
Brothers of Influence

Auguste and Pierre Chouteau

and the Osages before 1804

By Douglas A. Hurt*

Osage domination of the lands bounded by the
Missouri, Mississippi, and Arkansas rivers derived from humble or-
igins. Osage oral history tells of their migration from the Appala-
chian Piedmont or Chesapeake Bay through the Ohio Valley to
present-day Missouri.1 Archeological evidence seems to support the
claim, although Osage origins prior to European contact remain un-
clear. Most scholars place them in the central Siouan (Dhegiha)
family of tribes that also includes the Omaha, Quapaw, Ponca, and
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Kaw (Kansa). Legend states that the Siouan tribes separated when
they reached the Missouri River. The Omahas continued up the
Missouri, the Quapaws followed the Mississippi downstream, the
Poncas and Kaws settled on the central Plains, and the Osages re-
mained near the Missouri River system.2

Indians of the Illinois Confederacy told Father Jacques Mar-
quette of the Osages in 1673. Marquette included the Osages in a
map of the Mississippi Valley and so spread the word of their exis-
tence to the European world. When the first French arrived in
Osage territory, the tribe was in a tenuous situation. Lacking the
demographic clout and political power of their neighbors, the
Osages lived in a restricted geographical position owed to an un-
easy balance of power between neighboring tribes (Map 1). How-
ever, instead of passively acquiescing to French interests, they used
their geographical site and situation to become one of the most in-
fluential Indian tribes of the Southern Great Plains. Their success
had its price as European influences radically altered Osage social
structure. The Creole brothers Auguste and Pierre Chouteau acted
as lead catalysts. They succeeded in changing Osage social struc-
ture and encouraging migration of the tribe to present-day Okla-
homa. Dominant traders and economic and political players in a
global system of trade, the influence of the Chouteaus upon the
Osages was pivotal in changing the history of the tribe and altering
the settlement of Oklahoma. The name Chouteau affected the des-
tiny of the Three Forks region like no other.3

At the time of French contact, the Osages lived in present-day
Bates and Vernon counties, Missouri. The "Great" Osages lived in
several villages on the Little Osage River near the mouth of the
Marmaton River while the "Little" Osages lived several miles west
of the Great Osages on the Little Osage River. Each Osage village
numbered between 1,000 and 2,000 people. Although the Osages oc-
cupied five riverine villages in the hilly, forested Ozark Upland in
present-day Missouri, they ranged onto the Great Plains for two an-
nual bison hunts to supplement local resources (Map 2).4

In both locations, the Osages divided themselves into two moi-
eties which were further subdivided into twenty-four patrilineal
clans and numerous subclans and lineages.5 Although the subclans
were not ranked, three to five leading subclans existed within each

clan. The clans were the most important unit of Osage social struc-
ture as they lived and conducted warfare separate from each other.

Osage social order has been labeled the most complex social organi-

zation of the central Siouan (Dhegiha) tribes.6
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Osage sociopolitical structure consisted of hereditary chiefs, war-
riors, and a council of elders. Two hereditary moiety chiefs were se-
lected from specific leading clans within the moieties. Although
technically equals, the Tsi-zhu chief wielded more power than the
Hon-ga chief. Their main duties were to restrain Osage warriors,
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The Osage Homeland, 1673-1804
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enforce peace within the tribe by settling personal disputes, and
lead the yearly bison hunts. The chiefs failed to control the warriors
of the tribe due to their limited power and the integral tradition of
warfare and mourning-war ceremonies of the Osages.1 Additionally,
death in battle assured a warrior a prosperous life in the next

world.'
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Osage war party leaders (A'-ki-da) were acquaintances of the
chiefs and renowned for courageous feats in battle or successful
horse stealing. Membership in the A'-ki-da was restricted to mem-
bers of the highest ranking subclan within ten leading clans.
Their very limited responsibilities included planning raids, re-
cruiting men, and protecting the safety of the war party. Hereditary
chiefs did not lead war parties, but could participate as ordinary
warriors.9

