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Washington Irving’s “Astoria or Anecdotes of an Enterprise Beyond 
the Rocky Mountains” 

AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION  

IN THE COURSE of occasional visits to Canada many years since, I became intimately 
acquainted with some of the principal partners of the great Northwest Fur Company, who at that 
time lived in genial style at Montreal, and kept almost open house for the stranger. At their 
hospitable boards I occasionally met with partners, and clerks, and hardy fur traders from the 
interior posts; men who had passed years remote from civilized society, among distant and 
savage tribes, and who had wonders to recount of their wide and wild peregrinations, their 
hunting exploits, and their perilous adventures and hair-breadth escapes among the Indians. I was 
at an age when imagination lends its coloring to everything, and the stories of these Sinbads of 
the wilderness made the life of a trapper and fur trader perfect romance to me. I even meditated 
at one time a visit to the remote posts of the company in the boats which annually ascended the 
lakes and rivers, being thereto invited by one of the partners; and I have ever since regretted that 
I was prevented by circumstances from carrying my intention into effect. From those early 
impressions, the grand enterprise of the great fur companies, and the hazardous errantry of their 
associates in the wild parts of our vast continent, have always been themes of charmed interest to 
me; and I have felt anxious to get at the details of their adventurous expeditions among the 
savage tribes that peopled the depths of the wilderness. 

About two years ago, not long after my return from a tour upon the prairies of the far West, I had 
a conversation with my friend, Mr. John Jacob Astor, relative to that portion of our country, and 
to the adventurous traders to Santa Fe and the Columbia. This led him to advert to a great 
enterprise set on foot and conducted by him, between twenty and thirty years since, having for its 
object to carry the fur trade across the Rocky Mountains, and to sweep the shores of the Pacific. 

Finding that I took an interest in the subject, he expressed a regret that the true nature and extent 
of his enterprise and its national character and importance had never been understood, and a wish 
that I would undertake to give an account of it. The suggestion struck upon the chord of early 
associations already vibrating in my mind. It occurred to me that a work of this kind might 
comprise a variety of those curious details, so interesting to me, illustrative of the fur trade; of its 
remote and adventurous enterprises, and of the various people, and tribes, and castes, and 
characters, civilized and savage, affected by its operations. The journals, and letters, also, of the 
adventurers by sea and land employed by Mr. Astor in his comprehensive project, might throw 
light upon portions of our country quite out of the track of ordinary travel, and as yet but little 
known. I therefore felt disposed to undertake the task, provided documents of sufficient extent 
and minuteness could be furnished to me. All the papers relative to the enterprise were 
accordingly submitted to my inspection. Among them were journals and letters narrating 
expeditions by sea, and journeys to and fro across the Rocky Mountains by routes before 
untravelled, together with documents illustrative of savage and colonial life on the borders of the 
Pacific. With such material in hand, I undertook the work. The trouble of rummaging among 
business papers, and of collecting and collating facts from amidst tedious and commonplace 
details, was spared me by my nephew, Pierre M. Irving, who acted as my pioneer, and to whom I 
am greatly indebted for smoothing my path and lightening my labors. 
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As the journals, on which I chiefly depended, had been kept by men of business, intent upon the 
main object of the enterprise, and but little versed in science, or curious about matters not 
immediately bearing upon their interest, and as they were written often in moments of fatigue or 
hurry, amid the inconveniences of wild encampments, they were often meagre in their details, 
furnishing hints to provoke rather than narratives to satisfy inquiry. I have, therefore, availed 
myself occasionally of collateral lights supplied by the published journals of other travellers who 
have visited the scenes described: such as Messrs. Lewis and Clarke, Bradbury, Breckenridge, 
Long, Franchere, and Ross Cox, and make a general acknowledgment of aid received from these 
quarters. 

The work I here present to the public is necessarily of a rambling and somewhat disjointed 
nature, comprising various expeditions and adventures by land and sea. The facts, however, will 
prove to be linked and banded together by one grand scheme, devised and conducted by a master 
spirit; one set of characters, also, continues throughout, appearing occasionally, though 
sometimes at long intervals, and the whole enterprise winds up by a regular catastrophe; so that 
the work, without any labored attempt at artificial construction, actually possesses much of that 
unity so much sought after in works of fiction, and considered so important to the interest of 
every history. 

WASHINGTON IRVING 

 CHAPTER LVI.  

Affairs of State at Astoria.-M'Dougal Proposes for the Hand of An Indian Princess- Matrimonial 
Embassy to Comcomly.- Matrimonial Notions Among the Chinooks.- Settlements and Pin-
Money.- The Bringing Home of the Bride.- A Managing Father-in-Law.- Arrival of Mr. Hunt at 
Astoria. 

WE have hitherto had so much to relate of a gloomy and disastrous nature, that it is with a 
feeling of momentary relief we turn to something of a more pleasing complexion, and record the 
first, and indeed only nuptials in high life that took place in the infant settlement of Astoria. 

M'Dougal, who appears to have been a man of a thousand projects, and of great, though 
somewhat irregular ambition, suddenly conceived the idea of seeking the hand of one of the 
native princesses, a daughter of the one-eyed potentate Comcomly, who held sway over the 
fishing tribe of the Chinooks, and had long supplied the factory with smelts and sturgeons. 

