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FOR Y O U R S A F E T Y 

Exerc ise c a u t i o n w h e n t o u r i n g t h e f o r t s i te . Ob­

se rve t h e ce l la r e x c a v a t i o n s f r o m a safe v a n t a g e 

p o i n t and v i e w t h e r i ve r on l y f r o m t h e d e s i g n a t e d 

o v e r l o o k s . A l t h o u g h p o i s o n o u s snakes are n o t 

c o m m o n t o t h i s a rea , be a le r t a n d d o n o t w a l k in 

t h e ta l l g rass . Obey al l p o s t e d w a r n i n g s igns . 

A D M I N I S T R A T I O N 

F o r t U n i o n T r a d i n g Pos t N a t i o n a l H i s t o r i c S i t e is 

a d m i n i s t e r e d by t h e Na t i ona l Park S e r v i c e , U.S. 

D e p a r t m e n t o f t h e I n te r i o r . The s u p e r i n t e n d e n t 

o f T h e o d o r e Rooseve l t Na t i ona l M e m o r i a l Park , 

M e d o r a , N D 5 8 6 4 5 , is in c h a r g e . 

A s t h e N a t i o n ' s p r i n c i p a l c o n s e r v a t i o n a g e n c y , t h e 

D e p a r t m e n t o f t h e I n t e r i o r has r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 

m o s t o f o u r na t i ona l l y o w n e d pub l i c lands a n d 

n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s . Th i s i nc ludes f o s t e r i n g t h e 

w i s e s t use o f o u r l and and w a t e r r e s o u r c e s , p ro ­

t e c t i n g o u r f i s h a n d w i l d l i f e , p r e s e r v i n g t h e en­

v i r o n m e n t a l a n d c u l t u r a l va lues o f o u r na t i ona l 

pa rks a n d h i s t o r i c a l p laces , a n d p r o v i d i n g f o r t h e 

e n j o y m e n t o f l i fe t h r o u g h o u t d o o r r e c r e a t i o n . T h e 

D e p a r t m e n t assesses o u r e n e r g y a n d m i n e r a l 

r e s o u r c e s a n d w o r k s t o assu re t h a t t h e i r deve lop ­

m e n t is in t h e bes t i n t e res t s o f al l o u r peop le . 

T h e D e p a r t m e n t a lso has a m a j o r r espons ib i l i t y 

f o r A m e r i c a n I n d i a n r e s e r v a t i o n c o m m u n i t i e s a n d 

f o r peop le w h o l ive in Is land T e r r i t o r i e s u n d e r U.S. 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . 

The year, 1843 . The place. I nd ian c o u n t r y o n t h e 

U p p e r M i s s o u r i R iver a t t h e m o u t h o f t h e Ye l low­

s tone , 1,900 mi les f r o m St . Lou is . T h e occasion, 

ar r i va l at t h e f o r t o f t h e f i r s t s p r i n g s t e a m b o a t , 

t h i s one bea r ing d i s t i n g u i s h e d passengers . 

J o h n J a m e s A u d u b o n , f a m o u s na tu ra l i s t - pa in te r , 

a n d his p a r t y w e r e a b o a r d t h e Omega. In his 

j o u r n a l f o r M o n d a y , J u n e 1 2 , A u d u b o n w r o t e : 

We came in sight of the fort at five o'clock, and 

reached it at seven. . . . We were saluted [by can­

non] from Fort Union, and we fired guns in return 

. . . The moment we had arrived, the gentlemen of 

the fort came down on horseback, and appeared 

quite a cavalcade. . . . We walked to the fort and 

drank some first-rate port wine. Our trip to this 

place has been one of the quickest on record . . . 

forty-eight days and seven hours from St. Louis. 

B e g i n n i n g w i t h t h e f l o o d w a t e r s o f t h e s p r i n g 

t h a w each year and c o n t i n u i n g in to t h e s u m m e r , 

s t e a m b o a t s b r o u g h t passengers , I nd ian t r a d e 

g o o d s , and luxu r ies u p r i v e r t o F o r t U n i o n T r a d i n g 

Post . As headqua r t e r s f o r t h e U p p e r M i s s o u r i 

O u t f i t o f a St . Lou is , M o . , f u r c o m p a n y , i t w a s t h e 

p r i nc i pa l ob jec t i ve o f t r ave l t o t h e uppe r M i s s o u r i 

a n d b e y o n d t o t h e Rock ies . For years it w a s t h e 

l im i t o f nav i ga t i on f o r t h e r i ve r s t e a m b o a t s . 

