
The Brothers Robidoux And The Opening Of
The American West
Once upon a time in the early 1800s, two brothers by the name of Joseph and
François Robidoux embarked on a remarkable journey that would forever shape
the history of the American West. They were French-Canadian fur traders,
adventurers, and entrepreneurs who played a significant role in the exploration
and development of vast regions in what is now known as the western United
States.

Driven by the spirit of discovery and the promise of untold riches, the Robidoux
brothers ventured into uncharted territories, making daring expeditions into Native
American lands, negotiating with tribes, and establishing trading outposts along
the way. Their adventures would pave the way for future settlers and explorers,
effectively opening up the West for expansion and development.

The Early Years

Joseph and François Robidoux were born in the late 18th century in Saint-Louis,
Missouri, to a French-Canadian family. Growing up in a bustling trading post, they
were exposed to the world of fur trade from an early age. As teenagers, they
honed their skills as trappers and traders, learning the art of survival in the
untamed wilderness.
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In 1810, the brothers joined a trading expedition led by Manuel Lisa, a prominent
fur trader, and set off towards the unknown. This journey took them deep into the
Rocky Mountains, where they encountered various Native American tribes and
established trade relations. Over time, the brothers became fluent in multiple
Native American languages, earning their trust and respect.

Trading Empire

Following their successful expedition, the Robidoux brothers returned to Missouri,
where they set up their own trading businesses. François focused on the upper
Missouri River, establishing Fort Lisa in present-day Nebraska. The fort quickly
expanded and became a vital hub for fur trade, drawing trappers and Native
Americans from far and wide.

Meanwhile, Joseph Robidoux ventured further west, establishing Fort Robidoux
on the Green River in present-day Wyoming. This strategic location allowed him
to access the region's rich fur resources and trade with various tribes, including
the Shoshone, Arapaho, and Crow.

As their trading empires grew, the Robidoux brothers became influential figures in
the fur trade industry. They amassed significant wealth and held considerable
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power and influence over the region's economic activities. Their forts served as
pivotal points along the western trading routes, attracting traders, trappers, and
migrants looking to make their fortune in the West.

Exploration and Expansion

While their trading endeavors brought immense success, the Robidoux brothers
also had a thirst for exploration and adventure. They continued to push the
boundaries of the American West, undertaking numerous expeditions to map
uncharted territories and establish new trading outposts.

One of their notable ventures was the exploration of the Great Salt Lake. In 1824,
Joseph Robidoux led an expedition that discovered the lake, which would later
play a crucial role in the westward expansion and settlement of the region.

Additionally, the brothers played a significant role in the Oregon Trail, a historic
route that would lead thousands of pioneers westward. Their forts and trading
posts provided essential resources and support to those seeking a new life in the
uncharted lands.

Lasting Legacy

The Robidoux brothers' legacy in the American West is undeniable. Through their
determination, resilience, and foresight, they played a crucial role in opening up
the vast western territory, paving the way for future generations of settlers,
traders, and explorers.

Their forts became important social and economic centers, contributing to the
growth and development of communities in the region. The establishment of trade
relations with Native American tribes laid the groundwork for peaceful
coexistence and understanding between cultures.



Despite their accomplishments, the Robidoux brothers' influence gradually faded
as new waves of settlers and traders pushed further west. However, their
contributions to the opening of the American West remain an integral part of its
history, forever etched in the collective memory of the nation.

In

The Brothers Robidoux, Joseph and François, were true pioneers of the
American West. Through their courage, business acumen, and passion for
exploration, they left an indelible mark on the region's history. Without their
efforts, the opening of the American West might have been delayed, and its
vibrant communities and settlements might not have thrived as they do today.

So, let us remember and celebrate the legacy of the Brothers Robidoux, two men
who dared to venture into the unknown, endlessly curious about what lay beyond
the horizon, and forever changed the landscape of the American West.
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Written in a unique biographical format, Robert Willoughby interweaves the
stories of six brothers who shaped the American trans-Mississippi West during
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the first five decades of the nineteenth century. After migrating from French
Canada to St. Louis, the brothers Robidoux—Joseph, Francois, Antoine, Louis,
Michel, and Isadore—and their father, Joseph, became significant members in
the business, fur trading, and land speculation communities, frequently interacting
with upper-class members of the French society.

Upon coming of age, the brothers followed their father into the fur business and
American Indian trade. The oldest of the six, Joseph, led the group on an
expedition up the Missouri River as Lewis and Clark had once done, designating
a path of trade sites along their journey until they reached their destination at
present-day Omaha, Nebraska. Eventually the younger brothers set out on their
own westward expedition in the mid 1820s, reaching both Colorado and Santa
Fe, New Mexico. Joseph eventually became a town founder in northwest Missouri
near Blacksnake Creek. Antoine and Louis traveled as far as California, finally
settling in Santa Fe where they became prominent citizens. As a trapper and
trader, Michel endured many hardships and close calls during his journey across
the West. Francois and Isadore made their home in New Mexico, maintaining a
close relationship with Joseph in Missouri.

Though frequently under contract by others, the brothers did their best work when
allowed to freelance and make their own rules. The brothers would ultimately
pass on their prosperous legacy of ranging, exploring, trading, and town-building
to a new generation of settlers. As the nature of the fur trade changed, so did the
brothers’ business model. They began focusing on outfitting western migrants,
town folk, and farmers. Their practices made each of them wealthy; however,
they all died poor.



To understand the opening of the American West, one must first know about men
like the brothers Robidoux. Their lives are the framework for stories about the
American frontier. By using primary sources located at the Missouri Historical
Society, the Mexican Archives of New Mexico, and the Huntington Library, as well
as contemporary accounts written by those who knew them, Willoughby has now
told the Robidouxs’ story.
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