette Valley amply demonstrate, Metis 

infants were baptised and raised as Methodists or Catholics. 

Godparenting among the Catholics followed the customs of 

Quebec where prominent c i t i z e n s were godparents many times 

over to infants of humbler parentage. 7 4 
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From Catholicism came a persuasive ideology of true 

womanhood. Rooted i n the veneration of the V i r g i n , the symbol 

of s e l f - s a c r i f i c e , p a s s i v i t y and motherhood, Catholicism 

promulgated i t s views of the true r o l e of women as e f f e c t i v e l y 

as the Protestant version brought to Oregon by the American 

missionary women. In time, C h r i s t i a n i t y would become one of 

the most persistent features of Metis communities, 

di s t i n g u i s h i n g the Metis from the Indian and allowing mixed-

blood people to be more re a d i l y absorbed into the dominant 

society l a t e r on. 7 5 

As the years passed, marriage a l l i a n c e s between Hudson's 

Bay Company employees and Indian women became less important 

to the p r o f i t s of the trade. Moreover, there were fewer native 

women to marry aft e r the malaria epidemics had severely 

reduced the coastal t r i b e s . The new fur trade r e c r u i t s 

increasingly took Metis daughters as wives because they 

exhibited the virtues of femininity more often than t h e i r 

native mothers and offered patronage t i e s within the fur 

trade. Rather than purchase Metis g i r l s , marriages were 

arranged by parental permission, as was common i n mainstream 

North America, and the couples were usually married by clergy. 

Moreover, for native wives who were widowed or deserted, 

subsequent marriages were often arranged by the gentlemen of 

the company, not by t h e i r native kin. Thus, "Utah," as the 

servants c a l l e d Peter Ogden, could order a widow, whose 

husband had just been k i l l e d , to marry another trader 

immediately. 7 6 
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VII 

Of course, the idealized wife as envisioned by the fur 

traders was as much a figure of the imagination as i t was 

r e a l . The actual degree of acculturation of native women to 

fur trade l i f e and Euro-American b e l i e f s i s d i f f i c u l t to 

measure. Although many c r i t i c i s m s were le v i e d against the 

women's native customs, i t did not mean that they were 

abandoned. For some wives, the marriage a l l i a n c e gave them 

contact with whites without f u l l y separating them from t h e i r 

people. For others, there was no going home. What can be said 

with c e r t a i n t y i s that c u l t u r a l systems are both r e s i l i e n t and 

pers i s t e n t and that many Indian wives must have struggled i n 

t h e i r l i v e s coping with a tangle of t r a d i t i o n a l native roles 

and newly acquired white behavior patterns. 

For example, i n November 1835, when the daughter of a 

Sequalitchew Indian headman began her f i r s t menses while 

working as a servant i n the household of William Kittson at 

Fort Nisqually, "she attempted to follow the t r i b a l r i t u a l 

prescribed for such an event by not eating or drinking during 

the period of the flow." On the job, however, she could not 

seclude herself i n a menstruation hut nor conduct the required 

r i t u a l s for cleanliness. After her t h i r d day of fas t i n g , she 

fai n t e d . Kittson intervened over the objections of her parents 

by stopping "the superstitious practice." He put an end to 

the f a s t i n g , but worked out a compromise on the r i t u a l s , 

whereby she was ordered to "bathe nights and morning for ten 

nights" and was not allowed to enter the main house at the 
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f o r t for one month. 7 7 

A r r i v i n g at such compromises was not without d i f f i c u l t y . 

The Fort Langley journals for 1828-29 depict a running b a t t l e 

between husbands who attempted to keep t h e i r highly 

independent Fraser and Columbia River native wives "within 

due bounds," sometimes by giving them a "sound drubbing," and 

the wives who were continually "decamping", or running away 

because they f e l t they were badly t r e a t e d . 7 8 In the new 

environment, the t r a d i t i o n a l behavioral boundaries, such as 

those imposed by native husbands on t h e i r wives i n t r i b a l 

society, were gone and new ones which the traders offered 
79 

appear to have been poorly understood. 
Even among o f f i c e r s ' wives, who were considered to be the 

most acculturated to Euro-American l i f e s t y l e s , native 

practices continued. For example, once a year 

Charlotte Birnie, the Cree-Metis wife of James B i r n i e at Fort 

George (Astoria), followed Chinook t r a d i t i o n s and went to 

Shoalwater Bay each year for elk meat, clams and cranberries. 

According to Thomas Strong Nelson, who was a young boy at the 

time: 

Mrs. Birnie's canoe was one of the wonders of the 
lower r i v e r . No larger one i n the memory of Indians 
had ever been seen there. It was said that i t could 
carry seventy people. In the f a l l of the year t h i s 
canoe, manned by twenty or t h i r t y Indian men and 
women, with a l l t h e i r belongings and household furn
i t u r e aboard, would s t a r t seaward from Cathlamet. 
Mrs. Birnie, a l l f i r e and energy, would be i n 
command, and no woman on the r i v e r could command 
better ... After a few weeks of hunting and f i s h 
ing the party, with i t s s p o i l s , would return ... 
Mrs. Bi r n i e would doff her Indian character and 
again assume her role as the grand dame of B i r n i e 



There was much ambivalence i n traders 1 attempts to mould 

t h e i r native wives into white women for they also recognized 

that they were Indians with certain s k i l l s and a t t r i b u t e s 

which made a sizable contribution to the p r o f i t s of t h e i r 

business enterprise. Traders r e l i e d on the native women's 

expertise at Indian domesticity i n the wilderness and t h e i r 

a b i l i t y to act as l i a i s o n s with other t r i b e s . 8 1 Many of the 

servants' wives provided cheap and necessary labour around the 

f o r t s , doing such things as planting and harvesting the 

Hudson's Bay Company's potato and other crops. 8 2 

Some servants, l i k e the English-born George Gay, 

professed that a single native wife was "worth three white 

women," but, by and large, his attitude was unusual. 8 3 More 

often, i n the early years of fur operations i n the P a c i f i c , 

the impression i s given that traders employed a double 

standard — e x t o l l i n g the sanctity of marriage i n t h e i r 

countries of o r i g i n , while shunning i t i n the fur trade. 

Michael La Framboise, a l i t e r a t e French Canadian Astorian, who 

l a t e r worked for the Hudson's Bay Company as an interpreter 

and as the Umpqua-California brigade leader, boasted of a wife 

i n every t r i b e , yet with, the a r r i v a l of the p r i e s t s i n 183 8, 

he married Emelie Picard, a Metis g i r l , whom he taught both 

French and English " i n a winter of deep snow", and l i v e d out 

h i s l i f e as a "provident, i f indulgent, father" to t h e i r 
at 

c h i l d r e n . 
Framboise, however, was somewhat exceptional. In r e a l i t y , 



the c a v a l i e r image the men presented and what they a c t u a l l y 

d i d were inconsistent. "The marriage t i e i s not i n d i s s o l u b l e , " 

wrote clerk Ross Cox about Chinook marriage, yet only three 

Astorian clerks are known to have abandoned t h e i r Chinook and 

Clatsop wives and children when Fort A s t o r i a was taken over 

by the Northwest Company i n 1814 and some Astorians returned 

East. In 1825, Governor George Simpson advocated that the 

"Women and Children (be) sent to t h e i r Indian r e l a t i v e s " to 

reduce company expenditures west of the Rockie Mountains, but 
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i t does not appear that h i s plan was ever c a r r i e d out. At 

Fort Langley, native wives were threatened with being 

'turned-off 1 or abandoned i f they did not obey t h e i r husbands, 

but t h i s too seems to have been an i d l e t h r e a t . 8 7 

From the Indian perspective, "fur gathering people did 

not seem to be permanent guests" since they had not brought 
• • • > 88 • 

t h e i r wives and families with them. When they gave t h e i r 

daughters i n marriage, they probably expected them to come 

back to the t r i b e when the strangers l e f t . But, as time passed 

and the newcomers became permanent s e t t l e r s , i t became much 

harder f o r the women and t h e i r Metis childr e n to return to 

t h e i r Indian r e l a t i v e s . 

While traders apparently assumed that the wives they 

abandoned would be happier among t h e i r own people, i t appears 

many of the women were no longer welcome or could not adapt 

to t h e i r former l i f e s t y l e a f t e r exposure to fur trade l i f e . 

Moreover, " i f a wife were to be sent back to her family, i t 



would disgrace her as well as her family." The g i r l s ' bride 

p r i c e had brought honor to t h e i r f a m i l i e s ; being 'cast- o f f 

s i g n i f i e d that a solemn promise with the white man had been. 

broken. The woman's family and t r i b e shared i n the shame.89 

For some wives, returning to t h e i r kin meant the anguish 

of abandoning Metis children to t h e i r husbands or the Company. 

The women were aware that t h e i r youngsters could be c r u e l l y 

treated by the larger, f u l l blooded children on account of 

t h e i r b i r t h and r e a l i z e d they had no means of supporting them. 

S i s t e r Mary Dominica McNamee writes that, i n the aftermath of 

the C a l i f o r n i a gold rush of 1848-49, where many of the r e t i r e d 

servants from the Willamette died, some of t h e i r native widows 

upon returning to the valley abandoned t h e i r c h i l d r e n to the 

care of the nuns. She writes: 

From that time on, Sainte Marie de Willamette might 
be classed a home for orphans, children whose 
fathers died on the mining expedition and w h o s e 
mothers returned to t h e i r native v i l l a g e s when they 
found themselves without support. 9 0 

Throughout the West, native women were aware of t h e i r 

p l i g h t . After the mid-nineteenth century, they came to 

believe the only way to safeguard t h e i r unions with white men 

was to be married by clergy. Nat-ah-ki, the Blackfoot wife 

of free trader, James Schultz, confided to her husband that: 

"Many white men who have married women of our t r i b e according 

to our customs, have used them only as playthings and then 

have l e f t them. But those who took women by the sacred words 

of the sacred white man, have never l e f t them."91 In the 

end, many cast-off wives i n Columbia either remarried other 



traders or assumed a kind of beggarly existence i n the 

v i c i n i t y of the f o r t s . Others, as noted, returned to t h e i r 

t r i b e s . 9 2 

VIII 

As part of t h e i r conversion to C h r i s t i a n i t y , native wives 

were supposed to forsake t h e i r 'pagan' superstitions, 

including those concerned with c h i l d b i r t h . In e f f e c t , 

C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f s and the fur trade l i f e s t y l e required that 

the women re l i n q u i s h the most v i s i b l e aspects of womanhood i n 

t h e i r own cultures, namely t h e i r menstrual and c h i l d b i r t h 

huts, and most importantly, the ancient psychological support 

system which had guided t h e i r mothers and grandmothers through 

pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h . 9 3 

In the early years of the fur trade, however, at least 

some aspects of t r a d i t i o n a l native c h i l d b i r t h practices 

remained i n force. At Fort Nisqually, b i r t h lodges were i n 

use as la t e as the 1850s by the l o c a l Indian women who often 

worked at the f o r t , and may have also been employed by t h e i r 

female r e l a t i v e s who had married traders. 9 4 

P r i o r to 1824, when the Hudson's Bay Company was 

reorganized west of the Rockies, traders tended to spend the 

better part of a year at a single f o r t . Wives were large l y 

drawn from t r i b e s i n close proximity to the f o r t s . These were 

women who shared a common culture and were re l a t e d to one 

another through kinship lineage. As such, they could exercise 

a powerful c o l l e c t i v e influence over the men. I t was i n the 

traders' s e l f - i n t e r e s t to respect the wishes of t h e i r wives 



when they were nearing c h i l d b i r t h , since they were greatly 

outnumbered by Indians and dependent on them f o r furs and 

foodstuffs. Coastal native people were s t i l l considered 

h o s t i l e and traders would have been foolhardy to jeopardize 

t h e i r welfare by offending t h e i r women.95 " I t i s a lamentable 

f a c t , " wrote Simpson, "that almost every d i f f i c u l t y we have 

had with Indians throughout the Country may be traced to our 

interference with t h e i r Women."96 Moreover, i f a woman died 

i n c h i l d b i r t h , the traders could avoid the wrath of t h e i r 

native in-laws by insuring that t r a d i t i o n a l c h i l d b i r t h 

p r a c t i c e s had been followed. 9 7 

This did not mean that being born into the fur trade was 

free of s t r i f e . At the outset, there was a sharp c u l t u r a l 

c o n f l i c t between fur trade fathers and Chinook mothers over 

the f l a t t e n i n g of t h e i r children's heads. The men refused to 

to l e r a t e the practice. When ordered to remove the strap or 

board from the baby's s k u l l , some wives responded by k i l l i n g 

t h e i r infants instead. As the Hudson's Bay Company came to 

exercise increasing influence over the l i v e s of the wives, 

however, the clash over head f l a t t e n i n g disappeared. Metis 

infant s ' heads were l e f t untouched. 

As part of the 1824-25 re-organization of the fur trade 

i n Oregon, Governor George Simpson f e l t i t was "necessary that 
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a r a d i c a l change should take place." Simpson's main goal 

was to increase p r o f i t s and to that end he greatly increased 

the mobility of fur trade families. Traders were no longer 

allowed to s i t i d l e at the posts as they had previously done. 



Instead, they became part of a mobile labour force moving from 

one post to another within the d i s t r i c t with t h e i r wives and 

fam i l i e s as the expanding trade required over the next two 

decades. 

Such t r a f f i c did not always lead to harmonious r e l a t i o n s 

between the women, espe c i a l l y when wives from t r i b e s that had 

been t r a d i t i o n a l enemies were housed within the same f o r t 

compound. Confrontations took place. For example, on March 

20, 1829, Fraser River and Columbia River wives at Fort 

Langley "proceeded to actual blows." The "heroines" i n t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r evening fray were the "enlightened ones imported 

from the Columbia," but the h o s t i l i t i e s d id not end. 1 0 0 

Ultimately, chief factor John McLoughlin was forced to ban 

Fraser River wives from the company's headquarters at Fort 

Vancouver because of the 'trouble they caused' with other 

women. 

Under Simpson's guidance and McLoughlin's i n s t r u c t i o n s , 

the years came to be punctuated by annual and semi-annual 

brigades from Fort Vancouver to C a l i f o r n i a , the perimeters of 

the Snake River P l a i n and the adjoining sections of Utah and 

Nevada, New Caledonia and Hudson's Bay i t s e l f . In addition 

to furs and cargo, the men brought back wives from these areas 

so that a mu l t i c u l t u r a l Indian and Metis female population 

developed at the f o r t s i n the P a c i f i c Northwest. The wives 

were now often geographically and c u l t u r a l l y divorced from 

t h e i r own people and any hope of giving b i r t h among them i n 

t r a d i t i o n a l native setting and fashion quickly vanished. 



Chinook women, for example, continued to be the largest 

single group of native fur trade wives at Fort Vancouver. Once 

the majority at Fort Astoria (George) , they were now a 

minority i n a diverse c o l l e c t i o n of wives from both sides of 

the mountains and north and south of the Columbia River. [See: 

Chart I] Moreover, t h e i r once powerful Indian culture had 

been severely eroded by disease. In the wake of the ' c u l t u r a l 

despair 1 which followed, Chinook women had few choices but to 
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t r y and acculturate to the new order. 

The diverse native backgrounds of the wives, however, 

does not appear to have produced an equally large v a r i e t y of 

native c h i l d b i r t h methods i n the fur trade. Despite female 

interpreters, language barriers between the women were nearly 

insurmountable. According to Indian h i s t o r i a n Cecelia 

Carpenter, a member of the Nisqually Indian Tribe, the Chinook 

jargon, the trade patois was "sketchy at best." In addition 

to the problems of communications, l i t t l e evidence has been 

found to show that wives had any more knowledge about giving 

b i r t h than t h e i r husbands. Traders tended to marry very young 

native g i r l s , sometimes before they reached the age of 

menarche. In a l l l i k e l i h o o d , only a few of these teenagers 

had been instructed i n the art of c h i l d b i r t h before they were 

married and moved away from t h e i r families to the f o r t s . 1 0 3 

In general, Indian education prepared c h i l d r e n for adult 

l i f e by focusing on what was considered to be the appropriate 

and important forms of learning at each stage of growth, so 

that c e r t a i n stages were designated as the correct ones to 
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begin i n s t r u c t i n g children i n s p e c i f i c subjects and tasks. 1 0 4 

Although there i s some suggestion that post-pubescent Chinook 

g i r l s learned about c h i l d b i r t h by a s s i s t i n g older women, 

secrecy usually surrounded the event. 1 0 5 In turn, the Metis 

daughters who were weaned on the c u l t of V i c t o r i a n womanhood 

and the teachings of the Church, appear to have been even less 

informed than t h e i r mothers. 1 0 6 In both native and Euro-

American s o c i e t i e s , keeping g i r l s ignorant about c h i l d b i r t h 

i n order to r e l i e v e t h e i r fears about pain and death appears 

to have had a long history. This "wall of s i l e n c e " functioned 

because each culture had support systems composed of 

c h i l d b i r t h s p e c i a l i s t s who were available to guide the 

pregnant woman through confinement. Women were thus educated 

about c h i l d b i r t h by th e i r own delivery experiences. 

In the fur trade, these support systems were l o s t , and 

new ones were i n short supply. Consequently, i t appears that 

some women were l e f t to manage c h i l d b i r t h as best they could. 

Estranged from t r a d i t i o n a l native methods, kept innocent by 

t h e i r husbands, the expectant mothers faced a rude awakening 

when c h i l d b i r t h occurred. A Metis g i r l on the Canadian 

p r a i r i e s , Marie Rose Smith, l e f t an account of her f i r s t 

c h i l d b i r t h experience. She relates how her convent schooling 

f a i l e d to provide her with the necessary knowledge for 

c h i l d b i r t h . Although i n a d i f f e r e n t s e t t i n g and time period, 

i t i s not unreasonable to suggest that her experience may have 

been s i m i l a r to that of the fur trade g i r l s who attended the 

convent schools established i n the Willamette and Oregon City 
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Chart I 

Population and Languages of Native Wives of Known Tribes  

at the Fort Vancouver Servants V i l l a g e Taken From 

Recorded Marriages (1827-1860) 

Tribes Wife Population Language 

1. Chinook 25 Lower Chinookan [LC] 
2. Walla Walla 11 Sahaptin (West) 
3 . Cowlitz 9 Coast S a l i s h [CS] 
4 . Chehalis 6 CS 
5. Dallas 5 Upper Chinook [UC] 
6. Nisqually 4 CS 
7. Cayuse 4 — 

8. Cascade 4 UC 
9. Kathlamet 3 LC 

10. Cowichan 3 CS 
11. Calapooya 3 Calapuyan 
12. Smomish 2 CS 
13 . Spokane 2 I n t e r i o r S a l i s h [IS] 
14 . Pend d'Ore i l l e s 2 IS 
15. Nez Perce 2 Sahaptin (East) 
16. Clatsop 2 LC 
17 . Kalama 1 LC 
18. Willamette 1 LC 
19. Snake 1 Paiute 
20. Okanagan 1 I n t e r i o r S a l i s h 
21. Clallum (Klallam) 1 CS 
22 . Killmoux (Tillamook) 1 CS 
23. Stikine 1 T l i n g i t 
24 . Mole l i s (Mollala) 1 — 

25. Shasta 1 Shastan 
26. Nipissing 1 Chippewan 
Total 97 

+ 15 other native wives whose 
t r i b a l o r i g i n cannot be i d e n t i f i e d 

+ 142 Metis women of varied native 
ancestry 

T o t a l 254 

These figures do not include o f f i c e r s ' wives l i v i n g inside 
the f o r t . 
[Adapted from Susan Kardas, "The People Brought This and the 
Clatsop Became Rich," PhD. Thesis, Bryn Mawr College, 1971, 
pp. 208-13.] 
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by the S i s t e r s of Notre Dame de Namur. Her grandson, Jock 

Carpenter, who has edited her writing, states: 

L i t t l e Joseph arrived on July 12, 1878 at Chicken 
P r a i r i e , North West Territories...[where] they were 
camped. The young wife was not prepared f o r the 
violence of b i r t h i n g and scarcely recognized the 
sounds wrenched from her clenched teeth as being 

K O V . „ T R R , 1 0 7 

ner own. 

IX 

Unfortunately, neither o f f i c e r s nor servants l e f t much 
• • • 108 

information describing how t h e i r children were born. 

Notices of Metis b i r t h , i f given at a l l , are usually conveyed 

i n s i n g l e l i n e s sandwiched between other d a i l y occurrences. 

A t y p i c a l b i r t h entry from the Fort Nisqually (Puget Sound) 

Journal of 1834 reads: 
Wiscum McDonald has had an addition to h i s family, 
a daughter. F a i r weather . . . Anawiscum McDonald i s 
making wheelbarrows. Louis' wife gave b i r t h to a 
daughter. Traded a couple of beaver skins from a 
Chief of the Squamish. 
Such fragmented writings form the bulk of the traders' 

records that concerned c h i l d b i r t h at the f o r t s . Although there 

are a few references to the mothers, fathers' names are 

mentioned more frequently and indicate that B r i t i s h law, which 

made the c h i l d the legal property of i t s father, was i n e f f e c t 

i n the Company's t e r r i t o r y . 1 1 0 

Away from the doctors and the c i v i l i z e d surroundings of 

the f o r t s , however, the arrangements for b i r t h f e l l to the 

parents. The r o l e of the midwife, either by choice or 

circumstances, was often taken up by the father. Although 

some feminist historians have argued that c h i l d b i r t h i n former 



times was an ' a l l female experience', the precedent f o r male 

involvement i n c h i l d b i r t h was found i n both native coastal 

cultures and i n Euro-American s o c i e t i e s . 1 1 1 As medical 

h i s t o r i a n J . J. Malkin points out i n "The Rise of Obstetrics 

i n B r i t i s h Medical Practice:" 

The f i r s t s p e c i a l i s t s were the husbands ... I t i s 
cle a r that they . . . f e l t themselves to be important, 
as the system of 'couvade,' where the women got up 
immediately aft e r delivery, while the husband 
r e t i r e d to bed for the puerperium, i m p l i e s . 1 1 2 

Most of the traders, whether European or American born, 

came from r u r a l farming communities where information about 

the b i r t h of animals, i f not women, would have been f a m i l i a r 

to them. Some may have been knowledgeable about B r i t i s h f o l k 

p r a c t i c e s where husband assisted i n c h i l d b i r t h or experienced 

a xgossip' where husbands, friends and r e l a t i v e s gathered to 

give support to the labouring woman and witnessed the b i r t h . 

In Hawaii, where Kanaka laborers were rec r u i t e d for the fur 

trade, c h i l d b i r t h was public and witnessed by men.113 

In addition to t h i s pool of knowledge, there were 

c h i l d b i r t h practices already established i n the fur trade, 

which spread westward to the coast with the flow of commerce. 

Many of the employees were seasoned traders whose knowledge 

about c h i l d b i r t h stemmed from t h e i r own fatherhood experiences 

with native women elsewhere. Moreover, a siz a b l e number of the 

servants i n Oregon were themselves Metis and were probably 

f a m i l i a r with male midwives, that i s , men d e l i v e r i n g babies, 

on the f r o n t i e r . 1 1 4 

The journals of explorers and American missionaries to 
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Oregon support t h i s conjecture. En route to the P a c i f i c , the 

famous Sacajawea, the Shoshoni wife of Toussaint Charbonneau, 

the Metis guide and interpreter with the Lewis and Clark 

expedition, gave b i r t h to a son. Sacajawea was about sixteen. 

I t was her f i r s t b i r t h and "labour was tedious and pain 

v i o l e n t . " Although there were other women at Fort Mandan, 

where the b i r t h took place i n February, 1805, i t was the men 

who determined what should be done. 

According to Lewis, a l l the men present made suggestions, 

when Rene Jussome, another member of the expedition and father 

of Metis children, advised using powdered rattlesnake r a t t l e , 

an old Indian medicine, which was supposed to ease the pain 

i n d i f f i c u l t c h i l d b i r t h cases. Lewis wrote: 

Having the r a t t l e of a snake by me, I gave i t to 
(Jussome) and he administered two rings of i t to the 
woman, broken i n small pieces with the fingers, and 
added to a small quantity of water. . . I was 
informed that she had not taken i t ten minutes 
before she brought f o r t h . 1 1 5 

Another well-known figure i n the hist o r y of the west, 

Marie Dor ion, the Iowa wife of Metis Pierre Dor ion, gave b i r t h 

on the t r a i l while accompanying the 1811 expedition of 

Astorians under Wilson Price Hunt to the P a c i f i c . When the 

Dorions 1 joined the party with t h e i r two young children, aged 

four and two, Marie was pregnant. Near the s i t e of North 

Powder, Oregon, Marie's t h i r d c h i l d was born with the 

assistance of her husband. On the day of the b i r t h , i t was 

snowing and the half-starved party were twice obliged to ford 

i c y streams. Marie's advanced pregnancy was a source of 
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concern to the Astorians who regarded unnecessary stops and 

delays as threatening to t h e i r s u r v i v a l . 

Pierre, however, treated the matter as an occurrence 
that could soon be arranged and need cause no 
delay. He remained by his wife i n the camp, with h i s 
other children and his horse, and promised soon to 
r e j o i n the main body, who proceeded on t h e i r 
march. 1 1 6 

In 1836, Rev. Jason Lee, who was t r a v e l l i n g with a 

Hudson's Bay Company brigade, noted that they "did not r a i s e 

camp" the day Mrs. Walker "brought forth a son," but that, on 

the following day, "Mr. Walker and Squaw arrived about an hour 

a f t e r " the rest of the party had begun i t s d a i l y march. 1 1 7 

Two years l a t e r , Sarah Smith, a member of the second overland 

missionary party to Oregon, who was also with a Hudson's Bay 

Company brigade, made a similar observation. In t h i s case, 

when Mrs. Connor, the Nez Perce wife of one of the Company's 

freemen, went into labour, Sarah f e l t i t was "unchristian" to 

leave the Connors' behind and she and her husband stayed with 

them during the b i r t h . "Before sunset," wrote Sarah, "we had 

the happiness of welcoming to our number a l i t t l e h a l f breed. 

Fine l i t t l e g i r l . " 1 1 8 

Sarah and her husband Reverend Asa Smith were the only 

missionaries i n the party who showed any concern over the 

b i r t h of the Connor baby. As with other groups of tra v e l e r s , 

i t appears that husbands were expected to a s s i s t t h e i r wives 

i n c h i l d b i r t h , while the rest of the party continued on t h e i r 

journey. The day a f t e r the Connor b i r t h , Mary Walker, another 

missionary on the trek, commented; "Another quiet Sabbath. The 
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Squaw came into camp about 10 with her c h i l d i n her arms." 1 1 9 

Such records indicate that husbands* involvement i n c h i l d b i r t h 

was not only accepted, but was part of a long f r o n t i e r 

t r a d i t i o n — one which lasted among Metis f a m i l i e s i n remote 

areas, such as the Northwest T e r r i t o r i e s of Canada, u n t i l the 

la t e 1940s. 1 2 0 

Although i t i s possible that Reverend Asa Smith, who was 

a doctor, delivered the Connors' daughter, quite a d i f f e r e n t 

impression i s given i n most records of the Connor and other 

t r a i l b i r t h s . 1 2 1 Almost without exception, western l i t e r a t u r e 

suggests that native women married to white men gave b i r t h 

alone on the t r a i l . For example, a f t e r Marie Dorion's 

confinement, various journals indicate she and the baby rode 

some 20 miles to overtake the Astorians, when i n fac t , i t was 

the e n t i r e Dorion family that made i t s appearance the next 

morning: 

Pierre came trudging along i n the advance, followed 
by h i s valued, though skeleton steed, on which was 
mounted his squaw with her new-born infant i n her 
arms, and her boy of two years old wrapped i n a 
blanket and slung at her s i d e . 1 2 2 

In most native and Euro-American cultures, a period of 

re s t following b i r t h was accepted practice. While t r a v e l l i n g , 

however, post-parturn women were obliged to forsake the 

customary l y i n g - i n time. This was as true for white women who 

gave b i r t h while crossing the plains, as i t was f o r fur trade 

wives on expeditions. 1 2 3 As Hudson's Bay Company Snake brigade 

leader John Work phrased i t , the "sick", including women i n 

labour, "cannot possibly be properly attended to 
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notwithstanding the trouble and delay occasioned to the res t 
1 ?£ 

of the party." Among American mountain men, "hoots of 

d i s b e l i e f and general grousing" greeted orders to lay-by camp 

for several days so that native wives could recover from 

c h i l d b i r t h . 1 2 5 

T r a v e l l i n g too soon afte r b i r t h , however, was detrimental 

to the mother's health and the chi l d ' s welfare. A ca r e f u l 

reading of various journals shows that Mrs. Connor had been 

sick for two days before the b i r t h of her daughter and a f t e r 

r e j o i n i n g the party, she quickly f e l l behind because of her 

physical condition. 1 2 6 Similarly, four months a f t e r Sacajawea 

gave b i r t h , she s t i l l had not recovered. Clark a t t r i b u t e d i t 

"to an obstruction of the mensis [ s i c ] " and despite h i s doses 

of bark, opium and mineral water, her restoration to health 

was slow. 1 2 7 Marie Dorion was also i n poor health a f t e r 

c h i l d b i r t h . Her infant son died ten days a f t e r he was born, 
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probably as a re s u l t of her i n a b i l i t y to nurse while i l l . 

Although white women were seldom given any c r e d i t for 

t h e i r endurance during c h i l d b i r t h on the t r a i l , the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s Indian women encountered were ignored and the 

"ease of p a r t u r i t i o n " myth was propagated. Even when i t was 

evident that husbands were acting as midwives, authors l i k e 

the American s c i e n t i s t John Townsend, or the f i r s t Fort 

Vancouver schoolteacher John B a l l , f e l t compelled to comment 

that the native wives of the Hudson's Bay Company traders 

"generally require no assistance i n delivery, being f u l l y 

competent to manage the whole paraphernalia themselves." 1 2 9 
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Like other male commentators, Townsend and B a l l a t t r i b u t e d the 

a b i l i t y of native women to give b i r t h and function "as usual" 

the day a f t e r to some special q u a l i t y of the "savage" state. 

What they f a i l e d to acknowledge was that a l l women, whether 

white or native, were forced to forgo the customary c h i l d b i r t h 

p ractices of t h e i r cultures when t r a v e l l i n g and, as a 

consequence, risked t h e i r l i v e s and those of t h e i r 

o f f s p r i n g . 1 3 0 

X 

Although some babies were born on the wagon t r a i n s to 

Oregon and C a l i f o r n i a , t h i s c h i l d b i r t h experience was not 

t y p i c a l for most white woman. By contrast, giving b i r t h while 

on brigade was commonplace for fur trade wives and, i n fact, 

became a r i t u a l i z e d part of fur trade culture. If possible, 

the Hudson's Bay Company brigades would have a one or two day 

camp, which allowed the b i r t h to take place and the mother a 

b r i e f chance to recover. These rests may have r e f l e c t e d the 

traders' knowledge that i n t e r - r a c i a l c h i l d b i r t h could be 

d i f f i c u l t . In any event, such stopovers were transformed into 

'holidays' with horse races between the freemen trappers and 
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the Indians along with other l e i s u r e pursuits. As well, 

the stops provided time for domestic chores that could not be 

done while t r a v e l l i n g . 1 3 2 Although no welcoming ceremonies 

for the fur trade baby (such as would have taken place i n 

coastal native society), appear to have developed, the 

layovers demonstrated group s o l i d a r i t y during the a r r i v a l of 

a new community member. 
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Most records of fur trade children born on the t r a i l are 

found i n genealogical data on individuals, such as Peter 

Delore, who was born on a trapping expedition on January 1, 

1821 near LaGrande, Oregon, or Christina MacDonald, who came 

into the world oh September 20, 1847 at Big Camas P r a i r i e , now 

Boise, Idaho, while her family was t r a v e l l i n g . 1 3 3 Like the 

f o r t journals, the brigade journals were for the scrutiny of 

Company o f f i c i a l s concerned with business, not domesticity or 

family l i f e . As a re s u l t , there i s l i t t l e trace of the women 

and children i n the writings, despite the fa c t that they 

usually outnumbered the men on the expeditions and t h e i r 

labour was extensively employed. 1 3 4 

The a r r i v a l of a new baby, however, sometimes proved an 

exception to the usual business-like reports of the brigade 

leaders. For example, i n chief trader Peter Ogden's journal 

of the 1824-25 Snake brigade, which was devised to keep xthe 

country c l o s e l y hunted 1 on the eastern side of the Rockies as 

a means of safeguarding i t from American competition, there 

are such occasional references as, "During the night Madame 

Montour increased our numbers with a f i n e boy." 1 3 5 S i m i l a r l y , 

chief trader John Work's 1830 Snake River journal p e r i o d i c a l l y 

recorded a b i r t h : "Pritchett's wife i n Labor we did not move 

camp... The woman delivered of a boy." 1 3 6 

More commonly, however, c h i l d b i r t h went without notice. 

On one of the Snake expeditions, Ogden's wife J u l i a gave b i r t h 

i n a crude shelter i n the b i t t e r cold of winter.after eight 

months of hardship and hunger. Their son only l i v e d two 
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weeks, yet no record of his b i r t h or death appear i n the 

o f f i c i a l j o u r n a l s . 1 3 7 On another Snake brigade, Work noted: 

"A c h i l d of J.S. Loranger's six week old who had been sick for 

some time, also died." Although i t was March and the brigade 

had l e f t Fort Vancouver i n August, the c h i l d ' s b i r t h , which 
138 

must have occurred en route, was not mentioned. 

Catherine McDonald's r e c o l l e c t i o n s of her girlhood 

experiences on a brigade provide some important ins i g h t s about 

the r o l e of the women and children. She writes of a lengthy 

t r i p to the mouth of the Colorado River i n 1841, when she 

accompanied her mother Margaret, a Nez Perce woman, and her 

father Baptiste, an "Iroquois Frenchman," who was a long-time 

employee i n the Hudson's Bay Company. 
The f i r s t r i v e r we crossed was a swift stream of 
about 7 0 paces broad. The men made r a f t s to carry 
t h e i r l i t t l e baggage, the women stripped and 
lightening t h e i r saddles on t h e i r best horses 
plunged into the stream with them, having t i e d t h e i r 
children one by one on t h e i r backs, and swimming 
along with t h e i r horses on the side made several 
t r i p s that way across the r i v e r before they had 
t h e i r children a l l landed safely, as they would not 
tr u s t t h e i r l i t t l e ones to the r i p p l e s . I swam 
bearing my l i t t l e brother, whilst my stepmother swam 
with her young c h i l d , my s i s t e r . The women were 
stripped to the cotton s h i r t . The water was very 
cold, rushing from i t s parent spring and higher 
peaks. Our hands and limbs were red as wild roses 
from the burning c h i l l of the water, but the a i r was 
healthy and then the sun was cloudless and strong, 
and camping at once and the b o i l i n g soup and 
roasting of choicest b i t s of venison and fa r i n g 
generously thereon we were soon comfortable and 
joking on the d i f f e r e n t costumes of the women whose 
drenched s h i r t s stuck to t h e i r bodies shaping them 
as i f e n t i r e l y nude. 1 3 9 

While t h i s passage portrays the communal endeavors of the 

women, i t cannot be said with certainty that the domestic 
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arrangements made by the wives included c h i l d b i r t h . Not only 

were there male assisted births, but some women preferred to 

be confined alone. Later i n l i f e as a fur trader's wife, 

Catherine elected to give b i r t h alone, even though her husband 

Angus McDonald, an o f f i c e r i n the Hudson's Bay Company, 

encouraged her to be attended by a f o r t doctor. She believed 

that babies brought into the world without midwives were more 

" s e l f r e l i a n t and brave." This idea which she a t t r i b u t e d to 

her mother Margaret indicates that at least some Indian 

c h i l d b i r t h practices were passed from native mother to Metis 

daughter. 1 4 0 Since Margaret had been on many Hudson's Bay 

Company brigades, i t i s reasonable to assume that she gave 

b i r t h to one or more of her six children i n the s o l i t a r y 

fashion she described to her daughter, despite the presence 

of other women and her husband on the journeys. 1 4 1 

As the fur trade established i t s e l f i n Columbia, wives 

i n an advanced state of pregnancy were often l e f t at the 

f o r t s , while t h e i r husbands went on brigade. Some, however, 

preferred the hardships of t r a v e l and confinement with t h e i r 

husbands to the safety of the f o r t s . For example, Josette 

Legace, the half-Spokane wife of John Work, i n s i s t e d on 

t r a v e l l i n g with him and bringing t h e i r three young daughters 

i n s p i t e of Work's decision to leave h i s family behind because 

"the misery i s too great." In 1832, they went on the brigade 

to C a l i f o r n i a , although they had just returned from more than 

2000 miles on the Snake brigade a month e a r l i e r and had been 
1 A ? 

attacked by h o s t i l e Blackfeet Indians. 
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For Chinook and other coastal wives, c h i l d b i r t h on 

brigade took place without t h e i r b i r t h i n g huts, the post-natal 

r e s t period, or the psychological support system that guided 

them through labour i n t h e i r own cultures. On the other hand, 

Indian wives from i n t e r i o r plateau groups such as the Spokane 

and Nez Perce came from equestrian, buffalo hunting cultures 

where t r a i l b i r t h s were commonplace. For them, the t r a n s i t i o n 

to fur trade brigades was probably less traumatic than for the 

coastal wives where the horse was a recent introduction to 

t h e i r maritime cultures. In addition to the t r a n s i t i o n s 

required to give b i r t h on the t r a i l , Chinook women had f i r s t 

to acquire the equestrian s k i l l s necessary f o r brigade t r a v e l 

i t s e l f . 1 4 3 

XI 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t to imagine a wider c u l t u r a l chasm than 

that which existed between native wives and t h e i r fur trade 

husbands. Native wives were thrust into a world of a l i e n 

values, which required them to make changes i n the most 

intimate aspect of t h e i r l i v e s , t h e i r sexuality. Seldom 

facing c h i l d b i r t h alone i n native cultures, they now faced the 

trauma of pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h i n a male dominated foreign 

society where l i t t l e consideration was shown to them. In the 

new f o r t environments, even the company of other wives from 

d i f f e r e n t cultures and language groups may not have sustained 

t h e i r loss i n a meaningful way. The reasons native women 

married fur traders varied, but many paid f o r whatever new 

status they acquired with more frequent pregnancies and 
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r a c i a l c h i l d b i r t h without the comfort of native kin. The 

generational discontinuity inherent i n t h e i r new l i f e s t y l e s 

as traders' wives meant that the women often faced the extra 

burden of more children to care for without the help of 

mothers or grandmothers. 1 4 4 As a re s u l t , the women seem to 

have placed a greater reliance on t h e i r husbands than might 

otherwise have been the case, following t h e i r lead even i n 

matters of c h i l d b i r t h . 

While i t i s possible to trace the changing c h i l d b i r t h 

methods used i n the fur trade, h i s t o r i c a l examination does not 

y i e l d any unique fur trade or Metis b e l i e f s about b i r t h . 

Rather, i t seems that i n the coming together of native women 

and Euro-American traders, a se l e c t i v e 'immigration-like' 

process was at work so that only the women of c e r t a i n t r i b e s 

and men from cert a i n backgrounds and n a t i o n a l i t i e s were 

represented i n the fur trade population. In general, the 

traders i n Columbia favored wives from Indian cultures which 

taught young g i r l s to respect men and be submissive to them. 

Women from the Plateau cultures such as the Spokane (Flathead) 

and Okanagan were preferred over Chinook and other coastal 

women because they were assumed to be modest, chaste and "made 

good housewives." Although the traders concluded that Chinook 

women were f a i t h f u l wives once married, some men were not 

above deserting t h e i r coastal wives and paying large bride 

p r i c e s i n order to secure g i r l s from the Flathead t r i b e s , who 

were chaperoned by t h e i r mothers throughout t h e i r 
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courtships. 1 4 5 

In the mixing, mingling and juxtaposing of people and 

ideas that comprised fur trade culture, such notions as female 

c h a s t i t y took on new importance, while other b e l i e f s were 

s i m p l i f i e d or diminished. The evolution of Metis culture 

shared many of the same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s i d e n t i f i e d by 

t h e o r i s t s on the formation of new s o c i e t i e s i n eastern North 

America. Louis Hartz's idea of the "fragment" whereby North 

America was colonized by select groups or fragments of the 

c o l o n i z i n g population and his assertion that such fragments 

lacked the v i t a l i t y needed to produce creative new ideas are 

borne out by other more recent studies and seem applicable to 

fur trade culture. For example, h i s t o r i a n Peter Moogk has 

demonstrated that the type of co l o n i s t selected for New France 

enhanced conservatism i n the colony, discouraged innovation, 

and s i m p l i f i e d French culture, so that the culture of New 

France was impoverished when compared to that of the mother 

country France. 

S i m i l a r l y , i n the fur trade milieu, something akin to the 

conservative forces which conspired to discourage c r e a t i v i t y 

i n New France, seem to have been at work insuring that fur 

trade-cum-Metis culture would be one where the impulse to 

preserve the e x i s t i n g s o c i a l structure was stronger than the 

impulse to change society. As h i s t o r i a n F r i t s Pannekoek has 

stated of the Canadian p r a i r i e setting, the Metis "responded 

to the events that were changing Red River's s o c i a l structure; 

they d i d not i n i t i a t e them." 1 4 6 



Put i n the context of Columbia, i t appears that many 

pagan native b e l i e f s and r i t u a l s l o s t t h e i r o r i g i n a l meaning 

and function. In t h i s process, i t appears that the c r e a t i v i t y 

needed to generate new folk practices, e s p e c i a l l y where 

c h i l d b i r t h was concerned, did not exi s t . With the exception 

of c h i l d b i r t h on the brigades, the b i r t h of Metis children 

appears to have moved quickly from t r a d i t i o n a l native methods 

to those of the dominant society of the traders and incoming 

s e t t l e r s . 

The transformation of native women to fur trade wives was 

not a smooth one. The encroaching fur traders sought to 

es t a b l i s h equilibrium between themselves and the Indians by 

evolving collaborative relationships with Indian g i r l s through 

marriage. There was mutual accommodation, but there was also 

an overriding desire on the part of the traders to educate 

t h e i r wives to white womanhood. Their e f f o r t s were not 

e n t i r e l y successful. The women entered the f o r t s i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest as natives, but they did not necessarily 

emerge on the other side scrubbed clean of t h e i r culture or 

acculturated to Euro-American standards. 

In the wake of the t r a n s i t i o n a l process, many native 

wives appear to have been l e f t ignorant about c h i l d b i r t h and 

without any kind of a t r a d i t i o n a l support system to guide 

them. Indeed, the desire of traders to turn t h e i r native 

women into white ladies fostered sexual innocence and promoted 

the adoption of Euro-American c h i l d b i r t h p r a c t i c e s . In the 

processes of interaction, c u l t u r a l differences i n native 



114 

c h i l d b i r t h methods were modified or eradicated i n favour of 

c h i l d b i r t h practices based on Euro-American class 

d i s t i n c t i o n s . Increasingly, how women gave b i r t h and who 

brought Metis children into the world was determined by the 

status of t h e i r husbands i n the fur trade hierarchy. The fur 

trade newborn did not enter the world as t h e i r mothers had 

done. The richness of the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n s in native 

s o c i e t i e s was l o s t to the trader's c h i l d i n the pursuit of 

f u r s . Eventually, i t would be the Metis midwives and Hudson's 

Bay Company and American doctors of t h e i r fathers' culture 

who would determine how fur trade children would be born. 
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Chapter 3 

"A Natural A f f l i c t i o n " : Obstetrics i n the Fur Trade 

The fur trade was a unique manifestation of the North 

American f r o n t i e r , but i t was never so remote that i t remained 

unaltered by the new ideas emerging from nineteenth century 

Great B r i t a i n and North America. This chapter continues the 

discussion of c h i l d b i r t h i n the fur trade by focusing on the 

introduction of Euro-American obs t e t r i c and medical practices 

i n the fur trade culture of the P a c i f i c Northwest —• practices 

that r e f l e c t e d and mirrored larger Euro-American c u l t u r a l and 

s o c i a l ideologies. In the fur trade, as i n Euro-American 

society, o b s t e t r i c s were influenced by the attitudes of the 

dominant c l a s s . I t w i l l be argued that, although pregnancy was 

considered "a natural a f f l i c t i o n " , the cl a s s status of the 

childrens' fathers often determined whether a doctor or 

midwife delivered Metis infants. These changes i n midwifery 

were part of a larger movement which sought to replace native 

medical practices which lingered i n the fur trade with those 

of the Euro-American fur traders. 

II 

When single women applied to work as missionaries among 

the Indians, the American Board of Foreign Missions made 

marriage a condition of employment and undertook the task of 

fi n d i n g suitable husbands for them. Love was not considered 

a necessary part of the relationship. Courtships were b r i e f 

and the marriages were h a s t i l y arranged on the eve of 
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departure for Oregon. 1 This measure averted the dangers of 

c h i l d b i r t h en route, but did not prevent the women from 

becoming pregnant on t h e i r honeymoon t r i p s across the 

continent. 

Narcissa Whitman, a member of the f i r s t Presbyterian 

missionary party, was three months pregnant by the time she 

arr i v e d at Fort Vancouver on September 12, 1836. She 

immediately began to teach at the f o r t school, and, i n her 

f i f t h month of pregnancy, made the hazardous journey up the 

Columbia River to establish Waiilatpu, the Whitman mission 

among the Cayuse Indians. 2 Mary Richardson Walker was also 

pregnant by the time she reached Oregon i n 1838. The day 

before her son Cyrus was born i n the makeshift hut that served 

as home to the Walker family and mission to the Spokane 

Indians, she "had the f l o o r Washed and went out and s p l i t wood 

and b u i l t a f i r e to dry i t . . . made two table c l o t h s " and went 
3 

to bed about twelve p.m. 
Pregnancy was as common a fact of l i f e for these former 

New England school teachers as i t was for the wives of the fur 

traders. As i n e a r l i e r centuries, when "great b e l l i e d " women 

were considered the norm, pregnancy was considered a "natural 

a f f l i c t i o n " and was taken for granted. 4 Even V i c t o r i a , the 

new Queen, who feared having children, "danced within a 

fo r t n i g h t " of her confinement. 5 Unless they were sick, 

native, Metis and white women continued with t h e i r domestic 

work u n t i l the onset of labor c u r t a i l e d t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s . 6 
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III 

During the nineteenth century, however, a new s e n s i b i l i t y 

towards pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h developed that had not been 

present i n e a r l i e r generations. On the one hand, there was a 

new i n t e r e s t i n c h i l d b i r t h , which r e f l e c t e d the changing 

status of women in i n d u s t r i a l i z i n g s o c i e t i e s . Old assumptions, 

such as the b e l i e f that women had to suffer i n c h i l d b i r t h , 

were cast aside as medical science discovered substances to 

k i l l labor pain. 7 At the same time, such terms as 'big-

b e l l i e d * and 'great-bellied' became d i s t a s t e f u l . V i c t o r i a n 

morality regarded pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h as u n f i t f or 

discussion and the subject was ra r e l y mentioned i n 

contemporary writings. Often, the f i r s t i n d i c a t i o n that a 

woman had been pregnant came after the b i r t h of her c h i l d . 8 

The f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth century marked the b i r t h 

of modern medicine, but, l i k e so many other f i e l d s nurtured 

through new s c i e n t i f i c discoveries, old medical practices 

continued to exis t alongside newer ones. 9 There were, for 

example, debates between midwives and doctors over who should 

take care of the parturient women. In North America, the 

controversy was se t t l e d i n favour of the doctors. Indeed, with 

each passing decade, the p r o f e s s i o n a l i z a t i o n of doctors which 

c a p i t a l i z e d on t h e i r ' s c i e n t i f i c ' approach to ob s t e t r i c s 

gained acceptance u n t i l , by century's end, there were few 

women w i l l i n g to have a c h i l d without a doctor's supervision. 

The changes i n c h i l d b i r t h practices which occurred i n 



Euro-American society were f e l t i n the fur trade of the 

P a c i f i c Northwest. As agents of c i v i l i z a t i o n , Hudson's Bay 

Company and missionary doctors from the United States 

introduced Euro-American concepts of obstet r i c s among the fur 

trade and Metis population i n Oregon. From the mid-1830s 

onward, an increasing number of fur trade wives began having 

t h e i r babies delivered by doctors. 

This trend, most noticeable among the urban middle classes 

in Euro-American society, followed a s i m i l a r pattern i n the 

fur t r a d e . 1 0 The f i r s t wives to have t h e i r children 

delivered by doctors were those of the o f f i c e r s . Women with 

c h i l d b i r t h complications might also seek assistance from 

doctors, but, i n general, servants' wives, tended to r e l y upon 

midwives u n t i l doctors and f a c i l i t i e s became more avai l a b l e . 

Even then there was great v a r i a t i o n i n the way Metis children 

were born. Many women, even o f f i c e r s ' wives, gave b i r t h to 

some of t h e i r children without the assistance of doctors or 

paid midwives, while at other confinements they were assisted 

by professionals. Some women clung to the t r a d i t i o n a l modes 

of native-fur trade c h i l d b i r t h , but, i n the end, under the 

pressure of changing s o c i a l customs, an increasing number of 

Metis chi l d r e n were brought into the world by doctors. 

IV 

Medical h i s t o r i a n s l i k e 0. L a r s e l l , Robert McKechnie and 

T.F. Rose have written biographical sketches of the various 

Hudson's Bay Company doctors who practiced medicine i n the 
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P a c i f i c Northwest i n the period from 1824 to 1870 — John 

McLoughlin, John Frederick Kennedy, Meredith Gairdner, William 

Tolmie, John McLoughlin, J r . , Frobes Barclay and John 

Sebastian Helmcken — but have revealed l i t t l e about t h e i r 

midwifery p r a c t i c e s . 1 1 A l l the doctors were ranked i n the 

gentlemen class of the Company hierarchy and were required to 

c l e r k or take charge of posts as well as practice medicine. 

Under these circumstances, t h e i r medical practices sometimes 

became secondary to t h e i r other commitments. 

Secondly, there were never enough doctors to service a l l 

the fur trade posts. At any given time, there were seldom more 

than three or four Company doctors for the immense Hudson's 

Bay Company P a c i f i c region, known as the Oregon T e r r i t o r y , 

which stretched from San Francisco to Russian Alaska. As a 

r e s u l t , the task of doctoring commonly f e l l to the chief 

traders at the f o r t s , who were supplied with a medical chest 

and a few medical texts. The traders could write to the 

doctors for advice, but diagnosis by mail was probably of 

l i t t l e value when dealing with pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h . 1 2 

Traders could send serious medical cases to the f o r t s with 

doctors, or seek assistance from doctors aboard the various 

vessels which t r a v e l l e d i h coastal waters. D i f f i c u l t 

c h i l d b i r t h cases, however, probably f e l l outside these 

o p t i o n s . 1 3 Dr. John Sebastian Helmcken at Fort V i c t o r i a 

summed up the medical treatment given at most of the f o r t s 

when he wrote: 
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— a n emetic as soon as the men f e l l i l l , followed by 
a purge — then the man was well or had to get well 
by simples, the Trader or Factor being the doctor ... 
No one died. 

V 

In the Willamette Valley and i n the Upper Oregon Country, 

there were other doctors associated with the American 

Methodist and Presbyterian missions to Oregon. These men also 

practiced medicine among the fur traders and delivered t h e i r 

babies. 

A l i c e C l a r i s s a Whitman was born oh her mother's twenty-

ninth birthday aft e r an easy labor. She was delivered by her 

father, the missionary Dr. Marcus Whitman, who had.formerly 

practiced medicine i n Upper Canada. Catherine Humperville, the 

Cree-Metis wife of Pierre Pambrun, who was i n charge of Fort 

Walla Walla, came to a s s i s t , "but was not able to render much 

assistance, on account of her ignorance of the ways of white 

people." 1 5 As a consequence, A l i c e ' s father was her 

"physition [sic] & nurse." 1 6 This was the beginning of 

Whitman's ob s t e t r i c practice i n Upper Oregon. In the years 

which followed, the missionary would take many lengthy t r i p s 

by horse and canoe to delive r white and Metis c h i l d r e n . 1 7 

Reverend Jason Lee's Methodist mission i n the Willamette 

V a l l e y also enjoyed the services of doctors. The a r r i v a l of 

Dr. E l i j a h White i n 1837, however, did not prevent the death 

of Lee's New York born wife, Anna Maria Pitman, and t h e i r two 

day old son following a lengthy l a b o r . 1 8 Like Whitman, Dr. 

White, followed by doctors Ira Babcock and Rev. J.P. Richmond, 
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a Methodist minister, spent a good deal of time t r a v e l l i n g 

between the main Willamette mission, where they had a small 

h o s p i t a l , and the other missions at the Dalles, Clatsop and 

Nisqually, d e l i v e r i n g youngsters. 1 9 

The l e t t e r s and journals of the women missionaries reveal 

t h e i r fears of infant and c h i l d mortality. The ladies had 

good reason for t h e i r apprehensions. By 1844, l i t t l e A l i c e 

Whitman had drowned and the four sons born to the Whitmans' 

Metis f r i e n d , Jane Klyne, the wife of chief trader Archibald 

McDonald at Fort C o l v i l e , had d i e d . 2 1 Almost every household, 

fur trade and missionary, experienced the death of a c h i l d . 2 2 

Despite medicine's i n a b i l i t y to deal with many of the 

causes of c h i l d death, the missionary women and many of the 

wives of Hudson's Bay Company gentlemen w i l l i n g l y accepted 

male doctors as midwives. Simply put, the women wished t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n to be 'spared' and believed that trained experts, 

although they employed what we would consider as pr i m i t i v e 

o b s t e t r i c practices, offered the best chance for the s u r v i v a l 

of t h e i r infants and themselves. 2 3 In fa c t , the missionary 

women f e l t "considerable anxiety" when a doctor could not be 

present at a b i r t h , forcing them to manage on t h e i r own.24 

Similar misgivings about c h i l d b i r t h also appear to have been 

common among the o f f i c e r s * wives. In June 1842, for example, 

chief trader Archibald McKinley brought h i s wife, Sarah J u l i a 

Ogden, daughter of chief trader Peter Ogden, and h i s Nez Perce 

wife J u l i a , to the Waiilatpu mission so that she could be 
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delivered by Dr. Whitman. Their daughter, Elanor, died from 

croup 17 months l a t e r , but her b i r t h was i n d i c a t i v e of the 

growing acceptance among the gentlemen's Metis wives of 

Euro-American o b s t e t r i c a l p r a c t i c e s . 2 5 

Three years l a t e r , in 1845, at Fort Vancouver, chief 

physician Forbes Barclay, a graduate of London's Royal College 

of Surgeons, asked his superior, Dr. John McLoughlin to a s s i s t 

him i n what proved to be a d i f f i c u l t c h i l d b i r t h f o r Barclay's 

Metis wife, Maria Pambrun. According to Kate Barclay, the 

doctor's daughter, McLoughlin excused himself with the promise 

"I w i l l pray for you." 2 6 

McLoughlin's unwelcome response may have been r e l a t e d to 

the f a c t that his f i r s t fur trade wife, a native woman thought 

to be "a Chippewa Indian of Red River descent" had died i n 

c h i l d b i r t h i n 1809 leaving him with a son, which he named 

Joseph. 2 7 After forty-seven years of p r a c t i c i n g medicine, 

s t a r t i n g with his studies i n 1798, McLoughlin must have been 

aware that i n t e r - r a c i a l c h i l d b i r t h could present d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

Conversely, at the age of 61, and facing retirement, 

McLoughlin may have f e l t too old and t i r e d to be of much use 

i n t h i s task. 2 8 In either case, McLoughlin, who has often 

been characterized i n Oregon history as a doctor i n name only, 

or as a poorly q u a l i f i e d physician at best, began h i s fur 

trade career as a doctor i n the Northwest Company at Fort 

William where he was afforded ample opportunity to d e l i v e r 

i n f a n t s . 2 9 
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At Fort Vancouver, McLoughlin*s medical pr a c t i c e was not 

overshadowed by his executive duties as chief factor. Indeed, 

from 1824 u n t i l 1828, when Dr. Richard J. Hamlyn arrived, he 
30 

was the only doctor at the f o r t . Rather than being a doctor 

i n name only, McLoughlin continued to practice medicine from 

time to time throughout the 1830s and 40s and was well 

informed on the l a t e s t developments i n medicine. 3 1 In 1803, 

when the nineteen year old McLoughlin received h i s license to 

p r a c t i c e "surgery and pharmacy" i n Quebec, there were no 

medical schools i n B r i t i s h North America. The only way to 

become a doctor without leaving Quebec was through 

apprenticeship. 3 2 McLoughlin was supervised i n h i s four years 

of study by Dr. James Fisher, an outstanding physician who 

i n i t i a t e d much of the early medical l e g i s l a t i o n i n Canada. In 

addition, and probably of no small consequence for a doctor 

stationed i n the ' u n c i v i l i z e d ' regions of North America, were 

McLoughlin's l i n k s to the Canadian and European medical world. 

