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Introduction

On a wall in my house hangs a framed picture of a painting of one of oy
ancestors, Ramsay Crooks., The original painting, I found out sometime after
Milweukee,
hanging the picture, probably stands as tall as I am, and is in the(fisconsin
Histerical Society, having been donaited by my great aunt, Narie Crooks Justi.

A photozraph of this painting appears on page h9 of The Overland Diary of ilson

Price Hunt, ard it is a copy of this which adorns the title page of this paper.
But vho was this Ramsay Crooks? It has taken me most of my life to find out.
When I was nine years old I wes reading a school litrary book on the fur
trade, the name of which I have forgotten, and I came across the name "Ramsay
Crooks", Because his last name is the same as mine, I asked my father if he
were some sort of relation. He told me that Ramsay Crooks was a great,'great
grandfather of mine, but that was about all. A short time after that some
"members of the Astor family cf England came to Oregon to partake in some kind of
celebration in Astoria. Then Fhey arrived at the Portland airport my then twelve

year old cousin, whose name is Joseph Ramsay Crooks, Jr., had his picture taken

for The Oregonian with a boy of zbout the same age, whose name was given as

John Jacob Astor (what number I do not know). The newspaper rointed out that
there was a historical significance to this meeting, but I didn't understand it
a2t that time, On a field trip to Salem to visit the Capitol when I was in the
eighth grade, one of my classmates told me that the name of a "Crooks" was In

the State Senate, and after much searching, I found the name "Ramsay Crooks"

high in the stone on the right side of the chamber, I did a little research

and found out that this Ramsay Crooks had been associated w{;h the original

John Jacob Astor, and also had something to do with early Oregon history. During
my sophomore year at Portland State, I was assigned to do a term paper on Jomn

Jacob Astor, and in researching it, I found out a little more about my ancestor;



that he had been involved in the founding of Asteoria, that he had worked for
Astor as his field manager, and that later he became President of the American
rur Company. But still my knowledge of Ramsay Creoks femained sketchy.

This paper is a fulfillment of the course requirements for History of the
Pacific Nortawest. + it is also a chance for me o get to know my "roots", so
to speak, and to finally discover Ramsay Crooks, a man whose shadow, David
Lavender writes, "touched nearly every person, red and white, in the wilderness
helf of the United States by the tire he was forty-five years old."l I now

present Ramsay.



ftamsay

Ramsay Crooks was born on Jamuary 2, 1737, in the tomn of Greenock, Scotland.
Greenock is on the Firth of Clyde in the nortirrest section of Scotland, about
one hour out of Glisgow. It is a beautiful 1little towm, this author having
visited it in 1975, and to this day there are still Crookses living in Greenock.
Ramsay was one of some nineteen children of Willian Crooks, and was a producv
of William's second marriage. His mother was liargaret Ramsay, after whom he was

"named, and Ramsay was probably one of the youngest, if not the youngest son.
The name "Crocks" might have originally been "Crock" or "Crocker", and the family
was alleged to have been somehow ralated to the Royal House of Stuart.

David lavender writes that Ramsay's father vwas a shoemaker, yet goes on to
say that "young Crooks must have received a sound common=school educati;n in
Scotland, or he could not have handled the letter writing and commercial
arithmetic which his early work in lontreal de:na.nded."2 This is impossible, for
if one goes on to examine the situation in Scotland at that time, there is no
way that a shoemaker with all those children could have possibly educated a sen
to that degree. And a youngsr son like Ramsay would have no doubt been aprren-
ticed off at an early age., Mr. Lavender, when doing res=arch on his book, never
contactad any member of the Crooks family, for if he would have he would gave
known that family recofds indicate *hat William Crooks was a surveyor, and was
responsible in par: or in whole for laying out the New Town half of Edinburgh
in the late eighteenth century. 3Being a prominent surveyor, 7"illiam Crooks
certainly could have given his son a sound education, and besides that, largaret
Ramsay was reportedly an educated woman in her own right-—p;obably not the type
to marry a shoemaker,

Before Ramsay was into his teens his father had died, and in 1803, at the

age of sixteen, he emigrated to Canada with his mother and a sister. His mother



and sister settled in Niagara, Canada, where two of his older brothers had
settled, but Ramsay soon moved to Montreal. There his good education canme in
handy, for he was hired as a clerk by the firm of itaitland, Garden, and Auldjo.
This company outfitted fur trading pariles headed for Michilimackinace Island
‘on the 3reat Lakes where lLake Huron meets Lake Michigan, which was the head-
quarters of all the fur trading business around the Great Lakes area. Ramsay'!s
job in lontreal consisted of the following:
ulostly he was inside an office, bent over a
slope-topped desk, copying his enployers! business
correspondence inito big gray letter books. In
preparation for the annual fall rush of ordering
he climbed short ladders beside long wooden shelves
and took inventory of hawk bells, awls, black-silk
handkerchiefs, and bolts of gaudily printed calico."3
Tt was there that young Ramsay attracted the attention of George Gillespie.
Gillespie was Sir Alexander llackenziel!s representative on Michilimackinac Island,
after Mackenzie had left the North West Company to form the rival XY Company.
YThen the XY Company ended its rivalry with the North West Company in 130k,
Gillespie joined up with Robert Dickson and his new company. Gillespie figured
that Dickson would want a capable clerk, one with certain talents.
wThat talents? Hindsizht suggests several:
physical stamina, unusual perseverance, adaptability,
charm, leadership, loyalty, aggressiveness. I% is
impossible to say which, if any, of these trails struck
Gillespie most forcefully. FPerhaps he was won prinarily
by the lad's good nature and faithfulness in doing small
tasks totally devoid of that Homeric glitier now I
associated with the words !fur trade! and 'mountain men,!'
By 1805 Ramsay was on Michilimackinac Island, either having gone with
Gillespie, or by finding his owm way there on one of the sugply boats, In the
summer of that year Dickson's company was formally launched, Ramsay was
assigned to one James Aird, a Scot who had come to Lichilimackinac as early as