A council of elders composed of twenty-four Little Old Men (Non'
hon-zhin-ga) exercised greater power than the chiefs who usually
followed the council's consensus. Collectively, the Little Old Men
held ultimate Osage authority. They were the leading intellectual,
social, political, and religious leaders of the highest ranking Osage
subclans. They rose through secret societies learning seven degrees
of ceremonial, ethical, and mythological knowledge before reaching
the council. The Little Old Men controlled Osage relations with

other tribes and the supernatural as their rituals sanctioned all
major and many minor decisions. Their role in the tribe included
constructing meaning of what they observed in the world, prohibit-
ing a standing army, expressing peace as the ideal, and encouraging
defensive warfare instead of offensive action. They also attempted
to control the warriors by devising elaborate and complicated ritu-
als that made it difficult to form quickly into war parties and re-
ceive the supernatural sanction necessary for success.10

Initially, European influences did not greatly alter Osage social
structure. The horse and gun frontiers reached Osage territory in

the late seventeenth century, making the Osage the first Plains
tribe with both resources. It situated the Osages in a key North
American crossroads, allowing them to deny guns to western tribes
and horses to eastern tribes.'1 Access to both resources allowed the
Osages to extend their sphere of influence southwestward onto the
Plains between the 1750s and 1830s and to become more efficient
bison hunters. Soon, the Osages dominated the Caddos, Wichitas,
and Pawnees to their south and west, controlled the flow of trade,
and spent more time hunting, acquiring livestock, and capturing
slaves on the Plains.' 2 The Osage economy changed from one based
on semisedentary horticultural subsistence practices to a system of
traders and raiders bent on acquiring European goods.

The first French traders made contact with the Osages in the
1690s. Sieur Benard de la Harpe (1719) provided the first extensive
description of them. The first official French visit to the Osages oc-
curred in 1719 by Charles Claude Du Tisne." During these first ex-
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plorations of the Osage homeland, the Osages were viewed as the
most important Indian nation of the lower Missouri River. Peaceful
relations with the Osages were necessary to further French strat-
egy in North America. the linking of Canada and Louisiana while
confining English settlements east of the Allegheny and Appala-
chian Mountains.' 4 The French also encouraged the expansion of
Osage raiding into continued warfare to promote the French gun
and slave trade."

As French trade in the trans-Mississippi region grew, the Osages
recognized their favorable position and began to block French trad-
ers who wished to trade guns to other Indian tribes.1 6 That estab-
lished the Osages in a pivotal geopolitical location able to control
access up and down the Missouri River system. The Osages severed
French communication with upriver Indian tribes to protect their
source of slaves and horses and to keep guns from those tribes. They

extracted gifts, goods, and other favors from Europeans in exchange
for trading access. The murders, robbery, and destruction of prop-
erty of traders who attempted to bypass the blockade increased dur-
ing the eighteenth century as the number of French traders multi-
plied. Although the Osage blockage became less effective after the
1740s, it greatly hindered French and Spanish trade operations.' 7

The success of the Osage strategy depended on the North Ameri-

can geopolitical situation. Because the Osages were located at the
margins of competing European powers, French authorities were
reluctant to punish the Osages who might grant their trade to the
English. As long as the French could maintain their exchange of
European items for furs, livestock, and slaves, they continued to
support the Osages and did not directly challenge their power. After

the conclusion of the Seven Years' War and the cession of French
lands to Spain in 1763, the Osage play-off system continued with

seemingly unending success. Although the Spanish attempted to
limit Osage trade in livestock and slaves and restrict their access to
guns and ammunition, the Osage mix of peace and war policies kept

the Spanish from completely penetrating the Osage trade blockade
and subjecting economically the tribe to Spanish and other rival In-
dian tribes.' 8

The trade success of the Osages eventually had its price as Euro-
pean contact radically altered Osage social structure. The Chou-
teaus and their associated St. Louis-based Creole traders provided
the greatest catalyst for change. The Chouteau family achieved the
most influence among the Osages and transformed Osage social

structure by centralizing political power among several chiefs they

265



THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA

ma t a il :.

: ' S wrr"s' a- 1S

{ A f

r 
J

.
.

