                Chief Bull Bear “Mahta Tatanka

It is said that he father 30 sons and many daughter but no accounts for wives. His son in law was Henri Chatillon
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IN THE MOUNTAINS

Chief Bull Bear ... Chief Killer
... Henri Chatillon

1835 - 1845

beneath an endless sky. Only the purple-blue of the distant mountains

10 the south and west broke the unceasing prairic. Though that is not
the reason that Fort William, later named Fort John, and then after that and
forever known as Fort Laramie, was born. It was not a military base as the
name implies, but a stronghold for its builder-owners, men of the fur trade or
‘William L. Sublette’s company.

An innovative venture was about (0 be tried. The Sious, already doing
abig trade in furs with the company, were invited (o the Platte to live near
the trading post to trade for the convenience of all regardless of the fact that
the region was the hunting ground of many tribes and did not belong to the
Sioux alone.

Butaccept they did. Chief Bull Bear, Mahta Tatanka, led his hundreds
of "Iree-spirited Oglala Sioux to near the Laramie River's mouth where they
pitched their tall lodges along the North Platte River. From there they were
expected to hunt, trap and produce furs for the white traders at the fort.

‘Their contact with the white man had not been on a great scale
heretofore. Trappers and traders were small groups, belying the huge
numbers of men yet 1o come. Some of the Oglalas setlled down o enjoy the.
life around the fort, to watch the whites while they enjoyed many of the white
man’s articles of goods and their whiskey.

Tne north fork of the Platte River lent a spa-like atmosphere to a prairie





[image: image2.png]With each new season the fur business increased and with it the
debauchery of the Sioux. Whiskey became the prime cause of a splendidly
healihy, proud people becoming debased and indolent.

‘According to Remi Nadeau, who has chronicled the life and fall of the
Sioux and Fort Laramie, the standard price of whiskey was three cups
(watered down, two to one) for one buffalo robe. Trader’s lives, Nadeau
says, were often in peril as the Indians were ready to trade anything, wife,
daughter or children.

Aresentment that had been brewing before the move 1o the North
Platte did not stay below the surface long. A rivalry had come into the open
in 1841 Bull Bear, it is said, was spoiling for a fight. His rivalry with Smoke of
e Bad Face band was the manifestation of the supremacy struggle.

Bull Bear, from the Kiyuksa or Cut Offs band, went to Smoke’s lodge
one day and in his bellicose manner challenged the Bad Face to come out
and fight, presumably to seitle a matter of difference. Smoke, who itis said,
was smarter but less brave than his rival, stayed inside the lodge,
unresponsive. Angered by being ignored, Bull Bear went to Smoke's favorite
horse and stabbed the animal. Having relieved some of his animosity and
insulted his enemy, he strode away, the ranks of onlookers parting to give
him a wide berth.

‘The incident was not to be forgotten or forgiven. Later that year when
both bands were on a trading trip on Chugwater River it al came to a head.
One version of the affair was that Bull Bear was angered because a Bad Face
had stolen a Cut Off woman compelling the former (o lead a force (o his
adversary’s camp. Bull Bear, in his customary way of evening scores, shot
the father of the young man who had stolen the woman. From this point on
the battle was carried to the challenger. Red Cloud (Smoke’s nephew)
among the Bad Face warriors charged Bull Bear's men and opened fire on
the Chicf. Red Cloud gained cternal glory after that day. He became known
s “Chief Killer” and his reputation took on a new and lasting prominence, for
he rushed in and fatally shot the alteady-downed Kiyuksa as he lay on the
ground

rere have been many adjectives applied to Bull Bear of the Oglala:
despotic, ruthless, fearless and tyrannical. Always the profiles mention that
he never bothered to adhere to the custom of paying for a wife; he took what
he wanted.





[image: image3.png]Bull Bear and his offspring were described by Francis Parkman as
having a unique resemblance, 'the same dark complexion, and the same
peculiar cast of features.”

Before his assassination in 1841, he had been described by a journalist
as a rather aged, squat, thick figure, a friend of the whites. The writer
that the wife he saw wore a heavily omamented leather shirt and in
accepling gifts, was most gracious.

Bull Bear is said to have fathered thirty sons and many daughters.
Wives? No count has been found.

