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Introduction 

Fo l lowing his bloodless capture of the French I l linois settlements of Kaskaskia, Cahokia, 

and Vincennes from the British in Ju ly 1 778 George Rogers C lark was quick to send messengers 

to the surrounding Native American tribes ca l ling them to come into Cahokia for a peace 

counci l .  One chieftain that responded was a man ca l led Lajes or Big Gate w ho arrived with the 

Potawatomi delegation to "to hear what we [the Americans] had to say for ourse lves." 1 Big Gate 

had earned his name as a young warrior during Pontiac's War after shooting a man standing in a 

gate during the siege of Detroit w hi le fighting against the British under the great Ottawa chief 

Pontiac . With the outbreak of the Revolutionary War Big Gate had sided with his former enemy 

the British and had a l ready led several successfu l  raids against American frontier settlements. He 

arrived at Cahokia defiantly, in his wardress and carrying with him a sma l l  British flag and a 

b loody war belt he had received from the British. H owever, after severa l  day of listening to 

George Rogers C lark, Big Gate decided once again to turn against the British. Standing up in the 

middle of the counci l room he stripped off and threw to the ground his war belt, British flag, and 

a l l  of his c lothing dec laring that "he was now convinced that the English were w rong and that the 

Big Knives [Americans] were right, and that he was a man and a warrior and would  not fight in a 

w rong cause; struck his breast and said that he was now a Big Knife, and came and shook hands 

with me and the whole company as his brothers."2 

Big Gate's story wou ld not be considered a unique one in the land the French ca l led les 

Pays des Illinois or the I l linois Country (see Map I )  w here loya lties and a l liances were 

1 It is unclear if Big Gate himself was a Potawatomi or if he belonged to a different tribe. Clark only says that "he 
fell in with some Potawatomi who were on their way to visit us." Milo M. Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes: 
The Original Narratives of George Rogers Clark and of His Opponent GOV Henry Hamilton, ( Indianapolis: The 
Bobbs-Merril Company, 1 927), 99. 

2 Milo M. Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes: The Original Narratives of George Rogers Clark and of His 

Opponent GOV Henry Hamilton, (Indianapol is: The Bobbs-Merril Company, 1 927), I 00 . 



Map 1: H utchins, Thomas. The Western Parts of Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland and North 
Carolina. Case Map. London: Thomas H utchins, 1778. David Rumsey Historical Map 
Collection. http://www .davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detai l/RUMSEY-8- l-28 1-30 I 39:A
New -Map-of-the-W estern-Parts
oN?g vg=g :Author%3D%22H utchins%2C%2BThomas%22; lc: RUMSEY-8- l& mi=O& trs= 4  
(accessed January 10, 2014). 
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constantly adjusting and ever changing. The Illinois Country was a land divided between several 

vying powers European. colonial. and Native American in which identities were fluid and 

objectives shifted regularly. The French. British. Spanish. Americans. llliniwek Confederation. 

Miami. Wea. Piankashaw. Sauk. Fox. Potawatomi. Ottawa. Chippewa. Kickapoo. Mascouten. 

Delaware. Winnebago. and Shawnee all attempted in one way or another to gain dominance or 

exercise greater influence over the region. The Illinois Country was. to borrow historian Richard 

White's term. a unique middle ground. Before continuing 1 believe it is important to define just 

what the term middle ground means. 

Since Richard White first coined the term ""middle ground" in his 1 99 1  book The ,'vfidd/e 

Ground: Indians. Empires. and Repuhlics in the Great Lakes Region. 1650- 1815 historians have 

oversimplified and use the term in ways far outside its intented contexts. In his book White used 

the term ""middle ground·· to define a certain .. historical space ... the pays d'en haut. or the Upper 

Country of French Canada." However. despite his initial precise geographic definition of the 

term White still believes ··that the middle ground as a process is replicable in other places and other 

times:· although it still needs to fit certain criteria. 3 As Philip DeLoria has noted. notwithstanding 

White· s precision in employing the term .... People are starting to take the middle ground as a 

general metaphor. a kind of watered down idea about the mechanisms of compromise in all kinds 

of social and political situations. Everything is starting to turn into a middle ground.'"4 So what 

are the proper criteria for the use of the term .. middle ground"? ""The middle ground. White 

3 R ichard W hite, "'Creative M i sunderstandings and New Understandings," The William and Mat)' Quarterly, Third 
Series, Vol .  6 3 ,  ( 2 006) :  9- 1 0. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3 49 1 722. 