1779, and Aird, in turn, was given the cormand of the trade along the liissouri

River. It is interesting to note that "only a dozen years later Aird would be



working for Crooks."S By September of 1805, Ramsay was in St. Louis ready teo
start his duties up the llissouri River, However, "Aird's clerks would not be
likely to risk the law by entering the river without licenses."® To obtain a
license to operate on that newly Armerican river, Ramsay had to swear "an oath
of fidelity to the United States and of abjurgation to all other Pow rs.“? It
was here that Ramsay Crooks became a lifelong American citizen "technically if
not yet emotionally."B It was also in St. Louis that Ramsay met a young store
owner from New Jersey, VTilson Price Hunt. Hunt was a partner in Hunt and
Hankinson's, the largest store in St. Louis, and Ramsay, no doubt, bouzht most
of his supplies there.

Ramsay Crooks and another clerk in lr, Aird!'s employ, James Reed, were
given the responsibility of running supply boats up the Lissouri River o the
Flatte and beyond, trading with fur trappers along the way, and also with some
Indians. It was on the Missouri River at a place called La Charette in the
present-day state of Missouri that Reed and Crooks had cuile a pleasant surprise,
On September 20, 1806, as regorded in the journals of levis and Clark by Clark:

"Soon after we reached the little rrench
village of la Charette, which we saluted with a
discharge of four guns and three hearty chears.
We landed and were received with kindness by the
inhabitants, as well as by some traders from
Canada (two young Scotchren in the employ of ilr.
Aird), vho were zoing to traffic with the Osages
and Ottoes. They were all equally surprised and
pleased at our arrival, for they had long since
abandoned all hopes of ever seeing us return,
These Canadians have boats for the navigation
of the lissouri, which seem better caleculated for
the purpose than those in any other form,"?
Clark later recorded the name of James Reed, but as Lavender points cut: "in
the confusion and exciiement of the greetings, Clark evidently missed the name
ef ¥r, Aird's clerk, although in time he would learn it well enough. For almost

nl0

certainly Reed's companion was Ramsay Crooxs. Lavender continues:



mhe occasion demznded celerration. The
captzins paid a villzger eight dollars for two
gallons of whicky, tan imposition,' Clark grovled.,
Crocks and Deed were rores generous, 'Thoss Two
young Sco*ch gentlemern furnished us with Beef

flower and some pork for our men, and gave us &
very zgreeatle supper. As it was like to rain
we accepted of a bed in one of their tents. ™M

Ramsay not only met Lewis and Clark on the Viesouri, but he also met and
formed a partnership with Robert lieClellan, tcClellan ran a trading house near
the earthen town of the Laha Indians roughly one hundred miles up the Lissouri
from the preseni-day city of Omazha, Nebraska. Robert Dickson and Company was
on the verge of going broke, so nineteen year olc Ramsay Crooks formed this
partnership with McClellan and another man, Joserh Miller, as a kind of iﬁsurance
policy for further involvement in the fur trade. It was while a partner that
Ramsay was led to John Jacob Astor.

John Jacob Astor had bsen building his fur empire since he made his first
trip up the Hudson River in 1785, 1In 1808 he received a charter from the New
York legislature to form the American Fur Company, which was to act as a paper
parent to his otrer ventures for its first ten years or so of eiistence. Astor's
dreer was to acquire a monopoly of the fur trade in the United States, and to
extend a string of fur trading posts all alcng the trail of Ilewis and Clark, with
a port city at the mouth of the Columbia River, which would then enable him to
ship his furs to the Sandwich Tslands {Hawaii) and to the Orient beyond. He
approached ¥Tilson Price Hunt and gave him the responsibility of the overland
expedition, Also recruited early were Alexarder McKay, Donald icKenzie, and
Duncan McDougal from the Yorth West Company, and two other Canadiczns, David
Stuart and his nephew Robert Stuart, Hearwhile, two ships, the Tonguin and the
Beaver were sent around the‘tip of South America with orders to stop at the
Sandwich Islands, and then proceed to Fort Astoria on the Columbia., A third

ship, the lark, was sent later, but was shipwrecked before it reached the



Sandwich Islands. Hunt put togethker a band of some thirty Canadians then

"had a real stroke of luck in the accessicn
to his ranks of a young Scoich-american named
Ramsay Crooks. ...Crooks wag destined to pecore
one of the leaders of the fur trade, and a rich
and distinguished merchant, His first service
to his new emglcyers was to point out the ine
sufficiency of their force of thirty men. e
was recently returned from an expedition to the
headwaters of the llissouri, vhere he had experi-
enced the hostility of the Sioux and the Blackfeet,
the two most dreaded tribes in that area. any
small expeditiocn rmust arouse the cupidity of these
fearless raiders, he asserted, and urged the re=.,
cruitment of the brigade to a strength of sixty.

