
252  •  nebraska history

St.  LOuis Trade  & Traders 
in Indian COuntry

V a l e n t i n  D e v i n  &
J e a n - B a p t i s t e  P a p i l l O n

BY SHARON K. PERSON

•  1 7 6 6 - 1 7 7 4  •



WINTER 2018  •  253  

We, the undersigned…, all creditors of the deceased 
Mr. Devin, who departed last summer to trade in 
the nation of the Sioux, inform you that the men he 
carried with him… have just returned with furs and 
merchandise found at the time of the accident which 
they say caused his death…. April 3, 1773 1

I, Pierre La Derroute, with my ordinary mark below, 
promise and oblige myself to bring back to Sr. 
Papillon four hundred livres of merchandise for the 
trade, provided that Mr. Volsey hands over his… 
valise to me, in witness whereof... at the Otos.      
June 8, 1772 2

When France’s defeat in the French and 
Indian War seemed inevitable after 
losses at Niagara and Quebec in 1759, 

Illinois-Country habitants prepared to abandon 
their homes and fields on the east bank of the 
Mississippi River to re-settle on the west bank. By 
the time French commandant Louis St. Ange de 
Bellerive relinquished Fort de Chartres to the British 
in October 1765, the embryonic settlement of St. 
Louis had taken form on the “king’s domain” in a 
string of crudely fashioned lots and dwellings. The 
commandant promptly completed the relocation 
of his French government, i.e., himself, the civil 
judge, and the royal notary, to the new site and 
resumed government functions.3 Meanwhile, in 
the capital of New Orleans, the transitional French 
governor Jacques-Blaise d’Abbadie (1763-1765) 
was succeeded by Charles-Philippe Aubry, a 
French marine officer, and in spring the next year 
the Spanish-appointed Antonio de Ulloa arrived. 
Aubry and Ulloa acted as co-governors, with Aubry 
remaining St. Ange’s more frequent correspondent. 

Left: Eighteenth-century 
fur traders spent most 
of each year on the 
rivers, journeying out 
to Indian villages with 
merchandise and back 
to St. Louis at the end of 
the trading season with 
furs. The 1802 Perrin du 
Lac map, one of several 
iterations showing the 
Missouri and its affluent 
rivers, illuminates this 
riverine world. Perrin 
du Lac, M. Carte du 
Missouri: levee ou 
rectifiée dans toute son 
etendue. 1802. Library of 
Congress 2003627086

Above: Detail of du Lac 
map, showing present-
day eastern Nebraska.
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trade that received little elaboration in government 
correspondence: numerous reports listed the types 
of furs shipped to New Orleans, but Devin’s inventory 
illuminates the French side of the trade in the items 
he carried to the Sioux villages. Officials regularly 
expressed frustration with traders they considered 
beyond their control. The raw, minimally processed 
estate file of Jean-Baptiste Papillon serves as a 
poignant counterpoint to official correspondence, 
with evidence of the complex arrangements a trader 
had to take to fulfill the contracts he had made in  
St. Louis.9

The (mostly) regular cycle of the trade 
followed a seasonal flow: in late summer and fall, 
Illinois-Country négociants were in New Orleans, 
delivering peltries from the previous year’s trade 
and purchasing new merchandise. They requested 
permission from the governor general to ascend the 
Mississippi with the goods they had purchased and 
to conduct trade with one or two Indians nations 
for the coming year.10 After arriving back north, the 
négociants awaited the descent of the commerçants 
with the voyageurs and engagés they had hired for 
the year (sometimes with a delegation of Indians). 
The négociants claimed their furs and arranged 
for bateaux to ship them downriver. Local licenses 
for the next round of trade were granted to smaller 
négociants and commerçants in St. Louis, and amid 
all the sorting out who was traveling where and with 
whom, négociants apportioned their trade goods 
for the coming year. From mid-summer to early fall, 
the traders departed St. Louis, in convoy-like fashion 
whenever possible. Sometimes their pirogues 
conveyed members of the Indian delegations 
back upriver.11 The traders spent the late fall and 
winter months at their encampments in or near 
Indian villages, bargaining goods for furs until the 
exchanges reached an end, and weather and river 
conditions allowed their return to St. Louis. 

