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THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF THE FUR TRADE IN THE 
AMERICAN SOUTHWEST, 1821-1840 

 
Introduction 

Careful study of the published history of the American Southwest reveals that historians 

have not provided a comprehensive analysis of the infrastructure that enabled the fur trade in the 

American Southwest to thrive. Analysis of that infrastructure unveils an amalgamation of 

blended characteristics derived from the French, British, and American systems along with 

characteristics derived from the Southwest’s own evolutionary development over time and space. 

This paper will detail and explain the shared characteristics of the Southwestern fur trade’s 

infrastructure, emphasizing the animals, people, depots, and supplies, during the era of the soft 

fur trade, which dealt primarily with beaver from 1821 to 1840. This work will show how that 

infrastructure was significant to the success of the Southwestern Fur Trade. 

In order to avoid conflicting interpretations of phrases such as “the Southwest,” it is 

important to define some terms. For this work the Southwest is defined as the northern provinces 

of Old Mexico prior to the Mexican-American War. This includes lands south of the 42nd 

parallel, specifically as a region entailing modern day California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, 

Arizona, and New Mexico, as well as Wyoming west of the Continental Divide. Infrastructure is 

defined as “the basic physical and organizational structures and facilities needed for the 

operation of a society or enterprise.”1 This study will advance a new theoretical approach to 

history by looking at the past as a series of infrastructures or components that allowed for, in this 

case, a fur trade to exist. This work will also highlight a region of rich and detailed history often 

left underexplored by historians. 

                                                
1 Oxford Dictionaries, “infrastructure,” accessed August 27, 2013, 
oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/infrastructure?q=Infrastructure+. 
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conduct a business in competition with private industry.”19 After the mid-1820s American fur 

companies utilized a rendezvous system where trappers and traders gathered annually in the 

interior Rocky Mountain West to exchange peltries. Once exchanged, traders took the 

accumulated furs overland with pack trains and eventually wagons to cities such as St. Louis, 

thereby replacing river boats as transportation.20 

In the Southwest, once the Americans became involved after 1821, natives, engagés, and 

free trappers procured furs. Fur traders in the Southwest utilized forts and trading posts, while 

also attending the annual rendezvous hosted by American companies.21 Trappers and traders 

transported goods and furs overland via pack animals and eventually wagons.22 In the Southwest, 

the river systems (including the Colorado, San Juan, Salt, Gila, Verde, Rio Grande, and Pecos), 

supported a habitat that attracted and sustained fur bearing animals yet made large scale 

navigation impossible due to their rough waters and failure to connect to important and 

populated areas such as St. Louis.23 The fur trade’s infrastructure in the American Southwest 

relied on four instrumental components—the animals, the people, the depots, and the supplies. 

These components directly influenced the evolutionary development of the fur trade in the 

American Southwest. 

The Animals 

Animals were an integral infrastructural component of the fur trade in the Southwest. The 

demand for fur caused trappers and hunters to seek out specific animals without which the fur 

                                                
19 Ora Brooks Peake, A History of the United States Indian Factory System, 1795-1822 (Whitefish, MT: Literary 
Licensing, LLC, 2012), 1. On March 3, 1795, under the leadership of the Washington Administration, the U.S. 
government created the first act that provided for the factory system. Ibid., 2. 
20 John D. Barton, Buckskin Entrepreneur: Antoine Robidoux and the Fur Trade of the Uinta Basin 1824-1844 
(Vernal: Oakfield Publishing Company, 1996), 22. A further discussion on the factory system and the rendezvous 
system can be found in this paper under the side heading “Depots.” 
21 Weber, The Taos Trappers, 212. 
22 Ibid., 8. 
23 Cleland, This Reckless Breed of Men, 27. 
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this water.”29 Trappers also used the meat to foster healthy relationships among Native 

Americans as Pattie demonstrated in the following passage: 

In the morning their attention and curiosity were again highly excited, when we brought 
in our beavers, which amounted in number to thirty-six. After we had finished skinning 
them, we left the ample supply of food furnished by the bodies of the beavers, in token of 
our friendship, to these Indians, and floated on.30 
 
Horses and mules used by Native Americans, trappers, and traders carried trade goods to 

various places across the Southwest and then hauled any acquired furs back to Santa Fe, Taos, or 

St. Louis. Towards the end of the era, wagon caravans, led by animals, reached many isolated 

places.31 These animals not only carried goods, but the very people involved in trapping and 

trading. “As riding and pack animals horses [and mules] were indispensable,” writes historian 

John D. Barton.32 Beasts of burden were a necessity for the fur trade in the Southwest, more so 

than other regions of North America where major water-ways were the common means by which 

to travel.  

