
H
ats made from beaver pelts were such 
hot fashion items in Europe in the 1500s 
that within 20 years, there were almost no 

beavers left there. Meanwhile, European fishermen 
on the east coast of what’s now Canada were trading 
with Indigenous people for food and furs. 

 Most men who settled in New France in the early to 
mid-1600s hoped to farm, but there were so few women that only one 
man in seven could find a wife and start a family to help him with the 
crops and animals. Many Frenchmen took off into the wilderness instead 
to make their living trading with Indigenous people for the furs Europeans 
desperately wanted.
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It’s amazing to think that without a fad for a certain kind 
of hat, Canada might not exist, and the lives of Indigenous 
people would probably be completely different. Whether 
you think it mostly helped or harmed, there’s no question 
that the fur trade changed everything.

Coureurs de bois usually worked on their 
own. They were experts at travelling the 

wilderness, whether on water or land, and 
also traded for furs. Voyageurs usually 

worked for a company, and mostly just 
paddled others, who did the actual trading.
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 These voyageurs and coureurs de bois (runners of the woods) paddled 
thousands of kilometres from Montreal into what was known then as the 
Northwest. They were looking for beaver, but also traded for what were 
called fancy furs such as fox, marten, mink, fisher and others. 

 Sometimes the traders went right to where Indigenous hunters and 
trappers lived, and sometimes the Indigenous people came to the trading 
posts set up by the Europeans (mainly English and Scottish). For 250 
years, the fur trade boomed. It supported explorers who pushed west 
and north, mapping their journeys along the way. Its fur trade posts led 
European settlers all the way to the 
coast of British Columbia.

 By the 1820s, beavers and many 
other fur-bearing animals had 
been severely over-hunted. In the 
1830s, cheaper silk hats became 
fashionable, with even more types 
of cloth soon driving prices down 
even more. Within about 40 years, 
the trade in beaver pelts was pretty 
much over. 
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There were many popular  
kinds of hats made from  
beaver pelts

"continental" hat

the d'orsay

naval cocked hat

the wellington

army hat

the regent

the paris beau

a clerical type

Stylin' Beaver

“Henceforth all Gentlemen’s hats 
shall be fashioned of beaverskins.” 

–King Charles II, 1670

Beaver hats showed a man was  

wealthy and important, and often  

signalled what his job was. They also  

shed rain, which was important in drizzly  

England before the umbrella was invented.  

A beaver hat was highly prized and would 

often be passed from father to son.

From Pelt to Hat 
A coat pelt or castor gras was several pelts 
sewn together into clothing and worn with the 
fur next to the body until the long guard hairs 
fell off. It was soft and easy to work with. A 
parchment beaver or castor sec was stretched 
and dried, and still had the long guard hairs 
attached. Hat-makers in Europe shaved the 
guard hairs off the pelt and smushed it so the 
little barbs on the soft undercoat stuck together. 
This process, called felting, created a high 
quality, stiff material that held its shape when 
made into a hat. 
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two combs

two mirrors3/4 of a 
pound of 
buttons

two red
feathers eight knivessix thimbles

a pair 
of pants20 fish

hooks

a pistol

What a Beaver Bought
For a while, each trading post offered different things in exchange for furs. 
Some Aboriginal people shopped around for the best deal. Eventually, 
Hudson’s Bay factors caught on and set up what they called a “standard of 
trade” so that everyone used the same system. Here’s how it worked in Fort 
Albany in 1733.
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The fur trade is very different now.  
Most fur such as mink and fox comes from 
animals raised on farms, but First Nations 
and Inuit still trap animals and sell their 

furs under strict rules. 
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