Hunt and the others accepted Ramsay's advice, and soon the partnership of

Robert ¥eClellan and Company was dissolved. KcClellan and Liller vere brought
into the schere at the insistence of Ramsay Crooks. In June of 1809 the

Pacific Fur GCompany was born, under an agreement consisting of thirty a;ticles.
Astor was to manage all business of the conmpany. He was to advance all nescessary
funds not to exceed £h0C,000, and also was to bear all losses for tihe first

five years. One hundred shares were issued. Astor controlled fifty of them,
while an additional fifteen were held for the use of the company. This gave
Astor full control. The Pacific Fur Company was to have a lifespan of twenty
years, and Astor retained the right to make his shares over to the American Fur
Company. After the first five years of operaiion, all profits and losses were
to be apportioned among the shareholders, The rest of the shares were split as
follows: M"of the thirty-five remezining shares, McKay, llcKenzie, MeDougal, David
Stuart, Hunt and Crooks received five each, and lcClellan and liller each goo
two and one-half shares M3

LN

"By July 18, 1811, Donald McKenzie, Ramsay Crooks,
Joseph Miller, Robert leClellan, John Reed, and I
/Tilson Price Hunt/, in company with [ifty-six men, a
voman, and two children had traveled up the Missouri
River from St. Louis to the village of the Aricaras.
¥e left there with eighty-two horses packing cormedities,
runitions, food, and animal traps. Everyone walked
except the company partiners and the woman, a squawe e
took a southwesterly route and came to the banks of the



Ramparre, a little river that flows intp the
Kissouri below the Aricaras! village."

Thus opens Wilson Price Hunt's account of the overland expedition. On their way
up the Lissouri to the particular point mentioned by Hunt, they came across an
interesting old man.
"On the afternoon of the third day, January 17th
/18117, tke boats touched at Charette, one of the old
villages founded by the origirnal rFrench colenists,
Here they met with Daniel Boone, the renowvmed patriarch
of Kentucky, who had kept in the advance of civilizaticn,
and on the borders of the wilderness, still leading iS
hunterts life, thouzh now in his eighty-fifth year."
The next day they met with John Colter, who had been with lLewis and Clark, and
who "had many particulars to give them concerning the Blackfeet Indians."lé
According to Gabriel Franchere, after the party left the village of the Aricaras,
"yishing to avoid a meetinz with the Blackfoot

Indians, a warlike and feroecicus tribe who killed
every strenger who fell into their hands, they followed

Fa

a southerly course until they reached the fortieth degree
of latitude, Then they turned zgain toward the north-
west and came upon an old fort, or trading post, on

the banks of a little river. They learned later that
this post, which was then abandoned, had been built by
an American trader named Andrew Henry. Our gentleren
had ne doubt thait this river would tzke them to the
Columbia,_ and they consiructed canoes to make the
descent.”

They had reached the Snake River, which they called the HMad River, by
October of 1811, By the time that they reached the present day towm of lilner,
Idaho, Ramsay's canoe overturned, and one man was drowned. This discouraged
" any further river travel, and a man was sent back to Henry's fort for horses.
Twenty-seven days later they reached what is now the towm of Homedale, Idaho,
but Ramsay, a man in his group named John Day, and another man, a French-
Canadian, became seriously ill, The party backtracked dovmstream to about the
present~day town of Huntington, Oregon, and there Hunt abandoned Crooks, Day,
and the other man, who were too sick to move, Hunt had decided to push on across

the Blue Liountains to the Colurbia before winter set in. By midwinter, Ramsay



and the others were well enough to travel, ard they folloved Hunt's route into
the Blue lountains. There they lived off beaver, roots, insects, aﬁd whatever
glse they could find to eat. The French-Canadian collapsed and was left with
sone peaceful Indians, "Day and Crooks struggled on to the Columbia, reaching
what is now Umatilla in mid—April.,"l8 Shortly after this they ran into trouble.
The two were intercepted by hostile Indians, beaten, stripped, and left to die,
They recovered, however, and started hiking down the Columbia towerd istoria.
They sighted a flotille of canoes commanded by Robert Stuart, vhich was bound
from Fort Okanogan to Astoria, and they were picked up. Ramsay Crooks and John
Day arrived at the mouth of the Columbia on lay 11, 1312.

The Astoria enterprise was to end in failure, for the Tonguin met with
difficulties at the mouth of the Columbia, and was later blowvn up off Vaacouver
Island. The Beaver vas more successful, but to no avail, The United States
found itself at war with Great Britain, and in 181l Astoria was sold to the
British and renamed Fort George. Ramsay Crooks and Robert licClellan, however,
had given up their parinerships the year before, and had left for St. Louis with
Robert Stuart, who was assigned to teks reports to John Jacob Astor. On the way
back

"their course led them to the Green River and
through South Pass to the MNorth Plaite River, the
route subsequently followed by mountain men and
imrmigrant setilers., Although Andrew Henry's
traprers had probably crossed South Pass, Stuart's
party was the first of record to use this now
famous gatevey to the QOregon country.“l9
Years later, in 1856, John C. Fremont, while running for the Presidency, would
claim that he had discovered the South Pass., History, however, has proven him
WIOnRE .
mAlthough Crooks had resigned and hed returned
yith Stuart, Astor did not leave him idle. Ke sent

Crooks out to the Great Lakes region. A number of
independent traders on both sides of the line owed



