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ABSTRACT. ~o ousee arno of Canada nvalled the northern Great Plams u an envncnment
ideally Slilled for 1M big 'lime hunuIIg eccnermes of the nauve peopks. Indeed . onl ~' the manne
environments of ( o;u la l BntlSh Columb....nd the Gulf of St Lawre nce provided Ihe nanon's
abon,Lru.J inubn.nn .. "h I mere .bundant lind Tell.ble rood suppl) lI .. as the meal surplu.
IMI COLIld ee h.arvnlcd ,n the PliulISun th't proved 10 be (1'uc1.&IIO the nonh.. nt"iud upan­
sion of lilt fur tTadeand 10 the elIrly6enlopmcnl o t lhc Red River colony of MIll.llo bii. AlthOUlh
rUT Iradlnlt .. u ab o import,nl. npKLIlly In tbe northern and northeastern fnn,n or lhe rel,on .
'I II (lilT 10~) Ih.ll throUllhoul the hr)d.) o f the mduslr}' before C ontederauon. th e trade In
fun ,,"as of i«Ondary Imponance. PUI simpl y. " 'Jthoul P la,ns pro"isJons, It ...ould nave been
dIfficult for !raden to up.and then opeuuons to the Ulenl tlal the)' dId m the llIte elghteenlh
and early nIneteenth centuries. Fo r thiS rnlOn. atlenllOn " 'Ill be focussed on the P\.a.ms provlslon
lrade .

RESUM E. Aucune au tre region du Canada ne se pri1alt aussi admira bleme nl bien que Ie nord
des gTandcs plamcs a une VIC econorrecue fondee sur la chasse au gros glbler par les Autochtones
Seuls les milieux m,mns de la Cille du Pac ifique et du ,olle du Sain t-Leurem ofl ratent a leurs
habItants une source d'ahmentalion plus sure el plus abondanle. Ce sent les surplus de viande
dn plamn qu i penmrentl 'upansion de Ia uane des Iourtures ....en Ie ~ord-Oucsl elled~eloppe_

menl de la eoJonie de La Rlvlere-Roule. Aux beaux Joun de f md ustne des fourrtlrcs. uant Ia
Confederation. ftehange des peaux t1ail en h.u-mtme une aetl ....'te secondaire da ns In plaInes.
bien qu'eDe all eu son Impanance au nord e1 au nord-nl . en bordure dn plalnn, En bref u.ns
In pro ....lSlons venues dn plamcs, In lralteurs auraJent d,frlCilement pu ttendn: Ieun operat,ons
auss i Larlement qu 'i ts font fail ia fin du dL1-hulllemc s'eele et au debul du slklc SUI\'an t II peut
don e i1re utile d 'eumutCr plus .i fond Ie syslerne de treue des prOVISIons des plames.

ACKNOW lEDG ME"TS
The author ,",ould like to thank the Hud son's Bay Company for permusion to co nsul t and

quote from its archives, I ,",ou ld a tsc hke to lhank D. W. Mood Ie and Ke'th Ra lston for com­
menling on earher drafls Oflhis pape r. Of cou rse rhe author is res ponsi ble for opinions el< prelised

The expansion of the fur trade into the Athabasca and Mackenzie
River dr ainage basins in the late eighteenth century had major impli­
cations for the trad ing syste m that had alre ady been esta blished in the
northern Great Plains. O perati ng a burgeon ing netw or k of posts posed
serio us logist ical problems for the compet ing Hudson's Bay and North
West companies. The boreal forests cou ld not provide sufficient food
to feed men stationed at the growing number of post s and those who
manned the canoe and boat brigades plying the routes betwee n th em.
European food was too costly to import in large quant ities. Even more
import ant . cargo space in canoes and York boats was limited. The
prop orti on of that space devoted to prov isions had to be kept to a
minimum. Co mplicating this pro blem, the transportation season was
too short to perm it crews to hunt and fish along the way. For th ese
reasons, food had to be ob tai ned in the co untry and stoc kpiled at
st rategic locations along the tran sport at ion rou tes.

The European traders quick ly rea lized that t he parkland and
prairie areas could serve as the pantry for the western fur trade. T his
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region could produce large food surpluses and it was strategically
located beside the main supply line of the northwestern fur trade
(Figure I). In order to collect plains provisions. the Hudson's Bay
Company and the North West Company built post s along the North
Saskatchewan as well as the Red and Assiniboine rivers between 1779
and 1821. The provisions obtained from the Saskatchewan area were
forwarded to Cumberland Lake for use by the Athabasca-bound bri­
gades of the two companies. In the southern Manitoba area. the North
West Company sent its foodstuffs to Fort Bas de la Riviere on the
lower Winnipeg River for use by its canoe brigades as they travelled
between Cumberland Lake and the Rainy Lake-Fort William area.
The Hudson's Bay Company forwarded its provisions from southern
Manitoba to Norway House, at the head of Lake Winnipeg, where they
were picked up by inland brigades travelling to and from York Fac­
tory . Even with these new logistical arrangements a large proportion
of cargo space continued to be taken up with provisions (Table 11.