D u r i n g A u d u b o n ' s 2 - m o n t h s tay . F o r t U n i o n T r a d ­

ing Post w a s in i ts s e c o n d a n d mos t p r o s p e r o u s 

decade . It w a s a lso unde r t h e d i r e c t i o n o f i ts 

s e c o n d ch ie f f a c t o r , o r b o u r g e o i s , A l e x a n d e r Cul -

b e r t s o n , a man of e d u c a t i o n and r e f i n e m e n t . 

F o r t U n i o n w a s t h e la rges t and m o s t i m p o s i n g 

t r a d i n g pos t o n t h e M i s s o u r i . I t was o n t h e n o r t h 

bank , a b o u t 2 5 fee t f r o m t h e r i ve r a n d a b o u t 6 

mi les f r o m t h e m o u t h o f t h e Y e l l o w s t o n e , f l o w i n g 

i n t o t h e M i s s o u r i f r o m t h e s o u t h . A r o u n d i t w a s 

p ra i r i e t h a t gave w a y o n t h e w e s t a n d n o r t h t o 

r o l l i ng hi l ls and b lu f f s . Up a n d d o w n r i ve r f r o m t h e 

f o r t w e r e r i ve r b o t t o m l a n d s hav ing a heavy g r o w t h 

o f c o t t o n w o o d , ash , a n d e l m — t i m b e r necessa ry 

f o r bu i l d i ng and m a i n t a i n i n g o f t h e f o r t . 

K e n n e t h M c K e n z i e , an e x p e r i e n c e d t r a d e r a n d 

ab le execu t i ve f o r t h e A m e r i c a n Fur C o m p a n y o n 

t h e U p p e r M i s s o u r i , bu i l t t h e e n c l o s u r e w a l l s a n d 

s o m e s t r u c t u r e s in t h e a u t u m n of 1 8 2 9 . B u t in 

t h i s w i l d c o u n t r y o f t h e uppe r Pla ins Ind ians— 

A s s i n i b o i n , C r o w , B l a c k f o o t , S ioux , a m o n g o t h e r s 

— a n d 1,900 mi les f r o m t h e supp ly head a t S t . 

L o u i s , i t r e q u i r e d 4 years f o r M c K e n z i e t o c o m ­

p le te t h e t r a d i n g pos t t o his sa t i s f ac t i on . 

He bu i l t f o r p r o t e c t i o n r a t h e r t h a n f o r m i l i t a r y use. 

I n t e r t r i b a l r i va l r i es a b o u n d e d b e t w e e n t h e D a k o t a 

(Sioux) and A s s i n i b o i n , a n d b e t w e e n t h e C r o w a n d 

m o s t o t h e r t r i bes . W h e n t h e d i f f e r e n t t r i bes c a m e 

t o t r a d e t he i r f u r s , t hey g r o u p e d separa te l y o n t h e 

a l m o s t f la t p la ins a r o u n d t h e f o r t , w h e r e 1 0 0 o r 

m o r e tepees c o u l d be ra ised . The f o r t s ta f f w e n t 

o u t t o t r a d e w i t h t h e m , b u t r e t r e a t e d b e h i n d t h e 

pal isades w h e n a f l u r r y o f f i g h t i n g b r o k e o u t . 

M c K e n z i e ' s po l i cy w a s n o t t o ge t i n vo l ved e x c e p t 

as peacemaker . I t w a s b e t t e r f o r t r a d e p u r p o s e s . 

Pe rhaps it w a s pa r t l y f o r his success w i t h t h e 

Ind ians t h a t M c K e n z i e w a s k n o w n as " K i n g o f t h e 

U p p e r M i s s o u r i . " He l i ved in a s ty le w o r t h y o f his 

t i t l e . He d ressed f o r d i n n e r a t a tab le set w i t h 

ch ina and s i l ve rwa re . H is s u b o r d i n a t e s sat a t t h e 

l o n g tab le in d e s c e n d i n g o r d e r o f i m p o r t a n c e , t h e 

least s i t t i n g f a r t h e s t f r o m t h e b o u r g e o i s . M e a t s , 

vege tab les , da i r y p r o d u c t s , a n d g o o d b r e a d w e r e 

se rved a t h is t ab l e , w i t h c o f f e e , t ea , a n d w i n e . T h e 

o r d i n a r y l abo re rs , s i t t i n g a t a sepa ra te t ab le , a lso 

a te p l en t i f u l l y , b u t o f a r e s t r i c t e d fa re . 

