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    About this Educator’s Guide  

 
 

Welcome! This educator’s guide provides adaptable 

lesson plans to help you engage students in learning 

about the Northwest fur trade era, a pivotal period 

that lasted from the 1770s to about 1849. One of our 

goals is to help students develop an understanding of 

the lasting impacts of the era for Native cultures, 

ecosystems, political boundaries, and more. These 

can be traumatic topics, particularly for Native 

peoples that were so negatively impacted, and we 

encourage you to approach them with care and 

sensitivity. It is also an opportunity to learn more 

about Native cultures that played key roles in the 

trade and continue to enrich Northwest culture today. 

The cross-curricular lesson plans provide an inquiry-driven, 

experiential program aligned to Washington Social Studies 

Learning Standards, Common Core State Standards, the Three 

Dimensions of the Next Generation Science Standards, and 

environmental literacy principles. Effort has been made to 

develop engaging activities that support quality social studies  

education through memorable projects that infuse the arts 

and other content areas. When the lesson plans are delivered 

in sequence, a storyline develops, creating a compelling 

framework to help you cover core concepts and improve 

student skills. The curriculum should not compete with other 

curricular goals for classroom time.  

Structure of the Guide + Lesson Plans 

The curriculum is outlined on the Contents page that follows. It 

is targeted to grades 4–8, but designed to be adaptable to meet 

the needs of all students, grades 3–12. Grade K-2 students can 

also engage in many of the topics, particularly with the support 

of available Fur Trade Trunks from Lake Roosevelt National 

Recreation Area. We suggest the lessons be taught in order over 

approximately two weeks, although the unit can be extended 

longer and go more in-depth if Enrich / Extend activities found 

at the end of each lesson are incorporated.  

The lessons are designed to be a first glimpse into the fur trade 

era. Students are gradually introduced to concepts that will 

assist them in deepening their understanding of the people of 

the Northwest and the era. They explore thought-provoking 

Sketch of Fort Vancouver, 1845 or 1846 
Henry James Warre. Courtesy Oregon Historical Society  
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questions to form their own explanations about the 

reverberating impacts of the period.  

Each lesson contains these components: 

• Overview 

• Guiding Questions and Objectives 

• Subjects and Grades addressed 

• Time needed to complete the lesson (approximate) 

• Vocabulary (defined in the lesson and in the Glossary 

at the end of the curriculum) 

• Standards: A table lists select Washington Social 

Studies Learning Standards, Next Generation Science 

Standards and Common Core State Standards that 

can be met by the lesson. We encourage you to adapt 

the lessons to meet your grade’s particular standards. 

• A Teacher Background section describes the in-depth 

content and vocabulary that are helpful to 

understand and deliver the lesson with clarity and 

answer questions as they arise.  

• The Materials + Preparation section is a handy 

synopsis of what is needed to set up the lesson.  

• Teaching Suggestions are presented in ways that are 

fully Common Core and NGSS 3D compliant within 

the 5E Instructional Model: Engage, Explore, Explain,  

Enrich / Extend, and Evaluate.  

• Additional resources are listed at the end of each lesson 

plan in the Expand Knowledge + Skills section. 

• Reproducible handouts at the end of each lesson can be 

used to help guide student inquiry. We can provide 

editable versions of them and the complete curriculum if 

you would like to adapt them to the particular needs of 

your students.  

These adaptable lessons help train your students to be good 

historians, writers, scientists, and critical thinkers, with unifying 

themes of exploration and investigation. The fur trade era was 

momentous in the ways it shaped the history of the Northwest, and 

we hope you enjoy the journey of discovery with your students.  

 
With gratitude for your involvement and all you do for the next generation, 
 
Rick Reynolds, M.Ed.   Janice Elvidge, M.S.    Peter Moran 
Founder, Engaging Every Student Education Specialist, National Park Service Graduate Student Intern 
rick@engagingeverystudent.com  laro_education@nps.gov    
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Lesson 1: Indigenous Knowledge + Natural Resources 

Who are the Native peoples of the Pacific Northwest? 

 

Overview  
The fur trade was most deeply experienced by the original occupants of 
the Pacific Northwest. In this lesson, students first identify the Native 
People of their local area, then compose a land acknowledgement as a 
class. Next, they explore hands-on resources, such as fur pelts 
(available in Fur Trade Trunks from NPS), describing them and how 
they think they are important to Native people. They then choose a 
Native group to research to learn more about the natural resources 
they use and other cultural traditions.  
 
Students will create maps of the Pacific Northwest that show the 
traditional lands of groups researched. Students then present about 
different cultures while the rest of the class completes their maps 
showing these traditional lands. The importance of traditional 
knowledge and environmental connections are emphasized. 

Guiding Questions 

• Who are the Native people of the Pacific Northwest and 
what cultural practices helped them to live comfortably? 

• How did distinct Native cultures relate to one another? 

• How did the people of the Pacific Northwest organize 
themselves before the 1800s? 

Objectives 

• Students will identify and acknowledge their 
present location within the traditional lands 
of a local Native culture. 

• Students will be able to broadly describe the 
unique traditional lifestyles of plateau and 
coastal cultures of the Pacific Northwest. 

• Students will be able to explain connections 
between human activities and different 
ecosystems orally and in writing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Subjects: Indigenous 
Knowledge, Social Studies, 
Science, Reading, Writing, and 
Art 
 
Grades: Targeted to grades 4–8; 
adaptable for grades 3–12  
 
Duration: 50 minutes or more; 
research portion can be 
completed outside class 
 
Vocabulary  

• Camas  
• Cedar plank house 
• Clamon 
• Eulichan (oolichan) 
• Indigenous (traditional) 

knowledge 
• Kettle Falls  
• Kinship networks 
• Native technology 
• Natural resources 
• Regalia 
• Rendezvous 
• Resource management 
• Salmon 
• Seasonal round 
• The Dalles 
• Trade 
• Tule mat home 

A field of camas: Native Peoples across 
the Pacific Northwest harvest this 
flowering plant for its potato-like root. 
Wikimedia Commons. CC by 2.0 
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Teacher Background 

A Diversity of Cultures 

The Native cultures of the Pacific Northwest can be broadly grouped into 
Coastal and Plateau cultures. Coastal cultures tended to stay in the same 
places, but Plateau cultures generally lived nomadic lifestyles, moving 
deliberately through traditional lands according to the season and 
available food resources. Many traditional practices are continued today. 

Many Northwest cultures: 

• Emphasize sustainability. For example, during fishing season, a 
certain number of fish were allowed to pass upriver to reproduce, 
rather than being caught and eaten. People deliberately sowed 
some fruits, rather than harvesting them all. 

• Have kept their own traditional knowledge. 
▪ Different cultures have used different technology.  
▪ Practices have been kept alive through oral traditions. This 

has allowed them to live comfortably on their own 
traditional lands. Many of the practices endure today as 
the privileged information of tribes. 

• Traded with other cultures. A diverse trade economy focused on 
food and specialty goods like clothing, tools, and jewelry. Different 
cultures were recognized for producing different specialty goods. 

Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills • 2, 4 

Civics • 1, 2, 3, 4 

Economics • 1, 2, 4 

Geography • 1, 2 

History • 1 

 

 

Performance  
Expectations 

We suggest you tailor 
the lesson to meet the 

PE(s) for your grade 
level. 

5-ESS3-1.    Obtain and combine information about ways 
individual communities use science ideas to 
protect the Earth’s resources and environment. 

 

Disciplinary Core Ideas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ESS3: Earth and Human Activity 

Common Core  
State Standards 

English Lang. Arts 

 

Writing • 4, 8, 10 

Speaking & Listening • 1, 2 

Language Standards • 1, 2, 3, 6 

Writing Standards 
Social Studies • 4, 7, 10 

A woman in traditional dress of the 
Tlingit people, the northernmost 
Coastal culture. She holds a sea 
otter fur, the world’s densest, 
prized for its warmth.  
Appaloosa. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 
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Understanding the fur trade in the Pacific Northwest requires understanding the residents of the area. 
There was no monolithic “Native American” or “Indian” community or culture, but a diversity of nations 
with different goals and challenges. In this activity, students will practice their research skills while 
learning about different nations. The similarities and differences between these nations help inform a 
more complex, subtle understanding of the Pacific Northwest before, during, and after the fur trade. 

 
Helping to Foster a Deeper Understanding of the Past and Present 

Learning about indigenous cultures is more meaningful if a person acknowledges 
their own relationship to these cultures. We should ask ourselves: Are we 
members of a particular tribal nation, or not? Either way, how would we like our 
culture and community to be discussed by others? Do we know members of one 
or more Native cultures who could share more about it? Questions like these can 
help us lead more constructive, respectful discussions of sensitive topics. 
Similarly, students should be made aware that unreliable sources exist, and that 
they can be both damaging and disrespectful. Inaccurate information, 
stereotyping, mythologizing, and cultural appropriation all limit our historical 
understanding and can cause real harm. 

Historians seek an accurate understanding of the past. They do this by gathering 
reliable evidence and utilizing it in rational arguments. The digital humanities use 
computers and the Internet both for gathering and disseminating information in 
our present society. We encourage you to see this lesson as an opportunity for 
students to develop digital literacy and research skills. This lesson can also be used 
to gain familiarity with knowledge-based institutions like libraries and museums. 
Whatever the resource, this lesson focuses on personal skills necessary in a civil 
society: the ability to identify facts, use logic to reach conclusions, and share 
information accurately. 

Different people and cultures reacted differently to the tremendous changes 
wrought by the fur trade, demographic collapse, and colonization. These actions 
and reactions are complicated things, which will be examined in detail elsewhere 
in the curriculum. Here, the goal is simply for students to achieve a more informed 

Native people at Fort 
Spokane, 1883  
Left to right: [a boy], Sam 
Andrew, Peter Martin, Jim 
Cornelius, Bocker Joe, Elijah 
[with drum], Titus Garry, 
James Big Rattlesnake, [a girl] 
Lake Roosevelt National 
Recreation Area. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 
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understanding of distinct nations and 
cultures. It helps to understand their 
choices and actions in the past, as well as 
in the present.  

All of the cultures discussed in the lesson 
exist in the present day. That fact is due 
to their resilience and resistance. These 
nations preserve their languages, 
culture, and history while improving the 
lives of their people and the fate of their 
land. We encourage you to seek 
educational partnerships with these 
communities at your own discretion. 

Our students will face civic challenges 
that are the result of events that began 
with the fur trade. The U.S. and Canada 
have challenging, traumatic, and ever-
changing relationships with the Native 
nations within their borders. Students  
benefit by considering that relationship 
for their own generation, a process that 
begins with knowledge and empathy for 
people of the past and present. 

See the “Indigenous Knowledge + Natural 
Resources Fact Sheet” and other sources at 
the end of the lesson for more information. 

 
Materials + Preparation 

• Copies of the “Mapping Northwest Cultures” handout for 
each student 

• Optional: Contact the office of your local tribal nation about 
providing additional information regarding their culture. (Not 
all tribal nations have dedicated education staff. Please be 
early and courteous with any requests.) Review the 
“Guidelines for Working with Native Communities” by Zoltán 
Grossman of Evergreen State College for support with 
respectful ways to ask, visit, and host elders and others from 
Native communities: 
sites.evergreen.edu/zoltan/wpcontent/uploads/sites/358 
/2018/01/NativeCulturalRespectGuidelines.pdf. 

• Optional: “Northwest Trade Goods” PowerPoint presentation; 
you might print pages from it to use in the “Explore” activity 
below and/or use it as a visual aide in the “Explain” portion of 
the lesson. 

• Optional: Prepare to use online resources such as the “Native Land” website: native-land.ca. 

Approximate distribution of Native languages and language families 
of North America  Ishwar. CC-BY 2.0 
 

Learn more on Wikimedia Commons: 
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Langs_N.Amer.png  
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• Optional: Prepare copies of the “Indigenous Knowledge + 
Natural Resources Fact Sheet” that follows the lesson to 
share with students.  

 

Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 

Engage  

1. Engage students with their relationship to their present 
location and its history. 

• Ask students, “Whose traditional lands are we in? What 
Native groups have lived here for thousands of years?” 
Have students identify and locate Native cultures in 
your area through community resources such as area 
tribal communities and/or online resources such as the 
“Native Land” website: native-land.ca. 

• If possible, ask a local tribal member and/or history 
expert to visit your class and share cultural background 
and/or interesting artifacts with the students. They 
might also tell a short story, ideally one that relates to 
sustainable use of natural resources. (Please be 
prepared to offer compensation for this time/labor.) 

• Ask the class to work together to research, 
compose, and perform a land acknowledgement. 
You and any classroom visitors can guide the 
process but should refrain from authoring. Ask 
students to reflect on the intentions and substance 
of the acknowledgement and refer back to this 
document as appropriate during these lessons. 

Explore 

2. “Fur Trade Trunk” activity (15–30 min.) 

• If artifacts are available through a “Fur Trade Trunk” from 
NPS or another source, pass them around to groups of 
about 4 students. You could also print images of artifacts 
and animals from the “Northwest Trade Goods” 
PowerPoint presentation for groups to use.  

• Ask them to think about what they are and their 
importance to Native groups. They should record their 
hypotheses in notebooks. 

3. Cultural Research activity (30 min. or more; can be completed 
for homework)  

• Pass out copies of the “Mapping Northwest Cultures” 
handout for each student 

• Invite students to choose a partner with whom to 
research a traditional culture of the Northwest.  

An example land 
acknowledgement from 

Washington State University: 
 

“The Washington State 
University Pullman campus 
is located on the homelands 
of the Nimíipuu (Nez Perce) 
Tribe and the Palus people. 

We acknowledge their 
presence here since time 

immemorial and recognize 
their continuing connection 

to the land, to the water, 
and to their ancestors.” 

Beaver pelts like this one worked as 
a type of currency between cultures.  
National Museum of American History 
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• Ask students to rank from 1–5 the NW cultures listed that they would like 
to learn more about, or write the name of another culture in the space 
provided. You might also assign cultures, but students may be more 
motivated and enthusiastic about the project if they can choose.  

• Ask students to research the traditional lands, foods, and cultural practices 
of the group they selected according to the lesson worksheet. Explain that 
they should prepare short oral presentations to share with the class. 

• Tell students they can also use the Internet to learn more about the 
people and their discoveries before they decide. Explain that they can 
use the school’s books, if available, or a local public library. 

• Ask students to answer the questions on page 2 of the handout 
and draw in the area of the traditional homelands for the group 
they researched on the map on page 1. Explain they should label 
this area with the name of the group. Ask them to add one or 
more symbols to that area of the map that show important 
natural resources or cultural traditions for the group. For 
example, they might add salmon, a canoe, a basket, or a horse. 

• Pass out copies of the “Presentation Rubric” included at the end of 
the lesson. Explain that they will complete the “Your Score” portion 
and turn it in to you when they are ready to present. Highlight the 
important content they should include, such as a visual that shows 
the area of the group’s traditional homelands. 

• Explain that presentation software can be used by students to 
arrange images and captions that support their presentations. 

 

Explain 

4. Traditional Lands Mapping  

• Invite the student pairs to present to 
the class about the Native group they 
researched. As they do, the rest of the 
class should draw in the area of the 
group on the map of the handout 
(question 2). Then they can draw one 
or more symbols to represent the 
group. They might also shade in each 
area lightly with a different colored 
pencil. 

• Afterwards, discuss their findings with 
the class, incorporating additional 
concepts appropriate to your grade 
level and time available. This might 
include foods that most Northwest 

Bacstrom, S. “Nootka Canoe, 
Vancouver Island” (1792)  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain 
 

Approximate areas of select traditional homelands; not all 
cultures are represented, and the rough boundaries shown 
are open to debate. Created by Peter Moran with data from 
Native Land Project: native-land.ca  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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peoples had in common, such as 
salmon, deer, and camas, as well as the 
roles of kinship networks, seasonal 
rounds, inter-tribal trade, traditional 
technology, and resource management.  

• If student researchers have not touched on 
them yet, introduce important and widespread 
concepts such as kinship networks, seasonal 
rounds, and sustainable resource management. 
These concepts will be crucial to future lessons. 
Invite students to relate these concepts to their 
research findings and their lived experience. 

5. Discussion: Culture and Ecosystems 

• Ask students to reflect on the 
connections between human 
activities and different Northwest 
ecosystems. For example, how do 
cultural practices of coastal 
cultures compare to those from 
the Columbia Plateau? They can 
do a Think-Pair-Share about the 
question.  

• Ask students to record their ideas 
in writing, and be ready to share 
their best ideas with the class. 
After about 5 minutes, ask the 
pairs to share their best ideas with 
the class and discuss. 

 

Extend / Enrich 

• Ask students to complete the “Comparing Cultures” 
activity explained on the handout at the end of the lesson. 

Help students develop skills such as those listed below with 
the activity and discussion: 

▪ Performing research 
▪ Identifying reliable and trustworthy sources 
▪ Reading critically and collecting evidence 
▪ Drawing logical conclusions 
▪ Presenting coherent answers  

You might: 

▪ Have students work individually and present within small 
groups. 

▪ Ask students to present sources in a complete bibliography. 
▪ Have students present conclusions in an essay in addition to 

or instead of presentations. 

Potlaches are a traditional practice of several Coastal cultures, 
such as the S’Klallam people depicted here.  Swan, J. “Klallam 

People at Port Townsend, 1859.” Courtesy Yale University, Public Domain. 
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If students struggle to identify sources, suggest options such as those listed in the 
“Expand Knowledge + Skills” section that follows and tribal websites. They are rich 
sources of information, such as cultural articles and timelines. Tribal websites often 
suggest additional, reputable sources such as museums or publications. You might 
also suggest specific people/sites to inform their answers. Examples for specific 
tribes: 

▪ Chinook: chinooknation.org/history.html; Look up “Comcomly,” a famous 
Chinook headman, in oregonhistoryproject.org and historylink.org.  

▪ Okanagan/Syilx:  

o Look up “Fort Okanagan,” a trading post established on Syilx land. 
Article on historylink.org. 

o In the U.S., the Okanagan Nation is one of the Colville Confederated 
Tribes: colvilletribes.com. In Canada, they are known as the Syilx 
Nation: syilx.org. 

▪ Piikani/Piegan Blackfoot: blackfeetnation.com; Look into members of the 
Lewis & Clark Expedition on lewis-clark.org/article/3419. 

• Students can create a seasonal round visual of the culture 
they researched, such as the example shown to the 
right. It should show the traditional foods and 
practices arranged in a round diagram by the 
season in which they are most important. 
This can be done on paper, with 
computer software, and/or with a 
“living diorama” as explained in the 
“My Seasonal Round” curriculum 
available free online: 
openschool.bc.ca/elementary/ 
my_seasonal_round/pdf/ 
SeasonalRound_unit.pdf. 

• Demonstrate/identify Native 
technology/resources 
appropriate to your location.  
Examples could include fishing 
weirs, tule grass huts, leather 
tanning, camas root, etc..  

• “Mystery Pelts” activity: Present students 
with actual fur pelts (or images/video of 
them) and ask students to observe the pelts and 
think about which animal species they might be 
from. Discuss how the adaptations of the 
animals, such as waterproof fur and fur density, 
help them to survive. “Wildlife Skull Activities” 
from the University of Arizona Extension Service 
can help you take this exploration of animal 
adaptations even further: 
extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.e
du/files/pubs/az1145.pdf. 

Illustration of a seasonal round of important 
foods and traditions for the Clackamas and 
Cascades cultures of Northwestern Oregon 

Created by Rick Reynolds and Fran Lee in collaboration 
with the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde and the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
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• Ask students to research how traditional 
knowledge and culture are practiced in the 
present day in your community. Who keeps this 
knowledge and how do they practice it? This could 
be done by students who complete their 
presentations early or the whole class. 

• Have students map the ecosystems of the 
Northwest. These include grasslands, forests, 
rainforests, marine waters, wetlands, and 
sagebrush ecosystems. Ask students to discuss: 

▪ Geographic features (like mountains and 
rivers) that created the rich tapestry of 
ecosystems. 

▪ How these affected the many cultures of the area and their trading practices.   

• More advanced students can also be asked to research the social structures and 
economic practices of the Native groups. How were/are the communities 
structured? What types of trade did they practice? What were their gender roles? 

Evaluate 

• Review worksheets and maps for completion and accuracy. Provide feedback on 
class presentations with the rubrics. Record student contributions to class 
discussions.  

• Ask students to summarize the traditional lifestyles of Coastal and Plateau 
cultures of the Pacific Northwest in writing. They might also compare two 
cultures with a Venn diagram and include ecosystem differences. 

 
 

Expand Knowledge + Skills 
Background on Indigenous Cultures of the Pacific Northwest 

• Contact your local tribal nation(s) to ask about available cultural 
resources. Explore tribal websites to learn more about their 
history and culture, such as colvilletribes.com/history-archaeology 
and yakamanation.org/history.php. 

• Ackerman, L. “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of 
Federal and Tribal Lands in the Lake Roosevelt Area 
Concerning the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Indian 
Reservation.” National Parks Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf 

• “Columbia River.” Wikipedia: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Columbia_River  
Includes a good “Indigenous Peoples” section 

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with Ties to 
the Fort Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-overview.pdf  

• Ferguson, J. K. (2007). Upper Columbia River Book of Legends. 
Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation: bit.ly/3p6tdN1 

Beaver Steals Fire, published by 
the Confederated Salish and 
Kootenai Tribes (children's book) 

“Native Land” is a useful resource for researching 
traditional lands: native-land.ca. 
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• “Indigenous People of the Northwest Plateau.” Wikipedia: 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Northwest_Plateau  

• Mourning Dove (Quintasket, C.). (1990). “Coyote Stories.” Confederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes  

• “Native Land Project”: native-land.ca; Click through the map to find links  
to more information on ceded lands and various cultures. 

• “Native Languages of the Americas”: native-languages.org  

• “Plateau People’s Web Portal.” Washington State University’s Center for Digital  
Scholarship and Curation in partnership with WSU’s Native American Programs: 
plateauportal.libraries.wsu.edu  

• “Virtual Museum.” Nez Perce National Historical Park: 
nps.gov/museum/exhibits/nepe/index.html  

• Younging, G. (2018). Elements of Indigenous Style: A Guide for Writing By and 
About Indigenous Peoples. Brush Education: brusheducation.ca/books/elements-
of-indigenous-style  

• Other books for advanced students and educators:  
▪ Chance, D. (1986). People of the Falls. Kettle Falls Historical Center.  
▪ Willard, et al. (2020). Rising From the Ashes: Survival, Sovereignty, and Native 

America. University of Nebraska Press: jstor.org/stable/j.ctv105b94j   

Lessons/Units 

• “And It Is Still the Way: An Educator’s Guide.” Nez Perce 
National Historical Park: 
nps.gov/nepe/learn/education/upload/nepe-educators-guide-
2.pdf  

• “How did the environment influence the lifestyle of early 
Native Americans?” Grade 3 investigation by Kristina Labadie 
of Evergreen Public Schools: 
drive.google.com/file/d/10vlebo4In70_x8EBKZTeGnOc5NNqy
9S7/view?usp=sharing  

• Explore Pacific Northwest languages in “Nsəlxcin Curriculum,” 
“Salish Word Book,” and “Cultural Resources.” Salish School of 
Spokane: interiorsalish.com  

• Since Time Immemorial: Tribal Sovereignty in Washington 
State curriculum. Washington Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction in partnership with the Federally 
Recognized Tribes in Washington State: k12.wa.us/student-
success/resources-subject-area/time-immemorial-tribal-
sovereignty-washington-state  

Standards 

• Washington State Social Studies Learning Standards: k12.wa.us/student-
success/resources-subject-area/social-studies/learning-standards  

• Common Core State Standards: corestandards.org  

• Next Generation Science Standards: nextgenscience.org  
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Name: ______________________________        Period: ____        Date: _______________________ 

Mapping Northwest Cultures 
1. Rank the NW cultures below you want to learn about from 1–5, or choose another: ________________ 

 Bitterroot Salish 
(Flathead) 

 Blackfoot 
Confederacy 

 Cayuse 

 Chinook  

 Clackamas 

 Colville (Sxoielpi) 

 Cowlitz 

 Kalapuya 

 Kalispel (Pend 
d’Oreilles) 

 Kootenai 

 Mowachact 
(Nootka) 

 Nez Perce 
(Nimiipuu)  

 Northern Paiute 

 Palus (Palouse) 

 Sanpoil and 
Nespelem 

 Shoshone-Bannock 

 Spokan (Spokane) 

 Sinixt (Lakes) 

 Skitwish  
(Coeur d’Alene) 

 Syilx (Okanagan) 

 Umatilla 

 Yakama 

2. Draw an approximate outline for your cultures’ traditional homelands on the map below. Label it 
with the traditional name of the culture.   
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3. Research answers to the questions below, recording what you learn on note cards or using a computer.  
You might interview tribal leaders and/or use the library, classroom resources, and/or the Internet. 
Please record sources for the information and notes about how reliable you think they are.  

a. What is the traditional language of the culture?  

b. What plants and animals do they traditionally eat? How were they harvested?  

c. What are the names of their traditional dwellings? What are they like to live in?  

d. What are their traditional ceremonies? 

e. What are their traditional forms of entertainment? 

f. Did they traditionally live in one place or move with the seasons? What 
considerations were most important in deciding where they would live? 

g. What else do you find interesting about the culture?  

h. Add one or more symbols for the culture in the area of their traditional lands on the map. 

