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Exploration, Commerce and Conquest: 
Steamboats Mirror White-Indian Relations 

Continued  on Page  4 & 5 

By Tracy Potter 

The young United States grew and 
prospered as people seeking eco-
nomic opportunity spread along the 
extensive inland waterways of North 
America. Access to fresh water and 
fertile bottomlands led the U.S., like 
its predecessor agricultural nations 
from Cahokia to the Mandan and 
Hidatsa to plant their cities along the 
Mississippi and Missouri.  

Before the Lewis and Clark Expedi-
tion rowed, sailed, poled and pulled 
their keelboat against the strong 
Missouri River current to Mitutanka, 
trade with the villages of the earth-
lodge peoples in what is now North 
Dakota had been carried on by sled, 
foot, and finally, canoe. It was a 
very limite commerce. 

Steam engines turning a paddle-

wheel pushed the Yellow Stone 
against the same current in 1832, 
carrying Prince Maximilian of Wied 
to John Jacob Astorôs Fort Union on 
Maximilianôs Travels in the Interior 
of North America. The first steam 
vessel on the Upper Missouri did 
more than open solid ethnography 
and provide Bodmerôs and Catlinôs 
illustrations of the nations of the 
area, it ushered in a prosperous age 
of peaceful coexistence as a more 
profitable world commerce reached 
the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara 
cities and the many other indigenous 
peoples who came to the Missouri 
River fur trading posts in what is 
now North Dakota. 

Global commerce was transformed 
by steam. A world that moved at 
four miles an hour and struggled at 
eleven miles a day going upriver, 
was suddenly stitched together much 

more closely. The immediate conse-
quence on the Upper Missouri was 
peaceful trade ï hides and furs, and 
handmade articles of clothing and 
art, along with corn were exchanged 
for metal tools, guns, powder and 
ball, and manufactured curiosities 
from Europe. It was a trade in fash-
ion both ways with beaver plews 
becoming European top hats, and 
mirrors, beads, cloth and clothes 
going to the tribes.  

That commerce came first, right 
along with the earliest explorers 
from New France and the English 
colonies, is a significant theme re-
flecting on the human condition and 
human nature. New discoveries and 
new technology often are quickly 
employed in seeking profit from 
consumer demand, which demand is 
enhanced by cultural curiosity. Mu-
tually beneficial trading relation-
ships were strengthened by the in-
creased volume of goods and speed 
of delivery inherent in the steamboat 
era.  

Profits carried risks for the mer-
chants and crew. Entrepreneurs were 
more than willing to take the high 
risks of building steamboats at a 
cost of $20,000 or more, when a 
single successful round trip from St. 
Louis might net as much. Crew: the 
Captain, Pilot, Mates, Roustabouts 
and Firemen were paid enough to 
risk their lives. Captains, particular-
ly, were very well paid for the era 
and good ones earned it.  

Risks to the indigenous people were 
illustrated by the 1837 smallpox 
epidemic, which reached the Upper 
Missouri courtesy of the steamboat 
St. Peter. Smallpox had devastated 
the Northern Plains in earlier times, 
prior to steamboating spread 
through the inter-tribal trading net-
works, but this one last horrible epi-
demic, which ended the independ-
ence of the Mandan (Nuôeta) people 
and forced them to move with the 
Hidatsa to establish a new home at 
Like-a-Fishhook-Village was direct-
ly attributed to river traffic.  

Artist:  Robert Back, ñYellow Stone Arriving at Fort Unionò  Circa 1835 

          The American Fur Company established the Fort Union Trading Post on the 

Upper Missouri in 1828.  The fort was built at the request of the Assiniboine Indians 

to accommodate trading and was given their protection for this purpose.  Some ten 

other northern plains tribes eventually traded at the fort, which did business until 

1867, making it the longest serving American fur trading post. 

