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Art. II. Femmes du Pays : Women of the Fur Trade, 1774-1821, by A. 
Gottfred.  

Being a brief introduction to the role of women in the fur trade, and some 
suggestions for female reenactors. 

Introduction 
Many male reenactors portray the dashing voyageurs and stolid Bay men of the British 
and French fur trade. Little information is available, however, to women interested in 
participating in fur trade reenactments. 

The roles played by women in the fur trade were incredibly varied. Although there was 
a handful of white women in the fur country after 1812, most fur traders married Native 
or Mixed-blood women. These relationships had a firm, practical foundation. By 
marrying a Native or Mixed-blood woman, fur traders strengthened trade ties with her 
Native relatives. The marriage also could help to improve relations with the rest of her 
nation, as the fur trader now had ready access to inside information on their language 
and culture. There were also tangible benefits to having a 'country wife.' In Native 
cultures, women usually set up camp, dressed furs, made leather, cooked meals, 
gathered firewood, made moccasins, netted snowshoes, and many other things that 
were essential to daily life for both Natives and fur traders, yet were unfamiliar tasks 
for Europeans. Country wives were more than diplomatic pawns or unpaid servants, 
however ; they were women with minds and hearts, thoughts and feelings, who 
occupied a unique position between two cultures. 

… 

Marriage in the Hudson's Bay Company 
The Hudson's Bay Company and the North West Company also had very different 
policies with relation to women. These policies reflected differences in the organization 
of both companies. 

HBC policy was set by a committee of shareholders in London. The London Committee 
feared that wives and children would cause the company needless expense, and so, 
from the 1740's to the 1760's, company policy was to bar women from the forts, and not 
allow the men to marry. Not surprisingly, this policy did not succeed. The factors and 
chief factors who ran fur company fur posts all had wives. Indeed, they often flouted 
regulations by taking more than one wife— in one case, six wives! Prominent HBC 
officers who practiced polygamy included James Isham, Joseph Isbister, Robert Pilgrim, 
Moses Norton, Matthew Cocking, and William Hemmings Cook [1]. It seems that the 
officers felt since they were breaking the rules by marrying at all, there was no need to 
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stop with just one wife. For quite a long time, only HBC officers married, but eventually 
even the working men married, starting (very roughly) around the 1780's.  

Polygamy among HBC officers began to decline in the 1780's (the other men were never 
allowed more than one wife), beginning with the newly-established inland posts. 
Polygamy was still present, however. As late as 1817, HBC officer Thomas Vincent was 
dumped by his first wife when he decided to take a second wife [2]. By this time, 
however, HBC men were more likely to marry Mixed-blood women. These weddings 
began to take a European form, with vows taken before witnesses, a dram given to all 
present, and then a wedding dance. After the 1821 merger between the North West 
Company and the Hudson's Bay Company, HBC policy called for a marriage contract to 
be signed by the bride and groom before witnesses. 

Marriage in the North West Company 
The attitude toward marriage in the North West Company and its Montreal-based 
precursors was quite different from the HBC's policy. Marriage was not a dubious 
privilege allowed only to those with a high rank within the company. All ranks, from 
wintering partner to voyageur, were allowed to marry. Married men were more likely 
to renew their contracts so as to stay with their families. NWC employees had to get 
permission from their bourgeois (boss) to marry, but permission seems usually to have 
been granted. At first, only Native women were in the fur country. As the daughters of 
marriages between Native mothers and trader fathers grew up, however, the next 
generation of European traders could marry these Mixed-blood women, and did. It was 
not unusual for Mixed-blood girls to marry at age twelve, and be mothers at fourteen 
[3]. 

As time went by, the number of NWC employees and their families swelled. Since the 
NWC fed and clothed its employees' families, this meant expenses were increasing at a 
time when competition with the HBC was heating up. In 1806, the company introduced 
a new policy : NWC employees were not to be allowed to marry Native women. 
Instead, they would be encouraged to marry Mixed-blood women, who were already 
being supported by the company. Exceptions were made when the company needed to 
make trade alliances with new tribes, as the company's operations expanded westward 
[4]. 

Fur Trade Weddings 
There were no priests or ministers in the Northwest to officiate at weddings until 1818. 
Before then, most men married according to Native custom (à la façon du pays). Daniel 
Harmon's journal describes such a fur trade wedding in December 1801 :  

'Payet one of my Interpreters, has taken one of the Natives Daughters for a Wife, and to her 
Parents he gave in Rum & dry Goods &c. to the value of two hundred Dollars, and all the 
cerimonies attending such circumstances are that when it becomes time to retire, the Husband or 



rather Bridegroom (for as yet they are not joined by any bonds) shews his Bride where his Bed is, 
and then they, of course both go to rest together, and so they continue to do as long as they can 
agree among themselves, but when either is displeased with their choice, he or she will seek 
another Partner...which is law here...'[5] 

Native customs varied, but once the parents consented to the marriage, tradition often 
called for the payment of a bride price : gifts given by the groom to the bride's parents, 
probably to compensate for their loss of her labor. Payet paid $200 worth in rum and 
other goods for his country wife. In 1803, Alexander Henry the Younger noted that 'it is 
common in the North West to give a horse for a woman.'[6] Once the bride price had 
been agreed upon, the pipe was smoked to seal the agreement, and sometimes the bride 
was lectured by her parents upon her new life and responsibilities. The new couple then 
went to the home of her new husband, where she often donned new European-style 
clothing. According to Native tradition, the couple was free to separate at any time, at 
least until the first child was born, but the bride price would not be returned [7]. 