Indians were quick to appreciate the opportunities the new provi­
sion market offered to t hem. For instance, in 1779 the Hudson's Bay
Company built Hudson House on the North Saskatchewan River to
obtain provisions for C umberland House . Within a year. the local
Indians were burning the surrounding prairies in the autumn to pre­
vent th e buffalo (Bison bison) herds from approaching the post. By
making it impossible for the traders to hunt buffalo themselves. the
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TABLE I

PROPOR TlO~ OF :"ORTH WEST COM PA ~Y CA~OE SPACE
DEVOTED TO PRO \' I SIO~ S . 11114
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Desnneuon from Fl . Willil m

Athabasca
Athabasca River
English Rive r
Rat RI\'er
Upper Fort dC'S Premes
Lo.... er Fort dc:s Pralfl e\
Upper Red River
Lower Red River
Fen Dau phin
Lake Wi nn i pt' ~

J4

-"l8
4'
"l8
25
'4
"37

Ba.cd on dat a in Yo'. Wallace. D" cumt'nl I Rt'lomlK 10 the ;Von h WrIt Coml'onl , 'l c rontc. 19.14,
pp. 217. 79,

Indians hoped to increase the prices t hat they cou ld demand for t he
provision s they brought to barter. This native prac tice beca me co m­
mon place in the parklands.!

The foodstu ffs that the Ind ian s supplied consisted a lmos t entirely
of dried buffalo meat (jerk meat). pou nded (powdered) meat . grease
and pemmican. Th e butchering and processing was don e by nati ve
women. Drying meat invo lved cun ing it into lo ng strips ab ou t 0.6 cm
(0.25 inch) th ick. Th e strips were t hen hung on woo de n slat s supported
by t ripods of stic ks. It took two o r three days for the meat to dr y. Th e
bett er q uality dried meat was packed into bundles. Th e remainder was
dried fu rther ove r a hot fire until br ittle. It was then laid out on a
buffalo hide and po unded into a po wde r. Th is powdered meat was
dumped into a kett le containing boiling fat or marrow . As it cooked
the mixt ure turned into a paste. Crus hed berries were often added at
th is time. Wh ile still boiling hot. the pa ste was pou red into leat her bags
which were sealed as tightly as possible. Th e mixture was then allowed
to cool until it was hard . This very nutritious food concentrate was
known as pemmican. t lt was highly stable and could be stored for lon g
period s of time. For t hese reason s. pemmi can was an ideal food for
peopl e on the move. It could be eat en right from t he bag without any
fur t her pre parat ion. roasted in its own fat . or boi led. '

The expande d market fo r buffalo meat pr oducts after 1780 had
significant imp lications for the nat ive sup plie rs. For example . it is
reasona ble to suppose that the preh istoric demand for dr ied provisio ns
by park land jgrassland groups was limited becau se these gro ups hunt­
ed buffalo to some extent at all seasons of th e year. Th erefore. a large
porti on of their food co nsumptio n would have consisted of fresh or



'"
previously frozen (in winter) meat. s Dried provisions were used in
emergencies when herd s were not present locally, when travelling. or
when engaged in raiding expeditions. Pemmican was especially im­
portant in the latter circumstances since it did not have to be cooked.
Being able to avoid using fires while on the warpath was an important
consideration in the open grasslands where smoke was visible for
miles .

Besides domestic use. nomadic hunters probably also traded dried
meat and pemmican with horticultural Indians who lived in the Mis­
souri valley during the late prehistoric period. ' In addition. some
exchange undoubtedly took place when local food shortages were
common in the forests. However. there is no reason to suppose that this
trade was extensive.

In light of these considerations, it is clear that the fur trade provi­
sion market would have served to increase the importance of pemmi­
can as an article of commerce. Whether or not this market stimulated
the initial commercialization of the hunt is uncertain at this time
because there is some archaeological evidence that suggests there may
have been an increased output of dried provisions in the late pre­
historic era. « On the basis of this evidence the archaeologist Thomas
Kehoe has argued that the commercialization of the hunt began before
European contact. 7 If Kehoe is correct. the development of a fur trade
provision market may have simply served as a catalyst which accel­
erated a trend that had begun earlier. It is unclear why the process
would have begun in the prehistoric / protohistoric periods. Possibly
the incentive for increased pemmican production in the late precontact
period was related to the increase in warfare that was associated with
the northward spread of the horse. Acquisition of this animal may also
have served to increase intertribal trade. Whatever the causes for the
increased output may have been, it is clear that in the historic period
the expanded output of provisions was aimed at serving a new external
market.

While a changing economic climate provided the incentive. tech­
nological changes resulting from European contact made it easier for
native groups to expand their production of traditional meat products
and to transport them. For instance. historical accounts of pemmican­
making indicate that buffalo fat was melted in copper or brass kenles .!
It is uncertain how fat would have been melted down on a large scale
in prehistoric times given the relatively poor quality ceramics that
Indians possessed (judged by modern technical standards) and the fact
that plains Indians used the buffalo paunch extensively as a cooking
container. Being limited to this domestic equipment meant that most
foods had to be either stone-boiled or roasted over an open fire.
Indeed. when writing about the Metis (descendents of Indians and
Europeans) buffalo hunts in the middle of the nineteenth century. Red
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River settler Alexander Ross noted that a great deal of meat, fa( and
bone marrow was wasted because the Metis hunters lacked a sufficient
number of kettles to process it.' Ross's observation is of particular
interest given the fact that the Metis undoubtedly were better equipped
with kettles than their Plains Indian cousins . Thus. although kettles
would have offered the prospect of improved efficiency of meat pro­
cessing, the limited quantity of kettles available as late as the middle of
the nineteenth century was a factor that set limits on the amount of
pemmican that groups could make from their kill. In other words. food
wastage may have been partly a function of the per capita distribution
of kettles . It may be that prehistoric pemmican production occurred
only on a relatively small scale owing to technological constraints.