Some accounts give rather a romantic origin to this affair, tracing it to the stormy night when 
M'Dougal, in the course of an exploring expedition, was driven by stress of weather to seek 
shelter in the royal abode of Comcomly. Then and there he was first struck with the charms of 
the piscatory princess, as she exerted herself to entertain her father's guest. 

The "journal of Astoria," however, which was kept under his own eye, records this union as a 
high state alliance, and great stroke of policy. The factory had to depend, in a great measure, on 
the Chinooks for provisions. They were at present friendly, but it was to be feared they would 
prove otherwise, should they discover the weakness and the exigencies of the post, and the 
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intention to leave the country. This alliance, therefore, would infallibly rivet Comcomly to the 
interests of the Astorians, and with him the powerful tribe of the Chinooks. Be this as it may, and 
it is hard to fathom the real policy of governors and princes, M'Dougal despatched two of the 
clerks as ambassadors extraordinary, to wait upon the one-eyed chieftain, and make overtures for 
the hand of his daughter. 

The Chinooks, though not a very refined nation, have notions of matrimonial arrangements that 
would not disgrace the most refined sticklers for settlements and pin-money. The suitor repairs 
not to the bower of his mistress, but to her father's lodge, and throws down a present at his feet. 
His wishes are then disclosed by some discreet friend employed by him for the purpose. If the 
suitor and his present find favor in the eyes of the father, he breaks the matter to his daughter, 
and inquires into the state of her inclinations. Should her answer be favorable, the suit is 
accepted and the lover has to make further presents to the father, of horses, canoes, and other 
valuables, according to the beauty and merits of the bride; looking forward to a return in kind 
whenever they shall go to housekeeping. 

We have more than once had occasion to speak of the shrewdness, of Comcomly; but never was 
it exerted more adroitly than on this occasion. He was a great friend of M'Dougal, and pleased 
with the idea of having so distinguished a son-in-law; but so favorable an opportunity of 
benefiting his own fortune was not likely to occur a second time, and he determined to make the 
most of it. Accordingly, the negotiation was protracted with true diplomatic skill. Conference 
after conference was held with the two ambassadors. Comcomly was extravagant in his terms; 
rating the charms of his daughter at the highest price, and indeed she is represented as having one 
of the flattest and most aristocratical heads in the tribe. At length the preliminaries were all 
happily adjusted. On the 20th of July, early in the afternoon, a squadron of canoes crossed over 
from the village of the Chinooks, bearing the royal family of Comcomly, and all his court. 

That worthy sachem landed in princely state, arrayed in a bright blue blanket and red breech 
clout, with an extra quantity of paint and feathers, attended by a train of half-naked warriors and 
nobles. A horse was in waiting to receive the princess, who was mounted behind one of the 
clerks, and thus conveyed, coy but compliant, to the fortress. Here she was received with devout, 
though decent joy, by her expecting bridegroom. 

Her bridal adornments, it is true, at first caused some little dismay, having painted and anointed 
herself for the occasion according to the Chinook toilet; by dint, however, of copious ablutions, 
she was freed from all adventitious tint and fragrance, and entered into the nuptial state, the 
cleanest princess that had ever been known, of the somewhat unctuous tribe of the Chinooks. 

From that time forward, Comcomly was a daily visitor at the fort, and was admitted into the most 
intimate councils of his son-in- law. He took an interest in everything that was going forward, 
but was particularly frequent in his visits to the blacksmith's shop; tasking the labors of the 
artificer in iron for every state, insomuch that the necessary business of the factory was often 
postponed to attend to his requisitions. 

The honey-moon had scarce passed away, and M'Dougal was seated with his bride in the fortress 
of Astoria, when, about noon of the 20th of August, Gassacop, the son of Comcomly, hurried 
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into his presence with great agitation, and announced a ship at the mouth of the river. The news 
produced a vast sensation. Was it a ship of peace or war? Was it American or British? Was it the 
Beaver or the Isaac Todd? M'Dougal hurried to the waterside, threw himself into a boat, and 
ordered the hands to pull with all speed for the mouth of the harbor. Those in the fort remained 
watching the entrance of the river, anxious to know whether they were to prepare for greeting a 
friend or fighting an enemy. At length the ship was descried crossing the bar, and bending her 
course towards Astoria. Every gaze was fixed upon her in silent scrutiny, until the American flag 
was recognized. A general shout was the first expression of joy, and next a salutation was 
thundered from the cannon of the fort. 

The vessel came to anchor on the opposite side of the river, and returned the salute. The boat of 
Mr. M'Dougal went on board, and was seen returning late in the afternoon. The Astorians 
watched her with straining eyes, to discover who were on board, but the sun went down, and the 
evening closed in, before she was sufficiently near. At length she reached the land, and Mr. Hunt 
stepped on shore. He was hailed as one risen from the dead, and his return was a signal for 
merriment almost equal to that which prevailed at the nuptials of M'Dougal. 

We must now explain the cause of this gentleman's long absence, which had given rise to such 
gloomy and dispiriting surmises. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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