          The river provided the main access for fur traders.  Keelboats were used until 

1832 when the first steamboat, the Yellow Stone, reached the Upper Missouri.  Macki-

naw boats were constructed at the fort, and bull boats were fashioned by the tribes 

out of a green buffalo hide and willow.  The site was acquired by the National Park 

Service in 1966, and after three archaeological projects, the reconstruction of Fort 

Union was completed in 1991. 
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The Foundationõs Future History 
By Aaron Barth 

Hello readers of The Past Times 
and members and future mem-
bers of the Fort Abraham Lin-
coln Foundation. As the byline 
says my name is Aaron Barth, 
and as of May 1, 2015 I became 
the Executive Director of the 
Fort Abraham Lincoln Founda-
tion, a non-profit that for over 
30 years has developed sites and 
locations, public heritage and 
humanities programs, and re-
constructed buildings in the Bis-
marck-Mandan area that speak 
to regional, national and world 
history. 

We are moving the Foundation 
forward in this vein, and the 
summer has already been busy. 
On August 1, 2015, the Founda-
tion welcomed Elizabeth Fenn 
to Bismarck, and sponsored the 
public discussion on her latest 
work, Encounters at the Heart of 
the World: A History of the 
Mandan People (Hill & Wang).  

Heritage Updates from the Executive Director 

This work is a big deal. Even 
Fennôs title alludes to the Heart 
River, the physical place where 
the Mandan peoples began. Over 
the last 22 years, the Foundation 
and your membership dollars 
helped produce scholarship and 
interest in the Mandan, includ-
ing the On-a-Slant village re-
constructed earth lodges, and my 
predecessorôs biographical histo-
ry of Sheheke, the Mandan chief 
who accompanied Lewis & 
Clark back to Washington, D.C. 
to meet President Thomas Jef-
ferson.  

I always tell folks that Jefferson 
was fortunate enough to meet 
Sheheke, and not the other way 
around. Fenn elaborated on this 
point during her August 1, 2015 

talk at the Bismarck Public Li-
brary. There is so much more to 
American history, and we are 
only beginning to see public 
scholarship that speaks to this. 
Fenn made sure that the history 
of the Mandan people joined 
other recent works of indigenous 
world history, including Pekka 
Hamalainenôs The Comanche 
Empire (Yale, 2009).  

What Fenn and Hamalainen are 
doing is situation Native Ameri-
can history in local and world 
historical contexts. Through 
their history, we are able to look 
at how the Mandan and Coman-
che peoples understood their 
worlds from the inside looking 
out (rather than understanding 
the past from the outside looking 
in). Know that dollars you have 
given to the Foundation in-
formed large chunks of public 
scholarship that led to Fennôs 
contribution. 

So yes, the Foundation indeed is 
contributing to elevating our 
local history ï whether General 
George Armstrong Custer, 
Sheheke, and beyond ï and we 
have important work ahead of 
us. The Foundation secured the 
lease option to build at the Port 
of Bismarck where the Lewis & 
Clark riverboat docks. We are 
moving forward with that pro-

ject, developing plans for a re-
construction that speaks to the 
heritage and history of the re-
gion from the last 25 years of 
that long 19th century.  

Oh, and a final point: some read-
ers may be wondering a bit 
about myself, your new director. 
I originally hail from Bismarck, 
and I am finalizing my PhD dis-
sertation with North Dakota 
State University. It concerns 
how and why the U.S.-Dakota 
Wars have been remembered for 
the last 150+ years on the north-
ern Great Plains. Just last week 
the regional MENSA chapter 
invited me to give a talk on this. 
I was more than happy to oblige. 
Iôll continue to plug the latest 
and greatest research updates on 
all that in future issues.  

Since 2009 I have worked with 
the National Park Service-
American Battlefield Protection 
Program on U.S.-Dakota War 
sites and locations in North Da-
kota and Minnesota, including 
the sieges of New Ulm 
(Minnesota) and Fort Abercrom-
bie (North Dakota). I was a co-
author and researcher of the Na-
tional Register of Historic Places 
nominations for Whitestone Hill, 
one of many sites of conflicts 
that are part and parcel to the 
U.S.-Dakota Wars ï all of 

which, of course, informed Gen-
eral Custerôs 1873 arrival to Bis-
marck, Dakota Territory, and 
Little Bighorn/Greasy Grass 
three years later.  

