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For Xwelitern people the fur
trade is probably the aspect

of Aboriginal history they feel
most familiar with. Indeed,

too often the fur trade is seen
as synonymous with all
Aboriginal history. This
chapter revisits the history

of the fur trade along the

lower Fraser River and in
doing so challenges many
commonly held assumptions.
Until recently historians
viewed the fur trade as

a relationship between
technologically superior people
(the Europeans) and “primitive”
Aboriginal people. The latter allegedly
being “duped” by the former. More

European ships visiting the Pacific Northwest Coast.

thorough studies have now shown that the Xwelitemn traders adapted more to Aboriginal ways of
life than vice versa, and that Aboriginal people were not dependent upon the newcomers or the
newly introduced goods and technologies. This chapter seeks to set the groundwork for those

which follow. Aboriginal history is not simply fur trade history, and Aboriginal contributions to

British Columbian culture, economy, and society did not end with the fur trade era.
Moreover, for the Sto:/, it was “salmon trading” and not “fur trading”
which characterized their relationship with the Xwelitern during this period.
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When did the fur trade era begin and end in Sto:/o ter-
ritory? Those who are aware of the relationship between
the Std:lo and the Xwelitem at Fort Langley will know this
is a trick question. In western Canada, the “fur trade era”
began when maritime fur traders from Boston,
Massachusetts, and London, England arrived off the
shores of what is now British Columbia in the 1780’%.
However, it was not until the establishment of Fort
[Langley in 1827 that a land based “direct” fur trade real-
ly got underway. An “indirect” fur trade had begun pre-
vious to the establishment of Fort Langley, as European
goods were traded among Aboriginal people within estab-
lished Aboriginal trade networks. What we refer to as the
“the fur trade era” came to a close when the Fraser River
gold rush began in 1858, ushering in a new era of Xwelitem
settlement and land and resource use. But the term “fur
trade” is somewhat misleading, because the Sto:/o traded
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few furs during this period. Along the lower Fraser River,
the fur trade era in many ways can be better understood
as the “salmon trade era.”

After returning from the Northwest Coast the British
explorer Captain James Cook published accounts of his
voyage describing the thousands of golden haired sea
otters he had seen along the shores of British Columbia
and how people in China were willing to pay great prices
for their pelts. American and English businessmen
responded to this news by sending ships to the Northwest
Coast loaded with European manufactured items to
exchange or trade with Aboriginal people for sea otter
pelts. The “Boston men” (as the Americans were known
to the Aboriginal people) and the “King George men” (as
the Englishmen were called), then took the pelts to China
and exchanged them for silk, spices and other items
unavailable in America or Europe. They then travelled
back to London or Boston and exchanged the silk and
spices for items which they hoped Northwest Coast
Aboriginal people would be interested in trading for.
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Following this exchange, the traders headed back to
the B.C. coast to start the process over again. Thus, they
formed a “triangle of trade” which covered the globe.

Between 1785 and 1830 an average of ten to fifteen
ships visited the Northwest Coast annually. On

great financial loss,
or facing the prospect of sailing back to their home ports
loaded with unsold files. As one English maritime trader
explained, “we had the sorrow to see valuable furs escape
us... for want of suitable objects to exchange.™

Some American and British traders

high years, such as 1792, there were
twenty-one ships, and in 1801

the maritime traders
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found otherwise. The maritime trader’s
journals show that the Aboriginal people
not only set the prices, they also deter-
mined which items were marketable. For example, if an
American ship arrived with steel files and attempted to
trade them at excessively high rates the Aboriginal peo-
ple simply kept their furs and waited. They knew that
other ships would soon arrive and that it was to their
advantage to play off the various traders to obtain the best
prices. Likewise, when it was found that steel files were
popular among Aborlgmal people one year it resulted in
many ships arriving the following season with their holds
full of steel files.' To the trader’s chagrin, by that time the

The triangle of trade (R. Ross, 19953).

