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T H E NORTH W E S T COMPANY AND THE WAR OF 1812 

H) iS/i , \<>rili Interica's 
rivalrons fur-trade companies 
were til each other's throats, I lieu 
the 1.1.S. declared war on (/real 
'Britain ami struck ut Canada. 
I'or one jnr-tntde company, it was 
the beginning oj the end. 

tion lor the loyalties <>l native North American suppliers. 
And there were some possible benefits lor Canadian lor 

traders from war with the Americans. 
I unking south, the Nor Westers were particularly inter

ested in two American posts- Detroit, on the western end 
of Lake Erie, and Fort Mic hilimackinac just e.ist ol the 
Straits ol Mackinac, the pivotal waterway between Luke 
Huron and lake Michigan. Each post controlled access to 
vast I LIr bearing territories beyond 

The loss ol Mic hilimackinac following the American llev 
oluiion had been particularly galling for the British. The strait 
had a fur-trade histoid that went back more than a century, 
and the fort had been in British hands since the lall of New 
I ranee in the early noes. Initially, when English soldiers took 
over the old French fori on the south shore of the strait, the 
loeal Odawa, ( )|ihwa Kir -Anishinabci. and Metis peoples ol 
the region were dismayed, for they'd enjoyed excellent busi-
ness and personal relations with the I rench. But over lime. 
the aboriginal nations ol the region developed solid trade 
associations with the British, and in 1781 they supported the' 
move in ,1 more defensible site on Mac kin.ie Island, just east 
of the strait. I'he British presence continued to encourage 

A View of the Post of St. Joseph at the Head of Lake Huron (The Last Garrison in British America) taken July V., 
1804 by E.Walsh. 

Fort St. Joseph was built by the British in 1796 on St. Joseph Island at the eastern entrance of the channel 
linking Lakes Huron and Superior. In July 1812, at the beginning of the War of 1812, the British captured 
the American post at Fort Michilimackinac by launching a surprise attack from Fort St. Joseph. 

Right: North West Canoe on Lake Ontario, Ontario, 1840 by Millicent Mary Chaplin (1790 1858). 
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L
ooking hae k through ,1 haze ol nostalgia, twenty first century aficionados 

ol the North \merican fur trade ollen miss die difficulties and dan
gers associated with the continents biggesl presettlement business 

. Moreover, lew remember that during the War of 1812. Montreal's 
I North West ( ompany played .1 significant role in the defence ol "the 

( an.id.is'' f l ic company mono. Fortitude in Distress, was perhaps at no time 
more appropriate than during the War of 1812. for the \ \ w readily participated 
on the side ol Britain and ultimately paid a substantial price for its involvement. 

\s the second decade ol the nineteenth century began, the lur Hade had 

reached a level of commercial riv.drv that itselt approached 
a state of war. I he War oi 1N12, fought between the United 
States and Britain over westward expansion in North Amer
ica and the rights ol neutral ships on the seas, was not 
directly related to this fur-trade turmoil. I low ever, the inter
national conflict certainly augmented an often violent strug
gle to gain control over fur-bearing territories that had been 
waged for more than a century. 

In 1812, the main adversaries in the fur wars were the 
London-based I ludsons Bay Company and its Canadi
an counterpart, the1 North West Company. But both 
were increasingly concerned about an upstart American 
company, headed h\ German-horn New Yorker John 
laoobAstor. Beginning about 1808, Astor's American Fur 
( ompany had been aggressively expanding its operations 
west from the- southern Great Likes by 1810, it was bent 
on pushing its interests, l>\ land .im\ by sea, all the way 
to the Pae ilic coast 

The War ol 1812 not onlv exacerbated this economic 
rivalry, it also took advantage- ol the expertise and expe
rience ol ve teian traders who had long been involved in 
heated conflicts over boundaries and intense cumpeli-
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Canadian traders, and bv the mid-1780s. the \ o r t h West 
Company dominated the trade at Michilimackinac. 