Hunting efficiency and transportation capability was affected by
the introduction northward of horses from the southern plains where
they had been brought by the Spaniards. By the early 1700s horses were
found in the southern Alberta region and by the I740s they were being
adopted by Indians in southern Manitoba. Horses altered summer
hunting practices in that the animals enabled Indians. and later Metis.
to "run" the herds . This involved having a group of men approach a
herd as closely as possible before it took flight. Once the buffalo
stampeded the Indian hunters chased after them on their horses . Being
faster than the fleeing buffalo (a buffalo was said to run at two-thirds
the pace of a horse). a good buffalo pony enabled Indian hunters to
ride up along side of their prey and kill them at close range with arrows,
lances or muskets. The chase usually continued until the horses were
tired. As in the past , the Indian women and children followed. often
on foot . to butcher the fallen prey. Although not without its hazards.
this method of hunting was less risky and probably more efficient than
the older walking surround or fire drive . Ross witnessed a Metis
"buffalo run" that lasted two hours and yielded 1,375 animals. This is a
kill rate of slightly more than 11 per minute. In terms of the 40 men
involved , however. it is less impressive, giving each hunter an average
of 3.5 animals.wPerhaps of greater importance, horses gave the plains
hunters the potential of carrying larger loads at a faster pace than when
dogs were the sole beasts of burden. I I However, the potential was not
fully realized because of limited availability. Many Indian groups in
southern Manitoba and eastern Saskatchewan were "horse-poor."
They did not have enough mounts for everyone. Therefore, the speed
of these groups was limited to their slowest pedestrian members. In
contrast, the Metis had a relative abundance of horses. They often
travelled with riding horses, buffalo running ponies (which were used
solely for that purpose), cart horses and pack horses.

As the fur traders pushed into the Athabasca and Mackenzie
River country. they quickly realized it was necessary to have an ad­
vance food supply base to augment meat products obtained in the
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pra irie region . T he mai nline of the fur trade skirted t he edge of the
Canadian Shield. where many large lakes (Great Bear Lake. Great
S lave Lake . Lake Athabasca. Lake Winnipegosis and Lake Winnipeg)
teemed with fish. The fisheries develop ed on these lakes su pported a
num ber of tradin g posts . However, even th ough fish cou ld be smoked.
dr ied or. in th e case of sturgeo n. processed int o pemmican , it did not
become an important voyaging Iood.u It is uncl ear why. Perhap s it
W 3 !> relate d to t heir food preferences. It is also likely t ha i fish pemm i­
can would have had a shorter "s helf life" t han buffalo pemmican. The
failure to exploit the great inland fisherie s meant that alternat ive
sources had to be developed . The Nor'Weste rs were the first to con­
front th is problem and in the la te 1870s they turned to the Beaver
Indians living in th e Peace River valley to su pp ly them with t he
add itional foo d , By the turn of th e cen tu ry the Nort h West Co mpany
was relying on th e Peace River ar ea for a ll of its dr ied provision s in the
region. This meat was sent fro m th e Peace River valley to Fort Chipe­
wyan where th e Nor'Westers used it to outfit their canoes bo und for
Cumberland House from Peace River , Great Slave Lake, and Lake
At ha basca .

In 1802 t he Hudson's Bay Co mpany moved into thi s a rea and
built Nott ingham Hou se o n Lak e At habasca, near Fort Chi pewyan .
It was hop ed th at th e men at th is post wou ld be able to feed themselves
on fish. Like th e Nor'Wester s. th e Hudson' s Bay Company men also
reali zed t hat th ey would need to tap the Peace River country for mo re
foo d. They launched t his effo rt with the co nst ruction of Mansfield
House on the Peace River in 1802. Realizing the st rategic impo rtance
of th e Peace River supply base and want ing to block the Hudson's
Bay Company's push into Athabasca and Mackenzie river count ry, th e
Nor' wes ters quickly moved to inti mida te th e Hu dson's Bay Company
on th e Peace River. This venture was successful and the Hudson' s Bay
Company was forced to withdraw, Having failed to secure a supply
base in th e Peace River area, th e Hudson 's Bay Company also found it
was necessary to close Nott ingh am Hous e in 1809 and temporarily
abandon th e Athabasca country . They did no t retu rn again until 1815
when th ey bu ilt a new post, Fort Wedderb urn, on Lake At habasca.
On ce again th e Hudso n's Bay Company battled with t he Nor'westers
for access to the provision tr ade ofthe Peace River country . T his time
the y were successful and secured a to ehold in t he region by 1819.1)

The battle for control of th e provision trade at this tim e was not
limited to the Peace River count ry. It erupted in th e Red River a rea
also. In 1812 th e Hudson's Bay Company established the Selkirk
agricultura l col ony o n the banks of th e Red River. Th is posed a stra ­
teg ic threat to the North West Company since t he colony lay astride
its provision supply line in th at quarter. T he seriousness of the danger
was manifest in the winter of 1814. T he colony was seriou sly short of
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provisions. In an effort to deal with the problem Miles Macdonell, t he
autocratic colonial governor, issued his "Pemmican Proclamation"
on the 8 January 1814, forbidding the export from the area of any
provisions that had been secured or grown there. All provisions were to
be reserved for the colony's consumption. I. Macdonell's action pro­
voked the so-called "Pemmican War" in which the Nor'Westers, using
the Meti s as pawns, sought to destroy the colony.

