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At the Intersection of Beavers, Transportation, and History 

When I set out to write this paper, my hope was that I would be able to trace 

today’s transportation system in Portland back to fur trapping days and beyond, to 

ancient Native American trails. “Maybe some of the roads we drive on today have been 

used in some form or another for millennia,” I hoped. Early probing seemed promising, 

I even came across a historical marker located along Highway 26 near Warm Springs in 

central Oregon (pictured right) that even has a beaver pictured on it and mentions 

ancient trade routes. “Bingo,” I thought. 

Oregon History 
Indian Trails 
An ancient trail passed through here as part 
of an extensive Indian trade network linking 
peoples of the Northern Great Basin and 
Columbia Plateau to those living west of the 
Cascades. Obsidian, bear grass, and slaves 
were transported over these trails to major 
trading locations along the Columbia River 
in exchange for dried salmon, smelt, 
sturgeon and decorative sea shells. The long 
established route was later used by Peter 
Skene Ogden’s fur trapping expeditions in 
1825 and 1826. Fur trader Nathaniel Wyeth 
was here in the 1830s. Captain John C. 
Fremont followed this route on his 1843 
explorations for the United States and Lt. 
Henry L. Abbot headed a Pacific Railroad 
survey party along it in 1855. 
 

As it turns out, this this was a dead end. In this area ancient trails and trail 

networks didn’t have anything to do with beavers. In this area, Salmon were far more 

important. In most cases, traveling on the Columbia and Willamette Rivers was much 
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more efficient than overland routes. Many of the native people living along the rivers 

were expert rapids navigators and fishermen (as it was the men who fished). Why 

trudge along the banks when you can glide on the water?  

 In a conversation with local author and history buff, Jim Thayer, he explained 

that not only were the beaver in this area not of particularly high quality (our winters 

don’t get quite cold enough to produce the think undercoats that make for great hats 

and clothing), local natives weren’t as interested in working as guides or trappers for 

the white settlers as was the case in areas further east. This is perhaps due to the rich 

resources brought by the Columbia River. But in my research, I eventually came across 

this intersection of transportation, beavers, and Oregon’s early trapping history. A story 

of travel much darker than I’d anticipated, despite my Pacific Northwest upbringing 

and hours playing the Oregon Trail game. 

 

The Beaver Retrievers  

The Hudson’s Bay Company 

Despite Oregon’s inferior beavers, the Hudson’s Bay Company’s tendrils 

reached far into this land and greatly influenced the area’s European settlement and 

early economy. Several forts, including Ft. Nez Percés (near Walla Walla, Washington), 

Ft. George at the mouth of the Columbia, Ft. Vancouver at the confluence of the 

Willamette and Columbia rivers, Ft. Umpqua in southwest Oregon, Ft. Boise in Idaho, 

and several others together created a network of forts that linked all the way into 

Alaska. The trick wasn’t simply in getting from fort to fort, since they were often close 
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enough together for a doable but perhaps not a comfortable journey for those hardy 

enough. But there were two issues that complicated things for early travelers.  

First, early explorers were there to, as the name implies, explore. They wanted 

to create better maps and discover what might be hidden in these still little-known-to-

European lands. Second, while beaver in this area wasn’t top notch, it was still worth 

trapping if you were out there anyway, both for food and later to trade or sell the pelts. 

But winter beaver with its thicker coat is the prime beaver, which meant cold, difficult 

weather and travel conditions. So not only were early trappers and explorers not going 

directly from fort to fort, as they were taking incredibly roundabout routes to chart new 

areas, they often did this in the dead of winter.  

Detailed first-person accounts of these arduous trapping and exploring efforts 

are difficult to come by. While many brigades kept journals (likely similar to a captain’s 

log on a ship), these were closely guarded by the companies that employed them. The 

Hudson’s Bay Company wouldn’t want a detailed journal of the best routes, places to 

avoid, and other secrets of the time falling into the hands of a rival firm. These were 

trade secrets. So when the journals of fur trader and explorer, Peter Skene Ogden, 

were rediscovered and published, this was a big deal in historical circles particularly 

with Mormons seeking more details of Utah’s early exploration. The pages within these 

journals give an interesting account of what early travel in Oregon was like, and how 

the beaver helped.  
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Peter Skene Ogden’s Brigade of 1825-26 

The following section of this paper details Peter Skene Ogden’s 1825-1826 

exploration of what was known as Snake Country, which brought him from Ft. Nez 

Percés (near Walla Walla, Washington) to Ft. Vancouver (near Portland). If his party 

completed this journey directly, it would 

have been some 245 miles. Today this 

drive takes about four hours. But, as the 

map to the right shows, instead of 

heading directly to Ft. Vancouver, 

Ogden’s party turned south at the 

Deschutes River and then east, going 

south as far as Nevada, through Idaho, 

and even into Utah (see the yellow 

highlighted route, map from Contested 

Empire: Peter Skene Ogden and the Snake River). This journey of over 2,000 miles 

began on November 21st, 1825 and concluded upon reaching Ft. Vancouver on July 

17, 1826 almost eight months later.  