4. Once you have completed your research, it is time to share your findings! 

a. Prepare a 2–3-minute presentation with the support of the “Northwest 
Cultures Presentation Rubric.”  

b. Prepare visuals that support your presentation. Your first visual should 
clearly show the area of the culture’s traditional lands on a map.  

c. Fill out the “Your Score” column of the rubric and turn it in when you are 
ready to present.   

5. Listen to your classmates as they present their own research.  

a. As you learn about other cultures, create an outline shape for each area of 
traditional lands on your map.   

b. Record the name of the culture, as well as the name of your classmate(s) that 
presented about the culture, on the map. You could also choose to record a number for 
each of the cultures on both the map and the list of names above the map (like a key). 

c. You can use arrows to point to the areas of traditional lands if you need more space to 
write. Some cultures share traditional lands, so it is OK if they overlap! 

6. As you learn about the resources and technologies of other cultures, draw symbols for 
them on the map in the areas where they were most important. You might first practice 
drawing symbols you can add for the resources and cultural practices, such as: 

• Salmon 

• Camas 

• Cedar longhouse 

• Dugout canoe 

• Elk and/or deer  

• Huckleberries 

• Horses 

• Bison 

• Tule mat lodge 

• Cedar bark baskets
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Name(s): _______________________________________________________ Date: ______________________  
 

Northwest Cultures Presentation Rubric 
 

                          Title: ________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Part 1: Content 

Maximum 
Points 

Possible 

Self-Score 
(fill out before 
presentation) 

Teacher 
Score 

Name of culture and area of traditional homelands 
clearly shown on a map  

10   

Important resources, technologies, and other cultural 
traditions clearly explained 

10   

Ideas supported by examples and/or data, graphs, etc.; 
All information accurate and obtained from reliable 
sources (listed in presentation) 

10   

Conclusion summarizes key points; 
Questions answered thoroughly and accurately  

10   

Part 2: Delivery / Audience Engagement 

Speech delivered clearly at appropriate volume and 
speed (not too fast, slow, loud, or soft) 

10   

Speed, volume, and voice inflection are varied to 
engage audience and emphasize key points 

10   

Speaker connects with audience through eye contact 
and does not spend too much time looking at notes or 
screen 

10   

Speaker demonstrates enthusiasm for topic 
throughout presentation 

10   

Part 3: Visuals 

Visuals help to clearly explain concepts 10   

Part 4: Writing Conventions 

Grammatical and spelling conventions followed 10   

TOTALS: 100   

Comments: 
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  Comparing Cultures 
 

1. Research a Native culture. Then present your findings to the class.  

2. Take notes on other presentations about different cultures.  

3. Create a graphic organizer such as a Venn diagram to help you compare 
at least 2 cultures. What similarities and differences can you identify 
between the cultures? You can use separate paper or a computer. 

Research questions could include:  

a. What are the historic borders of this tribal nation? Were they 
members of a larger confederacy of nations? Can you identify other 
tribes that were allies or enemies?  

b. What language was spoken in this nation? What “group” did this 
language belong to?  

c. Would you describe this nation as a Coastal, Plateau, or Plains 
culture, or a mix of multiple regional cultures? How can you tell? 

d. What did people in this nation eat? 

e. What clothing and jewelry did people in this nation wear? 

f. What did homes look like in this nation? 

g. How did people in this nation get around?  

h. How did this nation participate in the fur trade? 

i. What source(s) provide the most insight into this tribal nation? 

Bonus option! Create a graphic organizer on separate paper or with a computer that 
compares 3 or more cultures. A Venn diagram with 3 circle is one possibility: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Culture 1 

 

 

 

 

 

The “Native Land” 
website is one helpful 
source of information: 
https://native-land.ca. 

Culture 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chinook Nation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Piikani/Piegan Blackfeet 
Nation 

 

 

Okanagan/Syilx Nation 

Similarities 
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Indigenous Knowledge  
+ Natural Resources  

Fact Sheet 
 
The Native cultures of the Pacific Northwest can be broadly grouped into 
Coastal and Plateau cultures. Coastal cultures tended to stay in the same 
places, but Plateau cultures generally lived nomadic lifestyles, moving 
deliberately through traditional lands according to the season and 
available food resources. Many traditional practices are continued today. 

Many Northwest cultures . . . 

• Emphasize sustainability. 
For example, during fishing season, a certain number of fish are 
allowed to pass upriver to reproduce, rather than being caught 
and eaten. Peoples deliberately sowed some fruits, rather than 
harvesting them all. 

• Have kept their own traditional knowledge. 
o Different cultures have used different technology. Some 

coastal cultures, like the S’Klallam, developed tools for 
whale hunting. Others created body armor from elk 
leather, called clamon. Still others made tule mat homes 
that adapted to the weather to keep their occupants cool 
or warm.  

o Practices have been kept alive through oral traditions. 
This has allowed them to live comfortably on their own 
traditional lands. Much of these practices endure today 
as the privileged information of tribes. 

• Traded with other cultures. A diverse trade economy 
focused on food and specialty goods like clothing, 
tools, and jewelry. Different cultures were 
recognized for producing different specialty 
goods. 

• Were bound together by kinship networks.  
o Everyone in the group was related to 

almost everyone else in some way. 
Each distinct culture contained 
multiple bands.  

o Marriage to a relative was forbidden. 
As a result, people often married into 
different cultures. A husband would 
usually relocate to live with his wife’s 
family. 

 

Plateau cultures . . . 

• Travelled in bands for seasonal rounds. They  
moved through their traditional lands to -

Hats of woven cedar kept the wearer 
dry, while beautiful patterns 
demonstrated fashion.  
Wikimedia Commons. CC0 

Jewelry from the coast was even more 
valuable inland. Nez Perce National Park 

Illustration of a seasonal round for cultures of NW Oregon 
Created Rick Reynolds and Fran Lee in collaboration with the Confederated 
Tribes of Grand Ronde and the BLM 
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harvest ripe fruits and vegetables or fish during the 
salmon spawning run up the Columbia. These rounds 
would follow the changing seasons, so that the band 
was in a warmer place for winter, and a cooler spot for 
summer.  

• Harvest vegetables like camas and wapato roots, among 
many other local plants. In addition, most harvested salmon 
at shared fishing spots like Kettle Falls on the Columbia 
River, before it was flooded by Grand Coulee Dam.  

o Camas roots, berries, and salmon are carefully dried 
to preserve food for the winter.  

o Depending on access to bountiful camas or 
wapato fields, some tribes needed less salmon 
than others.  

o Some Sahaptin communities were estimated 
to eat fruits and vegetables for 70% of their 
diet. They lived in what are today southern 
Washington and northern Oregon. 

• Socialized, traded, and married with other cultures. A 
strict taboo against marrying relations of any distance 
necessitated frequent intertribal marriages. Different 
cultures converged at sites like Kettle Falls or The 
Dalles.  

• Used waterways like the Columbia River for both 
food and swift transportation (via different types of 
cedar canoe). Nearly all traditional lands connected to 
one or more rivers for both purposes. 

• The Sxoielpi (Colville) people were some of 
many that built platforms and tools for a 
large fishing operation at Kettle Falls. Enough 
salmon would be caught at each annual run 
to feed thousands of people in the winter. 

o A Salmon Chief was chosen to 
oversee this cooperative, 
international fishing operation. He 
had authority over the division of 
salmon and disagreements between 
people.  

o He also dictated when fishing could 
begin. Allowing fish to pass upriver before starting to fish 
allowed the renewal of the salmon population and a 
sustainable harvest. 

• Usually practiced gender roles. This encouraged shared responsibility 
and economic independence for individuals of any gender. 

o Camas harvesting and preservation was strictly performed by 
women and children.  

o Hunting and fishing were strictly performed by men, but 
preservation of meat was done exclusively by women. Indeed, 

A field of flowering camas  
Wikimedia Commons. CC by 2.0 

These tule mat homes, and everything in them, would have 
been owned by the women who lived in them.  
Kane, Paul. “Bush Camp.” Public Domain 

A photo from the early 20th century shows that 
fishing at Kettle Falls could be a spectator sport. 
Morigeau, Ellis, 1879-1944, “Washington -- Kettle Falls” 
Courtesy Spokane Library. 
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some fishing tools could only be made by women, and 
only used by men.  

o In some cultures, success at a given task was more 
important than gender norms, and members of any 
gender could perform a task normally taboo, if they 
possessed the skill. 

o “Two-Spirit people” presented a different gender than 
corresponded to their genitalia. Two-Spirit people 
were accepted, honored members of their 
community. They often served as healers. 

o Divorce and remarriage were not taboo in Plateau 
societies. A relationship could be ended by either 
husband or wife. Since women owned a family’s home 
and most of its contents, a divorced husband would 
simply depart with his hunting tools. Bonds of kinship 
with children and families-in-law would endure 
without diminishment.  
 

Friends and Foes among Plateau Peoples 

• Though different cultures occupied different lands, both land and 
resources were shared with friends and allies. A community with a 
bountiful camas field could share that resource with a friendly 
neighbor. 

• Warfare between plateau cultures usually consisted of raiding or 
feuding. In most cultures, no person could order someone to fight. 
Fighting usually involved personal glory or wealth-seeking and only 
rarely involved the seizure of land. 

• Status for men or women in plateau societies could be obtained by 
giving away great gifts to demonstrate wealth, being a great orator, 
demonstrating wisdom and good judgment, or possessing great 
spiritual power. 

• Work was autonomous. Adults could not be told what to do or 
when to do it. Advice or conflict resolution could only occur when a 
person requested it. 

• Leadership roles within bands focused on specific tasks. One 
person might be in charge of fighting, while another was in charge 
of moving through seasonal rounds. These positions were held only 
through popular support and did not permit any leader to compel 
obedience.  

 
Learn More 

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of the Lake 
Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes of the Colville 
Indian Reservation.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with Ties to the Fort 
Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-overview.pdf  

• “Plateau People’s Web Portal” https://plateauportal.libraries.wsu.edu/ 

Melissa Parr (Reflection at Dawn) was 
painted in full regalia in 1935. Her 
ancestors were Cayuse and Nez Perce. 
Courtesy: WSU Special Collections, Umatilla 

This 1905 picture of an unknown 
Umatilla woman and child 
demonstrates the safe transport 
of infants.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain 
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Lesson 2: Exploration + Economics of the Fur Trade 

How did the Pacific Northwest fur trade begin? 

 
Overview  
Around the world, colonial corporations like the Hudson’s Bay 
Company (HBC) extracted valuable resources by joining preexisting 
trade networks. The fur trade era that sent furs around the world 
had its roots in longstanding trade between the different people of 
the Pacific Northwest. Students will map out this trade by 
diagramming the unique trade goods offered by different cultures. 
Non-native traders entered these trade networks by offering 
specialized goods that were otherwise not available. Students will 
also map this resulting reorientation of trade within the Pacific 
Northwest.  
 

Guiding Questions 

• What trade goods were exchanged in the Pacific 
Northwest (PNW)? 

• What were the PNW trade networks before and during 
the Fur Trade Era? 

• How did non-natives join and change PNW trade 
networks and the global fur trade? 

Objectives 

• Students will understand the Pacific Northwest 
commercial economy that pre-dated the global fur trade. 

• Students will understand that colonial corporations like 
HBC functioned by 
commandeering Native 
commercial networks. 

• Students will identify 
how non-native diseases 
pervaded and devastated 
the Pacific Northwest's 
Native population. 

 
  

Subjects: Geography, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading, 
Writing, and Art 
 
Grades: Adaptable for grades 
4–12  
 
Duration: Two class periods of 
45 minutes or one long block 
 
Vocabulary  

• Astor, John Jacob 
• Beaver fur hats 
• Chinese goods 
• Clerks 
• Commodity 
• Continental Divide 
• Cook, Captain James 
• Hong Kong 
• Hudson's Bay Company 
• Indigenous women 
• Lewis and Clark 
• London 
• Middleman 
• North West Company 
• Profit 
• Sea otter furs 
• Thompson, David 
• Voyageurs 
 

Sea otters were some of the first targets for non-native fur traders in 
the Pacific Northwest. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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Teacher Background 

When we discuss the Fur Trade in the Pacific Northwest, we are often 
talking about 1780 to 1860, when white people started participating in 
pre-existing local trade networks. Captain James Cook was sailing 
around the world from England and visited the Pacific Northwest in 
1778. During this short stop on what we now call Vancouver Island, 
some of Cook's sailors traded goods from England for sea otter furs. 
Later in the voyage, when they visited China, people were willing to 
pay a lot for the furs. Because people in China and London did not use 
the same currency, the furs were exchanged for Chinese goods like tea 
and porcelain. Back home in London, those Chinese goods could be 
sold for a large profit. 
 
News of this new trade network spread quickly, as did maps and 
directions for how to reach the coastline of the Pacific Northwest.  
It was a complex, risky business. Storms could sink ships or frustrated 
sailors could mutiny or jump ship.  
 
In both China and the Pacific Northwest, American and European 
merchants realized they were not the only shrewd traders who could 
drive a hard bargain. The people of the Pacific Northwest had been 
trading among themselves for centuries. Indigenous women along the 

Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills • 2 

Civics • 1, 3 

Economics • 1, 2, 4 

Geography • 1, 3 

History • 1, 2, 3, 4 

 

 
Performance  
Expectations 

We suggest you tailor 
the lesson to meet the 

PE(s) for your grade 
level. 

5-ESS3-1.    Obtain and combine information about ways 
individual communities use science ideas to 
protect the Earth’s resources and 
environment. 

 

Disciplinary Core Ideas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  ESS3: Earth and Human Activity 

Common Core  

English Lang. Arts 

& Literacy 

 

Speaking & listening • 1, 4, 5 

Grades 6-12 Literacy in 
History/Social Studies… 

• 6-8.3 
• 6-8.7 
• 6-8.10 

Sea otter fur is dense and naturally 
water-repelling. People from China to 
Europe wanted it for warm clothing. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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coast were especially noted for being some of the toughest negotiators 
in the world, often outsmarting the white businessmen.  
 
Frustrated trade negotiations often broke out into violence. Non-
native peoples with ships, firearms, and cannons usually won these 
battles, killing many, and it meant that the Native People who 
survived no longer wanted anything to do with the fur trade. 
Businessmen in London and the USA started looking for a better 
option. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
They found their answer inland. Sea otters were being 
eradicated because of the huge demand for furs, so coastal 
tribes offered beaver pelts from the interior instead. These furs 
had been obtained from interior cultures living on the 
Columbia plateau, and coastal traders charged a premium for 
serving as the middlemen. White merchants knew that if they 
could trade directly with the interior tribes, they could avoid 
these markups.  
 
Since its creation in 1650, the Hudson's Bay 
Company had bought furs from Native Peoples. After 
the French and Indian War ended in 1763, the HBC 
absorbed its French rivals to span across most of 
modern-day Canada.  At its height, the HBC operated 
hundreds of trading posts and forts, employed 
thousands of traders and workmen, and bought 
millions of furs across Canada. Though HBC and 
Canada itself were now ostensibly British, the 
majority of fur trade participants still spoke French, 
which was the common language of the fur trade 
along with sign language and multilingual jargons 
like Chinuk Wawa. French terms for Native People 
(Nez Perce, Coeur d’Alene, Pend d’Oreille) and 
Northwest geography (Palouse, Coulee, Dalles) 
demonstrate the language’s enduring legacy.  
 

The Lady Washington is a modern-day 
recreation of a U.S. fur trading ship that 
once sailed the Northwest coastline 
seeking furs to sell in Hong Kong. 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0 

The Hudson's Bay Company express canoe in this 1825 
painting was much smaller than the freight canoes that 
transported furs, people, and supplies across the continent. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain 

"We found to our cost, that these people [of the Pacific 
Northwest] possessed all the cunning necessary to the 

gains of mercantile life [...] in all our commercial 
transactions with these people, we were, more or less, 

the dupes of their cunning..." 
- Captain John Meares, 1787 

 
 

The Fur Trader John Meares noted that the inhabitants of the 
Pacific Northwest were shrewd traders. Some non-native 
traders saw their profits diminish as they were outwitted and 
some used violence in their frustration. 
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Trading posts deep in the interior would be staffed and supplied by 
canoe-paddling voyageurs. These boatmen would travel thousands of 
miles with incredible speed, transporting people, supplies, and furs to 
and from Hudson's Bay and the Great Lakes. From there, furs would be 
loaded onto ships and delivered to London. Europeans and Americans, 
just like the people of the Pacific Northwest and the people of China, 
made furs into comfortable clothes and blankets. Beaver hats – 
naturally waterproof – were especially popular, creating ever-increasing 
demand for furs. 
 
White travelers and cartographers like Alexander McKenzie in 1793, 
Lewis and Clark in 1805, and David Thompson in 1807 crossed the 
Continental Divide and visited cultures that had little or no previous 
contact with white people. However, they all noted that non-native 
technology like firearms and metal tools were already widely owned 
inland. When they reached the Pacific coast, travelers like Lewis and 
Clark met Native People who already knew English from negotiating 
with ocean-going fur traders.  

 
The maps and narratives made by these explorers not 
only gave directions, but shared news of the 
resources in the area. This information attracted 
more fur traders to the Pacific Northwest. The U.S. 
fur trade tycoon John Jacob Astor sent twin 
expeditions (one by land, one by sea) to meet at the 
mouth of the Columbia River and establish a fur 
trading headquarters there. The North West 
Company, a Canadian rival of HBC, ordered their 
employee David Thompson to cross over the Rocky 
Mountains in modern day British Columbia and 
establish fur trading posts in the Columbia River 
basin. These similar plans were pursued 
simultaneously in the early 1800s. 
 
Trading posts started popping up all over the Pacific Northwest. Near modern-day Spokane, the Americans 
and the Canadians built rival trading posts next door to each other. The sudden influx of white people also 
meant an influx of non-native technology, non-native culture, and crucially, non-native disease.  

 

Materials + Preparation 

• Copies of the “Mapping Northwest Trade” handout for each student 
(found at end of lesson) 

• Optional: Fur Trade Trunks available from NPS’ Lake Roosevelt National 
Recreation Area and/or other artifacts of trade goods from the fur trade 
era, such as those listed on the handout 

• Optional: “Northwest Trade Goods” PowerPoint presentation 

• Internet access to research trade, routes of travelers, and locations of 
fur trading posts 

Fort Astoria was one of the earliest trading posts in the 
Pacific Northwest. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

“The Northwest trade is 
compleatly (sic) overdone… 
skins cannot now be had on 

the coast for anything.” 
- Sullivan Dorr, 1802 

 
 

The fur trader Sullivan Dorr 
observed as early as 1802 that 

the coastal fur trade was 
declining. Too many competing 
traders had driven the sea otter 
population into rapid decline. 
The future of fur trading in the 
Pacific Northwest lay inland. 
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• Data projector or overhead projector for teacher to lead class through 
mapping 

• Optional for more advanced students:  
o Copies of the “Exploration and Economics of the Fur Trade” Fact 

Sheet for each student 
o Copies of the additional resources listed in the “Expand Knowledge + 

Skills” section at the end of the lesson 

 

Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 

Engage  

1. Students observe artifacts and discuss (5–10 min.)  

• Ask students to form groups of 3–4. Pass out 
artifacts such as those found in the Fur Trade Trunks 
for students to observe or show the “Northwest Fur 
Trade” PowerPoint presentation.  

• Ask them to think about how the items are used and 
where they might have been produced. 

• Briefly discuss student ideas as a class and tell them 
that today they will get to investigate a variety of 
interesting goods and how they were used and 
traded during the fur trade era in the Pacific 
Northwest or beyond.   

Explore 

2. Research / mapping activity (20–30 min.) 

• Pass out the “Mapping Northwest Trade” handout 
to each student. 

• Ask each student or pair of students to choose (or assign to them) a 
different trade good. Ask them to research it and prepare a short 
presentation about the commodity, including how it was used, its 
source, where it was traded, and what it might have been traded for.  
Tell them they should find at least one good visual of it to share with  
the class via an electronic presentation (PowerPoint, Google Slides, etc.). 
Explain that they should make an effort to use reliable, authoritative 
sources, and list them on the last slide of their presentation. 

• Students can use the Internet, available books, and/or the library to research their trade 
goods and prepare their short presentations. As they work, circulate to answer questions 
and pass out a copy of the “Northwest Trade Rubric” to each student so they know how 
they will be assessed.    

• Ask students to complete the “Your Score” column of the rubric and turn it in to you when 
they are ready to present.  

  

“At this village [Kettle Falls] were 
Natives from several of the 

surrounding tribes, as a kind of 
general rendezvous for News, 
Trade and settling disputes, in 

which these Villagers 
[Sxoielpi/Colville] acted as 

arbitrators as they never joined 
any war party.” 

-  David Thompson, 1811 
 
 

At Kettle Falls, the traveler David 
Thompson saw multiple cultures 

rendezvous to trade and socialize. 
Similar gatherings occurred 

throughout the Northwest, the largest 
occurring at The Dalles. 
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Explain 

3. Student presentations (20–30 min.) 

• Ask students to present about their trade goods to the class. As they do, the rest of the 
class can complete the table on page 1 of the handout. Not all students need to complete 
their research before you start presentations. 

• Take notes on each presentation using the rubrics. Students who do not complete their 
projects during class can do so for homework, with the rest of the presentations given on 
the following class day. 

• If time allows, students can begin completing steps 3–5 of the handout, incorporating 
what they learned in student presentations and conducting additional research, as 
needed. 

Day 2 

4. Students complete maps (15–25 min.) 

• Ask any students who have not yet presented about their trade goods to do so for the 
class. As they do, the rest of the class can finish completing the table on page 1 of the 
handout.  

• As the students learn more about the other commodities and how they were traded from 
the class presentations they can complete the map by following steps 2–5 of the handout.  

▪ Students can research independently, or as a class, the routes of non-native 
travelers and locations of fur trading posts in the Pacific Northwest. Adding 
these to their maps will help demonstrate the connection between exploration 
and economics in the Fur Trade Era. 

▪ Students will diagram the non-native goods traded at fur trading posts. They will 
later discuss how these changes reshaped their diagram of trade in the Pacific 
Northwest. 

• They can use the Internet and any additional classroom or resources for additional 
research. For advanced students, you might pass out copies of the additional sources by 
Ackerman and Duer in the “Expand Knowledge + Skills” section at the end of the lesson to 
help them with the project and class discussion. 

• If necessary, students can complete the research process, tables, and maps for 
homework, using the Internet and/or library for additional information. 

