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Alaska’s Fur Industry

No Holds Barred
By the 1830s, the Russians implemented conservation 
measures to rebuild the populations of overhunted 
marine fur bearers, particularly the fur seals on the 
Pribilof Islands in the Bering Sea. However, in 1867, 
American traders descended upon the islands to cash 
in on the lucrative pelts. With no American hunting 
restrictions, they killed so many fur seals in one year 
that Congress designated the Pribilof Islands a special 
reserve and sent agents to oversee hunting. 

Fortune and Fur
In 1870, the U.S. Department of the 
Treasury awarded an exclusive 20-year 
lease for hunting on the Pribilof Islands 
to the Alaska Commercial Company. 
During the next 40 years, the ACC 
made a fortune. The rent and royalties 
they paid to the U.S. nearly covered the 
$7.2 million the U.S. paid for Alaska.

Sea otter and fur seal pelts—the most valuable 
resources to the Russians—immediately 
attracted Americans to Alaskan waters. 
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Business as Usual
The ACC purchased most of the Russian-
American Company’s fur trading posts 
throughout Alaska and hired many of their 
employees, many of whom were Russian-
Native creoles. The RAC‘s established trade 
network helped the ACC outcompete other 
businesses. Many Native people said the 
Russians just changed their name.
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Legal End Run
The people known as Unangan, forcibly relocated 
to the Pribilof Islands by the Russians, continued to 
hunt for the ACC. The ACC’s hunting lease, though 
well-intended, controlled many aspects of their 
lives and it failed to reduce overhunting. British, 
Russian, Japanese, and other American fur hunters 
sidestepped the ACC’s exclusive lease by hunting 
the fur seals at sea. In 1911, those four countries finally 
signed a treaty to prevent extinction of the animals. 


