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  THE TRAPPERS BY W. F. WAGNER
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  The evolution of the trapper may be traced back to the old French régime when the coureurs des bois, rangers of the woods, or the peddlers of the wilderness, held sway. These were, however, more traders than trappers, purchasing the pelts from the Indians for trifles and frequently accompanying them on their hunting excursions. They were as profligate as their successors, and their occupation passed away with the passing of the French control of Canada and with the establishment of the interior trading-posts by the merchants of Canada, who later formed companies and conducted the business in a more systematic manner. From these interior trading-posts. traders and trappers were sent out to trade with the Indians and trap in their territory at the same time. The trading gradually fell into the hands of the trading-posts; the trapper meanwhile pursued his vocation, and it became his recognized and established business, where he remained an important factor in the fur-trade down to the time of its decline and ultimate death.

  While Mr. Hunt was at Mackinaw engaging men for the Astoria venture, there arrived at this place some of these characters, and his description of them is so accurate that I take the liberty of giving it here:

  
    A chance party of “Northwesters” appeared at Mackinaw from the rendezvous at Fort William. These held themselves up as the chivalry of the fur-trade. They were men of iron; proof against cold weather, hard fare, and perils of all kinds. Some would wear the Northwest button, and a formidable dirk, and assume something of a military air. They generally wore feathers in their hats, and affected the “brave.” “Je suis un homme du nord!” “I am a man of the north”—one of these swelling fellows would exclaim, sticking his arms akimbo and ruffling by the Southwesters, whom he regarded with great contempt, as men softened by mild climates and the luxurious fare of bread and bacon, and whom he stigmatized with the inglorious name of pork-eaters. The superiority assumed by these vainglorious swaggerers was, in general, tacitly accepted. Indeed, some of them had acquired great notoriety for deeds of hardihood and courage; for the fur-trade had its heroes, whose names resounded throughout the wilderness.

  

  The influence and part played by the trapper and free trapper in the development of our great West has had up to this time but little consideration from either the government or the people. We have given entirely too much credit to “pathfinders” whose paths were as well known to the above as is the city street to the pedestrian. It is true, however, that they gave to the world a more complete description and placed these secret ways of the mountains in a more correct geographical position than the uneducated trapper was able to do.

  There was not a stream or rivulet from the border of Mexico to the frozen regions of the North, but what was as familiar to these mountain rangers and lonesome wanderers, as the most traveled highway in our rural districts. The incentive was neither geographical knowledge nor the honor won by making new discoveries for the use and benefit of mankind in general, but a mercenary motive—the commercial value of the harmless and inoffensive little beaver. The trappers followed the course of the various streams looking for beaver signs and had no interest whatever in any other particular. Every stream had a certain gold value if it contained this industrious little animal, and so they followed them from their source to their mouth with this one object in view. For their own comfort and convenience they observed certain landmarks and the general topography of the country, in order that they might rove from one place to another with the least labor and inconvenience. In this manner they came to have a thorough and comprehensive knowledge of the geography and topography of the great West, and were in truth the only pathfinders; but they have been robbed even of this honor to a great extent.

  The life of the solitary trapper in the mountains seems unendurable to one who is fond of social intercourse or of seeing now and then one of his fellow-beings. This habit of seclusion seemed to grow on some of the men and they really loved the life on that account, with all its hardships, privations, and dangers. The free trappers formed the aristocratic class of the fur-trade, and were the most interesting people in the mountains. They were bound to no fur company and were free to go where and when they pleased. It was the height of the ordinary trapper’s ambition to attain such a position. They were men of bold and adventurous spirit, for none other would have had the courage to follow so dangerous an occupation. They were liable to have too much of this spirit of bravado, and frequently did extremely foolhardy things, nor could their leaders always control them in these excesses. They were exceedingly vain of their personal appearance and extravagantly fond of ornament for both themselves and their steeds, as well as their Indian wives. Indeed, they rivaled the proud Indian himself in the manner in which they bedecked themselves with these useless and cheap ornaments. They were utterly improvident, extremely fond of gambling and all games of chance, as well as all sorts of trials of skill, such as horsemanship and marksmanship; of course, the necessary wager to make it interesting was never wanting. As a general rule, the greater part of the proceeds of their labor was squandered at the first rendezvous or trading-post which they reached, and it was of great importance to the trader to be the first to reach such a rendezvous, thus securing the greater part of this most profitable trade.