In August 2013 the National 
Council on Public History pub-
lished an article of mine on 
Whitestone Hill in The Public 
Historian. Please just drop me 
an e-mail and I would be happy 
to find a way to get a copy of 
this in your hands. Since 2010 I 
have had the pleasure and privi-
lege to serve on the board of 
directors for the North Dakota 
Humanities Council, the 
statewide affiliate of the Nation-
al Endowment for the Humani-
ties, and I am on the board of 
directors now for the Friends of 
the Bismarck Public Library ï 
the bibliophile public program-
ming arm of the Bismarck Pub-
lic Library. 

We have big work ahead of us, 
and I am glad to have you 
aboard. For over 30 years the 
Foundation has advanced herit-
age and history in unprecedented 
ways, and it is through this im-
portant, grass-roots organization 
that we are going to move for-
ward for another 30+ years. Iôd 
say I cannot wait to get started. 
But we are already joyfully up to 
our elbows in projects and plans.  

Fenn, (podium, left) presents her Pulitzer winning history of the Mandan people to a packed house at 

the Bismarck Public Library on August 1, 2015.  The Foundation sponsored this event. 
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The Fort Abraham Lincoln Foundation is a member-supported, non-
profit foundation established in 1982.  It promotes the restoration and 
preservation of historic properties and sites in North Dakota.  FALF is 
a 501 (c) (3) corporation.  All contributions to FALF are tax deducti-
ble. 
 
FALF has reconstructed the last home of General George Custer, four 
other 7th Cavalry-era buildings, and six Mandan earth lodges in the 
On-a-Slant Village at Ft. Abraham Lincoln State Park.  Historical sites 
are good for the community in a number of ways.  Weôre all interested 
in passing our heritage on to future generationsðwe want to teach our 
children and grandchildren about the past.  The happy coincidence is 

that in preserving and promoting our past, we also build our future by 
providing cultural and economic advantages to the community.  Your 
Fort Abraham Lincoln Foundation Membership helps us develop new 
historical/cultural offerings at the Port of Bismarck, at the Post and at 
Five Nations Arts Gift Shop. 
 
Your recognition that the Fort Abraham Lincoln Foundation is doing a 
good job for the community, for our past and our future, is welcomed.  
Corporate and Business Memberships, as well as Family and Individ-
ual Memberships, are available as follows: 

Join Us TodayñMemberships are Available! 

Individual or Corporate Name:   
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
Address:  ___________________________________________ 
 
City, State, Zip:  ______________________________________ 
 
Phone:  _____________________________________________ 
 
Email:  _____________________________________________ 
 
If paying by AMEX, Visa, MC or Discover, please enter number:   
___________________________________________________ 
 
Card Expiration Date:  _________________________________ 

Please detach and mail to:  
 

Fort Abraham Lincoln Foundation 
401 West Main Street 
Mandan, ND   58554 

 
Visit www.fortlincoln.com 

Corporate and Business Memberships Family and Individual Memberships 

Friend of the Foundationð$100 
Basic Membership entitled to two Lewis & Clark Riverboat cruise 
passes, a handsome membership certificate and subscription to The 
Past Times, our historical journal. 
 
Fort Lincoln Builderð$300 
A step up, entitled to two Lewis & Clark Riverboat cruise passes, dis-
counted weekday use of The Post for business meetings, membership 
certificate and subscription to the Past Times, our historical journal. 
 
Fort Lincoln Commanderð$500 
Major supporters, entitled to four Lewis & Clark Riverboat cruise 
passes, discounted weekday use of The Post for business meetings, 
membership certificate, and subscription to the Past Times, our histor-
ical journal 
 
Fort Lincoln Sustainerð$1,000 
The top of the hill, entitled to four Lewis & Clark Riverboat cruise 
passes, discounted weekday use of The Post for business meetings, a 
membership certificate, a subscription to, along with recognition in 
each issue, The Past Times, our historical journal. 
 
 

Members at a $40 level or above enjoy the following 

benefits: 

¶ 10% discount on purchases at the Riverboat Gift Shop located at 
the Port of Bismarck, and at the Five Nations Arts Gift Shop lo-
cated in Mandan. 

¶ 10% discount on rentals at The Post, located south of Mandan. 

¶ Two Riverboat cruise passes for the Lewis & Clark Riverboat. 

¶ Subscription to The Past Times, our historical journal. 