Astor money, and Crooks wes to collect the debts

in furs. Croo¥s also wvas to buy Canadian furs

whenever he could arrange with collectors to co-

operate with him...
Tn 1811 Astor had made an agreement with the lichilimackinac Company of lentrezl,
which operated the fur trade around the Great Lakes area, 1o go in 50-50 with
him in a new veniure, the South est Company. Under the South V'est Company
Astor had most of the fur trade east of the Uississippi and south of the
Canadian btorder in his pocket, and by 1817 Astor had bought out all cther
partnérs in this enterprise., Had the Pacific Fur Company been successful, Astor
would have virtually had his monopoly of American fur interests by 1817. He
would get that later, however, All other names were dropped, and the American
Fur Company came into its owm as a real company, not just a paper parent, n
March 17, 1817, Astor

noffered Ramsay Crooks a position as one of the
ttwo agents to concduct hereaiter said business
e fur trade/ at llontreal, Jew York, Michilizackinac,

ind at all oitRer places, who are to give their whole

time and atiention to szid business, and not to trade

for account of themselves or any other person vhat-

soever, "
The other agent vas Robert Stuart, "In addition to annual salaries...52,CC0
for Crooks and $1,500 for Stuart...each of them was to receive the profits on
five shares 'out of the hundred shares in said business.t All their expenses
while they were 'absent on business of the company' were to be paid by Astor.“d2
This contract was for three years, and Ramsay, along with Stuart, agreed to the
terms., Crooks and Stuart had full command of field operations, and "Crooks held
the hizhest rank, next to that of Astor himself."23

It was also in 1817 that Ramsay Crocksts daughter was born., Ramsay, like

many men of the wilderness, had had relations with a Chippewa girl, about whom
nothing is known. Perhaps he married her, perhaps he didn't, but in any event

"he remained attached to the daughter borm to him on Drurmond's Island iay 30,



1817. He gave the child his name, educated her, visited her, introduced her
to his eventual white wii‘e."2h "Crooks's daughter /@ho he nemed Hester/ became
the vife of a well-known missionary to the Chippeva, William T. Boutwell, vho
in conjunction with /Fenry R.7 Schoolcraft gave Lake Itasca /Source of the
Mississippi Rive£7 its na.me,"25
During the years 1817-183L Ramsay Crooks was to act as Jonhn Jacob Astor's
right hand man. In those seventeen years Remsay must have conducted thousands
of personal and business deals on behalf of the American Fur Company, and they
are obviously far too numerous ito mention here, Some, however, are worthy of note.
Even before Crooks had conclucded his new working agreement with Astor in March
of 1817, he had been in St. Louis "probably late in the summer of 1816, and
cervainly without Astorts orders,"z6 His reason for being there was to-come
to some sort of understanding with the traders who worked the Missouri River
area, so that the American Fur Company could gain an advantage. Charles
Gratiot, one of the traders, vrote to Astor: "the difficulties he Zﬁrookg? neet
with where ZEig? alrost insurmountable, but his indefatigable activiiy conquered
most every difficulties 13;57."2? Ransay made agreements with two of the
largest trading firms of he area, Cabanne and Company, and Berthold and Chouteau,
"1t provided that Astor was to furnish these
companies with trade-goods and vas %o deal with
no other company or trader in that area., Pree
sumably they were 2lso bound to trade execlusively
with Astor so long as his prices were fair, and
there seems to have been a tacit understanding
that Astor would not himself send outfits to the
Missouri s0 long as he was gurnishing these St,
Louis treders with goods."2 )
Another issue of interest was the granting of licenses to foreigners., The
War Department had issued orders that foreigners were not to be granted licenses
to operate within the terrilory of the United States. This was aimed at keeping
the North Yest Company and the Hudson's Bay Company trappers out of the United

States, as well as numerous independent groups who employed non-Americans. Of
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course, the American Fur Company had inherited many fur traders from the
tichilimackinac Company, which had been based in lontrecal, and regularly
employed others whose origins were north of the border. Astor used his
influence in Washington, and George Grzham, acting Secretary of “ar, vrote
to Governor lLewis Cass of llichigan Territory reguesting him to "afford to
hin /Zstor/ and his agents, every facility in your power consistent with the
laws and regulations,"29 Cass, who had long been an acquaintance of Ramsay's
and who had been in touch with him on this issue, wrote to W. H. Puthuff, the
Indian agent:
"Trom a correspondence, which ilr. Crooks has
submitted to me, it is the intention of the
Government that ir, Crooks as the agent of Lr.
Astor should have the selection of such persons
to enter the Indian Country and conduct the e
business as he mzy require. To such persons
therefore as lr. Crooks may designate you will
please grant licenses.... On mature reflection
upon the subject I would recomrend that as few
licenses as may be consistent with those regula=-
tions be granted, rather reducing than exceeding
the nunmber,!
Accordinz to Kenneth W. Porter, "Cass could hardly have found a more obvious
way of saying to Puthuff, 'Give Crooks all the licenses he may need or desire,
but when that has been done, the fewer you grant to others, the better.'"3l
One problem that Ramsay Crooks was to face unsuccessfully was the practice
of trading alcohol to the Indians for furs. Liquor had been in use in the
old Nortimrest Territory for more than a hundred years before the American Fur
Company had entered the scene, Congress had passed laws agalnst the practice,
one in 1315 which "forbade the seiting up of a still in the Indian country
under the pain of a fine of 35,000,"32 but the laws were impossible to enforce,
and the trading of liquor flourished, ith it came "the horrors, the crimes,

the terrible debauchery and s ’fering"BB that can go with alcohol, for "there

was no such thing as a moderate drinker among the Indians. They were either



teetotalers or sot.s."3LL Astor, himself, was against the practice, and felt

that he had no need for whisky as long as the other traders didn't traffic

in it, Bu® when they did, there was no way that he could compete, "Orooks

and Stuart bluntly informed Astor that unless the American Fur Jompany was
perritted to use alcohol in the trade withoui restraint, it could not hope

to compete successfully with either the Hudson's Bay Company or the independent
traders who dispenssd it to the Indians."35 Ramsay, however, made some attempls
to halt the practice,

u0n Yarch 2, 1812, Ramsay Crooks, con-—
tinuing his efforts to bar liguor from the
Indian country, wrots to John C. Calhoun, the
secretary of Var, suggesting that the regula-
tion against bringing liguor inio the Indian
country should be extended to include the
Mississippi River region as well as the Lakes."36

"Crooks also persuzded George Boyd, Indian Agent
at Michilimackinae, to grant William llorrison, the
American Tur Company trader, authority to 'destroy
all spiritous liguors...introduced within the
- imerican limits in the neizhborhood of the Tond du
lac and Red Lakes seitlements.! 7This order vas
aiped at foreizn traders as well as American rivals."2 !