  Very little is known of their lonely vigils and wanderings, with a companion or two, in the defiles of the mountains, and of the dangers and privations they have had to endure. How frequently their bones have been left to bleach on the arid plains, as the result of Indian hatred and hostility, without the rites of burial—their names, unhonored and unsung, will never be known. Certain tribes were the uncompromising enemies of the trappers, and when they had the misfortune to meet, they waged a relentless war, until one or the entire party left the country or was exterminated. It is true, the returns were sometimes enormous, and had they exercised ordinary economy, even for one season, they could have retired from the dangers and privations of the mountains with a competence; but had they done so, it is altogether likely that they would sooner or later have again fallen victim to its allurements.

  It is at the rendezvous and fort that the free trapper is seen in his true character. Here is usually spent the whole of his year’s hard earnings in gambling, drinking, and finery. He wishes to establish the reputation of being a hale fellow, and he seldom fails so long as his money and credit last. Then he again returns to his lonely wanderings in the mountains, a sadder but not a wiser man, as the following year the same scene is enacted—provided he is so fortunate as to escape his treacherous enemies the Indians. The scenes presented at the mountain rendezvous in the early days must have been indeed wonderful, where hundreds of such characters were congregated; no pen, however clever, can do them full justice. The loss of life from other than natural causes from the years 1820 to 1840 cannot be estimated and will never be fully known. At each rendezvous, many former hale fellows were missing, never again to appear on this gay scene; their comrades recounted the manner of their death if known—their good traits were loyally lauded and their bad ones left untold—but the living did not take warning from these examples. Such was their life, hardships, dangers, and privations, also their pleasures—they lived only in the present, with little or no regard for the future. Irving gives the following extremely good description of them:

  
    The influx of this wandering trade has had its effects on the habits of the mountain tribes. They have found the trapping of the beaver their most profitable species of hunting; and the traffic with the white man has opened to them sources of luxury of which they previously had no idea. The introduction of firearms has rendered them more successful hunters, but at the same time more formidable foes; some of them, incorrigibly savage and warlike in their nature, have found the expeditions of the fur traders grand objects of profitable adventure. To waylay and harass a band of trappers with their pack-horses when embarrassed in the rugged defiles of the mountains, has become as favorite an exploit with the Indians as the plunder of a caravan to the Arab of the desert. The Crows and Blackfeet, who were such terrors in the path of the early adventurers to Astoria, still continue their predatory habits, but seem to have brought them to greater system. They know the routes and resorts of the trappers; where to waylay them on their journeys; where to find them in the hunting seasons, and where to hover about them in winter-quarters.

    The life of a trapper, therefore, is a perpetual state militant, and he must sleep with his weapons in his hands. A new order of trappers and traders, also, have grown out of this system of things. In the old times of the great North-west Company, when the trade in furs was pursued chiefly about the lakes and rivers, the expeditions were carried on in batteaux and canoes, The voyageurs or boatmen were the rank and file in the service of the trader, and even the hardy “men of the north,” those great rufflers and game birds, were fain to be paddled from point to point of their migrations.

    A totally different class has now sprung up—“the Mountaineers,” the traders and trappers that scale the vast mountain chains, and pursue their hazardous vocations amidst their wild recesses. They move from place to place on horseback. The equestrian exercises, therefore, in which they are engaged, the nature of the countries they traverse, the vast plains and mountains, pure exhilarating in atmospheric qualities, seem to make them physically and mentally a more lively and mercurial race than the fur traders and trappers of former days, the self-vaunting “men of the north.” A man who bestrides a horse, must be essentially different from a man who cowers in a canoe. We find them, accordingly, hardy, little, vigorous, and active; extravagant in word, and thought, and deed; heedless of hard-ship; daring of danger; prodigal of the present, and thoughtless of the future.

    A difference is to be perceived even between these mountain hunters and those of the lower regions along the waters of the Missouri. The latter, generally French Creoles, live comfortably in cabins or log-huts, well sheltered from the inclemencies of the seasons. They are within the reach of frequent supplies from the settlements; their life is comparatively free from danger, and from most of the vicissitudes of the upper wilderness. The consequence is that they are less hardy, self-dependent and game-spirited than the mountaineer. If the latter by chance comes among them on his way to and from the settlements, he is like the game-cock among the common roosters of the poultry-yard. Accustomised to live in tents, or to bivouac in the open air, he despises the comforts and is impatient of the confinement of the log-house. If his meal is not ready in season, he takes his rifle, hies to the forest or prairie, shoots his own game, lights his fire, and cooks his repast. With his horse and his rifle, he is independent of the world, and spurns at all its restraints. The very superintendents at the lower posts will not put him to mess with the common men, the hirelings of the establishment, but treat him as something superior.