These Tor-trade relationships continued even alter the 
American Revolution, despite treaties in 1783 and 1-44 that 
officially turned ovei control of the straits to the Americans. 
Though native \ o r t h Americans had sometimes Found the 
British to he rigid and obtuse, the) were nevertheless prefer
able to the American rebels, who were bent on clearing and 
settling the land. The aboriginal nations were therefore 
appalled when the English soldiers were told to vacate the 
Tori on Mackinac Island in 17H4: in concert with Canadian 
traders, they put pressure on Britain to remain Tor another 
thirteen years. During this period, as the unfinished Tort on 
the cliff overlooking the south shore of Mackinac Island 
slowly deteriorated, the British Indian Department solidi
fied its alliances with many native peoples in the region. 
When finally in 1796 the soldiers withdrew to establish a 
new fortification on St. Joseph Island on the ( anadian side 
of the border, the native alliances hold. 

But Montreal traders continued to dominate the fur 
trade in the village thai had grown up below Tort Michili
mackinac tor Tort Mackinac, as its known today When 
John Jacob Astor wanted to establish a loot hold on Macki
nac Island, he agreed in 1K11 to a cooperative arrangement 
with the WW in which his interest became known as the 
South West Company (SW< 1.1 It- did not concede the inde
pendence ol the American trade entirely, however. ,\\M.\ 
persisted in mounting competitive <\ 
peditions to the Pacific Coast. 

This. then, was the situation in the 
Upper Great lakes when in 1812, at 
tile bright of the Napoleonic conflict 
in Europe, the United States declared 
war on Britain in North America. 
Though substantially outnumbered by 
the Americans, the British did have a 
number of advantages: ^n able and prescient administrator 
in Major-General Isaac Brock, alliances with many native 
tribes, and the valuable skills of the Canadian fur traders. 
The traders were accustomed to discipline, untaxed by hard
ship, wilv. resourceful, and able to travel swiftly over vast 
stretches ot unmarked territory. In addition, the mainly 
French-Canadian, Scottish, and Metis employees of the 
North West Company were also ready to commit acts of v io-
lence in support of a cause, lit a man. they could see that 
the war w.is an event ol no small consequence in terms ot 
the trade. And though the war effort never completely 
superseded business considerations, they agreed to aid the 
British as they could. 

In Tact, the WVC had anticipated war well before it was 
declared, for they had been lorevvarned by their native ^r\(\ 
Metis allies. As early as 1800. the Americans had made ef
forts to allay native antipathy at a meeting with many hirst 
Nations leaders at Fort Michi l imackinac. Though the 
American governor general made a persuasive speech and 
gave them many gifts, the native leaders bluntly told him 
they had pledged allegiance to Britain at Tort St. Joseph. 
I his news immediately prompted a threatening response. 
"Ignore the post at St. Joseph," they were told, "because 

11 vi si 11 ON NURSERY TALES AND 

i n i i s i o i i l i a M I S 01 " I N D I A N 

MASSAC RES," THE AMERICANS 

PANICKED AT 'III s i c . i l l 01 

SO MANY ARMED NATIVES AND 

I M M E D I A I I IE S L I l l t l NDI III I) . 

we Americans will seize it before the end of the summer." 
In the audience was the brother of John Askin Jr.. 

regional slalf officer ot the British Indian Department. I le 
quickly relayed the threat to his superiors, who in turn 
informed Captain Charles Roberts, in command at Tort St. 
Joseph, to begin to prepare Tor war. Fortunately, the threat 
was premature, lor Roberts was particularly vulnerable. I le 
had just forty-four men under his command, men he 
described as "so debilitated and worn down by unconquer
able drunkenness that neither fear ol punishment, the love 
of Tame or the honour of their (. ouiitry can animate them to 
extraordinary evert ions. 

Convinced that his only hope ot victory was to strike 
lirst, he turned to local fur traders, letting them know that 
Britain intended to afford "every assistance and Protection 
Possible to Promote the Interest and Security ol the North 
West Company." hi response, Lewis (. raw-ford of the SW( 
raised an expeditionary force ol 14c men. 