5. Discuss student projects and how trade changed after the arrival of non-native visitors and 
trade goods. (10 min.) 

• Ask student volunteers to share their maps with the class. This can be done 
using a document camera or digital photos (to enlarge the maps for the class 
to see). Discuss the exchanges of goods they added to their maps as arrows, 
as well as the routes of the visitors and non-native trading posts. 
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• As questions arise, fill in additional 
information for the students about trade, 
trade goods, travelers, and trading posts, 
such as that provided in the Teacher 
Background section. Help students to 
develop a deeper understanding of how non-
native goods traded at fur trading posts 
reshaped trade in the Pacific Northwest. 

• You might use the “Northwest Trade 
Goods” PowerPoint presentation visuals to 
help facilitate discussion. Student maps 
and/or images of trade goods can be added 
to your copy of the presentation, if desired. 

 
Extend / Enrich 

• Students can create a map of the Northwest with masking tape on the floor and 3D  
elements such as desks to represent mountains. This will help them understand the 
importance of cultures, landscapes, and surveyors like David Thompson, who 
mapped much of the PNW for the North West Company and Hudson’s Bay Company. 

• Students can create annotated Google Earth maps or ArcGIS StoryMaps about the 
PNW Fur Trade, including historical sites in their local area. Good examples you can 
share include: 

• “Native America Project: Indian Fur Trade and Trading Posts”: 
maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=206350843187803166258.00045f28135b0
3e4f6704&msa=0  

• “The Fur Trade and the Development of Canada (1600-1870)”:  
arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=d3ad2adf28a24ba4be6b37581
f934e6e  

• “Trade Relations between Indians and Europeans 1600-1800”: 
arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=e9b71f1b48d44d3ab3b3115c
4bd9fe25  

• Advanced classes can research: 

▪ The trade of Pacific Northwest furs in Hong Kong. Students can discuss the stages 
and purpose of this globe-spanning trade relative to direct trading routes. How 
did multiple stops increase profits? How did this global trade contrast to 
globalization today? 

▪ Diseases that had devastating impacts on Native Peoples, such as smallpox and 
malaria, including their symptoms, mortality among Native Peoples, and 
contagiousness. The class can discuss where else pandemics of these diseases 
occurred at what scale, and how the diseases were contained in the 20th century. 

• Invite students to imagine what life was like for fur trade voyageurs who were 
expected to paddle canoes at 55 strokes a minute, 50 minutes an hour, 14 hours a 
day, 7 days a week! They needed to portage 90-pound packs, sing songs, cook pea 
soup, and cover themselves with bear grease.  

 

Captain Gray named the Columbia River after his ship. 
A sailor onboard made this drawing of the vessel in a 
storm in 1793. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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Evaluate 

• Provide feedback on presentations using the rubrics.  

• Collect and review tables and maps for completion and accuracy.  

• Record student contributions to class discussions.  

• Ask students to summarize the economic changes brought by the fur 
trade era in writing. Ask them to consider the relationships between 
exploration and economic activity. 

 
Expand Knowledge + Skills 

Understanding a Global Fur Trade 

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview 
and Assessment of the Lake Roosevelt National 
Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes of 
the Colville Indian Reservation.” National Park 
Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview 
of Groups with Ties to the Fort Vancouver 
National Historic Site.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistori
cal-overview.pdf  

Lessons / Units 

• “Beaver Fur Trade.” OPB: 
opb.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/great-
states-oregon-4.6/activity/#.Xs70fsB7nIU 

• “The Fur Trade Era: A Trade Game” from the 
Univ. of Minnesota can be adapted for the 
Pacific Northwest:  
intersectingart.umn.edu/?lesson/28  

• Since Time Immemorial: Tribal Sovereignty in 
Washington State. OSPI: k12.wa.us/student-
success/resources-subject-area/time-immemorial-
tribal-sovereignty-washington-state  

• “4th Grade Tribal History Lesson Plans.” Oregon 
Dept. of Education: oregon.gov/ode/students-
and-
family/equity/NativeAmericanEducation/Pages/4
th-Grade-Tribal-History-Lesson-Plans.aspx  

  

The Qianlong Emperor, here in a portrait from 1736, 
created Chinese trade policies that encouraged a 
lucrative global fur trade later that century.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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Name: ______________________________        Period: ____        Date: _______________________ 

Mapping Northwest Trade 
1. a. Research your assigned trade good(s) by answering these questions: 

• Source: Who made this commodity (trade good)?  

• Use: What was it used for? 

b. Be ready to present to the class. Listen carefully to other students’ research to complete the table.

Trade Good/ 
Researcher 

Source(s) / Use(s)   Trade Good/ 
Researcher 

Source(s) / Use(s)  

Cedar Baskets 
 
______________ 

  Camas Root 
 
______________ 

 

Mountain Goat 
Wool Blankets 
 

______________ 

  Oolichan Fish 
 
 

______________ 

 

Corn Husk Bags 
 
______________ 

  Metal Kettles 
 
______________ 

 

Stone Tools 
 
______________ 

  Firearms 
 
______________ 

 

Beaver Pelts (Furs) 
 
______________ 

  European 
Clothing 
 
______________ 

 

Sea Otter Pelts 
 
______________ 

  Trade Beads 
 
______________ 

 

Elk Skin Clamon 
(Body Armor) 
______________ 

  Seashell Jewelry 
 
______________ 

 

Hemp Baskets 
 
______________ 

  Hemp Twine 
 
______________ 

 

Fatty Salmon 
 
______________ 

  Deerskin Clothing 
 
______________ 

 

Lean Salmon 
 
______________ 

  Metal Tools 
 
______________ 

 

Horses 
 
______________ 

  Steel Knives 
 
______________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
The Northwest Fur Trade: Cultures, Commerce, and Change                                                                                                         National Park Service

 
32



2. Use symbols to show the approximate source of the trade goods on the map of the Northwest 
below. The map includes the names of native cultures dominant in the areas in 1800. For 
goods from outside the area, write the names and/or symbols on the sides of the map. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

3. After you’ve mapped the trade goods, identify exchange routes: 

• Draw two-way arrows (→) between different trade goods to show trade. 

4. Add the approximate routes taken by these visitors to the Pacific Northwest with a different color: 

• Captain James Cook (1778) 

• Captain Robert Gray (1792) 

• Lewis & Clark (1805) 

• David Thompson (1807)
 

5. Locate and map the non-native trading posts listed below. Identify which goods they bought and 
sold. Add new commodities and exchange routes accordingly.

• Nootka Sound (1790s) 

• Kullyspell (Kullyspel) House (1809) 

• Fort Astoria/Ft. George (1811) 

• Spokane House (1811) 

• Fort Okanagan (1811) 

• Fort Nez Percé (Fort Walla Walla) (1818) 

• Fort Vancouver (1824-1825) 

• Fort Colvile (1825)
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Name(s): _______________________________________________________ Date: ______________________  
 

Northwest Trade Rubric 
 

   Your trade good: ________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Part 1: Content 

Maximum 
Points 

Possible 

Self-Score 
(fill out before 

submitting) 

Teacher 
Score 

Information shared with class is accurate and obtained 
from reliable sources  

10   

All commodity uses and sources researched by other 
class members clearly noted in table  

10   

Different commodities, exchanges, travelers, and 
trading posts clearly shown on map 

10   

Part 2: Presentation / Engagement 

Research is shared with class clearly at appropriate 
volume and speed (not too fast, slow, loud, or soft) 

10   

Speed, volume, and voice inflection are varied to 
engage audience and emphasize key points 

10   

Speaker connects with audience through eye contact 
and does not spend too much time looking at notes or 
screen 

10   

Speaker demonstrates enthusiasm for topic 
throughout presentation 

10   

Part 3: Visuals 

Visuals help to clearly explain concepts 10   

Part 4: Writing Conventions 

Grammatical and spelling conventions followed 10   

TOTALS: 100   

Comments: 
 
 
 
 Melting Ice 
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Lesson 3: Native + Euro-American Interactions 

Exploration, trade, strategic marriages, and disease 

 

Overview  
Students will first reflect on their personal experience of the 
differences between life before and after the COVID-19 pandemic, then 
compare their experiences to what they think those of Native Peoples 
might have been before and after epidemics of disease spread through 
the Northwest. Next they construct timelines of the Northwest fur 
trade from image-rich event cards (or slides on a computer) and 
discuss why they think the events were important. A class discussion 
follows in which the groups share their ideas with the class. The 
teacher facilitates discussion with additional details to help students 
build a more complete understanding of the Northwest fur trade and 
its impacts. 
 

One of the Enrich / Extend options suggested is to have students read 
primary and secondary sources describing the spread of disease and a 
famine that resulted from one pandemic. By identifying the sources 
cited, students should appreciate the absence of Native perspectives 
and how that affects our historical understanding. Students also reflect 
on how non-native diseases, perhaps more than any other factor, 
reshaped the history of the Northwest. 
 

Guiding Questions 

• What events were important in the history of the 
Northwest and what were the impacts of non-native 
diseases? 

• What sources are available from the fur trade era, and 
how do they affect our understanding of the past? 

• How do historians reach conclusions about the events 
of the past? 

Objectives 

• Students will share their ideas about the importance 
of events in Northwest history orally and in writing. 

• Students will explain how diseases travelled along 
trading networks throughout the Pacific Northwest 
and how Native Peoples were impacted by them, 
even without direct contact with non-native people. 

• Students will read primary and secondary sources 
and reflect on the process of historical reasoning 
orally and in writing, including distinguishing between 
fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text. 

 

Subjects: Geography, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading, 
Writing, and Art 
 
Grades: Adaptable for 4–12  
 
Duration: 45 minutes or more; 
research portion can be 
assigned as homework 
 
Vocabulary  

• Cayuse 
• Comcomly 
• Demographic collapse 
• Diplomacy 
• Epidemic 
• Factor (manager) 
• Fort Astoria 
• Fort Colvile 
• Fort Vancouver 
• Fur trading posts 
• Hudson's Bay Company 
• Kinship networks 
• Naukaune 
• Non-native diseases 
• North West Company  
• Oregon Trail 
• Translators 
• Whitmans 

The microscopic smallpox virus (variola), 
which killed hundreds of millions around the 
world before vaccinations eradicated the 
disease in the 20th Century.  
CDC. Public Domain. 
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Teacher Background 

NOTE: This lesson involves a major historic trauma and 
should be taught with empathy and trauma-informed 
strategies. See “Trauma-Informed Teaching Strategies” by 
Jessica Minahan on the ASCD website to learn more:   
ascd.org/el/articles/trauma-informed-teaching-strategies. 
 
By 1812, fur trading posts had appeared throughout the 
Columbia basin. At each of these posts, Native and white 
people traded, socialized, formed lasting bonds and 
occasionally fought. The two groups had very different 
perspectives on the Pacific Northwest. A non-native person 
like David Thompson had been born and raised in London, 
on the other side of the world. He read the Bible regularly 
and tried to live accordingly. He felt intensely loyal to his 
employers, frequently risking his life for them and collecting a 
salary that might one day allow him to retire comfortably to a 
distant city. His entire professional life was spent working in 
what other non-natives thought of as wilderness. 
 

Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills 2 

Civics 1, 3, 4 

Economics 1, 2, 4 

Geography 1, 3 

History 1, 2, 3, 4 

 

 
Disciplinary Core Ideas 

 

 

 

  LS1.A: Structure and Function  
All living things are made up of cells, which is the 
smallest unit that can be said to be alive. An organism 
may consist of one single cell (unicellular) or many 
different numbers and types of cells (multicellular). 

Common Core 
State Standards  

English Language 
Arts 

Reading:  
Informational Text  

1, 3, 4, 6 

Writing 10 

Speaking & Listening 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 

Language Standards 1, 3, 6 

Writing Standards 
Science & Technical 

Subjects 
4, 10 

Fort Okanagan, as painted in 1853, was a typical 
inland trading post. A walled, river-adjacent fort was 
surrounded by out buildings and native dwellings.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain 
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By contrast, a person like Comcomly (Chinook) was at home in the 
Pacific Northwest. Instead of dividing the world into civilization and 
wilderness, indigenous cultures exist as one part of the natural world. 
In 1812, Comcomly lived with multiple generations of his extended 
kinship network. He lived the traditions of his culture and passed down 
knowledge that dated back to time immemorial. The land and its 
resources remain part and parcel of these traditions to the present 
day. In the new global fur trade, Comcomly saw an opportunity to gain 
wealth and power for his people while navigating a changing world. 
 
White fur traders and the fur trading posts embodied change. Native 
People had traditions of trading and wearing furs, but businesses like 
the North West Company and the Hudson’s Bay Company wanted as 
many furs as could be provided. In exchange they offered tools, 
clothing, tobacco, liquor, and firearms. They demonstrated force, too, 
building tall fences and gun emplacements at their forts. The new 
diplomatic presence and non-native technologies were usually 
accepted by Native communities. This was a crucial first step in the 
strategy of fur trading companies. Trading posts would gift a few 
commodities at the start, both to develop a taste for things like 
molasses or mirrors, or a need for gunpowder and bullets for gifted 
firearms.  
 
Devastating Diseases 
These were already huge cultural changes, but this conversion was made 
much more difficult by disease. As non-native people arrived and interacted 
with Native People, they introduced non-native diseases. No one could see 
these diseases, and none had reliable cures at the time. But to Native 
populations these diseases proved especially deadly. Just as trade goods 
circulated throughout the Pacific Northwest, invisible and deadly diseases 
travelled among communities. Once introduced, a non-native disease could 
devastate communities that had never directly met non-native people.  
 
The scale of the devastation caused by introduced diseases was 
unprecedented. Scholars estimate an 80–90% decline in the pre-contact 
population from non-native disease over the 100 years of the fur trade. By 
comparison, this is three times more deadly than the Black Death plague 
that devastated Europe during the Middle Ages. Uncontrollable epidemics 
caused demographic collapse, which meant that whole communities were 
obliterated, and survivors left isolated and vulnerable. The work of gathering 
food, making shelter, and defending oneself relied on kinship networks, and 
could not be performed effectively by sick, dwindling populations.  
 
The Cayuse people saw their own children dying of strange new 
diseases, especially measles. The Whitmans tried to help with non-
native medicines. They also helped the sick children of white 
pioneers, some of the first to travel the Oregon Trail. As the Cayuse 
could see, white children were more likely to survive these 
diseases than Native children. A rumor spread that the Whitmans 
were letting the Cayuse children die while saving white children. 

Cheap trade guns like this flintlock 
musket were popular tools for hunting 
and warfare. They also guaranteed 
repeat customers seeking ammunition. 
National Park Service 

A child with smallpox. The 
highly contagious disease was 
30% fatal among adults, but 
50% among infants. 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC). 
Public Domain 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
The Northwest Fur Trade: Cultures, Commerce, and Change                                                                                                         National Park Service

 
37



Mounting death and frustration erupted into violence, and in the 
fall of 1847, the Whitmans were killed by some Cayuse men. 
 
Three years later, the Whitmans’ killers were tried and publicly 
executed in Oregon City. The town had been founded by the 
Hudson's Bay Company only thirty years before. The executioner 
was Joe Meek, a former fur trader who had turned lawman in the 
newly established Oregon Territory. The moment is notable 
because it helps illustrate the transitions that occurred during the 
fur trade. Non-native whites started off dependent on Native 
communities. Then they introduced non-native technology and 
culture. Finally, with this trial and execution, white communities 
asserted their own system of law and order over Native People. 
The most important cause of this rapid change was not the United 
States government, nor the Hudson’s Bay Company’s policies, nor 
any of the different cultures of the Columbia basin of Pacific 
Northwest Coastline. Non-native disease was the single greatest 
effect of the fur trade, irrevocably changing the area and its 
people. 
 
Changing Dynamics  

The dynamic between Native and non-native communities and 
cultures changed over time. The earliest cartographers and fur 
traders would have starved without the charity of Native People. 
The first fur trading posts were built with the permission of the 
Native communities (who often still legally own the land, since 
treaties have not been consistently honored by the U.S. 
government). But by the end of the fur trade, non-native 
communities had gained far more power, while Native communities 
were weakened by relentless epidemics and institutional 
challenges.  
 
Commercial institutions, like the fur trade’s colonial companies, were 
joined by cultural institutions like churches and missionaries. One 
famous example, the Whitmans, were a missionary couple that 
wanted to change Native culture, specifically among the Cayuse 
people. Instead of traditional hunting and gathering, the Whitmans 
taught farming with horses and a plow. Instead of traditional stories 
and spiritual relationships to the natural world, the Whitmans wanted 
the Cayuse people to go to church, sing hymns, and read the Bible. 
 

Materials + Preparation 

• Print copies of the “Timeline of the Northwest Fur Trade Activity” 
for groups of about 4 students or prepare to share the 
PowerPoint file with them  

• Optional: Copies of the “Tragedy in the Northwest” handout at 
the end of the lesson for each student 

• Optional: Projector and document camera  

 

“[Smallpox] extended as far to the 

interior as they [Nass Tsimshians 

Native People] usually go to trade, 

how much further they cannot say.”  

– Log, Ft. Simpson, 1836 
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Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 
Engage  

• Connecting student experiences to past events (5 min.) 

• Ask students to fold a piece of paper in half the long way to make 
2 columns, then fold it in half the other way to make 4 boxes. Ask 
them to label the first box “Before COVID-19” and the box next to 
it “During COVID-19.” 

• Ask them to turn to a neighbor and discuss how things were 
different before and after the COVID-19 pandemic broke out. 
They can record their ideas in the two boxes.  

• After a minute or two, discuss student ideas as a class, which may 
include that they had to wear masks after the outbreak COVID-19, 
that many people died who were not vaccinated against the 
disease, and that school classes moved online. 

• Ask students to label the top of the third box, “Before European 
Diseases” and the one next to it “After European Diseases.” Ask 
students to again turn to a neighbor and brainstorm how they 
think things might have been different for Native People in the 
Northwest before and after diseases like smallpox, measles, and 
malaria arrived. 

•  After a minute, discuss student ideas as a class. 

Explore 

• Students construct a timeline of the Northwest Fur Trade (20 min.) 

• Pass out print copies of the “Timeline of the Northwest Fur Trade 
Activity” to groups of about 4 students or share the PowerPoint 
file with them:  
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• Ask the groups to try to arrange the paper pages or PowerPoint 
slides in chronological order. Encourage them to use reference 
sources, as needed, and point out that some of the pages/slides 
contain clues to help them determine the year(s) that the events 
occurred. 

• Ask the groups to think about why the events were important and 
be ready to share their ideas with the class. 

 

Explain 

• Ask the student groups to explain which event they put first 
chronologically and why they think it was important in the history of the 
Northwest Fur Trade. (2 min.) 

• Discuss student ideas and fill in details, as necessary. 

• Discuss why “Native Northwest Peoples Trade…” should come first, 
since that has been happening for many thousands of years. 
Students should also be able to explain that Euro-Americans were 
able to benefit from the existing trade networks and routes that 
made it easier for them to survive and become profitable quickly. 
Native Peoples were also the ones harvesting and trading the furs, 
especially in the earlier decades of the fur trade. 

• Ask students to share their ideas about the rest of the event timeline. 
(10 – 15 min.) 

• Fill in details and dates to help students develop a more complete 
understanding of the fur trade in the Northwest. Ask students to 
record important details in notebooks. 

• Dates of the events: 

▪ 1670: Hudson’s Bay Company founded in London 

▪ 1779: North West Company founded in Montreal 

▪ 1783: Estimated arrival of smallpox in Kettle Falls area. 
Estimated half of population dies. 

▪ March 1, 1811: Naukane appointed by King Kamehameha I 
of Hawaii to oversee interests of 24 Hawaiian workers (called 
kanakas) hired by American Pacific Fur Company, half to 
work in fur trade and half to work on their ship the Tonquin:  

▪ Left Kingdom of Hawaii on March 1, 1811 on board 
the Tonquin; Naukane given name John Coxe while 
on board ship 

▪ Tonquin reaches Columbia River on March 24, 
1811, and begins construction of Fort Astoria at 
present site of Astoria, OR 

▪ Later that year joined North West Company under 
command of David Thompson, who admired 
Naukane and his great strength 
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▪ 1811: Comcomly (Chinook leader) greets 
American fur traders at Fort Astoria soon 
after their arrival. His support and that of 
the Chinook people is critical for their 
supply of food like smoked salmon and 
camas bulbs, tightly-woven waterproof 
hats, and other goods 

▪ July 14, 1811: David Thompson reaches 
Fort Astoria at mouth of Columbia River 

▪ September 18, 1811: David Thompson reaches Boat 
Encampment north of Kettle Falls to finish first complete 
survey of Columbia River 

▪ 1814: Lady Calpo (Chinook princess) helped restore peace after 
North West Company suffered raid on canoes; she gave them 
information about Indian customs and settling disputes; she is also 
credited with providing information that prevented several raids in 
1824 

▪ 1821: HBC and NWC forced to merge by British government, 
ending the Pemmican War and creating a monopoly. Employees 
fired; salaries and fur prices cut 

▪ 1824–1825: Dr. John McLoughlin becomes chief factor (manager) 
of the Columbia District for the Hudson’s Bay Company and 
establishes Fort Vancouver 

▪ August, 1826: Ft. Colvile construction begins (led by John Work; 
first simple fort established in 1825) 

▪ 1847–1848: Measles epidemic in Northwest; Discuss how measles 
was far deadlier to Native children than non-native children.  

 

Extend / Enrich 

• Students read and discuss primary and secondary sources about epidemics in 
the Northwest. (15 min.) 

• Pass out copies of the “Tragedy in the Northwest” handout found at the 
end of the lesson. 

• Ask students to form groups of 2–4 students to read the sources and 
reflect on answers to the questions together. They should record their 
answers and ideas in writing and be ready to share them with the rest of 
the class.  

• Circulate through the groups to answer questions and encourage 
students to look up words that are new to them. 

• After most groups finish, discuss the questions as a class. Ask more 
questions to help students build understanding and empathy for the 
events. For instance: 

▪ After they answer question 3, ask them if they think it was correct 
for Francis Heron at Fort Colvile to blame the suffering of the 

Comcomly burial canoe 
replica, Astoria, Oregon 
Bjorn CC BY-SA 2.0 
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Native Peoples on how they lived in their homes and the 
traditional foods (salmon and roots—possibly camas and other 
bulbs) that they ate (practices that had been passed down for 
thousands of years). 

▪ After they answer question 4, ask if they think it was fair for 
Francis Heron to exhort (strongly tell) the Native People to go 
hunt for furs, even though he described them as sick and dying. 
Why do students think he did so? Was that compassionate? 

▪ Discuss student ideas about what might be done to help if 
similar devastating events happened today (question 6). These 
might include vaccinating the people to give their immune 
systems resistance to the viruses, offering other medical care, 
and providing additional assistance if asked for help. You might 
tell students that successful inoculation against smallpox was 
actually done for troops during the Revolutionary War, so it 
may have helped some Native Peoples. (See “George 
Washington and the First Mass Military Inoculation” from the 
Library of Congress: 
loc.gov/rr/scitech/GW&smallpoxinoculation.html). 

▪ Discuss student ideas about how history might have been 
different if Native populations were not decimated by 
imported diseases. Tell them that historians generally look 
at the devastating 80-90% decline in the number of Native 
Peoples living in the Northwest as the single biggest impact 
of the fur trade era on history. These declines were 
experienced in all parts of the Americas, due to the lack of 
natural resistance to the diseases, as well as sometimes 
brutal treatment by Europeans and Americans who wanted 
their land, resources, and labor. 

• Ask students to think about which perspectives were 
left out of the sources that they read. Students should 
appreciate the absence of Native perspectives and 
how that affects our historical understanding. Discuss 
how it is better to try to represent all sides of 
historical issues. This was more challenging in the case 
of Northwest peoples during the time of the 
epidemics, who did not have written language or as 
much power to share their experience with Euro-
Americans, not to mention the fact that so many died 
and could not pass on their stories orally.  

• Discuss the challenges of distinguishing between 
fact, opinion, and reasoned judgement in texts like 
these. These skills are an important piece of 
information literacy. You could also include how it is 
OK to have disagreements about past and current 
events, like the scholars in the secondary source do, as 
long as discussions are respectful. 

The fur trader John Work provides one of 
the primary sources cited by Dr. Ackerman.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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• Discuss unique social structures that responded to the traumatic epidemics: 

▪ Kinship networks – Friends and relations feed each other in times of 
need because they are related. 