From Fort Vancouver, McLoughlin c a r r i e d on a l i v e l y 

correspondence with his uncle, Dr. Simon Fraser of Terrebonne, 

Quebec, and h i s younger brother, David, who had been appointed 

physician to King Louis-Philippe of France because of h i s 

outstanding s k i l l s at midwifery and works on such communicable 

diseases as s y p h i l i s . 3 3 McLoughlin also exchanged l e t t e r s on 

such s c i e n t i f i c subjects as h o r t i c u l t u r e and meteorology with 

William Jackson Hooker, Director of the Royal Botanic Garden 

at Kew i n England, and the Academy of Sciences i n Paris , which 
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published one of his studies. In his l e i s u r e time at the 

f o r t , McLoughlin read the works of such eminent s c i e n t i f i c 

scholars as Erasmus Darwin, Antoine Fourcroy and Antoine 

L a v o i s i e r . 3 4 

Fort Vancouver was medically well equipped l a r g e l y because 

of McLoughlin's e f f o r t s . In 1833, following the a r r i v a l of Dr. 

William Tolmie and Dr. Meredith Gairdner, whose education 

included extensive study i n midwifery and the diseases of 

children, Mcloughlin established the Fort Vancouver 

H o s p i t a l . 3 5 Although the hospital's records have been l o s t , 

i t i s known that i t treated some 200 to 300 patients 

annually. 3 6 In the larger Euro-American society i n the f i r s t 

three-quarters of the nineteenth century, the management of 

b i r t h i n an atmosphere of disease, that i s , within the walls 

of a ' l y i n g - i n ' hospital, was the resort of women from the 

urban poor and working c l a s s . 3 7 At Fort Vancouver, the 

ho s p i t a l may have provided s i m i l a r o b s t e t r i c services f o r the 

wives of Company laborers or servants who had c h i l d b i r t h 

complications. 

Supporting t h i s conjecture i s the comment of Dr. William 

Tolmie, who was delighted to f i n d on h i s a r r i v a l at Fort 

Vancouver, "a very excellent supply of s u r g i c a l instruments" 

including "two midwifery forceps." 3 8 Like the missionaries 

and other Hudson's Bay Company doctors, Tolmie had come to the 

P a c i f i c Northwest prepared to de l i v e r babies and brought with 

him texts on midwifery and the diseases of women and 
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c h i l d r e n . 3 9 

VI 

In the f i r s t half of the nineteenth century, the p r a c t i c e 

of medicine and the t r a i n i n g of doctors lacked 

standardization. The t i t l e 'doctor' s i g n i f i e d an occupation, 

not an education. The concept of the 'professional doctor' 

d i f f e r e d fundamentally from i t s modern counterpart, 

emphasizing the importance of personal character rather than 

the mastery of a formal body of knowledge. During the 183 0s, 

the number of medical schools i n the United States doubled, 

but few operated under university auspices. After a few months 

of comparatively inexpensive t r a i n i n g , accompanied, perhaps, 

by an apprenticeship, almost any man i n the United States 

could declare that he was a physician and begin to p r a c t i c e 

medicine. Indeed, medical degrees were so easy to come by that 

there were more doctors i n some United States c i t i e s i n the 

nineteenth century than there were i n the twentieth century. 4 0 

The q u a l i t y of medical education i n Great B r i t a i n was not 

much better than i n the United States. In many cases, B r i t i s h 

doctors were as deplorably under-educated as t h e i r American 

counterparts. 4 1 Given the standards of the times, one would 

expect that the doctors i n Oregon were poorly q u a l i f i e d , but 

both the missionary doctors and those employed by the Hudson's 

Bay Company seem to have been f a i r l y well educated. 

By the 1830s, the Company doctors who had trained under 

medical apprenticeships, such as McLoughlin, were gradually 
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being replaced by c e r t i f i e d doctors from the better medical 

schools, l i k e Edinburgh, which provided the most thorough 

medical t r a i n i n g available i n Great B r i t a i n . 4 2 Moreover, the 

Company was also able to employ some doctors, l i k e Meredith 

Gairdner and Forbes Barclay for the Oregon fur trade, who were 

considered outstanding medical p r a c t i t i o n e r s . 4 3 

In addition to these new r e c r u i t s to the Hudson's Bay 

Company i n the P a c i f i c Northwest were the Metis physicians 

John Kennedy, John McLoughlin J r . and William ( B i l l y ) McKay. 

They were the sons of Company gentlemen who had been sent from 

the fur trade country of t h e i r b i r t h s to study medicine i n 

Great B r i t a i n and the United States and had now rejoined the 

Company i n Oregon as doctors. 

Some Company o f f i c i a l s f e l t t h e i r Indian ancestry would 

serve them well i n t h e i r practice among the fur trade's native 

and Metis people. Governor George Simpson, however, had 

misgivings. Simpson was blatantly r a c i s t i n h i s attitude 

towards Dr. John Frederick Kennedy, the eldest son of chief 

f a c t o r Alexander Kennedy, who was born at Cumberland House i n 

1805, and l a t e r graduated from the Royal College of Surgeons 

of Edinburgh. In 1830, when the 25 year-old Kennedy, who 

Simpson c a l l e d "A half breed Native of Cumberland" was posted 

to Fort Vancouver, Simpson noted i n h i s journal: 

I f he turns out well .however, I s h a l l be agreeably 
surprised as i t i s a lamentable f a c t that very few 
of h i s breed have hitherto conducted themselves with 
propriety. Country & Color d i s q u a l i f y him from h i s 
s i t u a t i o n as neither Gentlemen Servants nor Natives 
w i l l have confidence i n or respect for him. 4 4 
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In large measure, Kennedy disproved Simpson's opinion of 

him. McLoughlin wrote to Simpson i n September 1832 that he 

found Kennedy "most careful and attentive and anxious to give 
45 

s a t i s f a c t i o n . " Kennedy rose i n the Company's hierarchy to 

become a chief trader i n 1847, while Simpson was s t i l l 

Governor, but was r e t i r e d i n 1856 because of h i s "habits of 

intemperance." 4 6 After his retirement, however, he was the 

elected representative for Nanaimo i n the L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly 

of Vancouver Island. He died i n A p r i l 1859 during the heyday 

of the Fraser River goldrush i n B r i t i s h Columbia. 

Shortly a f t e r his a r r i v a l at Fort Vancouver, Kennedy 

contracted malaria and McLoughlin subsequently posted him to 

Fort Simpson (Nass) where he was less l i k e l y to s u f f e r from 

a reoccurrence of the disease which struck yearly i n the Fort 

Vancouver - Columbia River region. For many years, he remained 

at Fort Simpson where he was the only Company doctor serving 

the remote northern f o r t s and coastal native populations of 

New Caledonia, as B r i t i s h Columbia was then c a l l e d . 4 7 Helen 

Meilleur, who was born i n Fort Simpson and i s the author of 

A Pour of Rain (1980) . which explores the fur trade world 

there, writes with insight of Kennedy's dilemma as a Metis 

doctor: 
The Company placed limited confidence i n the part-
Indian sons of i t s gentlemen and Kennedy himself 
deferred to other doctors. Yet, among the journal 
keepers he alone showed a s o c i a l consciousness that 
we can comprehend today; he saw the Indians as people 
and expressed concern for the men's coldness, 
tiredness, hunger and t h i r s t . 4 8 



147 

Unlike Kennedy, Dr. John McLoughlin, J r . , McLoughlin's 

eldest son from his marriage to Margaret, embodied a l l the 

negative q u a l i t i e s which f u e l l e d the Euro-American stereotype 

of the 'half-breed'. At the age of seven, John J r . was l e f t 

to be educated i n Quebec, while his parents went to Fort 

Vancouver. His formative years were spent being s h i f t e d 

between various r e l a t i v e s . Eventually, he studied medicine 

with h i s uncle David McLoughlin i n Paris, but, according to 

members of h i s own family, he lacked steadiness, committed 

"atrocious acts", chased women, disgraced the family, and had 

a perverse d i s p o s i t i o n . In short, he was considered 
49 

i n c o r r i g i b l e . 
Along with three other well educated fur trade sons, who 

found t h e i r paths to successful careers blocked i n part 

because of t h e i r Indian origins, John McLoughlin J r . joined 

General James Dickson's i l l - f a t e d "Indian Liberating Army" i n 

1836, which hoped to establish a nation for Indians and Metis 

i n Rupert's Land, the o r i g i n a l Hudson's Bay Company 

t e r r i t o r y . 5 0 

In order to quel l Dickson's army, Governor Simpson bought 

o f f two of the disappointed and disgruntled Metis by f i n d i n g 

appointments for them in the Company. Suddenly, McLoughlin's 

previously rejected application for a p o s i t i o n as post doctor 

was reconsidered. He was engaged as a surgeon at 100 pounds 

a year and sent to Fort Vancouver. Here, between the years 

1837-1840, he served as a clerk and doctor much to the 
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s a t i s f a c t i o n of his father and his father's a s s i s t a n t James 

Douglas. Simpson, however, placed the twenty-nine year old 

McLoughlin i n charge of Fort Stikine, "a miserable place" on 

the f a r northern coast of New Caledonia, where, i n 1841, he 

was murdered under curious circumstances by h i s own men.51 

. Like Kennedy and McLoughlin, Dr. William ( B i l l y ) McKay's 

medical career was involved with Metis and native people. 

McKay was a true son of the P a c i f i c Northwest. He was born at 

Fort George (Astoria) i n 1824 to a daughter of Chief Concomley 

of the Chinook t r i b e and Thomas (Tom) McKay, the son of 

Margaret McLoughlin by her f i r s t marriage to Alexander McKay. 

The fourteen year old Tom, who had come with h i s father and 

the other Astorians to Columbia, was sent east f o r a time 

a f t e r h i s father's death on the Tonquin i n 1811, but he 

returned a few years l a t e r as an employee i n the Hudson's Bay 

Company, where he became "an almost legendary scout and Indian 

f i g h t e r . " 5 2 After his wife's death, shortly a f t e r the b i r t h 

of B i l l y , Tom placed his son under the care of h i s mother, 

Mrs. McLoughlin. 

Thus, much of William McKay's childhood was spent i n the 

McLoughlin household at Fort Vancouver where h i s 

step-grandfather John McLoughlin had him "help i n the 

dispensary so as to learn from the resident doctor how to put 

up p r e s c r i p t i o n s . " 5 3 McLoughlin wanted B i l l y -to study 

medicine i n Scotland, but the American missionary Dr. Whitman 

intervened and persuaded Tom McKay that Oregon was destined 
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to become part of the United States and that an American 

medical degree would serve his son better than a Sco t t i s h one. 

As a consequence, McKay attended Willoughby Medical School i n 

Upper New York State. 

When he returned to Fort Vancouver with the Hudson's Bay 

Company brigade i n 1843, the nineteen year old Dr. McKay only 

worked for the Company for a few years. The reasons for t h i s 

are unclear and may have involved his strong pro-American 

sympathies. In any event, McKay soon moved on to became the 

physician for the Umatilla Indian Reservation and a physician 

and surgeon to the U.S. Army during the Indian wars i n Oregon 

and Washington t e r r i t o r y . According to h i s daughter L e l i a 

McKay, her father upgraded his medical degree l a t e r i n l i f e 
. • 54 

by attending Willamette University Medical School. In 1873, 

William McKay was awarded an honorary degree of medicine by 

the Oregon government. Despite these major achievements, h i s 

l i f e was seldom free from r a c i a l prejudice (as w i l l be 

discussed i n subsequent chapters), among those who regarded 

'half breeds', even well educated doctors, as i n f e r i o r to 

white men.55 

Although a l l three Metis doctors experienced r a c i a l 

prejudice, the irony was that they were also respected members 

of the very society which shunned them. These physicians 

appear to have shared the common British-American b e l i e f that 

native people had to abandon t h e i r cultures and adopt 'white* 

values i n order to s u r v i v e . 5 6 Their work as doctors was a 
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means to t h i s end. 

Like Charles Eastman, the famous Sioux doctor, l e c t u r e r 

and author of the late nineteenth century, the three Metis 

doctors i n the P a c i f i c Northwest believed that people of mixed 

blood could function within both Indian and white worlds by 

u t i l i z i n g the best attributes from each c u l t u r e . 5 7 The Fort 

Simpson medical records imply that Kennedy practiced 

o b s t e t r i c s , and, while there i s no record of McKay or 

McLoughlin Jr.. d e l i v e r i n g babies, midwifery was part of t h e i r 

jobs as general p r a c t i t i o n e r s . 

As a consequence, i t seems l i k e l y that these Metis doctors 

as s i s t e d native acculturation to the dominant society by 

lessening Metis and Indian women's fears about white man's 

medicines and c h i l d b i r t h practices. While native women were 

reluctant to have white doctors attend them, they appeared 

more w i l l i n g to be looked after by doctors who were themselves 

part Indian. In the end, the work of Metis doctors was 

r e f l e c t e d i n the changing views of Indian women towards 

professional medical care during t h e i r confinements. 5 9 

VII 

In addition to the Company and missionary doctors, there 

were v i s i t i n g physicians such as the American Dr. John 

Townsend, who practiced at Fort Vancouver i n 1833, and the 

B r i t i s h Dr. William J. Bailey, who arrived as a s e t t l e r i n 

1835. 6 0 The shortage of physicians was also p a r t i a l l y 

compensated for by individuals who had some medical t r a i n i n g . 
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According to family history, for example, chief trader 

Archibald McDonald had apparently studied medicine, but never 

used h i s t r a i n i n g "except i n cases of emergency." 6 1 

These emergencies may have included d e l i v e r i n g h i s own 

chil d r e n . About 1865, Dr. Tolmie pointed out to Ch r i s t i n a 

MacDonald the abandoned and overgrown s i t e of her cousin 
69 

Ranald's b i r t h on February 3, 1824 at Fort George. In that 

year, Fort George had a population of about 150 persons, 

seventy men and eighty or so Chinook women and t h e i r Metis 

c h i l d r e n . 6 3 Dr. John Scouler, a v i s i t i n g English doctor, did 

not a r r i v e at the f o r t u n t i l A p r i l of that year and Dr. 

McLoughlin did not reach the Columbia u n t i l the following 

November so that when Ranald was born the f o r t appears to have 

been without a doctor, except for his f a t h e r . 6 4 

I t i s known that Ranald's mother, a Chinook teenager and 

daughter of one of the most important Chinook headmen, did not 

cross the r i v e r to the Chinook camp to give b i r t h . I t i s also 

known that Car-cum-cum, his mother's s i s t e r , was h i s nurse. 6 5 

Ranald could have been born i n one of the native c h i l d b i r t h 

lodges at the f o r t , but i t i s more l i k e l y that he was 

delivered i n the f o r t quarters by his father. 

The presence of Hamilton's Midwifery and Hamilton on  

Female Complaints at Fort George suggests that, when there 

was no doctor available, the gentlemen themselves managed 

t h e i r wives' confinements with the aid of native women.66 

This was not surprising given t h e i r negative opinions of 
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Chinook culture. Like McDonald, who was educated at the 

University of Edinburgh, t h e i r world views were shaped by 

t h e i r r e l i g i o u s and s c i e n t i f i c convictions. In McDonald's 

case, h i s staunch Presbyterian b e l i e f s could not be reconciled 

with the r i t u a l i s t i c practices involved i n Chinook c h i l d b i r t h , 
6 7 

which he would have considered pagan. 
Princess Sunday, Ranald's mother, died "a few days" a f t e r 

Ranald was born. 6 8 McDonald promptly took steps to ensure h i s 

son's future would be within mainstream North American 

society, rather than his mother's native culture. He would not 

allow h i s son's head to be flattened i n the t r a d i t i o n a l 

Chinook manner and he named his newborn a f t e r h i s Scottish 

great-grandfather. I f McDonald's c h i l d b i r t h p r a c t i c e s were 

i n any way to blame for his native wife's death, i t did not 

deter him from using his Scottish o b s t e t r i c s with h i s next 
6 9 

wife, Jane Klyne, a young Swiss Metis g i r l . 
In Jane, McDonald found a receptive p u p i l for h i s moral 

values. Jane, who was f u l l y "educated by her husband", was 

regarded with much esteem even by the high- minded and often 
70 • 

c r i t i c a l missionaries. Although McDonald was i n charge of 

various posts, most were small and none had doctors. As a 

r e s u l t , i t seems l i k e l y that he oversaw the d e l i v e r y of h i s 

t h i r t e e n sons and one daughter with Jane. 7 1 He was probably 

ass i s t e d i n t h i s task by native women, who were increasingly 

h i r e d as c h i l d b i r t h nurses by both fur traders and white 

s e t t l e r s . 7 2 
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What can be said with certainty i s that, when the McDonald 

twins were born i n July 1830, and Jane was unable to breast 

feed, Archibald found.an Indian wet-nurse. The native woman's 

own c h i l d was given cow's milk following McDonald's 

in s t r u c t i o n s . "This was an e n t i r e l y new departure f o r the 

Indians and half breeds," according to McDonald's niece, 

C h r i s t i n a , "and the Indian youngster received the name La-Let" 

which he bore for the rest of his l i f e . 7 3 

Like McDonald, Solomon Smith, the second teacher at the 

Fort Vancouver school, had studied medicine, but did not use 

h i s t r a i n i n g as an occupation. 7 4 Among the Presbyterian 

missionaries, however, Henry Spalding, who had taken some 

medical courses, attempted "to treat the Indians." Rev. Asa 

Smith, who was the best q u a l i f i e d next to Dr. Whitman, 

probably did the same.75 Mary Richardson Walker had also 

studied medicine, but other than taking "morphine and calomel" 

before and aft e r her pregnancies, she makes no references to 

using her medical knowledge outside of her f a m i l y . 7 6 The same 

could not be said of William Henry Gray who, a f t e r 16 weeks 

of public lectures at F a i r f i e l d Medical School i n New York, 

began to practice medicine. Whitman declared him a fraud and 

was able to ensure that the missionary board, which had 

accepted his questionable medical q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , refrained 

from addressing him as 'Doctor.' Despite t h i s sanction, Gray 

continued to practice medicine among the Indian and immigrant 

populations, apparently with some success. 7 7 
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VIII 

Dr. Whitman was ahead of his time i n protesting the 

"p r o s t i t u t i o n of the t i t l e M.D.", which became a to p i c of 

heated debate i n the late 1860s and 70s as the medical 

profession became increasingly organized i n the P a c i f i c 
78 

Northwest. How much i t mattered i s questionable. Both 

q u a l i f i e d and not so q u a l i f i e d doctors were governed by the 

lim i t e d knowledge of obstetrics at the time. A doctor's 

education did not provide him with much of an understanding 

of the " l i v i n g function of menstruation, conception, f a e t a l 
79 • 

growth and b i r t h . " The mechanism of labor was more or less 

understood, but the 'correct po s i t i o n ' of a woman i n labor 
80 

was a subject of much discussion. The f i r s t American text 

on midwifery, Valentine Seaman's The Midwifery Monitor and  

Mothers Mirror (1800), l i s t s three proper positions for the 

laboring woman — standing on her knees, s i t t i n g on the lap 

of another, or laying on her side i n bed. 8 1 By the 18 3 0s, 

however, doctors educated i n North American, l i k e Whitman and 

McKay, favoured positioning the women f l a t on her back i n bed 

during c h i l d b i r t h , while t h e i r B r i t i s h trained counterparts, 

l i k e Tolmie and Kennedy, opted to place the woman i n labor on 
82 

her side i n bed. 
While the doctors were arguing over the best p o s i t i o n for 

women during labor, common people continued to r e l y on age 

old and l o c a l methods of n a t i v i t y . According to one English 

doctor, the hand loom weaver's wife was: 
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... upon her feet, with a woman on each side; her 
arms are placed round t h e i r necks; and i n nature's 
agony she almost drags her supporters to the f l o o r ; 
and i n t h i s state the b i r t h takes place. 

The h i s t o r i a n E.P. Thompson used t h i s c i t a t i o n to describe 

the conditions of the working class and accepted the doctor's 

statement that the woman's position was due to a lack of clean 

bedclothes. I t i s just as l i k e l y , however, that the standing 
. . 83 

p o s i t i o n for delivery was favoured i n the community. Indeed, 

throughout Great B r i t a i n and Europe, each county and region 

had i t s own p a r t i c u l a r position for c h i l d b i r t h . 

The complaints of European physicians, who t r i e d to 

convince stubborn • women of the virtues of de l i v e r y i n the 

safety of a bed, were echoed by American doctors who lamented 

that the immigrants had transported t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l b i r t h 

p r a c t i c e s to t h e i r new homeland. They argued that the 

positions assumed by women i n c h i l d b i r t h were dangerous since 

the newborn might be dropped at b i r t h and injured. Their 

sermonizing met with l i t t l e success i n the f i r s t t h i r d of the 

nineteenth century. Women were convinced that t h e i r 

t r a d i t i o n a l methods of p a r t u r i t i o n , which had worked well i n 

Europe, would work well i n America. Although there were some 

new world changes to old world b i r t h practices, they were not 

always those envisioned by the doctors. 

From V i r g i n i a and Pennsylvania to Southwest Missouri, one 

common mode of delivery was for the husband to s i t on a 

straight-backed chair with h i s laboring wife r e c l i n i n g i n h i s 

arms while an accoucheur, who might be a neighbor, r e l a t i v e , 
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f r i e n d , or paid midwife, sat upon an inverted half-bushel 

b a r r e l placed between the legs of the woman to 'catch the 

baby' when i t came. Variations of t h i s p o s i t i o n were also 

found i n Ohio and other f r o n t i e r regions. U n t i l the 1850s, 

a f a m i l i a r p o s i t i o n for French Canadian and Vermont women was 

to give b i r t h with t h e i r heads and shoulders raised at a sharp 
86 

angle. A Wisconsin woman, l a t e r to be a paid midwife, 

r e c a l l e d her second c h i l d b i r t h i n the 1840s: 
I was on my knees by the side of the bed because i t 
goes faster that way, I think. L i t t l e Clarence [.her 
two year old son] crawled down there out of bed. He 
looked around and said, "Hello Baby." 8 7 

Like the regional and l o c a l variations i n Europe and North 

America, every native culture had t r a d i t i o n a l b i r t h positions 

believed to be the correct one or ones for laboring women. 

For example, among the many native cultures represented by the 

fur trade wives at Fort Vancouver, some Flathead (Spokane) and 

Kootenais gave b i r t h i n a semi-recumbent p o s i t i o n over a box 

covered with buffalo robes while t h e i r abdomens were massaged 
89 • 

by an attendant. Among the Plains Cree, the women kneeled 

against a chest-high support created by lashing a pole across 
90 • 

two forked uprights. Nez Perce women had d i f f e r e n t 
91 

p o s i t i o n s for each stage of labor. Among the Chinook, some 

women waited u n t i l the moment of b i r t h was near before 

assuming an erect kneeling position. A young woman assistant 

stood behind the parturient woman clasping her under the arms 

i n order to support her and f o r c i b l y hold her up. 9 2 Other 

native women from the Puget Sound area favoured a squatting 
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p o s i t i o n while grasping a pole or small tree for support. 9 3 In 

short, i n native cultures as in Euro-American ones there were 

great va r i a t i o n s i n the way babies were born, but kneeling and 

squatting were the most common postures for d e l i v e r y . 

Indeed, aft e r studying native c h i l d b i r t h positions, 

o b s t e t r i c i a n Dr. George Engelmann attacked the contemporary 

medical practice of positioning the laboring woman upon her 

side or back as "almost e n t i r e l y a product of modern 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , and, I must say, of prudery rather than 
95 • . . 

science." Dr. Currier, another o b s t e t r i c i a n , who studied 

Indian c h i l d b i r t h , reached the same conclusion and restated 

Engelmann's argument: "the squatting or kneeling p o s i t i o n i s 

far more favorable to muscular e f f o r t than the p o s i t i o n with 

which we are fa m i l i a r i n the lying-in-chamber." 9 6 Their 

comments made i n the 1880s, however, had l i t t l e or no impact 

on other American obstetricians, who had by then, managed to 

confine women of a l l classes i n the "most unnatural and 

disadvantageous po s i t i o n " for b i r t h — recumbent on t h e i r 
97 

backs i n bed. 

IX 

One of the f i r s t influences of Euro-American o b s t e t r i c s 

i n the fur trade was the adoption by native and Metis wives 

of giving b i r t h i n bed. This idea, adopted by the English and 

Americans from French obstetrics, was rooted i n the medical 

b e l i e f that c h i l d b i r t h was a sickness and that the parturient 

woman should be treated as an i n v a l i d and kept i n bed. 9 8 
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Anna Manson re c a l l e d the b i r t h of her s i s t e r at Stuart 

Lake, New Caledonia, on the very day her father, chief trader 

Donald Manson, returned from his annual six~month brigade to 

Fort Langley. Although i t cannot be determined how her mother, 

F e l i c i t e Lucier, the daughter of a Chinook woman and an 

Astorian servant, was born at Fort Astoria, by the l a t e 1840s, 

when t h i s baby arrived, the f i r s t generation of Metis 

daughters, l i k e F e l i c i t e , had already adopted the Euro-

American practice of giving b i r t h i n bed. Anna noted: 

My s i s t e r Lizzy was born and my mother was s t i l l i n 
bed, and when the cry was made that the boats were 
coming, we were a l l so eager to have papa see the 
baby." 

Moreover, by t h i s time, giving b i r t h i n bed was no longer 

exclusive to gentlemen's wives l i k e F e l i c i t e Manson, but 

encompassed servants' wives as well. For example, according 

to family t r a d i t i o n , Betsy Ough, the Indian wife of a Company 

seaman and a midwife "gave b i r t h to most of her c h i l d r e n " i n 

a s o l i d walnut "bed" purchased by her husband i n England and 

shipped to Fort Vancouver. 1 0 0 

X 

Although courses i n midwifery dated from the 

mid-seventeenth century i n Great B r i t a i n and the United 

States, they were not a compulsory part of medical t r a i n i n g . 

There was a growing recognition, however, that o b s t e t r i c 

knowledge was useful. In France, i t was the surgeons who 

became midwives; i n B r i t a i n , i t was the physicians. In North 

America, the term 'general p r a c t i t i o n e r , ' which was applied 
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to missionary and fur trade doctors a l i k e , came into use 

around 1812 and referred to men who combined apothecary 

s k i l l s , surgery and midwifery. By the early years of the 

nineteenth century, some professors of midwifery began c a l l i n g 

themselves obstetricians, "a scientific-sounding t i t l e free 

of the feminine connotations of the word midwife. 1 1 1 0 1 

As already indicated, the obste t r i c debates of B r i t a i n 

and the United States were brought to Oregon with the a r r i v a l 

of doctors from these countries. For example, Dr. Whitman 

studied midwifery under Dr. Willoughby, the founder of 

F a i r f i e l d Medical School i n New York, who strongly opposed the 

use of forceps and influenced Whitman's decision not to use 

them. Whitman's views on natural c h i l d b i r t h were shared by 

his wife Narcissa, a "Thomsonian," who came to Oregon i n the 

heyday of Thomsonian popularity with her l o b e l i a and cayenne 

pepper plants, which, she stated, " w i l l answer my purpose 

better than some of the apothecary medicines." 1 0 3 

Thomsonians followed the wisdom of Samuel Thomson, a New 

Hampshire farmer, who taught that i n order to maintain good 

health the body had to eliminate a l l waste and impure 

materials. There was nothing new about t h i s empiric system 

of medicine, which was a p r i n c i p a l theory of medical practice, 

but Thomson's advice that purging be accomplished by herbs and 

plants, e s p e c i a l l y l o b e l i a , which would induce vomiting, and 

cayenne pepper, to promote free perspiration, was a departure 

from e x i s t i n g medical practice. In b r i e f , the Thomsonian 
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regime, known as "puke medicine," preferred botanical cures 

over drugs, and natural c h i l d b i r t h over the use of 
104 

instruments. 

By the 1850s, botanical and other fringe medical 

pra c t i c e s , such as elec t r i c i s m , homeopathy and mesmerism, were 

popular i n Oregon. 1 0 5 Like Thomsonian medicine, with i t s 

emphasis on s e l f - r e l i a n c e and energetic home doctoring with 

vegetable compounds, these alternate forms of medical 

treatment f i t t e d into the new age of pioneering, where the 

image of the s e l f - r e l i a n t man was reinforced i n the Thomsonian 

slogan "Everyman his own physician" and where regular doctors 

were not always available, or were too expensive for many 

f a m i l i e s . 1 0 6 

The i r r e g u l a r medical p r a c t i t i o n e r s exploited the r i s i n g 

t i d e of protest against the doctors' excessive use of calomel 

(mercurous chloride) , which was used at the time as a panacea 

for a l l types of i l l n e s s e s , including c h i l d b i r t h . 1 0 7 They 

deplored the doctors' habit of forcing castor o i l and calomel 

down the throats of new-born babies. Thomsonians and other 

frin g e medical groups advocated that infants be fed on breast 
108 

milk only and not purged at a l l . 

This c y n i c a l d i s t r u s t of the medical profession, which 

h i s t o r i a n Richard Shryock states grew "beyond ordinary bounds 

during the early V i c t o r i a n decades," also found expression i n 

the growth of patent medicines. Many of these concoctions 

were dangerous, especially the 'soothing syrups' for babies 
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England each year. Others were harmless, but f e l l short of 

t h e i r grandiose promises to cure i l l n e s s . 

Such appears to be the case with the bottled medicines 

sold by the Oregon Indian Medicine Company founded by 

•Colonel 1 Thomas Augustus Edwards and headed by h i s f r i e n d 

Donald McKay, Dr. William McKay's half-brother. C a p i t a l i z i n g 

on h i s national fame as the "Scot-Indian" m i l i t a r y hero of the 

Madoc Indian War of 1873 and recognizing the popularity of 

herbal medicines and 'Indian cures,' Donald McKay began 

s e l l i n g "KA-TON-KA" on the Indian wild-west show c i r c u i t s of 

the 1870s. 1 1 0 . 

Like other physicians who took advantage of the patent 

medicine boom, Dr. William McKay apparently collaborated i n 

h i s brother's "hundred d o l l a r s a day" scheme. 1 1 1 According 

to the advertisements, KA-TON-KA was a "Blood P u r i f i e r " 

composed of "roots, herbs and barks gathered by the Warm 

Spring Indians on the Umatilla Reservation." 1 1 2 I t i s highly 

u n l i k e l y , however, that Donald McKay's appeal to h i s brother 

William, who was then the physician on the Umatilla 

Reservation, to " g i t the old wemen [sic] to gather the ruts 

[sic] and dry i t and you send i t to me," provided any 

ingredients that did not come from Pittsburgh, where the 

concoction, which promised to cure almost every ailment known 

to adults and children, was manufactured. 1 1 3 

Although the missionary and Company physicians used 
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unpleasant therapeutics and extreme measures l i k e 'copious 

bleeding, 1 cupping, purging and b l i s t e r i n g , t h e i r procedures 

were not far removed from the i r r e g u l a r doctors. Like them, 

they depended on t h e i r senses — sight, smell, sound and taste 

— to make t h e i r diagnoses. The physicians were empiricists 

about treatment, using whatever seemed to work without regard 

to any firm t h e o r e t i c a l base. As a r e s u l t , there were many 

ambiguities i n the doctors' practices. For, example, Dr. 

Helmcken believed i n the healing power of nature, while at the 

same time lamenting that "bloodletting has been too much 

neglected of l a t e . " In his practice, he borrowed from the 

' e l e c t r i c i s t ' doctors and used magnets i n h i s treatment of 

"nervous d i s e a s e s . " 1 1 4 

Much l i k e t h e i r i r r e g u l a r counterparts, the doctors also 

used many botanical c u r a t i v e s . 1 1 5 According to Dr. Helmcken, 

there were only two patent medicines available when he arrived 

at Fort V i c t o r i a i n 1849, Turlington's Balsam and Juniper 

Peppermint, and i t f e l l to the doctors to grow, supply, and 

compound most of t h e i r own medicines. 1 1 6 

Despite the doctors' distance from the centers of 

science, however, medical breakthroughs were not slow i n 

reaching the P a c i f i c Northwest. 1 1 7 In the summer of 1848, for 

example, chief trader Joseph McKay recorded that the f r i g a t e 

Constance reached Fort Simpson "and brought us news — the 

breaking out of the French Revolution and the invention of 

chloroform," which eventually revolutionized c h i l d b i r t h by 
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in short, although the doctors borrowed from i r r e g u l a r 

medicine, i n public they a l l i e d themselves to the world of 

science and openly denounced alternative theories. Whitman 

may have been the only doctor without a p a i r of forceps, but, 

l i k e the other physicians, he r e l i e d primarily on ga l e n i c a l s 

(simples made from vegetable compounds) i n pre-and post natal 

cases. Alternative medical curatives were simply added to the 

e x i s t i n g herbal remedies the doctors already used for various 

a i l m e n t s . 1 1 9 The popularity of i r r e g u l a r medicine, however, 

appears to have acted as a moderating force against the 

wholesale use of harsh drugs as well as the indiscriminate use 

of instruments i n c h i l d b i r t h . 

XI 

In general, new developments i n o b s t e t r i c s lagged behind 

other branches of medicine because moral and r e l i g i o u s 

questions complicated the purely s c i e n t i f i c ones. For 

example, progress might have been hastened i f the d i s s e c t i o n 

of women who died i n labor had been practiced, but female 

cadavers were much more d i f f i c u l t to obtain than male ones and 
• 120 

t h e i r d i s s e c t i o n was s o c i a l l y less acceptable. While 

o b s t e t r i c advances made before 1850 were not always 

unqualified improvements, they included a number of successful 

operations such as ovariotomy (1809), abdominal pregnancy 

d e l i v e r y (1817), and the repair of vesico-vaginal f i s t u l a 

(1840). Breakthroughs i n other branches of medicine, such as 
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hand washing i n chloride of lime before operations (1843) and 

the use of ether (1846) and chloroform (1847) as anesthetics, 

also improved conditions for successful c h i l d b i r t h . 1 2 1 

How such operations affected the l i v e s of Metis childr e n 

i s d i f f i c u l t to assess. In contrast to the normal 

Euro-American or Indian c h i l d b i r t h experience, the greater 

genetic differences between native women and t h e i r 

Euro-American husbands increased the r i s k s i n c h i l d b i r t h and 

placed the women i n a sit u a t i o n where operations could have 

been used. One problem mentioned i n medical l i t e r a t u r e 

dealing with 'half-breed 1 c h i l d b i r t h was the si z e of the 

babies, which were "usually so large as to make (their) 

passage through the pe l v i s of the Indian mother almost 
• • 122 
impossible." 

In the seventeenth century, i t was recognized that a 

disproportion between head size and p e l v i s s i z e was a cause 

of c h i l d b i r t h deaths and a number of methods f o r solving the 

problem were suggested. A B r i t i s h midwife, P. Willoughby, 

recorded: 
Where the head and body bee too great, shee w h i l l not 
be delivered, nor the c h i l d saved, unless the b i r t h 
bee turned from the head to the feet, and afterwards 
to bee, by the feet, produced. 

In many cases where t h i s occurred among white women, 

however, the mother and c h i l d were l e f t to die. This also 

appears to have been true among native people. Even medical 

doctors who were staunch supporters of Indian c h i l d b i r t h 

p ractices admitted that native women died from exhaustion, 



undelivered, when native midwives had exhausted t h e i r 

expertise. 1 2 4 

By the nineteenth century, increasing s c i e n t i f i c knowledge 

about the mechanism of c h i l d b i r t h led French doctors, then the 

leaders in obstetrics, to recognize that the f l e x i b i l i t y of 

the c r a n i a l bones, combined with the power of uterine 

contractions, allowed some women in t h i s s i t u a t i o n to d e l i v e r 

normally. At the same time, i t was noted that the womens' 

pains were more vi o l e n t and that the duration of labor was 

longer. In short, i t was well recognized that g i v i n g b i r t h 

under such circumstances was more d i f f i c u l t and dangerous. 1 2 5 

When the contracted diameter of the cervix was extremely 

small, less than 3 inches, according to the English, or less 

than 2 inches, according to the French, a natural labor at 

term was considered p h y s i c a l l y impossible because too great 

a disproportion existed between the dimension of the b i r t h 

canal and the baby's body which had to traverse i t . 1 2 6 Several 

courses of •interference• were recommended to doctors to 

remedy the s i t u a t i o n . 

The f i r s t method was to bring on premature labor i n the 

seventh month i f the doctor suspected that the c h i l d would be 

too large for the mother to d e l i v e r . I t was, however, almost 

impossible to determine the exact r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

head of the c h i l d and the p e l v i s i n the seventh month. 

Moreover, the manoeuvres necessary for inducing labor such as 

perforation of the membranes, plugging the vagina, and uterine 
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douches were dangerous. Although Condie's Midwifery, one of 

the medical texts i n the Fort Vancouver Library, spoke highly 

of 'exciting' labor i n the seventh month as a means of 

preserving the l i f e of the c h i l d , the Catholic Church 

denounced the practice because i t interfered with the natural 
. 127 . 

process of c h i l d b i r t h . Since most of the fur trade 

population i n Oregon was nominally Catholic, i t i s u n l i k e l y 

that t h i s procedure would have been acceptable. 

A second method was to d e l i v e r the c h i l d by ei t h e r podalic 

or cephalic version, or turning, which meant the accoucheur 

introduced h i s or her hand into the womb and turned the c h i l d 

to d e l i v e r i t feet f i r s t (podalic version) , or head f i r s t 

(cephalic version). Version, the most common form of 

interference i n c h i l d b i r t h , had only l i m i t e d success with 

large babies, however, since there usually was not enough room 

for the hand i n the womb.128 As a l a s t resort, doctors were 

forced to perform either a caesarian section or a craniotomy 

(embryotomy) to terminate the l a b o r . 1 2 9 

Without anesthetics, caesarian section was considered to 

be "one of the most serious operations i n surgery." Over 

three-quarters of the women who underwent the surgery 

subsequently d i e d . 1 3 0 As a consequence, craniotomy was 

preferred by B r i t i s h doctors who j u s t i f i e d mutilating l i v i n g 

infants i n order to save the mother. Craniotomy was an old 

operation whereby a crotchet or long hook was inserted into 

the baby's s k u l l , the brain was drained and crushed, and the 
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infant was removed. Various new instruments f o r performing 

t h i s operation were available by the early nineteenth century. 

The most popular was Smille's forceps s c i s s o r s , which 

perforated the cranium with a cutting edge. The pieces of the 

infant's body were then extracted with regular f o r c e p s . 1 3 1 In 

England, craniotomies were performed i n about one out of 200 

cases and the mortality rate of the women was about one i n 
^ • 132 
f i v e . 

How often doctors i n the P a c i f i c Northwest resorted to 

such operations i s unknown, but, by the end of the century, 

they were being performed on reservation native and Metis 

women. Dr. Fred Treon, the physician at Crow Creek, South 

Dakota, r e c a l l e d attending one of h i s Sioux patients: 
As the" c h i l d was dead mutilation seemed the only 
thing l e f t for me to do. But at 6 o'clock I concluded 
to make one more desperate e f f o r t to turn. This time 
I succeeded i n getting hold of the feet, and 
delivered by performing podalic version. 

The medical text used by the Hudson's Bay Company doctors, 

however, c a l l e d for the early use of forceps to prevent the 

necessity of having to perform a craniotomy. Forceps provided 

a successful solution i n many cases, because the mortality 

rate of mothers and infants was less than i n other operations. 

Forceps were useless, however, i f the baby's head was t i g h t l y 

wedged i n the b i r t h canal. 

Nevertheless, Hudson's Bay Company doctors appear to have 

shared i n the growing f a i t h that the new and better designed 

forceps would hasten delivery and save "many children, which 
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otherwise must have been destroyed. 1 , 1 3 4 Doctors were advised 

to warm the forceps i n hot water and smear the blades with 

butter or o i l to make introduction easier and less p a i n f u l . 1 3 5 

Without anaesthesia, however, inse r t i n g the tongs of various 

s i z e s and shapes about the baby's head and p u l l i n g could be 

f a t a l for the parturient woman. By 1850, medical texts were 

a l e r t i n g doctors to the fact that many women went into shock 

when forceps were used. The texts instructed doctors to keep 

the patient quiet, or i n more severe cases, to administer 

opium and ammonia, or wine and water before using the 

tongs. Edward Shorter suggests i n A History of Women's 

Bodies (1982) , that the use of forceps was so gruesome fo r the 

women and the doctors that they were only used " i n perhaps two 

percent of a l l d e l i v e r i e s " i n central Europe i n the nineteenth 

c e n t u r y . 1 3 7 Not only do Shorter's s t a t i s t i c s appear to be too 

high (in England, for example, only one i n every 362 bi r t h s 

used forceps i n the years between 1789 and 1849) , but h i s 
. • 138 

reason for the infrequent use of forceps i s i n error. 

While other o b s t e t r i c operations were regarded as repulsive, 

even by the doctors themselves, the use of forceps was 

generally accepted. Nor was the question of forceps as simple 

as a t h e o r e t i c a l debate among obstetricians over whether 

c h i l d b i r t h was a natural event requiring physicians to 'wait 

on nature' or a pathological c r i s i s demanding active and 

vigorous intervention. Rather, there appears to have been 

general agreement that nature should be l e f t to take i t s 
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course i n normal c h i l d b i r t h and that forceps should only be 

used i n d i f f i c u l t cases because of the danger to mother and 

c h i l d . The discussions between doctors about the use of 

forceps only applied to what were c a l l e d 'unnatural labors' 

and involved such issues as determining how many hours of 
139 

labor should pass before employing them. 
In contrast to Shorter's view of women as passive victims 

enduring the horrors of forceps, there i s much evidence that, 

once the c a p a b i l i t i e s of the instrument became known, women 

asked for them i n hopes of a faster delivery. Indeed, women 

who had been delivered with forceps, often requested that they 

be used again i n subsequent confinements. 1 4 0 

Without adequate records, there i s no way of ascertaining 

how frequently forceps were employed i n Metis c h i l d b i r t h , but 

because the r i s k of complications were greater i t seems l i k e l y 

they were employed more frequently than might otherwise have 

been the case. Indeed, Dr. King, a reservation doctor writing 

i n the 1870s, reported that he had hardly ever delivered an 
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Indian woman "without instrumental assistance." What can 

be said with certainty i s that forceps were present and no 

doubt used by the Company doctors i n the fur trade community. 

Dr. Tolmie's delight at finding good q u a l i t y forceps at Fort 

Vancouver has already been mentioned. Dr. Helmcken at Fort 

V i c t o r i a apparently brought his own forceps from London where 

he had spent a year p r a c t i c i n g midwifery among the poor of 

that c i t y as part of Guy's Hospital's "Extern Lying-in" 
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c h a r i t y program. 1 4 2 In b r i e f , i t appears that the Company 

doctors i n the P a c i f i c Northwest used forceps as part of t h e i r 

midwifery. 

Whatever obstetric problems confronted the Hudson's Bay 

Company doctors, however, i t seems clear that the shortage of 

Company physicians, coupled with t h e i r dual r o l e s as both 

doctors and traders, meant that only a small proportion of 

Metis babies, the children of o f f i c e r s and of women with 

c h i l d b i r t h complications, were delivered by them. 

XII 

By the end of the nineteenth century, middle c l a s s fears 

about the impropriety of male doctors i n female 

lying-in-chambers and the association of doctors with the 

deaths of mothers and infants had been la r g e l y eradicated. 

The medical profession i n the United States had d i s c r e d i t e d 

midwives as 'dangerous impediments' to s c i e n t i f i c progress 

and had won l e g i s l a t i o n to banish midwives from o b s t e t r i c s 

a l t o g e t h e r . 1 4 3 

The medical propaganda against midwives had i t s roots i n 

the l a t e eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when one 

medical text aft e r another echoed the "many f a t a l 

consequences" that would happen to women and babies at the 

hands of the untrained and u n s k i l l e d . 1 4 4 Feminist l i t e r a t u r e 

has challenged the stereotype of the •ignorant midwife' by 

revealing that great variations existed i n the pr a c t i c e of 

midwifery. In the process, however, another myth has been 
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created, namely that, before the intrusion of male doctors i n 

the b i r t h chamber, 'c h i l d b i r t h was an a l l female 

experience.' 1 4 5 As previously discussed, however, there i s 

ample evidence to disprove t h i s conjecture. Among the fur 

traders, native people and i n Euro-American f o l k p r a c t i c e , 

male involvement i n c h i l d b i r t h was commonplace. Recent 

l i t e r a t u r e on c h i l d b i r t h also f a i l s to adequately define the 

term midwife which usually implies a female paid for her 

services. But, unless a l l women — paid or unpaid, part-time 

or f u l l time; friends, neighbors, or r e l a t i v e s — are 

c l a s s i f i e d as midwives, the r i c h d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n of female 

'helpers' i s l o s t . For, i n the f i r s t half of the nineteenth 

century, i t appears that the majority of babies born to the 

lower classes were delivered without the assistance of any 

paid s p e c i a l i s t s , doctors or midwives. 1 4 6 

At the heart of the debate between midwives and doctors 

were major differences i n the way each treated the parturient 

woman. Midwives seldom used instruments and were less l i k e l y 

to i n s e r t t h e i r fingers into the womb, while doctors i n the 

la t e eighteenth and early twentieth century not only put women 

"to the touch," as i t was ca l l e d , but were instructed to do 

so frequently "otherwise she w i l l think you are giv i n g her no 

a s s i s t a n c e . " 1 4 7 

While the uns k i l l e d midwife was charged with causing 

deaths by yanking away the umbilical cord to hasten the 

removal of the a f t e r b i r t h — "where they save one, they murder 
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twenty" — doctors used u n s t e r i l i z e d instruments, which also 
148 

had f a t a l consequences. I t seems clear, however, that both 

midwives and doctors practiced 'interference' i n one form or 

another. The midwife, for example, might t r y manually to 

str e t c h the cervix i f labor did not proceed normally, whereas 

doctors faced with the same problem would resort to opium, an 

enema of tobacco, or surgical separation of the pubic bones. 

Both physicians and midwives practiced version and some 
149 

midwives undertook such operations as craniotomy. 
In short, i t i s extremely d i f f i c u l t to conclude whether 

doctors or midwives offered the best medical treatment, but 

less d i f f i c u l t to assess s o c i a l changes i n the r i t u a l of 

c h i l d b i r t h which accompanied the t r a n s i t i o n from midwives to 

doctors. In the e a r l i e r decades of the nineteenth century, 

when North American doctors were s t i l l groping for status, 

they would attend the b i r t h , but were not involved i n 

pre-natal or post-natal care, which was thought to be "the 

business of the nurse." 1 5 0 By contrast, midwives not only 

delivered infants, but provided a maternal support system for 

the mother and newborn. The transfer of c h i l d b i r t h from the 

concern of midwives to that of doctors caused a void i n 

maternity care, which was not f i l l e d u n t i l around mid-century 

when the general p r a c t i t i o n e r assumed some of the services 

previously supplied by midwives. By that time, the so-called 

•doctor-patient r e l a t i o n s h i p ' had developed, which implied 

that a new set of customs, behaviours and expectations had 
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superceded those of the midwife. 

Increasingly, i n mainstream North /American society 

midwives were r e s t r i c t e d to serving only working class and 

poor women.151 A sim i l a r transformation was taking place i n 

the fur trade i n Oregon by the 1840s whereby the c l a s s of the 

father often determined whether a midwife or a doctor was 

going to bring a Metis c h i l d into the world. In the r e t i r e d 

Hudson's Bay Company servants' settlement i n the Willamette 

Valley, for example, the children were usually delivered by 

midwives who often remained i n the household a f t e r c h i l d b i r t h 

to take care of the family u n t i l the mother had recov e r e d . 1 5 2 

By contrast, i n gentlemen's households where doctors delivered 

Metis children, the families were able to employ nurses for 

post-natal care. 

Although c r i t i c i s m of midwives was often v i c i o u s , the 

antagonism had i t s origins i n the b e l i e f that midwives were 

"as ignorant of t h e i r business as the women they 

d e l i v e r e d . " 1 5 3 Many doctors believed that midwifery for the 

common people r i g h t l y belonged i n the hands of women, but 

argued that they should be schooled, licensed and supervised 

by the medical profession. In 1799, i n New York, Dr. 

Valentine Seaman opened the f i r s t school i n America to t r a i n 

midwives. 1 5 4 In the United States, however, by the l a t e 1830s 

there was a surplus of male doctors who sought to protect 

t h e i r marketplace, (as part of pr o f e s s i o n a l i z i n g themselves), 

and were unwilling to reli n q u i s h t h e i r income from o b s t e t r i c s 



174 

to t rained midwives. 1 5 5 In Scotland, by contrast, where 

Hudson's Bay Company Doctors' Tolmie, Gairdner and Kennedy had 

studied, courses for women in midwifery began i n 1780 and by 

the mid-nineteenth century, there was "scarcely a parish of 

Scotland" where women had not been instructed i n Midwifery. 1 5 6 

In Quebec, the r u r a l parishes were s t i l l using paid female 

midwives as late as the 1840's. Red River also had midwives 

to attend c h i l d b i r t h . 1 5 7 Thus, i n the major areas where the 

Hudson's Bay Company recruited workers for the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, midwives were the accepted people who delivered 

servants' children. I t should not be sur p r i s i n g , therefore, 

that midwives, rather than doctors, served the servant 

population i n Oregon. 

The Indian t r i b e s of the Lower Columbia River also had 

midwives to del i v e r t h e i r infants. How many of these women 

assis t e d i n fur trade c h i l d b i r t h s i s unknown, but they 

probably concealed t h e i r sacred and hence secret a c t i v i t i e s 

from the watchful eyes of those who opposed t h e i r p r a c t i c e s . 

For example, Fort Vancouver's chaplain Rev. Herbert Beaver 

condemned one Indian woman as "a reputed murderess of infants 

i n capacity of midwife." 1 5 8 

While fur trader's wives were often i s o l a t e d from the 

c h i l d b i r t h support system of t h e i r native cultures, some of 

them s t i l l c a l l e d upon shamans to restore them to health and 

continued to use native medicines. As previously mentioned, 

however, the extent to which wives were able to give b i r t h i n 
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t r a d i t i o n a l native fashion i s unknown, but i n the pioneer 

period of Oregon history (1840s-1880s) s e t t l e r s r e c a l l e d the 

Indian women "doctoring us when s i c k . " 1 5 9 In short, native 

midwifery was probably far more common i n the fur trade than 

h i s t o r i c a l documentation implies. 

Nevertheless, of the three Metis and single Indian 

midwives known to be pra c t i c i n g among the Hudson's Bay Company 

servant population, a l l appear to have been schooled i n 

Euro-American midwifery as much as i n native methods. Three 

of these women had spent extended periods of time i n the 

McLoughlin household at Fort Vancouver, where i t i s l i k e l y 

that McLoughlin or other Company doctors had given them an 

apprenticeship for t h e i r future occupation. The Company 

doctors undoubtedly believed that midwives should be trained 

and were able to teach the g i r l s the anatomical knowledge 

necessary for good practice. 

As chief factor, McLoughlin had an ob l i g a t i o n to provide 

for the physical well being of his employees and t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s , including t h e i r obstetric needs. As a Canadian 

doctor, McLoughlin was knowledgeable about the system i n 

Quebec where midwives had r e l i g i o u s as well as medical 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , and were authorized by p r i e s t s to perform 

emergency baptism on infants i n danger of dying. Through the 

t r a i n i n g of midwives, McLoughlin could supply the needs of his 

former and part-time employees while at the same time 

r e l i e v i n g the f o r t doctor for more serious medical 
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concerns. 
Mary Rondeau, the daughter of a Canadian trapper and 

Chinook mother, was born i n 1829 on the Company brigade to 

C a l i f o r n i a . She became known as "the doctor and midwife for 

the whole (Chinook) country." The use of the term "doctor" 

i s i n t e r e s t i n g , since Mary was brought up i n the James Douglas 

- McLoughlin household aft e r the age of f i v e when her mother 

died. Mary, not only delivered infants, but also practiced 

other kinds of medicine. At one point i n her career, she 

treated a member of the l o c a l garrison, General Ulysses S. 

Grant, who l a t e r became President of the United States for 

"delirium tremens" r e s u l t i n g from alcohol abuse. Mary's 

growing-up experience was largely confined to the 

middle-class environment of the gentlemens' f a m i l i e s at Fort 

Vancouver. Marriage brought her even closer to t h i s community 

when she became the bride of a o f f i c e r , Rocques Ducheney, who 

oversaw the Hudson's Bay Company store at Point Chinook during 

the c l o s i n g years of the fur regime i n Oregon. In the f o r t 

environment, she had l i t t l e opportunity to learn native 

medical s k i l l s . As a consequence, i t seems reasonable to 

assume that Mary's t r a i n i n g was i n Euro-American medicine 

acquired at Fort Vancouver. Of her education i n general, 

H a r r i e t Munnick states that she received "superior t r a i n i n g " 

at Fort Vancouver considered b e f i t t i n g her status as the 

grand-daughter of the Chinook Chief Concomley. 1 6 1 

Like Mary Rondeau, midwives Betsy Ough and Adrienne 
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Lachapelle also spent a number of years i n the McLoughlin 

household. In a newspaper interview i n 1919, when Adrienne 

was ninety-eight years old, she said nothing to either confirm 

or deny that her medical knowledge had been gained at Fort 

Vancouver. "Old Grandma," as she was fondly c a l l e d , implied 

she was self-taught and that she had learned "the nature of 

a l l roots and herbs by studying and using them." With t h i s 

knowledge, she claimed to have "delivered h a l f the children" 

on French P r a i r i e i n the Willamette Valley and to have "tended 

the sick for miles around." Yet Adrienne, who was born at 

Fort Vancouver i n 1824, spent much of her girlhood with the 

McLoughlin family i n order to attend the Fort Vancouver 

school, while her parents, Etienne Lucier, a former Astorian 

servant and Hudson's Bay Company freeman, and Josephte Nouite 

(Nouette, Newatte), a native woman of the Kwakiutl t r i b e of 

northern Vancouver Island, were busy estab l i s h i n g one of the 

f i r s t farms i n the Willamette V a l l e y . 1 6 2 

As previously mentioned, Betsy Ough, or White Wing, a 

Cascade Indian woman gave b i r t h to her chi l d r e n i n a bed, 

Euro-American fashion. Like Mary Rondeau and Adrienne 

Lachapelle, she also l i v e d with the McLoughlins for extended 

periods of time and received special treatment because she 

was a chi e f ' s daughter. Mrs. McLoughlin taught her "how to 

cook White Man's Cooking" and, perhaps, Dr. McLoughlin taught 

her midwifery. In any case, she was regarded as a " s k i l l e d 

midwife who presided at the b i r t h of many chi l d r e n of the 



178 

early pioneers." Like the other midwives, i t seems l i k e l y that 
163 

she acquired some of her knowledge at the f o r t . 
L e t i t i a Bird, the daughter of chief factor James Bi r d and 

the fourth midwife known to have practiced her s k i l l s among 

the fur trade and s e t t l e r population came to Oregon i n 1841 

with her Metis husband Charles R. MacKay and t h e i r c h i l d r e n 

i n the f i r s t party of twenty-three Red River f a m i l i e s sent to 

bo l s t e r B r i t i s h claims to the region. L e t i t i a , who was born 

at Fort Edmonton i n 1810 and educated at the Red River 

Academy, appears to have incorporated Euro-American c h i l d b i r t h 

p ractices with native ones which she acquired from her Cree 

mother, Oomenahowish or Elizabeth. The MacKay family 

eventually s e t t l e d on the North Tualatin P l a i n along with 

other Red River Metis, r e t i r e d Company servants, and American 

mountain men. Here, where "most of the people had but l i t t l e 

money so they could not afford to h i r e doctors," L e t i t i a ' s 

expertise at midwifery was frequently i n demand. On these 

occasions, she would c a l l to her grandson, Jimmy: "Saddle my 

mare, I ' l l probably be gone for a day or two." 1 6 4 

Whatever t h e i r t r a i n i n g , midwives were part of the s o c i a l 

structure i n the r e t i r e d servants' settlements by the 1840s. 