Captain Roberts also spent the succeeding months 
recruiting at least Tour hundred Anishinabe. Odavva, 
Menominee. Winnebago, and plains Dakota warriors, main 
allied to the fur traders by family ties, to join forces with 
him. I hese included fifty I )akota led by trader Robert Mas-
eotapah Dickson; about forty Anishinabe under John Askin 
Jr., whose brother had raised the initial warning about the 
Americans and who also recruited among, his mothers 

Odavva nation, thirty additional Odavva led by trailer Ymablc 
Chevalier; forty Menominee led by 
lomah and twenty lour Winnebago 
under Big ( anoe, 

The Nor'Westers also look other 
precaut one In 1811, William MeCilliv 
lav the ch id director of the North 
West Company, for whom Tort \ \ illiam 
on I ake Superior had been named, us 
lahlishcd a route from York mow lo-

roiiio north to Lake Simcoe and west to Georgian Bay, 
providing an alternative to the normal route west through 
Luke Trie And when war was declared on June 18. 1812, the 
Nor'Westers were first to obtain and disseminate preemptive 
information, 

Coincidentally, in a footnote In history, June iH was also 
the day that Thomas Douglas, Fail ol Selkirk and the major
ity shareholder in the I ludson's Bay t ompanv, issued a pro
nouncement that he was about to establish a colony of 
soldier-settlers in Red River, in what is now Manitoba. Ibis 
was, in a sense, another declaration of war. this lime on the 
Nor'Westers' western front. 

For the moment though, the Nor'Westers' main com cm 
was the Americans, and the company's partners were ready to 
participate ill military action. From a business perspective, 
they thoroughly agreed with Brock, who had stated in Febru
ary that possession ol both Detroit and Michilimackinac was 
pivotal, lor without them "not only Amherslburg hul most 
probably the whole country, must he evacuated as far as King
ston. They were therefore prepared to launch their attack 
even before the Americans at Michilimackinac had word that 
war had been declared. I his element of surprise was in large 
part responsible for the victory of Captain Roberts and his 
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loi'ci' <>l 400 aboriginal warriors mid 
iihoul iKr, For trailers in mid-Jury. 

The motley army, which included 
the WVl schooner ('illl'ih)llia, len 
bateaux, and u huge complement ol 
canoes, set out Iroin I oil St. Joseph on 
the morning of July if>. Though utcti 
tally perfect, il was a less-lhan ideal 
tla\ lor travelling lor ( aplain Roberts, 
who was suffering from "a great dehil 
itv ol the stomach and the bowels.' I le 
was understandably grateful lor the 
almost unparalleled exertions ol the 

( anadians w ho manned the bcxtts.' 
The force landed, unnoticed, on 

the north shore ol Mackinac Island 
tic lollow ing day. It <|uii kly scaled tin 
Turtles Back, the hill that rises above 
Mithilimatkinac . and took the lorl 
without "one drop either of Mans or 
Animal's blood I being] Spill.' 

Being taken completely unaware 
- t h e small complement of less than 
si\t\ American soldiers still had no 
idea that war had been declared was 
a large part of tin cas\ victory, hut 
ei|Uully important was the terror that 
so many native warriors minted 
among them Raised on nursery tales 
and fireside legends of "Indian ma: 
sat it s." the \mertt ans panicked at the 
sight of so main armed natives and 
Immediately surrendered. Ironically 
perhaps, the British and their ahorigi 
mil allies both fell it was the Vmeri 
1 ans wbo bad a superior reputation For 
brutal savagery 

I be victory bail significant reper 
cttssions, The \WC supply lines were 
set mod. its interests at Mil liilim.it k 
iliac were protected, and its position 
was greatly enhanced Even I <>rd Sol 
kirk felt compelled to laud the efforts 
ol Ins rivals, Their "contribution to the 
tapture." he wrote, "was an event cer
tainly ol .is high important e as any that 
occurred during the . war." 

further, not only bad the N\V< s 
assistance been prompt and concerted 

even the "presents" necessary to For
malize the First Nations alliances were 
North Mi st Company property it was 
also voluntary. The declaration ol mar 
tial law in Lower Canada, which was 
accompanied bv .1 general embargo on 
gootls and a compulsory oath ol alle
giance, was not passed bv the legisla
tive assembly until August j , two weeks 
altet Miehilimatkmat was taken 