S o p h i s t i c a t e d v i s i t o r s w e r e imp ressed w i t h t h e 

occas iona l soc ia l even ts . Severa l r a n k i n g c o m p a n y 

o f f i c i a l s had Ind ian w i v e s w h o a d o p t e d t h e d ress , 

c u s t o m s , and m a n n e r s o f t h e i r n e w l i fe . T h e bour ­

geo i s g a v e dances s im i la r t o t h o s e in t h e East. 

T h u s , w h e n M c K e n z i e le f t and A l e x a n d e r C o l b e r t 

son s u c c e e d e d h im in 1 8 4 3 , t h e t r a d i n g pos t w a s 

a c o m f o r t a b l e and q u i t e c o m p l e t e A m e r i c a n c o m ­

m u n i t y in t h e m i d s t o f t h e w i l d e r n e s s o f t h e 

u p p e r P la ins Ind ian t e r r i t o r i e s . 

I ts wa l l s o f g o o d size c o t t o n w o o d t r u n k s w e r e 2 0 

fee t h i gh a n d w e r e g r o u n d e d in s tone f o u n d a t i o n s 

a n d s u p p o r t e d by s tone bas t i ons at t w o c o r n e r s , 

2 4 fee t squa re and 3 0 fee t h i gh . I ts bu i l d i ngs 

se rved eve ry basic need f o r l i fe in t h e w i l d e r n e s s 

a n d f o r t r a d e w i t h t h e Ind ians . 

The b o u r g e o i s ' house w a s a l o n g t h e 2 2 0 - f o o t n o r t h 

w a l l , f a c i n g t h e r i ve r ga te in t h e s o u t h w a l l . T h e 

11/2-story, p l anked bu i l d i ng w a s p a i n t e d w h i t e w i t h 

g r e e n t r i m . I ts i n t e r i o r , h a n d s o m e l y p a p e r e d , fu r ­

n i s h e d , a n d o r n a m e n t e d , h a d a mess ha l l , a m p l e 

s leep ing a c c o m m o d a t i o n s , o f f i ces , a n d a t a i l o r 

s h o p . B e h i n d t h e house w a s a separa te k i t c h e n , 

m a n n e d by t h r e e b lack c o o k s . 

T h e east a n d w e s t wa l l s , each 2 4 0 fee t l o n g , w e r e 

b o r d e r e d by la rge m u l t i - p u r p o s e bu i l d i ngs . T h e 

This first detailed sketch of Fort Union was drawn by Karl Bodmer, 
a Swiss artist in the party of Maximilian, Prince of Wied, who 
visited the fort during his travels in the West. 

o n e o n t h e east c o n t a i n e d a w h o l e s a l e w a r e h o u s e , 

a re ta i l s t o r e , a n d had r o o m s in w h i c h b a g g a g e , 

mea ts , a n d o t h e r f o o d s w e r e s t o r e d . A t t h e r i ve r 

end w a s a " p r e s s r o o m " w h e r e al l t h e r o b e s , f u r s , 

a n d pe l t r i es w e r e kep t . A l s o in t h i s b u i l d i n g w e r e 

an a r t i s t ' s w o r k s h o p , a c o o p e r ' s s h o p , m i l k h o u s e 

and da i r y , a s tab le f o r b u f f a l o ca lves ra ised f o r 

f o o d , and a henhouse . The l ong b u i l d i n g o n t h e 

w e s t w a s p a r t i t i o n e d i n t o a p a r t m e n t s f o r emp loy ­

ees. A n i cehouse w a s a t t a c h e d t o i t , a n d n e a r b y 

w e r e a b lacksm i th ' s s h o p a n d s tab les f o r ho rses . 

A l o n g t h e s o u t h w a l l a n d w e s t o f t h e l a rge r i ve r 

ga te w e r e m o r e w o r k s h o p s a n d t h e i m p o r t a n t 

r e c e p t i o n r o o m f o r t h e Ind ians w h o c a m e t o t h e 

f o r t t o v i s i t and t r a d e . Th is r o o m w a s c o n s t r u c t e d 

so t h a t access t o t h e c o u r t y a r d r e q u i r e d admi t ­

t ance t h r o u g h a s e c o n d s t r o n g ga te . T h u s , t h e 

f o r t peop le w e r e e f f ec t i ve l y p r o t e c t e d aga ins t 

su rp r i se a t tack . 