From late November 1767 to May 1768, St. 
Ange and Ríu provided gifts from the Spanish 
government stores to over thirty visiting groups 
from more than a dozen Indian nations.12 Working 
through a handful of interpreters,13 St. Ange and 
Ríu presented the gifts, assisted by the Spanish 
storekeeper. He counted nearly six hundred Indian 
visitors, and since the first pages of his records went 
missing even before Ríu made his report, the total 
had to exceed that—all in all, twice the resident 
population of the village.36 Among the western 
delegations were the Pawnees “from three distinct 
places,” Otos, Big Osages, Kansas, Missouris, Little 
Osages 15 and Iowas. A party of seventeen Missouris 
with their chief Caiquè received the following:16 

Spanish officials required another five years to 
establish an effective presence in St. Louis; a first 
effort by Ulloa to secure a Spanish presence on 
the west bank was to send captain Francisco Ríu 
y Morales to the mouth of the Missouri in 1767 to 
build Spanish forts. Ríu was instructed to defer to St. 
Ange in all matters related to Indians, and his dutiful 
reports to Ulloa (referenced below) bring to light the 
workings of the far Missouri River trade for several 
years in the 1760s. Entering the trade with Indian 
nations provided a means for villagers to gain an 
economic foothold in fledgling St. Louis. Indeed, 
furs were the currency with which the habitants 
procured their everyday needs in the village.4

Two brothers from a local family came to Joseph 
Labuxière, the royal notary, to have him draft a 
contract in April 1766, the first known fur-trade 
agreement written in St. Louis.5 Antoine and Jean-
Batiste Desgagné pooled resources of approximately 
2,000 livres to form a société for their planned ascent 
of the Mississippi to trade with the Sioux.6 Former 
French marine officers from Fort de Chartres and 
other prominent Illinois-Country families took 
leading roles in the local trade. Their arrangements 
as small-time négociants (merchants, the top level 
in the hierarchy of the fur trade) and commerçants 
(mid-level) were often not much grander than the 
agreement between the Desgagné brothers, for 
they did not have the financial resources of the 
major merchants. The latter were the particularly 
well-funded men who could travel to New Orleans 
with each year’s collected furs and return with next 
season’s merchandise. The arrival of still more 
commerçants and voyageurs swelled the number of 
potential traders, and among them were two who to 
this day are unknown to readers of traditional St Louis 
histories, Valentin Devin and Jean-Baptiste Papillon. 

Devin and Papillon had no direct role in the rise 
of the wealthy river barons in the late eighteenth 
century. Neither were they the scribbling sort to 
record observations on the Indians among whom 
they conducted trade—Papillon, though a shrewd 
negotiator, did not know how to write, even to sign 
his name. His origins remain obscure, although he 
has the grander legacy of the two, with the creek and 
town in Nebraska that bear his name.7 Devin, on the 
other hand, embodied the most desired qualities 
that the French and Spanish governments sought in 
traders bound for Indian nations.8 Both men perished 
upriver: Devin (d. 1772) on the Des Moines River and 
Papillon (d.1774) near the confluence of the Platte 
with the Missouri. The facts of their passings were 
tersely subsumed in legal processes. The documents 
triggered by their deaths shed light on aspects of the 
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• 20 lbs. gunpowder

• 40 lbs. balls and 10 lbs. small shot 

• 5 blankets

• 6 ¼ aunes of limbourg cloth 

• 4 white and 4 striped trade shirts 

• 12 each single-edged hunting knives and 
double-edged siamoises

• 1 ½ lbs. vermillion

• 4 small boxes 

• 2 pieces of wool ribbon and 2 balls of wool

• 12 awls 

• 100 gunflints 

• 100 tinkling cones or bells (cascabeles), 

• 1 lb. thread and 50 needles for sewing

• 12 combs

• 24 gunworms (wormscrews)

• 1 lb. beads 

• 1 lb. wire 

• 7 lbs. cooking vessels 

• 2 large and 2 small mirrors

• 2 fusils 

After more than five months of gift-giving 
ceremonies, St. Ange and Riu turned to the local 
commerçants and négociants and finalized 
licenses for the coming year in mid-June 1768.17 
The three Pawnee villages were the most distant, 
and the licenses for two of them went to two 
former French marine sergeants: Eugène Pourré 
dit Beausoleil 18 received the trade at Stabaco.19 