There wen other advantageous 
consequences lor the Nor Westers 
Vstor's warehouses were now in < ana 

dian territory, obliging him to rely on 
the \ \ u to circumvent bottler rest 1 it 
lions and embargoes, anil the North 
West ( omp.mv s ability to inlluent e 
Canadian authorities was solidly rein 
Ion cd I he vti torj also meant that the 
( inadians could relv on im reused 
support from their aboriginal alius .mil 
continued neutrality hum potentially 
hostile I irsl Nations I inallv. ibev coil-
trolled ertu ial lines ol communication 
In i\u en east and west 

To augment theli position. IX'troit 
was targeted next anil taken on Vugust 
16. I tit trailer Dickson a Suit with 
flaming hair who had married into the 
Vanktoiiiii Nakota partieipaled with 
his Dakota warriors, hut the victory 
was 111,1 inIv clue to tilt' native force 
under Shawnee war 1 hie! leeiimseh. 
who had long worked at creating abor
iginal resistance to American territori
al ambitions lo a degree, this victory, 
too, could again he attributed to Vmet 
nan xenophobia, tor it prevented the 
\meritans I mm mounting a compe
tent tkleiite despite superior numbers 
and munitions. 

Following these successes, \\ ilium 
Me( lillivray was appointed lieutenant 
colonel in command ol the (. anadian 
Volunteers, a corps of three regiments, 
tai h vvitli between eight hundred and 
one thousand men Despite this hon
our and its responsibilities, McGilliv-

Amonq the contenders for the rich North Ameri 
can fur trade was German-born John Jacob Astor 
(1763-1848) , above left, who established the 
American Fur Company in 1808 and began 
aggressively expanding its operations west from 
the southern Great Lakes. Seeking to establish a 
foothold on Mackinac Island, he agreed in 1811 
to a cooperative arrangement with the NWC. He 
didn't entirely concede the independence of the 
American trade, however, and continued to 
mount competitive expeditions to the Pacific 
coast. Though he suffered setbacks during the War 
of 1812, he revived his business at the end of 
hostilities and became America's first millionaire. 

William McGillivray 11764 1825), above right, was 
chief director of the North West Company after 
1804. During the War of 1812, he commanded 
a company of voyageurs, assisting Isaac Brock at 
the capture of Detroit. In recognition of his 
services, he was appointed lieutenant colonel in 
command of the Canadian Volunteers. In 1814, he 
was named to the legislative council of Lower 
Canada. Between 1814 and 1816 he directed the 
North West Company's opposition to the Red 
River Settlement and was captured when Lord 
Selkirk seized Fort William (named for McGillivray) 
in 1816 in retaliation for the destruction of the 
settlement. McGillivray emerged unscathed from 
the protracted legal proceedings that followed. 
After the 1821 union between the Hudson's Bay 
and North West companies, he was made a 
member of the joint board formed to manage 
the fur trade. He died in London, England. 
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Shawnee war chief Tecumseh (above, left) allied 
his forces with those of the British and Canadians 
during the war of 1812 and was instrumental in 
the victory over the Americans at Detroit in August 
1812. He died in battle fourteen months later. 

Thomas Douglas (above, right), Earl of Selkirk and 
the majority shareholder in the Hudson's Bay Com 
pany, established a colony of soldier-settlers in Red 
River, in what is now Manitoba. 