With the overland s e t t l e r s from the United States came white 

midwives, who, l i k e t h e i r Metis counterparts, served the 

pioneer communities. Although the midwives are almost 

i n v i s i b l e i n the h i s t o r i c a l documents, there were probably 

many who were l i k e Mrs. Morrison, an American immigrant woman, 
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who served both the Metis and white community and was for many 

years "the sole dependence for midwifery and much other family 

help" i n her community. 1 6 5 

XIII 

Medical practices r e f l e c t and mirror larger c u l t u r a l and 

s o c i a l ideologies and are always influenced by the attitudes 

of the dominant class. In the P a c i f i c Northwest, i t was the 

Hudson's Bay Company which introduced the economic and s o c i a l 

changes taking place i n the larger nineteenth century 

Euro-American society. Like other c a p i t a l i s t enterprises 

operating under the aegis of B r i t i s h colonialism, the Company 

transposed elements of the English class system to the 

'wilderness' of Oregon. In t h i s f r o n t i e r environment, where 

English and American ideas tended to mingle, British-American 

notions of class influenced most aspects of Metis l i f e and 

were noticeable even i n c h i l d b i r t h where doctors tended 

o f f i c e r s ' wives and midwives looked a f t e r the wives of the 

servants. 

In the fur trade, the doctors served as one of many 

bridges i n the acculturation of native and Metis women to the 

dominant culture which followed i n the wake of the fur trade. 

In large measure, t h i s process r e f l e c t e d a c o l l e c t i v e pressure 

exerted on native women to cast off those elements of native 

c h i l d b i r t h practices that continued to lin g e r i n the fur trade 

i n favour of Euro-American obst e t r i c s which the gentlemen 

regarded as superior. But the native women i n Columbia 
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d i f f e r e d from the doctors who delivered them. They had not 

been born into a world with generations of Euro-American 

o b s t e t r i c s as a legacy. They were forced to experience 

c h i l d b i r t h at the hands of doctors and midwives as i f they 

were ,first-generation immigrants. The new mores came from the 

outside, by the operation of economic forces which they did 

not f u l l y understand and over which they had l i t t l e c o n t r o l . 

Their problem was how to adapt themselves to c h i l d b i r t h i n fur 

trade culture. For many of t h e i r Metis daughters, however, 

who had been weaned on the tenets of fur trade capitalism, the 

in t r u s i o n of doctors and midwives at c h i l d b i r t h was expected 

and normal. 
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Chapter Four 

"A Business i n the Wilderness of Oregon": The So c i a l and  

Economic Context of Childhood 1 

The f i r s t half of the nineteenth century witnessed the 

b i r t h of i n d u s t r i a l capitalism and the r i s e of the working 

c l a s s . There were, of course, wage-earners before i n d u s t r i a l i 

zation, but i t was only with the move from merchant to 

i n d u s t r i a l capitalism that the wage earners became conscious 

of themselves as a class and began to make common cause. This 

f i f t y year period was one of continuity and change where old 

modes of production existed along side newer ones and where 

old forms of s o c i a l r elations i n the workplace were slow to 

change. The transformations i n workers l i v e s were not uniform 

and many wage earners had not ceased to be peasants i n t h e i r 

hearts. 

Labor historians tend to agree that the r i s e of the 

working class took place i n urban environments and was born 

of the new factory system. This chapter raises questions about 

t h i s assumption and finds that many of the same configurations 

found i n the urban areas of Canada and the United States were 

also common i n the fur trade despite i t s 'wilderness 1 s e t t i n g . 

Moreover, while there i s a consensus among h i s t o r i a n s that 

Metis culture grew from both native and Euro-American roots, 

the conceptualization of Metis people as "in-between" tends 

to ignore the r e a l i t y that fur trade culture and l a t e r , Metis 

culture, was shaped i n large measure by the c a p i t a l i s t 
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i n s t i t u t i o n of the Hudson's Bay Company operating on the 

f r o n t i e r s of North America. 

This chapter i s concerned with these socio-economic 

configurations as they were manifested by the Hudson's Bay 

Company's operations at Fort Vancouver and i n the Willamette 

Valley. I t i s about growing up within the socio-economic 

boundaries imposed by the Company's class structure and the 

implications t h i s had for the future of fur trade children 

once the fur trade era was over. I t i s about childr e n who 

would emerge from t h i s milieu as members of the working or 

middle class i n the P a c i f i c Northwest l a t e r i n the century. 

II 

In A t l a n t i c Monthly (1902), Zitkala-Sa, a native author, 

described her growing up experience i n t r a d i t i o n a l Sioux 

culture as "A wee c h i l d toddling i n a wonder world." 2 

S i m i l a r l y , the young fur trade boy or g i r l growing up i n 

Oregon must have found l i f e wondrous and f i l l e d with 

adventure. In old age, B i l l y McKay remembered the 

technological changes most v i v i d l y . He was only four or f i v e 

i n 1828-29 when he watched "with deli g h t " the excitement 

surrounding the removal of the f i r s t Fort Vancouver on the 

h i l l to i t s new s i t e on the p l a i n below. He r e c a l l e d looking 

"on with wonder" as "the beautiful white f l o u r come pouring 

out as i t was ground" by rigged wheels and cogs at Fort 

Vancouver's f i r s t f l o u r m i l l . The "happiest time" B i l l y could 

remember was when he was twelve and went on an excursion down 
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the Columbia River on the 1836 maiden voyage of the Hudson's 

Bay Company's f i r s t steamship, the Beaver. 3 

I l l 

Fur trade babies f i r s t viewed the P a c i f i c Northwest 

when they peeped out from t h e i r moss li n e d cradleboards. Since 

the cradles could be hung on any convenient object while t h e i r 

mothers worked, the newborns were afforded a v a r i e t y of v i s u a l 

perspectives. With the cradleboard securely attached to the 

pommel of t h e i r mother's saddles, they went on t h e i r e a r l i e s t 

journeys. A variety of toys hung from the cradle-hoop to 

amuse them and the b e l l s on t h e i r mother's b r i d l e reins 

j i n g l e d as they moved through the forests and the p l a i n s . 4 

Free of the cradleboard as soon as they could walk, young 

chi l d r e n watched the passing landscape nestled i n baskets 

attached to t h e i r mothers' saddle. Ranald MacDonald r e c a l l e d 

these childhood t r i p s : 

Somehow we were always on the move. Our journeys to 
Fort Vancouver were always by bateau, but to the 
I n t e r i o r by horseback, my brother i n one basket and 
me i n another. 5 

Around the age of three, fathers would t i e t h e i r children 

to small horses or ponies and teach them how r i d e . Both boys 

and g i r l s learned to ride astride the horse i n contrast to 

'lady-like* white women who rode side saddle. 6 The fur trade 

community prided i t s e l f on i t s "magnificent" horsemanship, 

which was a valued s k i l l on the f r o n t i e r and the basis for the 

popular sport of horse racing. 7 Louise P i l l i s i e r , a servant's 

daughter, remembered that the a r r i v a l of the brigades was 



always cause for excitement and celebration and that "some of 

the boys with the fastest horses would take the short t r a i l s 

and go many miles down the r i v e r to watch when the boats would 

come up. Then the boys would race t h e i r horses back to the 
Q 

f o r t and spread the news so a l l could gather at the landing." 

Acquiring equestrian s k i l l s , however, could be 

dangerous. When Thomas McKay t i e d his son B i l l y on a horse, 

"the animal took f r i g h t and ran off with the boy who f e l l and 

was severely hurt." 9 Christian MacDonald t o l d the h i s t o r i a n 

Eva E. Dye that: "When I broke my arm I was quite young...I 

was r i d i n g behind a g i r l and we f e l l o f f the (buffalo) 

horse... My mother came and found me more dead than a l i v e . " 1 0 

IV 

Fur trade newborns were the constant companions of t h e i r 

mothers who sometimes breast fed them u n t i l they were two or 

three years old. As a re s u l t , there was often a strong bonding 

between mothers and children. When they were able to chew, 

Metis infants were weaned on the di e t of adults. Their meals 

varied according to the season and to the extent that the 

family supplemented i t s weekly Hudson's Bay Company rations 

by hunting, f i s h i n g and gathering, as well as purchasing 

foodstuffs from the l o c a l native people and the Company 

store. 1 1 Whatever the foodstuffs, however, the youngster's 

d i e t s were much better than those of English working c l a s s 

c h i l d r e n where s u f f i c i e n t protein was often l a c k i n g . 1 2 A 

t y p i c a l meal for a worker's family for example, might consist 
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of "Canadian soup", pork, salmon or beaver, "bread made of 

f l o u r without bo l t i n g " and muskmelons.13 

U n t i l 1836, when the newly arrived white missionary women 

from the United States introduced d i s t i n c t i v e /American infant 

wear to fur trade mothers, small Metis children were clothed 

and groomed much l i k e t h e i r parents. 1 4 While most childre n 

were dressed largely i n English fashions, " a l l retained the 

braided, beaded or embroidered leggins [ s i c ] , of gay c l o t h 

and f i n e quality, as a p e c u l i a r i t y of t h e i r c l a s s . " 1 5 

Clothing was passed from one c h i l d to the next and old clothes 

were eithe r sold or given to the Indians. 1 6 By the 1850s, 

however, the c o l o r f u l and d i s t i n c t i v e childrens' apparel had 

l a r g e l y been replaced by the somber, home-made blue and brown 

denim, p r i n t s , gingham and wool clothing of the Oregon 

pioneers. 1 7 

Like the clothing they wore, the upbringing of Metis 

c h i l d r e n also changed with each passing decade. In 1838, the 

lady missionaries established the Columbia Maternal 

Association, which was patterned af t e r maternal organizations 

i n the United States. Not only did these women subscribe to 

The Mother's Magazine, which instructed them on the best ways 

to r a i s e t h e i r children, but they c i r c u l a t e d t h e i r own 

thoughts on chi l d r e a r i n g to each other and the fur traders' 
18 

wives who were members. As a consequence, American ideas on 

c h i l d rearing gradually supplanted Indian ones. When the fur 

trade children became parents themselves, they sought 
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c h i l d r e a r i n g advise from textbooks and physicians. In the 

1860s, for example, Dr. Helmcken at Fort V i c t o r i a corresponded 

with Metis parents, John D. Manson and h i s wife A u r e l i a Yale 

Manson at Fort Stuart, who were concerned about r a i s i n g t h e i r 

infant daughter. Helmcken wrote: 

As far as my experience of children goes, they 
c e r t a i n l y require but l i t t l e medicine; attention to 
cleanliness, good nursing and proper feeding w i l l 
do more to keep the c h i l d i n health than any other 
means.19 

Parents w i l l i n g l y sought such c h i l d r e a r i n g advice because 

almost every fur trade household experienced a c h i l d death and 

parents were anxious to prevent infant and c h i l d mortality. 

The newborn was the most vulnerable, but a l l childr e n were 

susceptible to a wide variety of diseases which nineteenth 

century medicine was unable to cure. From 1838 to 1847, the 

b u r i a l records for the r e t i r e d servants i n the Catholic parish 

of St. Paul i n the Willamette Valley reveal forty-seven deaths 

of c h i l d r e n under sixteen years of age out of seventy-one 

en t r i e s , a sixty-four percent mortality rate. Of these, 

f i f t e e n , or twenty-one percent, were infants under the age of 

t h i r t e e n months.21 Such figures indicate that infant and 

c h i l d mortality was high, but may be misleading since the 

Hudson's Bay Company's Fort Vancouver b u r i a l records have been 

l o s t along with other f o r t documents which might have shed 

l i g h t on the subject. According to the l a t e B.C. P r o v i n c i a l 

A r c h i v i s t , R.E. Gosnell, the records were thought to be 

"cumbering the earth," and along with other "large amounts of 
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rubbish" housed at Fort V i c t o r i a , were dumped into the c i t y ' s 

harbour sometime before the turn of the century. 2 2 

V 

By 1841, Fort Vancouver was "swarming with f i n e looking 

childr e n half-breeds and pure Indians." 2 3 The youngsters were 

part of a community of some 700 or more people, l a r g e l y mixed-

bloods of "English, French Iroquois, Sandwich Islanders, Crees 

and Chinooks" ancestry. 2 4 In t h i s environment, the childre n 

became accustomed to the "babel of languages," as the a r t i s t 

Paul Kane described the 30 or 40 d i s t i n c t languages spoken at 

the f o r t . 2 5 In addition to French and English, the Kanaka 

(Hawaiian) laborers had t h e i r language and Gaelic was the 

tongue of some Scottish employees. 2 6 Their mother's native 

tongue, which might be any one of two dozen or more languages, 

usually became the children's f i r s t language. 

By the time the youngsters went to school, many of them 

also knew Chinook jargon, which was not only the 'lingua 

franca' of the trade, but the common language i n many 

households. 2 7 The jargon, which some experts claim 

originated among the Indians west of the Rockies, evolved 

quickly i n the fur trade where i t assured ease of 

communications among the traders and t h e i r native trading 

partners. As late as the 1890s, the jargon, which was 

"constantly changing" and "used very d i f f e r e n t l y at the same 

time i n d i f f e r e n t l o c a l i t i e s , " was s t i l l heard on Indian 

reservations in Washington, Oregon, B r i t i s h Columbia and i n 
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parts of Alaska. 2 9 

Chinook jargon bridged national and r a c i a l differences 

among the diverse fur trade population and gave the youngsters 

a l i n g u i s t i c bond which strengthened t h e i r i d e n t i t y as fur 

trade children. As they matured, the childr e n acquired 

"Canadian French," the language of the fort-yard, and English, 

the language of f o r t business, but the jargon was not 

forgotten. 3 0 In the t w i l i g h t of fur trade culture, the 

language endured. As an old man, B i l l y McKay was constantly 

asked to give speeches i n Chinook jargon to interested white 

audiences. 3 1 More importantly, when fur trade c h i l d r e n got 

together i n the l a t t e r part of the century, they delighted i n 

speaking "the old language again." 3 2 

Besides the variety of languages at Fort Vancouver, the 

c h i l d r e n heard many other sounds l i k e the "hammer c l i n k of the 

a n v i l " and the "rumbling of cart wheels." 3 3 Such noises were 

to be expected at a f o r t which was, i n the words of Charles 

Wilkes of the United States Exploring Expedition, "a large 

manufacturing, a g r i c u l t u r a l , and commercial depot." 3 4 On any 

given day, the children might hear the hum of up to twelve 

saws cuttin g thousands of feet of timber at the sawmill and 

the sounds of the various tradesmen plying t h e i r c r a f t s . In 

1838, the American v i s i t o r Thomas Farnham wrote that, on 

entering the f o r t : 

The blacksmith i s repairing ploughshares, harrow 
teeth, chains, and m i l l irons; the tinman i s making 
cups for the Indians, and camp k e t t l e s ; the 
wheelright [sic] i s making wagons, and the wood 
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parts of ploughs and harrows; the cooper i s making 
barrels for p i c k l i n g salmon and packing furs; the 
clerks are posting books, and preparing the annual 
returns to the board i n London; the salesmen are 
receiving beaver and dealing out goods. 3 5 

While each worker made his own d i s t i n c t i v e noises, the 

most f a m i l i a r sound to the children's ears was the f o r t b e l l , 

which was used l i k e a factory whistle to break the day into 

blocks of time for s p e c i f i c tasks. The b e l l acquainted the 

chi l d r e n with the routine and d i s c i p l i n e of the fur trade. I t 

shaped t h e i r mothers' domestic routines into a rigourous 

schedule l i k e that of the men. I t regulated the childrens' 

l i v e s . When they were old enough, i t s r i n g summoned them to 

school. 

The workday began at dawn when the old Scottish gardener, 

" B i l l y " Bruce, rang the b e l l . At i t s c a l l , about f i f t e e n 

c l e r k s assembled at t h e i r desks and the servants began t h e i r 

d a i l y labor assignments. At 8 o'clock, the b e l l s i g n a l l e d 

breakfast. Meals prepared by the f o r t cooks were delivered to 

each o f f i c e r ' s apartment within the stockade. Later, the b e l l 

announced the two one-half hour breaks for smoking clay pipes, 

and a hour for mid-day dinner. On Saturday, the nine to eleven 

hour workday ended at 5 p.m. when the b e l l s i g n a l l e d the time 

f o r the men to receive t h e i r weekly r a t i o n s . 3 6 On Sunday, 

some of the boys were among those who " j i n g l e d " the b e l l i n 

a "most indecorous manner" to announce Sunday school and 

church s e r v i c e s . 3 7 As the clerk John Tod remarked: "The l i f e , 

indeed, was free from certain conventions, but not as free, 
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otherwise as a novice might have prefigured i n h i s mind." 

Outside the stockade, i t was hard for the c h i l d r e n to 

ignore the barnyard odors from the horses, cows, pigs, 

chickens and large English sheep. 3 9 Inside t h e i r homes, there 

was the aroma of such foodstuffs as dried salmon and ducks, 

which were prepared i n sheds adjacent or attached to t h e i r 

homes. The children grew up with the sweet smell of baked 

camas root, the heavy scent of pancake siz e bread, fresh from 

the f o r t bakery, and the smoky aroma of bannock from the 

f i r e p l a c e . 4 0 There were also the human odors associated with 

the many individuals who shared the t h i r t y to s i x t y cramped 

log cabins i n the f o r t ' s " v i l l a g e . " 

Most of the houses, which l i n e d the p l a i n west and 

southwest of the f o r t stockade, were b u i l t of hewn logs i n a 

" p o s t - o n - t h e - s i l l s t y l e " that the Americans c a l l e d "the 

Canadian fashion". Some were b u i l t i n "American cottage 

fashion" of framed timber and weatherboard, while others were 

"as various i n form" as the a r c h i t e c t u r a l imagination of t h e i r 

inhabitants. 4 3 The houses decayed rapid l y i n the rainy Oregon 

climate and were continually being r e b u i l t by the f o r t ' s 

carpenters or the children's fathers i n t h e i r spare time or 

on Sundays. While the Company appears to have paid part of 

the cost for most dwellings, native women and t h e i r fur trade 

youngsters who had been widowed or deserted had to erect t h e i r 

own homes " e n t i r e l y at t h e i r own charge." 4 4 

In the o r i g i n a l plan for the v i l l a g e , which was l a i d out 
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i n the la t e 1820s, there were separate streets f o r each of the 

four major ethnic groups i n the fur trade work force — French 

Canadians, Kanakas, Englishmen and A m e r i c a n s — but, as time 

passed, the ethnic groups tended to "scatter around." 4 5 Some 

houses l i n e d the roadways to the f o r t ; others simply dotted 

the p l a i n . 

On f i r s t impression, some v i s i t o r s thought the cabins 

formed a "neat and beautiful v i l l a g e " but, on closer 

inspection, the sanitary conditions made them less 

e n t h u s i a s t i c . 4 6 The t y p i c a l house was one or one and a half 

s t o r i e s high and had one to three rooms, with an adjoining 

sheds for preparing foodstuffs. Some of the houses were 

planked on the inside, others were papered, but most were 

plastered with c l a y . 4 7 The fl o o r s i n many of the cabins were 

earthen and i n the rainy season might revert to a quagmire of 

mud. In turn, the black mud about the door would become 

abundantly mixed with animal wastes from the shed. 4 8 Lice and 

other insects were always a problem. 

Windows were made with th i n panes of glass imported from 

England or dressed skins which l e t i n some l i g h t , but 

generally the cabins were dark and gloomy, dimly l i t by 

candles i n the evenings. 5 0 A few houses had stoves, but most 

heating and cooking was done over an open f i r e p l a c e c a l l e d a 

"cat and clay," which was b u i l t of "s t i c k s t i e d together with 

buckskin thongs and covered with a thick p l a s t e r made of clay 

and grass." 5 1 Sometimes, servants' houses were " a l l taken to 
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pieces for the convenience of transporting, but [were] marked 

so as to be e a s i l y put together again" i n a new l o c a t i o n . 5 2 

Furniture was sparse and afforded easy mobility when the 

family went on brigades. 5 3 The beds were home-made with straw 

or feather t i c k s , spread with blankets and f u r s . 5 4 I t was 

said that some native mothers preferred to s i t on the ground, 

rather than i n chairs. Despite t h e i r material impoverishment, 

however, archeological excavations of the cabins reveal many 

dishes and u t e n s i l s of commercial manufacture, including blue 

and white English Spode earthenware, Chinese pottery tea 

containers, iron pots and other household objects. 5 5 

The children usually l i v e d i n houses which were shared 

with native servants and slaves, orphans, kin, si n g l e male 

employees and families other than t h e i r own.56 In 1837, 

William Slacum, an /American naval agent sent by the government 

of Andrew Jackson to spy on Hudson's Bay Company's operations 

i n Oregon, reported that: 

The laborers and mechanics l i v e outside the f o r t , i n 
good log cabins — two or three families generally 
under one roof; and as nearly every man has a wife, 
or l i v e s with an Indian or half-breed woman, and as 
each family has from two to f i v e slaves, the whole 
number of persons about Vancouver may be estimated 
at 750 to 800 souls. 5 7 

In the Willamette Valley, a few children of the r e t i r e d 

fur traders grew up i n households where t h e i r fathers kept 

more than one wife. John B a l l , the f i r s t schoolteacher at Fort 

Vancouver, r e c a l l e d : 

I boarded the f i r s t three months at J.B. Desportes, 
a half-breed, whose family consisted of two wives, 
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besides one absent, by a l l seven children, four or 
f i v e slaves and two or three hired Indians, besides 
cats and dogs without number. A l l inhabited one 
room i n common.58 

During Fort Vancouver's years of operations from 1824-

1849, the fur trade families were part of a mobile work force 

which moved i n and out of houses and from f o r t to f o r t within 

Columbia d i s t r i c t depending on the work assignment of the 

father. In the course of growing up, children might experience 

many d i f f e r e n t communal l i v i n g arrangements with other 

f a m i l i e s . 5 9 As a r e s u l t , the children did not develop the 

same sense of personal privacy common to other American 

youngsters raised i n single family dwellings. As adults, many 

fur trade youngsters, both those of the gentlemen and those 

of the servants, continued to l i v e i n extended family 
60 

groups. 

VI 

Like most young people, fur trade children loved to 

explore the world around them. When they were old enough, 

they would venture the six miles up the Columbia to watch the 

operations of the g r i s t m i l l where bushels of wheat and peas 

were ground or go to the sawmill, which employed a "score of 

workmen." They might canoe to Multnomah Island (Sauvies 

Island) at the junction of the Willamette and Columbia Rivers 

where they could observe the dairy workers making butter, or 

roam around the large stock of c a t t l e and horses the company 

kept on the island. 

The children might play among the dockyard's barges and 
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boats, the barns, the sheep folds, stables, granaries, 

threshing m i l l , or the dilapidated shed used as a h o s p i t a l , 

situated on the banks of the Columbia. Undoubtedly, they 

explored the abundant kitchen gardens adjoining the f o r t , the 

orchards hanging with f r u i t and the farms beyond where some 

1,200 acres were under annual c u l t i v a t i o n . 6 1 Andrew Pambrun 

r e c a l l e d a "scrape" that he and David McLoughlin got into on 

one such adventure at Fort Vancouver: 

David...and I went to a large milk yard, where 
several men were milking, and lassoed a wild c a l f , 
i t bellowed of course, and i n a few moments the 
whole yard was i n an uproar, one of the men was so 
nearly gored that his s h i r t was torn o f f , and we two 
scapegraces were chased up a tree, where we spent 
the night supperless and the next morning without 
breakfast, for we had to stay there t i l l the wild 
c a t t l e were driven away with the milk cows. We had 
nothing to eat t i l l dinner. 6 2 

While there were many such escapades outside the f o r t , 

the i n t e r i o r compound, which contained around t h i r t y - f i v e 

wooden buildings, also had i t s fascinations. Inside the pine 

stockade was the schoolhouse, the church, the kitchen, the 

tradesmen's shops, storehouses for furs, warehouses for 

European goods, an apothecary shop, "trade-offices for buying, 

others f o r s e l l i n g , others again for keeping accounts; shops 

for r e t a i l , " the prison and the powder magazine, the only 

brick building i n the enclosure. The only commodious 

dwelling, however, was the "Big House" where chief f a c t o r Dr. 

John McLoughlin and chief trader James Douglas and t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s l i v e d . 6 3 

On sp e c i a l holidays, l i k e Christmas and New Year's Day, 
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the childr e n were dressed i n t h e i r best clothes and went with 

t h e i r parents to the Big House where the McLoughlins hosted 

a dance. On these occasions, the house was decorated i n the 

greenery of ivy, mistletoe and holly-leaved Oregon grape. 

Tables were laden with wonderful treats of cakes, coffee and 

English candies. 6 4 At one time or another, many of the 

youngsters sang i n the "band of l i t t l e boys & g i r l s " at church 

services held each Sunday at the chapel or at the Big House. 6 5 

Before and afte r school, the porch on the Big House became 

part of the play ground. The son of Susan Goodrich Pepin 

LaChance remembered: 

My mother Susanne went to school there; she knew a l l 
the people there, and a l l the children played 
together. One day they were running and playing on 
the porch at McLocklin's [sic] house — i t was a big 
house with a high porch — and somehow she got 
pushed o f f . I t threw her hip out of j o i n t , and the 
rest of her l i f e she walked with a s t i c k . 

Like children everywhere, fur trade youngsters simulated 

the r o l e of the adults, acquired the values and mores of t h e i r 

parents' world and developed a sense of community through 

playing with one another. The only toys found i n the 

archeological investigation at Fort Vancouver were "Jews 

harps," which were used as much by adults as they were by 

chi l d r e n . Other records, however, indicate a wide range of 

toys of B r i t i s h and American manufacture including jumping 

jacks and squeaking cats and dogs, which were stocked as trade 

goods i n the Company store . 6 7 There were also homemade toys 

of the children's or t h e i r parent's invention. The missionary 
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Narcissa Whitman noted of her l i t t l e female wards: "They have 

a great d i s p o s i t i o n to take a piece of board or a s t i c k and 

carry i t around on t h e i r backs,...for a baby." G i r l s also had 

home-made rag d o l l s i n miniature cradleboards that matched 

t h e i r own as infants. Dogs and cats were the most common 

children's pets, but one family had a beaver and Andrew 

Pambrun, at one time, had a bear cub. 6 9 

As they grew up, the children would have noticed that 

while some youngsters l i v e d outside the f o r t wall i n the 

v i l l a g e , other boys and g i r l s , the sons and daughters of the 

o f f i c e r s , l i v e d inside the f o r t i n a dormitory comprised of 

seventeen h i v e - l i k e c e l l s . In "Bachelor's Range," as the 

barracks was inaccurately c a l l e d , the furniture was crude, the 

beds tended to be infested with insects, and there were few 

of the comforts known to a gentleman i n h i s homeland. As with 

the servants, o f f i c e r s ' families were commonly lodged together 

because of the acute shortage of accommodation.70 The f i r s t 

chaplain at the f o r t , Rev. Herbert Beaver, was shocked at the 

housing conditions for gentlemen, and wrote the Company i n 

London: 

Mr. Ross, one of your clerks, came i n with the 
Express, bringing a woman and four children. She has 
since been confined with the f i f t h , and the whole 
family have, ever since t h e i r a r r i v a l , been dwelling 
with Mrs. McKenzie, the wife of another of your 
clerks . . . and three children, making eleven persons 
i n the same room, which i s undivided and t h i r t y feet 
by f i f t e e n i n size and i n which ...they a l l eat, 
sleep, wash and dry t h e i r clothes. 7 1 

Despite the si m i l a r l i v i n g conditions, the differences 
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between o f f i c e r s ' and servants' c h i l d r e n were r e a d i l y 

apparent. The children inside the f o r t wore f i n e English 

clothing, had more toys of English and American import, read 

books, ate 'exotic' foods and, most of a l l , had c e r t a i n 

p r i v i l e g e s which were not extended to servants' c h i l d r e n . 7 2 

As the youngsters matured, they learned that t h e i r 

fathers' p o s i t i o n i n the hierarchy of the Hudson's Bay Company 

determined t h e i r own place i n the scheme of things. They came 

to understand that there was an almost impassable gulf which 

separated the gentlemen from the rank-and-file servants and 

that while the former gave the orders, the l a t t e r were 

supposed to obey them. At an early age, servants' sons 

learned to bow and t h e i r daughters to curtsey i n respect to 

chief factor McLoughlin. 7 3 

When he v i s i t e d Fort Vancouver i n 1841, Lieut. George 

Emmons, a member of the U.S. Exploring Expedition, was 

impressed with "the s t r i c t e s t attention and obedience observed 

by the subordinates to the directions of t h e i r superior." 7 4 

But, according to George Roberts, an apprentice seaman and 

l a t e r a teacher at the f o r t school, "there was no government  

from below." Orders came from above and were meant to be 

obeyed without question. 7 5 Like Roberts, c l e r k John Tod 

noted: 

D i s c i p l i n e and supervision were enforced almost with 
m i l i t a r y r i g o r , though with less formality i n the 
s o c i a l intercourse of the commissioned ranks than 
probably existed i n the army. A man might be ordered 
to go elsewhere on duty at any time, the change 
perhaps involving 1,000 miles of t r a v e l , and he 
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might be sent suddenly from a comfortable to an 
inhospitable s t a t i o n . 7 6 

Both chief factor Dr. John McLoughlin and h i s second i n 

command, James Douglas, were regarded as harsh and unyielding 

by t h e i r employees. As Eloise McLoughlin, the factor's 

daughter, phrased i t : "My father was a good man, but hasty i n 

temper," however, "he was not so pompous as S i r James 

Douglas." 7 7 Despite t h e i r stern exteriors, both men were fond 

of children. On Sundays, McLoughlin could usually be seen 

walking to chapel surrounded by youngsters. When he made his 

inspection tours around the farms and m i l l s , a favored c h i l d 

was often c l i n g i n g to the back of h i s saddle. 7 8 Andrienne 

Lucier r e c a l l e d that when she was a l i t t l e g i r l of f i v e or 

s i x , McLoughlin took her on one such tour and gave her a bag 

of apples with the admonishment that she "must be sure to save 

the seeds and plant them."79 James Douglas was known to play 

games with the youngsters and every once i n a while he would 

load several children into his gig and take them for an 

outing. 8 0 

For a l l his kindness to servants' children, however, 

McLoughlin would not allow Eloise to play with any c h i l d who 
81 

did not have one " f u l l y white parent." E l o i s e wrote of her 
82 

girlhood: "We l i v e d separate and private e n t i r e l y . " Her 

statement was echoed by Andrew Pambrun, a chief trader's son, 

who began his autobiography: "I was reared i n seclusion, not 

being permitted to mingle with the employers [sic] or t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n . I am therefore naturally of a d u l l and phlegmatic 



d i s p o s i t i o n . " 

The class of the fathers not only defined how c h i l d r e n 

were born, but how they were raised and, i n turn, how they 

would come to see themselves as people. While there i s a 

consensus among historians that Metis culture grew from both 

native and Euro-American roots, the conceptualization of Metis 

people as "in-between" tends to ignore the r e a l i t y that fur 

trade culture and l a t e r , Metis culture, was shaped i n large 

measure by the c a p i t a l i s t i n s t i t u t i o n s of the fur trade 

companies operating on the f r o n t i e r s of North America. As 

Eugene Duflot De Mofras, who v i s i t e d Fort Vancouver i n 1841 

as a commercial agent of the French government, commented: 

"Fort Van Couver [ s i c ] , which on the ex t e r i o r resembles a 

large farm, surrounded with building f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l 

purposes, i s i n r e a l i t y , within but a shop and counting-house 
• 85 

of the c i t y of London." 

VII 

The Hudson's Bay Company was a large scale enterprise 

which attempted to maximize p r o f i t s and re-invest i t s c a p i t a l 

accumulation for further p r o f i t s i n s i m i l a r fashion to other 

c a p i t a l i s t concerns i n the f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth 

century. 8 6 In England, Company shareholders were r e f e r r e d to 
8 7 

as "the C a p i t a l i s t s . " At Fort Vancouver, the gentlemen were 

c a l l e d "the Merchants." 8 8 

Hudson's Bay Company o f f i c e r s i n the P a c i f i c Northwest 

saw themselves as agents of c i v i l i z a t i o n shaping "the nucleus 
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of a future empire i n the far west." To the American 

m i l i t a r y , they had "opened the country to safe and secure 
• 90 

emigration." Indeed, Peter Ogden and James Douglas, who 

prepared the claim for compensation for the Companys• holdings 

i n the United States aft e r the Oregon Boundary Treaty of 1846, 

argued: 
that the mere money value of that property... must 
i l l requite the Hudson's Bay Company for the immense 
outlay of means which the establishment of a 
business i n the wilderness of Oregon, remote from 
every source of supply necessarily involves. 9 1 

Such ideas were passed on and accepted by the o f f i c e r s ' 

Metis children. Jason A l l a r d , the son of chief trader Ovid 

A l l a r d and the daughter of a Cowichan headman, who was born 

at Fort Langley on September 8, 1848, explained: "My father 

was one of those mighty men of the Hudson's Bay Company, who 

pioneered the pathway through the forest and l a i d f i r m l y the 

foundations of the future." 9 2 

VIII 

In the Hudson's Bay Company, l i k e other burgeoning 

c a p i t a l i s t ventures of the early nineteenth century, the 

development of capitalism forged two d i s t i n c t classes which 

roughly equate to Marx's concept of propertyless wage-earners, 

the p r o l e t a r i a t and the capital-owning entrepreneurs, the 

bourgeoisie. 9 3 The English s c i e n t i s t John Henry LeFroy, who 

t r a v e l l e d i n Hudson's Bay T e r r i t o r y i n 1843-44, was quick to 

notice the difference i n classes and thought i t was "curious" 

that "the d i s t i n c t i o n between the Bourgeois and the voyageurs 
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and servants i s properly maintained" i n such an undeveloped 
94 • • 95 

landscape. His observations were echoed by other v i s i t o r s . 

The word 'class* was i n f a i r l y general usage i n England 

and the United States by the 1790s and implied that the 

character of s o c i a l d i v i s i o n s i n society was changing. 

Compared with older words used to describe the s o c i a l 

structure, such as order, rank and estate, 'class' came to 

imply a society divided according to in t e r e s t s , rather than 

one united by bonds of deference running from the 'lower 

orders' up to those of better stations. "But," states 

h i s t o r i a n Harold Perkin, "down to the end of the century and 

beyond the word was s t i l l used interchangeably with the 

t r a d i t i o n a l concepts, 'ranks,' 'degrees' and 'orders.'" 9 6 

With the reorganization of the Hudson's Bay Company i n 

1821, a sharper d i v i s i o n of classes than had formerly existed, 

came into being, cutting across the older, rank system and 

making i t almost impossible for those i n the servant class to 

move upward into the gentleman class. A l i b e r a l education 

became the measure for the selection of gentlemen, and the 

servants, who were largely i l l i t e r a t e , f e l l short of t h i s 

c r i t e r i o n . 9 7 

Although the notion of class suggests s o c i a l mobility, 

what t h i s meant i n the fur trade and i n the i n d u s t r i a l i z i n g 

s o c i e t i e s , was that upward mobility was generally confined to 
• • 9fi 

ranks within classes, rather than between them. The company 

o f f i c e r s used the terms "class" and "rank" interchangeably, 
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but, as clerk John Tod noted, each man "well understood" the 

"valued gradation" of the Company's s o c i a l structure and h i s 
• • • OO 

p a r t i c u l a r place i n i t . In the f i r s t half of the nineteenth 

century, d i f f e r e n t i a l status was s t i l l an unquestioned part 

of the given landscape i n which men were born-. In the fur 

trade as i n the wider Euro-American society, class 

d i s t i n c t i o n s were proclaimed by such outward and v i s i b l e signs 

as language, dress and behaviour. 1 0 0 

The Hudson's Bay Company p r o l e t a r i a t bore only p a r t i a l 

resemblance to the new, emerging working c l a s s of the 

i n d u s t r i a l factory system. The o f f i c e r s , by contrast, viewed 

themselves as 'exiles i n the wilderness' and, l i k e other 

B r i t i s h e r s i n distant lands, strove to maintain t h e i r 

middle-class t i e s with Great B r i t a i n and Canada. 1 0 1 The 

bourgeoisie, however, was not the 'ideal type' usually 

associated with the term. Although the o f f i c e r s managed the 

trade, they were employed for wages on yearly contracts and 

were, i n _ f a c t , s i m i l a r to 'white c o l l a r ' workers. Sometimes 

they were c l a s s i f i e d as "servants" i n Hudson's Bay Company 

documents, but, i n fact, they bore l i t t l e resemblance to the 

laboring servants who maintained themselves through physical 

work of various sorts. 

While they did not own the means of production d i r e c t l y , 

that i s , property rig h t s i n c a p i t a l stock or equipment, the 

c l e r k s , who were at the lowest echelon of the o f f i c e r c l a s s , 

could aspire to a degree of ownership when they attained the 



rank of 'chief trader* and received one share i n the Company. 

If they attained the position of 'chief factor*, they were 

e n t i t l e d to two shares valued at approximately 400 pounds per 
102 

share annually. Moreover, for those who reached these 

ranks, an agreement with the Company gave them job security, 

the r i g h t to be consulted on the management of the trade and 

a guaranteed minimum from t h e i r shares when p r o f i t s were 

down.103 

In general, gentlemen fur traders i n North America were 

members of the lower t i e r i n the bourgeois hierarchy, owning 

40 per cent of the Company's shares, while those c l o s e r to the 

top directed the Company's business from London and owned 60 

per cent of the shares and the annual p r o f i t . 1 0 4 Although 

s a l a r i e d , middle-class employees, the gentlemen's earnings 

along with the p r o f i t s from t h e i r shares sometimes made them 

s u f f i c i e n t l y wealthy to invest i n other enterprises. As such, 

they might be better c l a s s i f i e d as a 'petit bourgeoisie,' or 

a 'intermediate c l a s s , ' which belongs to the propertied class 
« « 105 

only as f a r as present conditions are concerned. Whatever 

term i s employed, however, the gentlemen's maintenance of 

s o c i a l distance, the behavioral c r i t e r i o n of class d i v i s i o n , 

distinguished them from the p r o l e t a r i a t . 1 0 6 

As far as the underlings were concerned, the Governor, 

who was chosen by the Honourable Committee i n London for h i s 

executive and administrative a b i l i t y rather than any detailed 

knowledge of the fur trade, ruled supreme. In the f i e l d , 



however, i t was the chief factors, i n charge of large 

t e r r i t o r i e s and the chief traders, who presided over 

i n d i v i d u a l f o r t s , who d i r e c t l y influenced the l i v e s of fur 

trade f a m i l i e s . As a consequence, t h e i r s o c i a l status i n 

l o c a l i z e d settings was much greater than t h e i r shares i n the 

company would indicate and was maintained through prescribed 

p r i v i l e g e s given them and t h e i r f a m i l i e s . 1 0 7 

As previously noted, the gentlemen i n Oregon enforced 

s o c i a l distance by segregating t h e i r children from servants* 

youngsters. In general, they acted l i k e other middle class 

males of the times, imposing many of the norms of t h e i r home 

society on the f o r t setting. By and large, fathers directed 

t h e i r children's l i v e s , rather than shared them. While they 

sometimes displayed outward a f f e c t i o n towards t h e i r daughters 

and the servants' children, they were seldom emotional with 

t h e i r sons. They played with t h e i r children, taught them 

s k i l l s , and were even known to babysit them, but t h e i r aloof 

behaviour prohibited the close bonding r e l a t i o n s h i p s that the 

ch i l d r e n commonly had with t h e i r mothers. "My father," 

wrote David McLoughlin," was always s i l e n t to me e s p e c i a l l y 
• • • 1 0 9 

about h i s private a f f a i r s . " Ranald MacDonald r e c a l l e d that 

Dr. McLoughlin and his father Archibald McDonald "were the 

only two persons that I was i n any fear of...and why I should 

fear them was always a mystery to me."110 
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As students of s o c i a l structures frequently point out, 

•real h i s t o r y exhibits important shading from t h e o r e t i c a l 

models'. 1 1 1 The fur trade provides a good example of t h i s . 

The Hudson's Bay Company was linked to early i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n 

i n England through i t s contracts with f a c t o r i e s which 

manufactured the goods used to barter furs from Indians i n 

America. 1 1 2 Between i n d u s t r i a l capitalism on the one hand and 

the barter system on the other, stood the p r o l e t a r i a t , an 

ethnic potpourri, known as servants or engages, who comprised 

a vast network of boatmen, tradesmen, mechanics, 

a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s and laborers. Most were hired for wages on 

f i v e to seven year contracts to perform c e r t a i n services 

necessary i n the fur trade. In t h i s sense, the p r o l e t a r i a t was 

a 'subsumed c l a s s , ' that i s , a class which provides services 

rather than extracts the resources themselves. 1 1 3 There were, 

of course, exceptions es p e c i a l l y on the brigades from Fort 

Vancouver where trapping as well as trading took place, but 

i n the main, the servants stood midway between the gentlemen 

and the Indians. 1 1 4 

In the early years of the fur trade i n the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, the male servants tended to be s t r a t i f i e d i n t h e i r 

occupations by age and e t h n i c i t y i n a fashion s i m i l a r to 

workers i n Canada and the United States. Those from the 

B r i t i s h I s l e s made up the largest number of s k i l l e d tradesmen 

and mechanics, French Canadians and Metis served as boatmen, 
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trappers and farm workers. Hawaiians were the backbone of the 

lumbering crews at the sawmills. The Indians did much of the 

farm work. 1 1 5 

Fur trade youngsters also contributed to the p r o f i t s of 

the Company. In p r e - i n d u s t r i a l society, the family was a work 

unit and each c h i l d was expected to contribute to the 

household economy. At Fort Vancouver, by contrast, the work 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y assigned to children was often performed by 

Indian slaves or servants. According to David and Jennifer 

Chance, who conducted the archeological i n v e s t i g a t i o n of Fort 

Vancouver i n 1974, fathers' wages were s u f f i c i e n t to cover 

family expenses. They write: 

The average servant's wage at Vancouver was about 
eighteen pounds s t e r l i n g per year, or about 550 
American d o l l a r s , plus maintenance. Though low, t h i s 
wage should have been adequate to cover the purchase 
of clothing, some luxuries, private t o o l s and 
u t e n s i l s . Purchases could also be made on c r e d i t . 
116 

In r e a l i t y , however, "almost a l l " the servants i n 

Columbia were in debt to the Company through the purchase of 

goods on c r e d i t . 1 1 7 Under these circumstances, the value of 

c h i l d labor may have been more important to the family economy 

than the Chances' thesis suggests. Contributing to the 

family's food supply by f i s h i n g , hunting and berry picking was 

part of the c h i l d ' s routine. Children also helped carry 

drinking water and firewood. 1 1 8 But, as important as these 

chores may have been, the greatest contribution of c h i l d r e n 

to the family economy involved working for the Company i n much 

the same manner as t h e i r parents. 



At Fort Vancouver, the half-grown children were assigned 

the weekly task of beating the dust out of the f u r s . 1 1 9 At 

Fort Simpson, Donald Manson hired small boys to chase crows 

out of the garden and si m i l a r tasks were undoubtedly given to 

ch i l d r e n at the other f o r t s . 1 2 0 Seven-year-old Benjamin 

Franklin, an American immigrant c h i l d , r e c a l l e d that Dr. 

McLoughlin put h i s hand on his head and said to him and his 

fri e n d s : 

Don't you boys want to earn some candy? If you w i l l 
go with Mr. Barlow and turn the grind stone while he 
sharpens the plane b i t , I w i l l give you each a 
handful of candy...That was the f i r s t store candy we 
had ever eaten, or for that matter had ever had i n 
our hands. 1 2 1 

While some youngsters earned 'treats', others worked for 

wages. McLoughlin was i n the habit of freeing Indian children 

who had been enslaved i n the coastal native slave system. Many 

of these children were brought up at Fort Vancouver where they 

were given regular duties, such as hunting and f i s h i n g for the 

f o r t ' s food supply. They received wages l i k e other employees. 

Each brigade that l e f t Fort Vancouver included "lads" who 

appear to have been paid, but, as at Red River, where the 

Buffalo Wool Company, a subsidiary of the Hudson's Bay 

Company, employed boys and g i r l s , they were probably paid at 

wage rates considerably lower than those earned by the men.122 

Most fur trade children were engaged i n a g r i c u l t u r a l work 

without f i n a n c i a l compensation. Instead, maintaining the 

f o r t ' s garden was part of the school curriculum. Student 
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labor defrayed educational expenses, as well as provided 

foodstuffs for the Company's trade. 1 2 3 In short, although 

children's tasks enriched the family's economy, t h e i r labor 

also contributed to Company p r o f i t s . 1 2 4 For servants' boys 

and g i r l s , the age of puberty marked t h e i r f u l l i n i t i a t i o n 

into the fur trade work force. Around the age of fourteen, 

sons took t h e i r place alongside t h e i r fathers as laborers and 

daughters assumed new r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n fur trade 

domesticity as wives. 1 2 5 

Like c h i l d workers, Indian workers were ranked near the 

bottom of the servant hierarchy. Native people were employed 

extensively a f t e r 1838 i n the Company's a g r i c u l t u r a l pursuits. 

In addition, native women often worked as domestic servants 

at the f o r t s , while native men were hired as r i v e r p i l o t s and 

were among the Company's f i r s t coal miners on Vancouver 

Island. Some native people received cash wages, but, more 

commonly they exchanged t h e i r labor for goods from the trade 

shop. E l o i s e McLoughlin r e c a l l e d : "They worked very well. I 

do not remember how much they were paid, but they were paid 

i n goods. They were quite w i l l i n g to work, childre n and 

a l l . " 1 2 6 

Native people often worked alongside the Kanakas, 

Owyhees, or Blue Men, a l l names for the Hawaiian Islanders, 

who were recruited as cheap labor and often replaced the more 

expensive French-Canadian employees when they r e t i r e d or died. 

In Governor George Simpson's opinion, they were useful as 



guards and for "common drudgery." In a c t u a l i t y , however, 

t h e i r menial status only served to hide t h e i r e x p l o i t a t i o n as 

s k i l l e d workers i n a diverse range of occupations. 

Besides working as crew members aboard the Company's 

coastal and r i v e r vessels, the Kanakas were extensively 

employed i n the Company's sawmills. They worked as cooks, 

gardeners, sheep and swine herders, road men, carpenters and 

i n a g r i c u l t u r a l occupations along with Indian laborers. They 
• • 128 

were part of almost every hunting and trading expedition. 

As one observer commented, they performed "many s e r v i l e tasks 

d i s t a s t e f u l to the white race" without receiving any of the 

same b e n e f i t s . 1 2 9 Under t h e i r contracts with the Hudson's Bay 

Company, they received wages in accordance with t h e i r job 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , but t h e i r s a l a r i e s were always below those of 

white and Metis servants, who successfully protested that the 

Kanakas were "by no means such serviceable people" as 

themselves and should not be e n t i t l e d to the same wage for 

the same job. 1 3 0 

The majority of servants, however, were Metis, North 

Americans and Europeans. Bernard Bailyn has hypothesized that 

the peopling of B r i t i s h North America was an expansion of 

European domestic mobility i n search of employment which 

gradually extended outward to include North America. 1 3 1 The 

Hudson's Bay Company contributed to t h i s t r a n s a t l a n t i c flow 

of labor by drawing heavily on the dispossessed and impover

ished sons of Scotland, Ireland and England and e s p e c i a l l y the 
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lads of the Orkney Islands who worked for low wages. 1 3 2 

By the early nineteenth century, conditions s i m i l a r to 

those of e a r l i e r periods i n Europe existed i n the oldest 

colonized regions of North America. The good farm land was 

ei t h e r taken or exhausted and large family s i z e made i t 

increasingly d i f f i c u l t for second, t h i r d and fourth sons to 

own farms. A sizable number of men were forced to s e l l t h e i r 

labor for wages.133 As with i t s workers from Great B r i t a i n , 

at l e a s t some of the French Canadians employed by the company 

appear to have been part of the increasing wave of landless 

men. In Quebec, they were pushed from t h e i r parishes by r u r a l 

economic c r i s e s and demographic pressures on the land to seek 

work i n the fur trade. 1 3 4 The Hudson's Bay Company's constant 

search for cheap and docile labor led them to r e c r u i t i n r u r a l 

Quebec rather than urban areas. In the early 1840s, Company 

h i r i n g agents were instructed to exclude "those who are 

brought up i n the neighborhood of towns" since they were 

considered more troublesome and more expensive to h i r e . 1 3 5 At 

the same time an "increasing number of men of mixed blood i n 

the Indian country," the sons of fur traders, were also 

h i r e d . 1 3 6 

The work force at Fort Vancouver was perhaps best 

described by John Minto, a coal miner from Newcastle on Tyne, 

England and l a t e r a B r i t i s h immigrant miner i n Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania. Minto came to Oregon i n 1844 when "his brother 

miners" went on s t r i k e and he determined to break away from 
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the "clannishness of [his immigrant] c l a s s . " He wrote of h i s 

a r r i v a l at the Fort and the workers he encountered: 

We got there [Fort Vancouver] about 9 o'clock P.M. 
and had trouble to get entrance and an opportunity 
to speak with Mr. Douglas, Doctor McLoughlin being 
absent at Oregon City. Mr. Douglas, a f t e r learning 
our business and reasons for stopping at the f o r t , 
sent us outside the stockade to lodge, and a good 
supper a f t e r us. We learned next morning that we had 
lodged i n a cot, or cabin, shared by a lowland 
Scotch blacksmith, who worked e n t i r e l y on axes for 
the Indian trade, and an Orkney Islander, whose pay 
was 17 [pounds], or short $85 a year. He was 
shepherd of the flocks kept to supply the Vancouver 
tables. The smith's wages were f i v e s h i l l i n g s per 
diem. These both were contracted at common fare, 
which might be s a l t salmon and potatoes, to be 
cooked by the laborers. We learned also that the 
wages of Sandwich Islanders, of whom the Hudson's 
Bay Company had a considerable number, were $5.00 
per month, and salmon and potatoes furnished f o r 
food; that i s , as c l o s e l y as could be estimated, $65 
per annum for common labo r e r s . 1 3 7 

X 

This mixture of many races and n a t i o n a l i t i e s i n the work 

force led to f a u l t y perceptions about the ethnic composition 

i n the Oregon fur trade. Most observers could not t e l l a 

'half-breed* from a white man or a Company Indian since some 

Metis were indistinguishable from whites while others c l o s e l y 

resembled native Indians. Contemporary commentators often made 

t h e i r judgments about the work force on the basis of culture -

- the language the men spoke and the r e l i g i o n the practiced. 

For example, the French speaking and Catholic r e t i r e d servants 

were generally designated as French, French Canadian, or 

Canadian, but, i n terms of biology, the majority were Metis 

of French-Indian, Scots-Indian, Owyhee-Indian, French-Pwyhee, 
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and Iroquois-Western Indian ancestry. 
At Fort Vancouver, i t was estimated that there were some 

361 white and half-breed males; 122 Kanaka males, 7 Iroquois 

males and 45 native male laborers between the years 1827 and 

1860. However, as genealogical studies and the Catholic 

Church Records reveal, many of those l i s t e d as white men, and 

others who were c l a s s i f i e d as Iroquois, were, i n fa c t , of 

mixed native-white ancestry. 1 4 0 Intermarriage between groups 

was commonplace with the re s u l t that, by 1838, the population 

had become greatly mixed and was described by one c a r e f u l 

observer as "a mongrel race." 1 4 1 The Chances 1 archaeological 

in v e s t i g a t i o n of the Fort Vancouver v i l l a g e s i t e tends to 

confirm that mixture as much as et h n i c i t y , existed at the 

f o r t . 

We recovered not a single i d e n t i f i a b l e Hawaiian 
(Kanaka), French Canadian, Shetlander, Orkneyman, 
Norwegian, Iroquois or Cree a r t i f a c t . If a r t i f a c t s 
alone were used to judge the population, one would 
have to say that ...[the] Hudson's Bay Company 
occupation areas were inhabited by Englishmen and a 
sp r i n k l i n g of Scots." 1 4 2 

At the smaller f o r t s i n the d i s t r i c t where only a few men 

were employed, ethnic d i v i s i o n s of labor could not be 

maintained. As the years passed, manpower shortages at Fort 

Vancouver eroded much of the ethnic segregation i n the work 

force of the e a r l i e r period. As James Douglas noted i n 1838, 

when there were only eighty-two workers a v a i l a b l e at Fort 

Vancouver and many jobs were yet to be completed: "Every 

person [has] been kept i n constant a c t i v i t y . . . Nearly a l l our 



disposable force i s absent on various detached services." 

Indeed, Fort Vancouver h i s t o r i a n David Lavender suggests that 

the Company tended to encourage the mingling of the ethnic 

groups. He writes: "Many methods of securing obedience, some 

quite subtle, were employed. The mingling of races that helped 

keep peace during the travels of the fur brigades also helped 

prevent concerted resistance at the f o r t . " 1 4 4 

XI 

In addition to the servants, there was another group of 

part-time wage laborers known as 'freemen,' who, i n the Oregon 

context, were free to hire themselves out to the highest 

bidder. In Oregon, however, the only large employer of labor 

was the Hudson's Bay Company and the freemen, who were mostly 

r e t i r e d Company servants, were usually hired by the Company 

on short term contracts for the season or for s p e c i f i c jobs. 

As the French-speaking Catholic settlements i n the Willamette 

Val l e y grew throughout the 1830s and 40s, the freemen provided 

the Company with an experienced pool of part-time workers. In 

the early years, most of these men combined wage labor from 

the Company with a kind of s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y farming much l i k e 

that described by Allan Greer i n his study of r e t i r e d fur 

traders i n Sorel, Quebec. Greer c l a s s i f i e d the Quebecers as 

•semi-proletarian* since t h e i r l i v e s o s c i l l a t e d between 

capitalism and the older 'feudal' economy which was s t i l l 

operating i n the colony i n the 1840s. 

Greer adopted the term 'feudal' from Marxist usage to 



describe the 'feudal mode of production 1 i n Quebec 

characterized by "a predominately agrarian economy with 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t peasant households as the primary productive 

u n i t . " 1 4 5 When combined with some wage labor and the sale of 

surplus crops, as i n the case of the parish of Sorel, t h i s 

d e s c r i p t i o n f i t s the 'semi-proletarian' l i f e s t y l e which 

evolved i n the Willamette Valley among the r e t i r e d servants. 

I t also c l o s e l y resembles the l i f e s t y l e of the Metis on the 

Canadian p r a i r i e s , which Gerald Friesen has c a l l e d " s e t t l e r 

c a p i t a l i s m . " 1 4 6 John Minto described the common l i f e s t y l e of 

many of the r e t i r e d servants and t h e i r families when he wrote 

of h i s neighbor: 

When his family was young, he would a f t e r harvest 
take his family and cross the Cascades by way of the 
Santiam Valley, making one night's camp i n the 
mountains; would trap and hunt t i l l the rainy season 
was near; turn his skins and p e l t r i e s over to a 
Hudson's Bay Company trader to be taken to Vancouver 
v i a The Dalles, and recross the mountains home 
again, only camping one night, and wait two weeks 
before going to Vancouver for his pay. 1 4 7 

The Willamette society, however, was a poor cousin to the 

'feudal' Quebec model since other c r i t e r i a which exemplify 

feudalism were largely absent. The community i n the 

Willamette was too new to permit the same kind of ascendancy 

of lay and c l e r i c a l aristocracy that predominated i n Quebec. 