 

Seventh Cavalry Ranks in increments of $100 are available.  
In addition to the above membership benefits, as a ranking member 
you will also be honored with a certificate showing your status as you 
rise through the ranks.  These contributions accumulate year-to-year, 
earning progressively higher ranks: 

 

¶ Trooperð$100 

¶ Corporalð$200 

¶ Sergeantð$300 

¶ Lieutenantð$500 

 

Yes, please sign me up!   
 

Family and Individual Memberships 

   c Family or Individual Membershipð$40 

   c 7th Cavalry Rank Advancements in increments of $100 

                or more 

 

Corporate and Business Memberships 

   c  Friend of the Foundationð$100 

   c Fort Lincoln Builderð$300 

   c Fort Lincoln Commanderð$500 

   c Fort Lincoln Sustainerð$1,000 

        

 

   Donation Total:  $___________________________ 

¶ Captainð$1,000 

¶ Majorð$2,000 

¶ Lieutenant Colonelð$5,000 

¶ Brigadier Generalð$10,000 
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Fort Abraham Lincoln 
Foundation 
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Mandan, ND   58554 

 
www.fortlincoln.com 
PH:  (701)663-4758 

 
The Fort Abraham Lincoln 
Foundation was founded in 1982 
as a private, non-profit organiza-
tion.  Its purpose is ñto preserve, 
promote and develop heritage 
tourism sites and educational 
activities of significance to 
North Dakota, particularly to 
the Bismarck-Mandan region, 
and to maximize the educational 
and economic benefits resulting 
from those sites and activities.ò 
 
The Fort Abraham Lincoln 
Foundation is managed by a vol-
unteer Board of Directors: 
 

Chair:   

Dan Ulmer 
 

Vice Chair:   

Erik Sakariassen 
 

Treasurer:   

Paul Trauger 
 

Past Chair:   

Keith Ulmer 
 

Secretary: 

Jay Feil 
 

Aaron Barth 
Liv K. Fetterman 
Sheri Grossman 
Jason Matthews 
John Ward 
Justin Weichel 

River to Glendive Creek.  

ñThe idea of scouting by steam-
boat was indeed a novel one to 
me,ò wrote Cody in The Adven-
tures of Buffalo Bill ñand I an-
ticipated a pleasant trip.ò The 
scouts rode in the pilot house, 
watching both sides of the river 
for signs of Indian trails that 
might have crossed the steam. 
ñWhile Richard and myself were 
at our stations on the pilothouse, 
the steamer, with a full head of 
steam, went flying past islands, 
around bends, over sandbars, at 
a rate that was exhilarating. 
Presently I thought I could see 
horses grazing in a distant bend 
of the river, and I reported the 
fact to General Miles, who asked 
Captain Marsh if he could land 
the boat near a large tree, which 
he pointed out to him. 

ñYes, sir; I can land her there, 
and make her climb the tree if 
necessary,ò said he. 

ñ. . . . While we were getting 
ashore, Captain Marsh remarked 
that if there was only a good 
heavy dew on the grass he would 
shoot the steamer ashore, and 
take us on the scout without the 
trouble of leaving the boat.ò    

Marshôs opinion of his skills was 
shared by those who traveled 
with him. Another famous scout, 
Luther ñYellowstoneò Kelly, 
wrote: ñIt took a daring man to 
navigate the Yellowstone in the 
ó70s, and the fact that Captain 
Grant Marsh was the man select-
ed shows the favor in which he 
stood with army men. I think 
that he is the greatest steamboat 
captain living, and his óGo 
aheadô when we came to a bad 
place rings in my ears yet, after 
all these years. He had great re-
gard for all genuine hunters and 
mountain men and they admired 
him. I do not think that any other 
man would have dared to push 
his boat up the Big Horn River 
when the army was in dire need 
of such service, in the time when 
Custer and his men were sur-
rounded and killed. I was in the 
country that year, 1876, and 
know the peril of it, and the ter-
ror that struck many good men.ò 

General Miles wrote a commen-
dation for Marsh, August 19, 
1876, saying:  

ñBefore leaving your boat, I 
wish to express my acknowledg-
ment of your zealous assistance 

European fashion turned to Chi-
na by 1850, as silk hats replaced 
beaver as a necessary part of a 
gentlemanôs wardrobe in Paris, 
Rome or London. Buffalo robes 
continued to be traded and sent 
downriver from Upper Missouri 
trading posts, but the era of 
peaceful coexistence was com-
ing to an end.  