Mackinac Island (below), drawn from nearby Round 
Island, circa 1812. This was the last of three locations 
in the Straits of Mackinac for the military post 
known as Fort Michilimackinac. (The fort here today 
is known as Fort Mackinac.) In 1634, French explor 
ers established a fort on the north shore of the 
straits at St. Ignace. About 1715, a new fort was 
erected on the south shore, at present day Mack 
inaw City, Michigan, and held until the British 
troops arrived in 1761, during the Seven Years' 
War. During the American Revolution, the post was 
moved to nearby Mackinac Island, then in 1796 
ceded to the U.S. In the War of 1812, British forces 
from Fort St. Joseph captured Fort Mackinac without 
firing a shot by taking advantage of the hill above 
the fort. The post was returned to the U.S. in 1815. 

ray s main concern cont inued to be the 
fur business, I'hc Winnies of Deliherti' 
tiomami IhitistKlions l<>r 181.1 indicate 
that the war was simply viewed as an 
obstacle t i t be su rmoun ted by jud i 
1 ions planning. Nor had the NVVT for 
gotten the Pacific challenge posed by 
\s io i I lis men had arrived lirsi at the 

mouth of the Co lumbia River by sea in 
Apr i l 1811 and begun bu i ld ing a post, 
wh ich they called Astoria \ n r W i s u i 
David T h o m p s o n , t rave l l ing by an 
arduous route over the Rockies, got 
there in mid-Ju ly and bad to satisfy 
h i m s d f w itb establishing small houses 
in land. To augment their presence in 
the Pacif ic region, the N o r W e s t e r s 
sent two partners f rom England bv 
ship and other par l ies over land. 
I hough the Northwest Cousl was off i
cially undesignated territory, they car
ried w i th them letters of marque that 

demanded the surrender ol for t \sto-

ria. I'hey also bad a cont ingency plan 

to guard against a collapse of the trade 

should the company's supply lines to 

the distant posts he severed. It was. in 

fact, just such a c i rcumstance in 1 Si ̂  

that conv inced the Americans to sell 

Fort Astoria and several outposts to the 

Canadians. 

lo ensure that such a th ing d id not 

happen at thei r own posts, the \ \ V ( 

partners passed the fo l lowingdi re t live 

at their 1812 meet ing "A l l the Depart 

ments ,., |should keep one] lour th ol 

the whole Out f i t in reserve to [supply 

posts| in the Inter ior should c i r c u m 

stances prevent a supply f rom being 

sent by any way or any means." 

Further bowing to the demands of 

war. the partners instructed that a unit 

ol as many men "as could be spared . 

set out in the Invincible w i t h a supply 

ol arms ammun i t i on 8, Provisions for 

St Mar ies then to act as c i r c u m 

stances max require." 

Despi te al l these forward- look ing 

measures, a year later the Nor th West 

Company was lacing moun t i ng debts 

and large losses. I heir plans had not 

been enough to negate the impact ol 

the war. I wo company ships, the Cade 

Aonhi and the Detroit, bo th loaded 

w i t h cargo, had been captured b\ the 

Americans, and returns were down in 

al l depar tments . T h e Hei] River De

par tment was c i ted as .\\\ example. 

There, the paucity of trade goods thai 

had reached the in ter ior had occa

sioned "con tempt in the I yes ol the 

natives." 

Nor d id the com ing year promise 

lo he any belter. " O n account of the 

war." the partners felt it was unlikely 

that suppl ies sent f rom Mon t rea l 

wou ld arrive at many posts in the inte

rior, l aced w i th looming disaster, thev 

ordered substant ia l staff cu ts , e l im

ina t ing 150 engages, c lerks, inter

preters, and canoe makers, Ml 

depar tments were persuaded to re 

serve a quarter of all supplies to pro 

teel themselves f rom " M i s f o r t u n e " 

should they he faced w i t h Americans 

" o v e r r u n n i n g Canada. Posts were 

instructed to preserve "such a quantity 

o f Tobacco & H i g h W ines as w o u l d 

a f fo rd a moderate supply lor the 

Count ry w i thout anv aid I m m Cana

da." And out on the Co lumbia , though 

the company was st i l l in terested in 
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securing an advantageous posit ion on the Paci f ic employ 
tint were tol i l to "curtai l as much as possible every unnet 
issarv Expense in order to meet the present Scale ol the 
Trade." 

Leading In example, the partners even censured the 
pract ice, enjoyed by most ot t h e m , ol t rave l l ing speedily 
w i th lightly loaded canoes. 