Agreement between 
Valentin Devin and Louis 
Perrault, August 28, 1771, 
signature page. Devin 
agreed, by the next 
May, to bring Perrault 
3,673 livres and 19 sols 
value in deerskins and 
beaver and otter pelts. 
The agreement was 
written and witnessed 
by Joseph Labuxière, 
with Miloney Duralde, 
St. Louis’s first surveyor, 
as an additional witness. 
Commandant Pedro 
Piernas approved the 
agreement. French and 
Spanish Archives, no. 
1571, Courtesy of Missouri 
Historical Society,  
St. Louis
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On June 15, Pourré drew up an agreement with 
Ste. Genevieve négociant Jean Datchurut for 4,000 
livres of trade merchandise to supply his trade.20 
Pierre Montardy received the village of Tapage,21 
and he immediately hired Jean Perin dit Boucher 
as his commerçant-voyageur who would make 
the trip upriver. The two drew up an agreement 
with négociant Louis Lambert for the value of 
6,907 livres of merchandise.22 It was well-known 
that an illegal (unlicensed) trader by the name of 
Lacroix dit Marantel was living at Tapage, and had 
been for some years. When Boucher met Lacroix 
upriver, the former managed to put the latter in his 
debt, and the steps Boucher took in St. Louis to 
secure repayment may be what eventually brought 
Lacroix back to St. Louis.23 The trade at the third 
village, Panimaha, was awarded to Jean-Marie 
Cardinal.24 Cardinal is known in St. Louis as one 
of the casualties of the famous 1780 Battle of St. 
Louis, but his life was more remarkable than his 
death, extending through the Indian-French world 
of the mid-eighteenth century. In fact, Cardinal 
was likely the cultural broker for the far western 

trade since he had been living in the Panimaha 
village from the mid-1750s with his Panimaha wife 
and their ever-increasing number of children. In 
all likelihood, at some point he descended the 
Missouri and crossed the future site of St. Louis 
as he traveled to Cahokia or Fort de Chartres. 
But in the summer of 1768, Cardinal, without 
an established residence in St. Louis, relied on 
Montardy’s commerçant-voyageur Boucher to 
supply him with trade merchandise.25 

Joseph Labuxière, the royal notary, picked up 
the Otos trade. Labuxière, whose legal expertise 
was in high demand,26 if not highly remunerative, 
declared he could not go upriver, and he turned 
over the responsibility to a commerçant, who 
in turn hired an engagé to go to both the Oto 
and Pawnee villages.27 (The combination of the 
Oto with the Pawnee was repeated in several 
contracts through the 1780s.) The traders received 
these licenses for just one year, and the method 
of distribution that year and the following years 
was not stated—perhaps the most lucrative 
destinations, or the most distant, were awarded on 

The accumulated 
knowledge of the local 
fur-trade networks 
about the western 
waterways included 
Papillon Creek. The 
Mackay map was used 
by Lewis and Clark 
on their American 
exploration of the 
Missouri. Finiels, Nicolas 
De, Meriwether Lewis, 
William Clark, William 
Henry Harrison, James 
Mackay, and John 
Evans. Map of Missouri 
River and vicinity from 
Saint Charles, Missouri, 
to Mandan villages of 
North Dakota: used by 
Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark in their 
expedition up Missouri 
River, 1798. Library of 
Congress 2002621122
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Detail of Mackay map 
showing the confluence 
of the Platte and 
Missouri rivers. The 
mapmaker adopted 
Chauvin’s spelling 
“Papillion.”

a revolving basis or decided by lot.28 At all levels 
of the trade, few participants seem to have had 
enduring or exclusive relationships; one effect of 
this was to spread both risk and profit throughout 
the community of traders. 

*  *  *

Valentin Devin requested permission in June 1768 
to send voyageurs in his name to the village of 
the Missouri Indians.37 Devin’s utterly fascinating 
biography deserves a few words. Born in 1734 to 
the royal engineer at Fort Condé (Mobile), Valentin 
Devin and his wife, Marie-Marthe Chauvin, the son 
was named after the father. Not only did Devin 
père (father) design buildings at Mobile, he created 
some of the most important maps of the early Gulf 
coast.30 Devin père died when Valentin was quite 
young, and his widow remarried—just days after 
she gave birth to a daughter—to a lieutenant of the 
Swiss troop at Mobile.31 All evidence points to their 
stepfather, Jean-Grégoire Volant, having been good 
to the Devin siblings. Valentin pursued a career 
in the military. His younger sister, Marie-Marthe, 
married the widower Antoine Bienvenu, who had 
recently given up his situation as the wealthiest 
farmer and largest slaveholder in Kaskaskia in the 
Illinois Country to relocate to New Orleans. When 
Volant died in 1761, Marie-Marthe and Valentin 
Devin amicably (without legal assistance) received 
their inheritance of 22,500 livres from the Volant-
Chauvin estate,32 a surge of capital for Devin’s 
trading ventures. 