Steamboats could be used for 
more than commerce and com-
munication with Native peoples. 
They could transport men to and 
from the new gold fields in 
Montana, and they could move 
supplies for military expeditions. 
The former were, like the fur 
traders, only temporary residents 
who did not displace the indige-
nous residents. The military, 
however, came to stay. In the 
1860s, while the United States 
struggled to retain its union, 
Missouri River steamboats had 
two contrary purposes, well- 
illustrated by a St. Paul Press 
reporter with Gen. Sullyôs col-
umn as Fort Rice was being 
built. 

ñThe Yellowstone had on board 
over 2,000 bales of buffalo 
robes; her deck was covered 
with immense elk antlers, which, 
with the fresh buffalo meat 
hanging about the decks to dry, 
the half breed crew, and buck-
skin dressed passengers, present-
ed a fine picture of an upper 
Missouri steamer. Between Fort 
Berthold and here, great num-
bers of buffalo were seen on 
either bank, the boat actually 
steaming through a drove while 
swimming the river; three cows 
were shot and taken on board 
with the use of the derrick. 

ñSome 100 lodges of Sioux were 
encamped on the river opposite 
Berthold, who crossed by the 
boat to dispose of their robes at 
the post, for goods. 

ñIt is not a little singular that 
trade is permitted with those 
Indians, supplying their wants 
and necessities, while the Gov-
ernment is endeavoring at such a 
tremendous expense to bring 
them to terms. 

ñPassengers say that these Mis-
souri Fur Companies need 
watching.ò 

This is a significant moment in 
the history of the Northern 
Plains, the shift from commerce 
to conquest. The conflicting sen-

timents of the non-Indians in-
volved in that shift need to be 
illuminated for a proper under-
standing of the history. It needs 
to be investigated not only for its 
final result, but for its possibili-
ties, for the human and econom-
ic stories within that time. Liv-
ing history and Chautauqua are 
ways to bring that understanding 
to life.  

The transition from commerce to 
occupation was quick. The U.S. 
infantry built Fort Buford in 
1866, and Fort Union Trading 
Post three miles upriver was dis-
mantled by soldiers for materials 
to expand it in 1867. The indige-
nous reaction was predictable. 
Where Sitting Bull had personal-
ly traded for goods at Fort Un-
ion, his band of Hunkpapa at-
tacked Fort Buford repeatedly.  

Steamboats were essential to the 
prosecution of U.S. military pol-
icy in the attempt to restrict 
Lakota, Dakota and Cheyenne to 
reservations in 1876-78. In par-
ticular, the Far West and Captain 
Grant Marsh were prominent. 
General Terry, General Gibbon 
and Lieutenant Colonel Custer 
met for the last time on the Far 
West four days before the Battle 
of the Little Big Horn. The shal-
low draft boat raced supplies to 
the front, scouted up narrow 
tributaries of the Yellowstone 
over rapids, sandbars and shal-
lows that earned Marsh his repu-
tation as the best Captain of his 
era. The reputation was spread 
nationwide after the Far Westôs 
legendary record run 710 miles 
in 54 hours carrying the wound-
ed survivors of Custerôs famous 
defeat and the news of that bat-
tle.  

The great victory by the Lakota, 
Dakota, Cheyenne and Arapaho 
at the Little Big Horn was to be 
their last, as the United States 
increased its efforts to subdue or 
destroy the free-ranging bands 
led Sitting Bull and Crazy 
Horse. The Far West carried 
General Nelson Miles as he 
prosecuted his campaign to clear 
the Missouri and Yellowstone 
rivers country of the victors of 
the Little Big Horn. Captain 
Grant Marsh was the pilot for 
that campaign as well. William 
ñBuffalo Billò Cody was en-
gaged as a scout, along with 
Louis Richard. They rode with 
Miles and Marsh as they looked 
for Indian sign on the Yellow-
stone River from the Powder 

Steamboatsñcontinued from Page 1 
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Steamer ñFar Westò, the Heroine of the Upper River 

(The spars, so frequently called into use in navigating the upper Missouri and Yellowstone, are seen, 
suspended right, near the bow.  When Renoôs wounded were carried down to Fort Lincoln, they were 
disposed on the main deck beneath the cabin, at the point where the after wood-pile appears in the 
photograph. 