* * *

‘The furtrade, often amiable, often treacherous, was like nothing else
the country had experienced. Unique to the West, it was carried on by an
uncommon fraternity of men. The Nebraska Historical Society’s History of the.
Fur Trade explains the workings of the business. "Within the trade
‘organization there were these people: the hunters, who kept the outlying fur
houses and posts supplied with meat. The voyageurs delivered goods and
messages to the trading camps and houses and brought buffalo robes to the:
main post. Accounts were kept by clerks. Traders visited certain areas to
make contacts and keep the opposition alert.

"One cohesive group consisted of John Richard (Jean Baptist) on the
Cheyenne; Chartran of the American Fur Company trading near there at an
Oglala village; James Bordeaus, American Fur Company trader on Bordeaux
Creek, rading with the Brule Sioux.”

These men were friendly compelitors or fellow employees, but above
all, there was a cohesiveness that was nationality, Indian affiiation, and
loyalty. James Bordeaus, Joseph Bissonette and Henri Chatillon were three
of many qualifying for this fraternity. Bordeaux was usually employed by the
American Fur Company, while Bissonetle shifted allegiance to Sibille and
Adams and back. Chatillon worked for onc or the other, acting as hunter-
guide for many special parties on the recommendation of the Chouteaus in
Saint Louis and their American Fur Company. Chatillon seems to have been
of a more genteel temperament as he held jobs as hunter on boats for
Captain Joseph LaBarge who described him as "a fine man, an excellent
hunter, and sensible and gentlemanly in all his relations." There were others
reputed 1o be more fearless, but then their deaths resulted from carelessness.

In 1837, Sir William Drummond Stewart who made several trips (o the
Rocky Mountain region was one who employed the reliable Chatillon. Sir





[image: image4.png]‘William's expedition had provided the only likeness of Bull Bear known to
exist. Artist Alfred Jacob Miller made a pictorial record of the trip, capturing
the Siou, Fort Laramie and the Chief on canvas. The portrait of the Chief
hangs in the Walters Gallery in Ballimore, Maryland.

‘Henri Chatillon was Chicf Bull Bear's son-in-aw. Francis Parkman tells
us that the couple, Henri and Bear Robe, were as closely associated as the
times and circumstances provided. It is not known how Chatillon ‘came by*
Bear Robe. She had previously been the wife of a ful-blood as family photos
attest. Inthe Indian custom, she could have been sold, given as a gift or even
traded.

Henri Chatillon was a young man of about fourteen who was lured by
the promises of the land beyond Carondelet, a tiny village south of Saint
Louis, founded by his grandfather, Clément Delor de Treget. Delore’s
daughter Marguerite Marie married Jean Baptist Maurice di Chatillon. Henri
‘was their son. The surname Maurice was dropped in favor of the sobriquet
‘which probably designated the family’s place of origin in Chatillon, France.

Henr?'s name appears in several boat reports and a Missouri river bend
about two miles below Sioux City, lowa, possibly was named in his honor.
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Bear Robe ... Emilie ... Gold ... A Wedding

1846 - 1859

1@ face 50 open and frank that it attracted our nofice at once.” That was
istorian Francis Parkman’s first assessment of Henri Chatillon. Then he
went on to describe the man that was to accompany their party to visit the
Sious Indians in Nebraska Territory in 1846.

Chatillon, Parkman said, had been in Saint Louis only a few days and
requested that he spend one day with his mother before starting back o the
mountain area on another expedition. At about thirty years of age, he was
described as "six feet tall and very powerfully and gracefully moulded.”
Though iliterate, Parkman deemed him as having "a natural refinement and
delicacy of mind, such as is rare even in women. His manly face was a
mirror of uprightness, simplicity and kindness of heart ..." He was lauded for
his "prowess as a hunter and his bravery as such was much celebrated in the
mountains ..” This was the man that shed his cloth suit afler just two days at
home and donned his mountain attire and returmed to the West only to find a
child dead and Bear Robe, his wife, near death.

Parkman later poignantly stated in his book, The Oregon Trait: "Indeed,
nothing had kept her alive but the hope of seeing Henri, to whom she was
strongly and faithfully attached. No sooner did he enter the lodge than she
revived and conversed with him the greater part of the night .