4 Ph i l ip  J.  Deloria. "What ls the M iddle Ground. Anyway ?" W.\IQ. Third Series. Vol .  63 .  ( 2 006 ) :  1 5 . 
http://www ,jstor.org/stable/349 1 72 3 .  
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wrote. requires a relation in which ''v\11ites could neither dictate to Indians nor ignore them:·' 

Richard White provides a more detailed answer in his article ··creative Misunderstandings and 

New Understandings"": 

I was fairly specific about the elements that were necessary for the 
construction of such a space: a rough balance of power. mutual need or a 
desire for what the other possesses. and an inability by either side to 
commandeer enough force to compel the other to change. Force and 
violence are hardly foreign to the process of creating and maintaining a 
middle ground. but the critical element is mediation .. . The space depended 
on the creation of an infrastructure that could support and expand the 
process. and this infrastructure was. I argue. possible only when there was 
a rough balance of power and a mutual need between the parties 
involved.6 

The Illinois Country tits all of these elements of a middle ground. 

Historians have long considered the Illinois Country as a middle ground 111 one way or 

another. however this middle ground has usually been viewed narrowl) through the lens of 

French and Native American interactions. In her book Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians: 

Material Culture and Race in Colonial Louisiana historian Sophie White looks at this Illinois 

Country middle ground by examining the ··cultural cross-dressing"" of Indians dressing like 

French and French dressing like lndians.7 James E. Davis addresses the Illinois Country middle 

ground more directly in his book Frontier Illinois. Following the arrival of French settlers in the 

Illinois Country Davis writes. ··a middle ground society developed. a society in which French. 

Indians. and their offspring lived. mingled freely. borrO\ved from each other. got along. 

occasionally spatted. and fashioned a hybrid world.""8 This thesis on the other hand will focus on 

the Illinois Country·s middle ground"s most diverse period. 1 763- 1 8 1 5 . More specifically this 

' 
- R ichard W h ite . The .\fiddle Ground Indians. 1-..-mpires. and Republics in the Great Lakes Region. 165()-1815 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1 99 1  ). x: Deloria,  ··what l s  the M iddle  Ground. A nyway ?". 1 6 . 
6 White, "Creative M i sunderstandings and N ew Understand ings." 1 0 . 

7 Sophie White. ll'ild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians .. \ laterial Culture and Race in Colonial Louisiana 

( Phi ladelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press. 20 1 2).  1 8. 
8 J ames E. Dav i s. fiw1tier Illinois ( Bloomington : Indiana Un iversity Press. 1 998) .  3 0 _  
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essay will examine the high water mark of the Illinois Country middle ground. the period 

between 1 778  and 1 7 83.  through an analysis of George Roger Clark"s Illinois campaign during 

the American Revolution. In doing so. it will not simply recognize that Clark"s regiment was 

multicultural. as historians have often recognized that military units were often diverse. Instead. 

it will apply the concept of the ·middle ground" to postulate that Clark"s force was both a 

middle ground in and of itself and a force that helped make and keep the Illinois Country a 

middle ground 

This thesis will be organized into three chapters. Chapter one provides a military analysis 

of George Rogers Clark ·s Illinois Campaign during the American Revolution. This chapter 

places the American Revolution in the Illinois Country into its proper background and context. 

Chapter two covers how the Illinois Country was a complex ·middle ground." It is also where the 

main argument of this thesis is explained. The third and final chapter is on how George Rogers 

Clark and the l llinois Country·� involvement in the American Revolution is interpreted today 

through public history. 