According to a quote from the journal of fellow trapper, John Work, 

accompanying Ogden were “fifty-eight men who were equipped with 61 guns, 268 

horses, and 352 traps as well as a number of women and children, families of some of 

the freemen who were always part of such expeditions.” Women and children are 

rarely mentioned in the journals, however. In all, some 60-70 people made up this 

brigade, which is a lot of mouths to feed. Some provisions were packed, but certainly 
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not enough to last any significant amount of time, especially with a party that large. So 

hunting and trapping was to sustain the group as they traveled for the better part of a 

year.  

Early on in the expedition, Ogden realizes that things aren’t going well. 

Immediately horses begin to go missing, and beaver (the primary source of protein 

planned on sustaining the group) are nowhere to be found. While it does appear that 

some salmon was available and traded for, meat is generally scarce. Ogden writes on 

December 5th, two weeks after setting out, “Both forks [of the river] were wooded and 

formerly stocked with beaver, but the Nez Perces Indians have destroyed all. An Indian 

who killed an antelope gave me a share; a most acceptable present; the first meat 

since we left the fort.” In fact, it isn’t for another two weeks after this that the trappers 

find some minimal success.  

In a later expedition with fewer in the party (about 45 in total), Ogden notes that 

about 15 beaver per day are needed to fill everyone’s stomachs. So when, in the 

middle of December, he notes that trappers bring in 14, then 38, then 21 beaver and so 

on for about a week (totaling 165), it may seem like trappers are doing well. But again, 

disappointment and worry begins to creep into Ogden’s writing, “If this river had not 

been visited by the Nez Perces it would have yielded 400 to 500 beaver.”  

His note written on Christmas day, 1825 is particularly dark, “This being 

Christmas, all hands remained in camp. Prayers were made. Cold increases; prospects 

gloomy; not 20 lbs. of food remain in camp...” According to REI.com, an outdoors 

outfitter, 1.5-2.5 pounds of food per person per day is recommended for backpacking 

depending on activity level. No doubt with their heavy equipment, traps, guns, and 
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everything else, this party would need the higher end of that range. If there were indeed 

around 70 in the party, they’d need to secure 175 pounds of food per day. 20 pounds, 

their total, is not even enough for everyone to get a snack. If beaver meat is the fuel of 

the expedition, the tank was running on fumes.  

New Year’s Day is no better. “Remained in camp. Gave all hands a dram [small 

drink, likely whiskey]. There was more fasting than feasting. The first New Year's day 

since I came to the Indian country when my men were without food; 4 beaver today.” 

The day before, New Year’s Eve, is the first mention in the journal of having to kill a 

horse for food. On January 3rd, another horse cannot escape its fate and goes “into the 

kettle.” Killing horses for food paints of picture of how dire the situation was. Ogden 

explains, “Seeing our horses killed makes me wretched, for I know full well in the 

Spring we will require them all.” Yet just over a week later, he reports that 12 colts had 

to be killed for food. By January 13th, the party had only trapped 265 beaver since the 

start of the expedition. A conservative estimate of needing 15 beaver per day would 

mean that the party, by mid-January, would have needed to trap over 1,000 beaver.  

By early February some of the men begin taking things into their own hands. 

“One of the men detected this day stealing a beaver out of another man's trap; as 

starvation was the cause of this, he was pardoned on condition of promising not to do 

it again.” And a few days later, still without catching enough beaver, “Two of the men 

could not advance from weakness. We have been on short allowance almost too long 

and resemble so many skeletons; one trap this day gave us 14 beaver.”  
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Beaver as Fuel 

 To get a better sense of what the party was facing in terms of starvation and 

poor trapping conditions, I recorded each mention of the day’s beaver trapping haul 

with its corresponding date and plotted a chart for the whole trip. It is worth mentioning 

here that the numbers reported at the end of the trip (in a letter written nearly a month 

after the fact) and the count recorded in Ogden’s daily journals do not line up very well. 

In the journals, he records trapping just over 1,000 beaver, but the letter says the 

expedition returned with over 2,700. This may be due to collecting beaver from other 

trappers and combining their haul with Ogden’s, which is written about in the journal. 