RR

I f A tWy M

F

selected to lead trading rela-
tions. 9 Brothers Auguste and Pi-
erre Chouteau had been active
traders with the Osages soon af-
ter Auguste founded St. Louis in
1764.20 By the late eighteenth
century, the Chouteaus' Osage
trade represented over 50 per-
cent of the Indian commerce of
St. Louis.21 In part, that success
was owed to their knowledge of
Osage culture, stemming from
their earlier trading careers
when they lived with the Osages.
The brothers also were willing to
provide goods that were in de-
mand by the tribe.22

In 1794 the Chouteaus re-
ceived a six-year Osage trade monopoly from the Spanish govern-
ment that Spain renewed in 1800 for four additional years. In part,
the Spanish granted the Chouteaus a trade monopoly in order to ce-
ment their political position in the trans-Mississippi region. Span-
ish leaders feared France might attempt to reclaim its former col-
ony after Spain declared war on France in 1793. They also per-
ceived the continued westward expansion of Americans as a threat
to the sparsely populated region. 23

In exchange for the contract, Auguste constructed and Pierre
commanded, supplied, and armed a structure they named Fort
Carondelet in Osage territory.24 In addition to Spain reaping the
economic benefits of the trade monopoly, the Chouteaus and Fort
Carondelet were envisioned as moderating influences on the
Osages. Raiding, robberies, and murders temporarily decreased in
the region as Auguste attempted to hold the tribe's warriors re-
sponsible for their depredations.25 By 1798 the Spanish govern-
ment recognized Pierre as the primary controlling influence upon
the Osages. 26

The successes of the Chouteaus highlighted a trend that had
been developing since the brothers' initial trading contacts with the
Osages in the 1760s. To gain access and influence with the Osages,
the Chouteaus sought to interact with the most powerful political
leaders of the Osages, preferably a limited number of chiefs. They
bypassed the Little Old Men and focused on the Tsi-zhu chiefs who
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usually had the most material possessions and hosted the traders
during their visits to the Osage villages.

The Chouteaus' lack of consideration for traditional, often inflex-
ible Osage political structure successfully centralized political
power by weakening the Little Old Men and ending the tradition of
dual hereditary chiefs. A few chiefs who became intimate with the
traders had their careers promoted to the detriment of the heredi-
tary leaders in an attempt to create authoritative chiefs.2 7 The trad-
ers supported the Osages who cooperated with the interests of Eu-
ropean traders, while they bypassed those maintaining opposition
in the evolving European-led power structure. The quest for wealth,
power, and influence defined Osage economic interests by the late
eighteenth century. However, economic success of individual chiefs
undermined the traditional Osage social and political systems and
led to increasing political chaos. By the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the Osages had separated into three distinct bands.28

The hereditary chiefs and Little Old Men who had traditionally
led the Osages also were weakened by the increase in warfare.
French attempts to accelerate intertribal warfare in order to in-
crease the gun and slave trade also succeeded in promoting the sta-
tus of Osage warriors. By the late eighteenth century, expanded

Chouteau family interaction
with the Osages (p. 260)
spanned several genera-
tions, including Jean Pierre
Chouteau (1758-1849),
right, and A. P. Chouteau
(1786-1838), opposite
(Courtesy Oklahoma Histor-

ical Society, No.19160.71,
p. 260; No. 3105, right; and
No. 10577 opposite).
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warfare allowed a change in what had been restricted access to
leadership positions due to the hereditary structure of Osage poli-
tics. Osage men could gain wealth and status through exploits as
warriors and raiders, not just through inheritance. 2 9 A warrior who
supplied his family with European goods quickly rose as a member
of his clan, gaining additional ceremonial knowledge that rein-
forced his status. As trading increased, even those who were not
warriors had access to trade goods and could easily increase their
material wealth and status.30 The old order faltered under the pres-
sures of new social and economic opportunities.31

The Osages were a patrilineal society, and extensive warfare en-
couraged a shift from a patrilocal to a matrilocal residence pattern
before 1800.32 Matrilocal residence was a necessary adaptation that
made it more difficult to annihilate an entire male clan during bat-
tle. Because a small group of male clan members conducted raiding
and warfare, an entire war party could easily be destroyed by a
larger force. A patrilineal-matrilocal system divided the males of a
clan amongst their wives' clans so that all of the male household
members would not be in the same war parties. Matrilocal resi-
dence also allowed some men of a household always to remain in
camp to hunt and maintain a continued supply of fresh meat while
other males were raiding.33

According to historical tradition, the utmost expression of the
centralization of power occurred in 1802. After prematurely losing
his Osage trade monopoly along the Missouri River and its tribu-
taries to Spaniard Manuel Lisa, Pierre cemented his trading alli-
ance with the Osages by encouraging the move of one-third of the
tribe to the Three Forks region in present-day Oklahoma.34 Chou-
teau continued to control trade along the Arkansas River system.35

Historian Willard Rollings has labeled the move the "clearest exam-
ple of blatant European interference in Native American political
organization."3 6