Continued  from Page 4 

in the movements that have been 
made by my command in the 
past seven (7) days, during a 
period of active operations 
against the hostile Sioux Indi-
ans.  

ñI wish to say that the disposi-
tion of troops, and the transpor-
tation of stores, that have been 
made, could not have been made 
had it not been for your energy 
and skill in the management of 

your Steamer and command. 
You have done all in your pow-
er, and more than was expected, 
for the interests of the Govern-
ment and to promote the enter-
prise in which we are engaged, 
and are sincerely deserving of 
my thanks.ò 

Harassed and flanked by Miles 
and other troops in the field, the 
Lakota and Cheyenne fought 
generally inconclusive defensive 
battles. The Indians lost few, but 

often in their escapes they left 
behind food and tepees. On the 
one side there was technological 
advantage, supply lines and a 
military free to campaign inces-
santly. On the other, there were 
warriors burdened by the neces-
sity of protecting their families. 
By the first week of May, 1877, 
Sitting Bull was in Canada and 
Crazy Horse rode at the head of 
his people in triumphant surren-
der into Camp Robinson in 
modern-day Nebraska.  

Steamboating on the Upper Mis-
souri was much less dangerous, 
and less transformational in the 
years after the fur trade and the 
end of the Plains Indian wars. 
Steamboats continued to supply 
river towns and serve as ferries 
into the 20th Century, but as 
railroads and motor vehicles 
spread, steamboat profits shrunk 
and the river towns could chron-
icle a series of last landings.   

### 

more northern clime.  

Bishop was born in Washington, 
DC, May 11, 1854. He enlisted 
in the 7th Cavalry on April 15, 
1875 in New Orleans. His pa-
pers listed him as 5ô 8ò, slightly 
taller than most in the cavalry, 
with hazel eyes, light hair and a 
fair complexion. Captain Freder-
ick Benteen touched the pen, 
turning the former watchmaker 
into a cavalry trooper. He also 
became a prominent piece of 
Captain Benteenôs Baseball 
Club. The club secretary, Theo-
dore Ewert, recorded his impres-
sions of several of the players, 

Charles H. Bishop was on the 
Far West riverboat, when Cap-
tain Grant Marsh made his fa-
mous, record-setting 54-hour, 
710-mile run from the Big Horn 
River to Bismarck in July, 1876. 
Wounded in his right arm, Bish-
op recovered from his injury to 
participate in the 1877 campaign 
to prevent Chief Josephôs Nez 
Perce from reaching freedom in 
Canada. He also took the field 
with the 7th the following year, 
as the regiment was ordered to 
prevent the Northern Cheyenne 
from possibly reaching Pine 
Ridge on their epic attempt to 
escape Indian Territory for a 

including Bishop: 

ñCharles H. Bishop ï a boy from 
the capital. óGood as wheat.ô 
Plays a remarkably fine game 
anywhere, though needing con-
tinually the sharp eye of the cap-
tain, not being exactly lazy, but 
born woefully tired. He is one of 
the best in the nine, heavy hitter 
with the willow, tricky base run-
ner, and an aggravating sure 
catcher, is 22, but as lazy as 86.ò 

After his harrowing experience 
with Benteenôs Company H at 
the Little Big Horn, Bishop 
chose not to re-enlist when his 

Among The TroopsñCharles H. Bishop 
single five-year term was up. He 
was discharged as a ñsergeant of 
excellent character,ò April 4, 
1880 at Fort Meade, Dakota 
Territory.    

Itôs unclear what he did for the 
next decade, but in 1891 or so, 
he moved to East St. Louis, 
Missouri, and got a job with the 
LaClede Gas Company. He 
lived out the last 38 years of his 
life in East St. Louis, dying at 
age 75 of myocariditis and 
grippe on December 4, 1929. He 
was survived by his widow Nel-
lie Elizabeth Bishop.  

By Tracy Potter  