CHAPTER ONE 

George Roger Clark's 1778-79 Campaign: A Succenful Operation that 

Conformed to the Army's Nine Principles of War and Operation 

6 

On June 28.  1 778 George Rogers C lark at the head of 1 7 5  men. mostly V i rgin ians. 

l anded on the north shore of the Ohio R iver near the ruins of Fort Massac in what i s  today the 

southern tip of I l l inois ( see Map 2). C lark carried with him secret orders from Virgin ia's 

Governor Patrick Henry d i recting him to "attack the Brit ish post at Kaskasky.' '9 

Marching overland C lark and h i s  men reached the French town of Kaskaskia along the 

M ississippi R iver early on July 41h. They quickly surrounded the town and captured it  without 

firing a shot . C lark was eas i ly  able to persuade the I l l inois French to join the American cause 

after he informed them that France had. fol lowing the American v ictory at Saratoga. formal ly  

recognized the U nited States and had jo ined the war. The other major I l l ino is  French settlements 

of Cahokia and Vincennes were quick to follow the example of Kaskaskia. switch ing their 

loyalty to the American cause. With in  a month Clark had gained contro l of the whole I l l inois 

Country without fi ring a shot in anger. 

News of C lark ' s  success soon reached the British governor at Detro i t. Henry Hami lton. 

By December Ham i lton had advanced on Vincennes and eas i ly retaken the town and its 

fortification Fort Sack v i l le from the small American garrison . Hami lton ' s  task became easier 

when the local French mi l it ia switched their loyalties back to the British when Hami lton's  forces 

entered the town. leaving only Captain Leonard Helm and two others to oppose Hami lton's 

force. On receiv ing the news of Hami lton ' s  capture of Fort Sackv i l le C lark was quick to 

counterattack .  Marching for seventeen days in the middle of winter across flooded land C lark 

9 The Secret Orders & " ... great things have heen /Jone hy afei1' .\fen . . .  " Lelle rs of Pu/rick He my and George 
Rogers Clark Issued in Facsimile hy the Indiana I lislorical Society us a Conlrihution lo the Observance o/lhe 
Bicentennial of the .1merican Revolution ( Indianapol i s :  In diana Historical Society . 1 97 4  ) .  
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and his men w ere able to surprise Hami lton and on February 24, 1 779 Hami lton w as forced to 

surrender to C lark. 

C lark 's  operations in the I l l inois Country more than tw o centuries ago include a number 

of actions that resonate w ith contemporary mi l itary doctrines. Fol low ing the end of W orld W ar I 

the United States Army first codified several of these actions in w hat has became know n  as the 

N ine Principles of W ar and Operations. The purpose of these nine p rinciples w as not to act as a 

definitive checkl ist of dos and don'ts. Instead "w hi le  they are considered in a l l  operations, they 

do not apply in the same w ay to every s ituation. Rather, they summarize characteristics of 

successful operations." 1 0  How ever, "their greatest value l ies in the education of the mi l itary 

professional . Appl ied to the study of past campaigns, major operations, battles, and 

engagements, the principles of w ar are pow erfu l analysis tools. " 1 1  Appl ication of the Army' s  

N ine Principles o f  W ar to George Rogers Clark' s  I l l inois Campaign o f  1777-1779, particularly 

C lark ' s  operation to recapture Fort Sackv i l le fr om the British and their Indian a l l ies during 

February 1 779, w i l l  demonstrate that Clark during his campaign, for the most part, effectively 

employed a l l  nine Principles of W ar. 

The U nited States Army's  N ine Principles of W ar and Operations are: 

1) Objectives: Direct every mi l itary operation tow ard a clearly defined, decisive, 
and attainable objective. 

2) Offensive: Seize, retain, and exploit the initiative. 

3)  Mass: Concentrate the effects of combat pow er at the decis ive place and time. 

4) Economy of Force: A l locate minimum essential combat pow er to secondary efforts. 