To increase their influence, the Chouteaus promoted the career
of Paw-Hiu-Skah (Pawhuska or White Hair) over the hereditary
leader Clermont (Claremore) for ranking chief. When both leaders
balked at moving the tribe, the Chouteaus prompted another Osage
chief, Cashesegra (Big Track or Makes-Tracks-Far-Away), to lead
the move. Although Clermont later migrated and took advantage of
the tribal split to regain leadership of the Three Forks band (becom-
ing the Tsi-zhu chief), the Chouteaus clearly centralized power in a
few leaders, often ignoring traditional hereditary lines."
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The story of the establishment of a Chouteau-Osage trading post
in the Three Forks region has long been debated. Chouteau family
oral history argues that Pierre explored the Three Forks region in
the Spring of 1796 with the intention of establishing a trading post
for the Osages of the region. 38 He returned, and in 1802 supervised
the establishment of the post and settlement of Cashesegra's band.
Pierre visited frequently until 1817 when he relinquished control of
the post to his son, August Pierre (A. P.). 39

Traditionally, scholars cite Zebulon Pike and James R. Wilkinson
for knowledge of the Osage move to present-day Oklahoma. Both
explorers argued that Pierre asked the Osages to move as a retalia-
tory maneuver in revenge for losing the trade monopoly to Manuel
Lisa." Pike placed the Osage move in 1794 or 1796, while Wilkin-
son believed it occurred in 1801 or 1802.41

Historians of Oklahoma history place the Osage move and estab-
lishment of a trading post at Salina (claimed to be the first white
settlement in present-day Oklahoma) as early as 1796.42 The Three
Forks site had advantages of being a traditional Osage camping
area near salt deposits, on water transportation at the head of navi-
gation on the Arkansas River, and near abundant fur-bearing ani-
mals. However, the range of years encompassing the move do not
match the loss of Pierre's trading monopoly in 1802. Additionally,
that interpretation ignores the Osage band, apparently led by
Cashesegra, that had splintered from the primary Osage bands and
moved to the Three Forks region along the upper Arkansas River in
the 1780s. There, they took advantage of the natural salt deposits
and rich hunting lands, raided weaker Indian tribes, and harassed
French and Spanish settlements.43

The traditional interpretation has been refuted by leading Okla-
homa historians, including Grant Foreman and Robert Williams.4 4

They argued that any claims that Pierre founded a trading post at
the Three Forks near present-day Salina in 1796 are without foun-
dation.45 Additionally, it has been debated that Pierre continuously
lived in St. Louis and did not travel farther west than Fort Caron-
delet before 1802, if even then. Emphasis is placed on the contribu-
tions of A. P Chouteau, not his father Pierre, in later establishing a
trading post at the Three Forks.46 Grant Foreman asserted that the
first record of a permanent trading post occurred in 1815-1816 un-
der the leadership of Pierre and A. P47

It seems that Pierre was not the catalyst for a new move to the
Three Forks area. Instead, he contributed to the population and po-
litical influence of the region by encouraging additional migration.
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Cashesegra and Clermont seem to have moved to the Three Forks
by 1800, for Pawhuska, the ranking chief of the remaining Osages
in present-day Missouri, on numerous later occasions complained to
European and American authorities about the tribal split and re-
quested help in reuniting the tribe under his leadership. 48 Although
the eastern band of Osages remained a focus of Pierre's trading
goals, factionalism only weakened the Osage effort to resist further
incursions of European and American influence. The divided
Osages could not maintain traditional tribal unity and power.

The issue of when Pierre founded the first white settlement in
Oklahoma is largely a question whose answer is obscured by a lack
of clear primary documentation. The Chouteaus were active and in-
fluential in the Three Forks region for many years as witnessed by
the development of the Osage Trace, which the Osages used to carry
furs from the Three Forks to St. Louis before Anglo settlement in
the region.49 In 1797 Auguste stated that Pierre visited an Osage
village near the Three Forks.50 That statement does not confirm the
construction of a trading post at Salina, but it does allude to an ac-
tive participation in the region by the Chouteaus, even at an early
date. It also conforms to Chouteau family oral history, which relates
that Pierre was active in the area during that time. Lack of a writ-
ten record by the Chouteaus illustrates that attempts by Pierre to
alter Osage social structure and encourage a move to the Three
Forks was a common undertaking, not an event worthy of celebra-
tion in the written record. The migration was understood as a nec-
essary move to protect family business interests in the global arena
of trade.