Hovrever, Ramsay vrote to Astor:

Uliguor secretly introduced has hurt our trade.
If govermment agents will not stop it, although the
proof of guilt is easy, I sincerely hope the oppor-
tunity will not be lost of punishing such miscreants.
If the Governnment permits ths sale of this pernicious
liquid we can have no hesitation of availing ourselves
of the privilege althouzh we are convinced its total
prohibition would benefit both the Country at large
and the natives vho z2re ite victims, But to succeed
in the trads when our opponents set the law at defiance
and wg implicitly follow its dictates is aholly impossi=-
ble,"

The American Fur ZJompany had to compete, and if it was to gain the monopoly
that Astor wanted, it had to outdo the others. "All reticence on the part of

Astor %o engage in supplying licuor to the Indians vanished, and by 1822 the



Anerican Fur Company becane the largest supplier of all.n3? Some 5,000 to
8,000 gallons of Astor liguor passed through lichilimackinac alone each

season,

A large gain for the American Fur Company which Ramsay had a major rcle
in was the elimination of the gevernment factory sysitem. The United States
Governmznt had, in effeci, been in the fur trading business since the end of

the previous century.

"The governnent factory plan of supplying
the Indizns with essential white men's goods,
bezun in 1796, had in it the germ of 2 zZood
system. Jefferson in his messege of January 15,
1303, commended the governmenti trading houses
then exis+ing, and urged Congress to continue
the systen tc 'undersell private traders...
drive thenm from the competition, and...rid ocur-
selves of a description of men who are constanily
endeavoring to excite, in the Indian nind, sus=
picions, fears, and irritations, towards us =0

P

The system was supposed to be good for the Indians, keeping private traders
from cheating them (and trading them liquor for furs), and these facteriss also
were 10 try to Christianize the Indians, to some degree. This systesm clearly
ate into the potential profits of all the private fur trading companiss, such
as the American rur Company, and Ramsay Crooks was determined to zet =id of it.
Secretary of War John C, Czlhoun, at Ramsay's urging, sent a Congregationalist
minister, Reverend Jedidiah llorse (father of Sarmel F, B, Morse, inventor of the
telegraph) on a tour of those governmenti ouvposts to report back on their
usefulness, Morse, having been influencad by private traders all along his
journey as well as seeing with his own eyes the general incompetence of the
government employees (even thenl), came back with unfavorable reportss Crcoks
was ready to move,

. "Thomas Hart Benton was elécted to the

Senate by lissouri in 1820, Astor promptly put

him on his payroll. It was not an accident that

Crooks and Benton vere quartared in the same
washington hotel during the winter of 1820-21.
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Tozether they mapped out the fight to be
made during the next Congress, ﬁlways xeeping
in touch with Astor in Zurope.® 1

Zarly in 1822 Benton introduced a bill calling for the complete abolishment

of the Government houses, During the debate

"most of the material Benton presented to
the Senate came from Ramsay Crooxks. The Govern-
ment was accused of selling goods bought for the
Indian trade to soldisrs and private white citlzens,
even to compating traders, in violation of the
law. The supzrintezndent of the Indian trade was
charged with iznoring the statutes which required
that furs from Zovernment factories be sold at
public auction. They were sold instead, Benton
declarsd, by privete contracts at less than market
prit:es."f‘2

Benton's bill passed the Senaie on May 2nd, and it passed the llouse of Represenia-

tives two days later, On Yay 6, 1822, President James Lonroe signed it-into

&y,

1The measure provided that the President should
take over all the properties of the faciories 'to
be used to extinguish the treaty obligations on the
part of the United States to keep up trading houses
with the Indians, payment of annuities due or to be=-
comz due to the Indian tribes and for customary
presents to individuals in amity with the United
States,! The Indian trade was to be carried on by
private traders licensed by the Iederal Government."u3

The doors of the government factories closed one by cne, as the American Fur
Company, one by one, picked up their business., The distinguished fur <rade
historian, Hiram Xartin Chittenden wrote:

"Thus ended in failure a system fraught with
possibilities of great good to the Indian-—a systen,
which, if followed out as it should have been, would
have led the Indian to his n=w destiny by easy stages
and would have averted the long and bloody wars, the
corruption and vad faith, which have gained for a
hundred years of our dealings with the Indians the
unenviable distinction of a Ceniury of Dishonor."hu-l

"Ransay Crooks, chief factor of the American rur Company, rejoiced over the
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extinction in 1822 of tthe pious monstert!