5) Maneuver: Place the enemy in a disadvantageous position through the fl exible 
appl ication of combat pow er. 

10 U.S.  Army, Operations, Department of the Army. FM 3-0 (Washington, D.C.:  Government Printing Office, 
2008 . A- 1 .  http://www.fas.org/iro/doddir/army/fm3-0.pdf (accessed April 1 2, 20 1 4) .  
II Ibid. 
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6) U nity of Command : For every objective, ensure unity of effort under one responsible 
commander. 

7) Security : N ever permit  the enemy to acqui re an unexpected advantage. 

8)  Surprise: Strike the enemy at a t ime or place or in a manner for which he 1s 
unprepared.  

9)  S impl ic ity : Prepare c lear, uncompl icated p lans and c lear, concise orders to 
ensure thorough understanding. 12 

Whi le  the N ine Princ ip les of War were not codified in  the ir  current form by the United 

States Army unti l after the end of World War I the ideas and theories he ld with in the Princip les 

existed in one form or another in George Rogers C lark ' s  t ime. One example of this i s  the famous 

Rogers ' Rules o.lRanging created during the French and Ind ian War by M ajor Robert Rogers, the 

commander of Rogers' Rangers. Another example that offered a broader conception of the 

princip les of war is the m i l itary theorist M ajor General H enry L loyd's  1 766 book The history o.l 

the late war in Germany Between the King o.l Prussia and the Empress of Germany and Her 

A llies. C l ark most l ikely knew very l ittle or nothing about these ideas and theories. However by 

analyzing h i s  e ighteenth-century operations with the current United States Army' s  N ine 

Principles of W ar point by point it w i l l  become c lear h i s  actions incorporated the key e lements of 

these princ ip les .  

The first Principle states to ""direct every m i l i tary operation toward a c learly defined, 

dec is ive, and attainable objective' '  and " 'when undertaking any mission, commanders should 

c learly understand the expected outcome and i ts  impact." 1 3 So what were the objectives of 

George Rogers C lark ' s  I l l inois Campaign? H is overal l object ive was to capture the British 

o utpost at Detro i t  in  order to rel i eve Kentucky and other western settl ements from the constant 

12 I b i d, A -l-A-3.  
11 Ibid,  A- 1 .  
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and brutal raids by Native American tribes that were supported and encouraged by the Brit ish 

from Detro it .  Capturing the I l l inois Country was just the first step in C lark ' s  plan.  He be l ieved 

ending these raids into Kentucky would go beyond just sav ing the l i ves of Kentuckians but 

would also aid the American war effort. C lark was convinced "that as soon as they [the Brit ish 

and Ind ians] should accompl ish the destruction of Kentucky they would descend upon our 

frontiers; and instead of the states receiv ing supplies from thence, they would  be ob l iged to keep 

large bodies of troops for the ir defense.' ' 1 4 

Clark was not the only American commander who saw the i mportance of  capturing 

Detroit; George Washington a l so shared this opinion. This can be seen in two letters Washington 

wrote in 1 779. The fi rst was to Danie l  Broadhead in which Wash ington observed, " i t  is of great 

importance to reduce it [Detroit) ,  and I sha l l  wi ll i ngly attempt it, w henever c i rcumstances w i l l  

justify it ,  you w il l  turn your [c losest] attent ion to the subject.'' 1 5  The second letter, addressed to 

Thomas Jefferson, d i rectly gives support to Clark's  stated objective, " " i f  Colo  C l arke coul d  by 

any means gain possession of Detro it. it would in a l l  probabil ity effectual ly secure the friendsh ip 

or at  least the neutral ity of most of the Western l ndians.' ' 1 6 

I n  C lark 's  operation to recapture Fort Sackvi l le it is clear that he fu l fil led th is first 

principle of war. C lark had a very c lear and straightforward object ive :  to march w ith every 

avai lable man, to fight a decis ive battle, and recapture Fort Sackv i l le from H enry Hami l ton wh i le 

the British were at their weakest. This i s  seen c learly in a hast i ly  w ritten l etter from C lark to 