TABLE

Prices in SPanish dollars of
Prime Sea-Otter Skins

at Canton for Various Years

from 1779-18%2

items.’ Moreover, the Aboriginal
people were very concerned with qual-
ity. If a ship arrived with cheap wool,
brittle files, or muskets with poor quality firing mecha-
nisms, they were not accepted.

When describing Aboriginal people’s astute trading
skills, American Captain Richard Cleveland remarked that,

be Indians are sufficiently cunning to derive

all possible advantage from the competition,
and will go from one vessel to another, and back again,
with assertions of offers made to them, which have
no foundation in truth, and showing themselves
to be as well versed in the tricks of the trade as the
greatest adept.* 9

British traders at Clayoquot Sound became frustrat-
ed in their efforts to trade bolts of cloth. Cloth was mea-
sured “by the fathom” (an arm span), and the Clayoquot
people insisted that Chief Wickaninish’s tall brother be the
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one to measure the fathom.
His arm span was well over
six feet, at least a foot longer than
the average British ship’s captain’.

Likewise, among some of the
more northern coastal people, trading
was the exclusive prerogative of women
who were specially trained in the art of
barter. Knowing this, the ship’s captains
searched for canoes of men on sealing or
whaling expeditions and tried to coax them
into trading without the guidance of their
shrewd female partners.

The written observations of
American and British maritime explor-
ers and traders provide many insights
into the trading relationships between
FEuropeans and Aboriginal people.
However, while these written docu-
ments provide clues about Aboriginal
culture they do not tell the whole story.
To more fully appreciate the nature of
Aboriginal trade and exchange it is
necessary to consult the ethno-
graphic records created by
anthropologists working with
Aboriginal Elders.

The ethnographic record
shows that the
experienced traders long before
the arrival of Europeans.’ It
also shows that Sto:/o society
shared certain characteristics
with European cultures. The
Sto:lo valued things because
they were either useful or prestigious. These concepts had
their equivalents in European society. For example, nine-
teenth century European society valued coal because it was
useful — it made locomotives operate. Nineteenth centu-

Sto:lo were

The Hudson’s Bay Company blanket became a standard
measure of wealth. Its adoption by Aboriginal people
undermined the indigenous weaving industry.

ry Sto:lo society valued canoes
because they were similarly
useful. Prestige items in
European society included .
diamond jewellery which had
no practical function other
than to look good and show
the wealth of the owner. In
traditional Std:/o society jew-
ellery made from indigenous
copper was valued for essen-
tially the same reason.

The traditional Sto:/o
economy differed from the
European market economy in
that it focused on resource re-
distribution (including food,
tools, prestige objects, slaves,
house boards, canoes, etc.).
Leaders of extended families,
called si:ya:m, were expected
to both share and accumulate

family resources. Wealth was
exchanged for wealth or, in the
case of Fraser canyon fishing
sites, wealth was also exchanged
for the right to access family
owned fishing spots.

Unlike in contemporary
mainstream society the princi-
ples of Sto:/o economics were
seldom isolated from family
social obligations and rituals.
The most well understood
form of traditional exchange

occurred among related extended families and co-parent-
in-laws (the parents of married children).® For example,
families living on the Harrison River caught and smoked
large amounts of “spring” salmon, some of which they
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Amount Processed

Year Amount Processed  Year
1852 No Record 1855
1853 No Record
1854 No Record
1856
1857

425 barrels - 24 gal
200 barrels - 12 gal
100 barrels - 8 gal
469 barrels - 24 gal
13 barrels - 12 gal
180 barrels - 8 gal
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Map of HBC posts established on the lower Fraser River.
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Beaver 1835 1836 1837 1838 1839 1840 1841 1842 1843
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An early photo of Fort Langley.




\ Coast Salish potlatch feast where the hosts
distributed items to their guests.

in-laws organized a feast, inviting their entire communi-
ty. At this feast, the Harrison River people received gifts
such as dried clams and woven bull-rush mats, (things
which were readily available at the mouth of the Fraser
River, but not on the Harrison River), in appreciation for
the salmon.