The struggle for control of shares of the vital Plains provision
trade continued in all quarters until the union of the two rival com­
panies in 1821. Although this union temporarily reduced the overall
labour force of the fur trade by as much as one-third, there by tempo­
rarily diminishing the size of the provision market. this market re­
bounded a short while later. But after 1821 a new group emerged as one
of the major suppliers-this group was comprised of French (the
Metis) and English mixed-blood men. Most of these men were laid off
by the Hudson's Bay Company in the early 1820s. Some simply quit.
Previously most of them had been stationed at the parkland posts and
had native wives of Parkland Indian ancestry. The mixed-b loods con­
gregated near the Red River colony and around the prese nt town of
Pembina. North Dakota, until they abandoned the latter location in
1823. These men and their families combined the older Indian ways
with the newer ones of the settlers. They established small farms but
between sowing and harvest, they hunted buffalo for dried provisions
and hides. From late August until early November many of them left
for the plains a second time to secure fresh meat and buffalo robes for
the winter . Their hunts were like those of their Plains Indian relat ives,
but there were also some differences. One was in the mode of trans­
portation that the mixed-bloods used . The Metis employed two­
wheeled carts fashioned of local materials (wood, leather and sinew)
instead of the travois. These were the famed Red River carts . They
were pulled by one horse, or an ox. and carried some 900 pounds of
cargo-nearly double that of the travois. The carts gave the mixed­
blood s great mobility, enabling them to extend their foraging range as
far westward as was necessary to pursue the buffalo herds. Further,
Indians tended to follow the herds. hunting them at all seasons. Since
the mixed-bloods. who lived in fixed settlements, worked for the
Hudson's Bay Company on a seasonal basis, and farmed on a part­
time basis, they could not hunt all-year-round. Therefore, thei r buffa lo
hunting was co nfined largely to two hunts an nually . These hunts were
much like those organized by the Indians. except that Metis hunters
skinned the slain buffalo and brought the carcasses back to camp
rather than having their women and children follow In their wake. For
both groups, the women did the butchering and meat processing.u

Recently it has been argued that the mixed economy of the Metis
was better suited to the regional economic situation betwee n 1821 and
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1870 than was the way of life chosen by settlers who atte mpted farming
on a full-time basis.!« Th e farme rs were frequen tly devastated by
natural disasters. Colonial observer James Hargrave noted in 1870
that the Red River settlement had been co mpletely Ilooded in 1808.
1826. 1852,and 1861. and had been plagued with locusts in 1818. 1819.
1857. 1858. an d 1864 th ro ugh 1868.17 Besides these 13major calamities
in 60 years, droughts and early fros ts were also a frequent problem.
These recurring misfortunes kept the colony from producing a steady
agricultural output sufficient to meet its own provision requirements .
Poor sto rage and ha ndling procedures frequently reduced the size of
any surpluses produced. ' Therefore. the developi ng colony remained
pa rt ia lly depen dent o n the buffalo hunt to survive . This dependency
extended the size of t he provision market beyond that provided by the
Hudson's Bay Co mpany.

The Metis, as compet itors of the Parkla nd Indians for the provi­
sion market, were most successful in sout hern Man itoba. One can as­
sume th at they sa tisfied nearly all of the colony's needs and a significant
portion of the Hudson's Bay Co mpa ny's requ irement s in that qu arter.
Posts situa ted along the middl e an d uppe r reaches of the Assiniboine
River a nd North and South Sas katchewan Rivers and their tributaries
supplemented the provisions that the mixed- bloods brought to Red
River . Most of these western posts conduc ted the bulk of their provi­
sion tr ade with Ind ian gro ups. As in earlier years, these provisions were
tran sported to Cumbe rland House and Norway House.

The dimensions of the provision mark et created by the fur tra de
can be pieced together by employing scattered bits of information that
are availa ble. Fo r exa mple, in t he first decade of t he nineteenth cent ury
the No rth West Company was obtaining an average of 12,600 lb. of
pemmican from its Red River department and 27,000 to 45,000 lb. from
the Saskatchewan area . 19 This gives an average annual to tal of between
39,600 to 57,600 lb. of pemmican for the No rth West Company from
the prairie! par kland a rea . Historica l accounts provide somewhat co n­
trad ictory sta tements abou t t he a mounts of fresh meat tha t were
needed to produce a bag of pemmican. James Hargrave stated that the
meat of one bull mad e a rOO-lb. bag of pemmican, whi le Fa ther G. A.
Belcourt claimed it took tw o buffalo cows to pr od uce a 90-lb. bag of
pemmican (o ne cow yielded 45 lb . of pemmican). But he ad ded that
experienced hunters reck oned it to ok eigh t to 10 cows' meat to fill one
cart with pemmican (o ne cow =90 to 112.5 lb. of pemmlcan ).» Th ere is
a discrepancy in these figure s of over 100 percent. Guill aume Cha rette,
a Meti s, o bserved that it took 4,000 cows to fill 500 ca rts with pem­
mican, or eight per cart .u This suggests that Belcourt's second figure
is the more accurate estimate. Data obtained from t he North West
Company post of Fort Pembina revea l tha t the mea n dressed weight of
35 bulls killed during the winter was 514 1b. while t ha t of 112 cows was
402 Ib.22 In I~ght of t hese various sets of figu res, it would have ta ken



approximately 350-440 lb. of fresh meat to produce 90- 100 lb. of
pem mican . This represents a weight loss of betw een 72 to 80 percent
using cows and bulls . Using co ws exclusively the range is 72-77.5 per­
cent.