If the trading policies of the Chouteaus did not directly contrib-
ute to an Osage move to the area, they did so indirectly. The social
processes Pierre and Auguste set into motion led to the large-scale
migration to the Three Forks at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Clermont was denied chieftainship and encouraged to move to
Three Forks by the same political system that had been altered for
decades by the Chouteaus. The move also legitimized the location
and political power of the Osages who had been living in the region.
The Three Forks was a location the Chouteaus would long exploit
for their economic benefit.

The American era witnessed radical geographical changes for
the Osages. When the Osages learned that France sold Louisiana
Territory to the United States, they burned the message and re-
fused to believe the transfer of power. They did not foresee their
changing circumstances.5 '
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Pierre continued to interact closely with the Osages and their af-
fairs. He actively lobbied American officials for the repeal of Lisa's
monopoly and demanded "exclusive trade with the Osages, to be
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effected by granting licenses only to his agents."" Later, Pierre was
requested to reunite the Osage bands as part of his job as United
States Indian agent for the tribes of Upper Louisiana.5 3 From that
position, he continued to track Osage violence and aggressive tribal
members as well as inform the American government of relations
with other Plains tribes. 54

A. P joined his father and expanded the family's Osage trade in
the Three Forks region during the American era. He received a
trading license (with Joseph Revoir) that allowed him to construct a
trading post near Salina in 1817 that served Osage and other immi-
grating Eastern tribes, such as the Cherokee (Map 3).55

Initially, political relations between the Osages and their new
neighbors did not change. The Americans used familiar French and
Spanish tactics of ignoring Osage depredations after raids on Amer-
ican and Indian settlements. However, because the Americans had
fewer foreign rivals in North America, a closer geographical prox-
imity to the Osages, and greater financial and human resources,
they quickly changed their tactics.

By 1806 American leaders like Zebulon Pike called for the entire
Osage tribe to move to the Arkansas River to clear the way for
white settlement. 56 A strategy of Osage geographic confinement be-
gan in 1808, as American policy abandoned the idea of a trans-Mis-
sissippi Indian reserve and opened the region to Anglo settlers. A
yearly average of 2,000 settlers and land speculators entered Mis-
souri, swelling the population of the territory from approximately
10,000 people in 1804 to 20,845 people by 1810."7

The American strategy against the Osages had two prongs: en-
couraging migration and land cessions. Fort Clark, better known as
Fort Osage, was constructed in 1808 on the Missouri River, 220
miles from St. Louis. 58 The American government, with the aid of
Auguste Chouteau asked the Osages to abandon their villages and
migrate 125 miles north to Fort Osage. Several bands migrated
northward and established two villages in the vicinity of the fort, al-
though many Osages remained in their traditional settlements. In
addition to encouraging Osage migration, on September 14, 1808,
seventy-five Osage chiefs agreed to a treaty separating Osage hunt-
ing grounds from American lands east of Fort Osage. 59 The Three
Forks chiefs never ratified the treaty.

The combination of land cessions and confinement near Fort
Osage began a vicious cycle. Increasing Osage debt from goods pur-
chased at Fort Osage encouraged expanded hunting and trapping to
repay debts. Declining game in the newly restricted hunting area
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failed to repay the debts. Increased loans led to more land cessions
to repay the debts.

Finally, on June 2, 1825, in St. Louis, the Osages ceded all of their
lands lying within the state of Missouri and the territory of Arkan-
sas. 60 They quickly moved to a reservation in present-day Kansas.
However, the Three Forks Osages did not participate in the move. It
was not until the Fort Gibson Treaty of 1839 that the Verdigris
band left the region and honored the 1825 treaty by moving to
southern Kansas. 61 The Osages were reunited on a reservation by
1840 and began a new chapter in their history that continued in In-
dian Territory and Oklahoma.

From a riverine village existence in the Ozark Highlands, to a
successful trade blockade and domination of the Southern Plains, to
dramatic social changes, the Osages continued to adapt their cul-
ture to the surrounding political environment. The brothers Au-
guste and Pierre Chouteau played a seminal role in the history of
the Osages as they influenced and manipulated the tribe for their
economic gain. Although the American era would provide much
hardship for the Osages, their story would not be finished with re-
moval from their homeland. Even after closure of the Chouteau pe-
riod of influence, the Osages continued to adapt in order to survive,
just as they had during the French, Spanish, and American eras.
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