Ramsay vasn't on hand, however, when Zenton'!s bill was passed. ke was in
Paris, France, reporting to Astor on this matier and other things. IHe was also
neogotiating a new contract for himself and Robert Stuart, their old three year
contracts having expired on March 16, 1821,

"In less than a week he and Astor had come to
terms, Crooks obtained a new ugreement that was
to last five years, a sizable incrcase in salary,
and the privilege of enjoying the profits...or
suffering the losses...on twenily of the American
Fur Compzany's one hundred shares instead of the
five originelly set ac=ide for him.
To Crooks's credit he did not think only of his
ovmn velfare while he -ras with Astor in Eurarpe., He
also took up the matter of Stuart!s salary, with the
result that he obiained for Stuart a 51,000 raise |
and the profit of seven and a half shares of stock."®
He did not stay long in Zurope, however, for soon he "was hurrying to Sq. Louis
as stage manager of another great Astor drama...the invasion of the Vest by the
American Fur Company. He had orders from Astor in his pocket."h?

The establishment of the Vestern Deparitment of the American Fur Ceompany wes
an enterprise which would encompass most of Ramsay's energies during the nexs
twelve years of his life, The Great Lakes area of the company, which Ramsay had
commanded and which was now called the lorthern Tepartment, was put under the
direction of Robert Stuari., After arriving in St. Louis in 1822, Ramsay found
that the job ahead of him was not going to be an easy one. There were a number
of good size fur companies operating up the liissouri River and inte the interior
of the west, plus countless smaller ones as well as many independent traders.
The llissouri Fur Conpany and the Coluzbia Fur Company were two of Ramsay's
stiffest competitors, and it was 1o take years before he had them under control,
5o to speak. Another competitor, Berthold and Chouteau, had already contracted wit
the American Fur Company; Pierre Chouteau, Jr., even having expressed an interest

in buying into the American Fur Company, Chouteau was the grandson of Auguste

Chouteau, one of the founders of St. Louis, and he was a member of one of that
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city's most prominent families, Ramsay took into the partnership of the Western
Department from 1823-1827 the firms of Stone, Bostwick and Company, and l'unson
and Barnard. It was at this time that the Vestern Department came upon the -
idea of having yearly rendezvous to collect furs, instead of having permanent
trading posts throughout the wilderness. There were only three established
American Fur Company posts in the lissouri River wilderness, "on the Riviere au
Jacques, one at the Forks of the Chejyenne, and another at the confluence of the
Cheyenne and the I.Iissouri.“_h8
Another firm in the fierce liissouri River competition was Bernard Pratie
and Company. This was a solid, fast growing, and prospercus company, which
would prove to play 2 major role in Ramsay's task. Pratte had marrisd a daughter
of Sylvester Labadie, a partner in the }Missouri Fur Company, and Lazbadie!s wife
was Pelagie Chouteau. Pratte!s daughter, Emelie, was therefore a cousin of
Pierre Chouteau, Jr., and, incidently, she was also a cousin of Captzin WWillian
Clark of the lewis and Clark Zxpedition. She and Ramsay had met in 1823 when
she was eighteen and he thirty-six.
"There was every indication that Crocks was
deeply enamored of liiss Emslie, and that her choice
of a swain was dictated cnly by her heart.
It was not a misfortune, however...and certainly
not for Astor...that throuzh his marriage Crooks
would become a member of the old, distinguiched and
influential Chouteau-Pratie clan. %n St. Louis,
Crooks couldn't have done bet*ber."’-L
Ramsay Crooks and Emelie Pratte were married on March 10, 1825, and after house-
hunting in New York City
"her itrue honeymoon journey began in August. Proudly
Crooks took her up the Budson, throuzh the nearly
completed Erie Canal, past Niagara Falls, and abecard
the busy little stezamer that carried them to emerald
Michilimackinac, dreaming in its crystal water. ...Quite
conceivably Crooks introduced her on this trip to_her

half-red stepdaughter, whom he had named Hester,"50

Ramsay and Emelie were, over the course of their thirty-four year marriage, to
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have eight children. Ome of ftheir sons, William Crooks, great grandfather of thils
brevet (@9/76/‘4': .
author, attended West Point and served as a(ﬁgiiggi- Union side) during the
! general mandges;

Ccivil War. Later he became the chief engineea nd vice president of the Great

Jorthern Railroad. Old Engine No. 1 of that railroad, the "7Jilliam Crooks'y was
 Duluth
named for him, and it can be seen today on display in S#s—raul, binnesota. ke
served in both houses of the linnesota State Legislature, and the town of Crookston,
Minnesota, is named for him. William Crooks ended his years in Poriland, Oregon,
in 1907 as assistant to the President of the Oregon Railvay and Yavigation Company.
The years 1827-183L were to see a reorganization of the Western Department,
for Astor wanted Stone, Bostwick and Company, and Munson and Barnard out of the
partnership. They were bought out, From its inception in 1823 the Testern
Depariment had been meeting with only limited success, and Ramsay was getling
discouraged. Soon the reorganization was completed. Ramsay's father-in-law's
firm, Bernard Pratie and Company, tock over the Western Department, and then another
one of Astor's largest competitors was eliminated when "on July 6, 1827, Crooks
triumphantly wrote Astor that the Columbia Fur Company had been absorbed by the
Tlestern Department."sl This group came into the American Fur Company and was
nown as the Upper Missouri Cutfit, With it came Kenneth McKenzie, William
Laidlaw, and Daniel Lamont,
It was about this time that Ramsay's centract came up for reneval.
n3tuart and Crooks were not as amenable as they

had been on similar occasions in the past. They made

it clear that they were diszruntled by the way in which

their respective departments, from which they wsre

obliged to take their profits, were milked by what they

felt to be excessive expenses, commissions and charges

levied by Astor, «

Nevertheless, Astor succeedsd in bringing Stuart to

terms with a salary of $2,500 a ye=ar, and 15 per cent of

the net profits of the Northern Department, Crooks was

harder to deal witnh, and at one time he blurted to a

friends 'If Mr. Astor maintains the ground he ‘ook with

me five days ago, w2 will part as sure as the sun shines

on the poor as well as the rich,!
...Neither he nor Astor divulged the terms of their
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agreement, Crooks obviously had been satisfied
enough to cizn his new coniract, but it wes noted
that his attitule toward Astor thercaflter was
somewhat colored by antaxgonis::."S2