Their worries were jus t i f ied . I lacing begun the war w i th 
just one ship and a di lapidated schooner, General Broek had 
inventoried all available lake-going transport and at quired a 
number for service in the Provincial Marine. Ol \ \ u water-
craft, even canoes were subject to requisi t ion, I lie compa
ny's larger vessels, ostensible on mil i tary dtitc as troopships 
and supple transports, were only l ightly armed and cont in
ued to ferry fur-trade cargoes to and f rom company depots. 
I hen on September to, 1H14, both the army and the com
pany were dealt a major blow when the Americans captured 
the entire Brit ish naval Force and brought the vessels to Put 
in Bay on Lake Trie Suddenly, a vital transportat ion route 
was lost, and lines o f commun ica t ion were disrupted. 

The Americans were jubi lant. I he victory, wrote a Balt i
more neees correspondent , presaged the end ol both the 
N o r t h West t ompane and the demise of mane ol the i r 
native allies 

W/ tin places t>l deposit for Indian supplies u dl be hro 
ken up, itutl the wages employed in the business 0) the 
liritish during the sitmniet ami cut "// at this critical 
season from their accustomed resources must )>erish h\ 
the thousands \nr aunt of food anil clothing. I In inula 
tij the North West ( rmipany. a might) mercantile estab
lishment 0/ 1 Hal important e to ( aoudu ami u\ great 
consideration in tin Mother ( imiitn; is done. 

lie also predicted both Mic hilimac km.ic and Tort St. 

Joseph evould k i l l into American hands. The predict ion was 

a l i t t le premature, hut major chal lenges lay ahead lor the 

Nor Westers. To provision Mic hilimac kinac and main ta in 

contact w i t h the West, thee turned to the nor thern route 

mapped out two years before by W illiam Mcf lillivruy, hut it 
ecus arduous and ran pertly over dry land The result eeas 

sc eere supple shortages 

Though goods arrived I m m I ngland he ship he the lo l -

loeeing February, the problems gel l ing them inland seemed 

almost insurmountable. Desperate, the NWC pet i t ioned the 

Br i t i sh government lor access th rough Hudson Hay, the 

mute the- I MM used. Permission eeas eventually granted lor 

the Voyage in , but the leeo companies cou ld not agree on 

terms to bring the goods out o f the interior In the t o l u m 

hia D i s t r i c t , events proceeded more smoothly. Just the 

threat of a Brit ish warship was enough to convince the Aslo-

rians to sell o i l the ior l and its contents in December 1K14. 

St i l l , the Nor'Westcrs cont inued to assist w i th the war 

effort. Bohert D ickson, w i th about Six hundred Warriors 

and One hundred W lute People ol even, descr ipt ion, joined 

\ l i (.i l l ivray s vovageurs i rom Alic hilimac kinac under retired 

trader Wi l l i am McKay to lake Prairie du C'hien ,md to se

cure points along the Mississippi in Wisconsin 

O n hearing ol this conquest, the NWC was opt imist ic 

thai favourable terms cou ld he negot iated w i t h the L ,S , 
enabl ing the company to trade in the area. But that opt i 
mism would prove to he misplaced. 

lo the north in Bed River, the supply problems prompt 
ed ,1 major crisis as opposit ion to Lord Selkirk's settlement 
hardened lo outrage. C la im ing a right to regulate bison hunt
ing and pe i i im i i .11: product ion in Rupert's Land, the Mi l l 
sei/eel pemmic an belonging to the INor'Weslers and stored 
it at Brandon House, a Hudson's Ray Company post. The 
W W decried the m i n i ' as a " \ iolenl and illegal pretence. 

I he act was seen as ak in to war and the partners 

resolved t i n t in fu tu re all employees wou ld "defend the 

Property at all I Lizards.' and thereby "render it a dangerous 

service to any man who may presume to plunder I hem."The 

resolut ion was sealed w i th a "least ol 1 ; pis ol l iquor and 

Provisions tor each man 

O n the t .reat I..ikes, the \mer icans spent the summer 

ol 1H14 harassing the Nor 'Westers In early July, they left 

Detroit w i th two ships and three schooners carrying more 

than l ive hundred sailors and seven hundred soldiers. 