All histo rical sou rces ag ree that co w's mea t was preferab le for
all types of co nsump tion . F. G. Roe co ncluded that this preferen ce
.....as on the order of 10 to one .u More bulls wou ld betaken only if there
were not eno ugh cows. Given the very stro ng historical preference for
cows, and assumin g a 75 percent weight loss in processing, it is possible
to estimate the number of buffalo requ ired to meet the pemmican
deman ds of the fur trade as well as Metis a nd Indian subsistence re­
qu irements. Fo r this reaso n. th e estimates for slaughte r will be ex­
pressed in "co w eq uivalents." On this basis it wou ld have tak en be­
tween 158,400 a nd 230,000 lb. of fresh meat to yield the q uanti ty of
pemmican the North West Company needed an nua lly in the early
nineteen th centu ry. This represented roughly 400 to 575 buffa lo co ws.
If we assume that the Hudson's Bay Company's requ irement s were the
same during this period, the com bined demand cou ld have been met by
killing fewer than 1,200 anima ls.

TABLE 2

PROVISION DE MAND OF T HE HUDSON'S BAY CO MPA NY

.... 1850 1160 1170

90.900 120,375 137,6 10 202,680
20,000 16,600 11,000 9,000

110,000 136,975 148,t-1O 211,680, , d. , ,. d. e s. d. , s. d
J J 4 •2 2 J 4

I ,JJ6 J 1J(}4 14 1,291 10 5,067
166 IJ '38 7 137 10 ' SO

l,J02 18 1,643 I 2,431 5,2 17

122 '52 '" JIl
482,000 579,870 6 15,625 864,053

1,21)' 1,450 1,539 2,160

Price (slerhng) lb.· · · ·
Pemm ican
Dricd Meal

lnveetory valuc · ..•
fSlerlingJ
Pemmica n
Dried Meal
TOlal

Equivalent in Rcd River
Carl l oads"·

Equivalent in fre§h meat (lb .)

Equivalenl number of
buffalo cows

Commodil )

Pemmica n (lb .)·
Dried Meal (lb.)"

Tou.I

· Ra) . J"dulflJ ", ,I,,· F,,, TTtUH . pp. 209-1 0.
··Accord,ng 10 Bekcen, I tOIO : 61.50 lb. dmd mclt

···u n load: 900 lb
····Bn lli h Co lumbia Pro\illw:ial Archl'~l.. Add MS, 220. "'SulIKhng Rul« and Rc,ulauonl..

:'oionhcrn Dcp.nrmnl. Rupcn'l und , 1&41-67.M Pubbc Archi\in or BnI~h Columbia,
Add MSS 220
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Table 2 gives the provision demand of the Hud son's Bay Com­
pany at In-year intervals between 1830 and 1870. These figures have
been translated into equiva lents. Th ese data reveal that the size of the
company's pemmican and dr ied meat market increased over two and
one-half times between 1840 and 1870 . But the numbers of animals
needed for slaughter remained relat ively low, suggesting tha t the pro­
visio n market accounted for only a small percentage of t he total output
of provisions in the northern pla ins region.

Thi s conclusion is based on an estimation of the magn itude of the
demand for buffalo meat products by the Red River Colon y a nd the
native population. Th is estimation takes into accounl census figures
for the colony, approximations of the native population in the mid­
nineteenth century, scattered data dea ling with food consumption at
the beginning of that century, the ration rates employed by the Hud­
son's Bay Company and transportation capabilities of the mixed­
blood population. During the winter of 1807-08,41 men stationed at
the North West Company post of Fort Pembina consumed 63,000 lb.
of fresh buffalo meat over a 213-day period (I September - 31 March) .
This represents an average of 7.2 lb .; man / day or about 5,360 calories .
In addition, during the same period the men consumed three red deer
(Cervus elaphuss. five black bear (Ursus americanuss. four beaver
( Castor canadensis), three swans (Cygnus sp.). one white crane (Grus
amer icana). 12 outards. 36 ducks. and 1,150 fish of various kinds . 2~

This level of consumption was only slightly below the rat ions that the
Hudson's Bay Company pr ovided for its boat briga des. Co mpany
boa tmen were given eight lb. o f fresh meat per day. the ir wives four,
and their children two. Allowances for employees and the ir families
sta tioned at trading post s was one-half that of the brigades. A variety
of ot her foods was consumed also. Applying the Hudson's Bay Co m­
pany rates to the populat ion censuses of Red River suggest s that the
buffalo meat consumption of the colony would have ranged between
approximately 2.200.000 lb. to 4,400,000 lb. ryear in 1831 potentially
rising to between 7.500,000 lb. and 15.000,000 lb. jyear in 1870.2S

This simpl e pred iction must be modified, however, to account for
additional factors besides human population growth. The colony was
making slow , if erratic, progress in its agricultural output . Also, trans­
portation capacity did not expand sufficiently to carry the quantity of
meal projected by the 1870 estimate. In 1870 Hargrave wrote that an
average of 1,200 carts look part in the two annual hunts-roughly the
same number as in the late 1840s despite the population increase. This
indicates that the Meti s hunters could have supplied a maximum of
1,080.000 lb . of pemmican (the equivalent of 4,320,000 lb. of fresh
meat) from the August hunt and 1,080.000 lb. of fresh meat in the
autumn if all of their cargo space was devoted to provision supplies. Of
course, this was not the case given that the y also carried hides and
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robes. Thus. the annual buffalo consumptio n by the Red River colony
in 1870 would have had to be less than the equivalent of5.400.000 lb. of
fresh buffalo meat per year . Thi s indicates a daily ration of meat of less
than thre e pounds of fresh buffalo meat per adult male or one-quarter
less than the post allowance rate of the Hud son 's Bay Company.