Later, when profits in the Vestern Department were not &s high as Astor might
have wanted, he raged against Bermard Pratte in three successive letters to
Crooks. Astor eith:'r forgot or was unconcerned about the fact that Ramsay
was married to Pratte's daughter. Crooks responded.
WThe pride and clannishness of the typicel
Highisnder, to whom ties of kinship, if only by
marrizgs, were of greater strengih than any
cormercial bonds, rose in him, and he delivered a
stinging rebuke to istor. fI cznnot close this
letier,! Crooks wrote, Vwithout adveriing to jyour
remarks on the conduct of Lr. Fratte, and rust be
permitied te say that whatever reason you may have
to find fault with hin as relztes the sale of his
beaver.s., 1 do think you might have recollected
he is my father-in-law znd noi have forced the 23
subject upon me in all of your last three letters,!'"

The reorganized Western Department was to prove more successful than
before, and they operated freely west of the liississippl with only one real
competitor, the Rocky lountain Fur Company. By 1833 John Jacob Asvor wanted
to retire, and was ready to sell the American Fur Company., This was a good
time to sell, for April 1833 marked the expiration of the American Fur Company's
original charter from the New York State lLegislature, "Crooks raised 100,000
himself and found associates who would put up another .,"_,200,00(_).,"5"1

nIn 183k Astor sold ocut his interest in the

Western Department to Pratte, Chouteau and Company,

which had succeeded Sernard Pratte and Company, and

disposed of the iorthern Derartment to a group

headed by Razsay Crooxs, which wag allowed to retein

the Company's distinctive title," 5

<

Robert Stuart was left out of Ramsay's American Fur Company. '“hy he was leflt
out is unknovn. Perhaps he was asked to buy a share of the Michilimackinac
Department and lacked the necessary capital."gé But Gabriel Franchere vas
included. "Vvhen Astor sold his American Fur Company in 183L, Crooks, who then

became presicent of the newly formed company, asked Franchere to take over the
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management of a key agency at Sault Ste :.!arie."57
o
Thy had Astor decided to sell "this child of his creation,”Su the American

Fur Company?

"Ye was sixty-nine yoars old, unwell, and
afflicted by the ackes of a peinful fell. «c.

An unshakable fur-ryth says +hat Astor at last
reacned hie decision shortly after arriving in
Paris that sumser /I6327 and seeing a silk
topper. According to the yarn, the horrid sight
made him rezlize the beaver hat was doomed and
led hir ‘o dunp his holdings onto Crooks and
associates. Thics of course is nonsengs.

True, beaver prices were droppirg. In August
1632 he wrote Chouteau from Faris, "i very much
fear Beaver will not sell well very soon unless
very fine, it appears they make hats of silk in
plzce of Beaver."

In any event, in the summer of 1835 Ramsay was at ifichilimackinac, after giving
up the presidency of the Yohawk Railroad, which had been one of his side interests,
and he was bursting with plans. ¥ith the completion of the Zrie Canal, freight
rates to New York were considerably reduced, and Ramsay figured that he could
make a profit on muskrat skins, although they were at rock-botton prices. He
also entered another business veniure:
"The Erie Canal had brought settlers to many

points of the lakes, and Crocks believed he couid

sell them Superior's famous trout and whitefish.

He built schooners znd establisned fisheries, but

mismanagerent by local geople, untrained to the jgb,

kept the business from meeiing his expectetions,” O
In Europe the Russian army had adopted the use of raccoon headgear for winter,
and this made for an almost suicidal competition. Ramsay's "deadliest fight
was with the totally unscrupulous Ewing brothers in the Tabash country.“61 Toward
the later part of the 1830fs, the American Fur Company was exportirg nezrly
600,000 small skins yearly, but beaver, which had been the backbone of the fur

trade, encountcred falling prices. "Beaver prices at Philadelphia sagged Ifrom a
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high $6 a pound in 1831 to 32.62 in 1843, The American Fur Company survived

the depression of 1837-38, but the struggle vith the Ewings forced Ramsay to
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continually cut prices. Indians were no longer using the fur trade as their
main concern, and many small farmers were now raising animals for fur. Also,
meny arcas were becoming irapped out. The days of the mighty fur trade were
quickly becoming mumbered. On Septexber 10, 18L2,

Nthe American Fur Zompany, lords once of the
western wilderness, suspended payzents. Its debts
amounted to 3300,C00, In triumph one of the
Erings croved: 'The Great ifmerican Fur Comdanye..
has exprloded, Disappeared, overwhelmed with the
most miseratle bankruptcy...They have met their
just desert.?

Tt was not quite so bad as that. By long, care- 63
ful, adroit mameuvering Crooks paid off every cent.”

In 1845 Ramsay Crooks opened a small comrmission house in New York City
where he lived, dealing in animal pelts of all kinds. &t the time of his
parriage he had purchased & two stcry brick house on Garden Street, two doors
from Broadwzy. Here he was to spend the rest of his days. He became a trustee
in the Astor library, and guided his friend and neighbor, Washington Irving,
in the writing of Astoria. Ramsay "lived very quietly. His principal pleasure
was meeting friends from the wilderness and talking over old times.”6LL It wes
probably during this time that he became a charter member of the famous
lanhattan Club of New York City as well as many learncd societies. The last
time history heard from Ramsay Crooks was during the Presidential election of
1856, when, as has been previously recorded in this paper, John C. Fremont,

Republican candidate for President, claimed to have discovered the Scuth FPass,

Ramsay wrote 2 lengthy letter teo the Detroil Free Press.