Stymied by log and a lack of famil iari ty w i th the local gcog-

raphy, the Amer icans fa i led in an a t tempt to cut n i l the 

\ \ \ ( supply route. i t the Georgian Ray depot and set sail lor 

Mic hi l imai kinai I n route, they ra/ed t in ' deserted fort i f i 

cations on St Joseph Island, destroyed the WV( s l ine new 

si hooner Iktseaerame, seized the Mink, and pi l laged the 

company properly 111 Saull Stc. Mar ie But the attack on 

M K hilimac kinac on August 4 Failed. I icu lenant-C'o loncI 

Bohert Mc Douall 's garrison ol fewer than two hundred eas

ily repulsed the invaders, aided In their familiarity w i th the 

islands topography and dense natural cover, as wel l as their 

"gallant native allies 

Determined lo do more cl.image, the American schoo

ners set o i l to intercept the Natter, due lo arrive wi th pro 

visions, hut she was loo Beet lor t h e m . Alerted In a 

c ,1110c borne messenger, she l ied east ancl h id in the mouth 
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ol the Nntl. iw.isaga River at the south end ol Georgian 

Ray. L n ior l imate ly , the Americans Found her there and 

hunted her to the vvaterlinc. Content at last, the Amer i 

cans depar ted , leaning the Stwpifcw and the iimess to 

maintain the blockade. H i e tale was not qu i te complete, 

however. Us ing bateaux And canoes in a night a t tack. 

Dickson and some two hundred warriors, along w i th some 

f i f ty sailors I rom Michi l i in. ic km.ic, overran the two Amcr-

icun schooners. 

It was the last act ol the war, hut not the last battle lor 

the \ \ \ t The Treaty o f Ghen t negot ia t ions began on 

August o. and immediate ly Br i ta in made it clear that it 

w ished to return to the %itrttts ipio \mi ante belhnn. the sit 

nation prior to the outbreak ol hosti l i t ies. Since such an 

outcome wou ld re turn the Canadians' terr i torial gains in 

Michigan and \ \ isconsin to the- \mer ieans. the N O I A A C N I 

ers were aghast, Hav ing poured their resources into the 

war on the Brit ish side, they had assumed their interests 

wou ld he taken i n to accoun t , \ \ hen it was clear l l iev 

wou ld not, they scrambled for redress, f i l i ng c la ims lor 

compensa t i on , c i t i n g the losses suf fered at Sanl l Ste. 

Mar ie and the mar ine vessels A\U\ cargoes lost d in ing the 

war. In the end, however, though AW amount was awarded 

for "zeal and sen ices, only the Na i rn 's war related serv 

ices were recognized. 

As to hoiinclarv considerations, the Brit ish tendency to 

concede conquered territory had been anathema to the 

\ \ U since 1783 In M a r c h 1K15, W i l l i a m MeCi l l i v ray 

warned that the return ol Mi t h i l imackinac would lermi-

nale the excel lent re lat ions the Br i t i sh had w i t h I irsl 

Nat ions to the south and west. I le wrote 

{"he Americans, aware [front the circumstances o\ the 

late War at the influence established h\ means n\ the 

Iraile earrieil on In ( amnliau Merchants ami their 

\oenls resilient imttnifi the Imliiius, mil naluralU use 

even means to prevent a rwurnmce sic <>\ this mflii 

euee , . ami experience has sheivn hint much the safe-

ty oj I pi'cr ( 'amii l i i tiepetnts upon that friendship. 

I iet i tenant C olonc I Mc Doua l l at M i cb i l i n i i t c k i nac 

iilso protested, not ing the' rights ol aboriginal peoples in 

1 he region 

A l l perple\il\ is as meal as ever, as to the order, seal 

me to aire up Fart A lehu i ami the Prairie ties 

( liieus, to the \mcrit,itus sic '. as the ninth article 

o\ the treats affords the most clear & circumstantial 

evidence, that the vreat extent ofiouuln upon the 

Mississippi reverts tlffttitt to the Indians, as it is ex

press! \ stipulated that the) are restored to all the pos

sessions, rights & privileges, which thet enjoyed in 1X11. 

