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Fur industry, hat-making

Furbearers in Idaho History

Furbearers have played an 
important role in Idaho history. 
Native Americans have always 
depended on nature. Plants and 
animals once supplied all the food, 
clothing and materials they needed. 
Furbearer pelts were used for many 

things, not just clothing. Some were 
used as containers. The long pelt of 
a river otter makes a great quiver. A 
quiver is a case to hold arrows.  

Furbearers, especially beavers, 
are one of the reasons European 
people fi rst came to this area. In the 
early 1800s, fur was used to make 
coats, hats, gloves and other pieces 
of clothing. Beaver hats were very 
popular; every man wanted one. 
Beavers were getting harder to fi nd. 
Trappers started looking to the west 
to fi nd beavers.     

In 1809, David Thompson built 
Kullyspell House by Lake Pend 
Oreille. This was the fi rst European 
building built in Idaho. The house 
was built for the Northwest Fur 
Company. Soon other trappers heard 
about all the beavers in the area. 



By 1811, four fur companies were 
trapping animals in Idaho. Mountain 
men, that were not members of 
fur companies, were also trapping 
animals.

Idaho was abundant territory, 
competing interests were many. 
The United States and Great Britain 
signed a treaty in 1818 that let people 
from both countries live on the land. 
Neither country owned the land, but 
both wanted to own it. Great Britain 
operated The Hudson’s Bay Fur 
Company. They wanted to create a 
“fur desert” to keep the Americans 
out of the area and claim the land 
for Great Britain. They thought that 
if they trapped all the beavers out of 
the area, no Americans would want to 
come here. Between 1818 and 1827, 
they trapped 85,000 beavers out of 
the Snake River alone!  Now that is 
a lot of beavers. Trapping all of those 
beavers didn’t keep Americans out of 
the area. Russia gave the Northwest 
Territory, which included Idaho, to the 
United States in 1824. 

Pioneers and homesteaders also 
trapped animals. Trapping was one 
way to feed a family and earn money. 
Many animals were becoming hard to 
find. Some people thought beavers 
needed protection. In 1899, a law 
was passed in Idaho that protected 
beavers from being trapped or 
hunted. The law helped, and beavers 
became more common. In 1957, 
people were once again allowed 
to trap beavers. Beavers are now 
found throughout the state. With 
care, beavers and other furbearers 
will continue to be a part of Idaho’s 
heritage. 
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