This was in strong contrast to English culture of the time, in which legal marriages were 
made for life by the clergy. In Scotland, the law allowed marriages to be made by 
mutual consent, without clergy [8]. This led to some confusion amongst fur traders 
about the status of a marriage à la façon du pays. Many men, especially senior 
Nor'westers, regarded it as a life-long commitment equivalent to a legal marriage ; other 
men viewed it as a common-law union which could be dissolved by either partner at 
any time ; and still others saw their new mates as women they were just 'sleeping with', 
and treated them like chattels [9].  

When it came time for the man to retire from the fur trade, there were difficult decisions 
to be made. Some men decided to forego the benefits of life in Upper and Lower 
Canada and remain with their families in the Northwest after retirement. Others, 
especially officers, decided to return to Canada or the United Kingdom upon 
retirement. Although it was commonly considered that the women would have great 
difficulty in adjusting to 'civilization', some men did take their wives back east with 
them. Usually, though, women were left behind in the fur country. Under the practice 
known as 'turning off', a new marriage would be arranged with an active fur trader, 
sometimes with a dowry from her former husband, so that the woman and any children 
would be provided for. Sometimes, though, women were simply abandoned. 

Tent Mates and Canoe Mates— Fur Trade Women at Work 
For years, it was against Hudson's Bay Company policy to permit their employees 
(called servants) to marry Native women. Marriages took place anyway— after all, the 
company executives who made this policy were in London— and sometimes the 
employees tried to explain why they broke the rules. When Samuel Hearne and his men 
built Cumberland House in 1774, it was the first HBC post to be established at a 
significant distance from Hudson's Bay. As they prepared to spend their first winter 



there, Hearne arranged for two or three Native women to stay with them. He explained 
that he needed them to 'Make, Mend, Knitt Snowshoes &c. for us dureing the 
winter.'[10] In 1789, HBC clerk & surveyor Philip Turnor noted that 'Women are as 
usefull as men upon the Journeys.'[11] When the HBC's Malchom Ross was travelling to 
the Athabasca country with his wife and two children in 1790, fellow traveler Peter 
Fidler noted in his journal that 'an Indian woman at a House [i.e., fur post] is 
particularly useful in making shoes, cutting line, netting snow shoes, cleaning and 
stretching Beaver skins &c., that the Europeans are not acquainted with.'[12]  

By 1802, HBC employees were openly defiant. When the London Committee of the 
HBC hinted that they did not care to clothe their servants' wives, the York Factory 
council indignantly responded that  

'the women are deserving of some encouragement and indulgence from your Honors, they clean 
and put into a state of preservation all Beavr. and Otter skins brought by the Indians undried 
and in bad Condition. They prepare Line for Snow shoes and knit them also without which your 
Honors servants could not give efficient opposition to the Canadian traders they make Leather 
shoes for the men who are obliged to travel about in search of Indians and furs and are usefull in 
a variety of other instances, in short they are Virtually your Honors Servants.' [13] 

In the rival North West Company (the 'Canadian traders' mentioned above), women 
were part of daily operations. In 1789, as Nor'wester Alexander Mackenzie explored the 
river which would later bear his name, the wives of his voyageurs were busily sewing 
moccasins while the men towed the canoe past rapids [14].  

North West Company journals show country wives working at a wide variety of tasks 
which varied with the seasons. As winter approached, the women put the netting on 
snowshoes [15]. Indeed, it seems that many fur traders were unable to net their own 
snowshoes ; in 1786, Alexander Mackenzie wrote a letter complaining that 'I have not a 
single one in my fort [at Île-à-la-Crosse] that can make Rackets [snowshoes]. I do not 
know what to do without these articles see what it is to have no wives. Try and get 
Rackets— there is no stirring without them.'[16] During the winter, the women sewed 
the bags for holding pemmican. 'Women all busy stretching buffalo hides to make 
pemican bags and pack cords', Alexander Henry the Younger noted in his Fort 
Vermilion journal for February 4, 1810 [17]. Making pemmican was a year-round task, 
and women were responsible for every step : cutting the fresh meat into long thin strips, 
drying them, and beating the dried meat into flakes ; cutting up fat and rendering it into 
tallow ; gathering and drying berries ; making the leather bags ; and finally mixing the 
ingredients into the high-protein, high-calorie mixture that fuelled the voyageurs. One 
pound of pemmican was generally accepted to be the equivalent of eight pounds of 
fresh meat. Another job that fell within the women's sphere was collecting and 
preparing wattap (spruce roots) and gum (pine or spruce resin) for use in building and 



repairing birchbark canoes. Wattap was used to sew the birchbark, and gum was used 
for caulking. 

In the early spring, 'the juice of the maple tree began to flow, and the women repaired 
to the woods for the purpose of collecting it'[18] for maple sugar. Later, when the soil 
could be worked, it was time for the women to turn their attention to the small garden 
which was attached to almost every fur post ; there they were occupied in 'preparing 
ground, sowing potatoes, corn, & squash, burning brush, etc.'[19] As soon as the rivers 
were free of ice, it was time to take the furs east, where they would be exchanged at a 
rendezvous point such as Grand Portage, Fort William, or Gordon House, for a fresh 
supply of trade goods. Sometimes the canoes were manned solely by men, but it was 
not unusual for women to travel with them, as passengers, guides, and occasionally 
paddlers. When travelling, the women would pitch the tents, make & mend moccasins, 
and gather berries and firewood. On a difficult overland journey in 1806, Henry the 
Younger was happy to arrive at the camp of another Nor'wester, to find that 'Madame 
Dorion...had made a good fire to drive away the mosquitoes. She was sent on ahead for 
that purpose, and had also prepared some excellent appalats of buffalo meat and 
gathered some nearly ripe pears [saskatoon berries].'[20] The women who stayed 
behind often supported themselves and their children throughout the summer by 
fishing [21].  

 


