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Robert Dickson
Robert Dickson was born in the year 1765.  He 
died quite suddenly in June of 1823 on 
Drummond Island, which is now in the state of 
Michigan, USA.  He was born in Scotland and 
was known for his fiery red hair and beard, and 
the Dakota called him “Red Head” or Pahin sa 
sa .  Later, he came to Canada to be a trader.  
Dickson operated in the regions west of the 
Mississippi River and was employed by the British 
North American trade companies.  Dickson had 
trading posts in Ojibwe and Dakota territory.

Dickson fell in love with a Dakota woman named 
Ista Toto wiη.  He had to wait many years before 
he could marry her, in order to prove his loyalty to 
the Dakota people.  Dickson and Toto wiη were 
married in 1797.  They had 4 or 5 children.  One 
boy was named William, and one of the girls was 
named Helen.  After the War and the signing of 
the Treaty of Ghent, the family ended up living in 
what became American Territory.

Robert Dickson became an ally to the Dakota 
people.  He earned their respect.  Dickson 
illegally brought supplies to a Dakota winter camp 
along the Mississippi numerous times. In 1811, he 
smuggled goods out of Queenston, Ontario, down 
the Ohio River to the Mississippi and Prairie du 
Chien.  He was planning on trading these goods 
for profit. Arriving among the Dakota, he found 
many were starving. Dickson enlisted fellow 
traders to set up a trading post on Pike Island and 
issued all of his supplies as gifts. The traders 
were regarded as heroes among the Dakota for 
the life-saving British goods.  

Oral histories of the Dakota refer to the War of 1812 as 
pain sa sa wainuηyaηpi “When the Red Head Begged for Our Help.”  Dickson helped talks to 
continue between the Western First Nations (like the Dakota) and British forces, which 
was important. He related and renewed the land and peace promises of the British, and 



fought hard to make sure that the Dakota and other Western First Nations were 
receiving steady supplies throughout the war.  During the War of 1812, Dickson fought 
beside Dakota men. As a Colonel in the army, Dickson was a representative of the 
British Crown and gave out flags and medals to the First Nation allies. These medals 
acted as a symbol of the promises made by the British Crown to recognize First Nation 
contributions to the military campaign.  

After the war, Dickson became an Indian Agent in January 1814 for the area west of 
Lake Huron.  Robert Dickson stayed in Prairie du Chien throughout the winter of 
1814-15, trying to get supplies for the Dakota from the British. In the end, Dickson’s ties 
to his First Nations relatives overshadowed his relationship to the British. In his effort to 
feed hungry First Nation women and children with army supplies, he was accused of 
attempting to overrule the authority of the British military. He was tried and acquitted, 
but this ended his ties with the British military.

Following this, Dickson tried to establish a land base and trade relations for the Dakota 
with Lord Selkirk, where the Dakota would provide cattle and buffalo meat and hides to 
the settlers of the Selkirk Settlement in what is now Manitoba. There appears to also 
have been land negotiations as a part of the arrangements between Selkirk and the 
Dakota. Unfortunately, both Dickson and Selkirk died unexpectedly before the formal 
arrangements could be put in place. 

Colonel Robert Dickson is a part of the Spirit of Alliance Monument that the Whitecap 
Dakota First Nation gave to the City of Saskatoon.  Colonel Dickson is facing Chief 
Wabasha and they are giving each other gifts. The fact that Dickson is a part of the 
monument shows how important he still is to the Whitecap Dakota people. 
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