
Why Council Bluffs? 
Part One 

Caldwell’s Camp 
 
 
Dozens of tribes of Native Americans have been identified as having lived in, hunted in, 

or occupied territory in the region that is today called “Council Bluffs.” 

 

In 1803, the United States government purchased 828,000 square miles of land from 

France in a deal known as the Louisiana Purchase. The following year, President 

Thomas Jefferson sent the Lewis and Clark Expedition to explore and map the new 

territory.  

 

This expedition camped at a hill near what is 

now Fort Calhoun, Nebraska on August 2, 

1804. There they met with the Otoe tribe on a 

hill they dubbed “Council Bluff.” Subsequently, 

the term “Council Bluffs” was used by traders 

and fur trappers to refer to entire region on both 

sides of the Missouri River. 

 

In 1824, a St. Louis businessman named 

Francois Guittar established a white settlement on the Iowa side of the Missouri River. 

Calling the settlement “Trader’s Point,” Guittar and others traded goods to Native 

Americans in exchange for furs.  

 

In 1833, members of three Native American 

Tribes – Chippewa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi - 

were force from their lands and relocated west. In 

1837, they arrived at a reservation in Trader’s 

Point. The group of 2,000 Native Americans was 

led by Chief Sauganash (English name, Billy 

Caldwell) – a half-white, half-Potawatomi fur 

trader who spoke several languages. Their 

settlement became known as Camp Caldwell. 

 

In 1837, the United States Army built a small fort 

or “blockhouse” near Camp Caldwell to “keep an 

eye” on the reservation. Two years later, the Army 

gave the fort to a Jesuit missionary named Pierre-

Jean De Smet.  
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The missionary came from St. Louis to attempt to convert 

the inhabitants of Camp Caldwell to the Catholic faith. At 

Camp Caldwell, De Smet observed in his journals that the 

Potawatomi were struggling, and he blamed the 

introduction of alcohol to the tribe by white trappers at 

Trader’s Point.  Alcoholism and related violence claimed 

the lives of many in the tribe including Billy Caldwell’s 

oldest son. 

 

 

  

De Smet made the first maps of the Upper Mississippi River, 

but he had little success in religious conversion in the area. 

He abandoned the blockhouse mission in 1841. De Smet 

left the area and travelled across the Great Plains, baptizing 

thousands of Native Americans. Today, De Smet’s legacy is 

controversial, with some considering him an advocate for 

Native Americans and others considering him a part of a 

legacy of colonialism, imperialism, and racist supremacy.   

 

When Billy Caldwell died of cholera in 1841, the Potawatomi 

tribe feared attack from the Sioux tribes who had originally 

inhabited the area. They called for assistance from 

neighboring tribes and from the United States Government 

who dispatched troops to the area where they stayed until displaced by a flood in 1843.  

 

In 1847 the tribes were relocated again, this time to Kansas. 

There they merged with a previously relocated tribe of 

Potawatomi on a single reservation north of Topeka, 

Kansas. When they were removed from Kansas in 1867, the 

tribe fractured and spread out to many different areas. 

 

Today there are many federally recognized bands of 

Potawatomi in North America. Potawatomi means “people of 

the place of fire.” The Potawatomi were part of a long-term 

alliance called the Council of Three Fires with the Ottawa 

and Chippewa who shared similar customs.  
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