▪ Commercial communities – Workers earn food with profit-generating 
labor, in this case, trapping furs. They earned less after the monopoly 
was created after the merging of the companies to create a more 
powerful Hudson’s Bay Company. 

• Ask students if they know what causes diseases like COVID-19, smallpox, 
and malaria. Discuss how they are viruses: microscopic (too small to be seen) 
infectious agents that can make us sick or even kill us. They can replicate 
inside our cells and then we can spread them. 

• Students can add non-native diseases to the trade network maps they 
created in an earlier lesson. 

• Ask students to share traditions that are important to their cultures. 

Students can bring in foods, clothing, etc. and do short presentations to the 
class about how they are important to their cultures. Families could be 
invited for a special multi-cultural celebration with traditional music, dancing, 
etc..  

• Share clips of one or both of these videos from PBS about the explorations 
and discoveries of David Thompson: 

▪ Clips from “Uncharted Territory: David Thompson on the Columbia 
Plateau” with teacher support materials: 
opb.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/uncharted-territory-1  

▪ The complete “Uncharted Territory: David Thompson on the 
Columbia Plateau” (58:14): youtu.be/EccSnNgQP7c   

▪ “The Coin of the Realm.” Washington State Parks & Recreation 
Commission: friendsofspokanehouse.com/videos 

▪ “Shadows of David Thompson” (27:52): 
video.ksps.org/video/montanapbs-presents-shadows-david-thompson  

▪ What is the connection between disease and hunger? 

▪ What does this text make you think? What does it make you feel? 

• Advanced students can learn more by reading sources listed at the end of the 
lesson, such as Dr. Ackerman’s study “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of 
the Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes of the 
Colville Indian Reservation” from the National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf. 

• Ask students to independently research and report on a historic epidemic of 
their choice, being sure to note historical consequences. Human history is full of 
impactful diseases. 

• Anti-vaccination movements driven by scientific misinformation are 
contributing to a resurgence of measles and more serious effects of COVID-19 in 
the present-day. Interested students can study phenomena like scientific 
misinformation, or trace the historical efforts that once contained measles and 
were hoped to do more to stop the spread of COVID-19. 

Measles was one of the 
deadly diseases to reach 
the Northwest during 
the fur trade era. 
CDC. Public Domain. 
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Evaluate 
• Ask students to summarize the changes brought by the fur trade era in 

writing. Ask students to consider the relationships between exploration, 
economic activity, and pandemics in their writing. 

• Collect and provide feedback on completed handouts and notebook reflections. 
Review these for thoughtful exploration of the issues. 

• Assess student contributions to class discussions. 

• You might present students with questions to reflect on in writing, such as: 

▪ What do you think people should do when someone else doesn't have 
enough food to eat?  

▪ Is it different if the hungry person is a relative or someone you do not know?  

▪ What about if the hungry person is an employee of a business?  

▪ What if they don't look like you?  

▪ What if they don't speak your language? 

 

Expand Knowledge + Skills 

Native Peoples in the Fur Trade 

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of the 
Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes 
of the Colville Indian Reservation.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

• Deur, D. ““She is Particularly Useful to Her Husband”: Strategic Marriages 
Between Hudson's Bay Company Employees and Native Women at Fort 
Vancouver.” Fort Vancouver National Historic Site: 
nps.gov/articles/hbcmarriages.htm  

• Dunn, J. (1845). The Oregon Territory, and the British North American fur 
trade. With an account of the habits and customs of the principal native tribes 
on the northern continent. Archive.org: 
archive.org/details/oregonterritoryb00dun  

• Duncan, J. (1973). “Kanaka World Travelers and Fur Company Employees, 
1785-1860.” Hawaiian Journal of History: 
evols.library.manoa.hawaii.edu/handle/10524/133  

• Van Kirk, S. (1975). “The Role of Women in the Fur Trade Society of the 
Canadian West, 1700-1850”: Queen Mary College, University of London: 
core.ac.uk/download/pdf/30695758.pdf  

Northwest Fur Trade 

• “The Alaskan Fur Trade.” Meeting of Frontiers: Library of Congress: 
loc.gov/collections/meeting-of-frontiers/articles-and-essays/alaska/alaska-fur-trade  

• Chittenden, H. (1901). The American Fur Trade of the Far West:  
books.google.com/books/about/The_American_Fur_Trade_of_the_Far_West.
html?id=YVZKAAAAMAAJ  
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• “David Thompson.” National Park Service: 
nps.gov/laro/learn/historyculture/david-thompson.htm   

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with Ties to the Fort 
Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-overview.pdf  

• “Empire of the Bay.” PBS: pbs.org/empireofthebay 

• “Fort Colvile.” NPS: nps.gov/laro/learn/historyculture/for.htm  

• Franchère, G. (1854). Narrative of a voyage to the northwest coast of America 
in the years 1811, 1812, 1813, and 1814; or, The first American settlement of 
the Pacific. Archive.org: archive.org/details/narrativeofvoyag00fran  

• “Fort Vancouver as a Base for Missionary Efforts.” NPS: 
nps.gov/articles/fovamissionaries.htm  

• “The Fur Trade Era, 1770s–1849.” Great Bear Rainforest: greatbearrainforesttrust.org 
wp-content/uploads/2018/08/5-Fur-Trade-Era-1770-1849.pdf  

• Halworth, P. Trailmakers of the Northwest. (1921). Internet Archive: 
archive.org/details/trailmakersofnor01hawo  

• Lyman, W. The Columbia River: Its History, Its Myths, Its Scenery, Its 
Commerce. Gutenberg Project EBook: gutenberg.org/files/39388/39388-
h/39388-h.htm#Page_207   

• Robinson, H. M. (1879). The great fur land; or, Sketches of life in the 
Hudson's bay territory. Archive.org: 
archive.org/details/greatfurlandorsk01robi  

• Victor, F.  (1902). “The American Fur Trade in the Far West.” The 
Quarterly of the Oregon Historical Society: 
jstor.org/stable/pdf/20609534.pdf  

• Work, J. (1923). “The journal of John Work, a chief-trader of the 
Hudson's Bay Co. during his expedition from Vancouver to the Flatheads 
and Blackfeet of the Pacific Northwest, edited, and with an account of 
the fur trade in the Northwest, and life of Work.” BC Historical Books: 
open.library.ubc.ca/collections/bcbooks/items/1.0230525  

Diseases and History 

• Boyd, R. and Gregory, C. (2007). “Disease and Demography in the 
Plateau.” PDXScholar. Journal of Northwest Anthropology: 
pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/anth_fac/154  

• Filsinger, A. and Dwek, R. “George Washington and the First Mass 
Military Inoculation.” Library of Congress: 
loc.gov/rr/scitech/GW&smallpoxinoculation.html 

(The true story of how inoculation to smallpox (also called variola 
for the variola virus that causes the disease) was an important 
factor in the Revolutionary War.) 

• “History of Smallpox: The Spread and Eradication of Smallpox.”  
CDC: cdc.gov/smallpox/history/smallpox-origin.html  

  

This 1912 smallpox sufferer 
has the telltale scarring that 
accompanied the disease.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
The Northwest Fur Trade: Cultures, Commerce, and Change                                                                                                         National Park Service

 
45

https://www.nps.gov/laro/learn/historyculture/david-thompson.htm
http://npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-overview.pdf
http://www.pbs.org/empireofthebay/
https://www.nps.gov/laro/learn/historyculture/for.htm
https://archive.org/details/narrativeofvoyag00fran
https://www.nps.gov/articles/fovamissionaries.htm
https://greatbearrainforesttrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/5-Fur-Trade-Era-1770-1849.pdf
https://greatbearrainforesttrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/5-Fur-Trade-Era-1770-1849.pdf
https://archive.org/details/trailmakersofnor01hawo
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/39388/39388-h/39388-h.htm#Page_207
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/39388/39388-h/39388-h.htm#Page_207
https://archive.org/details/greatfurlandorsk01robi
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20609534.pdf
https://open.library.ubc.ca/collections/bcbooks/items/1.0230525
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/anth_fac/154
https://www.loc.gov/rr/scitech/GW&smallpoxinoculation.html
https://www.cdc.gov/smallpox/history/smallpox-origin.html


• “Measles History.” CDC: cdc.gov/measles/about/history.html  

• “Pacific Northwest Measles Epidemic of 1847-1848.” Oregon 
Historical Quarterly: pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/anth_fac/147/  

• “Population history of the indigenous people of the 
Americas.” Wikipedia: 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Population_history_of_indigenous_peo
ples_of_the_Americas    

• “Otter Skins, Boston Ships, and China Goods.” James Gibson. 

• Robbins, W. (2002). “Old World Contagions.” Oregon History 
Project: oregonhistoryproject.org/narratives/this-land-
oregon/the-first-peoples/old-world-contagions  

Lessons 

• Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde Tribal History curriculum, 
including lesson plans and videos, grades K–10: 
grandronde.org/history-culture/culture/curriculum  

Maps 

• “Map of the Oregon Territory.” Library of Congress: 
loc.gov/resource/g4240.ct000908  

• “Map of the territory west of the Rocky Mountains.” Library of 
Congress: loc.gov/resource/g4051s.ct000911  

• “Map of the United States, Territory of Oregon, west of the 
Rocky Mountains : exhibiting the various trading depots or forts 
occupied by the British Hudson Bay Company, connected with 
the western and northwestern fur trade.” Library of Congress: 
loc.gov/item/2018588047  

• “Map to illustrate Capt. Bonneville's adventures among the Rocky 
Mountains.” Library of Congress: loc.gov/item/gm69002284  

 
Videos 

• “A Prophecy Fulfilled: The Cayuse & the 
Whitmans at Waiilatpu” (25 min.) NPS: 
youtu.be/oFLsOEnKMg0 

• “Canada a People’s History: Episode 6: 
The Pathfinders.” CBC/Radio Canada: 
vimeo.com/204049694  

• “The Columbian Exchange.” Crash 
Course World History: 
youtube.com/watch?v=HQPA5oNpfM4  

• “Disease!” Crash Course World History: 
youtube.com/watch?v=1PLBmUVYYeg  

 
 

 
 

“A Prophecy Fulfilled” tells the story of the Cayuse and 
Whitmans during the measles epidemic of 1847–1848.  
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Name: ______________________________        Period: ____        Date: _______________________ 

Tragedy in the Northwest 
1.   Read the primary and secondary sources. Underline, circle, or highlight the terms below and 

any others that are new or seem important. 

• disease 

• relatives 

• epidemic 

• John Work 

• Fort Colvile 

• malaria 

• smallpox 

• ethnocentrism 
 

2.   Look up at least 3 terms that are unfamiliar (new). Record what they mean in your notebook. 
 

Primary Sources: 

 

“They have all been very sick here as well as 

at every other place on the Coast there has 

been a general sickness among the Indians 

since last fall and all the winter, which I 

suppose is one great reason of the Skins being 

so scarce this season.”  

– Ship Log, Otter, 1811 

 

“The smallpox broke out among them 

[Native Peoples] away to the northward 

somewhere last spring and reached this 

place [Fort Simpson] in September and is 

advancing onto the southwards.… Great 

numbers of the Indians here died of it.” 

 – Journal of John Work, 1837 

 

 

Secondary Source:  Excerpt from Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of the Lake Roosevelt National 
Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Indian Reservation (1996) 
by Lillian Ackerman, Ph.D.: npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf 

“[David] Chance (1973) further claims that the 

fishery could not support the relatively few 

Europeans at Fort Colvile, as the Indians were 

starving themselves. This is extremely doubtful. 

John Work, a fur trader, noted in his journal of 

1826 that the Indians were catching about 1000 

salmon on August 5 that day and every day. 

Fish were hard to get in July because the water 

was too high. making fishing less productive 

(Work 1825-1826).”  

 

“If the Indians were starving it was due to 

disease, and not the availability of salmon. The 

depopulation would have caused the 

destruction of food distribution patterns. That 

is, fewer people were available to work, both 

fishing and drying the fish. Consequently, there 

was less food to distribute to surviving elders 

and children. Francis Heron's Journal at Fort 

Colvile (Hudson's Bay Company 1830-1831) 

noted the death of two children and a mother 

(1831), and commented on Dec. 7, 1830, that 

the Indians were camped outside the fort 

complaining of hunger. Many Indians were sick, 

which he attributed to being crammed together 

in large tents. He further blamed their poor 

health on the eating of salmon and 

“unwholesome roots” (Hudson's Bay Company 

1830-1831). It should be noted that the year, 

1830, was around the period when malaria and 

other epidemics were killing Indians along the 

Columbia. On January 5, 1831, Heron noted in 

the house journal that many Indians were sickly 

and that two had died. On January 15, a child 

died, and many others were ill. At this time, 

Heron exhorted them to go hunting for furs. He 
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again noted sickly Indians on January 23, 1831. 

On February 22, 1831, Spokan, Sanpoil, and 

Kettle Falls Indians came to the fort without 

goods (furs) to trade. He attributed this to the 

cold and snow (Hudson's Bay Company 1830-

1831). It is hard not to infer that the Indians 

were looking for help during their illnesses. 

Many of their female relatives were married to 

Company servants inside the fort, and it was 

logical to look for help from their European in-

laws during such an emergency. The Company 

men apparently did not understand this 

expectation, due to either ethnocentrism or 

simple denial of the crisis. Also, perhaps, the 

Indians stayed near the fort in large numbers 

because their female relatives were supplying 

food secretly to their relatives. The 

concentration of people near the forts 

guaranteed the spread of disease (Boyd 1985). 

Disease was so pervasive that one epidemic of 

smallpox about 1825 extended from Kettle Falls 

to the Pacific. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3. Why did Francis Heron think Native Peoples were getting sick around Fort Colvile in 1830-1831? 

a) _____________________________________________________________________________ 

b) _____________________________________________________________________________ 

c) _____________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What did Francis Heron exhort (strongly tell) the Native People to do?  

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why do you think he did so?  

________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Why does Dr. Ackerman think people were starving? Do you agree? Why or why not? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. An estimated 80–90% of Northwest Native Peoples died during the fur trade era because they lacked  

resistance to the diseases. What might be done to help if similar devastating events happened today? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Think about how things changed after epidemics arrived in the Pacific Northwest. How might history 
have been different if Native populations were not reduced so dramatically after fur traders and 
other Euro-Americans arrived? Discuss your ideas with a partner and record them in your notebook. 

Tipis outside Fort Colvile near the Columbia River, 1860 
Library of Congress. Public Domain 
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Lesson 4: Cultures and Commerce 
How did people from different cultures trade? 

 
Overview  
The global nature of the fur trade introduced new cultures to the already 
multicultural Pacific Northwest (PNW). People speaking different 
languages played different roles in the fur trade. In this lesson, students 
form 3 small language groups, each group practicing phrases in a 
different language of the fur trade. A fourth group becomes 
“translators,” studying phrases from all 3 languages. Students then form 
mixed conversation groups, each containing one “speaker” of each 
language and one of “translator.” These multilingual groups attempt to 
converse with each other using only their newly-learned languages, sign 
language, and drawn pictures. “Translators” can translate phrases in the 
different languages or, if allowed by the teacher, whisper privately in 
English with different speakers.  
 
The class will then discuss the important roles of Native women in the 
fur trade, the most frequent translators of the era, supported by an 
optional reading. Advanced students can discuss how the recording and 
study of history is affected by language and gender, relating it to their 
own experiences. 
 

Guiding Questions 

● How did the fur trade involve diverse people and cultures and 
what different groups participated in the fur trade of the Pacific 
Northwest? 

● How did different Native communities respond to the changes 
of the fur trade, and why? 

● How were linguistic differences 
overcome by people in the PNW fur 
trade? 

● What work did women perform as 
part of the fur trade? 

Objectives 

● Students will appreciate the diverse 
participants of the PNW fur trade. 

● Students will understand how and why 
native communities responded to the 
changing economics of the fur trade. 

● Students will see how gender and 
languages shape societies. 

Subjects: Geography, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading, 
Writing, and Art 
 
Grades: Adaptable for 4–12  

 
Duration: 45 minutes or 
more. Research portion can 
be assigned as homework. 
 
Vocabulary  

• Chinook Wawa  

• Country marriage 

• Diplomacy 

• Fort Astoria 

• Fort Nez Perce  

• Fur trading posts 

• Hudson's Bay 
Company 

• Kinship networks 

• North West Company  

• Piikani (Piegan 
Blackfoot) 

• Social norms 

• Tonquin 

• Translator 

Bill Delyea engaging students as a fur trader 
Courtesy Bill Delyea 
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Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills 2 

Civics 1, 3, 4 

Economics 1, 2, 4 

Geography 1, 3 

History 1, 2, 3, 4 

Common Core  

English Lang. Arts 

& Literacy 

 

Reading:  

Informational Text  
1, 3, 4, 6 

Writing 10 

Speaking & Listening 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 

 

Teacher Background 

The Northwest Fur Trade 

In 1812, trade in the Pacific Northwest had 
been happening for thousands of years. 
For the previous 30 years, white non-
natives, aided by Native women who were 
often their wives, had been trading for furs 
along the coastline and then trading them 
again elsewhere in the world. In a few 
short years, white American and Canadian 
traders established competing inland 
trading posts throughout the Columbia 
River basin. 
 
The Americans got off to a bad start. 
Tonquin, the ship that had helped establish 
Fort Astoria, the first American base on the 
Columbia, was destroyed in 1811. While negotiating for furs, the ship's captain 
started a fight with the Tla-o-qui-aht people living on Vancouver Island. In the 
subsequent battle, most of the crew were killed. The ship’s gunpowder either 
ignited in the battle or was intentionally detonated by the surviving crew. Only 
one crew member survived and returned to Ft. Astoria.  
 
This weakened U.S. presence ended with the War of 1812. When news of that 
conflict reached the remaining Astorians on the Columbia, they feared that the 
British military would seize their operations by force. The Astorians instead sold 
their trading posts to their Canadian rivals, the North West Company (NWC), 
which then set about consolidating its presence throughout the Columbia basin.  
 
Almost all NWC trading posts were accessible by canoe. This method of human-
powered transportation not only offered speed, but also helped avoid the tricky 
diplomacy necessary to move through tribal lands and cross international borders.  

The Tonquin in battle before it was destroyed in 1811 
Edmund Fanning. Public Domain 
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The river network allowed the NWC to transport furs upriver, over the Continental 
Divide, and finally to warehouses on Canada’s Atlantic seaboard. The river network  
also allowed Native people to more easily trade furs. But many different cultures 
live in the Pacific Northwest, and they reacted differently to the introduction of fur 
trading posts. 
 
Native Cultures and the Fur Trade  

The Nimiipuu (Nez Perce), whose traditional 
lands stretch throughout present-day Oregon, 
Washington, and Idaho, were not enthusiastic 
about hunting beaver. Ever since the 
introduction of horses to the area around 1700, 
the Nimiipuu, Yakama, Walla Walla, and other 
cultures had prospered as horse traders. 
Nimiipuu culture, like many others, had 
traditional knowledge and lands that already 
served as a reliable economy based on seasonal 
rounds and trade. Nimiipuu lands already 
contained some of the most productive camas 
fields in the Pacific Northwest. Trading horses at 
a rendezvous or a fur trader’s post was 
beneficial, but not a necessity of existence. The 
arrival of more fur traders to the Pacific 
Northwest provided a booming demand for 
these horses. Throughout the fur trade era, the 
Nimiipuu traded horses more frequently than 
furs. They also negotiated with the NWC to permit 
the building of a trading post–Fort Nez Perce–on 
their land.  
 
This is one example of a Pacific Northwest culture participating in the fur trade, but 
not just by trading furs. At various times the Kootenai and Spokane cultures 
participated with fur traders at their respective trading posts: Kootenai House and 
Spokane House. However, these people rarely worked as the full-time fur trappers 
that white fur traders had planned on. These disappointed fur traders often wrote 
home complaining that the people of the Pacific Northwest were lazy or unwilling to 
work. In reality, the Native people simply did not need to work for the fur traders. 
They already met their food, shelter, and other needs thanks to their traditional 
knowledge and possession of their traditional lands. 
 
Multicultural Workers Imported 

In response to the problem of uninterested locals, the NWC brought in more full-time 
trappers. These were Iroquois and Cree men from the Great Lakes area, Métis 
(mixed native and non-native), and French Canadians from across Canada. These 
men came from communities that had started trapping and trading fur with the 
French in the 1500s. It’s important to note that the majority of foreign participants in 
the Northwest fur trade were these French-speaking individuals or native Hawaiians. 

The steel-trapping performed by this imported workforce led to the trapping of 
more beavers than sustainable hunting and trapping practiced earlier, and it led 

Drawing of Fort Nez Perce (Fort Walla Walla) showing Native 
people, including women, and a few white fur traders, 1841 
Joseph Drayton. Courtesy Oregon Historical Society 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
The Northwest Fur Trade: Cultures, Commerce, and Change                                                                                                         National Park Service

 
51



to over-trapping. As beaver populations dwindled, fur traders looked for new, 
un-trapped territory. As a result, there was intense rivalry and fighting between 
fur trading companies, and between Native communities that did not want 
outsiders poaching on their land. 

Deadly Conflicts  

By 1821, the Hudson's Bay Company and North 
West Company were essentially at war with each 
other. Rival traders and Native allies fought and 
killed each other in disputes over territory, trading 
rights, and fur. The British government intervened 
and forced the companies to merge. When the two 
operations joined, they kept the name Hudson's 
Bay Company. This one corporation, still directed 
by a board in London, now spanned the entirety of 
modern-day Canada, along with modern-day 
Washington state and Oregon. For decades, HBC 
would act as a kind of colonial government in 
Canada. 
 
Within these claimed colonial boundaries were many 
Native cultures that did not want to trade furs or 
welcome outsiders. The Piikani (Piegan Blackfoot) 
are one example of a Native culture that openly resisted. The Piikani had 
previously traded with non-natives, even welcoming a teenaged David Thompson 
to live with them in the winter of 1787-8. However, diplomatic relations soured 
after violent encounters with explorers like Meriwether Lewis and white trapping 
expeditions. To make matters more difficult, some of the Pacific Northwest 
cultures most closely aligned with the fur traders were also traditional enemies of 
the Piikani. The sale of firearms to these enemies by fur traders was intolerable to 
the Piikani. 
 
As a result, the Piikani rarely traded with white people in the early 1800s. Like 
other Plains cultures, they did not want or need to spend their time trapping 
beavers. Instead, the Piikani continued their seasonal rounds and warned 
outsiders not to hunt or trap on their lands. The North West Company and later 
the Hudson's Bay Company violated these warnings. Both companies instead 
chose to attempt poaching: hunting and trapping on another’s land without 
permission.  
 
Snake Country Brigades 

For over twenty years, these fur trading companies sent heavily armed expeditions 
into the Snake River basin, which included traditional Piikani land. The expeditions 
were called Snake Country Brigades. Their goal was to explore previously 
unmapped territory, trap as many furs as possible, and survive frequent battles 
with the Piikani and other tribes on whose lands they were unwelcome. 
 
These Snake Country Brigades were a dramatic contrast to the trading post 
system. Instead of trading for furs, the brigade system trapped them directly. A 
group of 100–200 men, along with many of their families, would depart from Fort 

The Piikani (Piegan Blackfoot) at first welcomed fur 
traders like David Thompson, but that soon changed.  
Karl Bodmer. New York Public Library. Public Domain 
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Nez Perce across the Continental Divide. They were led by a Scottish or British-
Canadian officer from the HBC, but the brigade was profoundly multicultural. 
Iroquois, Hawaiian, French-Canadian, and métis men were employed along with 
wives who were métis or native to the Pacific Northwest. The Brigades would 
range across modern day Idaho, Montana, Utah, Nevada, California, and Oregon 
each year. Frequently, a brigade would enter pitched battles with the Piikani or 
Gros Ventres peoples upon whose lands they were trespassing.  
 