1 4 Qua ife . The Capture of Old Vincennes. 40 . 
1 5 

George W ash ington. George Washington to Daniel Brodhead. Octoher IR. 17 79. Letter. From L ibrary of 
Congress .  The George Washington Papers. 17./ / -1 799. 

h ttp://memory.loc .gov/cg i-b in/ query/r?ammem/mgw :@field %28DOC I D+@l it%2 8gw 1 605 1 4%2 9 %29.  ( accessed 
February 5 ,  2 0 1 4) . 
1 6 George Washington.  George Washington to lhomas .Jefferson . .luzi· JO. 1779, Letter. From L ibrary of Congress .  
The George Washington Papers. 1 7.//-1799. 

http://memory . loc.gov/cgi -bin/query/r'lammem/mgw:@field %28DOCI D+@l i t%28gw 1 50 4 1 7 %29 %29.  ( accessed 
February 5. 20 1 4  ) .  
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Governor Patrick Henry just before setting out for V incennes, ' " I  am Resolved to take the 

advantage of h i s  [Ham i lton] present Situat ion and Risque the w ho le on a s ingle Battle  and Sha l l  

set out i n  a few Days.'.i7 The F irst Princ iple of  War also states that "'combat power i s  l imited; 

commanders never have enough to address every aspect of the s ituat ion.  Objectives a l low 

commanders to focus combat power on the most i mportant tasks. ' ' 1 8  C lark was very aware of th is  

and accord ing ly d i stributed h is  l im i ted forces :  ' " I  can Raise accounting only to one H undred & 

seventy . . .  the Stores and Forts i n  I leave to the Care of a few Me l it ia  and take only those w ith me 

that know w i l l  D i e  by me." 1 9 Stay ing focused on h i s  objective C lark was able to make the 

dec is ion to weaken the garrisons of Kaskaskia and Cahokia to almost noth ing and gather a l l  h i s  

ava i l ab le manpower to  attack Fort Sackv i l le. 

The second Principle.  that of the Offensive, states that commanders must '"seize, retain, 

and explo i t  the in i ti at ive" and by doing so they are able to d ictate " 'the nature, scope, and tempo 

of an operation. ' '  A commander' s abi l i ty to do th is  a l low s  them "to impose their w i l l  on an 

enemy or adversary or to control a s ituat ion. Se izing, retain ing, and explo it ing the in it iative are 

a l l essent ia l  to maintain the freedom of action necessary to ach ieve success and exploit 

vu lnerab i l i t ies ."20 Of al l  of the N ine Principles of  War i t  i s  thi s  Princ ip le  that George Rogers 

C l ark seemed to grasp most thoroughly.  C lark ' s  I l l i no i s  Campaign was focused almost entirely 

on the offensive.  C lark had previously conducted a pure ly defensive war i n  Kentucky against the 

constant Brit ish encouraged and supported raids by N at ive American tribes who nearly a lways 

he ld the in i t iat ive over the Kentuck ians. Now C lark w ished to se ize the in it iative from the British 

1 7  Jhe Secret Orders & " . . .  great things have been Done by a.few .\fen .. . " ( Ind ianapol is :  Ind iana H istorical Soc iety , 
1 97 4) .  
18U. S .  A rmy, Operations, A- 1 .  
IQ The 5/ecret Orders & ·· . . . great things have been Done by afe11 . \ Jen ... " 
co U.S .  A rmy.  Operations. A- 1 .  
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and the ir  Indian al l ies by going on the offensive in  order to ""pun ish the Aggressors by carry ing 

the war into their own Country ."2 1 

C lark's enemy Henry Hami lton showed he a lso fu l ly  grasped the principle of offense 

when he quickly took to the offensive and marched out of Detroit and captured Fort Sackv i l le 

from the Americans in December 1 778,  se izing the init iative from C lark. It wou ld  have been 

reasonable for C lark to focus h is  efforts on bui ld ing up h is  defenses in Kaskask ia  and await 