[t was expected that these “appreciation” gifts would
be at least of equal value to the original salmon gift. If the
family did not have appropriate gifts immediately avail-
able they were expected to present them during future
gatherings. Those families who did not quickly fulfill their
social obligations risked being ostracised and thereby los-
ing their access rights to distant resources. In addition the
Sto:lo were also familiar with the technique of trading for
profit with strangers. Expert canoe makers and jewellers
sold their creations to the highest bidder long before the
arrival of the Xwelitem traders.

Both the journals of the maritime traders and the
ethnographic record demonstrate that Aboriginal people
were experienced traders. They also paint a picture of the
relationship which existed between the two cultures.
Furopean items such as steel files and axe blades, calico
cloth, muskets, and window panes were new, interesting
and nice to have, but they were neither indispensable nor
necessary. Such items were quickly adopted for their util-
itarian function or their prestige value. If the Aboriginal
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The Std:/o have always had firm concepts of resource ownership.
“Fishing spots” are controlled by extended families.
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Sto:lo women married HBC
employees at Fort Langley.
They brought many of their
customs with them into the fort.
Here, high status women
“shape” the head of a high

status infant.




people decided not to trade (as
they sometimes did), the
[Furopeans suffered financial
losses. If the Europeans
had decided not to trade,
(which they never did),
Aboriginal life could have
been relatively unatfected.
However, the fur trade
had other affects on Aboriginal
communities. Unwittingly, fur
traders often exposed their
Aboriginal trading partners to
European diseases which deci-

Women were primarily responsible for

food gathering.

mated their populations.
Increased emphasis on capitalist
style commercial exchange also
had the effect of undermining
certain traditional Aboriginal
social structures. Some astute
Aboriginal traders from what
were previously lower class fam-
ilies were able to increase their
status through trade. Conversely,
some high ranking families’s sta-
tus diminished depending on
their adaptation to the new eco-
nomic conditions.’

Salmon were so plentiful it was said you could almost
walk across the river on their backs.

LAND-BASED
FUR TRADE &

Lasting only untl the 1830’s, the maritime fur
trade involving the Sto:/o, the “King George men”
and “Boston men” was relatively short lived. Each
spring the Xwelitemn ships arrived off the mouth of
the Fraser River to trade throughout the summer
and then they left. Aside from their desire to
exchange manufactured products for animal pelts
the maritime traders were not interested in estab-
lishing long-term relationships with the Aboriginal
people. And while Aboriginal people were not
exploited victims in this relationship, the maritime
traders did impact Aboriginal people. The estab-
lishment of permanent land-based fur trading posts
changed aspects of this relationship, but not its fun-
damental nature.

Fort Langley, 1858 Harpers Weekly




L
>

{
i

\ \
Fa

w

L
-

F

Sto:lo men standing beneath their elevated fish caches.
These containers were used to store wind dried salmon throughout the winter months.

In the 1820’s the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), a
giant fur trading corporation based in London, England,
decided to expand its operations and open a permanent
trading post on the lower Fraser River. The HBC had
slowly been extending its network of forts westward from
Hudson Bay in central Canada for over one hundred
years. They now wanted to secure British claims to the
territory on the Northwest coast and at the same time
drive away American maritime traders who were regard-
ed as cutting into potential HBC profits.

In July 1827 the Hudson’s Bay Company established
Fort Langley. This was the first
time Xwelitern had settled perma-
nently in Sto:/6 territory. Judging
from records left by the HBC offi-
cers who built Fort Langley, the
initial Sto:/o response appears to
have been cautious acceptance.
Apparently, the Sti:/o decided not
to destroy the fort because it posed
no immediate threat. Over time
they appear to have come to value
Fort Langley much the same way
they valued and protected family
owned resources like Fraser canyon
fishing sites.