Fur Deserts 

The Snake Country Brigades did, at an exceptional 
rate, what fur trappers were doing all over North 
America: they devastated beaver populations. Soon 
brigade leaders were coming back with fewer and 
fewer furs, reporting that the animal populations 
simply were not recovering. This was actually an 
intentional policy of HBC that aimed to create fur 
deserts. The company hoped that excessive trapping 
of beavers at the border between the Pacific 
Northwest and the United States-owned Louisiana 
Territory would discourage competition from 
American fur traders. 
 
The Snake Country Brigades, like American fur traders, 
also did what cartographers had been doing for 
generations. They shared maps and directions for 
Native lands with non-native people. In the 1830s, 
these directions became the Oregon Trail. Some of the 
fur trappers and traders even switched careers to 
become guides on the Trail, directing a new population 
of aspiring farmers into the Pacific Northwest. 
 

Materials + Preparation 

● 2 copies of the 3 language sheets found at the end of the 
lesson for each group of 4 students 

● Prepare to provide rules for the translation exercise as 
explained in the Explore section. Familiarize yourself with the 
languages on the language sheets as time allows. This exercise 
can be expanded or shortened as necessary. The key is for 
students to appreciate the difficulties of multi-lingual 
conversation, and the importance of translators. 

● Optional: Copies of the “Women in the Fur Trade” online essay 
by Andrea G. Radke on the Encyclopedia of the Great Plains 
website for each student, or prepare to share the link to the 
webpage: 
plainshumanities.unl.edu/encyclopedia/doc/egp.gen.043  

● Optional: Projector to lead class through article/handouts 

 

The HBC intentionally created fur deserts along the 
Northwest border of the Louisiana Territory.  
Golbez. Wikipedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0 

 

Louisiana 
Territory 
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Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 
Engage  

1. Try to communicate with students in a language they do not know. (2 min.) 

• Use a different language, such as one of those on the 
language sheets, to try to get the students’ attention and 
trade with them. For example, you could say “Bonjour! Je 

m’appelle ________. Je voudrais acheter fourrures de 
castor.” (Translated from French that means, “Hello! 
My name is ________. I would like to buy beaver furs.”) 
Hear the correct pronunciation and/or learn more 
translations with Google Translate: translate.google.com. 

• Note: We do not recommend that you use a Native 
language for this fun Engage activity, unless you are of 
Native descent and know the language.  

• Go up to different students and keep using the same 
phrase(s), sign language, and acting it out (like charades) 
to try to get them to understand you. 

• After a minute, explain that in this lesson they will be learning phrases 
from at least 1 new language and trying to communicate with others 
who don’t know the language. Tell them that this is what most people 
in the fur trade experienced as they encountered people from around 
the world who did not speak the same language. 

• (This Engage activity is even more fun if you dress up as a Euro-
American from the fur trade era, such as a voyageur, and/or use props, 
such as a beaver pelt and/or period hat. Ham it up and play off of 
students if they laugh! Contact Lake Roosevelt National Recreation 
Area if you would like to borrow one of the Fur Trade Trunks with 
artifacts.) 

Explore 

2. Language learning groups (12–15 min.) 

• Tell students that they can choose one of 4 groups to start out in. Tell 
them that you will need their help to form groups of equal size, so they 
might need to move to different group to help balance them out.  

• Move to the 4 corners of the class and leave 6 copies of one of the 
language sheets in each of 3 areas while you explain which will be for 
each of the groups. Drop about 6 copies of each of the 3 language 
sheets in the last corner for the “translators.” Tell them they will use 
the sheets to try to learn the basic phrases and words listed.  

▪ Group 1: Speakers of Chinook Wawa 
Tell students that this language was a mix of many languages. 
It was used by about 100,000 people around the Northwest 
during the fur trade era and is still used by groups today, such 
as the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde (Oregon). 

Practice pronunciation with the “Listen” 
button in Google Translate. 
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▪ Group 2: Speakers of French 

▪ Group 3: Speakers of Hawaiian  

▪ Group 4: “Translators,” who will attempt to speak all 3 languages. 
Tell students that these special students will be able to move from 
the group of translators to all 3 of the language groups to help 
prepare to translate among all of the different language speakers. 
Explain that respected Native women, often the wives of Euro-
American or Métis (mixed-race) fur traders, most often 
performed this important role. 

• Ask students to choose one of the 4 groups. Move between the groups 
and encourage them to choose a different group, if necessary, to have 
the same number of students in each group.  

• Ask students to practice their new language(s). Move between groups to 
help them pronounce new words and phrases. You might tell the French 
and Hawaiian speakers that translation software such as that used by 
Google Translate can help with pronunciation: translate.google.com. 

• After 10–12 minutes, or when students seem like they are almost ready 
(as time allows), tell them that they have 2 more minutes to practice with 
the other members of their groups. 

3. Mixed language “trading” groups (12–15 min.)  

• Ask students to form mixed language groups of 4 students. (Tell them 
they can form 1 or more groups of 5, if necessary.) Ask students to bring 
their language sheets. Explain that: 

▪ Most group members should be from a different language group. 
They should try to communicate with another group member 
using only their new language, sign language, acting out (like 
charades), and drawings. 

▪ Each group will also need at least 1 “translator” who will have 
copies of all 3 different language sheets. Explain that this student 
can speak in all 3 of the languages to the different members of 
the group. If they want to use English (or another language the 
student knows), tell them they can only do so with one group 
member at a time in a whisper that only that one person can 
hear, to simulate the act of translation.  

• Ask the students to try to have conversations with different members of 
the group, using the phrases at the bottom of their language sheets to 
help them. Share these rules for the activity: 

▪ Each “speaker” can only speak in their new language. 

▪ Each “translator” can speak in all 3 languages (or whisper English 
or the student’s native language to each individual).  

▪ With these limitations, students should attempt to greet and 
trade within their groups with the support of the translator(s). 

4. Optional: “Women in the Fur Trade” reading/discussion (15 min.) 

See Enrich / Extend, below 
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Explain 

5. Class discussion (5 min.)  

• In small groups and/or as a class, ask students to discuss the questions below 
based on their experience in the activity (and the reading, if applicable). 

▪ How do people speaking different languages communicate with each 
other? 

▪ What sort of conversations would speakers of different languages have 
had in the fur trade era? 

▪ Why do you think Native women were the most common translators? 

▪ Why was language translation important? Is it still important today? 
Why or why not? 

▪ Is it still useful to know multiple languages today? Why or why not? 

• Ask follow-up questions and provide more information as time allows and student 
interest remains high, such as that provided in the Teacher Background section of 
this lesson and the others in this curriculum. Help students develop a deeper 
understanding of the challenges and achievements of different groups and 
individuals in the fur trade era. For example, encourage students to consider: 

▪ Cultural diplomacy: Language was just one of many differences between fur 
trade participants. 

▪ Gendered roles: Men and women were expected to perform different tasks 
in the world of the fur trade. Is the same true today? 

▪ Translation: The act of translating between speakers of different languages 
is a powerful one that can shape a conversation. Translators relied on more 
than their knowledge of language to aid interactions, such as appropriate 
body language and greeting customs. It is an art form cultivated over years 
of practice. 

 

Extend / Enrich 

• Women in the fur trade (15 min.) 

▪ Ask students to read the “Women in the 
Fur Trade” article on the Encyclopedia of 
the Great Plains website (or printed and 
passed out) in groups: 
plainshumanities.unl.edu/encyclopedia/ 
doc/egp.gen.043.  

▪ Ask the groups to discuss the following 
questions and/or answer them individually 
in writing: 

• Why were women the most 
common translators? 

• What else did Native women do in 
the fur trade, besides translate? 

This masterpiece painting commonly called “Barter for 
a Bride” highlights Natawista Ixana (Sacred Snake 
Woman), co-founder of Fort Benton. She is shown 
wearing a red trade blank around her shoulders. 
John Mix Stanley. Courtesy Fort Benton Museums and Heritage Complex 
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• How much can people 
communicate without knowing 
the same language? 

• Given what we’ve learned about the fur trade, 
how could misunderstandings be dangerous? 

▪ Ask students to share their answers with the class and facilitate 
discussion. Relate this discussion to the translation exercise, the 
reading, and students’ modern-day experiences. In Lesson 5, 
they will build on these ideas if they research individual historic 
figures. 

• Ask students to work with a partner to complete the “Exploring 
Native Sign Language” activity explained at the end of the lesson.  
(15–30 min.) 

A simpler version with the answers filled in is also included, which 
can be used as an answer key. Question 13 in both versions 
challenges students to review sources of Native sign language, 
such as the public domain sources listed on the handout, to 
discover additional signs that would help them during the fur trade 
era. More sources of information (in recommended order): 

▪ Leonard, D.R. (2017). Plains Indian Hand Talk: Signs in Most 
General Use (has both visual signs and written descriptions)  

▪ “Plains Indian Hand Talk” videos with D.R. Leonard of 
American Mountain Men: 
youtube.com/channel/UC4tS1JNJIavNpJSRvOligFw  

▪ Tomkins, W. (1969). Indian Sign Language (low cost and 
easily available; has both visual and written signs): 
dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/tomkins_sign_language.pdf 

▪ Seton, T.E. (1918). Sign Talk (visual and written signs): 
archive.org/details/signtalkuniversa00setouoft  

▪ Clark, W. P. (1884). Indian Sign Language (all written, no visual 
signs; most difficult and authoritative source): 
dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/clark_sign_language.pdf   

▪ “Plains Indian Sign Language.” Wikipedia. Includes references to 
other sources: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plains_Indian_Sign_Language  

• Teach students the protocol to establish a friendly trade. (2–3 min.)  

Protocol followed before trading: Sit, smoke pipe that is passed 
around, and share tobacco. Ask students to think about downsides to 
this tradition that people did not know at the time. Answers can 
include that sharing a pipe spread disease and that smoking is 
addictive and causes cancer. 

• Share examples of trade goods and asks students to try to 
trade them using new languages/signing skills. (10 min.) 

Some trade items are available in Fur Trade Trunks from Lake 
Roosevelt National Recreation Area. You can collect others (or 
print pictures of them).  
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Native trade items include:  
▪ Beaver, deer, elk, bear, otter, and buffalo furs/skins 
▪ Preserved fish and dried berries 
▪ Horses 
▪ Dogs 
▪ Work 

Euro-American trade items include:  
▪ Tobacco, coffee 
▪ Knife, awl, ax 
▪ Blanket 
▪ Gun, lead shot ammunition, gunpower 
▪ Beads 
▪ Kettle, cup 
▪ Flint, striker 
▪ Mirror    

• Explore customs of Native nations near you. Contact them 
and/or search their websites to learn more. The Confederated 
Tribes of Grand Ronde Tribal History curriculum, including 
lesson plans and videos, are a thoughtful set of resources for 
grades K–10: grandronde.org/history-
culture/culture/curriculum. For instance, you can do the 
“Native American Regalia” lesson in the 6th Grade 
Curriculum: grandronde.org/media/1555/6-grade-curric.pdf. 

 

 

 

 

 
Evaluate 

• Assess student participation in the translation exercise and 
class discussions.  

• If students answered discussion questions in writing, review 
these for thoughtful exploration of these issues. 

• If students answered discussion questions in small groups, 
assess their presentation of their discussion to the class. 
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Expand Knowledge + Skills 
 

Background on Cultures/Interactions in the Northwest Fur Trade  

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of 
the Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the Confederated 
Tribes of the Colville Indian Reservation.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

See also the sources cited in the paper. 

• Belshaw, J.D. “Fur Trade Society and the Métis.” Canadian History: 
Pre-Confederation: opentextbc.ca/preconfederation/chapter/8-8-
fur-trade-society-and-the-metis  

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with Ties 
to the Fort Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park 
Service: npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-
overview.pdf  

• “Fort Vancouver as a Base for Missionary Efforts.” NPS: 
nps.gov/articles/fovamissionaries.htm  

• Gibbs, George. (1863). “Dictionary of the Chinook Jargon.” 
Cramoisy Press: 
washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20M
aterials/Curriculum%20Packets/Treaties%20&%20Reservations/Do
cuments/Chinook_Dictionary_Abridged.pdf  

• Lewis, W.S. and Phillips, P.C. (1923). “The Journal of John Work.” 
BC Historical Books: 
open.library.ubc.ca/collections/bcbooks/items/1.0230525  

• “Population history of the indigenous people of the Americas.” 
Wikipedia: 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Population_history_of_indigenous_peoples_
of_the_Americas    

Lessons / Resources 

• Friends of Spokane House Teacher Resources: 
friendsofspokanehouse.com/teacher-resources   

• “Primary Source Packet: Objects of the Fur Trade.” Minnesota 
Historical Society: mnhs.org/supp-products/objects-fur-trade  

Videos 

• “A Prophecy Fulfilled” (24:57). NPS: youtu.be/oFLsOEnKMg0 

• “The Columbian Exchange” (12:08). Crash Course World 
History: youtube.com/watch?v=HQPA5oNpfM4  

• “The Northwest Company.” KSPS:  
pbs.org/video/northwest-company-b9iyum  
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https://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Classroom%20Materials/Curriculum%20Packets/Treaties%20&%20Reservations/Documents/Chinook_Dictionary_Abridged.pdf
https://open.library.ubc.ca/collections/bcbooks/items/1.0230525
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Population_history_of_indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Population_history_of_indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
https://www.friendsofspokanehouse.com/teacher-resources
https://www.mnhs.org/supp-products/objects-fur-trade
https://youtu.be/oFLsOEnKMg0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HQPA5oNpfM4
https://www.pbs.org/video/northwest-company-b9iyum/


Chinook Wawa Language Sheet 

(Pacific Northwest Trade Language; “wawa” means “talk”) 
 

English  Chinook (Chinuk) Wawa 

Hello/Goodbye Klahowya (Łaxayam also commonly used) 

My name is ______ (your name). Nika nem  ____ (your name). 

Yes / No Dret / Wik 

Thank you Masi 

Where are you from? Kah mika mitlite? 

What is your name? Itka mika nem? 

What is it? Ikta ukuk? 

salmon sammon / kwenat  

beaver / camas / berry ina / lakamas / olallie 

trade mah-kook 

cloth / knife / medicine sail / o’pit-sah / la mes’tin 

Do you understand? / I understand. Mayka kumtux? / Nika kumtux.  

I don’t understand. Wake mika kumtuk. 

 

Try It! 
1. Imagine that you are a Chinook trapper/hunter/fisherman. You can only speak 

Chinook Wawa in this activity, not any other language!  

2. Start a conversation by using Chinook Wawa and nonverbal communication 

(hand gestures, facial expressions, drawing, etc.) to convey the information 

below to one or more group member. 

3. If you get stuck and gestures (like hand signs or head nodding) or pictures don’t 

help, whisper to the translator in any language what you are trying to convey 

and ask them to translate for you. 

 

1. Hello/Goodbye Klahowya (or Łaxayam) 

2. I am ___________ (your name). Nika nem  ____  (your name). 

3. What is your name? Itka mika nem? 

4. How are you? Klahowya? 

5. Where do you live? Kah mika mitlite? 

6. Are you hungry? Mika olo? 

7. Come and eat (camas, salmon, etc.) Chako mekhmek _____ (sammon, etc.) 

8. Will you trade ____? (cloth, knife, etc.) 
Kah mika huy _____?  
(“Huy” is a phonic for the French word for yes – “oui.”)  

9. I understand/I don’t understand Nika kumtux. / Wake mika kumtux. 
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French Language Sheet 
 

English  French                    (pronunciation in  

                                             CAPITOL LETTERS) 
Hello! (Good day!) Bonjour! 

My name is _______ (your name) Je m'appelle________ (JEH MA PELL _____) 

Yes / No Oui (WE) / Non (NO) 

Thank you Merci (MER-SI) 

I am from _______ (your hometown) Je suis de ________ (JEH SWEE DEH_____) 

I would like to buy… Je voudrais acheter… (JEH VOO-DRAY ASH-ATAY…) 

I am hungry. J’ai faim. (JAY FEM) 

Fish Poisson (PUAY-SON) 

Beaver / beaver furs 

 

Castor             / fourrures de castor 

Let’s be friends! Soyons amis! (SOYO AMEE!) 

Sorry Pardon (PAR-DAWN) 

What do you mean? Que veux-tu dire? (KUH VOO-TOO DEAR?) 

 

Try It! 
1. Imagine that you are a new French-Canadian voyageur (fur trapper). You can only speak 

French in this activity, not English, Spanish, or any other language!  

2. Start a conversation by using French and nonverbal communication (hand gestures, facial 

expressions, drawing, etc.) to convey the information below to one or more group member. 

3. If you get stuck and gestures (like hand signs or head nodding) or pictures don’t help, 

whisper to the translator in any language what you are trying to convey.
 

1. Good day! Bonjour! 

2. I am ___________ (your name). Je suis ________ (JEH SWEE _____) 

3. What is your name? 
Comment vous appelez-vous? (COME-EH VOO APPLE-EH-
VOO?) 

4. I am a voyageur. Je suis voyageur.  (JEH SWEE VOYAGEUR) 

5. Can you help me? Pouvez-vous m’aider? (POO-VEH-VOO MAY-DAY?) 

6. I am hungry.  J’ai faim. (JAY FEM) 

7. Do you have food?  
Avez-vous de la nourriture? (AVE-VOO DE LA NOOR-EE-
TOUR?) 

8. Can you trade ____? (fish, beaver, etc.) 
Pouvez-vous échanger du _____? (POO-VEH VOO ED-
SHANSH-EH DOO _____?) 

9. How much does it cost? Combine ça coûte? (COMEAH SA COOT?) 

10. Let’s be friends! Soyons amis! (SOYO AMEE!) 
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Hawaiian Language Sheet 

English  Hawaiian 

Hello/Goodbye!  Aloha! 

My name is ______ (your name). ʻO ______ (your name) koʻu inoa. 

Yes / No Ae / Aʻole 

Thank you Mahalo 

I am from ______ (your hometown). No ________ wau. 

Can you trade ____? Hiki iā ʻoe ke kālepa _____? 

I am hungry. Pōloli au. 

fish 
iʻa  

beaver / beaver furs beaver / huluhulu beaver 

Let’s be friends! E hoa aloha kākou! 

Sorry E kala mai iaʻu 

What do you mean? He aha kou manaʻo? 

 

Try It! 
1. Imagine that you are a new Hawaiian voyageur (fur trapper). You can only speak Hawaiian 

in this activity, not English or any other language!  

2. Start a conversation by using Hawaiian and nonverbal communication (hand gestures, facial 

expressions, drawing, etc.) to convey the information below to one or more group member. 

3. If you get stuck and gestures (like hand signs or head nodding) or pictures don’t help, 

whisper to the translator in any language what you are trying to convey.

 

1. Hello/Goodbye Aloha! 

2. I am ___________ (your name). O wau ________ (your name). 

3. What is your name? ‘O wai kou inoa? 

4. I am a voyageur. He hele malihini au. 

5. Can you help me? Hiki iā ‘oe ke kōkua ia’u? 

6. I am hungry.  Pōloli au. 

7. Do you have food?  He meaʻai paha kāu? 

8. Can you trade ____? (fish, beaver, etc.) Hiki iā ʻoe ke kālepa _____? 

9. How much does it cost? Ehia na kumukuai? 

10. Let’s be friends! E hoa aloha kākou! 

11. I’m good! Maikaʻi wau! 
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Name(s): __________________________________________________ Date: ______________________ 

Exploring Native Sign Language   
Sign language has been used throughout North America since time immemorial. It was particularly 
important for trade between Native cultures and between Natives and Euro-American fur traders.  

Your challenge: What do you think the signs below mean? Talk to a partner about your ideas and write 
them down. Then check your ideas and learn more about Native sign language with sources such as:  

1. Tomkins, W. (1926). Universal Indian Sign Language of the Plains Indians of North America: 
dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/tomkins_sign_language.pdf   

2. Seton, T.E. (1918). Sign Talk: archive.org/details/signtalkuniversa00setouoft  

3. Clark, W. P. (1884). Indian Sign Language: dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/clark_sign_language.pdf 

4. Mallery, G. (1881). “Sign Language Among North American Indians…” First Annual Report of the 
Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1879-1880. Project 
Gutenberg: gutenberg.org/cache/epub/17451/pg17451-images.html.  

1a. ___________                   1b. ___________ 

 

 

 

Positive response  
to a question  

2a. ______________     2b. ________________ 

 

 

 

Two ways to show a type of positive relationship 

between two people 

3. _________________________  

 

 

 

 

Sign used to describe an action that can 

occur between people with different goods 

4a. _______________     4b. _________________ 

 

 

 

“…with nail of right index  

[finger] pressing against  

thumb, move hand [a little]  

to front and snap the index 

[finger] straight forward… 

words “are thrown out.”  

Repeat motion” (Tomkins). 

5. _____________________________________  

“Bring the tips of the fingers of … right hand in front of, close to, 

and little over mouth…fingers pointing towards face and a little 

downwards; by wrist action move the hand downwards, tips 

passing a little below and close to mouth” (Clark).  
 

Mallery. Public Domain Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Negative response 
to a question 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

The same sign is used in 
American Sign Language: 

 

Mallery. Public Domain 
Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

“…hold right flat 
hand, back down, in 
front of mouth, 
and move hand 
outward a few 
inches; repeating the 
motion” (Tomkins). 

Dr. Michael Fetters CC BY-SA 
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6. _________________________ 

A way of showing 
gratitude:  
“Extend both flat hands, 
backs up, in sweeping 
curve outward and 
downward, toward 
another person” 
(Tomkins). 

 

7a. _____________________  

A positive response or adjective: 

 

 
 
Extend right hand in front of and close to left side of 
chest, “fingers extended, touching, and pointing to 
left…move hand briskly, well out to front and right, 
keeping it in the same horizontal plane” (Clark).  

7b. ____________ 

A negative response 
or adjective: “Hold 
right fist near breast. 
Throw it out and 
down to right, and 
while doing so open 
the hand” (Tomkins). 

8. ___________________ 

“Hold right hand, palm outwards, 
at height of shoulders, fingers and  

thumb extended, separated and  

pointing upwards, turn the hand slightly by 
wrist action two or three times”  

(Tomkins). Similar action to a student  
trying to ask a question in class… 

9a. ___________________ Three signs for a type of 

dwelling: the one on the left is most common)   

10. ____________ (different signs for the same thing) 11. ________________  

12. _________________________________ 

“The right index, back outward, passed from right to left under 

the nose. Piercing the nose to receive the ring” (Mallery). 

(“Pierced nose” in French is “nez percé.”) 

13. What other signs from the sources do you think would be useful during the fur trade era?  

       Draw and label them on separate paper or in your notebook. Explain them with descriptions.  

 

  

9b. _________________________ 
A type of Euro-American dwelling, 
shown with interlocking fingers: 
 
 
 
 
 
 Mallery. Public Domain 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Mallery. Public Domain 

Touch right thumb 
to center of your 
chest, with rest of 
fingers closed  
 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 
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Name(s): __________________________________________________ Date: ______________________ 

Exploring Native Sign Language   
(Plains Indian Sign Language) 

Sign language has been used throughout North America since time immemorial. It was particularly 
important for trade between Native cultures and between Natives and Euro-American fur traders.  
 

Your challenge: What do you think the signs below mean? Talk to a partner about your ideas and write them 
down. Then check your ideas and learn more about Native sign language with sources such as:  

1. Tomkins, W. (1926). Universal Indian Sign Language of the Plains Indians of North America: 
dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/tomkins_sign_language.pdf   

2. Seton, T.E. (1918). Sign Talk: archive.org/details/signtalkuniversa00setouoft  

3. Clark, W. P. (1884). Indian Sign Language: dotycoyote.com/pdfs/sources/clark_sign_language.pdf 

4. Mallery, G. (1881). “Sign Language Among North American Indians…” First Annual Report of 
the Bureau of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1879-1880. Project 
Gutenberg: gutenberg.org/cache/epub/17451/pg17451-images.html.  

1a. Yes                                         1b. No 

 

 

 

Positive response  
to a question  

2a. Friend                                2b. We are friends 

 

 

 

Two ways to show a type of positive relationship 

between two people 

3. Trade  

 

 

 

 

Sign used to describe an action that can 

occur between people with different goods 

4a. “Little talk” (1-on-1)                    4b. Talk to many 

 

 

 

“…with nail of right index 

[finger] pressing against  

thumb, move hand [a little]  

to front and snap the index 

[finger] straight forward… 

words “are thrown out.” 

