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Robert Campbell’s relationship with the Plains Indians was not a simple, straight forward one. Arriving as a young, impressionable emigrant in the New World, Robert would have been aware of the disdain with which the Plain Indians were treated by White settlers. He may even have accepted these views himself for a time, as he recounts to his brother:

“…first impressions are the only impressions that can be satisfactory to one who wishes to have a correct idea of Indian character.”

Over time and with increased interaction with Indian tribes Robert’s impressions would soon become favourable. In many respects Robert moved ahead of his contemporaries in understanding Indians and becoming an advocate for their fair treatment. But all this was to come later in his life. 

Beginnings

Robert arrived in Philadelphia on June 27, 1822. Whilst there he spent some time with his brother Hugh until a chance meeting and job offer from business-man John 
O’Fallon enticed him out west to St. Louis. By 1823 St. Louis was a burgeoning frontier town, and a real cultural melting pot. The streets would have been bustling with folk from all over; recent European immigrants like the English and German, as well as those of Spanish and French descent from the earliest immigrants.  
It is here that Robert had his first Indian encounter which he recalled decades later to William Fayel:

“The Indians came down to St. Louis and made the treaty with Governor Clark, that same year. The Indians all bought umbrellas and walked in Indian File, bare headed with the umbrellas spread over them, making a ludicrous appearance. The first thing they had done on reaching town was to buy up all the red umbrellas. They were large, fine looking Indians.”

Having grown up in the cold, damp conditions of Aughalane House Robert was prone to respiratory problems. In the spring of 1824 when Robert seen Dr Benjamin Farrar, St. Louis’ then leading physician he was told: 

“Young man, your symptoms are consumptive, and I advise you to go to the Rocky Mountains. I have before sent two or three young men there in your condition, and they came back restored to health and as hearty as bucks.”

Career

This advice along with his desire for adventure led Robert to a career in the Rocky Mountain fur trade. His first foray into the wilds came in 1825 when he set out as part of an expedition with the famous explorer, Jedediah Smith.  
Robert would have been only to aware that a career in fur trapping/trading was a lucrative business in St. Louis, but it also came with a high level of risk and peril. 
The risk came not least from the months of rugged mountain man existence and exposure to the elements, but also from the threat of hostile bands of Indians. 
As Robert writes to Hugh:

