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Much of my childhood was spent exploring the wilderness of Northern BC, whether fishing, hiking, or just enjoying the outdoors. The land captured my heart from an early age. My love of the area is what drove me to research its origins and truly learn about where British Columbia began.

When one considers the origins of British Columbia, the first thing that often comes to mind is the gold rush. However, half a century before the first gold rush, fur traders had already established a working economy in the north. The Fur Trade and the people who participated in it were essential to the development of British Columbia.
The first accounts of fur trade on the Pacific Coast of Canada date back to James Cook in 1778. “James Cook, leading his third expedition to the Pacific, spent nearly a month refitting at Nootka Sound. While he was there, his crews obtained a number of sea otter pelts from the Indians, and the story has been retold of how these fetched fabulous prices in China.”
 The Europeans recognized the possibility of making profits through the selling of pelts. This realization resulted in the Northwest Company starting the land-based fur trade in the 1790s.
In 1793, the Northwest Company, situated in the comforts of Montreal, was the first to send an employee to the Pacific Coast.
 Alexander Mackenzie found a route through the Rocky Mountains into the unknown land that was British Columbia. In 1805, Simon Fraser was selected to extend Mackenzie’s exploration northward. Fraser had many qualities that made him the perfect man to begin settlement in British Columbia. He was brave, patient, and a great leader. During his first year in BC, his team made little progress in actual fur trade dealings, but this did not deter Fraser. “I cannot form any ideas of what returns will be made in this quarter for this year but I imagine that they will be no wise considerable. But not withstanding I think they will be worth the pursuit.”
 The patience he displayed ultimately led to continued interest in the fur trade in British Columbia. Without Fraser’s patience and foresight, the development of BC may have been delayed or taken a completely different path. Fraser also had an incredible talent for building rapport with the Aboriginal peoples that his exploration party encountered during those first few years on the west side of the Rockies. In 1805, Fraser founded Fort Mcleod, the first European settlement in BC. Thus, the development of the fur trade in British Columbia was underway.
Fort Mcleod became a hub of all trade in British Columbia. “All New Caledonia furs- up to 8000 pounds annually- were shipped east by canoes from this collection center in early May.”
 Several other settlements began to develop in the area, including: Fort Fraser, Fort St. James, and Fort Babine. They were among the first European communities west of the Rocky Mountains. Simon Fraser’s mission was to build these posts and then the Northwest Company would put them to use. He wrote to the NWC proprietors, “To form establishments this summer certainly depends on us – but to render them productive, will depend upon the attention you Gentlemen will pay them.”
 Fraser built these forts with the obvious intention of them being sustained. He carefully located the forts where they would be functional and durable. These posts were a staple in British Columbia’s history and although they are no longer functioning fur trade posts, these areas remain lively. The fur trade was the reason for the development of BC’s first infrastructure- these simple, yet profitable trading posts.
First Nations people were a significant contributor to this European activity in BC. They were a very active part of the fur trade. Robin Fisher wrote, “Historians have usually characterized the fur trade on the Northwest Coast as a trade in which gullible Indians were exploited by avaricious and unprincipled European traders.”
 He clarifies that the First Nations people were active players in this trade, rather than subjugated tools used to benefit the Europeans. “In fact, the Indians of the Northwest Coast exercised a great deal of control over the trading relationship and, as a consequence, remained in control of their culture during this early contact period.”
 The fur trade overtook BC. Both European and First Nations peoples were dedicated to the trade. “For Native people and European newcomers alike, the fur trade shaped the subsequent half-century.”
 Relations between First Nations and Europeans in BC were generally quite friendly and mutually beneficial. “The Indians still to a large extent controlled both the trade and their culture, and the European traders did not attempt any major interference with their way of life.”
 These good relations between the Indigenous people and the European traders resulted in a long lasting trade association between the two groups. Constant competition helped to ensure ongoing price standards and quality standards. This sort of economy was beneficial to the modernization of British Columbia. Ironically, the First Nations people played a critical role in the Europeanization of BC.
The journeys made by the traders to transport their merchandise for shipping to Europe were an impressive feat. For example, “Every year for twenty years, engagẻs packed four tons of New Caledonia furs over a ten-mile portage to avoid these dangerous rapids in the Peace River Canyon.”
 This refers to just one segment of the incredible journey that these traders made on an annual basis. The economy of Northern BC was also based on the distribution of goods through travel. “Once freeze-up occurred, while the Natives hunted fur-bearing animals, the NWC men used small dogsleds called traineaux to distribute dried fish obtained locally and provisions brought in by the brigade to the outlying forts.”
 These journeys were nothing short of amazing. It is hard to grasp how difficult the canoe trips, and overland excursions would have been unless you have seen the rivers and landscape with your own eyes. The difficult trips that were made by brave NWC employees every year kept the fur trade alive. With the survival of the fur trade, came the growth of British Columbia.
The fur trade has left a legacy in British Columbia. Many of the forts have developed into thriving present day communities. These communities are the longest existing European settlements west of the Rockies. It is amazing to know that so much rich history is still flourishing within these communities. It is hard to find a community in the North that was not touched in one way or another by the fur trade. That alone is proof that the fur trade was a driving force behind the development of British Columbia.
British Columbia changed forever when James Cook realized the great wealth that was available for the taking. As the fur trade expanded, the population of European inhabitants did as well. Traditionally, historians studying the development of BC have had a focus on the gold rush; however, there is a lot of evidence to support the fact that the fur trade was a catalyst for change in pre-confederation British Columbia. The contributors to the fur trade were among the first European settlers in the area. The fur trade was the start of British Columbian infrastructure and, therefore, has hugely impacted its development.
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