But before he became a trader, Valentin Devin 
fils (son) was an ensign in the French marines, 
and he traversed much of French North America 
in the service of his most Christian majesty, Louis 
XV. At the July 1759 battle of Belle Famille, Devin 
was among the Louisiana officers wounded and 
taken captive.33 Within eyeshot of the helpless 
soldiers at the besieged Fort Niagara, the French 
relief force of which Devin was part suffered 
a swift and horrific defeat, and Fort Niagara 
surrendered the next day. The men taken captive 
by the British were transported to New York 
City and eventually returned to New Orleans. 
After the war, Devin tried his hand at the Indian 
trade, but had little luck on the lower Mississippi. 
In 1767 he traveled to the Missouri, to see if 
prospects were better farther north. He judged 
that they were, and prepared to establish himself 
in St. Louis. Bienvenu and Marthe Devin, along 
with New Orleans merchant Jean-Baptiste Sarpy, 

financially supported his trading voyages in the 
Illinois country.34 

Once he arrived in St. Louis, Devin received 
title to a village lot, granted by St. Ange on June 
11, 1767. The lot, which faced the main street, was 
available from areas yet unclaimed by villagers in 
the king’s lands, the domaine du roy. Devin failed 
to meet the usual homesteading requirement by 
not having a dwelling constructed, and his lot was 
divided and reassigned to others (i.e., it was not 
sold) in December 1768.35  The loss of land did not 
jeopardize his career as a trader, though. Unlike 
Jean-Marie Cardinal, Devin had connections. He 
moved his personal possessions to the home of 
Jacques Chauvin, an active négociant in St. Louis 
and probably a relative on his mother’s side of 
the family, and continued to do business.36 Devin 
drew up contracts to obtain trade merchandise 
from négociants Louis Perrault and Joseph 
Segond in 1770, 1771, and April 1772.37 Shortly after 
signing a last contract in July 1772, Devin headed 
up the Mississippi for the Des Moines River and 
commenced trading with the Sioux. He never 
returned. At an unknown time and location he 
suffered an accident. No account of Devin’s last days 
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appears in the estate documents, but his engagés 
Pierre Marcil,38 Pierre Simon, and one Duvet, must 
have cared for him until his death and buried 
him. The engagés, as hired men, did not have 
the authority to continue trading, so they packed 
up the furs their employer had already received, 
the remaining trade merchandise, plus the camp 
equipment, and headed back to St. Louis.

Pirogues laden with peltry pulled in at the 
mouth of the Missouri before making their final 
descent to St. Louis, and négociants who had 
equipped the voyages inspected the cargoes 
and satisfied their claims. Here they also learned 
of losses. Devin’s three engagés navigated to 
the mouth of the Missouri with the beaver and 
otter pelts and deerskins they had collected 
under Devin’s supervision. Under the watchful 
eyes of authorities, the pirogue and its contents 
were ushered downstream to St. Louis. Devin’s 
seven creditors (his sister locally represented by 
négociant Louis Perrault) agreed on the division 
of the peltry. The trade merchandise, in contrast, 
could not be sorted out well enough to determine 
which providers had supplied which portion 
of the goods, and so estimators set to work 
inventorying the goods in order to sell them at 
public auction.39 

Devin’s inventory is one of our most important 
extant documents dealing with the fur trade 
out of St. Louis; it is the earliest known, most 
complete, and most painstakingly detailed, list 
of merchandise that was taken upriver from St. 
Louis for the trade.40 Devin’s merchandise included 
cloth and finished clothing, metal objects of all 
sorts, firearms and gunpowder, and items that 
might decorate clothing or adorn the body. Some 
of Devin’s cargo mirrored the government gifts of 
European powers for decades past: gunpowder, 
balls, awls, trade rifles,41 gunflints, gunworms, 
needles, thread, knives,42 vermillion, limbourg (a 
cheap, coarse woolen staple item), trade shirts, 
wool ribbon, beads, cooking vessels, mirrors, and 
wire.43 Several items were a notch above the basic 
government gifts, such as eight blankets (mantas) 
fashioned into capotes with hoods of limbourg. 
One red-colored capote was decorated with wool 
ribbon and metal buttons. But Devin also had a 
number of pieces of new and used tailored items: 
two new, lined vests (chalecos), one of calamanco 
(usually colorful and glossy on one side44) and the 
other indiana (a printed calico) were among the 
higher-valued items by the estimators. Estimators 
described a used jacket (chupa) of tafetan, en 
frances satin. A colorful item was a pair of used, 