Repeat motion” (Tomkins). 

5. Eat 

“Bring the tips of the fingers of nearly-compressed right hand, in front 

of, close to, and little over mouth…fingers pointing towards face and a 

little downwards; by wrist action move the hand downwards, tips 

passing a little below and close to mouth” (Clark).  
 

The same sign is used in American 
Sign Language: 

 

Dr. Michael Fetters CC BY-SA 

Mallery. Public Domain Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Negative response 
to a question 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

Mallery. Public Domain Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

“…hold right flat 
hand, back down, in 
front of mouth, 
and move hand 
outward a few 
inches; repeating the 
motion” (Tomkins). 
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6. Thank you 

A way of showing 
gratitude:  
“Extend both flat  
hands, backs up, in 
sweeping curve  
outward and downward, 
toward another person” 
(Tomkins). 

 

7a. Good 

A positive response or adjective: 

 

 
 
Extend right hand in front of and close to left side of 

chest, “fingers extended, touching, and pointing to 
left…move hand briskly, well out to front and right, 
keeping it in the same horizontal plane” (Clark).  

7b. Bad (shows throwing something away) 

A negative response or 

adjective: “Hold right 

fist near breast. Throw 

it out and down to 

right, and while doing 

so open the hand” 

(Tomkins). 

 

9a. Tipi  (Three signs for the moveable Native dwelling: 

the one on the left is most common)   

10. Horse (different signs for the same thing) 11. I/me/myself 

12. Nez Perce (Nimiipuu culture) 

“The right index [finger], back outward, passed from right to 
left under the nose. Piercing the nose to receive the ring” 
(Mallery). “Pierced nose” in French is “nez percé.” 

13. What other signs from the sources do you think would be useful during the fur trade era?  

       Draw and label them on separate paper or in your notebook. Explain them with descriptions. 
 

9b. Log cabin  
A type of Euro-American dwelling, 
shown with interlocking fingers: 
 
 
 
 
 
 Mallery. Public Domain 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. Public Domain 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 

Mallery. Public Domain 

Touch right thumb to 
center of your chest, 
with rest of fingers 
closed  
 

8. Question 

“Hold right hand, palm 
outwards, at height of 
shoulders, fingers and thumb 
extended, separated and 
pointing upwards, turn the 
hand slightly by wrist action 
two or three times” (Tomkins).S 
Similar action to a student 
asking a question in class… 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tomkins. 
Public Domain 
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Lesson 5: A Global Fur Trade 

Why did the Northwest fur trade span the globe? 

 
Overview  
In this lesson, students will map out the global fur trade, identifying the 
location and purpose of different trading sites. After creating global 
maps to illustrate the connections between London, the Pacific 
Northwest, and Hong Kong, students will discuss how people in each 
place impacted each other through the trade. This will involve looking 
beyond furs to find ideas, decisions, and actions on an individual level. 
 
A possible extension is to have students choose individuals such as 
Naukane, Andrew Colvile, Lady “Calpo” (Chinook), Comcomly 
(Chinook), Manlike Woman (Kutenai), and Dr. John McLoughlin to 
research. Students can discuss what motivated each individual, how 
they acted, and how these actions relate to a larger history.  
 

Guiding Questions 

• How did European nations, Pacific Northwest economics, and 
Chinese demand shape the global fur trade? 

• What roles did individuals play in the global fur trade? 

• What forces created a colonial company like the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, and how did this company impact the Pacific 
Northwest? 

• How did corporate colonialism define the fur trade era? 

Objectives 

• Students will map the global fur trade. 

• Students will explain the practice of corporate 
colonialism. 

• Students will explain how human activities in the 
Pacific Northwest were changed by the fur trade. 

• Students will explain how corporations can shape 
human activities around the world. 

• Students will discuss how individual choices shaped 
the history of the Pacific Northwest. 

 
 

 
  

Subjects: Geography, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading, 
Writing, and Art 
 
Grades: Adaptable for 4–12  
 
Duration: 45 minutes or more; 
research portion can be 
assigned as homework 
 
Vocabulary  

• Canada 
• China 
• Diplomacy 
• Dividend 
• Governor 
• Great Britain 
• Investor 
• Matriarch 
• McLoughlin, Dr. John 
• Manlike Woman 
• Monopoly 
• Naukane 
• Profit 
• Russia 
• Spain 
• Unsustainability 

 
 

Naukane, a Hawaiian man, travelled 
around the world repeatedly in his 
work in the fur trade. He is buried 
at Ft. Vancouver, WA.  
Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain 
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Teacher Background 

The Quest for Profits 

The events and effects of the Pacific Northwest 
fur trade were not unique. Fur trading between 
Native and non-native people had been 
occurring for centuries across North America 
and Asia. Russians traded for fur seals and sea 
otter furs in New Archangel, Alaska. In Spanish 
Alta California there was a booming trade in 
wild cattle hides and other furs. Across Canada, 
Native trappers traded furs at Hudson's Bay 
Company posts. These different sites were all 
different instances of corporate colonialism. 
 
After absorbing the North West Company, the 
Hudson's Bay Company (HBC) had a monopoly 
on fur trading in the Pacific Northwest. Because 

Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills 2 

Civics 1, 3, 4 

Economics 1, 2, 4 

Geography 1, 3 

History 1, 2, 3, 4 

 

 
Performance  
Expectations 

We suggest you tailor the 
lesson to meet the PE(s) for 

your grade level. 

5-ESS3-1.  Obtain and combine information about 
ways individual communities use 
science ideas to protect the Earth’s 
resources and environment. 

Disciplinary Core Ideas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ESS3: Earth and Human Activity 

Common Core 
State Standards  

English Language 
Arts 

Writing 10 

Speaking & Listening 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 

Language Standards 1, 3, 6 

Writing Standards 
Science & Technical Subjects 4, 10 

Hudson’s Bay Company, founded in 1670, still exists as a 
retail business in Canada and the U.S.  Qyd CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 
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they were the only company buying furs, they 
lowered the prices offered at all of their posts. As 
the only employer of fur traders, they also lowered 
salaries and laid off employees. They did all of this 
to improve company profit, which is the money 
remaining from selling furs after paying all 
employees and other costs. Profits were maximized 
because investors in London controlled the 
company and paid themselves all the profits as 
dividends. 
 
People of the Fur Trade 

The board of investors in London, which included 
the businessman Andrew Colvile, employed one 
governor in Canada to direct all their operations. 
This was George Simpson, who over decades of 
work travelled throughout Canada to inspect and 
direct HBC operations and employees.  
When he visited the Pacific Northwest, Simpson not 
only talked with his employees, but met with 
important Native leaders such as Lady "Calpo" 
(Chinook), a local matriarch. Like Comcomly and 
many other Native leaders in the Pacific Northwest, 
Lady “Calpo” was an able diplomat who provided 
information, advice, and support to fur traders like 
Simpson for mutual benefit. 
 
Other indigenous people, like Manlike Woman, 
found unique routes to prosperity within a larger fur 
trade. By skillfully navigating between Native and 
non-native cultures, people offering answers could 
accumulate power and wealth during a period of 
radical change. 
 
Participants in the fur trade were well-aware of 
the industry's global reach. Hawaiian men like 
Naukane signed up with fur trading ships when 
they resupplied in Hawaii. Naukane first arrived in 
the Pacific Northwest onboard the ill-fated 
Tonquin. He worked briefly with the Astorians 
before joining up with the North West Company.  
As their employee, Naukane crossed Canada by 
canoe, and then crossed the Atlantic Ocean to visit 
England. From there, he joined another fur trading 
ship, the Raccoon, and returned to Hawaii. 
Naukane would eventually return both to England 
and the Pacific Northwest, living out his days at 
Fort Vancouver, in present day Vancouver, WA, 
where he is buried. 

A metis man, pictured here with two women and a child, 
demonstrates in clothing and equipment the melding of 
Native and non-native cultures.  
Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain 
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Global Connections 

The globe-trotting travel of people like Naukane illustrates the 
vast scope of the fur trade. Commerce connected Pacific 
Northwest cultures, London investors, Hawaiian islanders, and 
Chinese traders in ways seen and unseen. Then, as now, a global 
economy brought distinct people and cultures into contact. This 
contact had intentional and unintentional consequences. Goods 
were exchanged intentionally, but deadly diseases were 
unintentionally being introduced to the previously isolated Pacific 
Northwest. Ships traveling between East Asia, Europe, and North 
America were unconsciously spreading exotic new diseases to 
unsuspecting populations.  
 
Environmental Impacts 

Another consequence was unsustainability. Because colonial 
corporations like Hudson’s Bay Company prioritized short-term profits, 
they rarely considered the long-term consequences of killing animals 
faster than they could reproduce. Distance was another factor: a 
person buying a warm fur coat in China did not consider the 
consequences of their purchase in the Columbia Plateau. But across 
North America, animals like beavers, otters, and buffaloes were 
hunted to near-extinction. The profits from this overhunting 
accumulated among a few people in London or Hong Kong. But the 
costs of these profits were borne by people whose homelands were 
being changed. 
 
The diminishing beaver population was one factor that Dr. John 
McLoughlin, the HBC’s Northern District governor based at Fort 
Vancouver, considered when he saw farming as the future of the 
region. Native nations also considered their changing environment 
and the widespread death from foreign diseases like smallpox and 
measles. Throughout the Pacific Northwest, people started planning 
for a future after the fur trade. 
 

Materials + Preparation 

• Print copies of the “A Global Fur Trade” handout for each 
student (found at the end of the lesson) 

• Optional: Copies of “A Global Fur Trade” Fact Sheet for 
each student (found at the end of the lesson) 

• Optional: Hands-on trade artifacts, if available; Fur Trade 
Trucks are available from Lake Roosevelt National Recreation 
Area 

• Optional: Data projector with document camera  
 

 

 

“China presents the most extensive 
consumption for Skins of any 

Kingdom in the World." 
- James Goddard, 1823 

 
 

Fur trader James Goddard understood 
that the wealthiest buyers of furs could 
be found in Hong Kong, China’s busy 
port for maritime commerce. 

Page 1 of the Fact Sheet  
that follows the lesson 
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Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 
Engage  

1. Activity: Where did it come from? (5 min.) 

• Ask students to look at labels on their school 
supplies, clothing tags, food packages, and other 
goods to try to identify the places of origin. Then 
ask them to turn to a neighbor and discuss the 
reasons why they think the items might be made or 
produced in those places.  

• After a minute, discuss student ideas as a class, 
which may include the resources that are available 
in different places, the cost of labor, and how 
shipping goods around the world today is relatively 
easy and inexpensive because of the availability of 
oil (diesel fuel). Tell them that today they will be 
exploring global trade during the fur trade era, a 
time when trade around the world was greatly 
increasing, a trend that has continued to this day.  

Explore 

2. Mapping the Global Fur Trade (15 min.) 

• Pass out the handout “A Global Fur Trade” 
to each student and ask them to work 
together in groups of 2–4 students to 
complete it. Encourage them to use 
reference sources for help, such as maps 
and books in the classroom and the 
Internet. You can also pass out copies of “A 
Global Fur Trade” Fact Sheet that students 
can read and/or use for reference. 

• Students will work together to identify 
traded commodities, patterns, and ports 
with the support of their completed maps. 

3. Students brainstorm additional questions (2–5 min.)  

• Ask students to brainstorm additional questions they have about the fur 
trade in their small groups based on the handout and anything they have 
been learning in the unit. Questions can be recorded in notebooks, which 
might include: 

▪ Why did people from Hong Kong to Boston want furs? 

▪ How quickly did populations of sea otters and beavers decline? 

▪ How did trade and economic patterns differ in the era of global 
trade from the economic patterns based on seasonal rounds and 
regional trade? 

▪ What were short- and long-term impacts of the global fur trade? 
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4. Research and Small Group Discussions (10–15 min.) 

• Ask the groups to share their best questions with the class. Each 
group can record questions they had not yet considered. 

• Ask the groups to choose questions they are particularly 
interested in from the complete list. They can then discuss the 
questions and research answers to them using the Internet and 
other available resources. The results of the discussion and 
additional information can be recorded in notebooks. 

• Give the groups a 2-minute warning to begin to wrap-up their 
discussions and research. Ask them to choose one or more group 
representatives to share the results of their discussion and 
research with the class. 

Explain 

5. Groups present to the class. (5–10 min.) 

• Ask each group to share the results of their discussions and 
research with the class. These can include answers to the 
questions on the handout and their additional questions that 
were generated. 

• Fill in details, as necessary, to help students develop a more 
complete understanding of the global fur trade.  

• Complete maps can also be shared with a document camera and 
data projector and discussed. 

• Optional: If any questions remain unanswered, offer students the 
opportunity to research them further as an extra credit project. 
Ask them to record the sources of information, as well. 

6. Discuss global consumption and corporate colonialism. (5 min.) 

▪ Discuss the role of global consumption and 
corporate colonialism during the fur trade era. 
Include how the completed map on the handout 
helps to illustrate a global economic structure 
created by colonial corporations like Hudson’s 
Bay Company that had multiple consequences. 
These included: 

▪ Profit – investors (mostly in London) 
amassed the bulk of the economic 
gains of the global fur trade in the 
form of profits 

▪ Unsustainability – ecosystems 
across the Pacific Northwest were 
permanently damaged 

▪ Discuss the relationships between corporations and 
consumption, and the relationship between profit and 
unsustainability. 

Great profits flowed to company investors  

Aleksandra85foto from Pixabay 
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7. Students compare today’s global commerce to past economies. (5 min.) 

▪ Ask students to compare today’s global economy and the impacts of the 
system to the impacts during the fur trade era and other times in history. 

▪ Close with a class discussion of the question/issues. Include how individual 
choices can have an impact on the short- and long-term consequences of 
our economic systems. 

Extend / Enrich 

• Identifying individual choices in history: 

▪ Students can research and report on individual 
experiences within the fur trade era, either as 
individual, partner, or small group writing assignments 
and/or class presentations. Historical figures that 
students might choose include: 

o Naukane 

o Dr. John McLoughlin 

o Margueritte McLoughlin (an Ojibwe woman) 

o Comcomly (a leader of the Chinook people) 

o Lady “Calpo” (a Chinook woman) 

o Manlike Woman, also known as Kaúxuma 
Núpika (“Gone to the Spirits”) and Qánqon Kámek 
Klaúla (“Sitting in the Water Grizzly”) (a Kutenai 
person) 

o Andrew Colvile 

o David Thompson 

o Charles William Barkley 

o Maquinna (a Nuu-chah-nulth chief) 

o John Jacob Astor 

o Jacques “Jaco” Finlay 

o Peter Skene Ogden 

o Alexander Mackenzie 

o Alexander Culbertson 

o Natawista Culbertson (Natoyist-siksina, Natawista Iksana, known 
as Medicine Snake Woman, a Blackfoot woman) 

▪ Students can compare and contrast these people’s experiences. Discuss 
as a class the relationship between individual choice and historic 
circumstance. Discuss how the figures listed above demonstrate, and do 
not demonstrate, important aspects of the Northwest fur trade. 

Evaluate 

• Collect and review handouts for completion and accuracy. Provide feedback on the rubrics. 
Assess student contributions to class discussions.  

• If they were created, review projects about individuals in history for thoughtful exploration of these 
issues. If students presented on individual experiences in the fur trade, assess their presentations. 
 

Margueritte McLoughlin, an Ojibwe 
woman, helped manage Ft. Vancouver 
and its diverse population as wife of 
John McLoughlin. NPS 
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Expand Knowledge + Skills 

People of the Fur Trade 

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of 
the Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the 
Confederated Tribes of the Colville Indian Reservation.” National 
Park Service: npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with 
Ties to the Fort Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park 
Service: npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-
overview.pdf  

• Duer, D. (2012). “Strategic Marriages.” National Park Service: 
nps.gov/articles/hbcmarriages.htm 

• Nesbit, J. (1994, 2007). Sources of the River: Tracking David 
Thompson Across Western North America.  

• Van Kirk, S. (1980). Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur-Trade 
Society, 1670-1870. 

Economics of the Fur Trade 

• Carlos, A. and Lewis, F. “The Economic History of the Fur Trade: 1670 to 1870.” EH.net: 
eh.net/encyclopedia/the-economic-history-of-the-fur-trade-1670-to-1870  

• “The Economics of Fur Trade.” McGill University: digital.library.mcgill.ca/nwc/history/05.htm 

• “The Fur Trade in Global Perspective.” BCcampus Open Ed: 
opentextbc.ca/preconfederation/chapter/6-8-the-fur-trade-in-global-perspective 

• Gibson, J. (1992). Otter Skins, Boston Ships, and China Goods.  

• Nisbet, J. and Nisbet, C. (2011). “Hudson’s Bay Company.” Historylink.org: 
historylink.org/File/9881 

Globalization 

• “The Global Network.” National Geographic: 
nationalgeographic.org/article/global-network  

• “The History of Globalization.” Wikipedia: 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_globalization  

• “This Is What 500 Years of Globalization Looks Like” World Economic Forum: 
weforum.org/agenda/2016/05/this-is-what-500-years-of-globalization-looks-like/  

Lessons 

• “Teacher Guide: The Great Lakes Fur Trade.” Minnesota Historical Society: 
education.mnhs.org/sites/default/files/Fur%20Trade%20Teacher%20Guide.pdf  

Videos 

• “A People’s History of Canada: Episode 6: The Pathfinders.” CBC/Radio Canada 
(2016): vimeo.com/204049694 
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Name(s): _______________________________________________________ Date: ______________________  
 

Global Fur Trade Rubric   
 

             Small Group Members: _________________________________________ 
 
 

Part 1: Content 

Maximum 
Points 

Possible 

Self-Score 
(fill out before 
presentation) 

Teacher 
Score 

Trading sites and names clearly shown on a map  10   

Trading routes illustrated correctly 10   

At least 3 trade goods are written on map in correct 
locations 

10   

Trading route arrows include the name of goods 
exchanged between trading sites 

10   

Part 2: Small Group Discussion 

Volunteers ideas within small group 10   

Listens respectfully to other members of small group 10   

Works as a team to reach conclusions that all group 
members support 

10   

Shares small group findings with the class when called 
upon to do so 

10   

Part 3: Class Discussion 

Participates in class discussion. 10   

Part 4: Writing Conventions 

Grammatical and spelling conventions followed 10   

TOTALS: 100   

Comments: 
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A Global Fur Trade  
Fact Sheet 

 
Furs have been part of Northwest trade for thousands of years. The 
arrival of Euro-Americans in the late 1700s connected the area to 
something new: the global economy. Instead of trading between 
different Native ations, furs could now be traded around the world. This 
global trade changed the Pacific Northwest forever. 

Global trade was made possible by:  

• New technology: large, mostly reliable sailing ships that 
could circumnavigate the globe.  

• Global demand: people from China to London to Boston 
wanted warm, waterproof furs for clothing. 

• People like Naukane: a Hawaiian man who travelled around 
the world repeatedly while working in the fur trade. 

Corporate colonialism dominated the fur trade: 

• Companies like the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) were given 
permission by the government of Great Britain to trade in furs in 
North America. Great Britain and other countries claimed to own 
areas that were actually occupied by Native people. 

• Investors, like Andrew Colvile, were people rich enough to fund 
a company. They received a share of the company’s profits 
(money earned after expenses) and a say in how it was run. 

• Profits were paid directly to investors as dividends. The size of 
the dividend depended on the size of the profits. This meant 
investors had high motivation to increase profits.  

• In the fur trade, profits were generated by paying very 
low wages to workers like fur trappers and traders, and 
by encouraging over-trapping.  

• Monopolies were exclusive rights given to trade in an area. No 
other British company was allowed to trade furs in the Hudson’s 
Bay. And the British army fought wars to fend off foreign 
competitors. The company could pay whatever prices and 
salaries they wanted, without competition.  

• Corporate colonialism meant huge changes for Native peoples. 
Within these disruptions, people like Comcomly (a leader of the 
Chinook people) and Manlike Woman (Kaúxuma Núpika, a 
Kutenai person) made opportunities for themselves and their 
people, amassing power and wealth.  

  

Naukane, a Hawaiian man, travelled  
the world in the trade. He is buried at 
Ft. Vancouver, WA. Public Domain 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s coat of arms 
has a cross surrounded by beavers. 
Founded in 1670, it still exists as a 
retail business. Qyd CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 

Comcomly, a leader of the Chinook 
people Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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To execute their plans, company investors relied on: 

o A governor: George Simpson was in charge of all Canada for the 
HBC for decades. He travelled to inspect different regions and 
make sure his orders were followed. 

o A factor (a manager): Dr. John McLoughlin was the chief factor in 
charge of Fort Vancouver and the greater Columbia District. He 
followed the orders of the governor and made sure that each 
trading post in his district was operating as planned.  

o Chief traders were selected by the factor for each trading post. 
Jacques “Jaco” Finlay did the daily trading that gathered furs for 
the company at sites like Spokane House. He would negotiate 
with trappers to try and get more furs in exchange for less goods. 

 
Trappers in the Fur Trade . . . 

• Were almost always Native people, 
especially in the early decades. They 
did the trapping and cleaning of 
millions of furs across a huge area. 
The prepared furs would be 
exchanged for useful goods at a 
trading post like Spokane House, 
Fort Vancouver, or Fort Colvile. 

• The goods offered for furs were 
things that were otherwise 
unavailable: blankets, metal tools, 
firearms. Liquor often played a role 
in the negotiating process.  

• The goods available at a fur trade 
post were sometimes cheaply made and always 
overpriced. Because no one else in the area 
was selling these goods, the company could 
charge whatever it wanted. 

Many Native people weren’t interested in trapping 
furs. The goods offered in return simply weren’t worth 
the time and effort it took to trap and clean beavers 
and other fur animals. When local Native people 
stopped working as fur trappers, companies like HBC 
imported workers: 

• Hawaiian islanders were picked up by fur 
trading ships that stopped at Hawaii to 
resupply. 

• Métis (mixed raced) people from the Great 
Lakes and Atlantic seaboard who already 
worked as fur trappers/traders elsewhere. 

A métis (mixed raced) man, pictured here with two 
women and a child, demonstrates in clothing and 
equipment the melding of native and non-native cultures. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain 

Dr. John McLoughlin, Chief Factor  
of the Columbia District for HBC 
Courtesy Oregon Historical Society 

 

Trade goods on display at the Museum of the Rockies, Montana 
Tim Evanson CC BY-SA 2.0  
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• Once enough furs had been acquired 
at a trading post, they were shipped 
to a market for sale. Furs would 
either travel overland to Hudson’s 
Bay and eventually Great Britain, or 
across the Pacific to Hong Kong. 

 
Native cooperation was essential: 

• Even if Native people weren’t 
working as trappers, they still 
controlled the land. This kept people 
like McLoughlin and Simpson very 
busy. 

• Diplomacy was an essential tool to 
maintain relations with Native 
inhabitants of the area. The company 
not only expected Native people to 
allow free passage for their 
employees, but also land and 
resources for building forts, and labor for trapping furs. Both 
McLoughlin and Simpson worked constantly to please important 
men like Comcomly (Chinook) and matriarchs like Lady “Calpo” 
(Chinook) 

• Disease changed the dynamics of this relationship. It decreased 
the number and power of Native communities at the same time 
that more non-native people were moving to the area.  

• Over time, diplomacy changed from traders and settlers asking for 
Native cooperation to them demanding Native compliance. 

 
Learn More 

• Ackerman, L. (1996). “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment of the 
Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area and the Confederated Tribes 
of the Colville Indian Reservation.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/laro/eoa.pdf  

• “A People’s History of Canada: Episode 6: The Pathfinders.” Video from 
CBC/Radio Canada (2016): vimeo.com/204049694 

• Deur, D. (2012). “An Ethnohistorical Overview of Groups with Ties to 
the Fort Vancouver National Historic Site.” National Park Service: 
npshistory.com/publications/fova/ethnohistorical-overview.pdf 

• Duer, D. (2012). “Strategic Marriages.” National Park Service: 
nps.gov/articles/hbcmarriages.htm 

• Nisbet, J. and Nisbet, C. (2011). “Hudson’s Bay Company.” 
Historylink.org: historylink.org/File/9881 

Hong Kong in 1830 was one of several global commerce centers 
whose wealth accelerated the Northwest fur trade. Public Domain 
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Lesson 6: Ecological Impacts of the Fur Trade 

How did the fur trade impact local ecosystems? 