Similar to the beaver, personal accounts of fur trade participants detail the uses of horses 

and mules. Jacob Fowler alluded to the fact that he and his men relied upon their horses and 

mules as he wrote, “[we] determined to lay by on act of Wood and the Poor State of our 

Horses—We have all Readey lost 13 Horses and two mules and the Remainder Hardly fitt for 

use.”33 Pattie, after a skirmish with Native Americans where he received a wound inflicted by an 

arrow, wrote with relief about how his injury was not fatal, and how lucky he and his party were 

to still have their horses. He stated, “The Indians had 28 killed.”34 Pattie and his men fared much 

                                                
29 Ibid., 219. 
30 Ibid., 197-198. 
31 Between 1825 and 1840, several rendezvous had wagon caravans enter the Rocky Mountains with supplies mainly 
from the western United States (i.e. St. Louis, Missouri), but also from northern Mexico (i.e. Santa Fe, New 
Mexico). See E. Rick Williams, “Wheels to Rendezvous,” Rocky Mountain Fur Trade Journal 4, (2010): 108-125. 
32 Barton, Buckskin Entrepreneur, 60. 
33 Fowler, The Journal of Jacob Fowler, 35. 
34 Pattie, The Personal Narrative of James O. Pattie, 163. 
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United States, where a man could count on honest payment for a job well done. Then the priest 

asked Pattie, “you regard my proposing that you should become a Catholic, as the expression of 

an unjust and whimsical desire![?]”15 Pattie replied frankly: 

I told him ‘yes, that I did; and that I would not change my present opinions for all the 
money his mission was worth; and moreover, that before I would consent to be adopted 
into the society and companionship of such a band of murderers and robbers, as I deemed 
were to be found along this coast, for the pitiful amount of one thousand head of cattle, I 
would suffer death.’16 

 
Not all foreigners entering the American Southwest wanted to become Catholic, despite 

the apparent privileges stemming from a very Catholic government in control of the region. Over 

the course of Mexican control of the Southwest, from 1821 to 1848, foreigners, whether through 

legal compliance or outright defiance, found ways in which they could participate in the lucrative 

trade in beaver fur. The culmination of events that took place in the Southwest—the success of 

the coarse fur trade in northern New Spain; Spain’s loss of control in North America; Mexico’s 

liberation from Spanish control; and Mexico’s solicitation for Americans to enter Mexico—

combined to set in motion the necessity of a fur trade infrastructure in that region. 

The Infrastructure 
 
The Southwest fur trade’s framework stemmed from other fur trade systems, namely the 

French, English, and Americans. The French fur traders in North America relied primarily on 

Native Americans to procure fur. They constructed trading posts along rivers and at locations 

frequented by natives so they could conveniently exchange furs for goods. French traders stored 

the furs until they were shipped on water-ways, or navigable rivers, to other locations.17  

                                                
15 Ibid., 287. 
16 Ibid., 287-288. 
17 William R. Swagerty, “Marriage and Settlement Patterns of the Rocky Mountain Trappers and Traders.” Western 
Historical Quarterly 11, no. 2 (April, 1980): 162. 
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WHO WAS HIRAM M. CHITTENDEN? 
By Rick Magee 

 
“For one man to be a good army officer, a top-drawer engineer, and a competent historian 
concurrently is an unusual phenomenon, and indeed Hiram Martin Chittenden was a man of 
unusual and considerable talents” -Richard Bartlett (1964) 

 
Hiram M. Chittenden (1858 – 1917) was a native of the Finger Lakes Region of New 
York, an 1884 graduate of the United States Military Academy at West Point, and an 
officer of the Corps of Engineers. As an engineer he served on the Missouri River 
Commission for much of his career, surveyed the irrigation potential of western states, 
and studied flood control needs in Pennsylvania and Ohio. He was responsible for 
surveying the boundaries of Yosemite and Mount Rainier National Parks, served briefly 
as Commander of the Saint Paul District and ended his army career as Seattle District 
Engineer. There he planned the Lake Washington Canal linking Lakes Washington and 
Union with Puget Sound. Seattle’s Chittenden Locks are named for him. He retired in 
December 1909 with the rank of Brigadier General.  Hiram Martin Chittenden was 
nationally renowned in his day as an author, advocate, engineer, and historian.  