Even though the Std:/o showed
no explicit outward hostility
towards the fort and its inhabitants,
the dozen or so men behind the
fort’s walls were extremely vulner-
able. They recognized that the
Sto:lo had the power to destroy the
fort at any time. (This became very
apparent when an accidental fire
destroyed the entire fort in one

night). As a means of pro-
tection, the HBC employees
quickly constructed a pal-
isade and mounted small
cannons in the fort’s bas-
tions. However, the men
within the fort also devel-
oped a more favourable

means of ensuring Sta:/o
acceptance of their pres-
ence. ['heir solution was to
establish lasting and mean-
ingful relations with the
Sto:lo community by marry-
ing into Sta:/o tamilies. As a
result, the Xwelitem fur
traders became family mem-
bers, not enemies.

Governor Simpson of
the HBC advocated cement-
Ing social ties with the lead-
ers of the Aboriginal communities as “the best security we
can have of the goodwill of the Natives.” Responding to
this, the fort’s Chief Trader, Archibald McDonald,
noted in the post’s journal that the matter of marrying his
men into the high ranking Std:/o families was “a subject on
which much stress is laid.” Within the first year nearly all
the fort’s men married into Sto:/o tamilies.

For the Hudson’s Bay Company these marriages
helped encourage the Std:/o to trade their furs at Fort
Langley, rather than with the “Boston men” who were

The St4:/6 moved to temporary summer camping sites to be closer to the resources they were
gathering. Note the preparation of food and shelter resources.
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Schematic illustrating a few of the trade relationships between the Std:/6 and their neighbours.

still visiting the mouth of the Fraser in their ships each
summer. These alliances also provided the HBC with
interpreters.

For the Sto:/o, these marriages meant something dif-
ferent. They did not view ownership in the same way as
did the Xwelitern. Most Sto:lo resources were communal-
ly held, and access to them was controlled by siyz:m (lead-
ers of extended families). For example, the Sto:/o
believed that everyone (except slaves)
had a right to access salmon.

However, they also believed
particularly good fishing
sites were owned by
individual families. The
more prosperous a fam-
ily’s fishing site, the faster
and more easily they could
catch fish. To access new sites,
upper class families arranged mar-
riages among their children.

50

Leg hold traps were introduced as
trade items by the HBC.

The Sto:lo likely saw Fort Langley as a resource sim-
ilar to a family-owned fishing rock. HBC employees at the
fort were likely viewed as representatives of the families
who controlled the fort’s resources. The fort was full of
useful and prestigious European items such as wool blan-
kets, rope, and steel axe blades and fish hooks. To obtain
preferred access to these things, the Std:/6 forged marriage

alliances with the men at the fort. People from the

nearby Kwantlen community were so

eager to control access to the fort’s

resources that they actually

relocated themselves so

their new village was situ-
ated adjacent to the fort.

One Kwantlen woman

who married an officer of

the fort was the daughter of

the influential leader Ni-ca-meus.

After the marriage, Ni-ca-meus felt so

strongly about his family’s ownership of the

You Are Asked To Witness



fort, that when Aboriginal people from Vancouver
Island or other places wanted to trade with Fort Langley,
Ni-ca-meus demanded they go through him, and not deal
directly with the Xwelitern. When Aboriginal people
arrived who did not have family ties with the fort, Ni-ca-
meus insisted that they give their furs to him so he could
trade on their behalf. Much to the chagrin of the Chief
Trader at Fort Langley, once Ni-ca-meus finished trading
he always kept a small share of the profit for himself — in
recognition of his family’s special relationship with the
HBC and the fort.*

Chief Trader Archibald McDonald became con-
cerned with the way local Sto:/6 like Ni-ca-meus were con-
trolling the fur trade. In 1829 he wrote in the fort’s
journal that the local “leaders of the villages now attempt
to secure all trade with the fort for themselves.” When
McDonald attempted to stop an Aboriginal leader known
as “Joe” from forcing all other Aboriginal people from
his community to trade through him, Joe became upset
and told McDonald not to interfere. He explained that
the fort would not lose anything by him acting as a mid-
dleman, saying “if I have a great advantage from the
trade I will naturally see that the furs are not... [traded
to the American maritime traders] by them that give
them to me now.” Joe’s comments reminded McDonald
that unless he accepted Std:/o customs he might lose valu-
able trade profits.