In t h e c e n t e r o f t h e c o u r t y a r d w a s a ta l l f l a g p o l e 

f l y i n g t h e la rge A m e r i c a n f l ag f r e q u e n t l y men­

t i o n e d by t h e f i r s t t r a v e l e r s t o t h e A m e r i c a n W e s t . 

Th is i m p o s i n g es tab l i shmen t w a s t h e h e a d q u a r t e r s 

o f t h e U p p e r M i s s o u r i O u t f i t o f t h e St . Lou is-

based f u r t r a d i n g f i r m of P ie r re C h o u t e a u , J r . , & 

C o m p a n y . In 1 8 3 4 C h o u t e a u b o u g h t o u t t h e West ­

e rn D e p a r t m e n t o f J o h n J a c o b A s t o r ' s A m e r i c a n 

Fur C o m p a n y , h e a d q u a r t e r e d in N e w Y o r k C i ty . 

A s t o r so ld his i n te res t s w e s t o f t h e M iss i ss ipp i in 



1834 when silk tophats had replaced beaver hats 
for men to such an extent that beaver skins were 
no longer much in demand. 

At Fort Union Trading Post, however, business re­
mained brisk because of an increased demand for 
buffalo hides (called robes) for the American mar­
ket. Most of these and other furs and peltries 
were obtained from the Indians in trade for manu­
factured goods. A list of the items stocked at the 
fort reads like an inventory of a small department 
store. On all items the company made a good 
profit. So much so, that two smaller fort-trading 
posts were built to provide closer contact with 
more Indian tribes. Fort McKenzie—named after 
the builder of Fort Union, was built farther up the 
Missouri at the mouth of the Marias River among 
the Blackfoot, Piegans, and Gros Ventres—and 
Fort Alexander, far up the Yellowstone near the 
mouth of the Big Horn River among the Crow 
Indians. Trade continued to flourish even though 
the smallpox epidemic of 1837 wrought havoc 
among the Indians, greatly reducing the numbers 
of some tribes. 

As Fort Union approached its quarter century, 
signs of coming changes were apparent on the 
upper Missouri. Buffalo herds were still immense, 
but Western-type civilization was beginning to 
encroach on the homelands of the Plains Indians. 
In 1853, the trading post played host to a group 
of men surveying for a railroad route. 

The Sioux, less affected by the smallpox epidemics 
than many tribes, became more and more hostile. 
In 1857 another smallpox epidemic raged among 
the Plains Indians, and this time the Crows suf­
fered heavily because they also had escaped the 
1837 scourge and none were immune. The tribes 
broke into bands and scattered far and wide in 
an effort to escape. Not many went to Fort Union 
to trade that summer. Bourgeois James Kipp esti­
mated that business would be cut in half that year. 

The depredations and killings by the Sioux con­
tinued, and soldiers were sent to curb them. Then, 
on June 17, 1865, a steamboat arrived with the 
news that Pierre Chouteau, Jr., & Company had 
sold the trading post to the Northwestern Fur 
Company. By September, Fort Union was put in 
order to be turned over to the new owners. Within 
a few years they abandoned the post and it was 
gradually dismantled by the Army, to help expand 
Fort Buford a few miles down the Missouri, and 
by private parties and Indians. 

THE INDIANS AND THE FUR TRADE 
How did the Indians feel about Fort Union and the 
fur trade? We don't really know. They had no 
written language and we know of none who could 
write in English in the 1830s and 1840's among 
the Upper Plains tribes. The accounts we have of 
these Indians were written by traders and by prom­
inent American and foreign visitors to the Fort 
Union country. When these are purged of words 
and phrases heavy with animosity and personal, 
racial, and cultural bias, we are left with enough 
to conjecture the attitude of the Indians toward 
the intrusions of the American traders and trap­
pers into their acknowledged territories. Their 
reactions must have been influenced by what 
they knew was happening to the tribes east of the 

Mississippi. Like humans everywhere, they may 
have thought those things would never happen to 
them; but they must have worried. 

The first white intruders were the Canadian fur 
traders of the North West Company. They lived off 
the bounty of the land and their business was to 
please the Indians who wanted to trade with them 
—furs for guns, powder, beads, and blankets. 
Later American parties of fur trappers and trad­
ers moved into the territory. Since the Indians 
also trapped for pelts for personal use and for 
trade, they looked upon the white trappers as 
poachers and often showed their resentment by 
killing them and taking their fur caches. The 
Indians may not have been concerned about the 
number of beaver being taken for they could not 
envision a shortage, but some individuals and 
bands, and one large group, the Blackfoot tribe, 
resented the trespassing upon their hunting and 
trapping lands. But, though justifiably hostile to 
these freebooters, the tribes do not appear to 
have felt threatened. 