    There is, perhaps, no class of men on the face of the earth, says Captain Bonneville, who lead a life of more continued exertion, peril, and excitement, and who are more enamored of their occupations, than the free trappers of the West. No toil, no danger, no privation can turn the trapper from his pursuit. His passionate excitement at times resembles a mania. In vain may the most vigilant and cruel savages beset his path; in vain may rocks, and precipices, and wintry torrents oppose his progress; let but a single track of a beaver meet his eye and he forgets all dangers and defies all difficulties. At times, he may be seen with his traps on his shoulder, buffeting his way across rapid streams, amidst floating blocks of ice; at other times, he is to be found with his traps swung on his back clambering the most rugged mountains, scaling or descending the most frightful precipices, searching, by routes inaccessible to the horse, and never before trodden by white man, for springs and lakes unknown to his comrades, and where he may meet with his favorite game. Such is the mountaineer, the hardy trapper of the West; and such, as we have slightly sketched it, is the wild Robin Hood kind of life, with all its strange and motley populace, now existing in full vigor among the Rocky Mountains.

  

  Many of these men were in the mountains because of the fascination of the exciting life, and were as loyally devoted to it as any individual is to his vocation. Many who were there, as well as many of the recruits, were men whose past would not bear too close inspection. They frequently went to the mountains to escape an outraged law, and remained not because of their love for the wilderness, but through fear that justice would be meted out to them should they return to the States. This was always a dangerous and undesirable element.

  Another class of recruits, and by far the most numerous, was composed of young men or boys of an adventurous disposition. The alluring stories of the mountains and the great fortunes to be made in the trade, as illustrated by the very few on whom dame fortune had smiled, were the inducements held out to the inexperienced candidates for the mountains. The failures were, however, not mentioned and the trials, hard-ships, dangers, and loss of life were scarcely taken into consideration. A great majority of these young men soon learned from that wonderful teacher—experience—that it was as difficult to accumulate fortunes in the mountains as elsewhere, and infinitely more dangerous. Such was the school of hardship and privation from which many good men graduated and later became settlers and men of prominence in the rapidly developing great West.

  Many of these men, particularly those in the employ of the British companies and not only the trappers but the officers of the company as well, contracted marriages with Indian women and for this reason did not wish to return to civilization and their former homes. They therefore remained in the West and their families developed with the rapid growth of this new country, and in this manner some of the leading families have a trace of aboriginal blood in their veins, of which they are justly proud.

  Such was the school which graduated the scout and guide of later days. It was they who conducted the scientific expeditions sent out by the government, the surveying as well as exploring parties; it was they who guided the first emigrants by the overland routes to Oregon and California; and they who ferreted out in their peregrinations in the mountains the passage-ways, for none of the above expeditions would have ventured into this terra incognita without one of these old trappers as guide. Even the army, while in pursuit of hostile Indians, had its corps of experienced scouts and guides, which was largely made up of these mountain-men. For this kind of service they were well fitted, as they were inured to hard-ships and dangers. The decline of the fur-trade practically left them stranded, and in looking about for employment they were glad to accept such positions; nevertheless, their services have never been properly appreciated.


  TRANSPORT
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  First among the challenges facing the mountain man was the problem of getting himself—his expedition or enterprise—west to the mountains, where the valuable fur-bearing animals were most plentiful.
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  BATEAU

  The bateau, from the French word for “boat,” was most often a flat-bottomed, keel-less affair, framed in oak or other hardwood, sided in sawed pine planks and caulked with a pinetar pitch or other tree resin. These ordinary boats—sometimes called jon-boats—were, to mix a metaphor, the workhorses of America’s inland waterways, and might be as much as fifty or sixty feet long. They were either double-bowed, if ease of maneuver was the imperative, or single bowed with a square stern, when the aim was to maximize the amount of cargo to be carried. Though highly stable afloat, their bulk made them difficult to portage, which tended to limit their use to larger watercourses. Very often, they were fitted with a simple box device that allowed for the steeping of a (usually) stumpy mast.
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  KEELBOAT

  The keelboat of this era was a long, narrow, keel-built vessel, often with a cabin or other shelter, usually located amidships. Propelled either by an arrangement of sweeps or by poling depending on the plan of decking, they often sported a mast and boom apparatus well forward, and were steered by rudder or oar. Frequently, the keelboat was the largest and most substantial craft in the flotilla, and often served as headquarters for the commercial or military expedition.
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  WHALEBOAT

  Originally a sea-going vessel much in use in the whale fisheries and the Atlantic coastal trade, the whaleboat was soon adapted for transport on the inland waterways of the Americas. Double-bowed.
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  PIROGUE

  Essentially a large, open boat, often double-bowed and flat-bottomed, they could be rowed or sailed.