William Clark’s journals included non-diary 
pages for the weather and for lists of Indians 
and waterways, such as this one. Ascending the 
Missouri, the voyagers encountered “Weeping 
Water Creek, River Plat or Shoal River, Butterfly 
or Papelion Creek.” Jean-Baptiste Papillon’s 
name appeared in various spellings, depending 
on the writer. Clark Family Collection, Volume 
4. Voorhis Journal 4, image N26891. Courtesy of 
Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis
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blue-striped breeches of pure cotton. Among a 
handful of used sleeping caps estimators counted 
a single, new red wool hat. All together, about half 
of the clothing items were used, rather than new, 
for used clothing had always been common in 
trade merchandise. Devin or his sister had perhaps 
purchased clothing for the fur trade at estate 
auctions in New Orleans. Conceivably, the siblings 
sacrificed them from the family’s wardrobe. If, as 
stated, Devin’s personal clothing was removed from 
the mass of trade goods, what was the intended 
role of these finished items in the trade? In terms 
of the stark economic exchange, were they simply 
calculated to be more valuable? Would Devin use 
the more interesting items strategically—to sustain 
the process of the trade—over months he planned 
to spend among the Sioux? 

The metal items in Devin’s cargo were no less 
varied than the clothing. St. Louis was home to 
several artisans and metal-workers: the goldsmith 
Joseph Motard, royal armurier Jean-Baptiste 
Hervieux, and numerous blacksmiths, of whom two 
of the more prominent were Gabriel Dodier and 
Martin Baram.45 Notably different from government 
gifts were more than fifty tin (estaño) and copper 
earrings in the form of circles, one earring made 
from a gold (finger) ring, thirteen crosses, and tin 
bracelets. Six small spoons of pewter (peltre) might 
find various uses. In addition to eight pounds of 
“ordinary” beads (abalorio), four pounds of black 
and white beads, two pounds of large glass beads, 
Devin had brought a ten-strand wampum belt, 
and three dozen buttons of stone mounted in tin. 
For social occasions, he had a supply of eighteen 
redstone calumets,46 three carrots of tobacco, 
and a pound of chocolate (no alcohol appears 
in the inventory). Spanish authorities had mused 
about building a fort at the mouth of the Des 
Moines River, without ever effecting such a project. 
Nevertheless, a strong trading relationship between 
Spanish St. Louis and the Sioux might keep the 
British at bay.47

*  *  *

The commerçants and voyageurs and their 
Indian trading partners often spent an entire 
season in proximity to each other. The warm fires 
of hospitality in Indian villages surely drew hosts 
and visitors together. Likely, the rigor of legal 
contracts and the vehemence of official decrees 
diminished as each paddle-stroke carried traders 
farther away from creditors and authorities 

in St. Louis. As much as Spanish lieutenant 
governors railed against rogue, unlicensed 
traders, mid-level commerçants who were at 
the posts sometimes undertook “manouevres” 
upriver, redistributing among themselves the 
merchandise that had they had obtained under 
contract in St. Louis. The modification that 
Boucher made at St. Louis to include Jean-
Marie Cardinal in the trade was acceptable, and 
Labuxière rewrote the contract to reflect the 
change. If commerçants 48 were empowered to 
make judgments upriver about the use of trade 
merchandise, the line separating a reasonable 
redistribution and rogue trading might be drawn 
only by the creditors in St. Louis.

