World War I, the US Fur Market and the Skunk

By Scot H. Dahms

Before World War 1. London and
Leipzig, Germany were the center of
the world fur market and most US furs
were shipped to London for sale and
Leipzig for processing. American buy-
ers went to London to purchase Ameri-
can furs. With the beginning of World
War 1, the European market was no
longer accessible. Because of this.
sales were organized in St Louis and
New York in 1915 and 1916 respective-
ly. American firms were then able to
purchase American furs in American
markets.

In the fall of 1914, fur prices fell
drastically due to the beginning of
World War I. The March 1915 London
sale was handicapped by the absence of
foreign buyers. The fur sales at London
in March 1915 dropped dramatically
from 1914. There were only 1.700.000
muskrat sold compared to 4.500.000.
only 600,000 skunk sold compared to
1.900.000. and onlv 19,000 mink sold
compared to 160.000.

The fur auctions in St. Louis and New
York were very important to the Ameri-
can fur trade. There was some concern
that large fur auctions would fail in the
US, but the sales went well and contin-
ued to increase in sales values. The
first auction in St Louis totaled less
than $1.000.000 in sales. The 1919
winter sale was just shy of $8.000.000
and the winter sale of 1921 was at
$11.000.000. The first New York sale
was valued at $250.000. the winter sale
of 1919 totaled $6,000.000 and the win-
ter sale of 1921 netted $2,000.000.

In early 1918, an arrangement be-
tween the Alien Property Custodian and
the Fur Merchants Credit Association
of New York allowed American mer-
chants to purchase several millions of
dollars representing the interests of
Germany and the money paid turned
over to the US Treasurv. As a firm
Americanizes its holdings, the company
makes fair and substantial payments for
the enemy interests it holds. This root-
ed out every German dollar invested in
the US fur business and cut any control
that Germany had over the US fur in-
dustry.

Even after the end of the war, the
American fur trade continued to in-
crease. Imports of undressed fur were
valued at $32,000,000 in 1918.

$69.000.000 in 1919 and S84.000.000 in
1920. Imports of dressed furs were val-
ued at $2,500.000 in 1918, $7.500.000 in
1919 and $9.000.000 in 1920. Expotts
of dressed furs were valued at
$11.000.000 in 1918. $24.000.000 in
1919 and $33.000.000 in 1920. The
overall value of the fur industy in the
US in 1918 was §233.000.000. 1919 was
§342.000.000 and 1920 was
§333.000.000.

The skunk was very important during
this time. The skunk was second in
overall value to the fur market with
muskrat being first. As the number of
skunks going to London for sale de-
creased. the numbers sold at New York
and St. Louis increased. In 1918. the
number of skunks sold in these two mar-
kets combined was 600,000, in 1919 it
was 1.300.000, in 1920 1t was 1.200.000
and in 1921 it was 900,000.

Before World War I, Europe absorbed
the entire US skunk output for manufac-
ture. These furs would then be sold back
to the US citizens as “American sable™.
“Alaskan sable”™ or “black marten™. The
scarcity of Russian sable and other dark
furs from abroad favored the market for
skunk. Once the sales in St. Louis and
New York were established. the number
of skunks purchased and made into
clothing in the US increased.

This period of great demand for skunk
led to an awakening in the need for pro-
tection. Laws were passed to provide
protection due to the scarcity of the furs
with the purpose of conserving a com-
mereial resource. As of 1922, most
states had seasons and several states
prohibited digging skunks out of their
dens or driving them out with smoke or
chemicals.

The first protection for skunks grew
out of appeals from hop growers in New
York because of the value the services of
the skunk provided in combating the hop
grub. In 1893, the New York legislature
delegated the right to enact local game
laws to counties. In 1894, four New
York counties provided protection to the
skunk.

The final undoing in the popularity of
the skunk in the fur market came via the
US Federal Trade Commission. In 1938,
the true identity of the furbearer had to
be given. The skunk was then called a
“sable-dved skunk”™. In 1932, the Com-
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mission went further with the passing of
Fur Products Labeling Act which re-
quired labeling utilizing the true Eng-
lish names for animals so the animal
could be identified in the United States.

Although legislature to protect the
skunk had started in the 1890s, World
War I brought attention for the need to
protect the skunk because of the high
demand for the fur during the war.
Americans became aware of the need to
protect all furbearers so that the fur
market would continue to be supplied
with quality furs. The US fur industry
grew from a neglected, unimportant
industry to one of the largest and most
important in existence. After World
War I, the US was the largest fur mar-
ket and fur consuming country in the
world.

I encourage anyone who has infor-
mation contrary to what [ have written
in this article to contact me via email.
mail. phone or in the magazine.
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