Nevertheless, John McLoughlin appears to have taken much of 

hi s growing up experience on his grandfather Malcolm Fraser's 

seigneury at Malbaie, Quebec, and transported i t to the new 

landscape. In the Willamette, McLoughlin acted as a 



p a t e r n a l i s t i c and s e l f - s t y l e d seigneur demanding l o y a l t y and 

obedience from his former employees a f t e r the fashion of 

Quebec seigneurs. 1 4 8 The r e t i r e d servants were apparently 

receptive to McLoughlin because he was a Canadian and a 

Catholic who spoke t h e i r p r o v i n c i a l French. According to 

El o i s e McLoughlin, her father was "fond of t a l k i n g and 

v i s i t i n g . " P e r i o d i c a l l y , he would tour the Willamette, 

going from house to house h e a r t i l y shaking hands with the 

fathers and sons and affectio n a t e l y k i s s i n g the cheeks of the 

mothers and daughters. On occasion, McLoughlin and h i s wife 

Margaret would lead the brigade heading for C a l i f o r n i a out of 

the v a l l e y on t h e i r f i r s t day's journey south. 1 5 0 

By contrast, the r e t i r e d servants showed an open d i s l i k e 

f o r the Scottish Governor S i r George Simpson when De Mofras 

and Simpson toured the Willamette Valley together i n 1841. De 

Mofras noted: 

During our v i s i t to the Willamette with Governor 
Simpson, we could not help noticing the p a i n f u l 
impression the Canadians experienced i n seeing 
themselves governed by a person of a race and 
r e l i g i o n d i f f e r e n t from t h e i r own, and who d i d not 
even speak the same language. Several farmers, 
indeed, when S i r George said to them i n English, 
"How do you do" — repli e d , "We do not speak 
English; we are a l l French here." 1 5 1 

In any case, i n concert with McLoughlin's wishes and 

those of the r e t i r e d servants, Catholic p r i e s t s established 

the parish of St. Paul, Willamette i n 1838, and assumed the 

r o l e of moral guardians to the population of 600 or so r e t i r e d 

servants and t h e i r f a m i l i e s . 1 5 2 The p r i e s t s ' d i r e c t i v e s came 
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d i r e c t l y from the Bishop of Quebec, Joseph Signay. He urged 

them to quickly marry, legitimize and baptise the people and 

restore to the Catholic f a i t h "the wicked Christians who have 

adopted there the vices of the Indians, and l i v e i n 

licentiousness and the forgetfulness of t h e i r duties." The 

p r i e s t s were also to establish French language schools and 

catechism classes. In essence, the Catholic mission was 

modeled a f t e r the parish church system of Quebec. 1 5 3 

Whatever 'feudal' relationships lingered in the Hudson's 

Bay Company from e a r l i e r periods were blurred by the 

resurgence of paternalism in the f i r s t half of the nineteenth 

century, which gave fur trade society not only common 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s with r u r a l Quebec, but also with the so-called 

'model factory communities' i n the wider Euro-American 

society. As David Roberts has outlined i n Paternalism i n  

Early V i c t o r i a n England and Bryan Palmer has described i n the 

Upper Canadian setting, paternalism was a pervasive s o c i a l 

a t t i t u d e among the governing classes of the era, which brought 

together s o c i a l i s t s , Tories, l i b e r a l s , and m i l l e n a r i a n i s t s . 

In short, paternalism i n the f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth 

century was a s o c i a l theory of p o l i t i c a l force. 

Although paternalism was almost always intermingled with 

other s o c i a l outlooks, i t e s s e n t i a l l y held that society should 

be authoritarian, hierarchic, organic and p l u r a l i s t i c . 

P a t e r n a l i s t s l i k e John McLoughlin and other members of the 

Company's bourgeoisie were convinced they knew what was best 



for t h e i r subordinates. Moreover, they had the power to 

i n s i s t that t h e i r ideas be carried out. Bound up with t h e i r 

notion of duty was the b e l i e f that morality should govern a l l 

r e l a t i o n s . 

Unlike e a r l i e r forms of paternalism, nineteenth century 

paternalism arose from fears about unchecked capitalism. I t 

was a backlash not so much against capitalism i t s e l f , but 

against what many perceived to be a new system of selfishness 

which had upset the natural balance and organic nature of 

society. The conscientious practice of paternalism, which 

i n t e l l e c t u a l h i s t o r i a n R.S. Neale has likened to "Tory 

welfareism," was regarded as a s o c i a l remedy fo r the new and 

threatening problems of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and urbanization, 

and was c l o s e l y connected with the increasing importance 

placed on family l i f e . 1 5 4 

Paternalism was a common bond which linked the s o c i a l i s t 

Robert Owen to the i n d u s t r i a l i s t Francis Lowell and 

ultimately, to a man l i k e chief factor John McLoughlin, who, 

i n addition to managing the fur trade and large scale farming 

operations, also oversaw his workers in the manufacture of 

barges, canoes, carts, furniture, window frames, a g r i c u l t u r a l 

t o o l s , horseshoes, traps, harnesses, saddles, candles, wool 

and many other items produced at Fort Vancouver and the other 

f o r t s i n h i s d i s t r i c t . 1 5 5 Like his fellow p a t e r n a l i s t s , 

McLoughlin believed his workers should be 'good men.' At 

Owen's New Lanark i n Scotland, the best behaved laborers were 
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rewarded with the best houses. At Fort Vancouver, the good 

behaviour of servants earned them implements and l i v e s t o c k for 

t h e i r farms i n the Willamette. 1 5 6 

In Quebec, there was an overt p o l i t i c a l system of 

r e d i s t r i b u t i o n which forced peasant families to turn over some 

of t h e i r production to the aristocracy. In the Willamette, the 

freemen were compelled to s e l l t h e i r surplus crops, e s p e c i a l l y 

wheat, to the Company since there were no other markets 

a v a i l a b l e to them, but the ancient and ambiguous concept of 

land ownership that helped to legitimate the appropriations 

from peasants i n Quebec was largely absent. 1 5 7 True to h i s 

p a t e r n a l i s t i c persuasions, however, McLoughlin l e t i t be known 

that "only good, honest men with f a m i l i e s " could apply for 

farms. Moreover, he stipulated that each applicant have 50 

pounds to defray the cost of purchasing farm equipment from 

the Company. In a l l of t h i s , McLoughlin took the stance that 

"he that begins business on c r e d i t i s seldom so c a r e f u l and 
• * • • 1 5 8 

industrious as he who does business on h i s own means." When 

McLoughlin's requirements were met, and only when they were 

met, r e t i r e d servants and t h e i r families were allowed to 

choose prime farmland on the Willamette P r a i r i e with a good 

section of white oak and timber from the nearby f o r e s t to 

supply raw materials for farm buildings and f u e l . 1 5 9 

The success of the Hudson's Bay Company depended on 

es t a b l i s h i n g a system which would ensure the s u r v i v a l of i t s 

workers i n the remote areas of North America. To t h i s end, 



i t assumed functions beyond the normal mandate of c a p i t a l i s t 

enterprises.. Not only was i t necessary to provide food, 

shelter and clothing for i t s employees, but the Company took 

on the mantle of a p a t e r n a l i s t i c s o c i a l welfare agency 

providing care from the 'cradle to the grave.' The Company 

not only dictated the d a i l y work routine, but determined 

correct behaviour for i t s employees, i n t e r f e r i n g i n many 

aspects of t h e i r personal l i v e s including marriage, family 

l i f e and c h i l d r e a r i n g . 1 6 0 

In both Euro-American and fur trade society, the death 

of a parent was a common occurrence. The fur trade family, 

l i k e the Euro-American family, was maintained through 

remarriage and many children grew up among step-parents, step

brothers and s t e p - s i s t e r s . 1 6 1 The death rate among servants 

due to accidents was high and many mothers died before they 

were f o r t y . 1 6 2 In 1830, for example, twenty-six men l o s t t h e i r 

l i v e s i n the Columbia D i s t r i c t , leaving eighteen father-less 

c h i l d r e n . 1 6 3 When possible, orphans were raised by t h e i r next 

of kin, but r e l a t i v e s often l i v e d at great distances. In 

these instances, the task of taking care of the youngsters 

f e l l to the Company.164 

In order to deal with the problem, McLoughlin established 

an 'orphans' fund' for the maintenance and care of deserted, 

motherless, and orphaned children, including native slave 

children, who had been abandoned or ransomed by the trad e r s . 1 6 5 

The McLoughlins cared for as many as eighteen of these 



c h i l d r e n at one time. The Douglas and Ogden fa m i l i e s each had 

one ward. The Birnies had two of these youngsters, while chief 

physician Barclay's house was reported to have been "always 

f i l l e d with orphans". 1 6 6 In 1892, David McLoughlin s t i l l 

remembered the many orphans brought up i n h i s father's 

household who, as he stated, "are scattered throughout the 

countries to t h i s day." 1 6 7 In addition, McLoughlin also 

arranged homes for some of the children among the Methodist 

missionaries and, after 1844, among the Catholic S i s t e r s of 
1 6 8 

Notre Dame de Namur i n the Willamette Valley. 

XII 

Some American s e t t l e r s to Oregon regarded the Company as 

a medieval i n s t i t u t i o n . Such a view was large l y mistaken, at 

least, i n terms of the prevalent economic system they 

encountered. 1 6 9 What the Americans despised was the f a c t that 

the Company was English and interfered with what they regarded 

as the ' r i g h t f u l ' manifest destiny of the United States. What 

they abhorred was the Company's monopoly, which contravened 

t h e i r view that government, i n t h i s case, the B r i t i s h 

government's 'informal empire' v i s - a - v i s the Hudson's Bay 

Company, should not int e r f e r e with the economic a c t i v i t i e s of 

c i t i z e n s . 1 7 0 What they d i s l i k e d was the Company's 

authoritarian opposition to li b e r a l i s m and the 'laissez f a i r e ' 

doctrine. 

Whatever else the immigrants f e l t about fur trade 

society, they were quick to see the Company's settlements as 



the most westerly extension of the American f r o n t i e r . The 

Willamette land was r i c h , "well watered, generally c l e a r of 

timber, and covered with a fine luxuriant grass." The r i v e r 

was "navigable to a considerable distance for large boats." 1 7 1 

Here were v i l l a g e s , with log cabins, barns, churches, schools 

and g r i s t m i l l s for the crops of red, white and spring wheat -

- t h i n g s that were fa m i l i a r to the Americans and reminded them 

of home.172 In short, despite t h e i r c r i t i c i s m s of the Hudson's 

Bay Company, they found a society that was much closer i n kind 

to the American one they had l e f t behind than the native 

cultures they had encountered on t h e i r westward migration. 

"Between 1815 and 1843," writes Herbert Gutman, "the 

United States remained a predominately p r e i n d u s t r i a l society 

and most workers drawn to i t s few f a c t o r i e s were the products 

of r u r a l and v i l l a g e p r e i n d u s t r i a l c u l t u r e . " 1 7 3 Some seventy-

eight percent of the Americans who came to Oregon were drawn 

from such r u r a l places i n the 'old' f r o n t i e r states of 

Missouri, Iowa, I l l i n o i s and Indiana. 1 7 4 They recognized the 

r e t i r e d servants' communities as pioneer ones where where the 

f i r s t few years were devoted to clearing land, b u i l d i n g the 

farm and making the family s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t . 

When i t was possible to grow cash crops, however, the 

immigrants joined with the Willamette freemen, moving from 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y farming to a kind of agrarian capitalism. 

Wheat was not only the money crop, i t was the l e g a l tender, 

exchanged at a fixed rate for commodities at the Hudson's Bay 
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Company st o r e . 1 7 5 As Lieutenant Peel of the Royal Navy noted: 

"There i s no currency i n the country, but trade i s c a r r i e d on 

the f a i t h of promissory notes, which, though drawn i n d o l l a r s , 

are paid i n wheat, the staple product." 1 7 6 

The Company set the example of agrarian capitalism for 

i t s workers through i t s subsidiary organization, the Puget 

Sound A g r i c u l t u r a l Company, which had been established to s e l l 

wheat, beef and butter to Russian America. In addition to 

growing crops for export, the Company also conducted research 

into animal husbandry and agriculture. Adjoining Fort 

Vancouver, for example, there was a small wheat f i e l d that Dr. 

McLoughlin sowed for experimental crops. By 1841, i t 

contained "88 d i s t i n c t shoots or spears of wheat springing 

from one seed and each kernel averaged about 60 making a t o t a l 

of 5279 kernels." 1 7 7 The r e t i r e d servants generally p r o f i t e d 

from the Company's experiments i n a g r i c u l t u r a l and some were 
1 7 8 

noted as s k i l l e d farmers. 

The Willamette farms were large (640 acres), and the 

r e t i r e d servants, who were no longer young, needed farm help. 

Although part-time laborers for the Company themselves, the 

freemen were also employers of labor i n t h e i r own r i g h t using 

native people by purchasing them as slaves or h i r i n g them at 

the cheap cost of "a salmon-skin a day." 1 7 9 Despite the 

attempts of the Hudson's Bay Company to eradicate slavery, the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s of emancipation were insurmountable since most 

of the slaves were the property of the wives who had brought 



them from t h e i r respective t r i b e s as part of t h e i r wedding 

dowry. Although the Company exerted some moral pressure on the 

servants and freemen to free t h e i r slaves, slavery was not 

eradicated during the fur trade era. In William Slacum's 

report on Oregon to the United States Congress i n 1838, he 

charged that the Company was perpetuating slavery as a matter 

of fur trade economy: 

The slaves are generally employed to cut wood, hunt, 
and f i s h for the families of the men employed by the 
Hudson's Bay Company, and are ready for any extra 
work. Each man of the trapping parties has from two 
to three slaves, who a s s i s t to hunt and take care 
of the horses and camp; and thereby save the company 
the expense of employing at least double the number 
of men that would otherwise be required on these 
excursions. 

The Company responded that such charges were baseless, 

but Reverend Herbert Beaver, the chaplain at Fort Vancouver 

from 1836-38, made similar accusations i n h i s report to 
1 8 0 • 

Hudson's Bay Company o f f i c i a l s i n London. More t e l l i n g i s 

the i n t e r n a l correspondence between o f f i c e r s within the 

Columbia d i s t r i c t . On August 6, 1838, for example, James 

Douglas at Fort Vancouver wrote to James B i r n i e at Fort George 

(Astoria): 
I am informed that Kenneth McKay has been g u i l t y of 
a gross v i o l a t i o n of law by t r a n s f e r r i n g , the person 
of a Native Boy, who has been long a resident i n h i s 
family as a slave, to a Chinook Indian, and 
receiving i n exchange a native female. 

Douglas instructed Birnie to restore "the female Indian and 

the several a r t i c l e s of property" which McKay had received i n 
• • • 1 8 1 

the exchange and to l i b e r a t e "the boy i n question." 
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As for the labor problems of the Willamette farmers, Eva 

Dye, who based her h i s t o r i c novels on her correspondence with 

the fur traders and t h e i r children, wrote: 

Indian slavery was no exotic i n Oregon; i t had grown 
into Champoeg [the main settlement of the r e t i r e d 
servant-Metis population i n the Willamette] with i t s 
Indian wives and aboriginal t r a d i t i o n s . Back of 
every manse t h e i r cabins straggled l i k e quarters of 
the blacks i n Georgia. Every autumn s t i l l the 
Klamaths came over the Calapooias, bringing t h e i r 
captives to trade for ponies and three-point 
blankets. Five blankets would purchase a boy, 
f i f t e e n a g i r l . 1 8 2 

The need for workers continually increased. By 1845, the 

main occupation of the r e t i r e d servants had l a r g e l y s h i f t e d 

from part-time Company work and trapping to a g r i c u l t u r e . As 

one observer commented, they "furnish, annually, several 
1 8 3 

thousand bushels of wheat, to supply the Russian contract." 

David and Jennifer Chance's archaeological excavation of 

the Fort Vancouver s i t e concluded that the Hudson's Bay 

Company servants were consumers who behaved much as t h e i r wage 

laborer counterparts i n nineteenth century Europe and America. 

To generalize, then, we see wage-laborers i n a 
remote corner of the 19th century world behaving 
much as t h e i r counterparts i n i n d u s t r i a l Europe and 
America. The c u l t u r a l e f f e c t s of i n d u s t r i a l power 
could be f e l t almost immediately i n even remote 
parts of the world. We have found no temporal 
t r a n s i t i o n from a s e l f - r e l i a n t population to a 
dependent one... There would have been no pressing 
necessity to substitute home-made a r t i c l e s of every
day use for store-bought items. 1 8 4 

The r e s u l t s of t h i s archaeological investigations are 

revealing, but can be misleading i f close attention i s not 



paid to both h i s t o r i c a l records and the perishable nature of 

wood and f i b r e a r t i f a c t s . Harriet Duncan Munnick's l i f e l o n g 

research on the.retired servants' settlements indicates that, 

although many of t h e i r tools and other implements were 

purchased, much of the t h e i r settlement was 'homemade' and 

r e f l e c t e d ancient origins i n France. 

Like the old French a r c h i t e c t u r a l s t y l e s found i n t h e i r 

settlements, the means of production i n the fur trade remained 

la r g e l y unaltered by the technological changes which were 

being incorporated i n the l i v e s of workers elsewhere. In 183 6, 

the steamship Beaver brought about changes i n the coastal 

trade, but the gathering of pelts inland continued to depend 

on animal and water power i n the form of the horse and 

canoe. 1 8 6 Above a l l else, i t depended heavily on manpower and 

the concentrated e f f o r t s of whole families to conduct commerce 

with the Indians scattered over thousands of miles. As a 

r e s u l t , the legacy of more than two hundred years with the 

same modes of production was ingrained i n the l i v e s of the 

servants. 

Like laborers i n the Canadas i n the period from the 1820s 

to the 1850s, few individuals i n the Hudson's Bay Company 

workforce i n Oregon were schooled i n the sophisticated and 

l i t e r a t e ideas of the middle class. Bryan Palmer notes that 

i n the Canadas during t h i s period, society of a l l sectors 

s t i l l attended executions, convicted p r o s t i t u t e s were s t i l l 

paraded i n the streets, journeymen sometimes reacted to cut 
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wages by 'daubing* t h e i r employer's houses with excrement and 

o f f i c i a l s had l i t t l e success in banning the "barbarism" of 

c h a r i v a r i , which was especially popular i n Quebec. 

French Canadian and Metis fur trade workers, who were 

regarded as 'extremely superstitious', do not appear to have 
1 8 7 • 

been much d i f f e r e n t than t h e i r urban counterparts. Like 

them, t h e i r b e l i e f s had l i t t l e basis i n nineteenth century 

science and were s t i l l a l l i e d to a e a r l i e r time when the 

universe was ordered by the supernatural forces of nature. 

Although Christians, t h e i r ' s was a world i n which demons, 

s p i r i t s and witches r e a l l y existed. As previously mentioned, 

i t became the f i r s t task of the clergy to eradicate the pagan 
188 

aspects of the servants' Catholicism. 

The children acquired some of t h e i r parent's world view 

as part of t h e i r growing up experience i n a o r a l culture. 

Story t e l l i n g was both an art and the way i n which h i s t o r y was 

transmitted. From early childhood, fur trade youngsters heard 
. . 1 8 9 • 

Metis t a l e s of adventures and Indian legends. At various 

times during the year, they sang and danced to the tune of the 

f i d d l e and list e n e d to Scotch melodies mingled with Canadian 

and Kanaka songs. They were the audience at pantomimes and 

plays performed at the f o r t and, by watching, l i s t e n i n g and 

emulating t h e i r elders, they learned many of the s k i l l s and 
• • ' . . . 1 9 0 

s o c i a l values which were necessary i n t h e i r l i v e s . In 

varying degrees, gentlemen's children i n Oregon were also 

indoctrinated i n the oral t r a d i t i o n s of the fur trade, but 
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they were raised in l i t e r a t e households, where t h e i r fathers* 

often taught them to read and write at an early age and 

stressed C h r i s t i a n values and teachings. 

XII 

While chi l d r e a r i n g practices based on the Company's class 

d i v i s i o n s are r e a d i l y i d e n t i f i a b l e , i t i s easier to assess the 

ethnic i d e n t i t y of workers than i t i s to ascertain the extent 

of c l a s s consciousness among them. E t h n i c i t y and class 

consciousness, however, are not necessarily mutually exclusive 

concepts. In the fur trade, the two concepts may well have 

overlapped. Some historians hold that class consciousness can 

be defined by examining c o l l e c t i v e s o c i a l actions and the 

behaviour of men. Others look to the d i s t r i b u t i o n of power to 

determine class i d e n t i t y . While such theses are useful, class 

consciousness remains largely a matter of mind — the 

perceptions people have of themselves i n r e l a t i o n to society. 

Such an inquiry focuses on the essence of s o c i a l c l a s s , the 

way a man i s treated by his fellows and, r e c i p r o c a l l y , the way 
1*91 • 

he t r e a t s them. Unfortunately, the working class of the 

Hudson's Bay Company in Oregon l e f t few written records; t h e i r 

o r a l t a l e s and st o r i e s , which might have been a revealing 

source of information about t h e i r s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s , have been 

l o s t , and with them, the opportunity for exploring class 

consciousness i n a meaningful way. It i s possible, however, 

to examine the worker's grievances which sometimes gave them 

common cause. 



E.P. Thompson argues that class struggles preceded the 

concept of class consciousness and that workers made 'class 

claims' without being aware of what they were doing and 

without the class terminology that would have helped them 

c l a r i f y t h e i r c o l l e c t i v e consciousness. 1 9 2 The behaviour of 

fur trade servants i n the P a c i f i c Northwest reveals 

s i m i l a r i t i e s to Thompson's contention about English workers. 

Their c l a s s perceptions may well have f a l l e n well short of 

what Marx meant by the term, but whatever they f e l t , they a l l 

shared unfavorable working conditions at one time or another, 

which, i n turn, fostered group s o l i d a r i t y . 

Early each morning the servants would l i n e up at the main 

gate at Fort Vancouver to receive t h e i r day's assignment. For 
• • 193 

t h e i r labor, they would receive a bare l i v i n g wage. 

Roderick Finlayson, who was a chief factor i n B r i t i s h 

Columbia, wrote: "Labor was cheap i n those days, hence the 

f a c i l i t y with which these (HBCO) operations were ca r r i e d 

on." 1 9 4 While o f f i c e r s were charged 33 1/3 percent more than 

invoice costs i n London for foodstuffs and other merchandise 

at the Company store, the workers had to pay a 50 percent 
195 

advance. 

There were probably Company rules about debt l i m i t s at 

Fort Vancouver, but no record of them has been found. As 

already noted, servants were supposed to have 50 pounds on the 

Company books before they could acquire land i n the 

Willamette, but there may have been ways of acquiring t h e i r 
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land on c r e d i t . S k i l l e d tradesmen, whose wages were the 

highest, were the most l i k e l y to acquire savings, but 

regardless of t h e i r i n d ividual f i n a n c i a l s i t u a t i o n , as i n the 

larger North American community, wages and wage rela t e d 

issues, such as rations, were the most common sources of 

workers' grievances and a unifying force i n t h e i r development 

of a c o l l e c t i v e i d e n t i t y . 

In Oregon, the servants' meager weekly rations were a 

constant source of "great complaints." 1 9 6 As previously 

mentioned, the workers diets were vastly superior to English 

working class diets, but much of the variety i n the workers' 

foodstuffs came from sources other than the rations they 

received as part of t h e i r contracts with the Company. Even i f 

they had only consumed the Company rations of salmon, 

potatoes, peas, sugar and f l o u r , t h e i r d iets would s t i l l have 

been better than the ordinary laboring population i n B r i t a i n 
• 197 • 

who l i v e d mainly on cereals. The men's complaints, however, 

were seldom about poor diet, rather they were mainly concerned 

with the quantity of rations they received from the Company. 

McLoughlin instructed his o f f i c e r s to give any man who was a 

"great eater" more food, but t h i s apparently did not solve the 
198 • • • 

problem. This grievance seems to have had much to do with 

the f a c t the servants i n Oregon were surrounded by an 

abundance of livestock and farm produce which they had to buy 

at the store, rather than receive as part of t h e i r wage 

rati o n s . Andrew Pambrun r e c a l l e d : 
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By the thousand c a t t l e , sheep and swine were ra i s e d 
[at Fort Vancouver] . Yet I never saw a pound of meat 
issued to the men for rations, even hog feet were 
too good for them. Salmon was a l l that I ever saw 
issued, fresh i n summer and s a l t i n winter, with 
Wapato, a root which grew i n bogs and was dug up by 
the squaws i n large quantities. Saturdays however 
Black Molasses and other l i t t l e extras were 100 

issued. 

Secondly, the workers had no choice i n the kinds of 

foodstuffs they received as rations, yet, as i n the case of 

female native workers, the cost of the rations (given as "3/2" 

i n 1838), were deducted from t h e i r wages. James Douglas, who 

was i n charge of FOrt Vancouver during 1838 while McLoughlin 

was abroad, wrote the Governor and Committee that "every woman 

recei v i n g rations i s bound when required to work for the 

Company. Their labor ... may be established at 3/ weekly, so 

that the amount of actual gratuity i s 6/6 weekly or 16.18 

[pounds] i n the course of one year." 2 0 0 

XIV 

If servants were disobedient, they might be fined, 

kicked, beaten, flogged, put i n irons, or i n s o l i t a r y 

confinement. Crimes which involved a sentence of l i f e 

imprisonment or c a p i t a l punishment, along with c i v i l cases 

exceeding 200 pounds, were to be handled i n the higher courts 

of Canada or the prisoner's homeland.201 Such cases were rare. 

"The long rope of the Dr.'s" was well known, even East of the 

Rocky Mountains and attested to McLoughlin's reputation for 

using irons and the whip. Eloise McLoughlin r e c a l l e d that 

two servants who had 'jokingly' threatened to k i l l McLoughlin 



were "so frightened that they commenced to cry" when they were 
203 

brought before her father. Paul Kane, who witnessed the 
punishment of two Kanaka deserters while i n Columbia, noted: 

Very l i t t l e time was wasted i n either f i n d i n g a 
v e r d i c t or carrying i t out. The punishment consisted 
i n simply knocking the men down, kicking them u n t i l 
they got up, and knocking them down again u n t i l they 
could not get up any more, when they f i n i s h e d them 
off with a few more k i c k s . 2 0 4 

The punishment of fathers was r e f l e c t e d i n the way they 

punished t h e i r children. The Euro-American b e l i e f i n 'spare 

the rod and s p o i l the c h i l d ' was followed by many parents i n 

the fur trade. D i s c i p l i n e for children, however, also included 

shaming and f i t t i n g the punishment to the crime. For example, 

one young boy was hung to the hog s t a f f at Fort Langley for 

an indeterminate period of time because he had opened the f o r t 
• • • ?os gate during the night and risked the safety of those inside. 

The most common form of c h i l d punishment, however, was 

neglect. O f f i c e r s l i k e Governor George Simpson and Francis 

Ermatinger, who appear to have been ashamed of t h e i r Metis 

o f f s p r i n g , placed t h e i r sons i n the distant Fort Vancouver 

school and completely ignored them. 2 0 6 Other children were 

simply deserted by t h e i r fathers. Less frequent were cases of 

physical abuse, l i k e that of Metis clerk William McGillivray, 

J r . who almost murdered one of his sons by putting him "on a 

hot stove" and burning him because he "was crying and 

disturbed h i s sleep." The boy l a t e r drowned i n the Fraser 

R i v e r . 2 0 7 At the Fort Vancouver school, one teacher was found 

g u i l t y of sexually molesting his Metis students. 2 0 8 As the 
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fur trade declined, the Company's control over l i q u o r waned 

and family violence increased. 2 0 9 

In a l l of t h i s , children's punishments appears to have 

r e f l e c t e d the class s t r u c t u r e — o f f i c e r s ' c h i l d r e n seem to 

have received less physical punishment and were allowed 

l i b e r t i e s forbidden to the servants' children. For the crime 

of l e t t i n g a wild c a l f loose, which i n turn caused serious 

injury to one of the workers (a story that has already been 

t o l d i n t h i s chapter) , David McLoughlin and Andrew Pambrun 

received scant punishment. In Pambrun*s words: "When we 

reached the dining room, we found a table set f o r two i n a 

corner to which we were directed. We did not l i k e the 

treatment but had to take i t . " 2 1 0 Another example i s drawn 

from the r e c o l l e c t i o n s of Edgar Fawcett, who was twelve years 

old i n 1859 when he attended the Colonial School i n V i c t o r i a 

with James Douglas's son, James. Fawcett r e c a l l s : 
One day he [James] got up suddenly i n h i s seat and 
said: "Mr. Burr, I am going home and I want Fawcett 
to go with me; that w i l l be a l l r i g h t , won't i t ? " 
"Now, Master James," said Mr. Burr, "I cannot allow 
t h i s ; I must protest against t h i s going away during 
school hours. If his Excellency [Governor James 
Douglas] only knew, what would he say?" 
"Oh, that w i l l be a l l righ t , Mr. Burr." 
"No, no, James, i t i s not a l l r i g h t , and as for 
Fawcett going with you I cannot allow i t , Master 
James; heed me or I must have a word with S i r James 
about your." 
A l l t h i s time James was standing up at h i s desk with 
hi s riding-whip i n his hand, and making signs f o r me 
to follow, which I proceeded to do, the master 
protesting a l l the time. I got my reward next day, 
but not as bad as I would have got had not good Mrs. 
Burr come to my rescue. We drove to Upland Farm . . . 
at Cadboro Bay. ... By some understanding between 
S i r James and Mr. Burr we continued these afternoon 
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drives, and i t may be imagined how we boys enjoyed 
them.211 

Thus, i t would appear that i n punishment, as i n other aspects 

of l i f e , the childrens 1 perceptions of themselves were t i e d 

to t h e i r fathers' class and i d e n t i t y . 

XV 

While i t i s d i f f i c u l t to ascertain class consciousness 

among the servants, i t seems clear that the Metis struggle 

against the Hudson's Bay Company, whether at Red River or i n 

Oregon, was based on the idea that the laborer had a c e r t a i n 

r i g h t to the product of his labor. Paul Kane, the a r t i s t , 

noted: "the half-breeds are much in c l i n e d to grumbling" and 

"ask almost for i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s " from the Company.212 In both 

the p r a i r i e and P a c i f i c settings, the freemen r e s i s t e d 

/authority and thwarted the Company's monopoly by t r y i n g to 

obtain higher prices for t h e i r furs. In Oregon, the freemen, 

who were described as "a motley congregation...quite 

impossible to keep under any controul [sic] or r e s t r a i n t , " had 

to buy t h e i r guns, traps, clothing and horses from the Company 

on c r e d i t at high markup and then t r y to meet t h e i r debts by 

s e l l i n g t h e i r furs which were purchased at the lowest possible 

p r i c e s by the Company. Under these circumstances, the freemen 

were constantly i n debt and frequently deserted the brigades 

to take t h e i r chances with the American fur traders rather 

than t o l e r a t e p i t i a b l y low wages and scant supplies from the 

Hudson's Bay Company. Simpson noted that the Oregon freemen 

were "the most unruly and troublesome gang to deal with" 



because they were conscious of "their own independence" and 
213 

"therefore require[d] very superior management." 

Ultimately, McLoughlin was forced to y i e l d to the 

freemen's demands by lowering the cost of t h e i r supplies and 

r a i s i n g the price paid for their p e l t s i n order to h a l t the 

large number of desertions which took place during the 

1820s. 2 1 4 He j u s t i f i e d his unauthorized action to Simpson by 

s t a t i n g : " I t secures t h e i r f i d e l i t y , equips them more 

completely and stimulates them to exert themselves." 2 1 5 

Despite some improvements in their working conditions, Michael 

La Framboise, a freeman, who led many Hudson's Bay Company 

trapping expeditions to C a l i f o r n i a , t o l d Charles Wilkes of the 

United States Exploring Expedition that "he was no better o f f " 

i n the early 1840s than he had been twenty years before. As 

he phrased i t : "He was s t i l l Michael LaFramboise, only 

older. " 2 1 6 

When news of the C a l i f o r n i a goldrush reached Fort 

Vancouver i n 1848, 150 men deserted t h e i r posts f o r the 

g o l d f i e l d s and the Company was once again forced to meet the 

demands of i t s workers. At Fort V i c t o r i a , Indians replaced 

s a i l o r s who deserted, and the servants who remained at t h e i r 

jobs were able to bring about a "considerable increase" i n 

t h e i r wages. 2 1 7 

Another yardstick for measuring class consciousness i s an 

analysis of p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y . 2 1 8 The i n f l u x of American 

s e t t l e r s into the Willamette Valley i n the 1840s forced the 
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r e t i r e d servants to take u n i f i e d p o l i t i c a l action to protect 

t h e i r farms. Twenty years before the Metis at Red River 

r e b e l l e d i n order to r e t a i n t h e i r land and culture i n the face 

of Canadian encroachment, the Willamette Metis narrowly 

averted armed c o n f l i c t i n the early 1840s by j o i n i n g with the 

/American s e t t l e r s to form a provisional government. The path 

was not a smooth one, but, i n the end, many of these B r i t i s h 

subjects, who already had a " d i s l i k e of Jonathan", became 

United States c i t i z e n s i n order to protect t h e i r r i g h t s and 
219 

property. 

XVI 

In the f i n a l analysis, the Hudson's Bay Company i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest was a c a p i t a l i s t enterprise making 

p r o f i t a b l e use of labor from a p r e - i n d u s t r i a l s o c i a l formation 

where vestiges of the older feudal model survived alongside 

the newer concepts of class, capitalism and paternalism. The 

introduction of classes i n the fur trade did not eradicate the 

older rank system based on difference, obligations and duties 

and these were reinforced by newer p a t e r n a l i s t i c concepts of 

employer-employee labor r e l a t i o n s . In the fur trade of the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, as i n England, Canada and the United 

States, old modes of behaviour and means of production existed 
. . . 220 

side by side with newer ones. 

Research on class consciousness i n England reveals that 

c l a s s perceptions were "frequently backward-looking and 

romantic and, more often than not, conservative and 
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d e f e r e n t i a l . 1 , 2 2 1 Although they were distant from c a p i t a l 

formation, Hudson's Bay Company servants on the f r o n t i e r of 

Oregon acted much l i k e t h e i r urban counterparts i n B r i t a i n , 

the United States and the Canadas i n the f i r s t wave of 

i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n during the second quarter of the nineteenth 

century. Working conditions i n Hudson's Bay Company drew men 

of various ethnic backgrounds to take c o l l e c t i v e action i n 

opposition to the Company and l a t e r united them i n p o l i t i c a l 

expression against the American threat. Alongside the growth 

of a fur trade (Metis) i d e n t i t y , or as part of i t , there was 

something akin to the "conservative and d e f e r e n t i a l " working 

c l a s s consciousness which was emerging i n the i n d u s t r i a l 

countries. In short, as R.S. Neale has noted of English 

society i n the f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth century, the fur 

trade i n Oregon "was neither p r e - i n d u s t r i a l nor i n d u s t r i a l , 

neither feudal nor i n d u s t r i a l - c a p i t a l i s t , neither c l a s s - l e s s 

nor multi-class, neither order based nor class based, neither 
222 

one thing nor the other although d i a l e c t i c a l l y i t was both." 

The l i v e s of Metis children born into t h i s world would 

be very d i f f e r e n t from those of t h e i r mothers or fathers. 

While t h e i r parents were large l y i l l i t e r a t e , each decade 

witnessed an increasing number of fur trade youngsters who 

could read and write. In 1832, McLoughlin established the 

f i r s t school at Fort Vancouver, which acted i n concert with 

the Company to impress the children's minds with the concepts 

of obedience and the t i m e - t h r i f t habits of industry. James 
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Douglas was not mistaken when, as early as 1838, he t o l d the 

Governor and London Committee that: 

The i n t e r e s t of the Colony, and Fur Trade w i l l never 
harmonize, the former can f l o u r i s h , only through the 
protection of equal laws, the influence of free 
trade, the accession of respectable inhabitants; i n 
short by establishing a new order of things, while 
the fur Trade, must suffer by each innovation. 2 2 3 

As white s e t t l e r s arrived and the •wilderness' 

diminished, there was indeed a "new order of things", but the 

changes were not as r a d i c a l as one might expect. With the 

Hudson's Bay Company as t h e i r mentor, fur trade childre n had 

been groomed on the concepts of class and capitalism and the 

lessons they had learned^eased t h e i r t r a n s i t i o n into the new 

American culture which unfolded i n the P a c i f i c Northwest. 
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Chapter Five  

The Education of a "Neglected Race":  

Gentlemen's Sons and Daughters 1 

No educational theorists or philosophers ever pondered 

the 'proper' education for Metis children. As f a r as can be 

determined, few schools i n North America were established 

ex c l u s i v e l y for Metis children, and no curriculum r e f l e c t e d 

that they might have special needs which could be met i n the 

classroom. In similar fashion to Canadian and American 

governmental p o l i c i e s towards 'half-breeds, 1 the education of 

Metis youngsters r e f l e c t e d t h e i r ambivalent p o l i t i c a l status. 

They were educated as whites or as Indians, but never as 

Metis. 2 As late as the 1930s i n Saskatchewan, some received 

no education at a l l and t h e i r parents r i g h t l y complained that 

"Indian children receive better treatment than the h a l f -

breeds" . 3 

The nearest Metis children came to an ' a l l ' Metis 

education, at least i n the sense that the majority of the 

pu p i l s were Metis, was i n the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries when Hudson's Bay Company f o r t schools 

were established. Prior to t h i s development, the s i t u a t i o n 

at most f o r t s was l i k e that at York Factory described by the 

Rev. John West, who i n i t i a t e d the Anglican schools at Red 

River l a t e r i n the 1820s: 

Observing a number of half-breed children running 
about, growing up i n ignorance and idleness; and 
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being informed that they were a numerous o f f s p r i n g 
of Europeans by Indian women, and found at a l l the 
Company's posts; I drew up a plan, which I submitted 
to the Governor, for c o l l e c t i n g a c e r t a i n number of 
them, to be maintained, clothed, and educated upon 
a regular organized system. 4 

The organization of f o r t schools was an outgrowth of 

educational reform movements at the time which propagated the 

idea that a l l children, regardless of cl a s s , should receive 

some education. Increasingly, schooling came to be regarded 

as the central element i n the a l l e v i a t i o n of many s o c i a l 

e v i l s . Within schools themselves, moral improvement was linked 

to the pursuit of knowledge i n an attempt to ensure s o c i a l 

s t a b i l i t y and control. Youngsters who were not i n school came 

to be regarded as a national e v i l requiring a national 

remedy.5 

No b r i e f description can adequately explain the v a r i e t i e s 

of schools that existed i n North America during the early 

nineteenth century, but, whatever differences existed or 

whatever pedagogical rhetoric was employed, the ultimate goal 

of each i n s t i t u t i o n was the assimilation of c h i l d r e n into the 

dominant culture. Like the c h i l d of the newcomer, the 

American-born, or the Indian, Metis education was i n s p i r e d by 

a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t thought. 6 

This chapter considers the education of fur trade 

youngsters. S p e c i f i c a l l y , i t focuses on the schooling of 

gentlemen's sons and daughters. I t w i l l be argued that, i n 

common with the larger nineteenth century Euro-American 

community, the fur trade bourgeois regarded s o c i a l classes as 
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e s s e n t i a l , necessary and desirable d i v i s i o n s for a stable 

society. Although the o f f i c e r s were aware that education 

offered the ind i v i d u a l opportunities for s o c i a l advancement, 

they nevertheless, believed i n a school system which 

reinforced the class structure. As a r e s u l t , t h i s chapter w i l l 

show there was a general tendency for the mixed-blood 

youngsters of Hudson's Bay Company o f f i c e r s to be schooled as 

the children of white gentlemen, while the education of 

servants' offspring (discussed i n Chapter S ix), borrowed 

heavily from methods designed to in s t r u c t working c l a s s , poor 

and Indian youngsters. In short, what i s suggested here i s 

that the education of servants' children was designed to make 

them good Christians and useful laborers, whereas the 

education of gentlemen's children was to reproduce another 

generation of gentlemen and gentlewomen. 

II 

The history of education in the P a c i f i c Northwest roughly 

follows the pattern of schooling found elsewhere on the 

f r o n t i e r s of North America during the f i r s t h a l f of the 

nineteenth century. Those individuals with the most i n t e r e s t 

i n l i t e r a c y , usually the middle-class and r e l i g i o u s leaders, 

were responsible for the establishment of schools. In the 

coasta l environment, the school-aged population was often 

small and scattered, and a single elementary school had to 

serve the needs of a l l children regardless of sex, r e l i g i o n 

or c l a s s background. As the community expanded, however, a 
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wide v a r i e t y of schools developed which r e f l e c t e d the growing 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i n the society and the pioneers' impulse to 

re-create i n the new landscape the types of schools that were 

f a m i l i a r i n t h e i r homelands. 

In the f i r s t thrust of Euro-American penetration i n 

Columbia, i t was the chief factor and, l a t e r , the o f f i c e r s of 

the Hudson's Bay Company who established the schools. With 

the exception of the Fort Vancouver School, most of these were 

makeshift e f f o r t s , but served an important function i n l i e u 

of other educational opportunities. The schools were a 

compromise born of the 'wilderness' . They f e l l short of the 

educational aspirations the gentlemen had f o r t h e i r 

youngsters', but they did provide an elementary education 

s u f f i c i e n t to s t a r t t h e i r sons and sometimes t h e i r daughters, 

on route to higher education elsewhere. As new schools were 

created i n Oregon by the incoming American clergy and s e t t l e r s 

(from the l a t e 183 0s onward) , the gentlemen abandoned the f o r t 

schools i n favour of the new i n s t i t u t i o n s . Ultimately, they 

were able to create academies which promised to give t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n a 'proper* English education i n the s e l e c t company 

of other middle class children. 

I l l 

From b i r t h , gentlemen's children i n the P a c i f i c Northwest 

were members of the e l i t e i n fur trade society and t h e i r 

values were shaped more by Euro-American concepts than native 

Indian ones. In the main, t h e i r fathers held the view espoused 
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i n p r e s c r i p t i v e t r a c t s of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries that i t was t h e i r duty to t r a i n t h e i r c h i l d r e n i n 

C h r i s t i a n v irtues and provide for t h e i r educational needs. 7 

Moreover, Hudson's Bay Company p o l i c y r e f l e c t e d t h i s s o c i e t a l 

norm when i t stated that o f f i c e r s were "to i n s t r u c t t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n i n A B C" and could be fined for non-compliance. 8 

In 1822, the new Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company 

George Simpson, described educated "half-breeds" as 

"blackguards of the very worst description." In h i s words, 

"they not only pick up the vices of the Whites upon which they 

improve but r e t a i n those of the Indian i n t h e i r utmost 

extent." His views, however, were c l e a r l y out of step with 

public opinion, which increasingly favored the education of 

a l l c h i l d r e n . Not only did his remark f a i l to f i n d favour with 

the Company i n London, but i t was not shared by the gentlemen 

i n Oregon. 9 Rather, teaching youngsters was a task o f f i c e r s 

took seriously for they believed education was the key to 

grooming t h e i r part-Indian offspring for acceptance i n white 

society. 

Records of gentlemen's children "at t h e i r Books" occur 

as early as 1798 at Moose Factory. 1 0 In the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, the f i r s t mention occurs i n 1810, when Daniel 

Harmon, a clerk at Fort Stuart, spent "a short time every day, 

very pleasantly, i n teaching [his] l i t t l e daughter P o l l y to 

read and s p e l l words i n the English language." 1 1 By 1830, 

family lessons i n o f f i c e r s ' households i n Oregon were 
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commonplace. For example, Ranald MacDonald, the son of chief 

trader Archibald McDonald, noted that he had learned to copy 

and "read h i s New Testament" before he attended school. 1 2 

James B i r n i e , whose father was i n charge of Fort George 

r e c a l l e d that "The most of my education was taught by my 

father to read and write." 1 3 

Thus, when chief factor Dr. John McLoughlin asked John 

B a l l , a New Hampshire teacher who arrived unexpectedly at Fort 

Vancouver, to take charge as a "pedagogue" of h i s own and a 

few other gentlemen's sons for the winter, he was expanding 

upon the f a m i l i a r pattern of household studies. 1 4 As f a r as 

can be determined, the Hudson's Bay Company had no plans for 

a school at Fort Vancouver. Once B a l l ' s class got underway, 

however, McLoughlin soon expanded i t beyond the mere tut o r i n g 

of o f f i c e r s ' sons to encompass a l l the children at the f o r t . 1 5 

The o r i g i n s of the school, nevertheless, r e f l e c t e d that the 

f i r s t concern of the o f f i c e r s was with the education of t h e i r 

own children, not those of the servants. 1 6 In f a c t , George 

Gibbs, the ethnologist, who knew many of the o f f i c e r s , claimed 

McLoughlin "was the only one ever r e a l l y interested i n 

general education" for a l l c h i l d r e n . 1 7 

IV 

The Fort Vancouver School, the f i r s t school i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, began i n November of 1832 when four 

gentlemen's sons, David McLoughlin, William McKay, Ranald 

MacDonald and Andrew Pambrun, were gathered together i n a 
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cramped room for t h e i r f i r s t taste of formal education. The 

boys were soon joined by Louis Labonte, a servant's son, and 

Benjamin Harrison, a Chinook orphan who had been adopted by 

McLoughlin when he Was found to be the only survivor of 

malaria among h i s people on Wapato Island at the mouth of the 

Willamette River. 1 8 In due course, other pupils were added 

to t h e c l a s s . John B a l l , the teacher, r e c a l l e d : 

A l l were half-breeds, as there was not a white woman 
in Oregon. I found the boys docile and attentive, 
and they made good progress. The doctor often came 
into the school, and was well s a t i s f i e d and pleased. 
One day he said: " B a l l , anyway you w i l l have the 
reputation of teaching the f i r s t school i n Oregon." 
So I passed the winter of 1832 and 1833.19 

When B a l l returned to the United States, the w e l l -

educated Solomon Smith, who had come with B a l l as a member of 

Nathaniel Wyeth's i l l - f a t e d expedition to Oregon, replaced 

him as schoolmaster at $80.00 a term. 2 0 When Smith moved to 

the Willamette Valley, Cyrus Shepard, a teacher and lay member 

of Jason Lee's 1834 Methodist Episcopal Mission to Oregon, 

remained at the f o r t as schoolmaster. 2 1 In 1835, the school 

was o f f i c i a l recognized by the Hudson's Bay Company i n London 

and the f i r s t of the B r i t i s h schoolmasters assumed control of 

the classroom. In b r i e f , from 1832 u n t i l the demise of the 

f o r t i n 1848-49, the Fort Vancouver School educated the Metis 

youngsters of the fur trade. 

V 

Prompted by McLoughlin's lead, the gentlemen i n charge 

of other f o r t s i n the d i s t r i c t soon began employing 
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schoolmasters for t h e i r own and other gentlemen's ch i l d r e n . 

Ultimately, a number of small, often s h o r t - l i v e d f o r t schools 

developed throughout Columbia as i t i n e r a t e teachers became 

avail a b l e . At Fort George, for example, James B i r n i e engaged 

Mrs. Frost, a Methodist missionary, to teach h i s c h i l d r e n . 2 2 

Later, he started the f i r s t common school i n Catlamet i n h i s 

home.23 At Fort Simpson, Edward A l i n kept the f i r s t known 

school i n B r i t i s h Columbia established f o r gentlemen's 

youngsters as well as "other children within the f o r t and 

anyone else who chose to be" educated. 2 4 At Fort Walla Walla, 

Pierr e Chrysologue Pambrun persuaded the missionary Narcissa 

Whitman to teach his children to read and, i n 1839, attempted 

to h i r e an American immigrant as a f u l l time schoolmaster. 

Archeological excavation at Fort Walla Walla found children's 

school slates dating from the early 1840s, which suggest that 

Pamburn was eventually successful i n securing a teacher. 2 5 In 

1848, at Fort C o l v i l e , Angus McDonald began a small school 

when Fredric Lewis, the tutor he hired f o r h i s children, 

agreed to give lessons to other Hudson's Bay Company 

youngsters as w e l l . 2 6 

VI 

As for gentlemen's sons, i t was usually hoped that, once 

they had acquired elementary learning, they would continue on 

to some form of higher education. Around the age of twelve, 

the boys were abruptly separated from t h e i r f a m i l i e s and sent 

with the east bound Company express to schools i n Canada, the 
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United States and Europe. Of the four gentlemen's sons i n the 

f i r s t class, David McLoughlin l e f t the Fort Vancouver School 

i n 1834 for his uncle's home i n Paris, where he studied law. 

Four years l a t e r , i n 1838, B i l l y McKay was sent to F a i r f i e l d 

Medical School i n New York. Young Andrew Pambrun and Ranald 

MacDonald crossed the Rockies within a year of each other to 

attend the Anglican Academy at Red River. Despite the growth 

of educational i n s t i t u t i o n s i n the P a c i f i c Northwest, sending 

fur trade sons east for higher education continued long a f t e r 

mid-century. 2 7 

Although the boys were usually entrusted to the care of 

some distant r e l a t i v e or f r i e n d of t h e i r fathers, these white 

people were strangers with foreign ways who d i d not always 

take kindly to part-Indian boys from the P a c i f i c Northwest. 

For t h e i r part, some of the boys resented t h e i r fathers for 

sending them away. David McLoughlin r e c a l l e d : 
Letters from my Father by the score while at 
school...the tenure [sic] was advice not to be i d l e 
- to study - to keep away from bad company and never 
any news or s t o r i e s . 2 8 

When Ranald MacDonald finished his education at the 

Church of England boarding school at Red River, h i s father 

secured a position for him with the Bank of E l g i n i n Upper 

Canada. Neither his schooling nor his b r i e f banking career 

were to his l i k i n g . He eventually displeased h i s father by 

taking control of his own l i f e . He stated: 

I was put, by way of t r i a l , to a Bank s t o o l ... I 
made no resistance...But Banking; or dealing with 
money in any way, was not to my taste: I hated the 



289 

- to me - ' d i r t y thing'! ... I resolved to follow my 
own bent. 2 9 

VII 

The gentlemen attempted to combat the expense and the 

prejudice t h e i r mixed-blood children might experience when 

they sent them away to school by e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e i r own 

academy within the t e r r i t o r y . Led by James Douglas, the 

o f f i c e r s supported the idea of r a i s i n g funds for the payment 

of a "competent master and governess" who would conduct a 

"respectable English school at t h i s place, f o r the education 

of children of o f f i c e r s in the Company's service." In 1841, 

they l a i d the matter before Governor Simpson during h i s v i s i t 

to Oregon and he promised to act on t h e i r behalf. 3 0 

An e l i t e school for gentlemen's children, however, was 

not immediately forthcoming. In 1844, two large new school 

houses were b u i l t at Fort Vancouver and, i n 1846, Richard and 

Anne Covington arrived from England under Company contract as 

teachers. The Spectator, the f i r s t newspaper i n Oregon, 

credited "the rapid progress" of the scholars to "Mr. and Mrs. 

C", but also noted that the pupils included a l l the children 

at the f o r t , servants, as well as o f f i c e r s . 3 1 

The Oregon boundary Treaty of 184 6 ultimately sealed the 

fate of Fort Vancouver and with i t the fate of the school. In 

1848-49, the f o r t became the headquarters for the U.S. Army. 

In the wake of t h i s transfer, the Covingtons moved to Fourth 

P l a i n about seven miles north of the f o r t where they opened 

the f i r s t " select school" for children of Company o f f i c e r s . 
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At Covington House, the Birnie, Mcintosh, Grant and Ogden 

youngsters received a thorough English education. 3 2 

One year l a t e r , on the other side of the border at Fort 

V i c t o r i a , o f f i c e r s * children from the far corners of New 

Caledonia, or B r i t i s h Columbia, as i t was l a t e r c a l l e d , were 

engaged i n si m i l a r educational pursuits under the Rev. Robert 

John Staines and his wife, Emma Frances Tahourdin Staines. 

The Staines, who had i n i t i a l l y been sent from England to 

superintend the Fort Vancouver school, were transferred to 

the Hudson's Bay Company's new headquarters at Fort V i c t o r i a 

when i t became apparent that Fort Vancouver was l o s t to the 

Company. Here, separated from t h e i r s i s t e r s , who were educated 

by Mrs. Staines, and from servants' children, who received no 

schooling at a l l within the f o r t , the gentlemen's sons were 

given an education b e f i t t i n g t h e i r c l a s s . 3 3 

VIII 

The education of gentlemen's daughters was not as e a s i l y 

accomplished as that of t h e i r sons. A few o f f i c e r s placed them 

i n schools when they were transferred to Columbia, another few 

sent those born i n the P a c i f i c Northwest to schools i n the 

east, but most gentlemen educated t h e i r daughters at home. 

Limited family resources and the problems of placing g i r l s may 

have led to the selection of sons for higher education rather 

than daughters, but there i s no evidence of t h i s i n the 

writings. What can be said with certainty i s that a l l 

decisions were problematic. Leaving daughters behind meant 
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again. 3 4 Sending g i r l s t o school with the men of the 

brigades, an acceptable practice for gentlemen's sons, was 

considered improper for gentlemen's daughters. The cross 

country ordeals were lengthy and dangerous. By the time 

American s e t t l e r s had created well-rutted overland wagon roads 

to the P a c i f i c , g i r l s * academies had been established i n the 

region. 3 5 

A home education did not r e f l e c t an aversion to 

schooling for g i r l s , rather i t was bound up with the common 

notion that women were mentally i n f e r i o r to men and that the 

proper education for gentlewomen must be linked to t h e i r 

futures as wives and mothers. The o f f i c e r s wanted t h e i r 

daughters to marry well and strove to provide i n s t r u c t i o n i n 

domestic management and other areas that would make them 

suita b l e wives for other gentlemen. As John McLoughlin phrased 

i t , "... my object i s not to give [my daughter] a splendid 

Education but a good one — at least a good Education f o r a 

G i r l . " 3 6 

Besides r e l i g i o u s studies, moral t r a i n i n g , reading, 

wr i t i n g and domestic s k i l l s the personal tastes of fathers 

created va r i e t y i n the g i r l s * education, which sometimes 

defied t r a d i t i o n a l gender d i s t i n c t i o n s and included s u r v i v a l 

s k i l l s necessary for the f r o n t i e r . Angus McDonald, for 

example, instructed his daughters, Ch r i s t i n a and Maggie, i n 

domesticity. He steeped them i n the music and dances of 



Scotland and taught each g i r l to be a superb horsewoman. He 

also educated h i s daughters enough about business to allow 

them to compete i n the world of commerce with men. In addition 

to being an independent fur trader, C h r i s t i n a was an 

int e r p r e t e r for the United States Army. Her s i s t e r Maggie, 

who owned and managed a sizable stock r a i s i n g operation, 

became known as the "Cattle Queen of Montana". 