  In the era of the mountain men, a pirogue tended to be of considerable size, and heavy enough to withstand the discharge of swivel guns mounted in their bows.

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  FLATBOAT

  The fur companies felt as great an urgency to get supplies west to the trading posts as they did to remove furs east to market. The flatboat was a relatively inexpensive and common answer to this need to move goods in bulk.

  The lumber for these rectangular, flat-bottomed scows ordinarily came from cottonwoods, hardwoods, and pines. They were purpose-built, usually constructed for a particular shipment; and were expendable, in that they were often wholly modified at their journey’s end, or scrapped altogether and sold off for the value of their planking.
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  DUGOUT CANOE

  Also called a log canoe, the dugout is strong, serviceable, and durable. Its construction is simple and it may be made quite light. This canoe may be made of pine, butternut, black-ash basswood, or cotton-wood. The best are hewn from pine. A log suitable for this should be large, sound and free of knots.

  First it should be cut on two opposite sides of the log to a size corresponding to the depth of the intended vessel. On one side the cutting should not be in a straight line, but should run out at the surface of the log in order to give enough of a rise at the bow and stern. This is sometimes performed before the log is even cut or the tree is felled. Once the log is on the ground it is laid with that side uppermost which is to form the gunwale.

  Next the outlines of the sides are marked with a line and chalk or a burnt stick. The general rule for laying out a canoe is to measure it into three equal sections; the two end sections are for the bow and stern. For a large canoe, the bow should be shaped somewhat more sharply than the stern. Likewise, the width of the vessel at the point where the curves of the bow start—below the gunwale—should be a little greater than at any other point. This difference can be easily managed when finishing off the sides, after the general shape is attained. If the canoe is very large it may be a good idea to attend to this task in the first hewing. The object in giving the dugout canoe a greater width here is to promote an ease of motion in the water. The same principle that governs in the construction of a larger vessel—and is seen in the shape of the duck or goose—applies to the shaping of a larger canoe.

  A small log canoe, intended to carry no more than two persons, may be carved with the same sharpness at both ends, and needs no variation in its width. It may be run either end foremost. A canoe made in this way, if narrow and very sharp, is easily one of the swiftest and most useful of the mountain man’s boats.

  Both ends of a well-made canoe are curved upward from the middle of the gunwale, and the stern rises a little from the line of the bottom. When the tree is sound, a canoe may be worked very thin and thus be light and easily carried.
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  Keeping all of these points in mind, the canoe is hewn to something resembling its final outer shape; then the inside is dug out with axes and adze; finally it is neatly and smoothly finished—on the outside with ax and draw-shave, and on the inside with round edged adze.
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  BUILDING A BIRCH-BARK CANOE

  Though not as durable as the dugout, nor as easily constructed, the great advantage of a bark canoe is its lightness. It is the vessel of choice on waterways where portaging is necessary. The canoe may be of any length. One of fifteen or twenty feet can easily be carried on the shoulders of two men; while a smaller one, ten or twelve feet long, is managed by one man without much difficulty.
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  The bark can be harvested in one of two ways; either by felling a tree onto a skid—this permits you to strip it easily and makes real sense if you intend to use the wood of the tree in your construction—or you can strip it from a standing tree.
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  The birch tree is selected for straightness, smoothness, freedom from knots or limbs, toughness of bark, and for size—though this is not so important—as you will likely need to piece out the sides.

  Bark can be peeled when the sap is flowing or when the tree is not frozen, at any time in late spring, summer, and early fall—called summer bark—or in winter during a thaw, when the tree is not frozen and when the sap has begun to flow. Summer bark peels readily, is smooth inside, and of a yellow color, which turns reddish upon exposure to the sun. Winter bark adheres closely to the tree and often brings up part of the inner bark, which on exposure turns dark red. This rough surface ought to be moistened and scraped away.
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