In the spring of 1773, British traders were 
discovered to have penetrated deep into Spanish 
territory to conduct trade with the Little Osages. 
This bold action of a rival power realized the 
worst fears of the Spanish, and had unambiguous 
consequences for the foreign traders who were 
apprehended.49 In September that same year, still 
watchful for any infractions that might damage 
the good conduct of the trade, lieutenant governor 
Pedro Piernas granted a trading passport to 
Jacques Chauvin, Jean Salé dit Lajoye, and their 
five engagés to carry out trade at the Oto village. 
One paragraph of the passport left no doubt about 
Piernas’s expectations: 

The traders (Chauvin and LaJoye) are 
forbidden to sell, loan, give, or intrust (sic) to 
any of the Frenchmen who have remained 
and are at the present time in the nations, 
any kind of trading merchandise or goods, no 
matter of what nature, for trading purposes, 
and not even for their own personal use. 
On the contrary, they are commanded to 
force these Frenchmen, in our name, and 
by virtue of this deprivation, to return to 
this post with all their employees without 
exception in the month of July the next 
year, 1774, at the latest, whether they have 
finished their trading or not. They shall not 
leave any kind of goods either in this nation 
or in any others or on the way, or still less 
in the hands of any Frenchmen under any 
pretext whatever, under pain of being severely 
punished according to the circumstances and 
necessities of the case.50
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All traders working upriver out of St. Louis 
received similar admonishments. Along the way 
to the Oto villages, the party would pass several 
posts where they would encounter French traders, 
but Piernas may well have intended Chauvin and 
Lajoye to dislodge Jean-Baptiste Papillon from the 
Otos’ villages.51

Papillon’s known existence in the village of 
St. Louis is brief —in 1769, he purchased a small 
amount of merchandise from Ste. Genevieve 
négociant Louis Chamard, who had requested 
permission in New Orleans the previous summer 
to trade with the Big Osages and the Otos.52 Other 
providers of merchandise for 1769, names of 
Papillon’s engagés, and whether this could have 
been his first journey to the Oto villages remain 
unknown. In July 1770, Papillon contracted with 
carpenter Pierre Tousignan to build a house in 
St. Louis. Papillon’s land was a bit removed to the 
south from the string of residential lots, near or 
alongside (prés et joignant) the Petite Rivière (later 
famously known as Mill Creek).53 Papillon agreed to 
supply the hinges for the two doors and shutters on 
the four windows. All the labor—digging, cutting, 
sawing, building, bouzillage, and whitewashing—
was left fully to Tousignan. He had eleven months 
to complete the house before Papillon planned to 
return, in June 1771.54

The building contract accomplished, Papillon 
prepared for his trading voyage by gathering 
merchandise from five different providers over 
five days in August 1770, including three of St. 
Louis’s most prominent négociants: Jean-Baptiste 
Sarpy,55 Louis Lambert dit LaFleur,56 and Joseph 
Segond.57 Papillon promised to pay in 1771 with 
a variety of skins and furs—deer, otter, and 
beaver. Most striking, he promised three robes 
matachées—painted buffalo robes—two to Sarpy 
and one to Segond.58 These colorful items may 
have been destined to adorn St. Louis homes, 
to find their way to New Orleans or, given the 
international connections of the merchants, 
possibly to be shipped to France. In addition, 
Papillon promised Michel Rolet dit LaDéroute 
eleven robes de boeuf, the unpainted sort, 
typically used as a bedcovering.59 

It is unclear whether Jean-Baptiste Papillon 
ever returned to St. Louis, for several of his earlier 
creditors remained unpaid, and several notes in 
his inventory papers suggest that he remained at 
the Oto village. Papillon, unable to write, always 
inscribed a cross in lieu of a signature—but 
fortunately for historians, other traders who 
crossed his path possessed writing skills. Three 

small notes among his papers were written in 
Pawnee and Oto villages, several hundred miles 
upriver from St. Louis. The first, dated August 1771, 
obliged Papillon to procure thirteen buffalo robes 
for Pierre Blondin.60 This suggests that Papillon 
had taken trade merchandise from Blondin, 
and promised the robes as (future) payment. 
Michel Lamy 61 wrote this agreement, in typical, 
if abbreviated, contract form, noting faite et pase 
au granpanea (made and passed at the Grand 
Pawnee village 62) and then Lamy himself signed 
as witness. This extraordinary effort by Lamy and 
Papillon to use official formulations indicate that 
this was no rogue, off-the-books wheeling and 
dealing. The next year, Papillon again received 
trade merchandise at the Oto village. The two 
agreements, dated June 8, 1772, and inscribed 
aux otos, were between Papillon and Pierre La 
Déroute (with Blondin as a witness). One note was 
a promise to pay La Déroute and compa(g)nie 
610 livres in beaver and other pelts of their choice 
for merchandise on an account which Papillon 
promised to privilege above all other engagements 
(a promise typically made to the last creditor). 
The second arrangement was with La Déroute 
alone, who agreed to bring trade merchandise to 
Papillon at the Oto village in return for fifty pounds 
of powder and other items in a valise Papillon had 
left in St. Louis. In two consecutive years, Papillon 
acquired merchandise at the post of the Otos, in 
the most legal way possible. When La Déroute 
returned to St. Louis and claimed the gunpowder 
and the valise, Papillon’s arrangements became 
public knowledge.