In 1875, however, when Maggie was s t i l l learning about 

fur trading from her father, McDonald expressed h i s l i b e r a l 

views on female education. He wrote Christine, who was then 

competing for furs with the Hudson's Bay Company i n Kamloops, 

B r i t i s h Columbia: 

Maggie i s my only trader now...she i s just beginning 
to trade a few skins. I suppose you are making quite 
a trade. Think of your God and your c h i l d r e n and 
keep on trading u n t i l you are independent of 
work...You see now the value of education and money, 
the ignorant i s always kept down.37 

I f the education of Angus McDonald's daughters was 

unusual, the schooling of James Murray Yale's g i r l s was more 

conventional, but not without i t s own unique c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 

Yale, who had been deserted by two Indian women he had taken 

as wives, played the double r o l e of mother and father to h i s 

daughters and guided every aspect of t h e i r l i v e s . Many 

mornings, he could be found supervising the busy operations 

at Fort Langley with Aurelia, his youngest, who "went 

everywhere with her father" at his side. He instructed E l i z a , 

h i s eldest daughter, each evening and she, i n turn, looked 

a f t e r her two younger s i s t e r s u n t i l they were old enough to 
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etiquette and took Aurelia by the hand to the Fort V i c t o r i a 

school when i t opened. Yale ordered his daughters 1 dresses 

from London and made extensive arrangements for each of t h e i r 

weddings. Long a f t e r they were married and had chi l d r e n of 

t h e i r own, he locked them i n t h e i r rooms at night when they 

came to v i s i t just as he had done when they were l i t t l e 

g i r l s . 3 8 

John Work was no less d i l i g e n t than McDonald or Yale i n 

the tutoring of his daughters. He taught them how to garden, 

canoe, f i s h and skate, but would not allow them to dance. Like 

other o f f i c e r s ' daughters, t h e i r t r a i n i n g did not include 

cooking, which was done by the male s t a f f s at the various 

f o r t s . L e t i t i a , one of Work's eight daughters, r e c a l l e d t h e i r 

education at Fort Simpson: 

The Work g i r l s had lessons every day except Sunday 
& Saturday with t h e i r father — on those days they 
sewed & repaired t h e i r clothing — each of the older 
g i r l s had charge of the clothes of one of the 
younger children. Sunday morning a f t e r the house 
was put i n order Mr. Work would gather h i s family 
to read the church services & a sermon, he also 
taught them the catechism — i n the afternoon i f i t 
was fin e he would take them for long walks outside 
the f o r t — In the evening they would again have 
prayers & not infrequently Margaret & Mary who were 
small would f a l l asleep i n a devotional at t i t u d e 
with t h e i r faces buried i n the sofa cushions. Mr. 
Work would shake his head & say: Tut, Tut! my 
daughters...those were the only words of reproof he 
ever uttered i n his family. 3 9 

In most cases,officers' daughters also learned many 

things from t h e i r mothers, but the problem was that the 

traders wanted t h e i r daughters to be white gentlewomen and 
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task of rearing them appropriately. Clerk Frank Ermatinger, 

who was unhappily married to Mrs. McLoughlin's niece Catherine 

S i n c l a i r , a g i r l some twenty years h i s junior, wrote: "Our 

l i t t l e daughter i s growing a l i v e l y child...and the education 

of the c h i l d costs me much serious thought...I want a good 

moral education and the mothers of t h i s country have not 

themselves been well enough brought up to attend to i t . " 4 0 

Consequently, the o f f i c e r s were delighted with the 

a r r i v a l of white women missionaries from the United States 

whom they regarded as suitable r o l e models for t h e i r 

daughters. The gentlemen implored the missionaries to take 

t h e i r daughters into t h e i r households so the g i r l s might learn 

the ways of Chris t i a n white women.41 Dr. William Tolmie, for 

example, urged the Methodist missionaries Rev. L e s l i e Frost 

and h i s wife to accept his betrothed, Jane Work, and one of 

her s i s t e r s into t h e i r home. Although the Work g i r l s had been 

rai s e d c a r e f u l l y by t h e i r father, Tolmie wrote of Jane: "I 

f e e l confident that she would derive l a s t i n g benefit from a 

residence i n your amiable family where she would see the 

worship of God performed i n s p i r i t and i n truth and be taught 
/ p 

both by precept and example." 

Unfortunately, the promise of transforming Metis 

daughters into 'white' ladies was seldom f u l f i l l e d i n 

missionary families. In general, the missionaries had an 

aversion to Indians and treated t h e i r 'half breed' wards more 
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many of the women were not very well educated themselves and 

those who were seldom had the time or resources to teach the 

g i r l s the fin e points of being a lady. 4 4 Their journals 

reveal that they were frequently pregnant, depressed, or i l l . 

Their l i v e s were r e s t r i c t e d by the weight of t h e i r evangelical 

r e l i g i o u s doctrines and t h e i r self-imposed mandate to 

reproduce r e p l i c a s of th e i r former American homes i n the new 

environment. Under these circumstances, w i l l i n g hands were 

welcome, but an extra c h i l d who needed t r a i n i n g was more often 

a burden than a blessing. 4 5 In short, the women cared for 

gentlemen 1s daughters out of a sense of duty and indebtedness 

to the o f f i c e r s of the Company whose charity maintained t h e i r 

existence i n the early years of t h e i r missions. 4 6 

Of a l l the missionary households, only Waiilupu, the 

Whitman Mission, located some distance from Fort Walla Walla, 

developed a formal boarding school, d i s t i n c t from t h e i r Indian 

mission, which educated a few o f f i c e r s ' sons and daughters 

along with the children of American mountain men and t h e i r 

native wives. 4 7 

Marcus and Narcissa Whitman maintained authoritarian 

c h i l d rearing practices i n t h e i r mission family. The 

evangelical household was s t r i c t l y regulated to t r a i n the 

chil d r e n "up for God and eternity" by i n s t i l l i n g i n them both 

a fear and a love of God and parents. When 'cheerful' 

obedience to authority was not forthcoming, Narcissa used the 
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rod to break the w i l l of the g i r l s , or as she put i t "a 

stubborn d i s p o s i t i o n . . .which required subduing 1 1. 4 8 The use 

of physical punishment i n the household was c a r r i e d over to 

the classroom where Alanson Hinman, who proved to be an 

incompetent schoolmaster, was characterized by a female 

student as: "One of those small souled tyrants that could take 

d e l i g h t i n t o r t u r i n g helpless children and who, under a cloak 

of r e l i g i o n , hid a black l i c e n t i o u s heart." 4 9 

Besides an elementary curriculum, the childr e n were 

subjected to intense r e l i g i o u s t r a i n i n g as part of t h e i r d a i l y 

d i s c i p l i n e . There were morning and evening prayers. Verses 

of s c r i p t u r e were memorized and repeated at family r e c i t a t i o n s 

on Sundays; Bible classes were held every Saturday night. 

There was no work on Sunday, but, a f t e r church the children 

were expected to read quietly and those who had yet to master 

reading were given pictures to look a t . 5 0 

In 1846, one year before the Cayuse Indians massacred 

the Whitmans and others at the mission established for them, 

Dr. Whitman had "ceased to teach Indians because they would 

not l i s t e n to him." 5 1 While Marcus occupied himself i n such 

questionable tasks as putting arsenic poisoning i n h i s melon 

patch to make the Indian poachers "a l i t t l e s i c k , " Narcissa's 

days were f u l l y occupied t r a i n i n g the white and mixed blood 

g i r l s under her care. 5 2 She wrote home: 

I have six g i r l s sewing around me, or rather f i v e -
- for one i s reading, at the same time my baby i s 
asking me to go and bathe — she i s two years the 
l a s t of May ...Now comes another with her work for 
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me to f i x . So i t i s from morning to evening ... I 
could get along easier i f I could bring my mind to 
have them spend t h e i r time i n play, but t h i s I 
cannot. 5 3 

IX 

Magnifying the concerns surrounding the education of 

gentlemen's daughters was the fact that a l l av a i l a b l e 

elementary schooling during the 1830s was mixed. Increasingly, 

the need for a separate education for g i r l s became a t o p i c of 

conversation. This was especially so af t e r Anglican Rev. 

Herbert Beaver arrived at Fort Vancouver i n 183 6 as the 

Company chaplain and superintendent of the f o r t school. By 

t h i s time, the school was indiscriminately educating a l l 

s o c i a l classes and boys and g i r l s together. 

Beaver was adamant that some of the students were "too 

old to be with propriety intermixed". There was always the 

fear, he pointed out, that the older boys would "corrupt the 

l i t t l e ones and the G i r l s . " He wrote Company o f f i c i a l s i n 

London: 

I t i s preposterous to see some of the elder ones, 
who are verging on womanhood, executing needle-work, 
however coarse, under the inspection of a master who 
cannot be supposed to be competent to give proper 
i n s t r u c t i o n i n such matters, and who i s moreover an 
unmarried man.54 

Beaver's conviction r e f l e c t e d the fac t that education 

was designed by men and t h e i r attitudes towards sexuality, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e i r preoccupation with v i r g i n i t y , influenced 

school c u r r i c u l a . Coming out of t h i s f i x a t i o n was the notion 

that each sex had to be educated separately to insure the 
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continuation of appropriate gender r e l a t i o n s i n so c i e t y . 5 5 

I t was a view shared by the o f f i c e r s . "The schools got up here 

are such a mixt nature," wrote Francis Ermatinger from 

Willamette F a l l s i n 1845, "and the mere teaching a c h i l d to 

read and write I look upon as nothing. " 5 6 

Beaver, however, went beyond the s o c i e t a l mandate for 

separate schools when he reinforced the popular b e l i e f that 

the education of Metis daughters had to be more c a r e f u l l y 

conducted than that of white g i r l s . "Without proper 

r e s t r a i n t " , he stated, "example and in s t r u c t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y 

female. the r i s i n g generation w i l l be l i t t l e removed from the 

barbarism ...of t h e i r maternal ancestors." 5 7 

As previously mentioned, the gentlemen were pleased when 

American missionaries women arrived. The f i r s t of these women, 

Presbyterians Narcissa Whitman and E l i z a Spalding, as well as 

Beaver's wife, Jane, instructed o f f i c e r s ' wives and daughters 

during t h e i r stay at the f o r t and were soon followed by other 

female missionaries who took up the task. Such forays into 

education for would-be gentlewomen took place at various 

f o r t s , but were sporadic and lasted only as long as i t took 

the l a d i e s ' husbands to estab l i s h mission stations 

elsewhere. 5 9 Nevertheless, for the f i r s t generation of Metis 

g i r l s born on the coast, these rudimentary classes provided 

t h e i r e a r l i e s t communication with white women and experience 

with formal education. One example i s Amelia Douglas, l a t e r 

Lady Douglas of B r i t i s h Columbia, whose only formal schooling 



was from Mrs. Whitman and Spalding who "kept a l i t t l e school 

[at Fort Vancouver] and gave her lessons." S i m i l a r l y , Sarah 

Ogden, who became Mrs. McKinlay at fourteen, r e c a l l e d : 

I was never at school except two month [sic] at 
Vancouver aft e r I was married. Mrs. G r i f f i t h kept 
a school for a while for the children of the Fort, 
and my husband was away up the Country at the time. 
Before then my father used to give lessons every 
night. 6 0 

Besides these b r i e f encounters with missionary women, 

the education of mixed-blood gentlewomen might have been 

improved i f chaplain Beaver and chief factor McLoughlin had 

not fought over control of the school. 6 1 The Presbyterian 

missionary women stayed only a month, but t h e i r r i g h t to 

in s t r u c t was severely c r i t i c i s e d by Beaver who t o l d them to 

" r e f r a i n from teaching". 6 2 McLoughlin reprimanded Beaver with 

the r e s u l t that Jane Beaver's time suddenly became so occupied 

with domesticity that she had " l i t t l e to spare upon the 

education of any of the g i r l s " . 6 3 As John Work wrote to 

r e t i r e d o f f i c e r , Edward Ermatinger, "there are ample means of 

getting my g i r l s educated pretty well here were i t not for 

the damned bickering." 6 4 

While Beaver was r a i s i n g concerns about female education 

at the f o r t , the Methodist missionaries i n the Willamette 

Val l e y were also expressing fears for the "safety and 

cha s t i t y " of the g i r l s under t h e i r care. 6 5 Such anxieties 

were not unreasonable. One year aft e r Beaver l e f t Fort 

Vancouver, a scandal involving the sexual abuse of students 

occurred. In 1838, John Fisher Robinson, a Company seamen and 
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the f o r t teacher, who appears to have been an a l c o h o l i c , was 

caught sexually molesting some of his young female wards. 6 6 

Francis Ermatinger commented: 

The school master, i t would appear, has been i n the 
habit of taking advantage of the female part of h i s 
pupils and our friend Work's daughter has had her 
share of the odium, altho' a mere c h i l d y e t . 6 7 

After a t r i a l , where the g i r l s involved were brought from 

various f o r t s to give testimony, Robinson was found g u i l t y . 

He was t i e d to one of the guns i n front of the McLoughlin-

Douglas house and flogged " i n the most public manner twice." 

Tempers f l a r e d . Ermatinger f e l t that Robinson's punishment was 

"not half severe enough for the v i l l a i n " and that "he ought 
68 

to have been shot." 

This scandal put an end to mixed classes and placed new 

emphasis on morality. When he v i s i t e d the f o r t i n 1841, U.S. 

Lieutenant Charles Wilkes observed, "the o f f i c e r s of the 

Company ...exerting themselves to check vice, and encourage 

morality and r e l i g i o n , i n a very marked manner." At the newly 

erected schoolhouse, he found twenty-three boys under the 

supervision of a male teacher and f i f t e e n g i r l s instructed by 

"a female, with whom they l i v e and work."69 

In large measure, separate schooling for g i r l s at Fort 

Vancouver and Fort V i c t o r i a , plus the opening of private 

female academies during the 1840s, put an end to the 

gentlemen's dilemma over obtaining an education for t h e i r 

daughters. In these schools, fathers' attempts to mold t h e i r 

g i r l s were enhanced by female teachers equal to the task of 



converting fur trade daughters into V i c t o r i a n l a d i e s . 

McLoughlin took advantage of the Sisters of Notre Dame G i r l s 

Academy i n Oregon City for his granddaughters, as did other 

Catholic gentlemen of the Company, but most of the gentlemen 

were Protestants and did not r e l i s h the p o s s i b i l i t y of t h e i r 

daughters being converted to Catholism i n the Catholic 

school. 7 0 

James Douglas• solution was to send h i s eldest daughters 

to Mrs. J. Quinn Thornton's school for females which opened 

i n February 1847 i n her home in Oregon Cit y . Mrs. Thornton 

promised that the g i r l s would receive "a through English 

Education . . . together with Plain and Fancy Needle Work, 

Drawing, and Painting i n mezzotino and water c o l o r s , " as well 

as s t r i c t attention to t h e i r "Morals and Manners."71 In 1872, 

when h i s youngest daughter Martha was ready for higher 

education, Douglas, who was by then S i r James Douglas, sent 

her to England. He wrote to Martha that i t was necessary "to 

get r i d of the cobwebs of c o l o n i a l t r a i n i n g , and give you a 

proper f i n i s h . " 7 2 

X 

The educational aspirations of the o f f i c e r s f o r t h e i r 

youngsters were largely r e a l i z e d . Not every gentlemen's 

daughter became a Vic t o r i a n lady, but almost without exception 

t h e i r schooling allowed them to marry men of equal status, 

many of whom were white, and thus f u l f i l l the ambitions of 

t h e i r fathers. Through c a r e f u l l y arranged marriages, often 
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with the young gentlemen r e c r u i t s to the fur trade, the 

daughters of John McLoughlin, James Douglas, Peter Ogden, John 

Work, Angus McDonald and James Murray Yale assured the 

continuation and consolidation of fur trade wealth and power 

within class and kinship l i n e s . A favorably arranged match 

c a l l e d for much celebration among the o f f i c e r s . As Governor 

George Simpson wrote James Yale on one such occasion: "I am 

glad to f i n d you had secured so respectable a husband...for 

your daughter." 7 3 Such contrived weddings, however, were not 

always to the g i r l s ' tastes. Like t h e i r counterparts i n Europe 

and America, where arranged marriages were s t i l l commonplace 

among the middle class, fur trade daughters had l i t t l e 

opportunity for resistance against the combined pressure and 

persuasion of suit o r s and fathers. 7 4 

Unlike t h e i r s i s t e r s , few o f f i c e r s ' sons were able to 

f u l f i l l t h e i r father's ambitions for them. Although most 

became gentlemen, t h e i r circumstances were such that they were 

sometimes 'marginal men' for part of t h e i r l i v e s . In an 

attempt to educate t h e i r children according to t h e i r own class 

and ethnocentric values, the o f f i c e r s created a legacy of 

bitterness between themselves and t h e i r sons. In the 1890s 

Andrew Pambrun, whose relationship with h i s father was better 

than most, commented b i t t e r l y about the o f f i c e r s ' sons at Red 

River: "To t h i s day they bear heavily the stigma and curse of 

t h e i r b i r t h , for surely they are v i s i t e d for the sins of t h e i r 

fathers being despised and even hated by t h e i r begetters." 7 5 
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The education of the f i r s t class of o f f i c e r s 1 sons at 

Fort Vancouver was impressive. David McLoughlin became a 

lawyer. 7 6 William McKay was a medical doctor. 7 7 Andrew 

Pambrun came into his own as a schoolmaster at Red River and 

was l a t e r a Hudson's Bay Company clerk and government o f f i c i a l 
• • • 78 

i n Washington T e r r i t o r y . Ranald MacDonald, the most 

celebrated member of the class, was a world t r a v e l l e r and a 

businessman who achieved recognition for teaching English i n 

Japan and a s s i s t i n g in the opening of that country to American 

and B r i t i s h trade and diplomacy. 7 9 

While they were growing up, the boys' fathers had 

i s o l a t e d them from Indians and taught them that they were 

superior to both native people and the servants' children. In 

the process, they placed t h e i r sons i n the untenable p o s i t i o n 

of being raised as white boys i n a society that often refused 
80 

to accept them as such because they were • half-breeds' . 

Despite the boys considerable educational accomplishments, 

what was taught i n the schools could not help but create grave 

doubts i n t h e i r minds about who they were and how they would 

f i t into the larger society. 

Although there i s no way of ascertaining how much the 

boys read i n the classroom, many textbooks used i n the Fort 

Vancouver and other schools had been written during the 

enlightenment by authors who espoused environmental views on 

race and culture. As a consequence, the texts were largely 

free of s c i e n t i f i c racism, but were no less smug i n 
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a t t r i b u t i n g an innate sense of c u l t u r a l s u p e r i o r i t y to Anglo-

Saxons. These books described Newton, Linnaeus and Buffon as 

the "Fathers of Science." While these t h e o r i s t s denied the 

inherent i n f e r i o r i t y of any race, they nevertheless subscribed 

to pre-Darwinian concepts of evolution which regarded each 

race as having a place on a gradient scale from "barbarism to 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . 1 , 8 1 

In William Mavor's Youth's Miscellany (1789), the boys 

were t o l d that "savages," a term which included North American 

Indians, suffered "the want of genuine maternal a f f e c t i o n " 

because they were unacquainted with C h r i s t i a n i t y and 

" r e l i g i o u s duty." In another text by Mavor, used i n the Fort 

Vancouver School, the students learned that native peoples 

were "diminutive and i l l shaped, t h e i r aspects as forbidding 
• 82 • 

as t h e i r manners are barbarous." Consequently, even i f the 

o f f i c e r s * sons were considered bright and made good progress 

i n school, i t was commonly believed that t h e i r achievements 

were temporary and that they would f a i l as adults. As t h e i r 

American teacher, John B a l l , noted: "They are generally better 

boys than men."83 

Instead of i n s t i l l i n g l o y a l t y to the Company's monopoly 

and the B r i t i s h Empire, as t h e i r fathers would have l i k e d , 

the Fort Vancouver school and other American educational 

f a c i l i t i e s promoted the ideas of free trade and American 

nationalism. The f i r s t teachers at Fort Vancouver demonstrated 

a conspicuous feature of Metis education i n Oregon, namely, 



that Hudson's Bay Company children, who were B r i t i s h subjects, 

were la r g e l y taught by American teachers. This curious legacy, 

brought about by j o i n t B r i t i s h - American t e r r i t o r i a l 

j u r i s d i c t i o n , did not change even afte r B r i t i s h schoolmasters 

assumed control of the f o r t school. Fort Vancouver frequently 

sheltered American missionaries who exchanged teaching duties 

for free room and board. Thus, the American influence remained 

strong. These teachers firmly believed that the P a c i f i c 

Northwest r i g h t f u l l y belonged to the United States, and 

promoted the cause of manifest destiny whenever they could. 

The schools provided them with a f e r t i l e f i e l d f o r implanting 

in the minds of Metis scholars the su p e r i o r i t y of the United 

States over Great B r i t a i n . 

Although born the sons of Scotchmen, Englishmen and 

Canadians, v i r t u a l l y a l l the gentlemen's sons i n the f i r s t 

c l a s s at Fort Vancouver, along with most other fur trade 

c h i l d r e n born i n the t e r r i t o r y , became American c i t i z e n s . As 

adults, some carried t h e i r patriotism to extremes. B i l l y 

McKay, for example, i n s i s t e d his family "stand at attention" 

each morning and evening while he raised and lowered the 

American f l a g i n his yard so that " i t would impress l o y a l t y " 

to the United States upon his children's hearts. 8 5 David 

McLoughlin, the chief factor's son, who l i v e d i n B r i t i s h 

Columbia, declared emphatically, "I am an American." His 

sentiments were echoed by Ranald MacDonald who stated, "No, 
87 

B r i t i s h f l a g Francois I am." Andrew Pambrun c a l l e d himself 
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a man "of simple American democratic p r o c l i v i t i e s . 1 1 8 8 

In youth, the boys i n the f i r s t c l ass spent much of t h e i r 

l i v e s o s c i l l a t i n g between the white and Indian-Metis 

communities. By the time they reached middle and old age, a l l 

four of the o f f i c e r s ' sons had rejected l i v i n g i n white urban 

settings i n favour of remote f r o n t i e r locations among a 

mixture of Metis, Indian and white people. In these locales, 

gentlemen's sons used t h e i r middle class education and Euro-

American values to assume leadership r o l e s which were not 

unlike those of t h e i r fathers during the fur trade era at the 

f o r t s . In short, t h e i r schooling prepared them to l i v e i n the 

dominant society only as long as they were w i l l i n g to hide 

t h e i r Indian heritage from public scrutiny. This was something 

none of the boys i n the f i r s t c l ass were prepared to do. In 

the end, t h e i r schooling took on a meaning t h e i r fathers had 

not envisioned, for i t permitted them to function i n both 

Euro-American and Indian communities. Although they did not 

share i n youth the same schooling as servants' children, i n 

old age t h e i r 'half-breed' (Metis) consciousness - a sense of 

s e l f that was neither white nor Indian - was a powerful force 

which sometimes transcended t h e i r c l a s s upbringing. 
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Chapter Six  

"Small Manual Labour" Schools:  

The Education of Servants' Children 1 

The vast majority of Hudson's Bay Company servants were 

i l l i t e r a t e and l e f t few written records for h i s t o r i a n s to 

i n t e r p r e t . There i s evidence, however, that the servants 

admired those who could read and write and were favorably 

disposed to t h e i r children receiving an elementary education. 2 

This chapter argues that the class d i v i s i o n s i n the Hudson's 

Bay Company largely determined that the children's formal 

schooling would be mainly designed to reproduce another 

generation of workers. While the various Oregon schools had 

d i f f e r e n t c u r r i c u l a , a l l were designed to 'Christianize and 

C i v i l i z e ' the children and acquaint them with the t i m e - t h r i f t 

habits of industry which were emerging i n the f i r s t h a l f of 

the nineteenth century i n England, Canada and the United 

States. In short, despite regional differences and c o n f l i c t s 

between Catholic and Protestant educators, the formal 

education of servants' youngsters i n Oregon d i f f e r e d l i t t l e 

from the schooling of working class and North American Indians 

c h i l d r e n i n other settings. What i s suggested here i s that fur 

trade culture i n the P a c i f i c Northwest f a i l e d to develop any 

formal educational pedagogy of i t s own and was dependent i n 

large measure upon such outsiders, as the missionaries to 

t r a i n i t s youngsters. Within t h i s framework, however, i t w i l l 

be seen, there was great v a r i a t i o n i n the i n d i v i d u a l c h i l d ' s 
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schooling experience. 

II 

Servants' aspirations for t h e i r childrens' education 

appear to have followed the example set by the gentlemen. The 

f i r s t school i n the Willamette Valley, operated by the second 

Fort Vancouver schoolmaster Solomon Smith, was patterned aft e r 

the schools the o f f i c e r s established i n t h e i r households. I t 

began i n 1834 when Joseph Gervais, Smith's brother-in-law and 

a r e t i r e d Company brigade leader, i n s i s t e d that Smith teach 

the four Gervais children as well as another eight or so 

youngsters l i v i n g i n the neighborhood in the Gervais home.3 

Moreover, many of the r e t i r e d servants wanted t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n to be raised as Catholics. Each year from 1834 to 

1836, they petitioned the Bishop of Montreal for a p r i e s t . 

"Our c h i l d r e n , " they wrote i n the 1836 p e t i t i o n "are learning 

very f a s t which makes us very eager for your assistance." 4 In 

the absence of p r i e s t s , however, the r e t i r e d traders pursued 

other avenues i n order to have t h e i r children educated. For 

example, they approached the Anglican Rev. Herbert Beaver at 

Fort Vancouver to see i f he would esta b l i s h a school for t h e i r 

youngsters. Beaver, who was getting ready to return to England 

at the time, was f l a t t e r e d by t h e i r proposal, but was 

compelled to rejected i t i n order to complete h i s t r a v e l 

plans. 5 

Two p r i e s t s , Father Francis Norbert Blanchet and Father 

Modeste Demers, f i n a l l y arrived from Red River in the f a l l of 



1838. A delegation of r e t i r e d servants escorted them to t h e i r 

farming settlements on French P r a i r i e i n the Willamette 

Valley. Here they found: 

The poor Canadians, i n t h e i r wish to have t h e i r 
wives and children taught and not allow them to miss 
a single lesson want them to move from t h e i r houses 
and l i v e i n tents or lodges near the chapel during 
the whole of the mission. The lodges were 
p a r t i c u l a r l y for the women, g i r l s , and ch i l d r e n ; 
the men would go to t h e i r homes from time to time 
to prevent the waste of grain by t h e i r hired hands 
or by t h e i r native slaves. 6 

By t h i s time, nearly a l l the servants' c h i l d r e n at Fort 

Vancouver and many of those i n the Willamette V a l l e y were 

already attending schools. The largest of these i n s t i t u t i o n s 

was the Fort Vancouver school, which by 1836 enrolled "about 

s i x t y [students], one t h i r d being g i r l s , of various ages from 

f i v e to fourteen years." 7 Despite being " i n a miserable state 

of d i l a p i d a t i o n , " the 20 foot square schoolhouse, which was 

divided into classes based on the educational progress of the 

students, taught a l l the children i n the v i c i n i t y of the f o r t , 

as well as a dozen or so boarding pupils r e c r u i t e d by chief 

f a c t o r Dr. John McLoughlin from the outlying d i s t r i c t . 8 

According to the Rev. Henry Spalding, a member of the Whitman 

missionary party, McLoughlin busied himself " c o l l e c t i n g Indian 

& h a l f breed children into a school, feeds & clothes them from 

h i s own stores, & with two or three other gentlemen defrays 

the expense of t h e i r schooling." 9 

By 1835, the school was a hive of a c t i v i t y . Methodist 

missionary Cyrus Shepard, the t h i r d schoolmaster, described 
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the curriculum and his duties i n a l e t t e r published i n the 

Zion Herald of Boston: 

I have been engaged i n a school, here, ever since 
our a r r i v a l . . . i t i s composed, p r i n c i p a l l y of h a l f -
breed children, c o l l e c t e d about the f o r t , who, but 
for the advantage of i n s t r u c t i o n derived from t h e i r 
connection with the school, would be i n l i t t l e , i f 
any, better s i t u a t i o n than the natives themselves. 
Some of them have made very laudable improvement i n 
reading, s p e l l i n g , writing, English grammar; and a 
few of the most advanced are now studying, i n 
addition to these, geography and mathematics. In 
addition to the day school, I have one i n the 
evening, composed of ten of my scholars and two 
young men, one of whom has just commenced learning 
and i s making good progress. 1 0 

Despite the apparent success of the day and evening 

classes, sometime during the early months of 1835, McLoughlin 

converted the school into a manual labor i n s t i t u t i o n s i m i l a r 

to those used to educate Indians i n the Methodist missions 

throughout North America. 1 1 Seemingly, McLoughlin was 

influenced i n h i s decision by Rev. Jason Lee and the other 

Methodist missionaries who stayed at Fort Vancouver i n 1834-

35 and who had experience with such schools i n Upper Canada. 

Samuel Parker, a Presbyterian minister who took up residence 

for the winter of 183 5 at the f o r t , noted: "The exercises of 

the school are closed with singing a hymn; a f t e r which, they 

[the pupils] are taken by t h e i r teacher to a garden assigned 

them, i n which they labor." 1 2 

Although t h i s curriculum departed from the one used at 

Red River, where only Indian pupils received manual t r a i n i n g , 

i t was influenced by contemporary ideas about educating the 

poor and working classes. 1 3 It was a strange juxtaposition 



that equated the poor c i t y c h i l d with the f r o n t i e r Metis or 

Indian c h i l d , but i t was derived from the strong C h r i s t i a n 

conviction that education meant "nothing less than the c i v i l i 

zation and conversion" of whole segments of the population 

deemed to be l i v i n g i n s i n and without God.14 

Like the working class, both Indian and Metis children 

were believed to be "wild" and prone to a v a r i e t y of moral 

weaknesses. As a consequence, they were considered appropriate 

candidates for u t i l i t a r i a n and other types of vocational 

schooling which placed heavy emphasis on correct moral 

behaviour. Ch r i s t i a n values were stressed along with the new 

doctrines emerging from industrialism — d i s c i p l i n e , 

hierarchy, uniformity and routine. 1 5 Underlining the b e l i e f 

i n manual schooling was the persistent notion that hard work 

for youngsters of the 'lower orders* was a p o s i t i v e s o c i a l 

d i s c i p l i n e , a method of reforming t h e i r bad habits, and a way 

of maintaining the status quo. Indeed, the r h e t o r i c used to 

advocate education for Indians was i d e n t i c a l to that used for 

the " i n f e r i o r class", who were sometimes referred to as 

"Indians." 1 6 What was unusual about the Fort Vancouver School 

was that the manual labour plan was adopted for a l l pupils 

regardless of whether they were Indian or Metis, gentlemen or 

laborers' children. 

By 1841, the curriculum was the most preeminent feature 

of the Fort Vancouver schooli Lieut. Charles Wilkes of the 

United States exploring expedition, who v i s i t e d that year, 
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described i t as "a small manual labour school . . . f o r the 

eduction of the orphans & 1/2 breeds of the Company's 

servants." He credited McLoughlin for "snatching as i t were 

these castaway boys from the vices & idleness of the savage 

l i f e , " but found i t necessary to make allowances for the 

pupils who "did not prove very expert at t h e i r exercises i n 

reading & writing" because "they had been fo r some weeks 

constantly employed i n the f i e l d under t h e i r teacher." 

McLoughlin, for his part, proudly pointed out that the labor 

of four boys was equal to one man and t o l d Wilkes that student 

labor f u l l y paid educational expenses. 1 7 

For McLoughlin, who regarded himself as the champion of 

the "down trodden", the school was his personal project for 

the betterment of servants' children and he j e a l o u s l y guarded 

i t from would-be intruders l i k e Rev. Beaver who a r r i v e d under 

Company contract in 1836 to superintend the f a c i l i t y . Indeed, 

the two men not only fought over control of the school, but 

disagreed about the type of education mixed-blood childr e n 

should receive. 1 8 

Beaver wanted to educate Metis youngsters l i k e white 

children i n England, while McLoughlin, as previously 

mentioned, favored methods used to t r a i n Indian c h i l d r e n i n 

mission schools. The reverend fought to introduce the Anglican 

National School System used to educate thousands of poor and 

working class youngsters i n England at the f o r t . 

The National schools employed a monitorial method of 



teaching which had been designed by Rev. Andrew B e l l , 

c u r i o u s l y enough, for another group of mixed-blood pu p i l s i n 

another part of the Empire; the orphaned Anglo-Indian c h i l d r e n 

of the B r i t i s h m i l i t a r y who had been l e f t i n India when t h e i r 

fathers departed. B e l l solved the problem of the shortages of 

books and paper i n the M i l i t a r y Male Orphan Asylum School i n 

Madras, which he superintended, by writing with h i s finge r i n 

wet sand and then having the boys copy his l e t t e r s i n the 

sand. In the English and American setting, the sand used i n 

B e l l ' s school was replaced with slates, which, l i k e sand, 

could be used over and over again. 

At the same time, to overcome the problem of incompetent 

teachers who refused to be 'reformed', B e l l appointed some of 

the older, i n t e l l i g e n t pupils as monitors to teach the 

youngest boys to write in the sand. Each monitor was both a 

p u p i l and a teacher, who learned his own lessons with the help 

of B e l l and then helped the other students with t h e i r s . As 

B e l l ' s monitorial system developed, he also devised methods 

to improve behaviour and new forms of d i s c i p l i n e to insure 

that behaviour modification took place. 

In 1796, B e l l returned to England and wrote An Experiment  

i n Education, made at the Male Asylum of Madras, (1797) which 

outl i n e d h i s system of education. In due course, B e l l ' s 

m onitorial system was adopted by the Anglican (National) 

schools i n England and found favour i n the B r i t i s h colonies 

as well as the United States. As B e l l saw i t , the system 



depended upon the close co-operation of teachers, monitors and 

pupils and, i f properly employed, established "habits of 

industry, morality and r e l i g i o n , tending to form good 

scholars, good men and good C h r i s t i a n s . " 1 9 

As an Anglican clergyman and schoolmaster, Rev. Beaver 

was f a m i l i a r with B e l l ' s monitorial system. As he saw i t , the 

system had two very a t t r a c t i v e features which would be 

advantageous to the Fort Vancouver classroom -- i t was 

inexpensive and overcame teacher shortages since older 

students, designated as monitors, taught the younger pupils. 

By the time Beaver arrived at Fort Vancouver, c e r t a i n 

aspects of monitorial teaching had already been introduced 

into the school by the American teachers. For example, the 

monitorial system stressed 'shaming' rather than physical 

penalties for disobedient students and proposed a series of 

punishments, including the dunce cap, instead of the strap or 

rod, that teachers might employ with unruly p u p i l s . Such 

methods were used by the f i r s t two teachers at the f o r t who 

made students wear a leather "medal [of disgrace]...over t h e i r 

necks i f caught speaking French or Chinook" and gave them 

detentions, another castigation a r i s i n g out of monitorial 

methods of d i s c i p l i n e , for misbehaviour. 2 1 As f a r as can be 

determined, however, the main feature of monitorial schooling, 

the monitors themselves, were not used i n the f o r t classroom. 

Beaver argued that B e l l ' s monitorial system was "the 

best adapted to the wants and state of society" at Fort 



Vancouver and that an Indian school might be started by "using 

one of our half breed Boys, of whom there are several, who 

might ere be q u a l i f i e d for the task." McLoughlin, on the other 

hand, i n s i s t e d on maintaining a manual school where the three 
. 22 

R's were combined with vocational and a g r i c u l t u r a l t r a i n i n g . 

Secure i n the knowledge that most gentlemen's childr e n would 

continue on to higher education, McLoughlin saw no harm i n a 

p r a c t i c a l and mixed elementary schooling for boys and g i r l s 

with only cursory notice paid to class, race or r e l i g i o u s 

d ifferences. By contrast, Beaver believed pupils should be 

segregated by sex and s o c i a l class and taught Anglican 

doctrines to the exclusion of a l l others. In England, the 

Anglicans i n s i s t e d upon church control of education and Beaver 

wanted no less for the Fort Vancouver school. 2 3 

Beaver, who was influenced by the current middle-class 

mania for phrenology, shared the phrenologists' i n t e r e s t s i n 

c h i l d development. He was p a r t i c u l a r l y appalled by " l i t t l e 

c h i l dren, of eight and ten years of age and o f f i c e r s ' 

c h ildren, who w i l l not have to earn t h e i r subsistence by 

manual labour" losing up to f i v e months of studies a year 

doing physical work. Beaver informed Company o f f i c i a l s i n 

London: 
To put a c h i l d to work l i k e a man, while he i s only 
old enough to play as a Boy, produces i n a f t e r l i f e 
a sort of mixture of idleness with labour, which i s 
never to be overcome. . . Not that work should be 
banished from the school, but i t should not 
i n t e r f e r e with i t s paramount duties." 2 4 

When Beaver l e f t Fort Vancouver i n 1838, none of his 
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recommendations for improving the school had been c a r r i e d out. 

His influence, however, remained long a f t e r he departed and 

was noticeable i n a growing concern for the morality and 

welfare of the student population. Beaver's constant 

assertions that the f o r t population was " e n t i r e l y sunk i n 

ignorance and barbarism" led the o f f i c e r s to "exert . . . 

themselves to check vice, and encourage morality and r e l i g i o n , 

i n a very marked manner" after Beaver's departure, according 

to observers l i k e Charles Wilkes. 2 5 Indeed, i t was lar g e l y 

through Beaver's highly c r i t i c a l comments about the 

inadequacies of the school that gentlemen who had once 

strongly supported the i n s t i t u t i o n became convinced that t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n were being subjected to negative influences when 

mixed with Indian and servants' youngsters. They came to 

regard the school as a v i l e place where the morals of the 

c h i l d r e n were "not too good nor t h e i r habits of cleanliness 

charming." As Dr. Tolmie expressed i t , the c h i l d r e n were being 

"bred i n the v i t i a t e d moral atmosphere of Vancouver." 2 6 

What sort of atmosphere r e a l l y existed i n the school i s 

d i f f i c u l t to assess. While Beaver's reports and l e t t e r s to 

the Hudson's Bay Company in London gave the impression that 

the school was akin to a sweat shop, James Douglas attempted 

to assure the Governor and Committee that the only work the 

students had been asked to do was "weeding the garden, 

planting potatoes af t e r the plough, p u l l i n g the potatoe 

flowers, and gathering pease [sic] i n harvest." 2 7 Moreover, 
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the r e c o l l e c t i o n s of servants' youngsters indicate that rather 

than being exploited for t h e i r labor, they had spent a good 
po 

deal of time running about and playing. 

Part l y as a r e s u l t of the notoriety Rev. Beaver brought 

to the school, the Company's directors attempted to reduce 

the school's enrollment to 20 boys between the ages 8 and 12, 

who would be trained for "naval service," but t h i s plan was 

never c a r r i e d out. 2 9 In the end, the disputes between Beaver 

and McLoughlin made l i t t l e difference i n the students' l i v e s 

because t h e i r objectives, l i k e those of every other school 

promoter involved i n the education of Metis children, were 

the s a m e — to Christianize and c i v i l i z e t h e i r p u p i l s . 

In Euro-American society i t was accepted that youngsters 

entering school had been raised as Christians, but i n the fur 

trade, where pagan Indian mothers were the primary caretakers 

during infancy and early childhood, no such assumption could 

be made. Types of schools might vary, but a l l c u r r i c u l a were 

heavily laced with lessons i n Christian v i r t u e and morality. 

This was an era when the d e f i n i t i o n of the word "education" 

embraced the concept of r e l i g i o u s i n s t r u c t i o n , and the idea 

of a 'Godless' curriculum was unthinkable. Even i n the non-

denominational classrooms at Fort Vancouver, the scholars were 

"instructed i n the common branches of the English language ... 

and together with these, i n r e l i g i o n and morality." 3 0 

Before Ch r i s t i a n knowledge could be transferred to the 

students, they had to learn English. Language i n s t r u c t i o n 
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became the f i r s t task of every schoolmaster, who had to cope 

with a profusion of native languages, as well as French and 

Chinook jargon, which were used i n the pupi l s ' households. 3 1 

Solomon Smith r e c a l l e d h is i n i t i a l shock when he f i r s t 

encountered the languages of the classroom i n hi s capacity as 

f o r t teacher i n 1833: 

When I engaged i n the school I supposed we had a 
school, but upon entering i t I was sadly 
disappointed, i t was more l i k e a bedlam. The 
scholars came i n tal k i n g i n t h e i r respective 
languages Cree, Nes Perces [ s i c ] , Chinook, etc. etc. 
I could not understand them, and when I c a l l e d them 

32 

to order they could not understand me. 

Moreover, the d i f f i c u l t i e s of t r y i n g to learn English 

were compounded for servants' children, who came from homes 

without books. Teaching was by rote and what English the 

pupil s learned was gained by memorizing from a few copies of 

Murray's Grammar. which some students learned to repeat 

verbatim. 3 3 A second method of in s t r u c t i o n , begun while 

Shepard was teacher and strongly supported by McLoughlin, was 

to have d a i l y singing i n English. 3 4 Nearly a l l the 

missionaries who stayed at the f o r t were encouraged by 

McLoughlin to teach music to the children. In p a r t i c u l a r , 

Narcissa Whitman, who had a fin e voice, held singing classes 

for the students every evening. She wrote home to the United 

States: 
My school of singers are assembling, & i n v i t e my 
attendance. They have improved much i n t h e i r singing 
& learned very many tunes for the short time I have 
been here. Doct. [McLoughlin] thinks i t a great 
assistance to them in learning to speak the English 
language. 3 5 



-• To the v i s i t o r such musical a b i l i t i e s were unexpected 

and seldom went unnoticed. One i n d i v i d u a l commented: "The 

voices of those children from the school house!" Another 

r e c a l l e d that "the orphans and 1/2 breed boys [and g i r l s ] who 

attended the school... chanted & sang" and had "excellent 

voices. " 3 6 

In spite of various obstacles, some servants' children 

became so fluent i n English that one of the f i r s t tasks of 

the newly arrived Catholic clergy was to i n s t r u c t t h e i r pupils 

i n French. 3 7 The children learned to speak English, but t h e i r 

pronunciation was far from perfect, and, as a consequence, 

t h e i r l a s t names were given a variety of English s p e l l i n g s i n 
38 

o f f i c i a l records. Nevertheless, growing up i n the r i c h 

l i n g u i s t i c environment of the fur trade gave the chi l d r e n a 

f a c i l i t y for languages, which was furthered by learning 

English i n school. Louis Labonte, the f i r s t servant's son to 

attend the Fort Vancouver school, was t y p i c a l of many fur 

trade children. He had a basic knowledge of several native 

languages, including Clatsop, Tillamook, Tualatin, Cotapooya 

and Spokane and was fluent i n Chinook jargon, French and 

E n g l i s h . 3 9 

I l l 

With school underway at Fort Vancouver, the opening of 

the Methodist mission i n 1838 provided elementary education 

for r e t i r e d servants' children l i v i n g i n the upper Willamette 

on a scale that went beyond the e a r l i e r e f f o r t s of i n d i v i d u a l 
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teachers i n the valle y . A Hudson's Bay Company naval 

apprentice, George Roberts, replaced Cyrus Shepard as 

schoolmaster at the f o r t , leaving Shepard free to begin two 

schools at the mission a Sunday School with "eleven h a l f -

breeds and three Indian pupils" and a day school with around 

t h i r t y Metis students. P h i l i p L. Edwards, another member of 

the Methodist mission, opened a second day school on October 

26, 1835 with eleven "half casts" and two Indians, some 12 

miles to the north of Shepard's school at Campement Du Sable 

or Champoeg, a major settlement on French P r a i r i e of r e t i r e d 

Company servants and t h e i r f a m i l i e s . 4 0 

Instead of the,thousands of Indians the Methodists had 

come to convert, only four or f i v e hundred "Chinooks, 

Kalapooyus, Falatees, Clacksmays, and Umbuyus" remained i n 

the v a l l e y a f t e r successive waves of malaria ravaged t h e i r 

population. According,to one missionary, these Indians were 

"f a s t sinking into the grave." 4 1 Consequently, rather than 

Indian pupils from t r i b a l l i f e , there was a continuation of 

the educational l i a i s o n between the American missionaries and 

the B r i t i s h employees of the Hudson's Bay Company. Mission 

scholars were overwhelmingly the mixed-blood sons and 

daughters of r e t i r e d servants farming i n the v a l l e y . 

Although attendance was irregular, e s p e c i a l l y during the rainy 

season when deep mud and swollen streams made t r a v e l 

d i f f i c u l t , parents nevertheless made an e f f o r t to j o i n t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n i n learning the alphabet and came frequently to hear 
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them "read, s p e l l and sing hymns" i n English. 4 3 

In 183 6, McLoughlin took up a subscription among the 

o f f i c e r s f or the benefit of the mission. Through an 

arrangement between himself and Methodist Superintendent Rev. 

Jason Lee, some orphaned Indian and Metis children of Company 

servants were to be sheltered at the mission. In due course, 

these youngsters, several of whom were of Iroquois and Kanaka 

parentage, arrived with t h e i r Indian slaves, who were promptly 

freed by the missionaries and allowed to j o i n the mission 

family along with t h e i r former owners.44 

The curriculum at the mission school was s i m i l a r to that 

of the f o r t school and, i n both cases, student labor served 

the e x t r a c u r r i c u l a r function of defraying costs. Shepard 

wrote: "Our object i n farming so extensively has been to 

procure the means of supporting a school; and i n t h i s way 

alone we can hope to benefit the natives i n the v i c i n i t y . " 

Jason Lee added: "Ours i s indeed a manual labor school, for 

we cannot devote the whole day to teaching; we therefore have 

the pupils labor and study a l t e r n a t e l y . " 4 5 

Despite the exertion of many l i t t l e hands, funding the 

school remained problematic. In 1839, Lee attempted to secure 

a subsidy from the U.S. government, but h i s c a l l f or "the 

establishment of extensive manual-labour schools for Indian 

ch i l d r e n and youth" f a i l e d to win the approval of the House 

of Representatives. 4 6 Nevertheless, by the early 1840s, some 

eight to ten thousand d o l l a r s had been raised to b u i l d an 
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impressive three story, seventy-five by f o r t y - e i g h t foot 

"Indian Manual Labor School", which opened at Salem, some 10 

miles below the f i r s t mission s i t e . 4 7 Two reinforcement 

p a r t i e s of Methodists, numbering sixty-one adults and nineteen 

children, arrived from the United States to provide the work 

force for the new venture. 4 8 

There was a school superintendent, male and female 

teachers, and a manager. The Indian school boosted a g r i s t 

m i l l , a saw m i l l , sixteen sections of cleared land, livestock 

and farms. In t o t a l , there was an impressive display of 

missionary e f f o r t s for the short time they had been i n Oregon. 

But the s i t u a t i o n at the school which confronted the new 

Mission Superintendent, Rev. George Gary, when he arr i v e d i n 

1844 as Lee's successor, was scarcely problem free. After 

consultation with mission members, Gary wrote: 
A l l agreed the Indian community had not been 
benefitted by any one who had l e f t the school. . .Some 
of them have run away and many have died. Runaways 
have been punished as criminals. The most of them 
have taken t h e i r stolen budget and when found have 
been brought back, put i n chains, severely whipped, 
etc. etc. , guarded and kept within a high enclosure, 
l i k e prisoners... In some instances the consent of 
the parents of these children has been bought that 
t h e i r children may attend school. 4 9 

There were 23 students i n the school and most had been 

absent from the classroom more times i n a s i x t y day period 

than they had been present. Of the 44 native c h i l d r e n who came 

under Methodist care between 1834 and 1838 i n the f i r s t 

Methodist school, eight had died of such diseases as pulmonary 

consumption, scrofula and venereal i n f e c t i o n s . Others ran 
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- away, were asked to leave, or were taken out of the school by 

t h e i r parents. In the second school, sixteen more childre n 

died i n the f i r s t two years. 5 0 I t was rumoured that the 

school superintendent had been sexually involved with female 

students. 5 1 Rev. Nicolay, an English t r a v e l l e r , was t o l d that 

the students were "not i n a condition to be v i s i t e d or 

inspected," and was shocked when he saw pupils who were 

"nearly grown up, ragged, and half clothed, and lounging about 

under the t r e e s . " 5 2 

In the f i r s t Methodist school, at least f i v e members of 

the mission family were designated as "half-breed" c h i l d r e n 

of Hudson Bay Company servants. 5 3 In addition, several 

gentlemen, including John Work and Donald Manson, had placed 

t h e i r children under the tutelage of the Methodist 

missionaries. 5 4 By contrast, i n the new school, Rev. Gustavus 

Hines, the superintendent, continually referred to the fur 

trade children as "Indians" or "half-breed Indians." 5 5 A l l 

the students were treated l i k e ' u n c i v i l i z e d Indians,' even 

though some pupils were motherless Metis and Indian fur trade 

c h i l d r e n accustomed to Euro-American influences. 5 6 The school 

cost $6334.00 a year to operate, more than a l l other 

missionary enterprises i n the t e r r i t o r y combined, yet i t had 

the worst record for education of any i n s t i t u t i o n i n Oregon. 5 7 

As McLoughlin summarized i t , the missionaries had "expected 

the Indians would work to support them i n return for t h e i r 

teaching," but t h e i r plan had f a i l e d . 5 8 



Reverend Gary promptly sold the school and i t was re

opened as the Oregon I n s t i t u t e . 5 9 The Indian and Metis pupils 

posed no problem. The missionaries firmly believed they were 

doomed to extinction. In the meanwhile, they were given some 

clot h i n g and placed with f a m i l i e s . 6 0 O f f i c i a l l y , the Indian 

school was closed because of i t s 'secular nature', which, 

according to Gary, e l i c i t e d suspicions among the newly arrived 

immigrants and created a loss of confidence i n the p u r i t y of 

Methodist motives, but the new Oregon I n s t i t u t e remained under 

Methodist control, eventually becoming Willamette 

U n i v e r s i t y . 6 1 Rather than an end to s e c u l a r i z a t i o n , the sale 

r e f l e c t e d the decline of the missionaries i n t e r e s t i n Indians 

and a movement towards serving white immigrant children. 

The Constitution of the Oregon In s t i t u t e , however, was 

so worded that the r e t i r e d servants' youngsters, who made up 

a considerable proportion of the c h i l d population, could 

attend i f they had the r i g h t q u a l i f i c a t i o n s . I t read: "The 

primary object of the I n s t i t u t i o n s h a l l be to educate the 

c h i l d r e n of white men."62 In r e a l i t y , t h i s meant that fur 

trade c h i l d r e n were to be schooled separately from t h e i r white 

counterparts. The t h i r d superintendent of the Oregon Mission, 

Rev. William M. Roberts, believed that fur trade c h i l d r e n 

should be educated as Indians. As he stated i t : "halfbreeds 

are Indians i n Law".63 

The Oregon Inst i t u t e was just one of several Protestant 

i n s t i t u t i o n s of learning to be founded during the 1840s. 6 4 



Another, Tabitha Brown and Rev. Harvey Clark's school at 

Forest Grove, North Tualatin Plain, which admitted a l l races 

of c h i l d r e n on equal footing, l a t e r became P a c i f i c 

U n i v e r s i t y . 6 5 Like the Oregon Institute, these Protestant 

schools sought "to promote science, morality and p i e t y " and 

hoped to become the nucleus of higher learning i n Oregon. They 

were also founded as a bulwark against the recently opened 

Catholic academies. "The Oregon Inst i t u t e w i l l redeem Oregon," 

Rev. Gary wrote, "from the remains of Paganism and the gloom 

of Papal darkness with which she i s enshrouded." 6 6 

IV 

The Catholic mission had the same goals as i t s 

Protestant counterparts, to C h r i s t i a n i z e and c i v i l i z e the 

native and Metis population, but thereafter any common 

in t e r e s t s ended. From the outset, the Catholic mission was 

perceived as a threat by the evangelical Protestants who 

attempted to arrest the spread of "Romanism" in Oregon. The 

p r i e s t s , for t h e i r part, were no less zealous i n t h e i r bid to 

gain a strong foothold i n the t e r r i t o r y . 6 7 While the 

education of Metis children was heavily influenced by American 

teachers i n the other schools, the Catholic clergy were bent 

on thwarting 'Americanization' among the s i x t y or so r e t i r e d 
a 

servants' families on French P r a i r i e by furthering a French-

Canadian i d e n t i t y i n t h e i r classrooms. As Father Bolduc, who 

arr i v e d i n 1843, expressed i t : "A mixture of Americans with 

the Canadian i s harmful for good order." 
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The p r i e s t s quickly assessed the l i f e s t y l e of the r e t i r e d 

servant population i n the Valley and found i t i n a state of 

"frenzied debauchery" where "many Canadian childr e n are s t i l l 

i n f i d e l s and do not want to leave disorder to prepare for 

baptism." Consequently, t h e i r f i r s t task was to achieve order 

and control among the "wicked Christians who have adopted 

the vices of the Indians and l i v e i n licentiousness and the 

forgetfulness of t h e i r duties." This meant conversion, 

baptism, "holy marriage" or remarriage for those blessed by 

the Methodists. I t meant teaching the Metis population, who 

the p r i e s t s considered "dissolute" to speak French. I t meant 

encouraging the women and children to t r a v e l d a i l y from t h e i r 

farms for i n s t r u c t i o n at the newly erected chapel at St. Paul 

on the p r a i r i e . 6 9 

The p r i e s t regarded the Indian and Metis wives and t h e i r 

daughters i n f e r i o r to white Canadian women, because they had 

"no proper knowledge of how to keep a household i n order." 

They assumed that the wives were the source of t h e i r husbands' 

debts. "Only farmers married to s k i l l f u l Canadian wives could 

make a fortune here," wrote Father Bolduc, seemingly oblivious 

to the thousands of debt-ridden farmers with " t h r i f t y wives" 

i n Quebec at the time. 7 0 As a consequence, they paid s p e c i a l 

attention to the education of the r e t i r e d servants' wives and 

daughters, who were encouraged, among other things, to dress 

i n French Canadian fashion and be submissive to t h e i r husbands 

and fathers. Marriage vows were s t r i c t l y enforced. Wives were 
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p u b l i c l y reprimanded i f they l e f t t h e i r husbands. 7 1 

The zealous e f f o r t s of the p r i e s t s were supported by 

Governor George Simpson who toured the Valley i n 1841 and 

concluded that the Americans who l i v e d there were "worthless 

and lawless characters of every description" and subversive 

to Company inte r e s t s . Believing the p r i e s t s could keep the 

Canadians l o y a l to the Hudson's Bay Company and B r i t i s h 

i n t e r e s t s i n the region, Simpson requested two more Canadian 

p r i e s t s as well as "two women capable of teaching the young 

natives needle-work, the manner of making c l o t h and other 

f a b r i c s . " 7 2 In return, the pr i e s t s assured him "on pain of 

removal" that t h e i r congregation would pray for "beloved Queen 

V i c t o r i a " . 7 3 

Teaching needlework and cloth making to the g i r l s had to 

wait, however, u n t i l 1844 when the Sisters of Notre Dame du 

Namur from Belgium arrived and established St. Marie de 

Wallamette Academy. The s i s t e r s hoped to a t t r a c t t h i r t y Metis 

g i r l s , but only eleven boarders and few day pupils arrived 

for the f i r s t c l ass. Their fees were adjusted to the economic 

scheme of things i n the Willamette, where wheat was used as 

currency. The quarterly t u i t i o n for each g i r l who boarded was 

set at: "100 pounds of f l o u r ; 4 pounds of grease; 3 bags of 

peas; 1 bag of s a l t ; 3 dozen eggs; 25 pounds of l a r d (or 36 

pounds of beef); 4 pounds of candles; 1 bag of potatoes; 1 

pound of tea; and 4 pounds of r i c e . " 7 4 

In addition to t h e i r regular pupils, the s i s t e r s hoped 



to support the destitute and orphaned children i n the v a l l e y . 

Like t h e i r Protestant counterparts, they thought that such 

youngsters could become self-supporting i f they were taught 

to " c u l t i v a t e the land, to care for the house, to work i n the 

dairy" and "to clear the acres of brushwood." At the outset, 

however, i t was t h e i r paying students who were taught to 

"cook, wash, sweep, milk the cows and make butter." The nuns 

believed that the g i r l s would then teach these s k i l l s to t h e i r 

mothers, who were thought to be " s h i f t l e s s because they were 

ignorant." Their wards, however, were not fond of laborious 

tasks, and most of the hard work i n building the school was 

done by the s i s t e r s themselves, who hoped they could 

eventually "overcome the i d l e s t r a i n i n the half-breed. 1 , 7 5 

In the space of a few short years, the nuns transformed 

t h e i r pupils* appearance and deportment. The g i r l s were 

dressed i n white uniforms which conformed to those worn by 

Belgian s c h o o l g i r l s i n the s i s t e r s ' homeland, and had 

otherwise acquired many of the manners of white l a d i e s . 

Besides t h e i r lessons i n domesticity, they received a vigorous 

elementary education. 7 6 By 1848, the school had grown to 

include some forty-two g i r l s and the nuns had established a 

second g i r l s ' school i n Oregon C i t y . 7 7 The s i s t e r s ' hard work 

did not go unnoticed. James Douglas wrote to Hudson's Bay 

Company o f f i c i a l s i n London that the nuns displayed "a 

s u r p r i s i n g degree of address i n the management of t h e i r 

p u p i l s . " The school, he added, was "numerously attended by 
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fortunate i n having so munificent provision made for the 
• • • 78 

education of t h e i r children." 

The Catholic boys' school, St. Joseph's College, opened 

one year e a r l i e r than St. Marie with a donation of 4,800 

francs from Joseph Larocque, a former Hudson's Bay Company 

chief factor, then residing in P a r i s . 7 9 There were three 

teachers for the 28 Metis boarders, " a l l children of Canadians 

or Americans, except only one that i s of pure native blood." 

