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Descriptions of the fort were made by various individuals who 
traveled up the Missouri during the first half of the 18th century. 
Most reliable of those descriptions is Prince Maximillian's, made in 
1883. George Catlin visited Fort Pierre the previous year and Natur 
alist John J. Audubon a decade later. Their journals and the memoirs 
of members of their parties provide a picture of the fort's construc 
tion. No archeological excavations have been made.

Fort Pierre was constructed of cottonwood logs floated to the 
site from a point some 40 miles upstream. The logs were cut to a 
length of about 26 1/2 feet and sunk in the ground creating a stock 
ade 22 feet high, enclosing over an acre of ground in a square roughly 
235 feet. At opposite ends of the square were two bastions.

Entrance was gained through two large doors on the north and 
south walls . Inside were log cabins housing traders and their fami 
lies and log warehouses for merchandise.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Established in 1832 by Pierre Chouteau, Fort Pierre served as the 
center of the Upper Missouri fur trade in the 1830's and 1840's. 
Chouteau's enterprise, the American Fur Company, monopolized trade 
in the Dakotas as far north as Fort Union. He built Fort Pierre to 
replace an earlier post endangered by the unpredictable river.

Fort Pierre became the company's headquarters, focal point for 
a trade area encompassing thousands of miles of prairie. During its 
active years, the post received, processed,and shipped hundreds of 
thousands of beaver pelts, deer skins, and buffalo hides destined 
mainly for European markets. Through Fort Pierre and its subsidiary 
trading posts, the Teton Sioux found their primary contact with whites, 
A new-found prosperity followed that led them to accept, for a time, 
the white man's encroachment on the plains.

When taken over by the army in 1855, the old fur post proved to 
be in such a poor state of repair it was partially dismantled and 
completely abandoned. The site of Fort Pierre is marked by an in 
scribed stone commemorating its prominent part in the Missouri fur 
trade.

Although no visible remains exist today, the outline of the old 
stockade was obvious at the turn of the century when historian Charles 
E. DeLand studied the site. Besides writing a history of Fort Pierre 
Chouteau, he also collected and published much of the official mili 
tary correspondence related to the army's purchase of the fort in 
1855. Historians of the Region II Office of the National Park Ser 
vice did further work on the fort—along with other Missouri River 
sites—from 1946 through 1951, at which time it was given Site Ho. 
365.2. "
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GROUND PLAN OF A TYPICAL TRADING POST

(Fort Pierre) 

From a drawing by Maximilian

f Two-story block-houses. Upper story adapted for use of 
small arms; lower story for cannon.

g Front and back of quadrangle 114 paces in length; other 
sides 108 paces; inner area 87 by 87 paces.

d One-story residence of bourgeois of post. 

e Office and residence of clerk.

a Residence of other clerks, interpreter, engages, and 
their families.

c Stores.

g Entrance doors to fort.

b Garden.

Taken from H.M. Chittenden, The American Fur Trade 
of the Far West, Academic Reprints (Stanford: 
1954)7 p. 44.