Piernas’s orders went further than deprivation 
of merchandise; Chauvin and La Joye should not 
lend assistance of any kind to traders they found 
upriver. The party encountered Papillon, and 
Piernas’s harshness mattered little, for he lay dying 
in April 1774. Chauvin, Lajoye, and their engagé 
Barsalou helped Papillon through his last days.63 
(His illness or injury was not specified.) They 
did not attend to Papillon’s soul by taking down 
wishes for masses to be said by the priest or for the 
distribution of personal property, but Chauvin duly 
penned Papillon’s deathbed statement of business 
accounts, with Lajoye and Barsalous serving as 
witnesses. The statement began “I, Jean-Baptiste 
Papillion,64 in the presence of Messieurs Chauvin, 
Barsaloux and La Joy confess and declare to owe 
in the Illinois in peltry” and continued with a list of 
his creditors. Papillon confirmed his arrangement 
with La Déroute: “To Sr. Laderoute (Pierre) on my 
note the sum of 600 livres in peltry, conditionally 
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that he should bring me 400 livres of merchandise 
delivered to the Oto village which he agreed in his 
note (in exchange) for a valise with clothing which 
I sold him (and) that is with Mr. Volsey”

The statement went on to reveal the extent of 
Papillon’s trading arrangements:

I have stored (en cache) in the Pawnee village 
in the hands of an Indian named La Loupe the 
following:

• 16 packets of beaver

• A packet of 50 otter and (mixed with)   
some shaved deerskins

• A packet of deerskins, ditto

• 4 or 5 doe skins

• An empty box

La Loupe also has five horses of mine with 
their saddles. . . 
 
The man named Vairaite Jeandro chez les 
Loup owes me fifteen robes 65 
 
We certify that Jean-Baptiste Papillion has 
confessed and declared not to have any 
other than these mentioned above, at the 
wintering-site of the Otos, April 8, 1774. 
 
Signed Chauvin, LaJoy, Barsalous  
(with his mark)

Lists of debtors and creditors were routinely included 
in last wills and testaments, but the contents of this 
one-page document are unusual, particularly in nam-
ing an Indian associate and showing the extent of 
Papillon’s relationships. To conduct trade, to develop 
and maintain ties in more than one Indian village, Pa-
pillon needed a timeline that did not fit his contracts. 
The opportunities for trade among the Pawnees (or its 
difficulties) prompted him to negotiate for additional 
merchandise from traders who were passing through. 
His deathbed financial statement was properly drawn 
up before witnesses, and the debts to the St. Louisans 
that Papillon mentioned therein were honored, includ-
ing those to La Déroute and Blondin.66

After receiving the information from Papillon, 
Chauvin borrowed a horse (he paid for the loan 
with a knife, a breechclout, and vermillion) and 
rode off for the Pawnee village to find the Indian 
associate La Loupe. He retrieved the furs in 
storage, compensated La Loupe with eighteen 
trade hunting knives, (coutaux bucheron) and 
paid him further for transporting the furs on the 
Platte river (sur la rivierre platte) to the Oto village. 
The five horses Papillon mentioned probably had 
transported trade goods upriver, for the Platte 
was notoriously difficult to ascend.67 Chauvin 
wrote up an itemized account with charges to 
Papillon’s estate for conveying twelve packets 
of furs from the Pawnee village to St. Louis, and 
both Barsalous and Chauvin wrote up charges 
for their care of the trader during his final illness. 
Estimators inventoried the bundles of Papillon’s 
furs at Chauvin’s home and on August 2, 1774, the 
financial formalities were completed, each creditor 
receiving his proportionate share and signing 
acceptance of the distribution.68 Papillon’s delay in 
payment caused problems for his creditors in St. 
Louis, but because the suppliers had shared the 
burden of supplying him, no one of them suffered 
serious financial losses.