Small parties of American trappers, or the moun­
tain men working alone, were usually unmolested. 
The latter fully adopted the Indian way of life, 
married Indians, and often joined their wife's tribe 
in fights against traditional enemies. 

However, against the Missouri Fur Company's 
organized trapping-trading expeditions, the atti­
tude of some tribes hardened, particularly the 
Blackfoot. Their lands were at the headwaters of 
the Missouri. From 1809 to 1812, these Indians 
successfully drove the white men from their 
lands, capturing furs, horses, and equipment. 

Despite these reverses, the lure of trade and profit 
was so great that the fur companies continued 
their efforts to open trading with the various 
tribes of the Upper Missouri. They made con­
tacts, encouraging them to trap for furs to ex­
change for trade goods and to accept trading 
posts on their lands. The American Fur Company 

The fort as it looked in 1864, as drawn by a soldier who had 

taken refuge there after deserting from the U.S. Army. 

succeeded in establishing such a post among the 
Assiniboin. This was the strongly constructed 
Fort Union. 

The Indians must have looked upon this fort as 
a settlement of Americans upon their lands. But 
there was only a little grazing of domestic animals 
and subsistence farming. There were some 
threats to the fort, and in its last years, a planned 
attack by the Sioux. In those final years of Fort 
Union, the U.S. Army and Federal surveyors, de­
termining the route for a transcontinental rail­
road, had come to the territories of the Upper 
Plains and Missouri Indians. So had the terrible 

scourge of smallpox in 1837 which had almost 
wiped out several tribes, and greatly weakened 
others. 

What then did these Indians think would be their 
future? Once more, we can only surmise. As in all 
other societies, the Indians must have been divided 
in their councils—within the various bands, be­
tween tribal bands, and between tribes. Some 
probably advised accommodation of the newcom­
ers, arguing that there was land for all, and, equally 
likely, others warned of the insatiable greed of the 
white people for land, their killing of the game, 
and their plowing of the prairies. And especially 
warnings must have been raised about the appar­
ently endless numbers of the white settlers. 

Perhaps on only these matters were the tribes in 
agreement—their chiefs, their warriors, and even 
their women. They would continue to adhere to 
their own religious beliefs, their own customs of 
labor and of play, of hunting, and of warfare. Most 
of these customs were incompatible with Ameri­
can ranching and farming life, or were thought to 
be by the whites. In the clash between these very 
different peoples and cultures that grew to such 
intensity after the Civil War, the victory went to 
the strongest; a victory that was heavily weighted 
with injustice. 

THE FORT TODAY AND TOMORROW 
Grass covered the entire site when the National 
Park Service acquired the property in 1968. Four 
low ridges that formed a near square indicated the 
stone foundations of the palisades, and at the 
northeast and southwest corners two mounds 
told the place of the stone bastions. Within the 
enclosure, two other mounds were the powder 
magazine and the bourgeois house. 

After careful study of all historic sources and 
archeological test digs, the Park Service has ex­
cavated the stone foundations of the palisades, 
the main house and its kitchen, the Indian recep­
tion building, the river gate, and the icehouse. 
Plans call for additional archeological excavations. 

Many uncovered artifacts relate to life at the fort 
— eating utensils, beer bottles, buttons, metal 
parts of trapping gear and harnesses, china, pot­
tery, and glass. Because of the rain and snow in the 
area and a culture level only about 6 feet deep, 
most objects made of wood, and all paper, furs, 
and clothes have disintegrated beyond recognition. 

The Park Service is continuing its studies and re­
search. The best results of this work will be made 
available to the public through publications and 
museum exhibits. The foundations will be restored 
and the structures they supported will be de­
scribed by explanatory signs. Long term plans call 
for complete reconstruction of Fort Union Trad­
ing Post. Meanwhile, the surrounding lands will be 
controlled to provide an authentic setting of mid 
19th century river, plains, and hills. 

Visitors are invited to inspect the area but are 
asked to leave the site intact and not to remove 
any stones, artifacts, or other material. 

The national historic site can be reached via U.S. 2 
and county road 4 from Williston, N.Dak., which is 
25 miles to the southwest. 
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