With the land-based fur trade, as with the maritime
trade, Aboriginal people were in control. Not only did
they continue to drive hard bargains and set high stan-
dards for the type and quality of European goods they
would accept, they also transformed Fort Langley from
a fur trading post into a salmon trading post.

" SALMON NOT FURS B

The most important aspect of the Std:/o economy was
the harvesting, processing, and trading of salmon. They
also hunted, gathered berries and roots, and collected shell
fish. When the HBC established Fort Langley, they expect-
ed the Std:lo to begin trapping large numbers of beavers for
the Fort. Yet, while the Fort’s European trade goods were
interesting, these items were not crucial to the Std:/o econ-
omy, and therefore limited time was spent trapping beaver.
The sea, river, and forests were so plentiful that the Std:/o
needed little from the fort, and therefore saw no reason to
alter their lifestyle to accommodate the HBC.

This frustrated the officers at Fort Langley. In an
attempt to encourage the St4:/6 to catch more beaver, the
company offered a variety of new and different trade items.
For example, they gave one Std:/o man a valuable steel “leg
hold” trap. Unfortunately for the HBC officers the major-
ity of the Std:6 were indifferent to these sorts of new trade
goods and incentives. Some even laughed at Chief
Trader McDonald when he asked them to spend more time
trapping beaver."” All of this frustrated the Hudson’s Bay
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Company. Directors back in London threatened to close
Fort Langley. The fort’s survival was only secured after
McDonald proposed that rather than try to force the Sto:/o
to change their ways, it would be easier for the Europeans
to change the way they traded. McDonald had seen the
phenomenal catches of salmon the Std:/o brought back from
the Fraser Canyon during the summer spawning runs. He
suggested to his superiors that Fort Langley re-focus its
activities on exporting salmon rather than furs. The com-
pany liked his idea, and apparently, so did many of the
Sto:l6. In the month of August in 1829, the Sto:/o supplied
Fort Langley with 7000 salmon.

Over the next few decades, the trade relationship
between the Sto:/o and the men at Fort Langley grew.
Along with the millions of salmon that were being trad-
ed to the fort for exportation to the HBC supply post in
Hawaii, some Std:/o also began trading hazelnuts and
cranberries to the fort for export. In this way, the Sto:/0
integrated Fort Langley into their traditional economy.
They had a long tradition of trading salmon and other
items with Aboriginal people from neighbouring com-
munities. The men at Fort Langley simply became anoth-
er trading partner.

Ultimately, the Hudson’s Bay Company became a
major broker of Std:/6 salmon and other food items. This
consumption reflected the earlier relationship that was
established between the Std:/o and explorers like Simon
Fraser. When Fraser became the first Xwelitem to visit
Std:4o territory in 1808 he was forced to leave most of his
supplies upriver of Hell’s Gate in the Fraser Canyon. As
such, he relied upon the generosity of his Sta:/o hosts for
food. Later, during the 1858 gold rush, thousands of hun-
gry miners were dependent upon the St9:/0 to fulfill their
nutritional needs. This historic dependency may explain
the origins of the Halg’eméylem expression “Xuwelitem”
which Std:/o people use to this day when referring to peo-
ple of European ancestry. Xwelitem translates as “hungry
people” or “starving people.”

CONCLUSION ©

The arrival of Xwelitem explorers and traders on the
Northwest Coast modified local Aboriginal societies, but
cultural adaptations worked both ways. In the kraser
Valley region the establishment of Fort Langley certain-
ly did not result in the Sto:/o radically altering their
lifestyles to suit the Hudson Bay Company. On the con-
trary, the officers and men at the fort were quick to adopt
Std-16 cultural traditions, including those associated with
inter-family marriage ties. These indigenous customs so
heavily imprinted themselves on the HBC, that the
Xwelitem were forced to accept Sta:/o in-laws as middle-
men in their trade with the broader Aboriginal commu-
nities. Indeed, the fort’s primary economic activities soon
shifted from fur trading to salmon trading in order to
accommodate the traditional St0:/6 salmon economy.
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