“…with a small band of hardy trappers, am in the midst of our old enemies the Black Feet Indians - who if they had a chance would take pleasure in "dancing my scalp." Be that as it may, yours is an enviable lot, when compared with mine. You can retire to rest, without apprehensions of midnight alarms; and can walk forth during the day without fear of an assassin : - whilst I am compelled to recline on the "green sward," with the Heavens for a canopy; my arms by my side - and a strong guard keeping watch over our lives and property.”
This particular account culminated in a pitched battle with the Blackfeet Indians, in which two members of Robert’s expedition were killed and his good friend and business partner William Sublette injured.
Robert’s rather frank explanation for the hostility shown by Blackfeet was:
“The Blackfeet were always at war with us because we were trading with Indians that they were at war with. They were at war with the Snakes, the Crows, the Flatheads and the neighbouring tribes. They had fierce contests, and great care was taken to avoid them when on their marauding expeditions.”
Despite this there were certain tribes of Indians that Robert regarded as friendly. These were the tribes he traded with at the annual rendezvous’ and some he even recruited as guides and trappers on his mountain expeditions. These included the Flathead, Iroquois, Shoshone, Bannock and Nez Perce. 
The first annual Rocky Mountain rendezvous took place in 1825, inaugurated by the innovative fur trade business man William Henry Ashley. 
The rendezvous was essentially held as a means for the fur trappers/traders to come together and ply their trade to one and other. After business was taken care of the event would often culminate in a raucous party. 
The Indian tribes would bring in their own packs of furs and in return they would receive goods at grossly inflated prices. This was standard practice for the fur company leaders, who unabashedly defrauded the Indians as badly as the white trappers. The fur companies were also skilled at playing the tribes off against one and other. By supplying friendly tribes west of the Rockies with guns, they helped check the hostile Blackfeet on the eastern side. The reason for this was that the more economically dependent a tribe became on the whites, the less likely its warriors were to raid various trapping brigades. 
The Blackfeet were not keen to engage in the practices of the white settlers, instead they sought to cling to their traditional cultures and beliefs. This meant that they were a constant thorn in the side of Robert and his fellow frontiersmen:
“….the Blackfeet came in the day time and took the two fastest horses [Blackfeet were notorious horse-handlers], belonging to our Iroquois… They got the start and we could not follow.”
Learning from this horse theft Robert recounts that the Blackfeet:
“…came up one night, but our Iroquois understood the signs. We had our animals picketed and guarded at night and always had three reliefs in nights. Every man had to mount guard except the leader of the expedition.”
During Robert’s time as a Mountain Man the threat from the Blackfeet was always there. However with other tribes he was seen as one of the few white men they could trust. This sentiment is perhaps most easily shown by a meeting Robert had with the principle chief of the Shoshone/Snake Indians, ‘The Iron Wristband’. He writes to his brother Hugh:
“We had a smoke and talk, as usual on such occasions; in the course of which I discovered that my new friend wished to employ me in the capacity of ambassador extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary, on a mission to the Crow Indians; through whose country I intend to pass. Much as I have been accustomed to the tact and shrewdness of Indian chiefs, I have seldom seen stronger proofs of political cunning, than on this occasion.
[After a speech from chief Robert says]
I listened with much attention, and no small share of admiration to this brief harangue. Were you familiar with the position of the parties, you would see in every sentence, evidence of deep policy, and consummate political skill. The Snakes were deeply apprehensive of the effects if a war with the Crows; for they could not wage war with that nation, and the Black Feet: yet an Indian well know the danger of admitting weakness; or asking as a boon, what he knows can only be held by his rifle. On parting I…. hope to succeed in establishing peace between those nations.”
Robert came down from the Mountains in the late 1830s and set up a wholesale and dry good supply company in St. Louis. Although now retired from Mountain Man life, he was still sought by his white compatriots and the federal government to act on their behalf in Indian negotiations. 
During the 1840s Robert was recruited by the government as part of a ‘guiding committee’. The group travelled through Indian Territory in an attempt to establish peace treaties with various Indian tribes who were clashing with the stream of settlers heading out west. 
In 1851 Robert was again contracted by the government, on this occasion to supply goods for the Indian tribes attending peace talks at Fort Laramie. 
In 1868 Robert played a leading role in what became known as the second Indian Commission. He travelled out to all the principle Indian reservations making reports on each one. The venture took four years after which Robert handed in his resignation. He was distraught at the wide level of corruption within the government’s Indian Bureau. Robert even had a meeting with President Grant in which he explained his complaints - he simply felt that he could do nothing to check the officers of the Indian Department and as such had to resign his commission. Thus ended Roberts direct involvement with the Plains Indians. 
It is fair to say that Robert had a unique relationship with the Indians of the Plains. In his younger days he probably treated them as harshly as any other hardened frontiersman but unlike the others, Robert grew to respect their customs. It is a great shame that despite the humanitarian efforts of Robert Campbell, the culture and civilisation of the American Plains Indians was effectively destroyed during the late nineteenth century. 
Below is a link to five letters published in 1836 in the Philadelphia newspaper ‘The National Atlas and Tuesday Morning’
CAMPBELL LETTERS (1832-1836): 
http://user.xmission.com/~drudy/mtman/html/camltrin.html
If you are interested in seeing authentic Native American artefacts, visit the ‘Warriors of the Plains’ touring exhibition from the British Museum currently on display in the Ulster American Folk Park, Omagh until 19th February 2012.
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