"pPathfinding, he said, did not necessarily
qualify a man for the presidency. Besides, Fremont
had not discovered the pass. Briefly he<ocutlined
Hunt's overland expedition of 1811-12, and then told
of the first crossing of South rass, west to east,
tin the month of November, 1812,! thirty years before
Fremont saw it.

IThe seven persons forming the party were ROBERT
¥eCLELLAMD /Fie, of Hagerstown, laryland, who with
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the celebrated captain TZLLS was chief of spies
under Generzl WAYIE in his famous Indian campzizn,
JOSEPH UILIER, of Baltimore, for several years an
officer in the United States army, ROBZIRT STUART,

a citizen of Detroit, BINJAMDT JOUZS, of lissouri,
who acted as hunteman to the pariy, FRANCOIS IS
CLAIRE /Sic/, a half-breed, and ANDRE VALIZE, a
Canadian voyageur, and RAMSAY CROOLS, who is the
only surviver of this small band of adventurers,ln55

This man, Ramsay Crooks, vho had probably more than anything else, relished
the fact that he had lived 2 most fescinating 1life, died on June 6, 1859.

"iecording to the New York Herald, 'He seemed to die of no particular disease,

He quietly passed from the world as one retired to sleep.! He was seventy-tmwo

years cld."66
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Coues, Elliott, History of the Zxpedition under the Cormmand of lewis end Clark,

Vol, ITI, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1965.

mhis was used to document the time that Ramsay met Lewis and Clark on the
viscouri. It is an easy to read edition of Lewls and Clarx's journals.

Folwell, William Watts, A History of limmesota, Vol. I, Ste. Paul, llinnesota;

Finnesota Historical Society, 1322,
This was used to document the government factory houses, which Ransay

succeeded in eliminating., It is an interesting, easy to read histery of
liinnesota.

Franchere, Hoyt C., Ed. Adventure at Astoria, 1810-181L, by Gabriel Franchers,

Norman, Cklahoma: University of Oklahona Press, 1967,

Thie is a Tirst-hand account of *he founding of Astoria, and wes used in
researching *hat aspect of Ramsay's life. It was also used to document
the later association of Remsay Srooks and Gabriel rranchere,

Franchere, Hoyt C., Ed., The Cverland Diary of Wilson Price Hunt, Ashland,

Oreson: The Oregon Book Seciety, 1373,

This is Hunt!s first-hand account of the overlznd expedition to Astoria,
znd was used to document Ramsay's comnection with it, It is interesting
and easy to read, with many maps and illustrations, and the plcture of
Reamsay Crooks used on the title page of this paper was taken from it.

Irving, Tashington. Astoria, Clatsop Edition, Portland, Oregon: Binfords and
Mort, no year given.
This book was used in researching Ramsay's role in the foundinz of Astoria,
It was also used to document the overland partyt!s meetings with Daniel
Boone and Jomn Colter. This edition is fun to read, and has many maps and

illustrations.

-

Johansen, Dorothy O. and Gates, Charles l. Empire of the Columbia, lew York:

Harper and Row, 1967.

The class text was used to document Rzmsay's role in the founding of
Astoria, and the discovery of the South Fass.



Just, Larie Crooks. A Ninnesota Fioneer--7illisn Crocks, Jure 20, 1924,

This is a paper read by &y great aunt to the limnesota Historical Society
on the date above. It contzins a great desal of family history used in
the writing of this parer. .

lavender, David. The Fist in the Vilderness, Garden City, MNew York: Doubleday

and Company, 196k.

This is a biogrzphy of Ramsay Crooks, and was used mainly in this paper
to document Zamsay's early life, his meeting with Lewis and Clark, and
his last years. It is a well-docunsnted book, and aside from its one
wistake concerning Ramsay'!s father's occupation, it is well worth reading,

Nute, Grace lee, Lake Superior, New York: The Bobbs-llerrill Company, 19LlL.

This book was used to document the later life of Ramsay's daughier, Hester
rooks. It is part of the American Lake Series, and reads well., It
eontzins a picture of Ramsay Crooks on page 62.

.

Porter, Xenneth Vligzins, John Jacob Astor, Vol, II, Cambridge, liassachusetts:

Harvard University Press, 1531.

This is recognized as the best book on Jonm Jacoh Astor., It was used in
this paper %o sort out the comrlicated partnerships of the Amsrican fur
Company, as well as to asceriain Asvor's role. A diagram of the americen
Fur Company over the years on page 750 was especially helpful.

Schick, Jim B, Walla VValla, ‘7ashington, Union Bulletin, "The Story of John

Day", no date availzble,
This was a Xeroxed copy of an article on John Day ziven to me by my father.

It was used to document Ramsay's association with John Day in the overland
expedition.

Smith, Arthur D. Howden. John Jacob Astor, Fhiladelphia: J. 3. Lippincott

Company, 1929.
This book was used to simplify some of the details in Porter's book. It
is a much easier book to read than Porter's, but lacks Porter's depth.

Terrell, John Upten. rurs 3y Astor, New York: William Illorrow and Company, 1963.

This book was of immense help in the writing of this paper. I was uced
to document most of the dezlings of the Amorican Fur Company between the
years 1817-183L. It was also helpful in the research of Remsay's marriace.
It is easy to read, and very interesting to the amateur historian.
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