By t h i s time, the p r i e s t s recognized that Oregon was destined 

to be English speaking and i n s t r u c t i o n was given i n both 

French and English. I t was hoped that L a t i n would be added "as 

a f i r s t preparation for the priesthood." The boys competed 

for p rizes i n reading, writing and elementary science. Mothers 

and fathers were instructed by the p r i e s t s on t h e i r parental 

duties. D i s c i p l i n e was s t r i c t . The students were well 

behaved. Like St. Marie de Willamette Academy, St. Joseph's 
80 

had an excellent reputation. 

Throughout the 1840s, however, an intense b a t t l e between 

Catholics and Protestants for the minds of children took 

place. No sooner was St. Joseph's underway, when Father 

Bolduc, the p r i n c i p a l , was urging that h i s church "secure for 

higher education" another i n s t i t u t i o n i n order to keep pace 

with the expansion of school f a c i l i t i e s offered by the 

Protestants. 8 1 

In the end, the competition for pupils meant that a l l 
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the r e l i g i o u s denominations over-extended themselves and many 

schools had to be closed for f i n a n c i a l reasons. None were h i t 

harder than the ambitious Catholics. Although t h e i r churches 

were "mortgaged to heretics," as the v i s i t i n g French envoy, 

Saint-Ament, phrased i t , they continued to expand i n an 

attempt to ba t t l e the zealous Protestants. In order to o f f s e t 

t h e i r d i r e f i n a n c i a l circumstances, Father Blanchet toured 

South America i n search of funds, but h i s e f f o r t s came too 

l a t e . By 1855, the nineteen p r i e s t s of the Oregon Mission had 

been reduced to seven. The mission, which claimed to have 

brought some "six thousand pagans to the f a i t h , " was abandoned 

i n favour of retaining six churches to serve the s e t t l e r 

population. In 1844, Blanchet wrote that "one thousand 

Canadians, women and children, had been saved from the 

imminent p e r i l s of losing t h e i r f a i t h . " A decade l a t e r , the 

census of 1853-54 l i s t e d only 303 men, women and c h i l d r e n as 

Catholics, and widespread antagonism towards Catholicism 
82 

permeated Oregon. 

Anti-Catholic sentiments i n the United States spread 

westward with the s e t t l e r s who brought with them such a n t i -

Catholic t r a c t s as the best s e l l i n g and scandalous Maria Monk 

(183 6), a supposed expose of sexual a c t i v i t i e s i n the Hotel 

Dieu nunnery i n Montreal, and more sophisticated books l i k e 

Lyman Beecher's A Plea for the West (1835), which argued that 

evangelical protestantism "would win the West to true r e l i g i o n 

and genuine republicanism", against the Catholic "forces of 
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darkness." 

Such l i t e r a t u r e might have had l i t t l e e f f e c t were i t not 

for the Whitman massacre at Waiilatpu on November 29, 1847, 

which was believed to have been instigated by Catholic p r i e s t s 

and c a r r i e d out by t h e i r Indian followers. Moreover, the 

massacre heightened the public's mistrust of •half-breeds', 

who were regarded as being Catholic and i n a l l i a n c e with the 

p r i e s t s . The populace was outraged that the childre n of 

Hudson's Bay Company employees at the mission were allowed to 

go free while t h e i r American schoolmates were held captive or 

k i l l e d by the Indians. Two Metis who l i v e d with the Indians, 

Joe Lewis from Red River and Tom H i l l , a graduate of Dartmouth 

College, were c i t e d as instigators of the slaughter. 8 4 

There were over seventy people at the mission. F i f t y 

survived the massacre. Chief trader Donald Manson's two sons, 

John and Stephen, who were about 16 and 17 at the time, and 

another Metis boy, David Malin, aged 6 or 7 years, were sent 

to Fort Walla Walla by the Indians who feared Hudson's Bay 

Company r e t a l i a t i o n . Mrs. Saunders, the schoolteacher's wife, 

a t t r i b u t e d the fact she was spared to young John Manson1 s 

intervention on her behalf with the Indians. 8 5 When news of 

the massacre reached Fort Vancouver, chief factor Peter Ogden 

quickly o u t f i t t e d a rescue expedition to Waiilatpu where he 

succ e s s f u l l y negotiated for the release of the hostages and 

delivered them safely to Fort Vancouver. Nevertheless, the 

Hudson's Bay Company> i t s mixed-blood population and the 



Catholics were linked i n the popular imagination, so that 

anti-Company, anti-Catholic and anti-*half-breed• attitudes 

formed a kind of inseparable t r i o . 

No sooner was the . Catholic clergy exonerated for 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i n the Whitman a f f a i r , than the p r i e s t s were 

accused of supplying ammunition to Indians to exterminate 

Protestants during the Cayuse Indian War of 1848, which 

followed i n the wake of the Whitman massacre. A p e t i t i o n was 

quickly introduced i n the t e r r i t o r i a l l e g i s l a t u r e c a l l i n g for 

the expulsion of a l l Catholic clergy from Oregon. The 

l e g i s l a t i o n was never passed, but the Oregon Mission collapsed 
87 

under t h i s and other pressures. 

While the anti-Catholic drama was unfolding i n Oregon, 

the lure of the gol d f i e l d s i n C a l i f o r n i a reduced the 
• • • 88 

t e r r i t o r y ' s population by an estimated one-half. In the 

Willamette, French P r a i r i e was depopulated of the church's 

f l o c k . In May of 1849, some five-hundred r e t i r e d servants and 

t h e i r f a m i l i e s accompanied by Father Delorme l e f t en masse 

for the C a l i f o r n i a mines. They were not the only Metis to 

go. Among the miners i n C a l i f o r n i a were many former Fort 

Vancouver students and gentlemen's sons, such as David 

McLoughlin, William McKay and Andrew Pambrun, who were then 

young men and f u l l y knowledgeable about the old brigade routes 

south. Along with other fur trade children, McLoughlin and 

McKay discovered gold and founded the T r i n i t y mines which paid 

$100.00 a day to each man.90 Andrew Pambrun, who did not go 
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to C a l i f o r n i a u n t i l 1851, "made very poor success," but got 

an ounce a night for "affording music on the v i o l i n from one 

to three hours when dancing was carried on." 9 1 Few became 

r i c h . Many did not return. Some twenty heads of households 

from the r e t i r e d servant population died i n the disastrous 

epidemics of 'bi l i o u s yellow fever' which swept the 

g o l d f i e l d s . Others simply disappeared. 9 2 

The evacuation forced the closure of the schools. St. 

Joseph's shut i t s doors permanently i n June, 1849, j u s t as 

the youngest sons of the most established r e t i r e d servants i n 

the Willamette were learning to read and write. For many of 

these Metis boys, the closure marked the end of t h e i r formal 

education. 9 3 S i s t e r Mary Dominica McNamee notes that, i n the 

aftermath of the "disaster", St. Marie de Willamette was "a 

home for orphans, children whose fathers died on the mining 

expedition and whose mothers returned to t h e i r native v i l l a g e s 

[or wandered off] when they found themselves without support." 

Towards the end of 1850, typhoid fever k i l l e d eleven of the 

orphans and the s i s t e r s closed the school the following year 

and removed the remaining children to Oregon C i t y . 9 4 

The g i r l s ' school i n Oregon City lingered on u n t i l 1852, 

but even an elaborate ad i n the Oregon Statesman f a i l e d to 

a t t r a c t more than twelve boarders after the orphans, who were 

regarded as "savages", arrived from the Willamette. Even 

McLoughlin's granddaughters, Margaret and Maria Louisa Rae, 

the children of his daughter E l o i s e and her husband William 
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Glen Rae who had committed suicide i n San Francisco, were 

removed. 9 5 Nevertheless, the school was used by both Catholic 

and Protestant families who did not wish t h e i r daughters 

exposed to the e v i l s of the g o l d f i e l d s while they were away. 

It was a turbulent time for children. One g i r l remembered 

crying herself to sleep every night because she thought she 

had been abandoned to the nuns. Another g i r l r e c a l l e d : 

My people went to C a l i f o r n i a irt 1852 and he 
[Dr. McLoughlin] t r i e d to persuade my mother to 
leave me at the Sister's School — she seemed to be 
considering his proposition when I began to cry, 
and tender-hearted old Dr. said, "Tut, tut, don't 
cry, you s h a l l go with your mother," and go I did. 

The exodus to C a l i f o r n i a and the closure of the Catholic 

schools destroyed much of the homogeneity of the r e t i r e d 

servants' community. The depopulation of the v a l l e y made i t 

easy for newcomers to buy the servants' farms or acquire t h e i r 

lands under new land acts passed i n t h e i r absence. As a 

r e s u l t , many families, who had sold t h e i r farms before or 

a f t e r returning from C a l i f o r n i a , spread throughout the 

t e r r i t o r y , s e t t l i n g i n remote places i n small groups of two 

or three families. Much of the French-Canadian fur trade 

culture, which had flourished i n the v a l l e y under the Catholic 

p r i e s t s , became i n v i s i b l e to outsiders or was l o s t . 9 7 

In the decade the p r i e s t s had been among the r e t i r e d 

servants, they had forged secular as well as non-secular r o l e s 

for themselves. As one observer commented, "the p r i e s t i s 

everything to the families on French P r a i r i e - f r i e n d , 
98 

confidant, law giver, counsellor, a r b i t e r , judge". In the 



process, the p r i e s t s had e f f e c t i v e l y reinforced a French-

Canadian fur trade-cum-Metis, i d e n t i t y among the people, but 

a f t e r the closure of the Catholic schools, the community 

became a mere shadow of i t s former s e l f . There were other 

schools for the children to attend, but the intent of these 

i n s t i t u t i o n s was to promote good English-speaking Protestant 

Americans, rather than foster the growth of Catholic French-

speaking Metis, as the p r i e s t s had attempted. Within a decade 

or so, many of the o r i g i n a l French names were a n g l i c i z e d and 

only a remnant of the former community existed. 

V 

Despite the growth of educational i n s t i t u t i o n s i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, not a l l fur trade childr e n received a 

formal education. No matter how widely McLoughlin cast about 

for new r e c r u i t s for the Fort Vancouver school, he was never 

able to encompass a l l the children i n the d i s t r i c t . Although 

he offered youngsters a free education at the f o r t school, i t 

was d i f f i c u l t to r e t a i n the students for long periods of time 

without more extensive boarding f a c i l i t i e s than the f o r t could 

provide. 

Fur trade children were extremely mobile. The very nature 

of the trade demanded a great deal of transiency within the 

d i s t r i c t . Families t r a v e l l e d on brigades or expresses for 

months at a time. Fathers were transferred from post to post 

and, i n the course of t h i s movement, t h e i r c h i l d r e n were 

fortunate i f they had more than a term or two at one of the 
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f o r t or missionary schools. 

The schools attempted to compensate for the d i f f i c u l t i e s 

of transient youth by taking "scholars from a distance" and 

e i t h e r boarding t h e i r pupils or finding them accommodation 

" i n the neighborhood." 1 0 0 But, even i n the more sedentary 

a g r i c u l t u r a l communities i n the Willamette Valley, annual 

trapping expeditions continued as a way of l i f e for some 

r e t i r e d fur trade families. As a consequence, formal schooling 

fo r servants* children was piecemeal. 

VI 

For Metis youngsters who went to school, what was learned 

i n the classroom played an important r o l e i n weaning them from 

the native cultures of t h e i r mothers and preparing them to 

meet the challenges of the new society which came to dominate 

the region, but the price was high, and r e s u l t s were not 

always what educators envisioned. 

The education of Metis children i n Oregon was 

contradictory and r e f l e c t e d the ambivalent status of 'half-

breeds' i n the larger society. Each i n s t i t u t i o n treated i t s 

fur trade pupils d i f f e r e n t l y . As previously noted, at the 

Whitman Mission, the Catholic academies, and many of the 

priva t e schools, the children received the same education as 

white students. By contrast, at the Fort Vancouver School and 

the Methodist Mission, a manual labour curriculum designed 

fo r Indian pupils was adopted. Indeed, at the Methodist 

"Indian Manual Labor School", fur trade children were lumped 
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together with native pupils just removed from t r i b a l l i f e . 

As a consequence, there was no s i n g l e educational 

experience for servants' children. The only goal shared by 

a l l the educational i n s t i t u t i o n s was the conversion of t h e i r 

students to C h r i s t i a n i t y and a l l that implied. The children 

did become Christians, but baptism could include the 

disqu i e t i n g emotional experience of being thrust into the 

a l i e n worlds of harsh evangelical c h i l d r e a r i n g p r a c t i c e s at 

the Whitman mission, or being p h y s i c a l l y abused, exploited, 

and mistreated at the Methodist Indian school. Moreover, 

becoming a C h r i s t i a n meant abandoning or blending the pagan 

b e l i e f s of native mothers or grandmothers with the new 

r e l i g i o n . In practice, being a Ch r i s t i a n was synonymous with 

being ' c i v i l i z e d ' and, for many of these schoolchildren, t h i s 

meant r e j e c t i n g much of t h e i r mother's culture i n favour of 

t h e i r father's. 

As for academic achievement, i t i s doubtful i f the b r i e f 

t u t oring i n the f i r s t Willamette school run by Solomon Smith 

produced much of l a s t i n g value. At least, i f w r i t i n g i s used 

as a c r i t e r i o n , then these informal classes were dismal 

f a i l u r e s . Few of the children who attended could write t h e i r 

names as adults. 1 0 1 

The Fort Vancouver School appears to have been somewhat 

more successful. At best, however, i t only received mixed 

ratings from i t s pupils. For example, Louis Labonte, the f i r s t 

servant's son to attend the school, r e c a l l e d l i t t l e about what 



was learned, but he did remember that Dr. McLoughlin had taken 

him by the hand to school, treated him kindly, and t o l d him 

he would provide him with books and pens. Of the 

gentlemen's sons, B i l l y McKay thought the c h i l d r e n were f a i r l y 

well schooled and remarked, "when I r e f l e c t back to the time 

of that l i t t l e school, i t produces rather a pleasant 

sensation." 1 0 3 Ranald MacDonald stated that he "made no 

progress" i n John B a l l ' s c l a s s . 1 0 4 James B i r n i e , who attended 

the school from 1835 to 1837, noted: "I was sent to the Fort 

Vancouver school (such as i t was) ...The misfortune I had was 

that I was never i n a [proper] school." 1 0 5 

Whatever i t s academic shortcomings, however, the majority 

of c hildren who attended the Fort Vancouver School were 

instructed i n manual labour s k i l l s necessary f o r pioneering 

i n the P a c i f i c Northwest. McLoughlin had a n t i c i p a t e d that the 

economic future of Oregon would be l a r g e l y i n foodstuffs and 

the stress he placed on a g r i c u l t u r a l t r a i n i n g f o r the boys and 

domestic i n s t r u c t i o n for the g i r l s allowed many of the fur 

trade children to successfully integrate with t h e i r American 

neighbors l a t e r i n l i f e . 

Moreover, the educational opportunities which had been 

lacking for the oldest children i n servants* f a m i l i e s were 

greatly improved by the time t h e i r younger brothers and 

s i s t e r s were ready for the classroom. As better schools 

developed with the advance of American settlement, the younger 

chi l d r e n of servants became l i t e r a t e and f l u e n t i n E n g l i s h . 1 0 6 
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Learning English, however, had the adverse e f f e c t (from the 

educators 1 point of view) of f a c i l i t a t i n g the growth of Metis 

culture. Like French and Chinook jargon, English gave mixed-

blood children another bond of communications. 1 0 7 

Conversely, while fur trade children reaped many benefits 

from being l i t e r a t e , t h e i r mastery of reading and writing 

divided them from t h e i r i l l i t e r a t e parents and t h e i r o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n s . Under these circumstances, child-parent 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s were altered. Some parents came to r e l y upon 

t h e i r youngsters to read and write for them. For example, 

young Henry Buxton, one of the Red River Metis c h i l d r e n who 

came to Oregon i n 1841, r e c a l l e d : 

Father was a man without education and as I had 
received l i t t l e benefits i n that d i r e c t i o n I was 
frequently c a l l e d up to read the [Hudson's Bay 
Company] contract [with the s e t t l e r s ] to 

2. • 108 

p a r t i e s . 

VII 

While g i r l s and boys generally received the same 

elementary schooling i f they attended the same school, the 

outcome of t h e i r education varied according to t h e i r gender. 

In the absence of white women, mixed-blood daughters were the 
• • 1 0 9 

most desirable marriage partners for the male newcomers. 

Through marriage, servants' daughters could experience upward 

s o c i a l mobility. This was p a r t i c u l a r l y true of the g i r l s who 

attended the Catholic academies and became well groomed i n 

the arts of domesticity. As the h i s t o r i a n Harriet Munnick 

points out: " G i r l s educated by the S i s t e r s usually became the 
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wives of white men and the mothers of s t i l l more e l i g i b l e 

daughters." 1 1 0 Thus, although the Catholic Mission had 

promoted a French-Canadian culture, i t also inadvertently 

produced wives for white American males, who were large l y 

Protestant. As a r e s u l t of t h e i r schooling i n i n s t i t u t i o n s 

designed f o r Euro-American children, some fur trade daughters 

chose to forget or deny t h e i r Indian ancestors and, i n e f f e c t , 

became white women.111 

For Metis women to deny t h e i r Indian ancestors was to 

alienate themselves from t h e i r brothers who to a greater 

extent retained t i e s with native people. Although many 

brothers perused successful careers i n white society, no 

amount of formal education i n Euro-American i n s t i t u t i o n s could 

make them into "white* men. While the shortage of white women 

i n the West permitted Metis g i r l s access to the dominant 

society through marriage to white men, the same imbalance 

closed t h i s access route to t h e i r brothers. The choice of 

wives f o r servants' sons was limited to Indian or Metis women. 

Even i f no gender imbalance i n the population had existed, the 

intermarriage of white women with Indian or 'half-breed' males 

was regarded as unacceptable by many i n American society. Like 

some o f f i c e r s ' sons, by the time they reached middle age, some 

servants' sons had rejected l i v i n g i n the dominant society i n 

favour of l i f e among other Metis or Indian people. 

Despite the d i f f e r e n t treatment society awarded each sex, 

schooling did not eradicate the children's maternal Indian 



culture as the educationalists had anticipated. Many of the 

f i r s t generation of fur trade youngsters retained t h e i r native 

i d e n t i t y and added the new knowledge acquired i n school to 

what they already knew. Many of the children demonstrated that 

they could operate e f f e c t i v e l y i n both American and Indian 

cultures as well as ret a i n t h e i r group i d e n t i t y as fur trade 

c h i l d r e n or, as some c a l l e d themselves, "Hudson Bay" people. 1 1 2 

This term was not one of endearment. Few of the children 

showed any lo y a l t y to the Hudson's Bay Company's monopoly or 

to England. The schools nurtured t h e i r students i n the ideas 

of an e g a l i t a r i a n society, free trade, and the God-given 

Manifest Destiny of the United States. The youngsters shared 

with t h e i r American counterparts contempt for" the h i e r a r c h i c a l 

structure of the Hudson's Bay Company. Instead of r e i n f o r c i n g 

notions of rank and class, many mixed-blood youngsters appear 

to have emerged from t h e i r education believing upward s o c i a l 

mobility was available to them as individuals i f they followed 

the tenets of the American work ethic. 

Reality and abstract ideas are, of course, two d i f f e r e n t 

things. The majority of servants' children who were schooled 

as white children were educated according to t h e i r father's 

c l a s s and entered the dominant society at that c l a s s l e v e l . 

Gentlemen's sons already held t h e i r father's rank by 

b i r t h r i g h t and attempted to re t a i n a s i m i l a r s o c i a l standing 

i n the new society. For those educated as Indians, t h e i r l i v e s 

became i n t e g r a l l y linked with those of native people. 
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In short, the c i v i l i z i n g and c h r i s t i a n i z i n g goals of the 

schools were largely met, but i n the attempt to acculturate 

fur trade youngsters, certain unforseen developments occurred. 

For one thing, the classroom forced children of d i f f e r e n t 

r a c i a l and c u l t u r a l backgrounds to s o c i a l i z e with one another 

and, i n t h i s atmosphere, new a l l i a n c e s were formed and 

commonalities discovered. For another, the acculturation 

process, whereby individuals absorb s i g n i f i c a n t , but not 

necessarily a l l aspects of the dominant culture, allowed the 

c h i l d r e n to adopt the protective colorations of American 

society without necessarily relinquishing a l l of t h e i r native 

background. 1 1 3 

Recent l i t e r a t u r e demonstrates that the English Sunday 

School, which was designed to create mass l i t e r a c y for 

r e l i g i o u s readings, inadvertently helped to forge a powerful 

working class consciousness. 1 1 4 In a s i m i l a r way, the 

i n d u s t r i a l boarding school fostered pan-Indianism as a by

product of the coercive acculturation process and i n i t s e l f 

became part of American Indian c u l t u r e . 1 1 5 In l i k e fashion, 

e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s 1 attempts to assimilate servants' youngsters 

to Euro-American society through schooling unintentionally 

served to strengthen t h e i r c o l l e c t i v e i d e n t i t y as • half-breed' 

fur trade children. For the various schools the students 

attended were unable to award the children f u l l equality with 

white North Americans. If they happened to "look Indian" or 

"half-breed," i t did not matter how high t h e i r educational 



attainments were;they were discriminated against because they 

were part Indian. 
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Chapter Seven  

Science and the 1 Half-Breed': Race and Racism 

Young Franz Boas may have been the f i r s t s c i e n t i s t to 

record the "tendency i n the mixed race to revert to e i t h e r of 

the parental races." He may even have been the f i r s t to t r y 

and explain h i s observations using Mendel's laws of 

inheritance, but he was not alone i n determining that many 

Metis were white. 1 This chapter explores the dynamics of 

genetic r e a l i t i e s and r a c i a l attitudes i n the l i v e s of fur 

trade youngsters. I t w i l l be argued that, although i n d i v i d u a l 

r a c i a l attitudes towards •half-breeds• were not consistent, 

racism generally increased i n each decade from the 1830s into 

the early twentieth century, and was d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d to the 

new evolutionary theories emerging from science. This chapter 

and the one which follows w i l l demonstrate that fur trade 

c h i l d r e n grew to maturity i n an increasingly h o s t i l e world and 

that, i n the end, each c h i l d had to come to terms with what 

i t meant to be a 'half-breed'. For some, that decision was 

involved with the color of t h e i r skin. 

II 

In 1835, Rev. Samuel Parker at Fort Vancouver commented: 

" I t i s worthy of notice, how l i t t l e of the Indian complexion 

i s seen i n the half-breed children. Generally they have f a i r 

skin, often flaxen hair and blue eyes." 2 Parker, no doubt, 

overstated the case, but his comments are well taken — some 
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mixed-blood children look white, others look Indian, and s t i l l 

others blend the physical appearances of both parental 

genotypes. 

In the P a c i f i c Northwest, a kind of s e l e c t i v e breeding 

process existed whereby the f a i r e s t Indian and Metis women 

were chosen as wives p a r t i a l l y because they provided the best 

assurance of l i g h t skinned children. In an age when race was 

deemed of utmost importance, references to Metis skin colour 

were commonplace. Missionary Narcissa Whitman wrote home to 

New England i n the 1830s of the fur traders* wives: "Some are 

half-breeds and are so white that you can scarcely t e l l the 

dif f e r e n c e . " 3 Amelia Douglas (later Lady Douglas of B r i t i s h 

Columbia) was described by Fort Vancouver schoolteacher John 

B a l l i n the early 1830s as :"the l i g h t e s t . . h a l f breed woman" 

at the f o r t . 4 Eloise McLoughlin, chief f a c t o r John 

McLoughlin's daughter, was noted for her ' f a i r skin and blonde 

h a i r . ' 5 An old frie n d of Dr. William McKay said of him i n 

1867 that "his family name was Scotch, but h i s complexion" 

corresponded "more aptly to the celebrated snuff of that 

name."6 In 1904, Donald Ross i n Edmonton wrote to the 

h i s t o r i a n Eva Dye i n Portland, "I met Col. McDonald i n 1887 

a half brother of Ranald and son of A. [Archibald] The Col. 

had no sign of mixed blood i n him and at that time was Indian 

Agent at Qu'apple [ s i c ] , NWT." 7 

Native people also commented on Metis appearances. At 

Fort Simpson the Indians c a l l e d the Work youngsters "God's 



c h i l d r e n " — on account of t h e i r flaxen heads. Some of the 

children...were almost white headed." 8 In turn, gentlemen's 

sons were quick to comment on the complexion of t h e i r fellow 

'half-breeds'. Andrew Pambrun, for example, referred to James 

Bird, a l i a s Jimmie Jock, a well educated Metis renegade who 

l i v e d among the Blackfeet Indians, as "a large f i n e l y b u i l t 

man, very f a i r for a half-breed". 9 

According to the h i s t o r i a n George W. Stocking, J r . , Boas 

"spent a good b i t of time measuring heads and h i s inquiry was 

directed to such long mooted issues as the v i a b i l i t y of r a c i a l 

hybrids." 1 0 Such inqu i r i e s may have been 'long mooted', but 

the r e a l i t y of d i f f e r i n g r a c i a l appearances within i n d i v i d u a l 

Metis f a m i l i e s had and continues to have profound consequences 

i n the l i v e s of. mixed-blood children. Far from having no 

p r a c t i c a l significance, the r e a l b i o l o g i c a l differences of 

complexion v a r i a b i l i t y between fur trade children and t h e i r 

parents i s of c r u c i a l importance i n understanding t h e i r 

culture and what happened to i t . 

I f a l l Metis looked l i k e Indians or white people, i t 

seems c e r t a i n t h e i r fate would have been d i f f e r e n t . But t h i s 

was not the case. H i s t o r i c a l l y , r e l a t i o n s between Metis and 

Indian have been uneven, even h o s t i l e at times. Just as i t 

has been common to regard a l l Indians as i f they were one 

interchangeable people, when i n fact the term Indian was a 

European invention with no equivalent i n native languages, i t 

has also been assumed that 'half-breeds' were welcomed by 



native r e l a t i v e s . In r e a l i t y , however, Metis r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

with Indians were as ambiguous as t h e i r r e l a t i o n s with white 

people. At one extreme were men l i k e James S i n c l a i r , who 

"though part Indian," when faced with a possible threat from 

the Blackfeet, "was a f r a i d of them so much that he never went 

out of h i s tent after dark," while at the other extreme were 

fur trade children l i k e the McKay brothers and William Pion, 

who were known as "born Indian f i g h t e r s " and, i n the case of 

Pion, an "Indian hater." 1 2 As Maria Campbell comments i n her 

book, Half breed (1979), "There never was much love l o s t 

between Indian and Halfbreeds." 1 3 This i s not to suggest that 

harmonious relationships were unusual or that a l l Indians 

practiced discrimination, but rather that e x i s t i n g tensions 

helped to reinforce Metis i d e n t i t i e s i n some settings by 

making them a group apart from whites and Indians. 

Both Indians and Europeans showed preferences for t h e i r 

own people. I t i s perhaps not too farfetched to speculate 

that, i f native people had remained i n control of western 

North America where Americans and Canadians s e t t l e d , white 

skinned half-breeds would have become the target of 

p r e j u d i c i a l treatment (much l i k e those childr e n fathered by 

American troops and l e f t i n Viet Nam), and t h e i r darker 

s i b l i n g s would have been favored. But, of course, Euro-

Americans quickly came to dominate the region and made i t 

i n f i n i t e l y easier for those Metis who were white to become 

members of the mainstream than i t did for t h e i r s i b l i n g s with 
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'Indian* looks. 

Although skin color i s perceived d i f f e r e n t l y i n d i f f e r e n t 

s o c i e t i e s and at d i f f e r e n t time periods, i n nineteenth century 

United States and B r i t i s h North America one might argue that 

the issue of r a c i a l difference could only have been a 'moot 

point" i f either native or Euro-American society had been 

colour b l i n d . Neither group was unconscious of race, however, 

and consequently, differences i n appearance divided Metis 

families i n a variety of ways: the f a i r e s t tended to receive 

the l i o n ' s share of s o c i e t a l rewards, such as access to higher 

education, while the darkest were often harassed and treated 

l i k e Indians. 1 4 

More than any other factor, the genetic v a r i a b i l i t y of 

Metis people through the intermarriage of Indians and whites 

since the beginning of colonization explains why thousands 

of white North Americans within mainstream society can 

le g i t i m a t e l y claim Indian ancestry even though there i s 

nothing about t h e i r appearance or culture to l i n k them to 

t h e i r native past. At some point i n time, t h e i r Metis 

r e l a t i v e s chose to re l i n q u i s h t h e i r native t i e s , i f only from 

the view of the dominant society, and survived by a s s i m i l a t i o n 

into the mainstream. Access was provided by a white complexion 

and enough f a m i l i a r i t y with the c a p i t a l i s t system, 

C h r i s t i a n i t y and other Euro-American values to a f f o r d a 

r e l a t i v e l y easy t r a n s i t i o n . 

I t would be a mistake, however, to assume that a l l 



'white' Metis seized the opportunities open to them because 

of t h e i r physical appearance. As shocking as i t was to 

ethnocentric Euro-Americans, some Metis preferred t h e i r own 

ways to those of the newcomers. Roots in fur trade culture 

were not e a s i l y dismissed and were often restructured to take 

advantage of changes i n the socio-economic environment. 

Indeed, from the photographs which remain of sons and 

daughters at Fort Vancouver, there are few v i s i b l e 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s to d i s t i n g u i s h many of them from any other 

Euro-Americans of the same class i n the same time period. Yet, 

some of those who looked white came to be i d e n t i f i e d more 

cl o s e l y with Indians than with white Americans. For these 

youngsters, nurture was a more important determining force i n 

t h e i r l i v e s than nature. 

With the decline of the fur trade, however, the o f f s p r i n g 

of Hudson's Bay Company employees increasingly became lumped 

together with the more numerous 'half-breed' proteges of the 

goldminers and other men who sought t h e i r fortunes i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest. Unlike the fur trade youngsters, these 

children l i v e d largely within the dominant society. They had 

no cohesive force, such as the fur trade, which might have led 

to a d i s t i n c t i v e culture of t h e i r own. Instead, most of them 

were raised as white children and the dominant cultur e was 

t h e i r culture. Others, lar g e l y the children of Indian women 

who had been abandoned were raised as natives and i d e n t i f i e d 

themselves as Indians. As the late nineteenth century 
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Canadian ethnologist Daniel Wilson aptly observed, i n a 

statement that might well have applied to the whole of the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, the lack of white female immigrants i n 

B r i t i s h Columbia meant that the population increased "through 

the association with the squaws that hang round" the 

settlements and the "descendants of t h i s varied admixture of 

n a t i o n a l i t i e s w i l l , doubtless, t a l k as f r e e l y of 'Anglo-Saxon' 

r i g h t s and duties as [in] any of the older settlements." 1 5 In 

short, half-breed children born within the mainstream did not 

share the burden of generations of fur trade culture. 

The movement of fur trade children into the general 

population a f t e r mid-century was set against a background of 

increasing racism i n society and anyone who had "Indian blood 

coursing through t h e i r veins." 1 6 While there i s l i t t l e 

h i s t o r i c a l documentation to record t h i s phenomenon, i t seems 

cl e a r that as Euro-American attitudes towards half-breeds 

hardened with each passing decade, i t became commonplace for 

Metis to forget t h e i r Indian heritage i n an attempt to lessen 

the burden i t imposed upon themselves and t h e i r c h i l d r e n . 1 7 

A 1926 study of mixed-bloods i n V i r g i n i a noted that many of 

them "had gone away to other places and i n many communities 

have passed for white and married into white stocks." 1 8 

S i m i l a r l y , a descendant of the fur trade stated: " I t was bad 

enough being French on the Canadian P r a i r i e s , without being 

French Canadian and Indian. When the family moved to B r i t i s h 

Columbia at the turn of the century, we simply became French 
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Canadian and forgot our Indian ancestry." 1 9 The same was true 

fo r fur trade children i n the P a c i f i c Northwest, f o r racism, 

rooted i n contemporary s c i e n t i f i c assumptions, might vary i n 

d i f f e r e n t locales, but i n the end knew no regional 

boundaries. Being white skinned or looking Euro-American 

helped i n the t r a n s i t i o n . 

I l l 

Contemporary ideas about Indians and half-breeds were 

never f a r from the country born children growing up i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest. The youngsters were infants when John C. 

Calhoun, Secretary of War i n Monroe's cabinet, employed Indian 

agents under h i s di r e c t i o n to prepare natives " f o r a f u l l 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n and enjoyment with [other] c i t i z e n s of America," 

but they were adults i n 1870 when Metis, including the former 

Fort Vancouver student, Dr. William McKay, were 

disenfranchised because of t h e i r Indian blood. 2 1 McKay took 

l e g a l action, but the U.S. D i s t r i c t Court declared that he 

was eithe r a B r i t i s h c i t i z e n or an Indian and neither made 

him e l i g i b l e to vote. Eventually, McKay was 'naturalized' by 

a s p e c i a l act of Congress signed by his old frie n d , President 

Grant, but the goodwill of presidents did not flow down to 

other less fortunate fur trade c h i l d r e n . 2 2 The case was 

symptomatic of the new order of things i n the P a c i f i c 

Northwest, which unfolded as the fur trade children became 

adults and society increasingly linked t h e i r future to that 

of the Indians, rather than the white man. In b r i e f , 
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s c i e n t i f i c developments f a i l e d to counter commonplace 

prejudices and were the source of many widely held views 

detrimental to the welfare of mixed-blood populations. 

For servants* children, many of whom were second 

generation Metis, t h e i r f i r s t taste of discrimination probably 

came i n school where teachers and textbooks stressed the 

su p e r i o r i t y of Euro-Americans over native people. 2 3 By mid-

century, American and European r a c i a l t h e o r i s t s were providing 

a, mass of materials defending innate differences between the 

various families of mankind. Two persistent features of t h i s 

racism were the b e l i e f i n the natural inequality of human 

beings and the readiness of those i n positions of authority 

to generalize f r e e l y about the character of r a c i a l and ethnic 

groups without any systematic study. By the l a s t quarter of 

the nineteenth century, ideas emanating from such s c i e n t i f i c 

d i s c i p l i n e s as anthropology bound together racism, disguised 

as b i o l o g i c a l determinism, and ethnocentricity, which favored 

Anglo-Saxon culture, so that anyone with Indian blood was 

doubly t a i n t e d . 2 5 

In the f i r s t quarter of the nineteenth century, when the 

Fort Vancouver children were born, laymen commonly i d e n t i f i e d 

half-breeds by v i s u a l observation, while s c i e n t i s t s debated 

whether they were a new race or 'hybrids', the of f s p r i n g of 

two d i s t i n c t species. Polygenists, those who believed i n 

multiple o r i g i n s of mankind, argued that they were hybrids; 

while monogenists, those who believed i n a single act of 
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creation, contended that half-breeds were 'mongrels' derived 

from a single species. 2 6 

In science, the most widely-accepted d e f i n i t i o n of 

species was that of the French n a t u r a l i s t George L. L. de 

Buffon whose 'doctrine of immutability' postulated that two 

animals belonged to the same species i f they could perpetuate 

themselves by copulation. 2 7 The creation of a " t h i r d race", 

as Alexis De Tocqueville c a l l e d the mixed-bloods he 

encountered while v i s i t i n g America during 1831-32, provided 

l i v i n g proof of Buffon's theory, thus supporting monogenists' 

claims and lending credence to the notion that the way to 

solve the 'Indian problem' was through miscegenation, which 

was taken to mean the interbreeding of whites and Indians. 2 8 

With outspoken s c i e n t i s t s asserting that the c h i l d r e n of 

Indian-white unions would become white rather than Indian i n 

only three generations, miscegenation was a respectable idea 

that drew support from leading members of s o c i e t y . 2 9 President 

Thomas Jefferson vigorously declared that Indians were "on a 

l e v e l with whites i n the same uncultivated state," and was 

fond of t e l l i n g various Indian groups: "You w i l l mix with us 

by marriage, your blood w i l l run i n our veins and w i l l spread 

with ours over t h i s great land." 3 0 In a l i g h t e r mood, the 

statesman William Byrd declared: "a s p r i g h t l y lover i s the 

most p r e v a i l i n g Missionary that can be sent amongst these, or 

any other i n f i d e l s . " 3 1 Like the Philadelphia physician 

Benjamin Rush, these men believed that i n t e r r a c i a l mating 



would r e s u l t i n a u n i f i e d American people and insure the 

future of the Republic. 3 2 And, i n t h i s amalgamation, the h a l f -

breed would be, as De Tocqueville observed, "the natural l i n k 

between c i v i l i z a t i o n and barbarism." 3 3 

Even Dr. Charles Caldwell, a man noted for h i s outspoken 

r a c i s t views, thought that the only way to advance the Indian 

was "to cross the breed," so that "the more white blood, the 

more c i v i l i z a t i o n . " 3 4 In England, Professor Herman Merivale, 

l a t e r to be the B r i t i s h Colonial Secretary, expounded s i m i l a r 

sentiments i n a series of lectures he gave at Oxford 

University between 1839 and 1841. He stated: 

I am most anxious to impress upon your minds, 
because I firmly believe i t to be the very keystone, 
the leading p r i n c i p l e , of a l l sound theory on the 
subject [of native people] — that native races must 
i n every instance either perish, or be amalgamated 
with the general population of t h e i r country. By 
amalgamation, I mean the union of natives with 
s e t t l e r s i n the same community ...and, i f possible, 
as connected by intermarriage." 3 5 

Such views also found popular support i n the fur trade 

where fathers dreamed of bright futures f o r t h e i r Metis 

o f f s p r i n g . But, as Alexander Ross (a S c o t t i s h schoolteacher 

and Astorian who remained with the B r i t i s h fur trade a f t e r 

Astor's enterprise f a i l e d ) , observed, government intervention 

was necessary i f half-breeds were to become agents of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . As he put i t : 

By these means [fur trade marriages] a close 
a l l i a n c e i s found between the leaders and the 
aborigines of the country and might, by means of 
their" o ffspring, be instrumental i n bringing 
c i v i l i z a t i o n among the Indians were some wise p o l i c y 
adopted for the government and care of half-breeds, 
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whose destiny i t i s to be l e f t i n indigence by poor 
parents i n t h i s f a r - d i s t a n t region of the e a r t h . 3 6 

Miscegenation had been encouraged i n the 1600's i n New 

France. Subsidies for intermarriage had been supported by the 

B r i t i s h Colonial Office from 1719 to 1766. In the United 

States, Patrick Henry introduced a b i l l to encourage 

miscegenation between Indians and whites i n the V i r g i n i a House 

of Delegates in 1784. But., the English and American p o l i c i e s 

were debated rather than proclaimed as l e g i s l a t i o n . Despite 

the r h e t o r i c of President Jefferson i n the United States and 

Herman Merivale i n England, and the encouragement of 

philanthropists in both countries, the l a s t and only 

nineteenth century proposal to provide bounties f o r Indian-

white marriages was defeated i n 18 2 4 . 3 7 Indeed, the pendulum 

swung i n the other d i r e c t i o n by century's end. Miscegenation 

was not only deemed s i n f u l between Indians and whites (and 

between Blacks and whites), but various American states passed 

l e g i s l a t i o n forbidding i n t e r r a c i a l marriage and i n some cases 

declared the progeny of such unions i l l e g i t i m a t e . 

In the United States, miscegenation as an answer to the 

'Indian problem' l o s t i t s appeal when the c i v i l i z i n g process 

f a i l e d to keep pace with frontiersmen's desires for Indian 

lands; i t was replaced by more expedient solutions such as 

Indian removals and extermination. 3 9 In Hudson's Bay Company 

t e r r i t o r y i n the 1840s, the words of S i r John Franklin, the 

famed a r c t i c explorer, echoed those of Alexander Ross: 

The half-breed American Indians are upon the whole, 
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a good looking people, and where the experiments 
have been made, have shown much expertness i n 
learning and willingness to be taught; they have 
however, been sadly neglected. 1 , 4 0 

The idea of miscegenation had suggested an important 

r o l e that Metis might play i n society, but when the idea 

became unpopular American attitudes towards half-breeds became 

ambivalent. The Metis were seen as an undesirable population 

with few s o c i a l assets. Indeed, i n the twentieth century when 

Franz Boas proposed miscegenation as a means of furthering 

equality between blacks and whites i n the United States, he 

was badly out of touch with the views of h i s contemporaries 

who paradoxically concurred "that almost a l l e x i s t i n g races 

were of mixed ancestry." 4 1 

IV 

Although the expansion of Europe was as much an outcome 

of copulation and concubinage as of C h r i s t i a n i t y and commerce, 

a myth (largely propagated by h i s t o r i a n s bent on creating 

national i d e n t i t i e s ) developed that the union of white and 

red races had never r e a l l y taken place except among fur 

traders and frontiersmen. 4 2 In the 1880s, the p r o l i f i c French 

Canadian h i s t o r i a n , Benjamin Suite, informed h i s readers that 

r a c i a l interbreeding had increased the Indian population, not 

the white. French Canadians were not the "descendants of 

savages" and as for the half-breeds, they were an i n f e r i o r 

race, "lower than European, but higher than the indigenous 

element." 4 3 In more recent times, Francis Prucha, a leading 

American h i s t o r i a n of Indians, has argued that "There was of 
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course some intermixture, as i s inevitable when two races come 

i n contact, but by and large i t was replacement of the Indians 

on the land by the whites, not intermingling, that marked the 

English c o l o n i z a t i o n . " 4 4 

Historians may perhaps be excused for being b l i n d ; no 

doubt the majority of Metis youngsters i n the older colonies 

survived by assimilation into mainstream society. 

Nevertheless, i n the 1880s, while Benjamin Suite was making 

h i s h i s t o r i c a l pronouncements, Daniel Wilson, the ethnologist, 

was quick to recognize "the semi-Indian features i n the gay 

assemblies at a Canadian Governor-General's reception, i n the 

h a l l s of the Legislature, among the undergraduates of Canadian 

u n i v e r s i t i e s and mingling in selectest s o c i a l c i r c l e s . " 

Wilson concluded: 

In Lower Canada half-breeds and men and women of 
p a r t i a l Indian blood, are constantly met with i n 
a l l ranks of l i f e . . . t h e r e i s hardly among the 
o r i g i n a l s e t t l e r s a family i n the lower ranks, and 
not many i n the higher, who have not some traces of 
Indian blood [and] t h i s i s , what has been going on 
in every new American settlement for upwards of 
three centuries. 4 5 

Indeed, the h i s t o r i a n Mary Young contends that Indians 

themselves survived by assimilation and "for that reason 

scholars have probably much underestimated the success (by 

ethnocentric standards) of a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t p o l i c i e s . " 4 6 

The h i s t o r i a n s ' obstructed v i s i o n was i n keeping with 

the r a c i a l b e l i e f s of the late nineteenth century. Such s e l f -

imposed ignorance was convenient since i t masked the shocking 

f a c t , as Wilson and other s c i e n t i s t s pointed out, that a large 
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percentage of early c o l o n i a l populations, perhaps even the 

majority i n some areas, were of mixed-blood o r i g i n s . 

Nevertheless, i n the East i t was common, even i n 

anthropological c i r c l e s , to consider mixed Indian-white 

populations who had cultures d i s t i n c t from native Indian 

people as surviving Indians, rather than 'half-breeds 1 with 

unique c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t i e s of t h e i r own.47 

Some of these communities retained t h e i r mixed-blood 

i d e n t i t i e s into the twentieth century. For example, a 192 6 

study revealed a population of more than 15,000 mixed-bloods 

(Indian-white, with some Black admixture) l i v i n g i n d i s t i n c t 

communities i n V i r g i n i a and North Carolina. In each case, 

genealogy revealed that these people were descendants of early 

c o l o n i s t s . In the case of the "Rivers," numbering over 1300 

people, t h e i r roots were traced to the John White colony of 

120 men under Raleigh i n 1587 and f r i e n d l y Indians up ' r i v e r ' . 

In 1979, the disadvantaged "Freejacks" of Louisiana, a mixed-

blood group with a d i s t i n c t i v e culture and s o c i a l status from 

whites, had a population of 2,500, although i t was a common 

su r v i v a l practice among the Freejacks to 'pass as white' and 

leave the community.48 

V 

The r e a l i t y was obvious. Contact had resulted not only 

i n Metis communities, but also some Indians had adopted white 

ways. Nevertheless, i t was more expedient for p o l i t i c i a n s and 

others i n positions of power to believe that the Indians were 
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as ' u n c i v i l i z e d ' as they had ever been and that attempts at 

acculturation had been unsuccessful. Such inte r p r e t a t i o n s were 

i n keeping with the growing attention paid to polygenists 

a f t e r 1830, who advocated the doctrine of d i s t i n c t races and 

made the assumption that blacks, Indians and Metis were 

i n f e r i o r to whitemen. The thesis of ' i n f e r i o r i t y ' gave 'moral' 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n to black slavery and Indian removals, (since 

both were incapable of being c i v i l i z e d ) , but had d i f f i c u l t y 

i n explaining mixed blood populations. 

To get around Buffon's doctrine of species, and e s t a b l i s h 

evidence that Indians and whites were separate races, 

polygenists claimed that Metis were less f e r t i l e than t h e i r 

parents and that they would deteriorate and ultimately 

disappear. Such ideas were common i n popular l i t e r a t u r e and 

lingered into the twentieth century when Harvey W. Scott, 

edi t o r of the Oregonian. wrote that: "The [fur trade] 

o f f s p r i n g of white marriages with Indians, though often worthy 

persons, seldom were long l i v e d . " 5 0 

Metis youngsters were deemed "fau l t y stock," a v i o l a t i o n 

of nature's laws, and were considered to have the worst vices 

of both races. 5 1 According to the South's leading polygenist, 

Dr. Josiah Clark Nott, who was mainly interested i n developing 

s c i e n t i f i c theories i n support of black slavery, but who also 

made comments about the offspring of Indian-white unions, 

hybrid women were prone to disease. In his words, they were 
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"bad breeders and bad nurses — many of them do not conceive 

at a l l — most are subject to abortion and a large portion of 

t h e i r children die at an early age." Half-breeds and Indians 

were dominated by " d u l l animal passions." They were unclean, 

i d l e , and u n d i s c i p l i n e d . 5 2 From the polygenists' point of 

view, they were d i s t i n c t l y i n f e r i o r and could never become 

good American c i t i z e n s . 

In s p i t e of growing s c i e n t i f i c evidence a f t e r mid-century 

reaffirming the oneness of man and the opposition of many 

Ch r i s t i a n churches, polygenist views remained common.53 In the 

1850s and 60s, rancorous debates over the o r i g i n s of man took 

place i n B r i t a i n with such notables as Robert Knox and James 

Hunt (the founder of the Anthropological Society of London i n 

1863) subscribing to the polygenic r a c i a l typology. In the 

l a t t e r part of the century, the French and German schools of 

anthropology were i n c l i n e d towards polygenesis. 5 4 By t h i s 

time, various interpretations of the Darwinian theory of the 

"Descent of Man" were being applied to the old question of 

man's o r i g i n s . For some, l i k e the president of the Paris 

Anthropological Society, t h i s meant that "American Indians 

were American i n o r i g i n " since, in his view, Darwin had f a i l e d 

to e s t a b l i s h a r e l a t i o n s h i p between the human inhabitants of 

the new world and those of the o l d . 5 5 

VI 

In retrospect, i t seems clear that ' c i v i l i z e d ' men did 

not want to recognize the relationship between themselves and 
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'savages'. While polygenists tended to make the most fla g r a n t 

r a c i s t statements, monogenists were no less convinced that 

blacks, Indians and mixed-bloods were i n f e r i o r to whites. Both 

groups championed the concept of r a c i a l p u r i t y and t h e i r ideas 

achieved mass dissemination through the various journals of 

the new popular sciences of phrenology and l a t e r eugenics. 

The many facets of phrenology, which Robert Tracy 

summarizes as "a science of mind, a popular fad, a reforming 

philosophy and a language for the discussion of human 

re l a t i o n s h i p s , " are beyond the scope of t h i s study and have 

been dealt with i n recent works. 5 6 What was important about 

phrenology i n the l i v e s of Oregon Metis ch i l d r e n , however, 

was that i t addressed a l l the major reform movements of the 

day including c h i l d rearing, education and Indian p o l i c y . 5 7 

From i t s beginnings i n the l a t e eighteenth century 

phrenology, derived from two Greek words, mind and discourse, 

was c o n t r o v e r s i a l . 5 8 Considered a pseudoscience by some and 

a serious d i s c i p l i n e by others, as h i s t o r i a n Roger Cooter 

makes cle a r , the boundary l i n e s between the two were never 

sharply defined and cannot f u l l y be explained by i t s 

subsequent r i s e and f a l l i n popularity. 5 9 Indeed, phrenology 

became a locus for c o n f l i c t i n g ideas of human nature and 

s o c i a l organization by those who embraced the 'science' and 

those who attacked i t . In the f i r s t h a l f of the nineteenth 

century, i t was accepted by many eminent s c i e n t i s t s and 

doctors. Ultimately one branch of phrenology gained s c i e n t i f i c 
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c r e d i b i l i t y through l a t e r developments i n neurology. Even i n 

1900, however, when phrenology had long since l e f t the 

laboratory and had become a kind of quackery practiced by 

charlatans, ideas derived from i t continued i n discussions on 

Indian education. 6 0 In the intervening years, phrenology 

found widespread popularity f i r s t among the middle class, then 

among the masses.61 

I t was the founder of phrenology, Dr. Franz Joseph G a l l 

and h i s d i s c i p l e Dr. Kasper Spurzheim, who demonstrated that 

the brain was the center of i n t e l l e c t . As a consequence of 

t h e i r pioneering work, a d i v i s i o n of phrenology, c a l l e d 

" p r a c t i c a l phrenology," sought to provide a topography of the 

mind which would explain the formation of character through 

the c u l t i v a t i o n of i n t e l l e c t or, as they saw i t , the evolution 

of the b r a i n . 6 2 In the l a t t e r context, phrenologists spurred 

a new awareness of c h i l d development and the need for 

education. , 

Es s e n t i a l l y , phrenologists argued that a healthy body 

was necessary to a developing brain and supported programs of 

outdoor a c t i v i t i e s for children, while disapproving of 

constant and r e p e t i t i v e mental exercises at an early age. As 

one phrenologist and educational reformer put i t , healthy 

ch i l d r e n should be allowed " a l l the l i b e r t y i n t h e i r t r a i n i n g 

that they can take without abusing i t . . . " 6 3 For Horace Mann, 

the founder of the American public school system and prominent 

phrenologist, what t h i s meant was nothing less than a uniform, 
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secular system of education for children of a l l classes which 

would insure the development of youngsters' minds and, i n 

turn, the prosperity of the nation. 6 4 In England, Mann's 

mentor, the leading Scottish phrenologist George Combe, 

supported a s i m i l a r universal school system, but with le s s 

success. 6 5 

The children at Fort Vancouver might have received some 

benefits from the educational reforms of the phrenologists, 

but the school superintendent, Rev. Herbert Beaver, who was 

f a m i l i a r with the ideas of phrenology, was never allowed to 

implement phrenology's theories i n the classroom during h i s 

two year stay from 1836-38 at the f o r t . Although Beaver 

expressed concerns about the pupils ' s e n s i b i l i t i e s , ' a term 

phrenologists frequently used i n discussing children, h i s 

understanding of phrenology also led him to conclude that 

half-breed students needed more time than white c h i l d r e n i n 

the classroom because of t h e i r Indian heritage. There was, he 

wrote, "the absolute necessity of an early and c a r e f u l 

development of the dormant f a c u l t i e s of the almost vacant 

minds of our half-savage, h a l f - c i v i l i z e d , but wholly ignorant 

and vicious youth." 6 6 

What Beaver revealed was the other, darker side of 

phrenology, which reinforced the view that half-breeds were 

less i n t e l l i g e n t than Euro-Americans because they were h a l f -

Indian. In the 1830s, both Dr. Spurzheim and George Combe, 

the world's two leading phrenologists, ventured across the 
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A t l a n t i c to study "the American Indian." They concluded that 

the Indians had a peculiar organization of mental organs which 

made them mentally i n f e r i o r , as well as " i n t r a c t a b l e and 

untameable [ s i c ] " . 6 7 As for the half-breeds, Combe declared 

that they were "decidedly superior i n mental q u a l i t i e s to the 

native, while ... s t i l l i n f e r i o r to the European parent." 6 8 

A few people took exception to Combe's view of the 'half-

breeds'. For example, i n 1849, Alexander Ramsay, 

Superintendent of Indian A f f a i r s i n Minnesota, argued that 

the Metis of Red River were "a superior race who partaking 

l a r g e l y of the Anglo-Saxon blood, are marked by many of i t s 

energetic and best c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . " Ramsay, however, had a 

Metis family and no doubt h i s comments were regarded as 
69 

biased. The ethnologist Daniel Wilson's views probably 

c a r r i e d more weight. He argued that the Metis were "superior 

i n every respect, both mentally and p h y s i c a l l y " to the Indian 

and on a par with white people, but his opinions were written 

l a t e r i n the century when phrenology had l o s t favor with the 

middle c l a s s e s . 7 0 

In short, phrenologists' preoccupation with psychological 

or i n t e r n a l t r a i t s generally led them to conclude that the 

Indian mind, and, consequently, the 'half-breed* mind, were 

d i f f e r e n t from the white man's. At the center of phrenological 

doctrine was the idea that a small brain could not manifest 

a powerful mind; the mind could be developed by education, but 

i t s e f f e c t s were limited by the " o r i g i n a l organization". The 
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many, as unsuitable for development. Phrenologists also 

believed that i n t e l l i g e n c e was determined by brain s i z e and 

that each race manifested i t s c u l t u r a l t r a i t s through the 

shape of the cranium. Not only were some Indian crania found 

to be smaller, but Indians did not seem to possess the a b i l i t y 

to reason, think abstractly, or accept change. 7 1 

Consequently, polygenists and others used phrenology to 

scoff at attempts to ' c i v i l i z e ' the Indians by claiming that 

the Indian's mental de f i c i e n c i e s were so great no change was 

possible. They employed history to show that the subjugation 

of black and red people and feeble white people by stronger 

members of t h e i r own race was the 'natural course of events'. 

Many concurred with the polygenist, Dr Charles Caldwell, whose 

phrenological investigations i n the 1820s led him to conclude: 

When the wolf, the buffalo and the panther s h a l l 
have been completely domesticated, l i k e the dog, 
the cow, and the household cat, then, and not 
before, may we expect to see the 'full-blooded' 
Indian c i v i l i z e d , l i k e the white man.72 

By contrast, educational and Indian reformers used 

phrenology to argue that Indians and Metis were capable of 

change i f they were forced to exercise t h e i r brains through 

education i n a new environment. While Jefferson had argued 

that Indian i n t e l l i g e n c e was equal to that of "homo sapiens 

Europaeus," there was a general consensus even among the 

reformers by the mid-1800s that Indians and half-breeds were 

mentally i n f e r i o r . 7 3 The i n t e l l i g e n c e of native and Metis 
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education and those who favored i t , rather t h e i r debate rested 

on the d i f f e r e n t interpretations each group placed on the 

phrenologists' theories about how much time was necessary to 

bring about the gradual development of mental f a c u l t i e s . A l l 

agreed that change was an extremely slow process, but, whereas 

polygenists saw the time factor as a death k n e l l f or the 

Indians, reformers raced the clock in an attempt to lead 

Indians to c i v i l i z a t i o n before i t was too l a t e . 7 4 

When phrenologists talked of p r i n c i p l e s of gradual and 

progressive improvement, they were presenting a theory of 

evolution. Indeed, popular phrenological works l i k e Robert 

Chambers' Introduction to Science and Vestiges of the Natural  

History of Creation (1844) which, i n the words of science 

h i s t o r i a n Ernst Mayr, "thoroughly shook up the educated world 

of B r i t a i n " , and went through four editions i n seven months, 

prepared the way for Charles Darwin's Origi n of Species 

(18 59). Like Darwin, Chambers presented a doctrine of organic 

evolution i n which l i v i n g species pass through stages of 

development. He i n i t i a t e d the idea of a natural descent of 

species from a common ancestor and presupposed that c e r t a i n 

peoples were less developed, or immature versions, or e a r l i e r 

stages of humanity. 7 5 

On December 9, 1847, Joseph Thomas Health, a Hudson's 

Bay Company tenant farmer on Nisqually Plains (present day 

Steilacoom, Washington State), wrote i n his journal: 
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Ploughing and harrowing. Treading and feeding o f f 
wheat. Sent to the Fort [Nisqually] for provisions 
for my people and half a dozen fowls to the steamer 
as presents. Got the loan from Captain [Charles] 
Dodd of six volumes of Chambers', several numbers 
of the U.S. Journal and other books. 7 6 

Health's loan of Chambers was somewhat slow i n coming, 

for, by 1841, six copies of "Chamber's [sic] introduction to 

the sciences" designed for schools Were already i n use i n the 

Fort Vancouver classroom. 7 7 The students who read Chambers 

were given the impression that 'mongrels' or mixed-bloods, 

terms commonly employed i n s c i e n t i f i c works, were on a higher 

evolutionary scale than Indians, but on a lower scale than 

whites. Although we cannot be certain which youngsters read 

these works, nor how they compartmentalized the material, such 

writings could not have enhanced the childrens* s e l f esteem. 