For example, on December 8th, Ogden meets up with Mr. McDonald, another trapper 

nearby, with 460 beaver. To this news Ogden laments, “Their success had not been 

great, only 460 beaver, but this is solely owing to the poverty of the country and not to 

want of effort.” However, I did not include these in the chart below, because it is 

unclear whether these beavers had already been eaten by the other party and Ogden 

was simply collecting their pelts. 
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 The blue vertical lines show how many beavers were trapped on any given day, 

while the red line shows the increasing count for the whole trip. Note how few days 

surpass the threshold for filling everyone’s bellies if we use 15 beaver as an absolute 

minimum. Most of the blue lines do not cross above 25, let alone 15. The red line also 

shows how grim the situation was: anywhere the red line is horizontal for more than a 

few days are likely periods of starvation (though toward the end of the journey some 

buffalo provide additional food). The second chart, below, is similar but adds an 

additional line showing what it would have looked like if the trappers could average 15 

beaver per day. The area below the orange line and above the red line is another visual 

representation of hunger, starvation, and disappointment. 
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Not only was the trapping poor, but the travel sounded terrible as well. As 

mentioned previously, the time to get the best beaver is in the winter. But this is a 

treacherous time to be away from the relative safety of the forts and attempting to plod 

along hundreds of miles of frozen ground. Winter ice storms, to this day, still shut down 

major roads and highways near where Ogden and his party departed from, and we 

have chains, studded tires, heated seats, and all-wheel-drive to help us out. Many of 

Ogden’s party didn’t even have shoes. “Cold last night; very severe; rain froze; Our 

prospects gloomy; we must continue to starve; now all are reduced to skin and bones; 

more beggarly looking beings I defy the world to produce. Still I have no cause to 

complain of the men; day after day they labor in quest of food and beaver without a 

shoe to their feet; the frozen ground is hardly comfortable; but it is an evil without 

remedy.” The horses (the ones that escaped the kettle) also suffered greatly. Ogden 
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writes, “The stones are as sharp as flints; our tracks could be followed by the blood 

from our horses' feet.”  

But mercifully, nearly eight months after setting out, Ogden’s party (or what’s 

left of it) reaches Ft. Vancouver, located on the Washington side of the Columbia just 

north of Hayden Island. With little flourish in classic Ogden fashion, he writes, “We 

reached Ft. Vancouver a little after sunset.” After having read the journal detailing the 

1825-26 expedition, along with some of his others, I am still amused by how 

insignificant he makes this accomplishment sound. It would be as if, having set foot on 

the moon for the first time, Neil Armstrong muttered to himself, “Welp, that’s that.”  

This is, perhaps, one of the biggest lessons from investigating the early fur trappers 

and explorers like Ogden. Back then, unimaginable feats of endurance were shrugged 

off as just another day on the job.  

 

Connections to Today 

The beaver essentially provided me with a window into how much the Pacific 

Northwest has changed in less than 200 years—a yardstick of sorts to compare the toil 

of travel in Ogden’s day to the ease of travel now. Today, I could take a road trip along 

nearly the same route as Ogden’s 1825-26 brigade. Driving about five hours each day, 

I could take an extremely roundabout route and still see Utah, Nevada, Idaho, 

Washington, and nearly every corner of Oregon, and be back home in a week (see 

following page for a route map). Instead of needing thousands of beavers to fuel my 

journey, I’d probably need to stop and gas up about five times to get the 75 gallons 

required for the trip. Given that there are over 150,000 gas stations in the United States 
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today according to the National 

Association for Convenience and 

Fuel Retailing, I wouldn’t even 

need to plan ahead. Even in the 

most rural areas, it would be 

unlikely that I wouldn’t come 

across other people. Although I 

might have spotty cell coverage along parts of the trip, for most it I’d be able to rely on 

Google Maps or, at the very least, detailed road signs to guide me. I could stuff my car 

with hundreds of pounds of food and gear and never feel its burden on my back. While 

I couldn’t put my car “to the kettle” if things got really bad, it’s unlikely that I would be 

far from one of our country’s some 620,000 restaurants or 38,000 supermarkets, not to 

mention smaller convenience stores.  

I have no interest in traveling as Ogden and his party did, not knowing how 

many days the starvation might last before trapping or hunting something, or plodding 

barefoot on frozen ground. But I do feel a sense of loss on the road trips I have taken—

something missing, perhaps due to the homogeneity of establishments and country 

you see from the car. John Steinbeck put it best: “When we get these thruways across 

the whole country, as we will and must, it will be possible to drive from New York to 

California without seeing a single thing.” Now consider this contrasting quote from 

Ogden’s journal:  

About 12 o'clock came to the end of the hills - a grand and noble sight - Mount 

Hood bearing due west, Mt. St. Helens and Mt. Nesqually [now Mt. Adams] 
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Northwest, covered with eternal snow, and in a southern direction other lofty 

mountains in form and shape of sugar loaves. At the foot of all these mountains 

were lofty pines, which added greatly to the grandeur of the prospect. Could 

anything make it more so? 

Can we today, driving along the highway, pull off at a viewpoint crowded with RVs 

experience anything like this? Do we still have real places, or have they been reduced 

to historical markers, the ghosts of places that once were there? 
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