I le also balked at the idea ol relocating and repealed 

MeCi l l ivray s caut ion about losing the carefully cult ivated 

f r iendship and support of the region's hirst Nat ions. By 

June 24, however, he had resigned h imse l f to ced ing 

Mich i l imack inac and Prairie du Ch i cn to the Americans. 

Astor had more success w i t h lobbying the U.S. gov

ernment about I ort Astoria. Swayed by the man w h o was 

soon to heeome the first Amer ican mi l l iona i re , the U.S. 

insisted on its return. Simon MeCi l l ivray. Wi l l iam's broth

er, business associate, and a long-t ime agitator on hehall 

ol the \ \ U . . countered that not only had the fort been 

Icgit inialelv purchased f rom the Americans, hut Br i t ish 

sovereignly extended over the w hole Pacific slope h\ right 

ol explorat ion AIU\ occupat ion. It was an argument thai 

would lake thirty years to resolve 

A t tempt ing to lake advantage ol the Nor'AAesters' 

weakened stale. Lord Selkirk also tr ied to press his advan

tage at Wed River, l o increase compet i t ion , he inst i tuted a 

svslem ol prof i t -shar ing among II IK off icers and 111 the 

spring ol 181(1. his men destroyed the NH'C's boi l C ibra l 

tar at the junct ion ol the Red and Assinihoiiie Rivers. 

The response, in June ol that war , was the Seven Oaks 

Inc ident , in wh ich a party o f Met is and Nor'AAeslers gath

ered lo escort a shipment ol pemmicai i I rom the west. The 

party was intercepted by twenty- f ive l ine colonists and 

the governor. Robert Semple. The l l l i t men were quickly 

surrounded and twenty-one of t l ie i i i . i nc lud ing Semple. 

were ki l led Selkirk responded In br inging soldiers I rom 

Montrea l . I n route thev seized I o i l AAill iam. site ol the 

\ \ \ ( s ,1111111.il rendezvous on I ake Superior. This tune the 

NorAAesters d i d get some assistance f rom the govern

ment, lor Selkirk was ul t imately required lo pay damages. 

Overal l , assessing the cont r ibut ion ol the Nor th AVcsl 

Company lo the AAar of 1812 must he done w i th in l imits. 

I'lie company clearly viewed the war as only one ol a series 

ol c h.illenges lo the advancement of its cause a profita

ble trade and pursued its commerc ia l interests almost 

wi thout pause. Act this strategy was ul t imately enormous 

Iv eosllv and increased the WVCs vulnerabi l i ty in a ruth

lessly compet i t ive business. I urlher, it's clear that though 

the company's gains south ol the Crca l l akes bolstered 

Britain's eventual negot ia t ing pos i t ion, these terr i tor ies 

were ul l im. i le ly deemed not wor th preserving. In short, 

what were seen as the business assets of the fur traders 

were wil l ingly surrendered in favour ol 'peace. 

I hi* company's war losses were fo l lowed by others. 

Hie fur trade amalgamation w i th the I l i l t in 1K21 sacri

ficed the company's name; the Pacific holdings were lost 

to the Americans under the Oregon Treaty, and the repu

tat ion ol the Nor th AAcsl Company as a defender ol the 

CilHildas was lost as the AAar ol 1812 was moulded into a 

mythology deemed more respectable for an emerg ing 

democratic' nation. 19 
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Both Fort Michilimackinac, reconstructed on the site of the original in Mack

inaw City. Michigan, and Fort Mackinac, on nearby Mackinac Island, feature 

interactive displays and military reenactments, and are open from May to 

mid-October. On St. Joseph Island, ninety kilometres south of Sault Ste. Marie, 

are the ruins of Fort St. Joseph with an interpretive centre, open from late 

May to early October. 

IHEBEAVtR I AU'.,;!'.: ixlPlfMBUUOO/ N 

file:///merieans
file:///oenls