In e f f e c t , they were being taught that they were superior to 

t h e i r Indian mothers, but i n f e r i o r to t h e i r white fathers. 

I t was a lesson not e a s i l y forgotten and one which reinforced 

the notion that they were a people "in-between." 

While the students were being acquainted with 

contemporary science, data from amassed c o l l e c t i o n s of s k u l l s 

from around the world attempted to prove a d e f i n i t e 

c o r r e l a t i o n between the shape of the head and the l e v e l of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . From such questionable evidence, c r a n i o l o g i s t s , 

many of whom were phrenologists, believed they had conclusive 

proof that Indians and half-breeds were i n f e r i o r to whitemen. 

As a r e s u l t , they opposed i n t e r r a c i a l marriage. "The wisest 

p o l i c y , they thought," writes David de Giustino i n Conquest 



393 

of Mind: Phrenology and Victorian Social Thought (1975), "was 

one which insured a happy cooperation among the mentally 

advanced peoples of the Anglo-Saxon world and western Europe." 

For phrenologists, the greatest and most subtle danger rested 

with the most primitive races. I t involved the long-term and 

negative e f f e c t s on the nation state of intermarriage with 

i n f e r i o r peoples. 7 8 

Long before the turn of the twentieth century, when the 

American s o c i a l Darwinist- G. Stanley H a l l popularized his 

theory of 'embryonic recapitulation, ' which attempted to apply 

Darwinian b i o l o g i c a l ideas to the educational psychology of 

adolescence, phrenologists were arguing that every c h i l d had 

to l i v e through a l l p r i o r stages of human c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y 

before he or she could appreciate and accept the present stage 

of e v o l u t i o n . 7 9 

As a concept, "The c h i l d i s the father of the man" could 

be traced back to the Greeks, but i t was r e v i t a l i z e d and given 

a new b i o l o g i c a l focus in the nineteenth century by 

phrenologists who were influenced by the 'Naturphilosophie' 

of Germany and the French transcendental morphologists' 

b e l i e f s i n r e c a p i t u l a t i o n . 8 0 In t h i s "embryonic hierarchy", 

Indians and to a lesser extent half-breeds were frequently 

placed i n childhood. As the widely-read h i s t o r i a n Francis 

Parkman put i t : "Barbarism i s to c i v i l i z a t i o n as childhood i s 

to maturity . . . [The Indian] w i l l not learn the arts of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , and he and his forest must perish together." 8 1 
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VII 

During the 1830s and '40s, the conclusions of Dr. Samuel 

G. Morton, the father of American physical anthropology, 

proved more acceptable to the American public's growing 

concerns about r a c i a l questions i n the United States than the 

older enlightenment views of the founding fathers of the 

nation. Morton, who remained non-committal about polygenist 

theory and phrenology, nevertheless tended to favour both i n 

hi s work. Morton was i n the process of compiling h i s epochal 

text Crania Americana during George Combe's v i s i t to the 

United States i n 1839, and the two men soon teamed up to 

measure the vast array of Indian s k u l l s Morton had c o l l e c t e d 
82 

using the new phrenological instruments and techniques. 

Consciously or unconsciously, Morton manipulated the data by 

averaging the smaller crania of South American Indians with 

the larger North American Indian crania so that the average 

s k u l l s i z e of native people was below that of Caucasians. 

Ultimately, Morton argued that Indians ranked fourth i n 

c r a n i a l capacity after Caucasians, Mongolians and Malayans 
• • 83 

and that only blacks had smaller brains than Indians. 

Morton's influence on b e l i e f s about Indians and 

consequently half-breeds was substantial. For the next quarter 

century a f t e r the publication of Crania Americana, the 

"celebrated Dr. Morton" was regarded as the most important 

expert on American Indians. Based on Morton's c r a n i a l 

studies, the mass readership of such popular phrenological 
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t r a c t s as S.R. Wells' The I l l u s t r a t e d Annuals of Phrenology 

(1865-1868) were t o l d : 

In character, the American Indian, as h i s 
organization indicates, i s active, energetic, 
d i g n i f i e d , grave, firm, cautious, cunning, stern, 
c r u e l , revengeful, and unrelenting. His perceptive 
f a c u l t i e s are largely developed, but h i s power of 
abstract reasoning are small, and the range of h i s 
mind very li m i t e d . . . They are averse to mental 
c u l t i v a t i o n , and consequently seem destined to die 
away ere long before the 'march of c i v i l i z a t i o n ' . 8 5 

The spinoff from phrenological studies on Indians reached 

v i r t u a l l y every fur trading f o r t and army post i n the West. 

Indeed, c o l l e c t i n g crania became something of a cottage 

industry which lasted long aft e r the l u s t r e of phrenology had 

worn away. In 1888, for example, Franz Boas recorded that 

s t e a l i n g bones from graves was unpleasant work, but "someone 

has to do i t . " I t was indeed a messy business. Not only were 

unscrupulous men paid to s t e a l recently buried bodies (which 

were considered superior to old burials) i n the name of 

science, but wherever the work was c a r r i e d on there was "a 
86 

most abominable stench" from b o i l i n g the Indian s k u l l s . 

Native people of the P a c i f i c Northwest were of p a r t i c u l a r 

i n t e r e s t to phrenologists because of t h e i r various conical 

shaped heads. At Fort Vancouver, John K. Townsend, the 

Philadelphia o r n i t h o l o g i s t and phrenologist who was f o r t 

doctor from October 1835 to March 1836, managed to s t e a l a 

s k u l l , which he claimed was that of a Chinook chief, and sent 

h i s trophy to h i s good f r i e n d Samuel Morton. Townsend candidly 

wrote Morton from the P a c i f i c Northwest i n 1835: 
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It i s rather a perilous business to procure Indians* 
s k u l l s in this country — The natives are so jealous 
of you that they watch you very c l o s e l y while you 
are wandering near t h e i r mausoleums & instant & 
sanguinary vengeance would f a l l upon the luckless 
. . . There is an epidemic raging among them which 
ca r r i e s them off so fast that the cemeteries w i l l 
soon lack vatchers — I don't r e j o i c e i n the 
prospects of death of the poor creatures c e r t a i n l y , 
but then you know i t w i l l be very convenient for my 
purposes. 7 

E a r l i e r in the same year, twenty-five year old 

n a t u r a l i s t Dr. Meredith Gairdner, the Fort Vancouver 

physician before Townsend, decapitated the body of the famed 

one-eyed Chinook Chief Comcomly (the grandfather of fur trade 

childre n Ranald Mcdonald and B i l l y McKay, who had died of 

malaria f i v e years e a r l i e r ) . and sent i t to h i s mentor, S i r 

John Richardson, the noted A r c t i c explorer, for the Haslar 

Museum near Portsnouth, England. Flushed with the success of 

a t t a i n i n g such a prize, Gairdner wrote Richardson, "When the 

phrenologists look at his f r o n t a l development what w i l l they 

say to t h i s ? " 8 8 

Following the departure of Gairdner and Townsend, Dr. 

William Tolmie, who spent 1837-8 studying phrenology i n France 

and England, began procuring coastal Indian s k u l l s f o r the 
o p 

Inverness Museum in Scotland. By 1860, there appears to 

have been a steady supply of West Coast Indian s k u l l s and 

p l a s t e r casts of s k u l l s for museums around the world even 

though there was no consensus about t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e as 

objects to be studied or measured.90 

While men of science could claim that there was an 



urgent necessity to amass crania and other ethnographic 

a r t i f a c t s because the ' u n c i v i l i z e d ' races were r a p i d l y 

changing and extinction was eminent, c o l l e c t i n g body segments 

of Indians and other native a r t i f a c t s became increasingly 

fashionable with the general public. The old Cayuse Chief Pu-

pu-mux-mux, murdered by volunteers during the Cayuse Indian 

War, had his ears preserved i n alcohol and kept on e x h i b i t i o n 

i n the Oregonian newspaper o f f i c e i n Portland. 9 1 An o f f e r of 

ten thousand, d o l l a r s was indignantly refused by the Modoc 

Indian people for the body of Captain Jack, one of t h e i r 

c h i e f s who was hanged for his part i n the Oregon Indian wars. 

His s k u l l nevertheless ended up i n the private possession of 

one Colonel Robert A. M i l l e r of Portland. 9 2 

While the focus of phrenologists was on Indians, •half-

breeds' were not e n t i r e l y neglected. 9 3 In 1838, when Rev. 

Jason Lee returned to the United States from Oregon, he took 

the three McKay boys from Fort Vancouver, including 14 year 

o l d William who was on route to medical school, and two 

Chinook Indian lads, William Brooks and Thomas Adams, who were 

students at h i s Willamette Mission, to have t h e i r heads f e l t 

and measured by George Combe, then v i s i t i n g the United States. 

As a r e s u l t of t h i s meeting, a likeness of Thomas Adams, who 

had the most flattened s k u l l of the two Indian boys, ended up 

as a f r o n t a l plate i n an edition of Combe's The Constitution  

of Man, and Rev. Lee and his protegee, William McKay, received 

mention. Despite t h i s encounter with the i n t e l l i g e n t William 
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McKay, however, Combe clung to the notion that the h a l f -

breeds' mental capacities were less than t h e i r white 

fathe r s . 9 4 

There was v i r t u a l l y no s c i e n t i f i c evidence to support 

t h i s contention, but i t was believed to be true and gave a 

ratio n a l e for white supremacy.95 At the same time, the b e l i e f 

that the Metis had 'superior i n t e l l e c t ' over that of the 

Indian, provided an ethnocentric explanation to j u s t i f y the 

preference of some mixed-bloods for native l i f e s t y l e s over 

Euro-American ones. This b e l i e f was used to explain the Metis' 

well known capacity for leadership among Indians on the 

f r o n t i e r and why such leaders were feared by many whitemen. 9 6 

Indeed, the founding of the r e t i r e d servants settlement i n the 

Willamette i n 1828-9 was largely predicated on John 

McLoughlin's b e l i e f that half-breeds were natural leaders 

among the Indians. In the 1840s, he r e c a l l e d : 
As the half breeds are i n general leaders among 
Indians, and they would be a thorn in the side of 
the whites, I in s i s t e d they should go to the 
Willamette, where t h e i r children could be brought 
up as whites and Christians, and brought to 
cu l t i v a t e the ground and imbued with the f e e l i n g s 
and sympathies of whites, and where t h e i r mothers 
would serve as hostages for the good behavior of 
t h e i r r e l a t i v e s i n the i n t e r i o r . 9 7 

VI 

For gentlemen's youngsters, the f i r s t knowledge that they 

were 'different' probably came at home where c h i l d r e a r i n g 

practices were heavily influenced by t h e i r father's b e l i e f s 

about the nature of Indians and half-breeds. In 1833, the 



young Dr. Tolmie had attempted to teach native children to 

read and write, but, by 1841, a f t e r wholeheartedly embracing 

phrenology, a considerable revolution took place i n h i s ideas. 
111 saw that Missionary labour amongst the Indians was 

impractical and f r u i t l e s s i n good r e s u l t s e i t h e r to the 
go 

teachers, or the taught." 

The same kind of negative thinking became prevalent i n 

discussions about mixed-blood youngsters, e s p e c i a l l y the boys. 

Although the gentlemen clung to education as the panacea that 

would assure the success of t h e i r children i n the larger 

society, doubts about t h e i r a b i l i t i e s crept into t h e i r 

thinking. By the 1850s, t h e i r sons were increasingly being 

viewed i n terms of "the general downward tendency of h a l f -
pp 

breed young men." 

Francis Ermatinger, who had given l i t t l e personal 

attention to h i s p a r t i a l l y deaf son, Lawrence, began to 

suggest that the boy's backwardness was not only due to the 

poor school at Fort Vancouver, but also implied that his son's 

problems had something to do with h i s Indian nature. In 1841, 

he decided that he could not make Lawrence into a gentleman 

and "that he must be taught to work."/ By the end of the 

decade, he refused even to correspond with h i s son, who was 

then l i v i n g with his brother in Upper Canada, because i t might 

give Lawrence hope that he would be recognized as the son of 

a gentleman. 1 0 0 "I regret to say," wrote John Tod to a fellow 

trader, that "the Family of our l a t e departed f r i e n d [John] 
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p r o f l i g a c y of the elder Son . . . the other Son, altho 

s u f f i c i e n t l y temperate, as regards drink, i s Yet i n my 

opinion, a much more despicable character than h i s brother." 1 0 1 

According to pioneer John Minto, Archibald McDonald, who 

had championed education for h i s children, suffered "keen 

disappointment [over] the r e s u l t s eduction bestowed on h i s 

h a l f breed son" Ranald. 1 0 2 McDonald expressed these sentiments 

i n a l e t t e r to h i s f r i e n d Edward Ermatinger: 

Much better to dream of less for them . . . and to 
endeavour to bring them up i n habits of industry, 
economy and morality, than to aspire to a l l t h i s 
v i s i o n a r y greatness for them. A l l the wealth of 
Rupert's Land w i l l not make a half-breed either a 
good person, a shining lawyer, or an able physician, 
i f l e f t to his own d i r e c t i o n while young. 

Underlying such statements was the subtle and unexpressed 

notion that 'Indian blood' was the cause of t h e i r sons' 

f a i l u r e s , rather than any parental neglect or prejudice i n 

society. In short, some fathers blamed t h e i r wives' heritage, 

rather than t h e i r own, for a l l manner of wayward youthful 

behaviour which did not conform to t h e i r wishes and 

expectations. I t was a poor rat i o n a l e and one which heaped 

unwarranted abuse on t h e i r native and Metis wives and t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n . 

IX 

Although stationed i n the remote P a c i f i c Northwest, 

Hudson's Bay Company gentlemen shared i n the layman's passion 

for science that characterized the f i r s t three quarters of 
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the nineteenth century. During t h i s time, the overwhelming 

majority of members of the various anthropological and 

ethnological s o c i e t i e s were middle class men l i k e themselves 

without any s p e c i f i c s c i e n t i f i c t r a i n i n g . 1 0 4 Indeed, i n the 

1850s and '60s, the Smithsonian I n s t i t u t i o n , with the support 

of the Hudson's Bay Company, s o l i c i t e d the gentlemen traders 

"to promote the interests of science by a l l the legitimate 

means" i n t h e i r power.1 0 5 Some Hudson's Bay Company gentlemen 

were considered experts on Indians and Indian a f f a i r s . 1 0 6 

Rather than passive observers, Company o f f i c e r s a c t i v e l y 

contributed to the ' s c i e n t i f i c ' knowledge of the times. Their 

writings also tended to reinforce the contemporary, often 

ambivalent views of aboriginal and mixed-blood people. 

The gentlemen's works tend to f a l l into two categories 

— those written as ethnology, l i k e Alexander C. Anderson's 

"Notes on Indian Tribes of North America" (1836), which 

describes native l i f e - s t y l e s , languages and populations 

and narratives, such as Alexander Ross's The Fur Hunters of  

the Far West; A Narrative of Adventures i n the Oregon and  

Rocky Mountains (1855), which outlines his personal adventures 

i n the fur trade and, as he put i t i n his e a r l i e r work, 

Adventures of the F i r s t S e t t l e r s on the Oregon or Columbia  

River (1849) , "the t r i a l s and misfortunes which the f i r s t 

adventurers had to undergo among the Indians." 1 0 7 

E d i t o r i a l practice i n the nineteenth century was to 

extensively revise fur trade manuscripts to make them conform 
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to accepted r h e t o r i c a l practices. Nevertheless, none of the 

published writings of the fur trade o f f i c e r s that have been 

examined mention that the author's themselves are fathers of 

•half breed' children. While Ross's Fur Hunters made a plea 

fo r the education of fur trade children, h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of 

the 'half-breeds' reinforced those found i n s c i e n t i f i c 

writings. Ross wrote: 

Half-breeds, or as they are more generally styled, 
brules, from the peculiar colour of t h e i r skin, 
being of a swarthy hue, as i f sunburnt, as they grow 
up resemble, almost i n every respect, the pure 
Indian. With t h i s difference that they are more 
designing, more daring, and more di s s o l u t e . They 
are indolent, thoughtless, and improvident. 
Licentious i n t h e i r habits, unbounded i n t h e i r 
desires, sul l e n i n t h e i r d i s p o s i t i o n . Proud, 
r e s t l e s s , and clannish, fond of f l a t t e r y . They 
al t e r n a t e l y associate with the whites and the 
Indians, and thus become f a t a l l y enlightened. They 
form a composition of a l l the bad q u a l i t i e s of 
both. 1 0 8 

In T r a i t s of American Indian L i f e and Character (1853), 

Peter Skene Ogden gives a more sympathetic and balanced view 

of fur trade children, but, l i k e Ross and the other traders' 

writings, h i s statements did l i t t l e to a l t e r contemporary 

views of 'half-breeds.' Ogden t e l l s the story of a fur trade 

son at Fort C o l v i l e : 

The son of a respectable Indian trader, he had been 
sent, while yet a c h i l d , to Canada, and there placed 
under the care of a clergyman, who, I am confident, 
did ample j u s t i c e to his charge. This i s the plan 
frequently adopted by Indian traders; but not 
unseldom [ s i c ] , a f t e r a l a v i s h expenditure of money, 
and the most anxious s o l i c i t u d e , thy are doomed to 
see every hope blighted, and to learn, too l a t e , 
that they have laboured i n vain. Others, more 
fortunate, have reason eventually to congratulate 
themselves, on seeing t h e i r children become 
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e f f i c i e n t and respectable members of society. 

The o f f i c e r s ' attitudes towards 'half breeds' and 

Indians were passed on to t h e i r Metis youngsters. 1 1 0 Like 

t h e i r fathers before them, some o f f i c e r s * sons came to be 

regarded as Indian experts and sought a f t e r as ' l i v i n g l i n k s ' 

with the past by late nineteenth century h i s t o r i a n s l i k e 

Hubert H. Bancroft, Frances F u l l e r V i c t o r and Eva Emery Dye. 

William McKay, who was kept busy i n old age writing for l o c a l 

newspapers and del i v e r i n g speeches in Chinook, commented: "I 

am continually interviewed and receive l e t t e r s from persons 

I know nothing of, but are h i s t o r i c a l l y interested i n our 

country fie of course I treat them kindly fit give them some 

information." 1 1 1 Andrew Pambrun also found h i s views s o l i c i t e d 

from time to time. On the subject of Indian allotments i n 

1884, he wrote: 
Having been born and reared on the f r o n t i e r , I was 
natu r a l l y supposed to know more of the Indian, than 
less experienced persons, and I was consequently 
importuned by d i f f e r e n t o f f i c e r s of our government 
to make a written statement of my views. 
Despite t h e i r first-hand knowledge of Indian l i f e , the 

writings of fur trade sons did l i t t l e to a l t e r the stero-

t y p i c a l views of native people espoused e a r l i e r by t h e i r 

f a t h e r s . 1 1 3 Although mixed-bloods themselves, gentlemen's sons 

often depicted half-breeds much as contemporary society did. 

Moreover, t h e i r comments re f l e c t e d the middle class bias they 

had acquired i n childhood and set them apart from t h e i r less 

educated Metis counterparts. For example, Ranald MacDonald 
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t o l d Anglican Bishop George H i l l s of B r i t i s h Columbia that 

half-breeds "drink and are d i s s o l u t e " and "do not turn out 

w e l l " because "the men from Canada were not the best but the 

worst" and only the "scum" of Indian "women would consent to 

receive them." 1 1 4 Writing i n the Tenton Times. a weekly 

newspaper i n Choteau, Montana i n the 1890s, Andrew Pambrun 

noted: 

The halfbreed...is held perhaps even lower than the 
Indians. I would say that they have always been 
l o y a l to our government, and always c h e e r f u l l y 
e n l i s t e d themselves most e f f i c i e n t . . .They are p l i a n t 
to and obey with a l a c r i t y a l l commands, and i n 
b a t t l e with Indians they are heedlessly brave...But 
alas, these commendable t r a i t s i n many instances are 
overshadowed by the love of the demon, drink, the 
primary cause of t h i s i s the rearing, associations 
and lack of proper education, and i s also 
superinduced [sic] by disease. 1 1 5 

In short, both gentlemen traders and t h e i r sons appear 

to have been as ethnocentric i n t h e i r opinions of Indians and 

Metis as the population at large. In general, they adopted a 

p a t e r n a l i s t i c attitude towards half-breeds and Indians 

r e f l e c t i v e of by-gone days when the Hudson's Bay Company had 

employed a s i m i l a r posture to good advantage i n dealing with 

the Indians. Although t h e i r long term experience with native 

people made them wary of quick answers to Indian and Metis 

problems, i n the end they offered no new solutions. 

Judged only by t h e i r writings on native people and 'half-

breeds, • i t would appear that the o f f i c e r s ' sons had been 

su c c e s s f u l l y assimilated into the dominant society, but the 

t r u t h was they were conscious of writing f o r a white 
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readership. In r e a l i t y , by the late nineteenth century, when 

most of t h e i r works were written, three out of the four 

gentlemen's sons i n the f i r s t class at Fort Vancouver, William 

McKay, Alexander Pambrun and David McLoughlin, were l i v i n g 

part-time on Indian reservations within the former Oregon 

T e r r i t o r y . The fourth, Ranald MacDonald, had taken up 

residence at old Fort Covile surrounded by Metis r e l a t i v e s . 

A l l four had experienced r a c i a l prejudice and had wrestled 

with what i t meant be half-breed i n a society which condemned 

them as a race, but might accept them i n a l i m i t e d way as 

i n d i v i d u a l s . For example, Pambrun alternated, as i f he could 

not decide, between using "we" and "they" when he r e f e r r e d to 

half-breeds. Occasionally, the bitterness f e l t by fur trade 

sons over t h e i r 'half-breed' status s p i l l e d over into t h e i r 

writings. 

For example, i n 1891, Elizabeth Custer, the widow of 

George Custer, then writing for Harper's Weekly, v i s i t e d Fort 

C o l v i l l e and characterized Ranald MacDonald fo r Weekly readers 

as the "Prince of Paupers ... an old man. . .bowing and smiling, 

while half-breed children, chickens, and dogs scattered on 

either s i d e s . " 1 1 6 MacDonald's response was curt. In a c u t t i n g 

rebuke to "Mrs. General Custers' c r i t i c i s m " , e s p e c i a l l y that 

he was a "Prince of Paupers" and that h i s nephew's well 

educated and 'almost white' wife was a "squaw", he wrote 

proudly of h i s mixed-blood heritage. 

MacDonald's remarks found support i n h i s community. The 
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Kettle F a l l s Pioneer, the l o c a l newspaper, sided with 

MacDonald, "the Oldest of Pioneers," declaring that Mrs. 

Custer's remarks were not only uncalled f o r , but that "since 

her brave and fearless husband was so f o u l l y [ s i c] butchered 

by the Indians, she has an abhorrence for anyone with Indian 

blood coursing through t h e i r v eins." 1 1 7 

Sometimes, the fur trade boys took out t h e i r resentment 

i n petty forms of sabotage against the Hudson's Bay Company, 

or i n harsh words directed against those that fathered h a l f -

breed children. David McLoughlin, for example, took his 

revenge by giving away goods at the Fort Vancouver store 

against Company polic y . He t o l d his f r i e n d F. X. Matthieu, an 

escaped rebel from the Rebellion of 1837 i n Quebec and an 

immigrant to French P r a i r i e i n the Willamette, "Take a l l you 

need. . .and never mind the old man," r e f e r r i n g to h i s f a t h e r . 1 1 8 

Andrew Pambrun, who "opposed a l l forms of a r i s t o c r a c y , " stated 

that while he worked as a clerk at Fort Vancouver he made i t 

a ru l e to serve laborers before " r i c h men i n f i n e clothes" as 

was the norm i n the Company trade. As an old man i n the 1890s, 

he r e c a l l e d , i n a somewhat confusing and telegraphic fashion, 

the b i t t e r c o n f l i c t between the Hudson's Bay Company and the 

Metis at Red River i n 1847 when he was schoolmaster there: 

In council a member of the Hudson's Bay Company 
introduced a resolution to debar the mixed-bloods 
from any advancement i n the service or t h e i r salary 
to exceed one hundred pounds per year. I t d i d not 
matter how well q u a l i f i e d or meritorious the 
in d i v i d u a l might be, his blood kept him from 
promotion. Just think of the i n j u s t i c e of such a 
law, and that against t h e i r own blood. I t i s evident 
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these h y p o c r i t i c a l saints took t h e i r women from no 
amiable motives but merely for the immediate 
g r a t i f i c a t i o n of t h e i r brutal desires.... 

There were of course noble exceptions ... who 
deprecated and even denounced the e v i l s then 
existing, and who raised t h e i r children under t h e i r 
own supervision, and at the proper age sent them to 
school. The resolution ...was aimed at these more 
favored ones to obviate which and to break i f 
possible the power of the monopoly, Alex. I s b i s t e r 
a graduate of college, J. Lumsden, professor i n the 
above, a Catholic P r i e s t and myself combined. 
Is b i s t e r went to London, where he became a professor 
i n one of the Colleges, and got acquainted with some 
i n f l u e n t i a l members of Parliament, who ably seconded 
our e f f o r t s . We furnished a l l the necessary 
information and p e t i t i o n s asked, and the sequel 
shows how we succeeded. Now the mixed-bloods hold 
l u c r a t i v e and responsible positions. Premier 
Norquay and some members of the Canadian Parliament 
are of t h i s class, and the whole country i s thrown 
open to settlement. 1 1 9 

X 

While gentlemen's sons often wrote disparagingly about 

half-breed and Indians, they nevertheless tended to regard 

themselves as champions of the "Red" and Metis cause. As 

contradictory as i t seems, McKay, Pambrun and other Metis who 

fought against the Indians during the Indian wars i n Oregon, 

saw themselves working on behalf of the Indians, half-breeds 

and the government. For example, J. W. Redington, a Metis 

scout, described William McKay, afte r the b a t t l e at Cayuse 

Station during the Bannack War i n 1878, s i t t i n g on h i s war-

horse d e l i v e r i n g an eloquent oration i n a "ringing voice that 

could be heard by every Indian on the Umatilla Reservation," 

urging them to stay on the side of the whites instead of 

j o i n i n g the h o s t i l e s . 1 2 0 

Despite t h e i r best e f f o r t s to combat racism, very l i t t l e 
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was known about mixed-blood populations and there were few 

ways fur trade youngsters could f i g h t i l l u s i o n s and supposi

t i o n s . In the East, the genetics of l i g h t skin and knowledge 

of Euro-American l i f e s t y l e s hastened the half-breeds' route 

into the mainstream. In the West, however, the Metis popula

t i o n had reached s u f f i c i e n t numbers by the 1870s to c a l l 

attention to themselves as a unique manifestation of the 

f r o n t i e r . Dr. Victor Havard, for example, reported to the 

Anthropological Society of Washington, D.C. on May 20, 1879 

that he estimated that there were some 32,921 'French' mixed-

bloods i n communities on both sides of the border, stretching 

from the Great Lakes to the P a c i f i c Ocean. But, as Harvard 

noted, "The designation of French i s often i n d i f f e r e n t l y 

applied to Canadian, metis of a l l grades, and even pure 

Indians who associate with metis and speak t h e i r p a t o i s . " 1 2 1 

The s c i e n t i f i c recognition of the Metis i d e n t i f i e d not 

only a new people, but also a new culture. In 1883, the 

ethnologist Daniel Wilson c a l l e d i t "a most remarkable 

phenomena [sic] connected with the grand ethnological 

experiment which has been i n progress on the North American 

continent for the l a s t three centuries." Wilson described the 

large middle group of intermarried mixed-bloods on the 

Canadian p r a i r i e s as "the true representative of race," 

d i s t i n c t i n "manner, habit and allegiance" from Indians or 

whites. 1 2 2 

Such statements were not made about the Willamette Metis 
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but, l i k e t h e i r Canadian counterparts, they too were subject 

to the influences of the new popular s c i e n t i f i c movements, 

s o c i a l Darwinism and eugenics, which stressed nature over 

nurture, and paid more attention to the e f f e c t s of i n t e r 

r a c i a l breeding than to Metis l i f e s t y l e s . 

In 1887, the B r i t i s h Association for the Advancement of 

Science i n Canada instructed i t s i n v e s t i g a t i v e committees, 

made up of the most respected s c i e n t i s t s i n the nation, to 

pay "especial importance" to "mixed races:" 

to . . . the resemblances and differences between the 
o f f s p r i n g and the parent stock, the number of 
generations during which inherited race 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s are distinguishable, and the 
tendency to revert to one or other of the ancestral 
types. 

Although the Society was also interested i n the r e l a t i o n 

ship between whites and Metis and went so f a r as to suggest 

that " s o c i a l causes, especially the disheartening sense of 

i n f e r i o r i t y , " might possibly account for "mental dif f e r e n c e s " 

between half-breeds and other races, t h e i r studies began, as 

most nineteenth century studies did, from an a p r i o r i 

assumption that there were differences i n mental ca p a c i t i e s 

between races. 1 2 3 

To oppose such thinking ort behalf of mixed-blood 

youngsters was to oppose the i r r e s i s t i b l e d i c t a t e s of 

s c i e n t i f i c authority. The b e l i e f i n c u l t u r a l s u p e r i o r i t y of 

the l a t e eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had been 

replaced by concepts of r a c i a l s u p e r i o r i t y based on 

evolutionary and b i o l o g i c a l theories. While the former 
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in t e r p r e t a t i o n had offered hope of as s i m i l a t i o n into 

mainstream society through c u l t u r a l attainment, the l a t t e r 

theories presented an impossible s i t u a t i o n f or fur trade 

childre n who were condemned because of t h e i r 'Indian blood'. 

As the Rev. Frederic W. Farrar remarked on the changing 

s c i e n t i f i c attitudes i n his paper on " F i x i t y of Type," read 

before the Ethnological Society of London i n 1864: 

There was, at one time, a universal impression that 
the d i v e r s i t i e s of type and complexion observable 
i n the human race might e a s i l y be accounted for from 
the e f f e c t s of climate, custom, food, and manner of 
l i f e . The opinion i s now e n t i r e l y abandoned by the 
majority of s c i e n t i f i c men. 1 2 4 

S c i e n t i f i c racism had achieved the " b i o l o g i z a t i o n of 

hi s t o r y " by equating c u l t u r a l progress with the physical and 

mental differences thought to exist between Indians, h a l f -

breeds and Euro-Americans. 1 2 5 What most s c i e n t i s t s f a i l e d to 

understand, however, was that many fur trade childr e n were 

white, i n t e l l i g e n t and could assimilate into the f r o n t i e r 

communities of the P a c i f i c Northwest. 
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Chapter Eight  

"Too Much Indian In Me": Land. L e g i s l a t i o n and War  

The Legacy of Racism 1 

In the nineteenth century an arsenal of p h i l o s o p h i c a l , 

l e g a l , and r e l i g i o u s arguments were used to expropriate Indian 

lands and control the l i v e s of native and Metis people. 

American attitudes towards Indians and, to a le s s e r extent, 

mixed-bloods were inexorably linked to land and the f a c t that 

Indians and, i n some cases, Metis did not r e l i n q u i s h i t f a s t 

enough to pacify white hunger for i t . 

This chapter considers the re l a t i o n s h i p between Indians, 

Metis and whites and land l e g i s l a t i o n i n the United States 

and Canada a f t e r mid-nineteenth century when the fur trade 

c h i l d r e n were adults. It w i l l be argued that although racism, 

land l e g i s l a t i o n and c i t i z e n s h i p r i g h t s were interwoven i n 

the development of governmental p o l i c i e s , i t was recognized 

that fur trade children were useful to the opening of the 

west, hence l e g i s l a t i o n regarding them tended to be 

ambivalent. In the end, the absence of firm l e g i s l a t i o n 

concerning 1 half-breeds 1 allowed the fur trade c h i l d r e n a 

v a r i e t y of l i f e s t y l e options, but there was l i t t l e escape from 

the *half-breed 1 stigma and a l l that i t implied. 

II 

In 1824, a reservation for half-breed Sac and Fox was 

set aside between the Des Moines and M i s s i s s i p p i Rivers, but, 

by the time the land was surveyed i n the 1830s, white 
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squatters had already taken up residence beside the r i v e r l o t s 

of the half-breed claimants. 2 

The concept of land was t i g h t l y bound to notions of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n and the republican i d e a l of United States as an 

agrarian society. Among other things, c i v i l i z a t i o n meant 

owning land i n d i v i d u a l l y and taking up c u l t i v a t i o n . 3 Although 

there were many examples of Indians and Metis who earned t h e i r 

l i v i n g by farming, i t was more expedient to regard a l l Indians 

as nomadic and half-breeds as only a l i t t l e better than the 

Indians. 4 

John Locke's remark that "there can be no injury when 

there i s no property" was further defined by Swiss j u r i s t 

Emmerich de V a t t e l i n his Law of Nations (1820), which stated 

that the possession of property entailed obligations of 

c u l t i v a t i o n . Such legal j u s t i f i c a t i o n was enough to s a n c t i f y 

both Indian wars and removals. 5 Thus, Lewis Cass, Andrew 

Jackson's Secretary of War, was able to argue: 

What ignorance . . . that a few naked wandering 
barbarians should stay the march of c u l t i v a t i o n and 
improvement and hold i n a state of perpetual 
unproductiveness immense regions formed by 
providence to support m i l l i o n s of human beings? 6 

As f o r the half-breeds, Cass suggested that American s e t t l e r s 

might teach them new ways, but that i t would be better to 

remove them along with the Indians. Otherwise, he stated, "We 

s h a l l have a number of indigent, helpless people, the supply 

of whose wants w i l l exceed any means which the Government 

should r a i s e from the people of t h i s Country." 7 
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While the goal of integration, i n one form or another, 

was to remain o f f i c i a l p o l i c y throughout the nineteenth 

century, what amounted to extermination under o f f i c i a l 

sanction was car r i e d out during and a f t e r Jackson's 

administrations. The removal of Indians west of the 

M i s s i s s i p p i , i t was argued, simply meant that ' c i v i l i z i n g ' 

would be c a r r i e d out at new locations over a longer period of 

time and would save the Indians from destruction. But the Five 

C i v i l i z e d Nations, who had unanimously rejected removal and 

who endured the forced death march along the ' t r a i l of tears,' 

knew be t t e r . 8 By the end of Jackson's administration, some 

70,000 Southern Indians had been uprooted and the massive 

population transfers had affected every t r i b e east of the 

M i s s i s s i p p i and south of Lake Michigan. 9 

I l l 

While Indian removals were being c a r r i e d out i n the East, 

the i n f l u x of American s e t t l e r s to Oregon during 1843 reduced 

the r e t i r e d servant population i n the Willamette to a 

minority. In short order, the immigrants attempted to oust 

the fur trade population from t h e i r r i c h farm lands. 1 0 

Although the newcomers generally referred to the Metis 

population as Canadians, French or French Canadians, as did 

the Metis themselves, by the mid-40s the largest number of 

r e t i r e d servant families i n the v a l l e y were "French-Indian, 

followed by Scots-Indian, Owyhee-Indian, French-Owyhee, 

Iroquois-Western Indian, and an occasional negro-Indian, for 



a black now and then jumped ship or came with h i s master 

across the p l a i n s . " 1 1 The s i x or seven hundred "Canadians 

and half-breeds" were the 'haves' and the incoming s e t t l e r s 

were the 'have nots.' The pioneers resented being considered 

intruders and were envious of Metis land holdings. 1 2 As one 

immigrant described the r e t i r e d servants i n the New York 

Tribune i n 1842: 

These people, as I said before, are married to 
Indian women, and l i v e very much the same, i n a l l 
respects, as our farmers at home, with the exception 
of not being obliged to labor half as much. They 
generally have from f i f t y to one hundred head of 
horses, half as many cows, and about the same number 
of hogs. 1 3 

IV 

In the l a t e 1830s, the Hudson's Bay Company had attempted 

to entice r e t i r e d servants with o f f e r s of "double o u t f i t s " of 

goods i f they would move from the Willamette to Cowlitz P l a i n 

on the north side of the Columbia River, but there were few 

ta k e r s . 1 4 This l a t t e r day colonization scheme was a feeble 

attempt to shore up B r i t i s h claims to the north bank of the 

Columbia i n l i g h t of the impending settlement of the Oregon 

Boundary dispute. But, as James Douglas explained to the 

Governor and Committee, he had: 

not succeeded inducing any of them to remove from , 
t h e i r present habitations [since]... they have 
incurred considerable expense i n improving t h e i r 
present possessions, [and]... are naturally 
reluctant to abandon, without receiving a f u l l 
equivalent i n return. The expense of a removal 
[would] reduce most of them to poverty. 1 5 
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V 

From the commencement of settlement i n the Willamette i n 

1828, McLoughlin had warned the r e t i r e d servants that the 

v a l l e y would probably be awarded to the United States and i t 

appears that they accepted t h i s outcome with equanimity. 

Moreover, the Metis expressed no desire to remain B r i t i s h 

subjects. As far as can be determined, they sent no p e t i t i o n s 

to Queen V i c t o r i a or the B r i t i s h government urging action on 

t h e i r behalf as B r i t i s h subjects. 1 6 Old timers t e l l the story 

that at least some of them sympathized with Louis J . Papineau 

and the 1837-38 Rebellions i n Lower Canada against B r i t i s h 

r u l e . 1 7 One of the leaders i n the community who openly sided 

with the Americans was F.X. Matthieu, a rebel from Terrebonne, 

Quebec, who had procured lead and powder for the Sons of 

Liberty and had a c t i v e l y taken part during the uprisings. 

Matthieu escaped B r i t i s h authorities by s l i p p i n g across the 

Quebec-United States border with the help of McLoughlin's 

uncle. In 1842, he made his way across the United States to 

j o i n the French Canadian-Metis i n the Willamette, where, as 

he phrased i t , "I knew there were l o t s of French there and i t 

would be a l r i g h t . " 1 8 

I t also seems clear that many fur trade children and 

Hudson's Bay Company servants were h o s t i l e towards the 

' a r i s t o c r a t i c ' rule of the Company, which they likened to 

English government. 1 9 By 1845, even Douglas was forced to 

sadly admit that the Canadians displayed l i t t l e enthusiasm 



f o r "her Majesty's O f f i c e r s " v i s i t i n g the Willamette and that 

" B r i t i s h f e e l i n g i s dying away so much, that Englishmen, i n 

the Wallamatte [ s i c ] , are either a f r a i d or ashamed to own 

t h e i r country." 2 0 

Recollections of Metis p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the informal 

p o l i t i c a l events during the early 1840s are contradictory. 2 1 

What can be said with certainty i s that, s t a r t i n g i n 1838, 

leading members of the Willamette community began taking an 

active i n t e r e s t i n protecting t h e i r c i v i l and property r i g h t s . 

For example, on March 16th of that year, nine of the oldest 

and r i c h e s t r e t i r e d servants joined with the Americans i n 

p e t i t i o n i n g the U.S. Congress to protect t h e i r f a m i l i e s and 

property, and that of the Indians, from "reckless and 

unprincipled adventurers". Following t h i s , Metis were present 

at most of the seventeen or so meetings held between 1841-1844 

which eventually established a provisional government for 

Oregon. They held meetings at t h e i r houses, lent t h e i r names 

to p e t i t i o n s and were elected to o f f i c i a l p o s i t i o n s . 2 2 

Moreover, i n 1845, when the Hudson's Bay Company entered 

into a compact with the Provisional Government for the 

protection of t h e i r existing "rights and p r i v i l e g e s , " the 

P r o v i s i o n a l Government was extended north of the Columbia 

River to Cowlitz and Vancouver counties, which included a l l 

the t e r r i t o r y north to " f i f t y - f o u r f o r t y , " and, v i r t u a l l y a l l 

the men appointed and elected from the new d i s t r i c t s were 

o f f i c e r s i n the Hudson's Bay Company, including James Douglas, 
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Charles Forest, M.T. Simmons, John Jackson, Henry N. Peers, 

William Tolmie, Francis Ermatinger, and Simon Plamondon.23 

Although there i s no hard evidence that the Hudson's Bay 

Company pressured t h e i r r e t i r e d servants to thwart the 

immigrants' ambitions for provisional government, American 

h i s t o r i a n s have u n t i l recently stressed the idea that the 

servants either held themselves aloof from p o l i t i c s or voted 

en masse as directed by John McLoughlin and t h e i r p r i e s t s and 

have minimized the fact that "the American s e t t l e r s were too 

divided among themselves to create a government without the 

assistance of the Canadians." In 1977, Robert Loewenberg 

revised t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l interpretation by claiming that there 

was no ethnic c o n f l i c t because "the French Canadians and 

Americans were on both sides of the question." 2 5 Loewenberg, 

however, did not explore the dynamics of intense racism i n the 

community which overshadowed the creation of c i v i c government 

and voting patterns. 

From the scattered sources which remain, i t appears that 

Metis concerns, l i k e those of many of t h e i r American 

neighbors, revolved around l o c a l and f i n a n c i a l questions, not 

sovereignty. For example, rather than the expense of a 

temporary government, they argued for an elected c o u n c i l . They 

opposed any form of taxation, the creation of a m i l i t i a , and 

were adamant that the country be considered "free" to any 

n a t i o n a l i t y "even the native Indians". Although these 

measures were only p a r t i a l l y met, they nevertheless accepted 
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p r o v i s i o n a l government followed by t e r r i t o r i a l government 

directed from Washington. 2 6 

In 1958, when Oregon attempted to change the status of 

Champoeg Park from a state park to a national one, recognizing 

the s i t e as Oregon's f i r s t seat of government, Reverend J. 

Neilson Barry who had devoted much of h i s l i f e to the h i s t o r y 

of Oregon's Provisional Government and who had singlehandedly 

f r u s t r a t e d every campaign to win federal funding for the park 

since 1928, began another lobby to defeat federal appropria

t i o n s because i t would be testimony to a h i s t o r i c a l hoax. 2 7 

According to Barry, a f t e r the a r r i v a l of the great wagon t r a i n 

of 1843: 

The French were a very unpopular minority. They 
were s t i l l unwilling B r i t i s h subjects. They were 
Catholics, and did not understand the English 
language. But worse — t h e y had the best land. 

As a r e s u l t , "forty conspirators signed a written 

agreement to drive them out" and organized a meeting at 

Champoeg (the main Metis settlement on French P r a i r i e i n the 

Willamette) on March 4, 1844 to e n l i s t support. The 

intentions of the conspirators, however, leaked out; so many 

Canadians attended that they " far outnumbered the few 

Americans" and the p l o t f a i l e d . Barry argued that to cover up 

the r e a l events of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r Champoeg meeting, 

h i s t o r i a n s i n the 1870s invented a f i c t i t i o u s Champoeg 

meeting, c a l l i n g for a prov i s i o n a l government, which has been 
28 

accepted as fa c t i n every hi s t o r y text since. 
Whatever the truth about the various p o l i t i c a l meetings, 



Barry i d e n t i f i e d the sentiments of the s e t t l e r s who had come 

in large numbers from the M i s s i s s i p p i Valley where Indian 

removals were taking place and where French speaking-Catholics 

were s t i l l dominant i n major centers along the r i v e r l i k e St. 

Genevieve, Natchez and New Orleans, to another bastion of 

French-Catholic culture which looked much l i k e the one they 

had l e f t behind. 2 9 Although the r e t i r e d servant population on 

French P r a i r i e was by t h i s time a motley c o l l e c t i o n of mixed-

bloods (as indeed was the population along the M i s s i s s i p p i ) , 

they were regarded as a homogeneous community by the 

newcomers. 

The immigrants' bias against the r e t i r e d servants was 

not only ethnic or c u l t u r a l , i t was also r a c i s t and steeped 

i n anti-Hudson's Bay Company sentiments. The s e t t l e r s had 

arr i v e d imbued with "Oregon Fever" and the s p i r i t of Manifest 

Destiny. They saw themselves as the forerunners of American 

occupation and looked with resentment at the Company's w e l l -

stocked posts and firm economic control of the region. Despite 

the generosity of the Company towards them, they believed they 

were being exploited by a foreign monopoly and ruled by a 

"salmon skin a r i s t o c r a c y . " 3 0 

McLoughlin commented: "The Hostile f e e l i n g against us 

was so great that I considered i t Expedient to avoid as much 

as possible speaking on the Boundary question." 3 1 As F.X. 

Matthieu r e c a l l e d , adding f u e l to t h i s f i r e was the b e l i e f 

that McLoughlin "and his near friends" favored a r i v a l 
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republic rather than statehood. In fact, however, i t was 

the Americans who threatened that " i f Uncle Sam don't watch 

over us, we w i l l do i t ourselves." 3 3 

By 1845, racism was rampant. On March 3rd of that year, 

McLoughlin f e l t obliged to write S i r George Simpson: 

I heard a report some days ago that some Americans 
were forming a party to drive a l l people, who had 
Indian wives, and half-breeds, and afterwards also, 
a l l the foreigners, that those who were not 
Americans, out of the country; When i t was 
communicated to me, I considered i t so absurd and 
r i d i c u l o u s as to be unworthy of notice [but] a few 
days a f t e r General McCarver, one of the most 
respectable of the American immigrants, came to me 
and stated ...that...one of his companions t o l d him 
that such a design had been entertained, and the 
narrator confessed he was one of t h i r t y or f o r t y , 
who entered into a written agreement to carry i t 
into execution, but finding so few would j o i n them 
they dropped i t and I am happy to be able to say 
the American immigrants, except the few conspirators 
who are not known, are quite indignant at so 
atrocious a p l o t . 3 4 

Writing to the Governor and Committee of the Hudson's 

Bay Company l a t e r that month, McLoughlin r e i t e r a t e d h i s 

e a r l i e r statements and added: 

This report was communicated to the Canadians by 
one of the American trappers who has an Indian wife, 
and excites great sensation among the Americans and 
Canadians who have half-breed f a m i l i e s . But the 
persons accused of suggesting t h i s measure deny i t , 
but others say s t i l l i t i s true, and one of the 
American trappers believes i t so firmly, that he 
bought powder and b a l l to prepare himself to 
r e s i s t . 

In A p r i l , James Douglas also wrote on the subject to 

George Simpson. From his perspective, such sentiments were 

not confined to the few concerned i n the p l o t . "No people," 

he wrote, "can be more prejudiced and national than the 
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Americans i n t h i s country, a fact so evident to my mind, that 

I am more suspicious of t h e i r designs, than of the wild 

natives of the f o r e s t . " 3 6 

Despite the h o s t i l e attitudes towards the Hudson's Bay 

Company and the r e t i r e d servants, most Americans were 

moderates who wished to maintain peace and order i n the 

t e r r i t o r y and to that end used the j u d i c i a r y to safeguard 

t h e i r l i b e r t i e s and l e g i s l a t e t h e i r r a c i a l p r e judices. 3 7 As 

long as the Metis were numerically strong, they retained the 

r i g h t s of c i t i z e n s h i p . The Provisional Government granted the 

r i g h t to vote to "every free male descendant of a white man 

of the age of twenty-one years and upward," who was an 
• • ' "• . ' • • • 38 

inhabitant of the t e r r i t o r y at the time of i t s organization. 

But, when Washington T e r r i t o r y was carved out of Oregon i n 

1853, the franchise of half-breeds became an issue. In 1854, 

Kate Blaine, a Methodist missionary i n Seattle, who followed 

her b e l i e f s i n s c i e n t i f i c racism rather more c l o s e l y than her 

C h r i s t i a n teachings, went so far as to suggest that i f the 

t e r r i t o r i a l l e g i s l a t u r e saw f i t to give the vote to h a l f -

breeds, " a l l kinds of Indians would 'pass' and vote." 3 9 By 

the 1870s, such sentiments had manifested themselves i n 

l e g i s l a t i o n and the vote was taken away from some h a l f -

breeds . 4 0 

I n i t i a l l y , the land laws adopted by the Provisional 

Government of 1843 formed reasonably strong safeguards for 

Metis i n t e r e s t s and s e t t l e r s who came between 1843 and 1850. 



There were, however, as Hudson's Bay Company c l e r k Francis 

Ermatinger reported from Willamette F a l l s , "continual a l t e r 

cations here about one man jumping another's claim." 4 1 Then, 

following the Oregon Boundary Treaty of 1846, McLoughlin 

received an anonymous report which stated that the "Half-breed 

[would] not be allowed to have Claims of Land by the United 

States Government." McLoughlin quickly wrote the U.S. 

Secretary of War, William L. Marcy, urging him to protect the 

lands of h i s former half-breed employees and t h e i r c h i l d r e n 

s e t t l e d i n the Willamette Valley. He argued that i f they d i d 

not receive t i t l e to t h e i r lands, then " i t w i l l B l a s t the 

prospects of these persons and force them with t h e i r parents 

to Retire Among the Indians Where they w i l l Excite 

d i s a f f e c t i o n to American Interests." 4 2 

McLoughlin's l e t t e r appears to have had the desired 

e f f e c t , but when the land p o l i c y for the newly created Oregon 

T e r r i t o r y came up for debate i n the U.S. Congress i n 1850, 

the f i r s t t e r r i t o r i a l delegate, Samuel R. Thurston, introduced 

a amendment which would give land to a l l Americans, h a l f -

breeds included, but not to any "members and servants of the 

Hudson's Bay and Puget Sound A g r i c u l t u r a l Company." Thurston 

faced considerable opposition on the issue, but he was able 

to ensure that the Company's Kanaka laborers, whom he 

characterized as "a race of men as black as your negroes of 

the South" were not given the p r i v i l e g e s of American 

c i t i z e n s h i p or the ri g h t to claim land. 4 3 
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In the end, the Donation Land Act of 1850, which followed 

i n the wake of the Congressional debates, granted 320 acres 

"to every white s e t t l e r , American, half-breed Indians 

included, above the age of eighteen," who was or intended to 

become a c i t i z e n of the United States. The land act of 1853, 

however, only granted land to "white c i t i z e n s of the United 

States" and, thus e f f e c t i v e l y blocked those fur trade 

c h i l d r e n who had been under eighteen when the f i r s t act was 

passed from receiving free land. 4 4 

Metis who could not q u a l i f y under the Donation Law were 

s t i l l e l i g i b l e to pre-empt quarter sections for $1.25 an acre 

under the Homestead Act of 1852 or obtain land under the 

Preemption Law of 1854 . 4 5 Even though t i t l e s were often 

inchoate and imperfect, there were s e l l e r s and buyers, and 

land values related to land productivity fluctuated during 

the t e r r i t o r i a l period. In 1848, $100 to $200 was believed 

s u f f i c i e n t to buy a 640 acre claim i n the central part of the 

f e r t i l e Willamette Valley, but, by 1859, i t took more than 

$1,500 to buy a f r a c t i o n less than a section in more 

moderately developed regions of the v a l l e y . 4 6 

When news of gold s t r i k e s i n C a l i f o r n i a reached the 

Willamette i n 1848, almost the entire r e t i r e d servant 

population formed into a brigade, much l i k e the old Hudson's 

Bay Company brigades, and evacuated the v a l l e y for the 

g o l d f i e l d s . For r e t i r e d servants who sold t h e i r property i n 

order to finance t h e i r share of expedition costs, i t was 



u n l i k e l y that r e a l estate of equal value could be purchased 

upon t h e i r return to the same location. The extent of such 

losses and other f o r f e i t u r e s which resulted from t h i s movement 

to C a l i f o r n i a i s unknown, but the reminiscences of those who 

went to C a l i f o r n i a and those who witnessed t h e i r homecoming 

suggest that i t was s i g n i f i c a n t . As F.X. Matthieu, who was a 

member of the trek, r e c a l l e d : "We started ... 500 men strong, 

a l l French Canadian, with pack animals and some with as much 

as $2000.00 worth of goods, but aft e r we got through we were 

l e f t with only about $150.00.1,47 In 1849, Margaret Bailey, 

who l i v e d i n the Willamette Valley at the time, noted: "The 

French are returning from C a l i f o r n i a , mostly i n poor health. 

They say they have made but l i t t l e — l o s t t h e i r summer's work 

— l o s t t h e i r horses and c a t t l e , and have got no crops, etc. 

Such i s the r e s u l t of an undue love for gold." 4 8 

Without accurate census data i n d i c a t i n g the status of 

half-breeds, i t i s impossible to calculate what proportion of 

the estimated 300 or more Metis heads of households l i v i n g i n 

the v a l l e y made land claims. 4 9 Although i t appears that many 

Metis declared under the 1843 act and an a d d i t i o n a l f o r t y -

eight claimed under the 1850 act, the composition of the 

mixed-blood population i n the Willamette changed. 5 0 I t was 

said that "not more than half ever returned to t h e i r Oregon 

homes" from the C a l i f o r n i a mines. 5 1 Also, the v a l l e y was 

"constantly receiving r e c r u i t s — those people whose time had 

expired with the Hudson's Bay Company," and t h i s was 
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e s p e c i a l l y so aft e r the Oregon Boundary Treaty of 1846 and 

the closure of Fort Vancouver i n 1848-9 when a new i n f l u x of 

r e t i r e d servants' families s e t t l e d i n the v a l l e y , replacing 

some of the older Metis families who had moved on. 5 2 

Of those r e t i r e d servants who f i l e d claims, i t seems 

ce r t a i n many suffered the same fate as other homesteaders, 

for the crux of the matter was that while s e t t l e r s f i l e d 

notices of entry, many did not understand the cumbersome 

procurement of patents required to hold t h e i r claims and 

subsequently occupied lands without perfecting t h e i r t i t l e s 

and l a t e r l o s t them.53 Other Metis f o r f e i t e d t h e i r property 

on French P r a i r i e following l i t i g a t i o n s with American 

immigrants. 5 4 

In 1903, T.W. Davenport examined the o r i g i n a l donation 

land claims i n Marion County which includes the Willamette 

Val l e y where the land "was s e t t l e d c h i e f l y by French, Scotch 

and English Canadians, mountain men and trappers of nomadic 

habits, who married Indian-women of the whole or half-breed." 

He concluded that s i x t y - s i x percent had passed out of the 

possession of "the donees and t h e i r descendants", another 

f i f t e e n percent were "mortgaged for a l l they were worth," 

f i f t e e n percent were debt free, and only f i v e had increased 

t h e i r holdings. 

Since the market for farm products continued to be 

p r o f i t a b l e for the next quarter century a f t e r 1850, Davenport 

concluded that the people l o s t t h e i r land because they were 



half-breeds. Although he saw a r e l a t i o n s h i p between drinking 

and land loss, l i k e other turn of the century authors, h i s 

b e l i e f s about inherited r a c i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s blinded him to 

the possible connection between alcoholism i n the community 

and racism i n society. He wrote: 

They are passionately fond of ardent s p i r i t s . A 
t e e t o t a l e r of mixed-bloods would be a rare s i g h t . 
Neighborly, clever people, of lax business habits, 
and of necessity t r u s t f u l , they were soon beat out 
of t h e i r land possessions .... l i t t l e by l i t t l e , the 
p r i n c e l y donations of land went into the t i l l of the 
shopkeeper or the safe of the money changer. 5 5 

VI 

Davenport also noted that a sizeable number of former 

Willamette Metis had s e t t l e d upcountry. The migration to the 

Upper Columbia had began i n the late 1840s as the r e s u l t of 

numerous factors, including the adverse e f f e c t s of racism, 

the loss of Willamette lands, the decline of the fur trade, 

and the desire to be free of c i v i l i z a t i o n . In the Upper 

Columbia, the coastal Metis joined other r e t i r e d servants who 

had already taken up lands around the f o r t s as part of the 

1846 Hudson's Bay Company land claims. 

One of the main settlements was known as Frenchtown, 

which was situated a few miles west of the ruined Whitman 

Mission at Waiilatpu and close to the old Hudson's Bay Company 

f o r t at Walla Walla. The f i r s t record of four Metis families 

s e t t l i n g at Frenchtown dates from the l a t e 1840s. The 

Catholic Church Records of the Missions of St. Ann and St. 