Chauvin did not comment on the location of 
Papillon’s 1774 wintering-site, or his exact death 
date, but we can entertain the hope that the site 
and his grave were along the creek that today 
carries his name. Chauvin took responsibility 
for Papillon’s burial; whether others were in 
attendance, and who they were, are likewise 
unknown.69 Jacques Chauvin lived an honorable 
and long life in St. Louis.70 He continued to trade 
up the Missouri, receiving permission to conduct 
commerce with the Otos and Pawnees as late 
as 1799. There can be little doubt that Chauvin 
provided the name of “Papillion” Creek, his only 
spelling of the name, for the maps of James McKay 
and later Lewis and Clark.71

*  *  *

In 1778, Auguste Chouteau and his brother-in-law 
Sylvestre Labbadie received the license for the 
posts of the Otos and the Pawnees.72 Incensed by 
reports of traders maneuvering merchandise at the 
Otos’ post, they brought suit against the bourgeois 
of another outfit, Jean-Baptiste Dechêne, and his 
two engagés who were destined for the Mahas. 
Chouteau and Labbadie claimed Dechêne had 
willfully encroached on their license. Lawsuits 
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Note of Barsalous among the estate papers 
of Jean-Baptiste Papillon. Upon returning to 
St. Louis, Barsalous requested payment for 
providing two months’ lodging, food, and care 
during Papillon’s illness until his death. The note 
was paid. French and Spanish Archives, no. 2323. 
Courtesy of Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis
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claiming encroachment were not uncommon 
at any time, but what was remarkable in this 
instance was an attestation signed by fourteen 
engagés at “leau qui pleure” (present-day Weeping 
Water Creek, Nebraska73), the wintering site of 
Chouteau and Labbadie’s bourgeois. As one, the 
group of engagés, “all of us French” (nous tous 
francais) asserted in their declaration, sincere 
et veritable, the innocence of the defendants: 
the Otos had prevented Dechêne and his men 
from ascending farther to the Mahas, and had 
coerced them to give up some of their goods. 
The men agreed that this had caused some 
(but little) damage to Chouteau and Labbadie’s 
profits. One of the engagés drafted the statement 
in an extraordinarily neat hand and a sincere 
approximation of correct legal phrasing, dated 
October 25, 1778. In view of the testimony in St. 
Louis and the statement of the gathered engagés, 
defending their own in actions far out on the 
rivers, the lieutenant governor (and civil judge) in 
St. Louis, Fernando de Leyba, dismissed the case, 
charging Chouteau and Labbadie to pay the court 
costs.74 The seemingly simultaneous gathering 
of such a large number of traders suggests that 
wintering sites were not wholly isolated, and 
that consequences of deceiving creditors were 
well understood within the tightly-knit world of 
voyageurs, commerçants, and négociants.

Epilogue 

In 1800, as smaller merchants found themselves 
pushed out of the trade by the decision of 
lieutenant governor Carlos Dehault Delassus to 
assign trade to persons he felt worthy, Jacques 
Chauvin and five other men asked Delassus to 
reinstate open trade:75 “We (the undersigned) are 
far from claiming the exclusion of this trade; our 
old men limit themselves to sharing it with our 
co-citizens, merchants like ourselves. All children 
of the same father, we desire to participate in his 
benefits.” They looked nostalgically back to the 
days of Piernas as commandant—“He distributed 
the posts equally; each found his account there 
and felt the good effects of this administration. 
Some good traders were equipped by the entire 
commerce. In general, each merchant furnished 
according to his means, and withdrew his share 
of the furs in proportion to the funds that he 
had invested. Thus, the people were happy; the 
merchant comfortable, and no one was reduced 
to (feared) poverty.” Carl J. Ekberg has described 
the mentalité of the French-Canadian habitant 

in eighteenth-century Illinois-Country villages, 
where ways of life reflected and reinforced mutual 
cooperation and interdependence: farming in 
open fields, abandonné (pasturing of animals 
on the open fields during the winter), commons, 
and nucleated villages.76 Deeply–rooted customs 
bound villagers to each other, even those who 
took to the rivers for months each year. More than 
a simple lament by the passing generation, the 
petition to Delassus reverberates with sentiments 
of nearly one century of Illinois-Country 
community life. 
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