 
Overview  
In this lesson students will explore environmental history and the 
concept of sustainability. Students will work in pairs to calculate rates 
of sustainable yield and research animals harvested in the fur trade era. 
The pairs answer basic questions about their respective animals and 
prepare equations for what a sustainable rate of harvesting (trapping) 
might have been for their animal during the fur trade era. Findings will 
be presented to the class. (For groups of younger students, the class 
can perform calculations together.)  
 
The class will discuss their findings and the implications for ecosystems. 
What happens when animals are harvested unsustainably? Students 
will discuss why an organization like the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) 
would practice unsustainable trapping. They will contrast these 
practices to the traditional knowledge of Pacific Northwest peoples, 
and to modern-day practices. They will then discuss examples of 
sustainable and unsustainable industries from past and present. 
Adaptations / extensions are listed to help meet the needs of all 
learners. 
 

Guiding Questions 

• How does the presence or absence of certain animals affect 
their environment? 

• Why were beavers and other animals not sustainably 
harvested? 

• Was the sustainable collection of beaver furs possible? 

• How did different cultures relate to the natural world? 

Objectives 

• Students will see how human activities affect 
ecosystems in natural history, using beavers in the 
Pacific Northwest as an example. 

• Students will understand how Native communities 
adapted to resist rapid, traumatizing changes in the 
Pacific Northwest. 

• Students will understand how profit-motivated colonial 
corporations like HBC deliberately practiced an 
unsustainable model. 

 
 

 

  

North American beavers are a keystone  
species, crucially shaping their ecosystems. 
Wikimedia CC SA 2.0 

Subjects: Geography, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading, 
Writing, and Math 
 
Grades: Adaptable for 4–12  
 
Duration: 45 minutes or more; 
research portion can be 
completed as homework 
 
Vocabulary  

• Demand 
• Ecosystem 
• Intensive agriculture 
• Keystone species 
• Natural resources 
• Oregon territory 
• Overharvesting 
• Seasonal rounds 
• Supply 
• Sustainable yields 
• Timber 
• Traditional knowledge 
• Settler colonialism 
• Sustainable 
• Unsustainable 
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Teacher Background 

Native cultures have lived in the Pacific Northwest 
since time immemorial. These cultures endured and 
adapted across the millennia thanks to extensive 
traditional knowledge that emphasized 
sustainability. Cyclical planning and seasonal rounds 
allowed space for regeneration, natural resilience, 
and sustainable yields. 
 
This traditional, often mobile lifestyle was a sharp 
contrast to the fur trading post and the stationary 
farm. The global fur trade was a booming business 
that partitioned supply and demand. Customers did 
not face the consequences of their purchases, but 
local inhabitants did. Excessive hunting and trapping 
of different animals decimated their populations 
across the Northwest. The diminished supply of furs 
sometimes led to an increase in prices, further 
motivating trappers or hunters to seek out and kill the 
few remaining animals. More frequently, the fashion 
preferences of consumers would simply change, leading 

Learning Standards 

Washington State 
Social Studies 

Learning Standards

 

Social Studies Skills ▪ 2 

Civics ▪ 1, 3, 4 

Economics ▪ 1, 2, 4 

Geography ▪ 1, 3 

History ▪ 1, 2, 3, 4 

 

Performance  
Expectations 

We suggest you tailor 
the lesson to meet the 

PE(s) for your grade 
level. 

5-ESS3-1.    Obtain and combine information about ways 
individual communities use science ideas to 
protect the Earth’s resources and environment. 

 

Disciplinary Core Ideas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  ESS3: Earth and Human Activity 

Common Core  

English Lang. Arts 

& Literacy 

 

Reading 1, 2, 4, 9, 10 

Writing 1, 4, 10 

Speaking & Listening 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 

Language Standards 1, 2, 3, 6 

Writing Standards 
Science & Technical 

Subjects 
4, 7, 10 

Overharvesting, as demonstrated by this pile of bison skulls 
in the 19th century, was a common feature of US 
expansion across North America.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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to demand for a new animal's skin, quickly resulting 
in new victims of over-harvesting and depopulation. 
 
This process was repeated across North America over 
centuries. In the Arctic north, fur seals were killed in 
massive numbers. Along the Pacific coastline, sea 
otters were swiftly decimated. In the central plains of 
North America, millions of buffalo were reduced to a 
few thousand. Across North America, many other fur-
bearing animals declined in population, including 
lynx, marten, fox, wolf, and bear. Beavers were 
especially targeted and trapped to excess. 
 
Traditional knowledge among Native American 
cultures emphasized sustainability. Wastefulness and 
excesses were unusual precisely because they came 
with a steep cost. If a group killed too many animals 
one year, they might not have enough the next year, 
or for the next generation. By adhering to traditions,  
a group guaranteed that their own descendants would 
be able to partake in the same lifestyle on the same lands. This mindset was true 
for salmon, plants, deer, and elk. But the global demand for furs in China, 
Europe, and the United States was not curbed by any tradition of sustainability. 
 
Beaver populations were essentially eradicated from many areas. Their disappearance 
changed their ecosystems. Beaver dams create small ponds in rivers and creeks that 
otherwise flow freely. For example, these small bodies of water collected nutrient-rich 
silt. The rich soil created allowed lush areas of foliage in areas that were otherwise dry 
and barren. These watering holes and the plants that grew around them provided 
crucial food and shelter for animals ranging from deer and elk to birds. The eradication 
of beavers profoundly altered the landscape and ecosystems of the inland Pacific 
Northwest. 
 
The ecosystem alteration caused by the fur trade was compounded by the subsequent 
introduction of wide-scale intensive agriculture. Instead of harvesting native plants 
seasonally, non-native farmers cleared land, fenced it off, planted monocultural farms 
or introduced non-native cattle, and lived in the same spot for generations. 
 
Not unlike the trade for fur, other non-native settlers started extracting natural 
resources like timber and precious metals. Miners spread out across Idaho and other 
areas as individuals or in small groups, hoping to strike it rich by finding gold or silver. 
Major timber operations took some time to get underway, but river-powered sawmills 
soon turned forests into boards and beams for houses, and eventually, cities.  
 
All of this economic activity severely disrupted ecosystems of the Pacific Northwest. 
Local cultures adapted and resisted in diverse ways, but massive ecological and 
cultural change happened at a staggering pace. The effects of settler colonization 
continued beyond economic activities, including the introduction of non-native 
religions by missionaries like the Whitmans. The laws and customs of non-native 
cultures, once practiced only within fur trading posts and forts, soon encompassed all 
of what was, by 1846, called the Oregon Territory.  

Sea otter populations along the Pacific Northwest coast 
were devastated by the maritime fur trade, driving the 
industry to focus even more on beaver pelts.  
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 3.0 
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From treaties to dams, the people and ecosystems of the Pacific Northwest were 
massively altered in subsequent years. The commodification of things like beaver 
pelts, timber, and metal ores often led to unsustainable harvests and the reshaping of 
ecosystems. Debates about sustainability continue into the present day. Native and 
non-native people exist in an unbreakable connection to their ecosystems, every 
choice shaping the nature of the places we call home. The fur trade was only one 
passing period in the history of the region, but it marks a crucial change in human 
relationships to the Pacific Northwest. 

Materials + Preparation 

• Copies of the “Trapping in Magic Valley“ handout for each 
student (found at the end of the lesson) 

• Projector with document camera to lead class through the 
handout 

• Internet/library access  

• Optional: Copies of the “Impacts of the Fur Trade” Fact Sheet 
for each student 

 

Teaching Suggestions in the 5E Model 

Engage  

1. Students think about prior knowledge of fur trade era 
practices. (2 min.) 

• Ask students to think about what happened to the populations of animals 
like beavers, otters, and bison during the fur trade era, as well as their ideas 
about why that was the case. Give them a moment to think and then ask 
them to turn to a neighbor to discuss. After a minute, ask them to share their 
ideas with the class.  

• Ask students to think about how the fur trade could have been managed 
sustainably, so that trappers could still have benefitted from them, without 
driving the animal species to near-extinction.  

Explore 

2. Explore the concept of sustainability. (15 min.) 

• Pass out the “Sustainability in Magic Valley” handout. 

• Ask for one or more student volunteers to read the scenario from the top of 
the handout out loud to the class: 
Imagine the year is 1810. You are a fur trapper and you learn of a magical 
valley where animals can reproduce every year and they never die or get 
eaten by predators. If the valley is home to 100 beavers, how many beavers 
could you take each year without reducing the valley's population? 

• Ask students to choose a partner with whom to work through the rest of the 
information and questions 1–6 together. Tell them that the goal is for them 
to develop an equation that will allow them to determine the number of 
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beavers that can be sustainably harvested, so that beavers can thrive in the 
valley for generations to come. 

• Ask them to be thinking about how calculating the number of beavers that 
could be sustainably harvested in a real valley would be much more 
complicated. They will record their ideas for question 7. 

3. Student research projects (15–20 min.)  

• After they complete questions 1–7, ask the student pairs to choose an 
animal harvested during the fur trade era to research, such as the species 
listed in number 8 on the handout.  

• Explain that the research will help them calculate a simplified sustainable 
yield for the animal (question 10). You might provide fact sheets about each 
animal to assist with the research, such as those available through the 
National Wildlife Federation’s “Wildlife Guide”: nwf.org/Educational-
Resources/Wildlife-Guide. 

• When all the students have begun researching an animal, ask the student 
pairs to prepare to present about the animals to the class. Pass out the 
“Calculating Sustainability Rubric” and tell them that they should complete 
the “Self-Score” column of the rubric when they are ready to present and 
turn it in to you. 
 

Explain 

4. Discuss student findings in the “Sustainability in Magic Valley” activity. (5 – 10 min.) 

• Ask students to share their answers for question 1. Some groups should 
have determined that there would be 300 beavers in year 2. (100 x 
3=300) So, 100 beavers reproduced as 50 mated pairs, creating 200 new 
beavers for a total of 300 beavers in Year 2. 

• Discuss student answers for question 2. The number trapped (20) must be 
multiplied by 3 (to also account for the 50% of nursing beaver offspring lost 
when females are killed) to 60 total beavers killed. (The trapper killed 20, 
which inadvertently also killed 40 offspring.) That total is subtracted from 
the original Year 2 population total of 300, for a reduced total of 240 beavers 
in Year 2.  

Year 2 Population – Total animals killed: 

300 - 60 = 240 

The population of beavers still increases. 

• Discuss student answers for question 4 and how there are multiple ways to 
arrive at the answer. If the trapper kills 60 beavers in the first year, how 
many fewer beavers would there be in Year 2 compared with no trapping? 

100 * 3 = 300 (natural increase) 

60 * 3 = 180 (total beaver killed) 

300 – 180 = 120 survive to Year 2 

The population still increases. 
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• Discuss student answers for question 5. What would the population be in Year 
2 if the trapper kills 80 beavers during Year 1? 

100 * 3 = 300 

80 * 3 = 240 

300 – 240 = 60 survive to Year 2 

In Year 2, we know that the surviving 60 beavers will procreate for a new 
population of 180 beavers. However, if the trapper keeps trapping at the same 
rate of 80 per year: 

60 * 3 = 180 

80 * 3 = 240 

180 – 240 = – 60 beaver  

No beaver will survive in the valley to reproduce or be trapped. 

• Discuss student results for question 10. How could they solve the problem? 
One way you could share is to use simple algebra: 

3(100 – x) = 100 

 
3(100 – x) = 100 
         3             3 
 

(100 – x) = 33.333… 
 

– x  = 33.333 – 100 
 

– x  = – 66.666… 
 

x = 66.666… 

The trapper can kill up to 66 beaver. This number is the maximum sustainable 
yield. If the trapper takes any more, the population will decrease, and, if no 
correction is made, the population will eventually disappear. 

• Ask the students to think about how many Euro-American trappers in the fur 
trade era willingly collected fewer furs than they had the year before as the 
populations started declining. Discuss how few trappers would willingly do 
that. The fur trading companies were always seeking to grow and increase 
profit (the amount of money they made for company leaders and investors). 

5. Discuss student ideas about factors that make calculating sustainable yield difficult. 

• Ask students to share the ideas they recorded for question 7. How is this 

“magic valley” different from a real valley with beavers? 

• Discuss how in reality, calculating sustainable yield is complicated by biology 

and other factors. For example: 

▪ Beavers need a certain amount of space and resources to live. They 

can’t live in crowded conditions. 
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▪ Beavers rely on their parents for 2 years before they can survive 

independently. 

▪ Beavers don't start to procreate until they are 3 years old. 

▪ Beavers usually live 10–15 years in the wild, but they are prey 

throughout their life for many animals, like coyotes and mountain lions 

(cougars). 

• Discuss how biological realities like these mean that the equation calculated in 

question 6 about beavers is a simplification. It can be very difficult to 

accurately model animal populations and the health of real ecosystems. 

Nature in the real world is complex, with countless interactions among 

different living and non-living things. The simplified, “magic” model makes it 

much easier for a trapper to calculate the sustainable yield for the valley. 

6. Student presentations (20 min.) 

• After students turn in their completed rubrics, ask them to present their 
findings about their animals to the class. (This may help/inspire the remaining 
groups to complete solid presentations.) 

• Ask them to include the results of their calculations of sustainable yield for 
their animal (question 10) in their presentations. 

7. Discuss the concept of unsustainability and “fur deserts.” (2–4 min.) 

• Ask students what they think unsustainability is. Discuss how it is using a 
resource faster than it can regenerate (like trapping animals faster than they 
can reproduce).  

• In pairs, small groups, or as a class, ask students to discuss: 

▪ Did Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) harvest furs sustainably or 
unsustainably? Why? What evidence can you offer to support your 
conclusion? 

▪ Discuss student ideas and how many animals with fur were 
overharvested in the fur trade era.  

• Tell students that the HBC would call an area depleted of furs a fur desert. 
Write the term on the board and explain that this was the actual policy of the 
company for the Snake River Brigades in Idaho, Eastern Oregon, and nearby 
areas.  

• Ask students to think about why the HBC might have wanted to deliberately 
create fur deserts. After a moment, discuss their ideas and how the Company 
hoped that eradicating beavers and other fur trade animals in these areas 
would slow United States expansion into the Pacific Northwest. 

• Ask students if they know of any present-day industries that still practice 
unsustainable harvesting. What are some examples? (overfishing, destruction 
of rainforests) 

• Ask students if they can think of any present-day industries that practice 
sustainable harvest? What are some examples? (some forests and fisheries are 
managed sustainably) 
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8. Optional for more advanced students: Discuss global commodification. (2–4 min.) 

• Write the term commodity on the board and ask students if they know what 
it means. After a moment, ask students to share their ideas. Discuss how it is 
a raw material or agricultural product that can be bought and sold (like corn, 
copper, or beaver pelts). 

• Write commodification on 
the board and ask students 
for their ideas about that 
term, as well. Discuss their 
ideas and how it is the 
process of treating 
something only as having 
economic value in trade 
(like how products such as 
oil and wheat are usually 
traded today). 

• Ask the students to think 
about how the global 
commodification and trade 
of fur pelts contributed to 
unsustainable trapping and 
the collapse of fur animal 
populations. Give the 
students a minute to turn to 
a neighbor or small group and discuss. Then they can share their best ideas 
with the class, which should include how the process of treating something 
only as having economic value in trade ignores all of the other values of the 
things being traded, such as their benefits for ecosystems, at the expense of 
short-term profits.   

• Ask students to think about other examples of commodification and share 
their ideas with the class (water, human beings during the Slave Trade, 
metals that are mined, like gold and silver, knowledge, etc.). 

• Discuss other examples of sustainable and unsustainable industries (fossil 
fuels and their impacts on climate change, overharvesting of timber and fish, 
etc.) 

• Discuss the relationship between human industry and ecosystems, drawing 
parallels between past and present economies, and sustainable and 
unsustainable harvesting of resources. 

9. Close with a discussion of recovery and sustainability. (5–10 min.) 

• Ask students to share what they know about the current status of North 
American beavers and the other species they researched. Discuss how in some 
areas, populations of some animals rebounded quickly, such as those of 
beavers, because they reproduce rapidly. The people in charge of the 
Hudson’s Bay Company rarely, if ever, paused to consider the consequences of 
endless growth and harvesting of animals. Ecosystems of the Pacific Northwest 
suffered as a result, but when the fur trade era ended in the 1850s, some 
species, such as beaver, began to recover. As beavers recovered, so, too, did 

Hong Kong in 1830 was one of several global commerce centers 
whose wealth accelerated the Northwest fur trade.  
Wikimedia. Public Domain. 
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their wetland ecosystems, which benefit from the construction of beaver 
dams. 

• Some species, such as sea otters, have had a harder time recovering, and are 
still not present in much of their historical range, such as the Oregon Coast. 
This has created problems for their ecosystems in many cases. For example, 
the loss of sea otters has meant that sea urchins (one of sea otter’s favorite 
foods) have become overpopulated and decimated kelp forests, upon which 
so many other species depend for food and shelter. 

 

Extend / Enrich 

• Adaptations for younger students: 

▪ For less advanced students, math calculations on the “Sustainability in Magic 
Valley” can be done as a class. 

▪ Research about different animals that were trapped for their fur can also be 
done as a class. 

• Keystone Species connections: 

• Students can research and report on if 
they believe the animal they 
researched should be considered a 
keystone species. They can first look 
up the meaning of the term and then 
decide if they think it applies to their 
animal based on what they learn about 
its roles in their ecosystems. This 
research can be done individually, with 
a partner or in small groups, or as a 
class. 

▪ Beavers, sea otters, and wolves are 
some of the species that are generally 
considered to be keystone species. 
Students can be asked to think about how 
their sudden absence could change their 
ecosystems, such as a sudden absence of 
beaver dams. 

• Students compare and contrast Native vs. non-
native resource extraction:  

▪ Ask students to compare native vs. non-
native resource extraction. What 
changed between the seasonal rounds of 
Native Peoples and the practices of Euro-
Americans? 

▪ Students can compare the practices to 
modern day resource extraction, finding 
examples of sustainable and 
unsustainable yields. 

Steel traps allowed more beaver trapping over large 
areas, speeding their population decline.  
Courtesy Oregon Historical Society 
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Evaluate 
• Collect and review handouts for completion and accuracy.  

• Provide feedback about the animal projects/presentations with the 
rubric.  

• Assess student contributions to class discussions.  

• If students completed keystone species research, review their findings 
for thoughtful exploration of these issues. 

 

 
Expand Knowledge + Skills 

Ecosystems and Sustainability 

• Haemig, P.D. (2012). “Ecology of the Beaver.” Ecology Online Sweden. Posted 
on Unexpected Wildlife Refuge: 
unexpectedwildliferefuge.org/uwr_public/literature/Haemig_2012_Ecology_
of_the_beaver.pdf  

• “Maximum Sustainable Yield.” Wikipedia: 
wikipedia.org/wiki/Maximum_sustainable_yield (summarizes the complex 
process of calculating sustainable yield) 

• McKenzie, L. “Beaver – Ecology.” Encounters North: 
https://www.encountersnorth.org/beaver-summary/2017/8/2/beaver-ecology  

• Ott, J. (2003). “‘Ruining’ the Rivers in the Snake Country: The Hudson's Bay 
Company's Fur Desert Policy.” Oregon Historical Quarterly: 
media.oregonlive.com/opinion_impact/other/2018/08/10/beavers.pdf  

• “Role of Beaver in Stream Ecosystems” U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service: 
fws.gov/oregonfwo/ToolsForLandowners/RiverScience/Documents/BeaverStrea
mEcosys.pdf  

• “Sustainability.” Wikipedia: wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainability  

Native Peoples and Sustainability 

• Hughes, J.D. (1996). North American Indian Ecology. 

• Kay, Jeanne. (1985). “Native Americans in the Fur Trade and Wildlife Depletion.” 
Environmental Review: doi.org/10.2307/3984337   

• Martin, C. (1982). Keepers of the Game: Indian-Animal Relationships and the Fur 
Trade. 

• Stern, T. (1993). Chiefs & Chief Traders: Indian Relations at Fort Nez Perces 
1818 – 1855: 
ir.library.oregonstate.edu/concern/parent/47429988v/file_sets/5138jf691  
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Name: ______________________________        Period: ____        Date: _______________________ 

Sustainability in Magic Valley  
Imagine the year is 1810. You are a fur trapper and you learn of a 

magical valley where animals can reproduce every year and they 

never die or get eaten by predators. If the valley is home to 100 

beavers, how many beavers could you take each year without 

reducing the valley's population? 

Facts about beavers to consider: 

• Beavers will reproduce to create an additional 4 

beavers, on average, each year.  

                      
• A mated pair of beavers plus their offspring can equal 6 beavers total the next year. 

• The ratio of total beavers at the end of the year to each mated pair: 6:2 

• As a fraction this is 6/2, which equals a reproduction rate of 3 (6 divided by 2). 

There will be 3 times more beaver in this valley next year if none are killed.  

 

How many furs could you take sustainably? 

1. What would a population of 100 beavers increase to in this magical valley the following year without any 

trapping? (Show your work.) 

 
 

2. If 20 adult beavers are trapped over the course of the first year (before reproducing), how many fewer 

beavers would there be the next year than there would have been otherwise? Consider that killing any 

adult female will also kill her nursing offspring, and trapping kills 50% females, on average, so 50% of total 

offspring also die. (Show your work.) 

 
 

3. At this rate of trapping, would the beaver population still increase in year 2, decrease, or stay the same? 

 

4. If you took 60 beavers in the first year, how many fewer beavers would there be the next year than 

there would be otherwise? 

 

In this case, would the population (a) increase, (b) decrease, or (c) stay the same? (Circle one) 
 

5. What would the population be in Year 2 if you killed 80 beavers the first year? (Show your work.) 

 
 

In this case, would the population (a) increase, (b) decrease, or (c) stay the same? (Circle one) 

6.  What would be the maximum number of adult beavers that could be taken each year in a population of 

100 beaver, without reducing the population? (Show your work.) 

 

 

Magical beaver habitat 
PxHere. CC0. Public Domain. 
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7.  What “real life” factors are not included in the mathematical model that would need to be considered 

to make it more accurate? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Pick an animal species harvested during the fur trade era to research, such as:  
 

___ Sea Otter   ___ North American Beaver ___ Red Fox      ___ American Bison      ___ Harbor Seal 

___ Lynx ___ Black Bear   ___ Marten      ___ Gray Wolf       ___ River Otter
 

9. Research the animal in books and/or online to discover the following about the animal: 

• Where do they live now? ____________________________________________________________ 

• Where did they live in the fur trade era? _______________________________________________ 

• What do they eat? _________________________________________________________________ 

• How often do they reproduce? _______________________________________________________ 

• How many offspring do they produce per female in an average year? ________________________ 

• How long do they live, on average, in the wild? __________________________________________ 

• Record interesting facts about your animal: _____________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

• What complicating factors might make it difficult to calculate a sustainable fur harvest of the animal 

you researched? (number of predators, changing habitat(s), human impacts, etc.) 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

10. Imagine that you are a fur trapper and there are 100 of your animal in a “magic” area, where they never 

died naturally. Based on what you learned in your research, how many would you be able to harvest 

each year sustainably, without reducing the population over time? (Show and explain your work.) 
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 Impacts of the Fur Trade  
Fact Sheet 

 
 
People of the Pacific Northwest have practiced sustainability as 
part of traditional knowledge for thousands of years. Then 
during the fur trade, people killed beavers and other fur animals 
faster than they could reproduce, which impacted entire 
ecosystems (all the living and nonliving things in an area). 

Because so many people wanted to buy beaver fur, companies 
like the Hudson’s Bay Company wanted to sell all the fur they 
could get. New, metal traps helped them harvest even more 
animals. Native and non-native people hunted and trapped 
beavers at a huge scale. This practice of unsustainable 
harvesting led to wiping out beavers in many areas. 