Rose of the Cayouse, which served the Walla Walla and 



442 

Frenchtown population from 1859 to 1888, l i s t s twenty-seven 

heads of households. Of these, fourteen can be i d e n t i f i e d as 

former Hudson's Bay Company families and, of these, at least 

four had l i v e d i n the Willamette. With the exception of one 

American, the remainder of those l i s t e d i n the records a l l 

have French Canadian names and were probably associated with 

the fur trade east of the Rocky Mountains. 5 6 

On White Mud Plains, just outside of Fort C o l v i l e , 

another t h i r t y or so former employees of the Company and t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s occupied farms. 5 7 Some of the new a r r i v a l s from the 

coast, however, squatted on lands belonging to the Spokane 

Indians and claimed them under the 1850 Donation Land Act. 5 8 

From the Spokanes' point of view, the Metis were taking 

up the best a g r i c u l t u r a l t r a c t s before any treaty had been 

signed with them and without affording them any means of 

redress. They quickly became as h o s t i l e to the Metis as the 

white s e t t l e r s had been i n the Willamette. The Spokane 

leadership refused to acknowledge the 'half breeds* as part 

Indian and c a l l e d them "Frenchies" — a term they used for 

French speaking "white men". They threatened the invading 

Metis and fought against them i n 1856 i n an attempt to r e t a i n 

t h e i r t e r r i t o r y . Chief Spokane Garry, who had been educated 

by the Hudson's Bay Company at Red River, t o l d a meeting that 

had been h a s t i l y convened by Washington T e r r i t o r y ' s f i r s t 

Governor, Isaac Stevens, i n order to avert war: 

Now you Frenchmen, l i s t e n to the Governor... I was 
absent from here, I went to the Walla treaty, and 
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when I returned I found that a l l the Frenchmen had 
got t h e i r lands, written down i n a paper by Judge 
Yantis ...Why are you i n such a hurry? Why don't 
you wait u n t i l the Treaty i s made? 5 9 

VII 

The c a l l for peace was too l a t e . By the time of t h i s 

meeting i n 1855, the f i r s t of the Indian wars had already 

taken place. 6 0 Indian removals i n the United States had only 

provided a temporary halt to the c r i e s of frontiersmen for 

Indian lands; by the time the settlement reached Oregon, i t 

would take eight wars, over a period of t h i r t y years (between 

1848 and 1879), and a policy of extermination before the 

remnants of once powerful nations submitted to peaceful 

settlement on reservations. 6 1 During these wars, which were 

more l i k e exercises i n re c i p r o c a l mayhem and murder, strong 

threats were made to exterminate " a l l the Red mans [sic] 

t r i b e " and "Oregon people were severely c r i t i c i z e d and 

denounced" for the inhuman slaughter of the Indian 

population. 6 2 For example, near Table Rock, Oregon, the 

volunteers found Modoc Indian children wearing the blood

stained garments of murdered immigrant children and k i l l e d 

them.63 In Jacksonville, miners summarily hanged a seven year 

bid native boy, shot a pregnant Indian woman and two young 

g i r l s , and drove the rest of the women of the v i l l a g e into the 

f o r e s t to freeze to death. 6 4 Such a t r o c i t i e s were frequent 

throughout the Indian wars. 

At the beginning of the Cayuse War i n 1847-8, which 

followed i n the wake of the Whitman Massacre, Oregon was so 
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i s o l a t e d that even the governor did not know that the United 

States and Mexico had gone to war. Troops slated for service 

i n Oregon were rerouted to the Mexican front leaving much of 

the f i g h t i n g to l o c a l volunteers. 6 5 In the Willamette, the 

r e t i r e d servants met en masse and resolved that: 

The Canadian c i t i z e n s of Champoeg county f e e l i t 
t h e i r duty to a s s i s t our adopted country i n the 
prosecution of the war against the Cayuse Indians, 
for the h o r r i b l e massacre committed by them upon 
American c i t i z e n s at Wailiatpu. 

The community sent around s i x t y of i t s young men to f i g h t 

the native people, the f i r s t of many Metis youngsters who 

would take part on the side of the whites i n the Indian 

Wars. 6 6 Indeed, the "French Company", which, with the 

exception of one Frenchman, was e n t i r e l y made up of mixed-

bloods was considered to be "the most e f f e c t i v e Company i n the 

f i e l d " during the wars. 6 7 

Since the beginning of colonization, Indians had been 

employed by the various European powers to f i g h t other Indians 

and Europeans i n the struggle for the North American 

continent. Native people used such opportunities to s e t t l e 

old grudges against Indian enemies and cement new a l l i a n c e s 
68 

with the colonizers. The reason Metis males fought against 

the Indians are somewhat more d i f f i c u l t to assess because such 

wars involved f i g h t i n g against native r e l a t i v e s and r a r e l y 

involved revenge motives. 6 9 As s o l d i e r s , fur trade boys found 

adventure and increased t h e i r status i n the white community 

which needed t h e i r services. They rode t h e i r horses to war 
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b e l i e v i n g that the army would o f f e r them steady work, decent 

wages and pensions for t h e i r old age. 

Moreover, t h e i r strong support during the Indian wars i n 

Oregon was i n keeping with the longer h i s t o r y of Metis as 

interpreter-guides, scouts and Indian f i g h t e r s i n North 

America. I t was commonly believed by men l i k e S i r John 

Franklin that "half-breeds show more personal courage than 

the 'pure breeds'" and were "great warriors." 7 0 I t was 

generally assumed by the m i l i t a r y that half-breeds "could 

think i n terms of Indian psychology." 7 1 Thus, they were 

constantly c a l l e d upon to make contact with t r i b e s and assess 

t h e i r temper and were considered to be "valuable and 

trustworthy" friends of the white man. According to Charles 

Frush, who had been safely delivered through Washington State 

during the Indian uprisings by the Hudson's Bay Company 

inter p r e t e r , George Montour, " I f i t had not been for the 

influence held by Montour, the half-blood with these people, 

your writer would not now be penning these l i n e s . " 7 2 

Yet Metis l o y a l t i e s to t h e i r progenitors sometimes 

compelled them to make d i f f i c u l t choices, which cast them i n 

an awkward pos i t i o n with both Indians and whites. For example, 

Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, born en route to Oregon with the 

Lewis and Clark party, had to quit the army because he was 

thought to favour the Indian cause. 7 3 Baptiste Dorion, the 

c h i l d born on Astor's overland expedition to Columbia, was one 

of several half-breeds who l i v e d part time with the Cayuse and 
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was accused of i n c i t i n g them to massacre the Whitmans. Yet, 

when open h o s t i l i t i e s broke out, Dorion became duty sergeant 

i n the F i r s t Oregon R i f l e s , which quelled the u p r i s i n g and 

continued as an interpreter and guide for the whites u n t i l h i s 

death i n 1849 at the age of thirty-one. 7 4 

Although Andrew PambrunVs "large and roomy" homestead on 

Cayuse land was looted and burned by the Indians i n the winter 

of 1855 when he arrived at the Dalles where the Walla Walla 

s e t t l e r s had gathered, i t was assumed that he was " i n sympathy 

with the Indians" because he was a half-breed. While Pambrun 

argued that i t was implausible "that a man i n sane mind, would 

be i n sympathy with a horde of wild savages, while h i s own 

l i f e as well as that of his family was i n jeopardy," Governor 

Isaac Stevens ordered him to winter at army headquarters at 

Fort Vancouver for his own safety. Further quarrels erupted 

at the f o r t over his dubious l o y a l t i e s as a 'half-breed 1, but 

he managed to overcome the r a c i a l stigma and went on to become 

Governor Stevens' secretary, interpreter and guide at a salary 

of "Five d o l l a r s a day in Gold Coins." 7 5 

According to Governor Stevens, there was "no such thing 

... as n e u t r a l i t y i n an Indian war, and whoever can remain on 

h i s claim unmolested, i s an a l l y of the enemy, and must be 

dealt with as such." 7 6 The "whoever" he was r e f e r r i n g to were 

the Metis and white men with Indian wives i n Pierce County on 

Puget Sound who were caught i n the middle of the h o s t i l i t i e s 

during the Yakima Indian War of 1855-1856. When the Indians 
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plo t t e d to capture Fort Nisqually, then i n charge of Dr. 

Tolmie, men with anti-Hudson's Bay Company sentiments began 

rumours and l e t t e r writing i n an attempt to show that Tolmie 

and the Hudson's Bay Company were i n c i t i n g the Indians to war. 

Worse, the r e t i r e d servants i n the area were accused of givi n g 

a i d and comfort to marauding Indians and ordered to go to the 

f o r t for t h e i r protection, but some refused. Consequently, i n 

March 1856, Stevens had them arrested and proclaimed martial 

law. Those who refused to leave t h e i r claims were held for 

m i l i t a r y t r i a l . 7 7 

Although many fur trade children experienced destruction 

to t h e i r property by the Indians, others had t h e i r belongings 

spared because of t h e i r relationships with the Indians. 

Indeed, some Metis households became, as Governor Stevens had 

charged, a refuge for white s e t t l e r s who put themselves under 

the protection of t h e i r part Indian neighbors i n order to 

insure t h e i r own safety. While Metis sons went to war, some 

of t h e i r s i s t e r s played an important r o l e as intermediaries 

between the Indians and white s e t t l e r s . During the Yakima 

Indian War, for example, one party of whites were saved 

because "of ex i s t i n g circumstances; that i s to say, several 

of the party had half-breed wives who, with t h e i r c h i l d r e n 

were d i s t a n t l y r e l a t e d , " to the Indians. In t h i s instance, the 

women acted as interpreters and exercised enough influence 
78 

over the warriors to allow the party to pass unmolested. 
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With t h e i r motives under continual scrutiny, some fur 

trade youngsters f e l t compelled to prove themselves i n feats 

of m i l i t a r y daring against native people. The boys who had 

been schooled at Fort Vancouver quickly acquired reputations 

as s k i l l e d Indian fight e r s and were sought a f t e r by the U.S. 

m i l i t a r y . /Among them were the sons of Hudson's Bay Company 

gentlemen l i k e William McKay, who was Assistant Surgeon and 

Second Lieutenant i n the U.S. Cavalry i n charge of the Warm 

Spring Indian Scouts; his brother, Donald, who commanded 

Umatilla scouts and was l a t e r dubbed the "hero of the Modoc 

War", and Archy Mcintosh, who commanded a company of f r i e n d l y 

Snake scouts. 7 9 Many servants' sons, l i k e Louis LaBonte, one 

of the f i r s t students at Fort Vancouver, also found themselves 

i n demand as interpreters, guides, scouts and Oregon 

volunteers. 8 0 

In these positions, Metis males were able to use the f u l l 

range of fur trade s k i l l s and native languages they had 

acquired i n childhood. The boys who sought positions i n the 

U.S. army had no problem i n answering a f f i r m a t i v e l y questions 

l i k e those posed by General Custer: "Do you know the country 

thoroughly, and can you speak any of the Indian languages?" 8 1 

For some, l i k e the multi-lingual B i l l y and Donald McKay, 

serving as Indian fight e r s continued the t r a d i t i o n established 

by t h e i r father, Tom, whose very name, the fur trade and white 

community believed, struck fear into the l o c a l Indian t r i b e s 

and c a r r i e d an "extensive influence over the aborigines" 
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82 throughout the t e r r i t o r y . As fur traders' sons, f i g h t i n g 

against native people was to follow i n the footsteps of the 

Hudson's Bay Company whose expertise i n handling, f o r e s t a l l i n g 

and q u e l l i n g Indian uprisings was well established and used 

to advantage by the Americans. At the outbreak of the f i r s t 

Indian war, for example, American mountain man Joseph Meek and 

hi s men t r a v e l l e d to Washington, D.C. to plead for m i l i t a r y 

assistance, wearing the caps and cloaks of Hudson's Bay 

Company employees because Company men were trusted more by the 

Indians. In short, i t was safer to t r a v e l through Indian 
• 83 

country as a 'Bay man,' or B r i t i s h e r , than an American. 

Even though the "French Company" and other troops 

commanded by fur traders• sons were instrumental i n subduing 

the Indians and bringing v i c t o r y to the American cause, the 

issue of race affected the young men even i n the m i l i t a r y 

arena. While army o f f i c e r s acknowledged that the t r u s t placed 

i n the scouts "had been f u l l y sustained by t h e i r actions," 

they nevertheless instructed Dr. William McKay and his 'half-

breed' s o l d i e r s to "carry Guidons or Colors to be displayed 

when approaching White troops i n the f i e l d i n order that 

accidents may be avoided." 

Moreover, i t was common po l i c y to divide the f i g h t i n g 

forces along r a c i a l l i n e s , so that i n the Snake War, Captain 

David Perry commanded " a l l the white troops", while Metis 

leaders l i k e McKay and Mcintosh were i n charge of Indian and 

half-breed scouts. 8 5 In the end, the half-breed status of many 
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scouts was never acknowledged. In United States m i l i t a r y 

records, they were c l a s s i f i e d as "Indian war veterans" meaning 

that they were Indians (rather than half-breeds) who had been 

on the side of the whites in the Indian wars. 8 6 

In addition to t h e i r wages, William McKay's men were 

e n t i t l e d to "40 cents per day" to feed t h e i r horses and were 

given the month of A p r i l "to attend to t h e i r crops." Although 

McKay was instructed to t e l l the men that "they may r e s t 

assured that government . . . w i l l not f a i l i n the promises 

made," af t e r the Indian wars many Metis veterans did not 

receive the pensions they were promised and i n m i l i t a r y 

records were considered to be i n a "non-combatant c l a s s . " 8 7 

Some did not even receive t h e i r pay. At the close of the Nez 

Perce Indian war i n 1877, the scouts were discharged i n Whoop-

Up country, Northern Montana and were paid with yellow 

vouchers marked: "PAYMENT SUBJECT TO FUTURE APPROPRIATIONS BY 

CONGRESS," which were not honored at l o c a l stores and did not 

allow the men to o u t f i t themselves for the homeward tr e k . 8 8 

Donald McKay, who made many f u t i l e attempts to c o l l e c t the 

ten thousand d o l l a r reward for his capture of the Indian 

leader, Captain Jack during the Modoc War, jested about the 

s i t u a t i o n he and many other Metis war veterans found 

themselves i n when tr y i n g to c o l l e c t outstanding debts from 

the government: 

I think there i s too much Indian i n me to ever get 
i t , s t i l l I am one-fourth white and one-fourth of 
the money would come good now that my many wounds 
have rendered me u n f i t to do any more s e r v i c e . 8 9 
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Like McKay, Metis war veterans were e a s i l y abused. They 

had been ordered to k i l l Indians and at least one old timer 

r e c a l l e d the days when Donald McKay had come marching through 

the Dalles with his Warm Spring Scouts "carrying the fresh 

scalps of the Snake Indians on t h e i r spears." Metis 

warriors c a r r i e d out the d i r t y work of war, but were forgotten 

once they ceased to be useful to American expansionist 

desires. At best they had been viewed as useful agents of the 

white race, rather than as legitimate members of i t . As 

Colonel G. W. Webb expressed i t : 

Knowing what the old-time Army Scouts on the p l a i n s 
r e a l l y meant to the Army — and then witnessing the 
ungrateful and inhuman treatment accorded these 
Scouts i n t h e i r old-age days of need — I [have] no 
adequate words ... to express my f e e l i n g s . 9 1 

VIII 

Another withdrawal of Metis from the cradleland of t h e i r 

b i r t h i n the lower Columbia Valley to the edges of the 

f r o n t i e r took place i n the aftermath of the disastrous 1861 

flo o d i n the Willamette, which "elevated the water at Champoeg 

at 112 feet above mean sea l e v e l , " washing away farms and 

reducing farm owners to poverty. 9 2 As T.W. Davenport noted 

i n 1903: 

Landless and moneyless, they scattered over the 
country, and, as i t were, dropped into a l l kinds of 
c a l l i n g s . Many of them have gone east of the 
Cascades and taken homesteads and pre-emption i n 
the a r i d regions, and there upon the bunch grass 
lands have gained a l i v i n g and some a competence by 
stock r a i s i n g and wool growing. Others followed up 
the streams into the mountains and i n some narrow 
v a l l e y made a home away from the everyday 
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temptations of the lowlanders. Others went to the 
coast. 

"Despised by the whites and hated by the Indians," as 

one observer phrased i t , many Metis chose the f a m i l i a r i t y of 

the unsettled landscape of t h e i r fur trade youth over reserva

t i o n s or more c i v i l i z e d s e t t i n g s . 9 4 "I f e l t , ever, and 

uncontrollably i n my blood," wrote Ranald Mcdonald, "the wild 

s t r a i n f o r wandering freedom." His sentiments were echoed by 

David McLoughlin, who stated he had gone to the remote 

Kootenay Valley i n B r i t i s h Columbia "to be f r e e . " 9 5 

I t was poverty rather than freedom, however, that was a 

deciding factor when some fur trade children moved onto 

Indian reservations. The economic imperative of the fur trade 

had required a continuation of native l i f e s t y l e s , yet the 

o f f i c e r s and t h e i r sons held the same ideas about i n d i v i d u a l 

land ownership, c u l t i v a t i o n and c i v i l i z a t i o n that were 

prevalent i n the Euro-American community. Like the reformers, 

they linked Indian s u r v i v a l to a g r i c u l t u r a l t r a i n i n g . 

McLoughlin f e l t that by h i r i n g Indian laborers to work the 

f i e l d s at Fort Vancouver, he was contributing to t h e i r future 

well being. Where farming was impractical to implement among 

the Indians, i t was adopted for the half-breeds. In 1828, 

McLoughlin allowed settlement i n the 'Garden of Columbia,' as 

the Willamette was known, so that servants' youngsters would 

be "brought to c u l t i v a t e the ground". 9 6 

Nearly t h i r t y years l a t e r , McLoughlin's assistant, James 

Douglas, who was then Governor of Vancouver Island, suggested 
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to Lord Lytton, the B r i t i s h Colonial Secretary, that 

reservations should i n a l l cases include c u l t i v a t e d f i e l d s 

and v i l l a g e s i t e s so that "from habit and association natives 

would invar i a b l y conceive a strong attachment" to the land. 9 7 

Like eastern reformers, the western gentlemen of the fur 

trade wanted the Indians to r e l i n q u i s h t h e i r culture and be 

assimilated into Euro-American society. They endorsed 

reservations as the f i r s t step i n t h i s process and did not 

think that some of t h e i r children would l i v e out t h e i r l i v e s 

on such reservations. 

Their ideas were also expressed by t h e i r sons. For 

example, i n 1884, Andrew Pambrun, who homesteaded on d i f f e r e n t 

reservation lands at various times, wrote a strong p o l i c y 

recommendation to Senator G.F.Hoar: 

That the Indians be a l l o t e d i n severalty, my 
experience being, that As soon as an Indian owned 
a farm of his own, he soon f e l t independent and 
ignored his chief. Thus doing away with t r i b a l 
r e l a t i o n s . And that as soon as a l l o t t e d , he be made 
a c i t i z e n , that i s to be awarded the same p r i v i l e g e s 
and protection as the white man.98 

As the nineteenth century wore on, the subject of h a l f -

breed reservations received more attention. Metis communities 

s p l i t on the idea of Indian-styled reservations for 

themselves, but there was a general consensus on both sides 

of the Canada-United States border that land should be given 

to them by v i r t u e of t h e i r Indian blood or t h e i r pioneering 

e f f o r t s and that such lands should exclude whites. 9 9 

For a few Metis, the Indian reservations served as a 
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replacement for the f a m i l i a r and p a t e r n a l i s t i c Hudson's Bay 

Company f o r t s . In theory, the reservations were supposed to 

be all-encompassing i n s t i t u t i o n s , as the f o r t s had been, 

providing care from the cradle to the grave. The o f f e r of free 

land on the reservations was. also important to some Metis. 

In r e a l i t y , however, few reservations l i v e d up to t h e i r 

expectations and many fur trade children, as well as Indians, 

appear to have d r i f t e d on and off of them at w i l l , rather than 

s e t t l i n g permanently. At least, i f the Catholic Church 

Records of the Grand Ronde Indian Reservation (1860-1898) are 

of any indic a t i o n , then few fur trade c h i l d r e n became f u l l 

time residents. Grand Ronde, which was established i n the 

1850s as one of only two reservations for the coastal Oregon 

Indians, had sixty-two heads of households, but only seventeen 

of them were formerly associated with the Hudson's Bay 

Company.100 While t h i s represents a high percentage (27%) of 

Metis among the Indians, i t i s a very modest number of people 

when compared with the several thousands of fur trade c h i l d r e n 

spread throughout the P a c i f i c Northwest i n mainstream society. 

The second reservation for the remnants of the coastal 

Indian population, the S i l e t z Indian Reservation, had few, i f 

any, fur trade children i n i t s population. 1 0 1 Both 

reservations went through a demographic c r i s i s i n the l a s t 

h a l f of the nineteenth century. Although the reservation 

families were large, few children survived infancy. Deaths 

outnumbered bi r t h s , reservation numbers f e l l and the 



455 

government reduced the sizes of the reservation lands. 1 0 2 In 

short, the conditions on these reservations had l i t t l e to 

entice fur trade children as permanent residents. 

IX 

Starting i n the 1820s, half-breeds were accorded separate 

a r t i c l e s i n at least three d i f f e r e n t United States Indian 

t r e a t i e s which encouraged them "to exertion and improvement 

by the possession of permanent property and f i x e d 

residences." 1 0 3 But, placing Metis on Indian reservations 

contributed to internal c o n f l i c t s on the reservations which 

did not go unnoticed by American au t h o r i t i e s . Like the Sac 

and Fox Metis who were " i n a l l respects, i d e n t i f i e d with the 

white population" and would not be induced to abandon 

c i v i l i z e d l i f e to s e t t l e with the Indians, the presence of 

mixed-bloods on reservations tended to be detrimental to the 

retention of Indian c u l t u r e . 1 0 4 As part of t h e i r c u l t u r a l 

baggage, the Metis brought with them Euro-American values and 

attitudes, which often led to f a c t i o n a l disputes on the 

reservations. Commonly, the mixed-bloods sided with whites 

and t h e i r desires for material progress, while Indians tended 

to oppose change i f i t meant relinquishing t h e i r t r a d i t i o n s . 1 0 5 

During Andrew Jackson's time i n the White House, mixed-

bloods were refused any land ri g h t s on Indian reservations 

because of the problems they were believed to create. 

Instead, Jackson's administration provided monetary a l l o c a 

t i o n s , but t h i s did not stop Metis p o l i t i c a l and economic 
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influences on the reservations. By the 1850s, i t was clear 

that Jackson's p o l i c y had f a i l e d and once again Metis were 

granted reservation land rights provided they l i v e d i n the 

ceded area and did not choose to follow c i v i l i z e d l i f e and 

"reside among the whites." 

This mandate was absurd. The purpose of the reservation 

was to c i v i l i z e the Indians and the primary i n s t i t u t i o n s of 

white society were supposed to be provided to accomplish the 

task. The Metis, who were already "considerably advanced i n 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , " could hardly be l e f t out. Realizing t h i s f o l l y , 

reformers gradually accepted half-breeds on the reservations 

and encouraged them to be the l i n k s between white and "red" 

c u l t u r e s . 1 0 6 

In general, apathy, ignorance and government delays 

marked the Metis land question on bbth sides of the border. 1 0 7 

In Canada, homestead lands rather than reservations were 

deemed appropriate for half-breeds. The Manitoba Act of 1870 

set aside 1,400,000 acres for an estimated 10,000 Metis 

claimants, but no similar provisions were made for Metis i n 

the re s t of the Canada1 s Northwest who were supposed to be 

treated l i k e "just another class of white s e t t l e r s . " 

The r e s u l t of t h i s land policy, which also sought to 

survey the Metis's s t r i p r i v e r l o t s to conform to the Canadian 

square system, was b i t t e r l y resented ty the l a r g e l y French 

speaking and Catholic Metis who participated i n the Northwest 

Rebellion of 1885. After the r e b e l l i o n , heads of households, 



including women, and some children were offered 160 acres of 

land by s c r i p or s c r i p worth $160 to extinguish t h e i r claims 

to land as descendants of aboriginal mothers, but the system 

f a i l e d to deal adequately with Metis claimants. A sizable 

number of Metis wanted the cash outright and t h i s prompted 

land speculators to buy up claims at 3 0 to 50 percent of face 

value leaving a b i t t e r legacy of landless and impoverished 

Metis. Those who l i v e d as Indians, but who had accepted land 

or money s c r i p , were disenfranchised from Indian status and 

r i g h t s . 1 0 9 

Although Metis from Montana were among the claimants, i t 

i s not known how many fur trade children, born i n the Canadian 

Northwest but raised in Oregon, or youngsters born of Canadian 

Indian wives of Hudson's Bay Company traders l i v i n g i n Oregon, 

c o l l e c t e d land or s c r i p under Canadian law. By the 1870s, the 

ranks of Montana Metis had been swelled by Oregon Metis who 

were l i v i n g i n western Washington when i t became part of that 

s t a t e . 1 1 0 Moreover, there was a constant t r a f f i c of Metis 

f a m i l i e s back and forth across the border and strong kinship 

t i e s with Canadian r e l a t i v e s . Under these circumstances, 

Andrew Pambrun's daughter and son-in-law, who l i v e d i n 

Choteau, Montana, "picked up s c r i p t [sic] land i n Canada." 

I t i s l i k e l y that they were not the only fur trade family with 

members born i n the P a c i f i c Northwest that took advantage of 

the land or money being offered. 1 1 1 

The scheme to establish exclusive Metis colonies or 
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reservations appears to have originated with the Catholic 

clergy rather than Metis people themselves. The p r i e s t s took 

a paternal stance towards t h e i r mixed-blood f l o c k s and, i n 

t h e i r attempts to protect them from both whites and Indians, 

reinforced t h e i r i d e n t i t y and culture as people 'in-between'. 

In Saskatchewan, i t was Father Andre and other p r i e s t s who 

urged the formation of an a l l Metis colony around the St. 

Laurent Mission i n the Batoche-St. Louis-Duck Lake region of 

the t e r r i t o r y . 1 1 2 In Alberta, Father Lacombe began encouraging 

Metis f a m i l i e s to s e t t l e around St. Albert, north of Edmonton, 

i n 1861. In the 1890s, he was instrumental i n turning the 

settlement into a Metis reservation, or colony, which excluded 

whites and Indians, but included over 600 f a m i l i e s from the 

Dakotas and Montana who were "homeless, jobless and without 

provisions. *'113 

On a smaller scale, Father Charles Marie Pandosy, a 

member of Bishop Blanchet's group of Oblate e c c l e s i a s t i c s i n 

Oregon, who had been accused of supplying h o s t i l e Indians with 

arms and powder during the Indian wars i n Washington 

Te r r i t o r y , persuaded several r e t i r e d servants' f a m i l i e s 

including those of Cyrian Lawrence, William Pion, Jules 

Blondeaux, Francis Curtsland and Charles and Joseph C h r i s t i a n 

to cross the border and s e t t l e near the mission he had founded 

i n 1862 on the banks of Mission Creek, i n what would become 

part of greater Kelowna, B r i t i s h Columbia. 1 1 4 

In the 1880s, Andrew Pambrun lobbied for "the mixed-
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bloods, r e l a t i v e s " of Indians already on reservations being 

admitted to those reservations throughout the former Oregon 

T e r r i t o r y . Such a plan was not without u l t e r i o r motives since 

i t allowed Pambrun and other Metis to l e g a l l y claim t h e i r 

homesteads on Indian lands without having to go through the 

adoption process, which was controlled by the Indian. But, as 

the class conscious Pambrun, himself the son of a French 

Canadian, concluded: 

A l l know that one half of these people are 
descendants of the French Canadians, who being 
i l l i t e r a t e themselves, cared not for the 
enlightenment of t h e i r i l l - g o t t e n progeny. Thus 
being l e f t without heritage, mental or worldly, 
humanity demanded that something should be done for 
t h e i r r e l i e f . With t h i s object they were permitted 
to j o i n t h e i r r e l a t i v e s . 

This t r i c k l e of fur trade youngsters onto reservations, 

however, was met with opposition by "would be land grabbers" 

who threatened to f i x the Indians with "a G a t t l i n g [sic] gun" 

and shoot the "halfbreeds" as well, including the i n s t i g a t o r 

of the plan, Andrew Pambrun.115 

X 

By the century's end, the eff e c t s of Euro-American racism 

on fur trade youngsters was re f l e c t e d i n alcoholism, poverty, 

loss of status and other s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e s . Like t h e i r Chinook 

ancestors before them, the Metis suffered from c u l t u r a l 

despair. The d i r e c t i o n of things to come appeared as early as 

1844. In that year Margaret Bailey, a white n o v e l i s t who was 

a l l too f a m i l i a r with abuse at the hands of her alchoholic 

English-born husband Dr. William Bailey, noted i n her 
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Willamette dairy: 

A half-breed young woman whom I much love came here 
t h i s morning with her [Metis] husband. He was much 
intoxicated, and ' t i s the f i r s t time I have ever 
seen him thus. His amiable wife t r i e d to hide h i s 
shame . . . She says her husband never was intoxicated 
t i l l he went to the infamous John Hord's [bar] at 
Champoeg." 1 1 6 

I t was a curious state of a f f a i r s . By 1900, the remnants 

of once powerful Indian nations had been subjugated and were 

lar g e l y out of sight on reservations. The few v i s i b l e Metis 

populations that had not been incorporated into Indian society 

or assimilated into the white community l i v e d on the periphery 

out of harm's way. In short, neither Indians nor Metis posed 

any threat to society, yet the new doctrines of s o c i a l 

Darwinism and eugenics i n North American society escalated 

racism f a r beyond what i t had been e a r l i e r i n the century, 

when western Indians had yet to be conquered and the white 

community, whatever else might be said, had a healthy respect 

for both the Indians who might attack them and the Metis who 

could save them. 1 1 7 

The subjugation of the Indians, l i k e that of the Metis, 

stripped away much of the power, control and autonomy they had 

once had over t h e i r l i v e s . Under the constant stigma of 'half-

breed', fur trade youngsters had been marginalized even while 

serving the dominant society. They had been held i n suspicion 

and opprobrium by the very same white s e t t l e r s who had 

depended upon them for essential l i f e support during the 

Indian wars and were seen as a danger to t h e i r desired s o c i a l 



patterns. Like a l l cultures, Indian and Metis l i f e s t y l e s were 

i n a constant state of change, but, by 1900, i t was more 

convenient to view Indians with nostalgia as l i v i n g f o s s i l s 

of t h e i r p r i m i t i v e past, and el d e r l y fur trade youngsters, 

l i k e 88 year old Louis Labonte, s t i l l r e s i d i n g i n the 

Willamette Valley, as ' r e l i c s ' of the fur trade. 

The attitudes fur trade children developed towards 

themselves were as malevolent as the external forces of racism 

they experienced. I t was d i f f i c u l t to dismiss the authority 

of science and the attitudes towards them l a r g e l y spawned by 

the ' s c i e n t i f i c theories' as they t r i c k l e d into the popular 

culture of the white community. Over time, some youngsters 

must have come to believe that the ' s c i e n t i f i c ' views of 

themselves were true. Others suspected they might be true, 

while s t i l l others challenged the notion that they were 

i n f e r i o r to white people. Nearly a l l exhibited f e e l i n g s of 

personal inadequacy or i n f e r i o r i t y i n t h e i r writings at one 

time or another. 1 1 9 

Like other victims of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e , some fur trade 

ch i l d r e n were ashamed of t h e i r mixed-blood heritage and 

disguised t h e i r o r i g i n s . Despite racism, or perhaps because 

of i t , the majority of Metis children integrated into white 

s o c i e t y . 1 2 0 They were aided i n t h i s process by t h e i r genetic 

inheritance which permitted those with l i g h t skin and Anglo-

Saxon features to blend i n with the general population i n a 

way that was not possible for native people or t h e i r more 
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darkly-hued Metis s i b l i n g s . In short, faced with few p o s i t i v e 

a l t e r n a t i v e s , fur trade youngsters found the most b e n e f i c i a l 

way out of their s o c i a l limbo was to become white. 

To be white was to have opportunities denied Indians and 

half-breeds. To be white was to be equal. To be white was to 

be r i c h , or so the thinking went. But t h i s was an easier task 

for fur trade s i s t e r s than i t was for t h e i r brothers. The 

shortage of white women in the P a c i f i c Northwest allowed them 

to marry white men, while t h e i r brothers were more l i k e l y to 

remain with Metis or Indian people. As descendants of B r i t i s h 

subjects, however, i t was possible for Oregon fur trade 

childre n of both sexes to categorize themselves on the United 

States census as Canadians or foreigners and, therefore, as 

whites, rather than Indians or half-breeds. As such, they 

were a pri v i l e g e d group within the mixed-blood population 

which developed after settlement. White status e n t i t l e d them 

to United States c i t i z e n s h i p and land grants. 1 2 1 

As T.W. Davenport found while i n v e s t i g a t i n g the 

descendants of the Willamette Valley Metis i n 1903, the 

majority were Eembers of mainstream society and did not f i t 

h i s a p r i o r i r a c i a l assumptions. He concluded h i s study: 

Many of the young have found ample success i n other 
avocations and do not regret the loss of the 
parental donations. They are found on the bench, at 
the bar, in the pulpit, i n the governmental employ, 
i n college f a c u l t i e s , and i n a l l honorable pursuits. 
Only a few have ignobly f a i l e d . . . f o r f a l l i n g into 
the drink habit they l o s t t h e i r w i l l s . 1 2 2 

In contrast to fur trade children who renounced t h e i r 
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Indian ancestry, Metis who took pride i n t h e i r maternal 

lineage repeatedly strove to prove they were as good as white 

people. As Ranald McDonald wrote in old age: "I am proud and 

have no reason to be ashamed of my blue blood of the American 

Indian. I plead g u i l t y to the soft impeachment of being 

n a t u r a l l y quick to resent an i n s u l t on t h i s score or any 

other." 1 2 3 The eldest daughter of the Fort Vancouver teacher, 

Solomon Smith, "expressed herself as almost i r r e s i s t i b l y drawn 

to the murder of her father for the treatment she received 

because of the native blood i n her veins. She hotly declared 

she knew her s e l f to be just as good as any of her white g i r l 

f r i e n d s , but that people (men especially) did not look at her 

the same way they did at her white f r i e n d s . " 1 2 4 

Such perceptions were based on experience. When 

Lieutenant William Peel, the son of S i r Robert Peel and other 

naval o f f i c e r s of the Royal Marines, v i s i t e d the Willamette 

i n 1845, a b a l l was held i n t h e i r honour at Dr. John 

McLoughlin's newly completed g r i s t m i l l i n Oregon C i t y . The 

men "became rather free i n t h e i r actions i n dancing with some 

of the half-breed g i r l s , " and Dr. Newell, an early American 

pioneer who had a native wife, called Lieut. Peel to one side 

to remonstrate with him. "The Lieutenant said, "I r e a l l y did 

no harm, Doctor." Newell replied, "No, Lieutenant, but you 

know you would not have acted in that manner with a young lady 

of your own class i n London." 1 2 5 

While i t was d i f f i c u l t to grapple with s c i e n t i f i c 
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pronouncements that they were i n f e r i o r to white people, fur 

trade youngsters w i l l i n g l y accepted the c o r o l l a r y to t h i s 

idea. Mixed-blood males were not opposed to the Euro-American 

notion, espoused by Daniel Wilson and others, that they had 

"greater powers of endurance" and were "bolder warriors and 

better hunters" than "pure-blood Indians." 1 2 6 They prided 

themselves on such masculine c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and, i n turn, 

these q u a l i t i e s made them the backbone of the fur trade and 

i d e a l candidates for m i l i t a r y service. By accepting the 

d i c t a t e s of science which saw them as a people "in-between", 

Metis youngsters o b j e c t i f i e d the c o n f l i c t between the white 

and red races and some of them suffered discontent as young 

adults r e s u l t i n g from an uncertain 'between and betwixt' 

i d e n t i t y . In short, the s c i e n t i f i c views i n d i r e c t l y r e i n f o r c e d 

the 'half-breed' s e l f i d e n t i t y as a group apart. 

XI 

While a sizeable number of fur trade children attempted 

to r e t a i n t h e i r identity by l i v i n g i n small family groups on 

the edge of the f r o n t i e r , without the Willamette V a l l e y to 

provide a centre for c u l t u r a l growth and renewal, there was 

no exclusive haven for fur trade-cum-Metis culture i n the 

P a c i f i c Northwest. Before long, t h e i r f r o n t i e r r e t r e a t s became 

small 'white' towns in B r i t i s h Columbia, Washington, Oregon 

and Montana. 1 2 7 To the outsider and newcomers a l i k e , i t 

appeared that the culture born of the fur trade had passed 

away and that the Metis had become victims of higher 
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c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

At the same time, fur trade youngsters whose property 

f e l l within reservation boundaries were awarded s p e c i a l Indian 

status by v i r t u e of t h e i r p r i o r settlement. Like the Metis who 

w i l l i n g l y moved onto reservations, they were soon regarded as 

Indians. 1 2 8 Where the once proud native people of Oregon had 

expressed open d i s l i k e of half-white children, they were now 

reduced i n numbers, broken i n s p i r i t , mixed with other native 

cultures, and could o f f e r no resistance to Metis 

encroachment. 1 2 9 Moreover, the white technology and foreign 

ideologies found on the reservations were more f a m i l i a r to the 

Metis than they were to native people. As a consequence, fur 

trade c h i l d r e n often assumed leadership positions among the 

Indians. For example, on the Grand Ronde Reservation Chief 

Louis N i p i s s i n g of the Umpquas, was the son of Hudson's Bay 

Company servant Louis Nipissing and his Chinook wife. Joseph 

Sanagratti, the Indian Council judge and head of the Indian 

p o l i c e force, was the son of a French-Iroquois Company 

freeman, who had been educated at the Methodist mission. 1 3 0 

XII 

Despite l i v i n g i n white communities and on Indian 

reservations, the children's fur trade xconsciousness• was 

not e a s i l y l o s t . Whatever culture i s , s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t s tend 

to agree that i t i s not as simple as "one culture per 

society", nor, i t would seem, i s there any r e s t r i c t i o n on 

i n d i v i d u a l s or groups operating i n one or more cultures 



concurrently at d i f f e r e n t periods of t h e i r l i v e s . The 

children c a r r i e d t h e i r fur trade t r a d i t i o n s into t h e i r new 

s o c i a l environments and, although they modified these customs 

to some extent, they continued to adhere to them and organize 

t h e i r l i v e s along customary patterns. In the second h a l f of 

the nineteenth century, the youngsters were able to r e t a i n 

t h e i r i d e n t i t y through a complicated network of kinship 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s which stretched throughout the en t i r e region. 

In the aftermath of the fur trade, mixed-blood children 

developed a b i - c u l t u r a l strategy for s u r v i v a l which continues 

to t h i s day among descendants who have some family members 

l i v i n g on reservations, while most l i v e within the mainstream 

of white society. Indeed, the children were able to function 

so well i n both white and Indian cultures that the apparent 

disappearance of 'half-breeds' led past h i s t o r i a n s to be 

unaware of t h e i r c u l t u r a l importance. 

In b r i e f , the persistence of a fur trade-cum-Metis 

culture a f t e r the demise of the fur trade rested on i t s power 

to synthesize the advantages of i t s deri v a t i v e sources i n 

Euro-American and Indian cultures and to take on the 

protective colorations of either culture as circumstances 

dictated. Adaptation did not mean c a p i t u l a t i o n of the 

childrens' i d e n t i t i e s . In spite of racism and v i c t i m i z a t i o n , 

many mixed-blood offspring of the traders challenged the 

dominant society and perpetuated t h e i r own 'half-breed' 

i d e n t i t y which they r e t a i n to t h i s day. In the t w i l i g h t of 
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nineteenth century fur trade culture, consciousness of the fur 

trade heritage remains. But i n the l a t e 1870s, when two fur 

trade daughters, Christina MacDonald and Amelia Douglas, wife 

of S i r James Douglas, f i r s t Governor of B r i t i s h Columbia, met 

for the f i r s t time, Christina noted: "We talked i n our 

excitement i n French, i n Indian and i n mixed English and Lady 

Douglas remarked how she l i k e d to hear the o l d language 

again." 1 3 3 

XIII 

The P a c i f i c Northwest underwent tremendous s o c i a l , 

economic and ecological changes within the fur trade 

children's l i f e t i m e s . They witnessed the e x t i n c t i o n of the 

Chinook Indians who had given them b i r t h , the demise of the 

fur trade which nurtured them, and the s e t t l i n g of the region 

by Euro-Americans who regarded them as i n f e r i o r people. Under 

the pressure of such upheavals, transiency remained a 

p e r s i s t e n t feature and, i n t h e i r movements, fur trade 

youngsters became the f i r s t pioneers i n many regions. 

C o l l e c t i v e l y , they were instrumental i n opening the P a c i f i c 

Northwest for white settlement. This contribution d i d not go 

e n t i r e l y unnoticed. Whatever else was said of them, 

anthropologists and historians i n the l a t e nineteenth and 

early twentieth century recognized that the fur trade c h i l d r e n 

had contributed "a most important part i n the advance of 

mankind," and "have been, i n t h e i r humble way, playing an 

important part i n the colonization and c i v i l i z a t i o n of the Far 
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Conclusion 

At Easter time, wild strawberries and other meadow 

flowers bloom i n the cemeteries on the S i l e t z and Grand Ronde 

Indian reservations where the l a s t of the Chinook and other 

coastal Oregon t r i b e s were placed i n the 1850s. The se t t i n g 

i s peaceful, but there are no fur trade c h i l d r e n at r e s t at 

S i l e t z and only f i v e f a m i l i a r names, LaChance, LaBonte, 

Pe t i t e , Quenelle and Northwest, are to be found on the 

headstones and wooden markers at Grand Ronde.1 

A v i s i t to the cemeteries helps confirm the conclusion 

reached i n t h i s thesis that few fur trade c h i l d r e n l i v e d with 

the coastal Indians of Oregon. In contrast to the view that 

the fur trade brought only minimal c u l t u r a l change to native 

people, I conclude that the fur trade, which brought malaria, 

venereal diseases and environmental transformations, had a 

devastating impact on the natives of the Lower Columbia River, 

and resulted i n such rapid change that i t was impossible for 

the people to adjust quickly enough to o f f s e t the damage to 

themselves and t h e i r cultures. 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between coastal native people and fur 

trade chi l d r e n was a d i f f i c u l t one and the s u r v i v a l of Metis 

youngsters among the Chinook t r i b e s was precarious. They were 

not wanted and as a re s u l t of the " c u l t u r a l despair" brought 

about by the fur trade, native people sought to destroy them. 

At the same time, biology played a part. Native women risked 

more c h i l d b i r t h complications with mixed-blood youngsters than 
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they d i d with native infants and they practiced abortion to 

avoid these d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

In the Oregon fur trade, by contrast, these c h i l d b i r t h 

complications were not so grave as to prevent the development 

of a s i z a b l e Metis population. The t r a n s i t i o n of native women 

to fur trade wives, however, was not a smooth one, and i n the 

process, native women appear to have l o s t the t r a d i t i o n a l 

support systems which guided them through c h i l d b i r t h i n t h e i r 

own cultures. During the Hudson's Bay Company era, native 

c h i l d b i r t h methods were gradually superseded by Euro-American 

o b s t e t r i c s . 

II 

At Lac l a Hache, B r i t i s h Columbia, i n the summer of 1982, 

I was taken to a c a r e f u l l y maintained private cemetery to view 

the grave of Sarah Ogden McKinley, one of Narcissa Whitman's 

pupi l s at Fort Vancouver i n 1836. Early i n the spring of 1989, 

I was escorted to the grave of L e t i c i a Bird McKay, who had 

come from Red River i n 1841 and was one of the Metis midwives 

who delivered fur trade children. The hand-carved gravestone 

was nestled among the evergreen trees i n the old Harrison 

Cemetery on a road that winds through the lush farmland on the 

North Tualatin Plains i n Oregon where L e t i c i a had l i v e d . In 

the old section of the Ross Bay cemetery i n V i c t o r i a , B r i t i s h 

Columbia, there i s a cl u s t e r of fur trade childrens' graves 

just behind the la^g© funeieai lenufflent to Aaeila peugiVB, ane 

of the most celebrated fur trade daughters. These graves both 
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of the most celebrated fur trade daughters. These graves both 

confirm the h i s t o r i c a l existence of the fur trade c h i l d r e n and 

r e f l e c t upon t h e i r movements i n the aftermath of the Hudson's 

Bay Company era. 

At C h r i s t i n a Lake, i n the Kootenay D i s t r i c t of B r i t i s h 

Columbia, few of the residents know that t h e i r summer r e t r e a t 

and the mountain range which flanks the lake was named a f t e r 

C h r i s t i n a MacDonald, who owned and managed a fur trading post 

i n Kamloops and whose beauty and equestrian s k i l l s were noted 

i n more than one man's journals. 2 

Just below Midway, B r i t i s h Columbia, on the United States 

side of the border, i s Ranald MacDonald's grave and an 

h i s t o r i c marker which acknowledges him as a l o c a l pioneer and 

the f i r s t teacher of English i n Japan. More than 500 miles 

away at the s i t e of Ranald's birthplace at Old Fort A s t o r i a , 

there i s another monument to him erected i n 1988, as a j o i n t 

t r i b u t e from Japanese and American people. 

The once l i v e l y Metis community on White Horse Plains 

near Fort C o l v i l e ( C o l v i l l e ) and the f o r t i t s e l f have mostly 

been flooded by the hydroelectric projects on the Columbia 

River, but i n the public l i b r a r y i n the town of C o l v i l l e , a 

few miles away, there i s a old map framed i n glass which shows 

the o r i g i n a l donation land claims of the fur trade c h i l d r e n . 

At Fort Vancouver on the north side of the Columbia 

River, across from present day Portland, Oregon, there i s 

l i t t l e inside the h i s t o r i c stockade to suggest the immense 
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"emporium i n the wilderness." In 1849, when the United States 

Army took over the f o r t most of the buildings were demolished 

to make way for m i l i t a r y structures. Although some 

reconstruction has taken place, nothing remains of the 

servant's v i l l a g e where the children played. Indeed, much of 

the v i l l a g e s i t e l i e s under the freeway which connects 

C a l i f o r n i a to B r i t i s h Columbia. 

Some descendants of the fur trade c h i l d r e n s t i l l l i v e 

i n the Willamette, but there are few traces i n the v a l l e y to 

indicate that t h i s was once the heartland of the P a c i f i c 

Northwest Metis. Champeog, the main v i l l a g e of the r e t i r e d 

traders and t h e i r families, was largely destroyed by the 

Willamette River flood of 1861. Champeog State Park on the 

b l u f f above commemorates the p r o v i s i o n a l government organized 

there i n the spring of 1843, but reveals l i t t l e of the part 

played by the fur trade children i n that government. Further 

down the v a l l e y , the ' o r i g i n a l ' 1838 Catholic Church Mission 

of St. Paul, a l i t t l e log shanty which served the r e t i r e d fur 

traders and t h e i r f a m i l i e s , remains i n the shadow of a newer, 

larger, Catholic church. A few French place names also r e c a l l 

a time when the v a l l e y was home to a thousand or so fur trade 

children. 

My f i e l d t r i p s support the conclusion reached i n t h i s 

t h e s i s that, i n the aftermath of the fur trade, many of the 

c h i l d r e n spread throughout the P a c i f i c Northwest and were i n 

the course of time absorbed into the mainstream population. 
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Local genealogies also support t h i s contention. An account 

written i n 1965 about the family of Quebec born Astorian-cum-

Hudson Bay Company servant Joseph Gervais and h i s Metis 

ch i l d r e n i l l u s t r a t e s something about how t h i s t r a n s i t i o n took 

place over the generations: 

The Gervaises, aft e r more than a century i n the 
Willamette Valley, are s t i l l known to the American 
West, continuing a six-generation community service 
to Oregon and t h e i r country. Joseph's son Isaac 
fought i n the Indian wars and went to the C a l i f o r n i a 
gold f i e l d s . His son Z. Jerome was a rancher, miner 
and conservationist. Jerome was followed by h i s son, 
Louis, and his sons Joseph and Richard and t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n . Louis Gervais, a great-grandson, formerly 
of Portland and now of Wemme on Mt. Hood was a 
Marine Lieutenant i n World War I, and l a t e r i n 
charge of the western d i v i s i o n of the lumber branch 
of the O f f i c e of Price Administration (OPA). His son 
Joseph i s head of sales and services i n the western 
r a i l r o a d d i v i s i o n of Union Carbide. Richard i s plant 
manager for Brooks-Scanlon, Inc., at Bend, the 
biggest pine m i l l i n Oregon. Isaac Gervais, son of 
Louis Gervais uncle (Isaac Gervais), i s i n the 
logging equipment business i n Eugene.3 

Early on i n my research, I began to develop my own 

genealogical f i l e s . As t h i s thesis concludes, i t i s r e l a t i v e l y 

easy to show that the acculturation goals of the church, 

school and c a p i t a l i s t enterprise of the Hudson's Bay Company 

were l a r g e l y successful. I t i s possible to make an impressive 

l i s t of the achievements made by the fur trade children i n 

many occupations and professions. As already indicated, many 

of the childr e n were pioneers i n various places throughout the 

P a c i f i c Northwest, but p a r t i c u l a r l y i n those areas where the 

old north-south fur trade brigade routes once ran. Many l o c a l 

h i s t o r i e s acknowledge the children's contributions. For 
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h i s t o r i e s acknowledge the children's contributions. For 

example, Gordon MacNab's A Century of News and People i n the 

East Oregonian, (1975), describes the Chinook-born Fort 

Vancouver p u p i l , Dr. William McKay: 

[In 1851] The f i r s t actual s e t t l e r of Umatilla 
Country was the grandson of a partner of John Jacob 
Astor. . .and stepson of Dr.John McLoughlin. . .McKay's 
claim was at the mouth of How-ti-mi Creek (McKay 
Creek). His ranch developed into a trading post and 
was a popular stopping place for t r a v e l l e r s . He 
planted the f i r s t f r u i t trees and had c a t t l e , but 
h i s trees didn't survive the Yakima Indian War of 
1855.4 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t to be a serious scholar of P a c i f i c 

Northwest his t o r y without being aware that a sizeable 

percentage of the population i n the region i s of Indian 

ancestry. In the past, however, many h i s t o r i a n s ignored t h i s 

f a c t i n t h e i r writings. 5 In some cases, such decisions were 

prudent; i n other cases, hi s t o r y became d i s t o r t e d . 6 Such 

omissions t e l l much about the nature of the society and the 

t a i n t associated with having 'Indian blood'. Racism rooted i n 

nineteenth century science had few regional boundaries. 

Many of the conclusions reached i n t h i s t h e s i s are 

involved with the question of race and racism. As I argue i n 

the text, the b e l i e f that nature was more powerful than 

nurture was replaced during the fur trade children's 

l i f e t i m e s by concepts of r a c i a l s u p e r i o r i t y based on 

evolutionary and b i o l o g i c a l theories which deemed 'half-

breeds' i n f e r i o r to whites. These r a c i a l a t t i t u d e s were 

r e f l e c t e d i n the p o l i t i c s of Oregon s e t t l e r s who attempted to 
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disenfranchise 1 half-breed 1 males. 

The struggle for fur trade children was in learning how 

to cope with racism while retaining t h e i r self-worth and 

d i g n i t y as human beings and as 'half-breeds.' There were no 

easy routes. Like other victims of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e , the 

response of the children to racism varied. Some were ashamed 

of t h e i r mixed-blood heritage and disguised t h e i r o r i g i n s , 

while others took pride i n t h e i r maternal lineage and sought 

to prove they were as good as white people. 

Despite racism, however, the shortage of white women i n 

the P a c i f i c Northwest permitted Metis g i r l s access to the 

dominant society through marriage to white men, while i t 

denied t h i s entrance to t h e i r brothers. At the same time, the 

r e a l i t y of d i f f e r i n g r a c i a l appearances among s i b l i n g s i n 

i n d i v i d u a l fur trade families had profound consequences i n 

the children's l i v e s . The f a i r e s t tended to be well received 

i n white society, while t h e i r darker and more 'native' looking 

brothers and s i s t e r s were regarded as i n f e r i o r and treated as 

Indians. Some may have become Indians as a r e s u l t . What can 

be said with certainty i s that fur trade youngsters made 

choices and adapted as best they could to the changing 

circumstances i n t h e i r l i v e s . 

The growing up experiences of fur trade children, which 

were shaped by the Euro-American concepts of cl a s s and 

capitalism, helped ease the children's t r a n s i t i o n into 

American society. The schooling of fur trade children aided 
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and acquainting them with Euro-American values. But schooling 

also took on new meanings not envisioned by the teachers. By 

bringing children of various mixed-blood backgrounds together, 

the schools unintentionally helped forge a fur trade 1 h a l f -

breed 1 or Metis 'consciousness' among t h e i r wards — a 

'consciousness' that was retained in l a t e r l i f e through a 

complex network of kinship relationships i n the native and 

white communities which stretched throughout the region. 

The s u r v i v a l of t h i s 'consciousness', t h i s sense of being 

d i f f e r e n t , of being 'half-breed', had much to do with the 

children's a b i l i t i e s to take on the protective colorations 

of either American or native cultures as circumstances 

dictated. Thus, three of the four o f f i c e r s sons i n the f i r s t 

c l a s s at Fort Vancouver, Dr. B i l l y McKay, Andrew Pambrun and 

David McLoughlin were members of both white and native 

communities at various times i n t h e i r l i v e s . When they l i v e d 

with native people, however, they retained t h e i r 'white' 

status i n the l o c a l communities and often acted as 

intermediaries between the native people and the white 

s e t t l e r s , rather than embracing native culture as t h e i r own. 

On balance, the fur trade children appear to have been 

drawn more towards the dominant white culture than towards 

native l i f e on the reservations. This i s not s u r p r i s i n g . As 

t h i s t h e s i s has suggested, the formal means of educating the 

fur trade youngsters were aimed at teaching them the C h r i s t i a n 
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values and mores of Euro-American society and eradicating 

t h e i r s o-called 'Indian t r a i t s . ' The contact that fur trade 

c h i l d r e n had with native people while they were growing up 

e i t h e r came through t h e i r mothers, who were themselves 

undergoing an acculturation process to fur trade culture, or 

through native people employed at the Hudson's Bay Company 

f o r t s . In either case, the f o r t s e t t i n g does not appear to 

have been very conducive to schooling the youngsters i n 

t r a d i t i o n a l . n a t i v e values. For the children born to Chinook 

mothers, the destruction of the Indians not only meant the 

loss of grandparents and other r e l a t i v e s , but the loss of the 

alternate culture they might have adopted as adults. For most 

fur trade children, the r e s t r i c t i o n s imposed on the 

reservations appear to have had less appeal that the l i m i t e d 

freedoms allowed 'half-breeds' i n the dominant society. 

At the present time, anthropologists t e l l us there are 

no 'pure blood' Indians i n the P a c i f i c Northwest. What makes 

the Metis, an Indian, i s the reservation, the r e s i d e n t i a l 

school and the o r a l t r a d i t i o n s passed from one generation to 

another. In short, Indian culture makes people Indian. At the 

same time, a large number of people i n the dominant society 

of the P a c i f i c Northwest are of Indian ancestry, some of them 

are descendants of the fur trade children who were t o l d 

s t o r i e s of a 'fur trade culture' when they were young. 7 Most 

of them are white members of mainstream society, but a few 

have chosen to c a l l themselves Metis. 
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