These calculations indi cate that provi sion demands of the colony
in 1831 would have generated a slaughter on the order of between 5.500
and 1\.000 buffalo cows. while that of 1870 would have been under
13.500. This suggests that the maximum probable increase would have
been less than two and one-half times between 1831 and 1870.

In 1856 Governor George Simpson of the Hudson's Bay Com­
pany calculated tha t the Plains Indians numbered just under 30,000. 21\

Using this figure and applying the ration rates of the trading com­
pan ies. the potential buffalo meat requirements of the Indians would
have necessitated the slaughter of between 54.000 and almost 110.000
cows/ year. In this case, the mean figure of about 82,000 is more likely ,
given that this number would closely approximate the size of slaughter
that would be generated by a population of nearly 30.000 having a diet
very similar to that of the men stationed at Fort Pembina in 1807..()8 .

As large as It appears, it should be pointed out thata projected kill
rate of 82,000 animals per yea r is probably a conservati ve estimate
bearing in mind that hunt s were wasteful. During the summer season
Indians sometimes slaughtered herds just to obtain the tongues and
bosses for feasts. Th e rest of the carcass was left to spoil. Even without
such profligate behaviour the hunt was wasteful by its very nature .
Being a herd animal that was easil y spooked to stampede. it was
difficult for the Indians or Meti s to kill only the buffalo that were
needed . The most obvi ous exa mple would be a cliff drive where it
would have been impossible 10 control the number of animals that
stampeded over a precipice. When running buffalo , hunters could not
predict how man y animals they could successfully skin and butcher. A
number of problems could arise that could abbreviate the butchering.
The se included raiding parties of hostile native groups , rainstorms
which rendered exposed meat useless, and nightfall . Predators, most
notably wolves (Canis lupus), were effective scavengers after dark and
took a heavy toll . According to one Metis hunter, besides these prob­
lems, the blinding dust of a run often made it impossible to carefully
pick out the choice fat cows and many undesirable quarry were killed .t?
For all these reasons a significant allowance has to be made for wast­
age. Alexander Ross claimed that 2,500 animals were slain in one hunt
by Metis but the meat of only 750 buffalo was processed -scarcely
one-third. u Given all of the factors that could influence the ability of a
party to process the meat of its hunt, wastage rates would not have
been constant. If we assume tha t Ross's experience represented ex­
treme conditions. then presumably they ranged up to as much as 66
percent.
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Taken toge ther, it is clear that the combined food needs of the

Hudson's Bay Company, the Red River Colony and the Indians would
have necessitated a slaughter that amou nted to the eq uiva lent of just
under 100 ,000 cows (2. 160 ... 13.500'" 82.000) per year. Considering
wastage, a ran ge of 100 ,000 to 300.000 is a possibi lity. Of t his, just over
two perce nt of the kill wo uld have been generated by the fu r trade.

Alth ough a slaughte r of this magnitude might appear to represent
a serious th reat to t he survival of the wild buffalo herds . this appa rently
was not the case if Roe's estimation of the na tural rat e of increase of the
species is correct. Based on dat a o btai ned fro m t he cap tive animals in
Wainwright Buffa lo Park, Roe co ncluded the pop ulatio n increased 18
percent/year.29 At tha t rat e the combined provisio n hunt co uld have
been sustai ned by a herd of between 555,555 (if 100.000 were killed)
a nd 1.666,666 anima ls (if the slaughter eq ualle d 300,000) . Most calc u­
lati ons of t he size of t he northern herds exceed t hese figures by a wide
margin. Therefore , it seems likely that other eco nomic developm ent s
in the nineteenth century served to accelerate the slaughte r beyond the
level of a sustaina ble harvest and eventua lly destroyed th is vital food
resource. Th e first of these developments was the emergence of a stro ng
market for robes. A few robes had been trad ed ever since the beginning
of th e fur trade in the area in the late seventeenth centu ry. However, the
vo lume of this traffic was limit ed since there were no sizeable markets
in eas tern North Amer ica or Europe . Also, these a rticles were bulky
an d heavy an d , therefore, it was d ifficult to t ransport large q ua ntities
of t hem byca noe. But by the early nineteenth centu ry the pict ure began
to change. American traders pushed up the Missou ri River an d esta b­
lished Fort Union at the confluence of t he Yellowstone and Missouri
river s. This post beca me an importa nt hub of trad e d rawing Indians
from a large surroundi ng area . including the pra iries south of the
Saskatchewan and Assinibo ine rivers. Using bateaux and steamboats
t he American traders' tran sportat ion costs were substantially less tha n
th ose of the Hud so n's Bay Co mpany which continued to depend
hea vily o n the less efficient York boa t an d canoe . The Amer ica ns'
cheaper transportation costs enabled t hem to cater to the growing
market for buffalo robes in eastern North America. T his market
developed to the point where it triggered off a virtual flood of robes
d own the Missou ri River towa rd SI. Loui s. It has been est ima ted that
between 1815 and the early 1860s the trade of th e Missouri River area
fluctuated bet ween 20,000 to 200,000 robesj yea r.w Probabl y 50 per­
cent of this trade cam e from the Canadian prairies north of the upper
Missouri.