 
Young Lieutenant Chittenden was first assigned to the young Yellowstone National Park in 1891. Arriving without a 
budget or staff, he decided to survey visitors as to what they thought was needed in the Park. As a result, he 
improved the system of tourist roads still in use in Yellowstone today, obtained funding from Congress, and oversaw 
their construction.  During a subsequent assignment in Yellowstone, then Captain Chittenden campaigned to protect 
Yellowstone and other National Parks for future generations from vandalism and corporate encroachment while 
completing his engineering operations.  Among his most remarkable works are the Roosevelt entrance arch near 
Gardiner, Montana, a graceful bridge over the Yellowstone River above Yellowstone Falls, and the Golden Gate 
Viaduct through the Yellowstone Canyon. 
 
Studies of the irrigation potential in the Rocky Mountain West by H.M. Chittenden led to the establishment of the 
Bureau of Reclamation to bring about his vision. Chittenden may be said to be the father of flood control in the Ohio 
River basin because of his study of flooding there. Originally opposed to government efforts to reduce the risk of 
flooding, Chittenden changed his position based upon his research. During the Spanish-American War Chittenden 
was given a command of a unit of Volunteers and the temporary rank of Colonel. He and his unit were sent to 
Huntsville, Alabama, for training. Chittenden found that the local water supply was severely lacking, and in his 
spare time designed and began a municipal system for the community. Thank Chittenden for safe, clean water the 
next time you have training in Huntsville. 
 
Hiram Chittenden was an important historian of the American West. He wrote The Yellowstone National Park, 
History of Early Steamboat Navigation on the Missouri River, Life and Letters of Father Pierre-Jean De Smet, S.J., 
1801- 1873, and The American Fur Trade of the West. His books on Yellowstone National Park and Fur Trapping 
are still in print. The American Fur Trade is considered the definitive work on the subject. He also contributed 
articles to many national magazines and newspapers. 
 
Hiram Chittenden’s interpretation of the importance and grandeur of Yellowstone was important in the development 
of the National Park ideal in the decades just prior to the formation of the National Park Service. He also contributed 
greatly to the understanding of the exploration of the American West. Hiram Martin Chittenden was indeed a man of 
unusual and remarkable talents. 
 

“The greatest service which official authority can render to posterity is to maintain and transmit this 
possession as it came from the hand of nature.” -- Hiram Martin Chittenden (1915) 

Magee/USACE
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6/1/2016 C. GREGORY CRAMPTON DIES AT 84, U. EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF HISTORY

http://www.deseretnews.com/article/print/418898/CGREGORYCRAMPTONDIESAT84UEMERITUSPROFESSOROFHISTORY.html 1/1

C. Gregory Crampton, University of Utah emeritus professor of history, author and authority on
Glen Canyon and the canyon country of the Colorado Plateau, has died at 84.

Dr. Crampton died of cancer at his home in St. George on Tuesday. Funeral plans are pending.Dr.
Crampton specialized in western American history and taught at the university from 1945 until his
retirement in 1979.

In 1956, Dr. Crampton convinced the National Park Service that a historical study should be
conducted along with the planned archaeological survey of Glen Canyon, to be flooded after
construction of Glen Canyon Dam and the filling of Lake Powell. He was put in charge.

Employing a combination of field research, documentary investigation, and interviews from 1956 to
1963, Dr. Crampton produced a number of detailed monographs printed by the University of Utah.

It was from this study that Dr. Crampton wrote "Standing Up Country," an overview of canyonlands
history in Utah and Arizona, which won the Best Western NonFiction Award of the National
Cowboy Hall of Fame and Western Heritage Center. He wrote several other books

For two years he was director of the University of Utah's Western History Center and was a founder
in 1967 of the Utah Westerners.

Copyright 2016, Deseret News Publishing Company

C. GREGORY CRAMPTON DIES AT 84, U. EMERITUS
PROFESSOR OF HISTORY
Associated Press
Published: Thursday, May 4 1995 12:00 a m. MDT
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