One can only imagine the scene, of five vulnerable lodges encamped
along the Chugwater River in hostile Crow country thal night. While Bear
Robe’s brothers guarded, families slept through out the night, and Henri and
his dying wife talked. Did he promise that he would provide for their one.
living child in his way, or have his friend, a fellow Missourian, Joseph
Bissonette care for her, or did the mother wish the child to live with her





[image: image6.png]family? Ifwe take Parkman's evaluation of his friend Chatillon, we must
believe that he soothed his wife's ansiety in a most tender way, trying to
spare her any distress in her last hours.

Parkman had this to say of Chatillon:

"If sincerity and honor, a boundless generosity of spirit, a delicate
regard for the feelings of others and a nice perception of what
was due them are the essential characteristics of a gentlemen,
then Henri Chatillon deserves the title. In spite of his calling
Henri was always humane and merciful "

Bear Robe passed o the spirit world about June 25, 1846. In the
primitive Sioux custom, a killed horse and utensils were left with her remains
atthe scaffold. Somewhere in the breaks and ravines near the Chugwater
and North Platte rivers, the unrestrained keening and wail of her family in
mourning was matched only by the intensity of the Laramie Plain:

‘The historian from Boston, though commenting on her phy
handicap (lameness) for history, did not say, if he knew, what caused the
illness that evidently had overcome her since Henri had left some weeks
before to visit his mother in Carondelet, Missouri.

“This was the woman, that another writer with Sir William Drummond
Stewart in 1843, wrotc about three years carlier in his journal. Matthew C.
Field noted that on July 8th the party picked up two Indian women and a boy
i his early teens at Fort Laramie. On returning and while camped at the
‘mouth of Deer Creek (present day Glenrock, Wyoming) Field noted:

Monday August 21"

‘The good looking squaw of Henry, the hunter, gave birth last
night to a little ferale halF-breed, and his omnipotence (Stewart),
in his wisdom has ordered camp to lay by on this account. Itis at
any rate, the first occasion ever known of a mountain journey
being delayed an hour for such a reason! Allthe camp swearing
atthe OId Man ...

Henry the hunter was not further identified by Field in the joumal
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contains a summary on the people in that party:

by Matthew Field

ast of Characters: Henry, a hunter. Possibly Henri Chatillon.
Dr. Tilghman on Octaber 21 gave to W. W. Subletie a receipt for
$14.00 on account of Henri Chaleon (Chatillon?) for delivering his
squaw (Sublette Papers, Missouri Historical Society).”

‘This was the woman whose haunting beauly was painted in life and in
death, profiled against a fur robe background overlooking a saddened Henri,
‘The collage-like painting hangs in the upper hall of the original portion of the
house that Chatillon built. The house, purchased by a Dr. Demenil and
enlarged, is now an historical site in Saint Louis, Missouri.

Henr?’s long friendship and association with Joseph Bissonette made
him the logical choice for a foster home for Emilie, his daughter. Emilie
would not be subjected (o the nomadic life of the Indian bands if she lived
with the Joseph Bissonette family. Bissonette, like Henri, had an Oglala wife.

Life at the trading posts with the Bissonettes was as a member of the
family. Emilie looked forward to her father’s visits to the Platte ... her
happiest times. His retum to the mountains always meant that he brought
ribbons, trade cloth, dresses ready made, warm mittens and trinkets. But
mostly he brought himsclf. Her high regard for him never wavered in her
memories, which she related to her children and grandchildren.

‘Henri spent several months on the North Platte that year before
returning to Saint Louis, in October of 1848. In October he manied a first
cousin Odile Delore Lus, a ‘woman of substance, in the old Cathedral in
Saint Louis. She was the widow of John Lux. Following a family trade, there
is evidence that Chatilion was engaged in building houses. The couple built
the four-room house overlooking the Mississippi River in Carondelet. In 1856,
it was sold to Dr. Demenil. Below the Chatillon-Demenil Mansion the
Budweiser Clydesdales are housed and cared for in modem Saint Louis.

* * *

Bordeaus and Bissonette established trading posts close together, in
1859, above the famous Ash Hollow River crossing. A traveler on the
Califoria-Oregon Trail wrote in his diary about two Saint Charles Frenchman
‘who had Indian wives and children from whom he purchased leggings and





[image: image8.png]moccasins made of deer and antelope skins. The travelers remarked that the
ones of Indian blood did not appear that way to him.

In 1850, Joseph Bissonette and James Bordeaux asked Henri 10 go in
business wilh them. They had been to Saint Louis on a buying trip. Chatilion
declined in favor of spending more time in Saint Louis ina married setlled
life. Heni related this in a letter to Parkman.