In the earl y 1820s Gove rnor Geo rge Simp son of the Hudson 's Bay
Co mpa ny made a few explo ra tory efforts to see if t he co mpany co uld
ta ke part in th is new market either by ma king overlan d shipments to
Montreal, or by ex porting robes via York Factory to London for
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Figure 2. Hudson's Bay Company v orm em Department hide an d robe trade. 182 1-1879.

reshipment from that city to New York. These initial efforts were
failures.! ' Somewhat late r the co mpany became involved in the robe
trade but its share of the enterprise remained very small (Figure 2). The
Co mpany's annual trade never reached 20.000 . The Metis also became
involved and in 1844 they began carting robes overland to the S1. Paul
area of Minn esota. Few data exist concerning the volume of traffic.
However. in 1856 it amounted to more than 7,500 robes.u That year
the Hudson's Bay Co mpany traded almost 16.000 robes, suggesting
that Metis trade comprised about 50 percent of that of the company's
volume.

Th ese sketchy data (in the case of the Met is) suggest that the com­
bined robe trade of the Metis and Hudson's Bay Company ranged
between 10.000 to 40,000/ year between 1840 and 1879. Added to the
10.000 to 100,000 robe s that probably flowed southward from the
Canadian prairies to the Missou ri River posts. an annual winter
slaughter of 20.000 to 140.000 animals is ind icated.
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Th e robe hu nt must be co nsidered in relation to the provision

hunt to understand th e com bined impact t hai it had on the native
economy (Indian and Metis) and on t he buffalo resource. Recall t hat
the fur tr ade provis ion ma rket co nsisted enti rely of dried produce
obtained from t he summer hunts. the refore. no robes would have been
taken as by-products of t he 2.160 cows needed. Almost 11,000 of t he
13,500 animals slaug hte red fo r the colony's co nsumption were killed to
produce dried meat pro ducts. The refore, o nly about 2,500 (pe rhaps
7.500 if we allow for waste a t the maximum ra te) would have been
killed fo r food during the robe season. The re were about 6,000 Metis in
Red River in 1870 .'13 Allo wing one ro be for every man, wom an and
chi ld per year for persona l use. it is clear t here woul d not have been any
su rplus left fo r tr ade. If, for t he sake of discussion, we assu me t hai t he
provision hunt s of the Indian s we re sp read out over t he enti re year.
t hen 66 percen t of t he app rox imate ly 82.000 buffalo needed would
have been slain at a time when robes could have been obtained as a by­
product. Th is amo unts to some 54, 120 ro bes (perhaps 135,000 with a
ma ximum wasta ge allowance). If we allocate two robes per Indian per
yea r for clot hing and bedding pu rp oses (probably a conservat ive fig­
ure ), it is necessary to subt ract some 50,000 robes from the above figure
to determine t he numbe r ava ilable for trad ing pu rposes. The res ult
suggests tha t no by-produ ct robes woul d have been avai lable if Indian
hu nts were hig hly efficien t and a imed primarily a t meeting their food
nee ds.

Add ing toget her the median va lues of the est imated ran ges of the
vol ume of Ca nadian Ind ian ro be trad e to t he Missouri River posts, the
Hu dson's Bay Company's robe trad e, and th e Metis traffic to Mi nne­
sota ter ritory, it appea rs that th e magn itude of t he robe market fort he
reg ion a t mid -century was something on t he orde r of 60,000 robes
(40.000.;. 13,000 .;. 6,000 = 59,000). Th is sugges ts tha t the development
of the robe ma rk et co uld have had th e effect of a lmost dou bling the
winte r slau ghter of buffa lo (e.g., increas ing it from ju st un der some
56.600 to nearly 110,000). T he problem is that we do not know if t he
Indians wer e abl e to tak e and pr ocess robes more efficiently than meat.
If th is was th e case. then the rob e t rade may no t have inc reased the
Indians' winte r kill at all if provision wastage was as high as 66 percent.
If this was so, and a ll of th e robes of th e wasted anima ls were col- .
lect ed . th en perhaps as many as 85,000 were avai labl e for tr ade. This
see ms unli kely, however, as rob e processing. like mea t preparati on ,
was time-consu ming althoug h t he rapi d spo ilage of the raw materia l
was less cntical.t- Ad ded to th e summer hu nt. co nserva tively esti mated
at just ove r 40,000 (27.060.;. 2. 160 .;. 11.000), th e an nual provision and
robe sla ug hte r probably ra nged between 150,000 (ass uming litt le wast­
age in the provision hunts) to as much as354,000 (if two- thirds of the
provisio n kill was wasted an d no robes were obtained from the ca r­
casses). The latter scenario is unl ikely.
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The magnitude of the difference in the economic importance of
the provision and robe markets is not easy to gauge since we have good
data only for the Hudson's Bay Company markets and , as noted
earlier, the company took part in only a fraction of the robe trade. As
Table 2 shows, the dried meat and pemmican that the Hudson's Bay
Company purchased was valued in Sterling at £1,302 185. in 1840,
increasing to £5,217. Considering the number of Metis and Indians
involved in the trade , these are very small figures. In contrast, the
Company bought between 4,000 and 22,000 robes/ year during this
period (Figure 2). In 1843, at the height of the company's trade, it
valued prime robes at 55. and common at 2s.6d. Using an average price
of 2s.9d. (the returns did not specify the quantities of prime and
common) the 1843 trade was worth about £3,025 or nearly two and one­
half times more than the provision market. In 1870 prime robes fetched
105. and common 5s. for an average price of7s.6d. At these prices the
approximately 11,500 robes bought by the company were worth about
£4,312 lOs. to the Indians and Metis . In other words, the Hudson's Bay
Company's robe market was of roughly the same value as its provision
market. Since the company's prices for provisions and robes had
doubled between 1840 and 1870, the shift in relative value of the
markets represented the growing volume of the provision trade (it
almost doubled between 1840 and 1870) whereas the volume of the
robe trade showed an irregular decline . Thus, for Indians and Metis
who traded solely with the Hudson's Bay Company, it would appear
that the provi sion trade was of increasing relative importance. How­
ever, few traded exclusively with the company. Given the very large
market for robes in the United States until the 1870s, one can speculate
that before 1870 most Indian and Metis hunters derived the bulk of
their hunting income from selling robes .