Beavers were a crucial species for their ecosystems. Their habit 
of building dams actively changed their surroundings and 
affected many other organisms: 

• Beaver dams create pools of water, often from small 
creeks. These pools become watering holes for many 
different animals, and provide the water needed for plants 
that otherwise dry out and die.  

• The eradication of beavers created an absence of this 
crucial pooled water across large areas of the Pacific 
Northwest. 

 
Other animals unsustainably harvested for their fur included sea 
otters along the coast, fur seals in Alaska, and bison on the 
plains. Without sea otters, spiny sea urchins (a favorite food of 
sea otters) became overpopulated and destroyed kelp forests, 
which so many other species depended on for food and shelter. 
Animals like bison and fur seals were crucial foods for Native 
Peoples, who suffered from their near eradication (near- 
complete removal).  
 
The fur trade introduced global capitalism to the Pacific 
Northwest, which changed human activities in the area. In this 
system, demand for furs came from population centers like 
London, Boston, and Hong Kong. This huge demand for furs 
could be briefly met by the fur trade in North America, but, just 
as quickly, these unsustainable industries failed when they 
nearly eradicated fur-bearing animals. 
 
 

North American beavers are critical 
for the health of their ecosystems. 
Wikimedia Commons CC SA 2.0 

Sea otter populations along the Pacific 
Northwest coast were devastated by the  
fur trade. Wikimedia Commons CC BY 3.0 

Steel traps allowed more beaver 
trapping over large areas, speeding 
their population decline.  
Oregon Historical Society 
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The demand for furs eventually slowed, but 
newcomers to the Pacific Northwest continued to 
overharvest resources and remake the 
environment in new ways. These included: 

• Intensive agriculture (farming and land 
clearing) 

• Logging 

• Mining 

• Overfishing  

These new industries were part of a bigger 
pattern called settler colonialism. Newcomers not 
only remade the economy and environment, but 
also introduced non-native diseases, spread their 
religions, and enforced their own laws. 

Settler colonialism would reshape the Pacific 
Northwest, making it even harder for Native 
communities to adapt and resist. Native cultures 
and communities in the present are the result of 
successful resistance. 

 
Learn More 

• “Role of Beaver in Stream Ecosystems” U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service: 
fws.gov/oregonfwo/ToolsForLandowners/RiverScience/Documents/Beave
rStreamEcosys.pdf  

• Ott, Jennifer. (2003). “‘Ruining’ the Rivers in the Snake Country: The 
Hudson's Bay Company's Fur Desert Policy.” Oregon Historical Quarterly: 
media.oregonlive.com/opinion_impact/other/2018/08/10/beavers.pdf  

• Stern, Theodore. (1993). Chiefs & Chief Traders: Indian Relations at Fort 
Nez Perces 1818 – 1855: 
ir.library.oregonstate.edu/concern/parent/47429988v/file_sets/5138jf691  

• “Sustainability.” Wikipedia: wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainability  

• “This is what 500 years of globalization looks like.” World Economic Forum: 
weforum.org/agenda/2016/05/this-is-what-500-years-of-globalization-
looks-like  

Overharvesting, as demonstrated by this pile of bison 
skulls in the 1800s, was a common feature of U.S. 
expansion across North America.  
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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1. What is/are the most common reason(s) people in different parts of the world want animal 
furs? (Circle one or more) 
 

a. Taxidermy (preservation of dead 
animals) 

b. Hats and warm clothing 

c. Rugs 

d. Wallpaper 

e. Fashions that some consider stylish

2. Which species below nearly went extinct due to the fur trade? (Circle all that apply) 
 

a. Sea otter 

b. American beaver 

c. Bison 

d. Fur seal

3. Until 1846, where did most of the profits from selling furs trapped in present-day Washington 
state go? (Circle one) 
 

a. London 

b. Seattle 

c.  Boston 

d.  Montreal 

4. Sea otter furs were most profitably traded in which city?  
 

a. San Francisco 

b. Hong Kong 

c. New York 

d. London 

5. In 1774, at the start of the fur trade in the Pacific Northwest, the Native American total 

population in the NW was estimated to be about 200,000. What was it 100 years later?   

(By comparison, the population of the U.S. was 2.1 million in 1770 and 39 million in 1870.)

a. 1 million 

b. 500,000 

c. 100,000 

d. 40,000

6. Lewis and Clark (and their Corps of Discovery) were the first White men to cross upper North 
America by land.  

a.  True b.  False 

7. This method of transportation was the most important in fur trade era.

a. Horse 

b. Train 

c. Canoe  

d. Wagon
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8. All the people in the fur trade wrote down their stories, helping us better understand the period.  

 a.  True b.  False 

9. Most furs in the Pacific Northwest were trapped by: 

a. Citizens of the United States 

b. Englishmen 

c. Frenchmen / French Canadians 

d. Men from Northwest Native tribes

10. Native American women played important roles in trade and exploration during the 
fur trade era. 

 a.  True b.  False 

11. Trade has always occurred between Native Peoples of the Americas. The map below shows only 
a few of these nations and rough shading over their traditional lands. Can you identify them? 

 
Write the matching letter from the map next to the name of the tribal nation below. 
 

___ Skitwish (Coeur d’Alene) 

___ Kalispel (Pend d’Oreilles) 

___ Syilx (Okanagan) 

___ Mandan 

___ Mowachact (Nootka) 

___ Chinook  

___ Nimiipuu (Nez Perce) 

___ Blackfoot Confederacy 

___ Kootenai & Salish (“Flathead”) 

___ Spokane 
 
 

12a. Draw boundaries for the modern U.S. states and Canadian provinces shown above.  
12b. Label the states and provinces with their full names or postal abbreviations (shown below).  

• Idaho (ID), Montana (MT), North Dakota (ND), Nebraska (NE), Oregon (OR), South Dakota (SD), 
Utah (UT), Washington (WA), Wyoming (WY); Alberta (AL), British Columbia (BC), Manitoba 
(MB), Ontario (ON), Saskatchewan (SK) 
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Note: Just page 1 can be used for a shorter, easier activity.

 

 

1. What is/are the most common reason(s) people in different parts of the world want animal 
furs? (Circle one or more) 
 

a. Taxidermy (preservation of dead 
animals) 

b. Warm, waterproof clothing/hats 

c. Wallpaper 

d. Fashions that some consider stylish

2. Which species below nearly went extinct due to the fur trade? (Circle all that apply) 
 

a. Sea otter 

b. American beaver 

c. Bison 

d. Fur seal

3. Until 1846, where did most of the profits from selling furs trapped in present-day Washington 
state go? (Circle one) 
 

a. London 

b. Seattle 

c.  Boston 

d.  Montreal 

4. Sea otter furs were most profitably traded in which city?  
 

a. San Francisco 

b. Hong Kong 

c. New York 

d. London 

5. In 1774, at the start of the fur trade in the Pacific Northwest, the total Native American 

population in the NW was estimated to be about 200,000. What was it 100 years later?   

(By comparison, the population of the U.S. grew from 2.1 million to 39 million in this period.)

a. 1 million 

b. 500,000 

c. 100,000 

d. 40,000

6. Lewis and Clark (and their Corps of Discovery) were the first white men to cross upper North 
America by land.  

a.  True b.  False 

7. This method of transportation was most important to the fur trade.

a. Horse 

b. Train 

c. Canoe  

d. Wagon
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8. All the people in the fur trade wrote down their stories, helping us better understand the period.  

 a.  True b.  False 

9. Most furs in the Pacific Northwest were trapped by: 

a. Citizens of the United States 

b. Englishmen 

c. Frenchmen / French Canadians 

d. Men from Native tribes

10. Native American women played important roles in trade and exploration during the fur 
trade era. 

 a.  True: Roles included interpreter, managing households, and preparing furs     b.  False 

11. Trade has always occurred between Native Peoples of the Americas. The map below shows only a 
few of these nations and rough shading over their traditional lands. Can you identify them? 

 
Write the matching letter from the map next to the name of the tribal nation below. 
 

_F_ Skitwish (Coeur d’Alene) 

_G_ Kalispel (Pend d’Oreilles) 

_C_ Syilx (Okanagan) 

_J_ Mandan 

_A_ Mowachact (Nootka) 

_B_ Chinook  

_E_ Nimiipuu (Nez Perce) 

_I_ Blackfoot Confederacy 

_H_ Kootenai & Salish (“Flathead”) 

_D_ Spokane 
 

12a. Draw boundaries for the modern U.S. states and Canadian provinces shown above.  
12b. Label the states and provinces with their full names or postal abbreviations (shown below).  

Idaho (ID), Montana (MT), North Dakota (ND), Nebraska (NE), Oregon (OR), South Dakota (SD), 
Utah (UT), Washington (WA), Wyoming (WY); Alberta (AL), British Columbia (BC), Manitoba (MB), 
Ontario (ON), Saskatchewan (SK) 
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Glossary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

adaptation characteristic an organism possesses that evolved over time in response to its 
habitat or other environmental conditions, such as warm fur in cold climates 

Astor, John Jacob founder of the American Fur Trade Company and short-lived Pacific Fur Trade Company 

 Astor immigrated to New York from Germany and earned a fortune through fur trading 
around the Great Lakes and real estate. He tried and failed to start a new venture on the 
Columbia River. 

beaver fur hat warm, waterproof hat desirable in cold climates from Beijing to London to Boston  

 The popularity of these hats drove trapping of North American beavers for their furs. 

camas  root vegetable native to North America; After drying, camas remains edible for years, 
making it a mainstay of most Northwest Native diets. 

Canada country north of the U.S. that exists on what was once all Native nations 

 Formerly divided between French and British colonies, the British seized total control in 
the French and Indian War (Seven Years’ War) that ended with the Treaty of Paris in 1763. 

Cayuse a Native culture in today’s Eastern Oregon and Washington; The name also refers to 
the horses that these people frequently traded. 

cedar plank house large Native homes once common to 
Coastal Northwest cultures; Built of 
cedar planks upon cedar posts with 
waterproof roofing, they sheltered an 
extended family from winter’s rains. 

China  The wealth of this most populous 
country made it a desirable port of 
trade for European traders. Cold 
winters also meant that China had a 
high demand for furs. 

 
Chinese goods items such as porcelain, tea, and silk 

that could be obtained at low prices in 
Chinese ports and sold at high prices in 
Europe and the United States 

 
clamon leather body armor, usually made of elk hide; 

Because of its usefulness in warfare, 
Northwest cultures with better access to elk 
would trade the luxury item for other goods. 

Replica of a cedar plank house in Alaska 
Harvey Barrison CC BY-SA 2.0 
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clerk “white-collar” job that emerged with the rise of corporations like the Hudson’s Bay 
Company; Clerks kept records of transactions and events for the company at every level. 

 
climate average weather conditions of a place, such as temperature and rainfall levels, over a long 

period of time 

Columbia River Gorge 
steep-sided valley separating Oregon and Washington; formed by erosion from the Ice Age 
Floods and Columbia River  

Comcomly  a political leader of the Chinook people; His diplomacy enabled peaceful relations with Fort 
Vancouver for generations, and enriched his community because he had middleman status 
in the fur trade. 

compass instrument with a magnetic pointer used for navigation 

Continental Divide  a drainage divide along the North American continent, most notably the Rocky Mountains.  
 

Cook, Captain James a British sea captain who repeatedly travelled the globe, mapping his travels for the benefit 
of England’s navy and commercial interests; His crew publicized the potential of selling 
Northwest furs in China. 

 
confluence where streams or rivers join together to form a larger water body 

coulee a mostly dry, box-shaped canyon with a broad, flat bottom and steep sides 

In south central Washington, the term is mostly used for a channel carved by the Ice Age 
Floods. 

data evidence, facts, and statistics, often numerical, collected for analysis or reference 

data analysis process of evaluating data using statistics, graphs, etc. to determine trends 

demand In economics, the market’s willingness to purchase a commodity like furs. The higher 
demand is, the more people are willing to pay. 

demographic collapse  
rapid, catastrophic depopulation due to disease, famine, warfare, or some combination of 
the three. Contact between people from the Americas and Eurasia resulted in widespread 
demographic collapse throughout the Western Hemisphere. 

diplomacy the non-violent process through which different nations communicate and interact  

dividends profits that investors keep for themselves, rather than reinvesting in their company or their 
employees 

ecosystem plants, animals, and other living organisms interacting together and with their environment 
which includes nonliving things like water, air, and sunlight; often thought of as a 
functioning unit 

elevation height above a point, usually sea level 
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engages/servants lowest status of employee for fur trading companies like the Hudson’s Bay Company 

Engages were usually Native people signed to a short-term contract supporting clerks 
or traders at a fur trading post by providing food and other labor. 

environment surroundings of an organism; includes all the other living and nonliving things 

epidemic the widespread, simultaneous occurrence of an infectious disease in a community  

Demographic collapse among Native communities was often the result of epidemics of 
foreign disease introduced by Eurasian contact. 

erosion process of moving rock, soil, or minerals by water, wind, or other natural processes; can 
reduce water clarity and quality in freshwater ecosystems 

eulichan (oolichan) an oily fish found in the Pacific Ocean; It can be eaten or dried and burned for illumination. 
This was a frequent trade good of the Pacific Northwest. 

factors/managers director of a trading post or area in an organization like the Hudson’s Bay Company 

feature distinguishing trait or characteristic of a place, organism, etc. 

field area in which a scientific study is conducted 

field journal place to record observations, illustrations, data, and ideas 

field sketch drawing made in the area where a study is conducted; It is a way of recording observations.  

Fort Astoria fur trading post established on Chinook land by employees of John Jacob Astor’s Pacific Fur 
Company near the mouth of the Columbia; When the American venture failed, it was sold 
to British traders, who relocated the operation to Fort Vancouver. 

Fort Colvile fur trading post established on Colville land by the Hudson’s Bay Company along the upper 
Columbia River; It served as a collection point for furs from the interior, which were sent 
downriver to Fort Vancouver to be shipped to overseas markets. 

 Fort Colvile in 1860 
Library of Congress. Public Domain 
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Fort Nez Perce (Fort Walla Walla) 
 fortified fur trading post on Columbia River in today’s SE Washington built in 1818 by North 

West Company on lands of Walla Walla people; taken over in 1821 by Hudson’s Bay 
Company and closed in 1857 

Fort Vancouver headquarters of Hudson’s Bay Company in Pacific Northwest built on Chinook land 

Situated near the Columbia River, it housed a multicultural community of workers who 
acquired furs and later food products for sale at different Pacific ports. 

fur trading posts sites across North America where employees of a fur trading company would negotiate with 
Native trappers for furs, offering non-native goods in trade 

GIS geographic information system; way to organize and analyze data rooted in geography 

gorge narrow canyon, typically with rocky walls and a stream or river running through it 

gravity force that acts on substances to move them toward those with more mass, such as how 
water flows downhill toward the center of the Earth 

Great Britain island nation whose maritime culture and keen interest in expansion led to imperial 
activities around the world; London was the home of many colonial corporations such as 
the Hudson’s Bay Company. 

habitat place or type of site where an organism lives 

headwaters source of a river or stream 

Hong Kong largest port of China during the fur trade; The Chinese government restricted foreign trade, 
making this one of the only ports for Europeans to acquire Chinese goods and sell furs. 

Hudson's Bay Company 
colonial corporation empowered by the British government to extract resources from 
modern day Canada; It was the largest fur trading company in North America. 

hypothesis tentative explanation for an observation based on limited evidence; used to guide 
investigations 

Indigenous knowledge (traditional knowledge) 
knowledge and technology of Native cultures and communities 

Indigenous women Native women often possessed crucial power in the fur trade as representatives of their 
communities and/or wives of non-native men. Among a variety of responsibilities, 
translation was especially crucial for enabling peaceful diplomacy and multicultural 
interactions. 

intensive agriculture In contrast to Native cultivation practices, European agricultural technology involved 
reshaping landscapes to allow continuous fields of one crop. This approach allowed more 
short-term yields but exhausted soil over the long term. 

investor A person who provides initial funds to start a company; In return for their investment, an 
investor is usually entitled to some control over company operations and profits. 
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governor position that oversaw all Canadian operations of Hudson’s Bay Company, answering only to 
HBC owners; The post was most famously occupied by George Simpson. 

Kettle Falls site of major, multinational fishing harvests on the Columbia River; Grand Coulee Dam 
flooded the area in 1940, submerging Kettle Falls 

keystone species species whose presence can transform ecosystems, impacting many other species; 
analogous to a keystone placed at the top of a stone arch, holding it together 

 Example: Dams created by beavers slow down rivers, creating deeper waters, wetlands, and 
habitats for other diverse species. 

kinship networks extended family relationships that remain a foundation of Northwest Native cultures; These 
relationships helped define social structure among villages and even between cultures. 

Lewis and Clark co-leaders of U.S. expedition to map and explore the people and places of the Pacific 
Northwest; The expedition notably relied on the guidance of French Canadian fur traders 
and Sacagawea, a bilingual Shoshone woman, as guide and translator. 

London capitol of Great Britain, major port in global trade, and seat of many colonial corporations 
like the Hudson’s Bay Company 

Manlike Woman a Kutenai person once married to an engage of David Thompson, who later presented as a 
male shaman/prophet offering counsel to Native communities and working in various 
capacities for the Hudson’s Bay Company 

matriarch a woman who is the leader of a family or community 

McLoughlin, Dr. John Chief Factor at Fort Vancouver, Dr. McLoughlin and his Native wife Marguerite managed a 
multicultural workforce, practiced diplomacy with Native cultures, and tried to turn a profit 
for Hudson’s Bay Company in the Pacific Northwest. His hospitality towards U.S. settlers 
arriving on the Oregon Trail earned him the honorific title “Father of Oregon.”  

microscopic so small as to be invisible without a microscope 

middleman In trade, a party positioned between producer and consumer who earns a profit by 
purchasing a good at a low price before selling it at a higher price 

mineral  any natural, inorganic material that can be extracted from the earth 

mitigation  steps taken to avoid or minimize negative environmental impacts 

model  representation of something that explains or shows how it works 

monopoly the exclusive control of an industry in a given area; During the height of the fur trade, only 
the Hudson’s Bay Company purchased furs (starting in 1821), meaning they could offer 
lower pay without fear of competition. 

Native technology human-made tools and practices that empowered Native economic and social structures 

natural resources resources that exist without human input, both living and nonliving 
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Naukane Native Hawaiian man who worked and travelled through the fur trade, circumnavigating the 
globe; He is buried at Fort Vancouver. 

NGSS Next Generation Science Standards: nextgenscience.org 

Oregon Territory region organized in 1848 that now encompasses British Columbia, Washington and Oregon 

Possession of this territory was disputed between Great Britain and the U.S. before it was 
partitioned along the border that continues today. 

non-native diseases diseases such as smallpox, measles, malaria, typhus, and cholera, which had never before  
appeared in the Western Hemisphere 

The lack of exposure to these infectious diseases made Native communities exceptionally 
vulnerable to sickness and death, leading to a demographic collapse. 

North West Company  
Montreal-based Canadian fur trading company that expanded into the Pacific Northwest 
before the Hudson’s Bay Company. It challenged, then acquired, the operations of John 
Jacob Astor in the area, before eventually being challenged and acquired by HBC. 

Oregon Trail an overland route from Missouri to the Oregon territory; It was most commonly used by 
settlers in the mid-19th century. 

overharvesting harvest of a renewable resource at an unsustainable rate; By exceeding a resource’s rate of 
renewal, overharvesting can lead to depletion and extinction. 

predator animal that hunts and eats other animals 

predict make an educated guess about why or how something will occur 

prey animal that is hunted and eaten by other animals 

profit the positive difference between costs and earnings; For a fur trading company, profit was 
the value of furs sold after subtracting the cost of obtaining those furs. 

regalia formalwear or ornamentation that carries symbols of status, such as special robes, a 
headdress, or crown 

rendezvous a pre-planned meeting at a predetermined spot for socialization, commerce, and 
diplomacy; historically practiced by Native nations and later imitated by American fur 
traders east of the Rocky Mountains 

resource management   
The process of planning and using a resource in a sustainable way. This can include helping 
a resource to renew, limiting the scale and schedule of harvest, and educating others on 
how to preserve a resource for future use. 

ridge long, narrow, elevated piece of land 

ridgeline  line formed by the highest points along a mountain ridge 

riparian area/zone  important strip of habitat along rivers and streams where water is abundant 
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rubric document that explains expectations for an assignment and the components that are 
included in the evaluation of the assignment  

Russia a nation that spans northern Europe and Asia; an early supplier of furs from Siberia, and 
later, from colonies in Alaska 

settler colonialism the form of colonization that replaces Native inhabitants in a place with a non-native society 
of settlers backed by imperial power 

salmon a fish notable for migrating to the ocean and spawning in the Columbia river watershed 

  This annual spawning reliably provided massive amounts of food for people living along the 
Pacific Coast, as well as the interior of the Northwest. Accordingly, salmon continue to hold 
a powerful cultural significance. 

seasonal round the movement of semi-nomadic people within a fixed area according to the season; also 
describes a round diagram showing the resources available at different times throughout 
the year 

Different sites were occupied at different times based on weather and economic activity. 

Spain a European nation that was one of the first to practice colonialism in the Western 
Hemisphere 

Although Spain had a minimal presence in the Pacific Northwest, some Spanish place names 
endure along the coastline. 

supply the availability of a given commodity to satisfy demand; If supply is lower than demand, 
price usually rises, and vice versa. 

sustainable yields the harvest of a resource at a rate less than a resource’s own renewability  

timber the wood of forests that covered large areas of the Western Hemisphere 

 The unsustainable harvest of forests for timber was an early activity of settler colonists. 

traditional knowledge  
systems of skill and practice embedded in the culture of a community 

 Notably, Native cultures without written language used traditional knowledge since time 
immemorial to flourish as societies. 

sea otter furs The earliest fur trade in the Pacific Northwest was performed by maritime traders, who 
traded with coastal tribes for sea otter furs that were sold elsewhere. The near eradication 
of sea otters resulted in the fur trade focusing on beavers and moving inland. 

sketch rough drawing  

sustainability the capacity of something or a system to endure over time; generally used to refer to 
human interactions with their environment 

survey to observe and record the features of an area to produce a map or other representation of 
it; term used for the product of those observations / measurements 
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system set of things in which every part relates to others 

temperature amount of heat energy contained in a substance (such as water or air) 

terminus end of a river or stream 

The Dalles pre-eminent Pacific Northwest fishing and rendezvous site on the Columbia River 

Thompson, David a British cartographer employed by various fur trading companies to travel and map the 
interior of the Pacific Northwest 

topography  Earth surface features of a region, such as mountains, plains, or hills 

trade the practice of exchanging commodities through buying and selling. 

traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)  
Indigenous knowledge of a local environment and resources 

translator person proficient in multiple languages who works to enable conversations between others 
lacking a common language 

Whitmans a family of Protestant missionaries who sought to change cultural and economic practices of 
the Cayuse people 

Their unsuccessful efforts were followed by distrust and hostility, and eventually their  
death at the hands of some Cayuse men. 

transport movement of something over an area, such as voyageurs and furs in canoes or sediment 
downriver  

tule mat home a structure common to Native people living on the Columbia plateau; Interwoven tule reeds 
created a light, portable shelter, and the reeds changed with the weather, permitting a 
cooling breeze in summer, and heat retention in winter. 

unsustainability the quality of a thing or practice to NOT endure over time; generally refers to human 
interactions with their surroundings that cannot be continued over the long term 

valley area of land that lies between hills or mountains; often contains a stream or river 

vertebrate animal with a backbone; includes mammals, reptiles, birds, fish, and amphibians 

volume amount of space that a substance or shape occupies or contains   

voyageurs boatmen, usually Métis or French Canadian, who manned cargo canoes along a network of 
waterways that spanned modern Canada, the Great Lakes area, and the Northwest 

For centuries, these employees served as an irreplaceable supply chain for fur company 
operations. 

watershed  land area that drains into a river, stream, or other body of water 

weight  measurement of the pull of gravity on an object; measured on a scale  
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