Bissonette then moved up the North Platte near Deer Creek where
John Richard, Bordeaux and Bissonette established a toll bridge. The wagon
trains to and from the states were numerous. Bissonette making his annual
trips to Missouri and on return reported that Chatillon was now operating a
waterfront tavern in his home town of Carondelet. His visits to the tenitory
were less frequent.

Artiving back on the North Platte for a short time in 1853, Henri found
the people there preparing to serve the emigrant trade, or to move away from
the road 1o the new Agency down the river from Fort Laramie, or like some,
10 new temitory.

In 1854 Chatillon returned with nobleman Sir George Gore who caught
the eye of everyone. The "hunting company of the plains™ had in their twenty-

ainted carts besides the necessities, a large lined tent, a collapsible
brass bed, an iron wash stand and portable iron table. In addition to the
practical, there were fancy stag hounds o grey hounds numbering in the
dozens. Itis litie wonder that the practical Henri did not continue on the trip
with the English baron, but relinquished his place to Jim Bridger.

Asis the case of many other instances, it is niot known why Chatillon
had instructed a lawyer to sell his Saint Louis property before leaving for the
‘mountains with Gore's party. Records in Missouri give evidence to t. One
tends to think that perhaps he intended to stay in the Platte area. However,
he did return to Missouri after breaking off with his employer the duke.

Bissonette was firmly committed to his growing business. The new
bridge that he had advertised in the Saint Joseph, Missouri Gazette was being
constructed. Plans for a blacksmith shop, trading post and other benefits for
travelers were taking shape. There was work for extra hands.

Ben Lessert, from Missouri, was a new pair of hands, cager to become
part of the mountain life he had longed for. With the excitement of the new
environment and all it entailed, one wonders if he had any second thoughts
about the step he had taken after receiving word of his father’s death.
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Baptismal Record of Emilie Chatillon




[image: image10.png]Ben was welcome among the men whom he had known from their
issouri association and visits at Kansas town. To show his family
relationship to his father he immediately became known and identified as
petit Clement o the French and young Clement 1o those not versed in the
French diminutive. Since the name Clement in French is pronounced
Kle'mon, between the lip and the car, many variations such as Clemoo,
Claymon, Claremore until finally Claymore evolved and Lessert was forgotien
in the mountains.

‘The only information known of Ben and Emilie’s first meeting came.
from Emilie. She told her daughters and granddaughters that she first saw
the man she would marry \when she was helping to serve an evening meal.
She was very embarrassed as their eves met above the heads of the other
men at the rough wooden table of Bissonetle’s trading post on La Bonte
Creek.

Whether the match had been made known to either of them at that
time is not known. But when one considers the climate of the time and
place, itis safe to assume that each of the young people knew that they
‘would eventually be married. Emilie later said that her father brought Ben to
meet and many her.

Chatillon knew that every trading post had an ‘outside the fort
community of women, not unlike its white counterpart in more populated
settlements, where women sold their favors. Having been a member of a
tibal family, Henri Chatillon was well-acquainted with life and practices of
the frontier communities. Taking this into consideration, the son of a
respected Saint Louis family would hardly leave his daughter’s future to
chance.

The fur trade had given way to the emigrant trade when the word
"gold" was being heard more frequently, not just the California gold rush, but
rumors that the Rockies would possibly be the next place to find the exciting
shining metal.

Many of the old timers were fading from the area. Gone loo was the
friendliness of the full-blooded Indians. The Gratton affair was a milestone in
relations on the North Platte ... because of an emigrant's sore-footed old cow,
Killed by some Indians, the Platte for years was a bedlam of retaliatory raids
and counter-raids between the whites, army emigrants and the rightful
owners, the Indians.





[image: image11.png]The trip to Saint Louis was made that fall. Very litle in the way of
personal observations have been remembered by descendants except one
small, private bit that was recalled as told to a granddaughter: Emilie said
each night on the long trip to Missouri that she rolled up in her blankets
Indian fashion.