In the 1870s technological developments in the tanning industry
made it possible to process buffalo hides. This had the effect of creating
an extremely large market. Attention very quickly shifted from robes
to hide s to take advantage of thi s new economic opportunity. The
development of this new trade served to accelerate the buffalo slaugh­
ter for a number of reasons. Hides could be prepared more quickly
than robes and required less skilled labour. This meant that Euro­
canadians could enter the field on a much larger scale than previously.
The hide market was larger than that for robes, although the Hudson's
Bay Company played a smaller role (Figure 2). Unlike the robe hunts,
the kill was concentrated in a relatively short period . The dried provi­
sion needs of the Indians, Metis and the Hudson's Bay Company could
have yielded something on the order of 40,560 hides . If the Indian and
Metis population used two hides /year, probably a conservative num­
ber given the many uses hides served in their cultures, 60,000 hides
would have been required for the native population annually. In short,
there was no surplus. Indeed, the need for hides likely led the native
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population to slaughter more anima ls than their provision need s would
ha ve dictated . hence the "waste" noted earlier. If the esti ma tes of food
and hide needs are in the " ba ll park: ' o ne-t hird of th e meal of th e
summer hunt could ha ve been wasted as a result of th e native demand
for hides wh ich necessitated a high er slaughter rate . In any event. it is
clea r that th e hide trade probably increased the Indian and Met is level
of hu nting much more sha rply simply becau se th ere was virt ua lly no
surplus available as a by-product of provision hunting. Thus. the robe
and hide trade greatly increased the attack on the herds, hastening th e
day when they would vani sh for ever.

The tell-ta le effects of ove rkill were manifest as ea rly as the 1820s.
By t hat time buffalo ceased to frequent th e Red River valley near the
co lony. In the late 1850s their appearance in the southe rn Man itoba
area was becoming irregula r and this caused Alexander Ro ss to com­
ment that the combined attack on the herd s, from the no rth by Cana­
d ian groups and from the south by Americans, was forcing the herd s to
retreat westward.» He fore saw the da y when the y would be to ta lly
destroyed. By the 1860s th e buffa lo were in sha rp decline north of the
Qu 'Appelle and South Saskatchewan rivers . By th e la te 1870s, the
herds were la rgely confined t o southwestern Saskatchewa n and so uth­
ern Al berta areas .

In th e ear ly 1880s the buffalo had declined to th e point where
na tive groups could no longer depend upon th em for subsistence,
mu ch less produce a surplus of provisions, hid es and robes for a com­
mercia l market. Thus, pemmican, once a staple of th e fur trade,
became very expensive (Ta ble 2), rising from three cents/ pound in the
1830s to between nine and one-ha lf and ten cents /pound in the lat e
1870s. Also , the quality det eriorated . For these reasons, in 1880 the
Hudso n's Bay Company's chie f factor at York Fa ctory sta ted he was
looking fo rwa rd to the da y when t he company's depe ndence on thi s
commodity wou ld end entirely.t e This came to pass a very sho rt time
later and brought a great dea l of hardship a nd suffering to the Indians
and many of the Metis. Alternative game supplies could not meet their
subsistence need s and provide them with a sufficient quantity of mar­
ketable prod ucts to maintain their former lifestyle. The blow was
seve re . In the nineteenth cen tury these groups had become the most
economica lly indepe ndent and powerful groups in the west. But their
economy and society had a fata l flaw . It was based on the exploita tion
of a single renewable resource at a rate that exceeded the level requ ired
for a sustained yield harvest. Thus the once proud Grassland Indians
and many Metis were reduced to poverty levels by the 1880s and found
t hemselves in a much wo rse socio-economic situation than their cous ­
ins in the wooded areas of the plains. The latter had never rea ched the
same economic heights, but were spared reaching the sa me lows. The
local provisio n market in the Peace River country led to th e serious
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depletio n of the wood buffa lo populat ion. But the market was organ­
ized very differe ntly. Most of the meat was o btained by a relatively few
Indians who were hired as post hunters . Therefore, income from th is
activity was not spread as broadly through the population . Also. since
moose (A lces atces; was the preferred food animal for most of the loca l
Indian s. the assault on the buffalo in th is area had very d ifferent impli­
cations for the native inhabuants.u As this resou rce declined, t he
Woodland Indian bands were ab le to continue to sup port themselves
by hunting, fishing and t rapp ing. Meanwhile their grassland counter­
parts were reduced to subsis ting on ground squirrels ("go phers")
(Sperm ophiJus sp.), and prairie dogs (Cynomys ludo vicianust, and
relying increas ingly on government assista nce. The pantry of the
prairie pla ins was bare and could never be stocked with natural sur­
pluses again . There and the n the era of the hunter yielded to that ofthe
farmer and rancher.
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