From faded archival books, microfiim has preserved the records of the
sacraments of the old Carondelet Catholic Church of Saints Mary and Joseph.
Ph. Hendricks had recorded in a mixture of Latin, French and Ing
baptismal record: that on 31 December 1858 he baptized Emilie
(llegitimate), a seventeen year old half breed daughter of Henri Chatillon and
a/Mahta Indian named __?__of the Sious tribe. Sponsors were Francois and





[image: image12.png]Anna Marie Delfls. Then on January 3, 1859, Father Hendricks recorded
he performed the marriage of Benjamin Lessert, son of Clement Lesser
and Julia Roy to Emilie (Hlegitimate) daughter of Henri Chatillon and an
Indian woman of the Sioux tribe. Witnesses again were Francois and An
Delfils, August Gamanche, a Delore family member and another
indistinguishable name and Henri Chatillon.
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snows in the Rockies, when Ben and family anived there in the spring
of 1859. Now they numbered three. Julia, a baby girl, was born to Ben
and Emilie at Walnut Creek, Kansas Tenitory, April 16.

‘Allison's ranch at Walnut Creek was two hundred and fity miles west
of Westport, Missouri. I was a welcome slopping point on the Santa Fe Trail
and the popular route 1o the gold fields, called Pikers Peak, three hundred
and seventy-five miles from Walnut Creek. The ranch boasted of a mail
station, provision of hay and corn, a tavern, buffalo and Indians. The
Arkansas River makes a great bend at this place, lending i's name to the cily
of Great Bend in moder times.

Immediately thoughts return to the Carondelet maniage in early
January. One wonders, now, how the half-Sioux daughter of Henri Chatilion
‘was received and treated in his Missouri home. 1t was not a usual practice
for Frenchmen of that town to bring their daughters by their Indian wives
home for marriage. It was no secret that Chatillon had an Indian family out in
the Western region. It was on this credential that he had been
recommended o the Parkman party. Itis also a lestimony (o Parkman's
characterization of Chatillon that he was a true-hearted and faithful
individual. One can only say that this occasion was typical of this straight-
forward man.

Questions unlimited: When one considers that the French females of
1859 were proper and well-chaperoned young ladies, did his family of
‘women for Henri's salke, openly embrace the pregnant young woman who
had innocently put her trust in the two men she loved, or did they introduce

ClcarCrcck, Kansas Territory was running sparkling cold from the winter





[image: image16.png]her into an environment of extreme animosity? Neither Henri's wife nor
‘mother seemed to have witnessed the marriage.

Unschooled in the refinements of the city and formal religion of the
Catholic Church, it must have been overwhelming for a girl of seventeen
years, raised at a frontier trading post to grasp all that she was subjected to
‘on that occasion.

“There is, however, one clue on record that may reveal her impact on
her father's wife of ten childless years of mariage. On August 19, 1859, four
months after Hentis granddaughter was bom, a deed was executed in Saint
Louis securing to Odile an amount of property held by Odile and Henri, equal
1o the amount of property she held at the time of their marriage to be held for
the benefits of any heirs of her body, free from control of her husband.

If Emilic had been in awe of the city of Saint Louis and its abundance of
food and material or even the bustling excitement of Ben’s hometown of
Kansas, it was easily replaced by the mountain foothills endless sky, clouds
like thistle-down and familiar activities. It would be forty years before she
would again go as far east as the town of Kansas, now called Kansas City.

Clear Creek would be home for a while. It was a place a man from
Missouri would choose with its trees, waler and variable weather. For Ben it
was a welcome change from the flat, dry and always windy region on the
North Platte. Their first home was ten miles below Cherry Creek on the
South Platte on the well-traveled Cherokee Trail, the North-South road from
that area to Cheyenne and Fort Laramie along the foothills of the front range
of the Rockies.

‘The Claymores as they were known in the Western region were far
from being alone. Jim Baker, the mountain man, was a neighbor. There
were, by 1860, 20,000 miners on Clear Creek and the name of Gold City was
on the map. At the mouth of Cherry Creek other's who fancied prospecting
and light dry air were calling a town Saint Charles, in honor of their home
back in Missouri. Wlliam McGaa (alias Jack Jones), John Palmer and Joseph
Brown lived on the banks of Cheny Creek enjoying wild game, their Sioux
wives' wo-ja-pi made from the abundant choke cherries, and doing a little:
prospecting. As more miners arrived, the town grew to 5,000 and the name
was changed to Denver, honoring the fith governor of Kansas Territory.
When William McGaa and Jennie's (Adams) son was bor, he was named
‘William Denver McGaa and noted in History books as the first child of white
blood bom there.
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connection; Benjamin Lessert's wife was a daughter of Henri Chatillon, prominent in the city's
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