Hami l ton ' s  assault that would come when spring arrived. Hundreds of mi l es away from 

American re inforcements, C lark was heav i ly outnumbered with only around one hundred 

Americans troops sti l l  with h im and around one hundred I l l inois French m i l i t iamen of untested 

loyalty from Kaskaskia and Cahokia.22 Hami lton on the other hand arrived at V incennes at the 

head of between five and six hundred men. H i s force consisted of forty-one men of ""the king's 

E ighth Regiment of regu lars. e ight i rregulars. seventy thoroughl y  tra ined m i l it ia [most l ikely 

French Canadiansr and the rest made up of N ative American warriors that he gathered along the 

way to Vincennes.23 Hami lton also had qu ickly accessible re inforcements from the tribes in  the 

surrounding regions that he could ca l l  upon at a moment's notice. C lark however knew that in 

order to regain the initiative he had to go on the offensive and the opportunity to do j ust that 

arose fol lowing the arriva l  of Francis V igo. 

Franc is  V igo was an I ta l ian trader working for the Spanish out of St. Louis and when 

travel ing to V incennes on business he was captured by one of Hami l ton's scouting parties. After 

questioning V igo, Hami lton saw no threat in releasing him and al lowed him to return to St. Louis 

2 1 George Wythe, Letterfom George 11 :vthe. George .\ fmon, and lhomas Jefferson to George Rogers Clark, 
Letter. From L ibrary of Congress. First American ll'csi.- lhc Ohio River I 'alley. 1 750-1820. 

http://memory . loc.gov/cgibin/query /r?ammem/faw :@fiel d%28 DOCI D+i cufawcmc002 0 %29 ( accessed February 7. 
20 1 4 ). 
22 W i l l i am Hayden Eng l i sh. Conquest of the Counfry .\'orthwest of the River Ohio 1 7 78-1 783 and Life of Gen. 
George Rogers Clark ( Indianapol i s :  Bowen-Merri l l  Company, 1 897), 265-266. 
https : //archive.org/detai l s icu3 1 9240928 86096. 
21 Engl i s h, Conquest o/'the C01111t1:v .\'orthll'est ofthe River Ohio/ 778-1 783, 226. 
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w i th the promise " 'to give no information to the Americans, whi le  on h i s  way to St. Louis .''24 

What Hami lton d i d  not know was that t he business that brought V igo to V incennes was the 

securing of suppl ies  for the American garrison of Fort Sackv i l le at the request of George Rogers 

C lark . A fter he had returned to St. Louis V igo quickly crossed back over the M i ssissippi R iver 

and reported everyth ing he had observed to C lark.25 C lark l earned from V igo that Hami lton had 

sent most of h i s  I nd ian a l l ies home unt i l  spring arrived or out on raids a long the frontier and that 

there were only e ighty men garrisoning Fort Sackvi l le .26 On learn ing of Hami lton's weakened 

state C l ark made the decision to regain the in itiative and do what Hami lton least expected of 

h im.  go on the offensive and attempt an operation to recapture Fort Sackvi l l e .  Whi le  C lark ' s  p lan 

to strike Fort Sackv i l le c learly demonstrated the Princ ip le  of Offensive. it a lso included yet 

another of the N i ne Princ iples of War-the Princip le  of Mass. 

The Princ ip le  of M ass states that a commander must ·'concentrate the effects of combat 

power at the dec is ive place and time.' '27 There are two methods of mass ing that commanders can 

use depending on the situation they face: "Massing in time app l ies the e lements of combat power 

against mult ip le decisive points simultaneously.  M assing in space concentrates the effects of 

combat power against a single decis ive  point."28 Fo l lowing the e lements of this Princ iple 

properly a l lows a commander to "'overwhelm the ent ire enemy or adversary force before i t  can 

24 J o hn Bakeless, Background to Glory The Life of George Rogers Clark ( L i n co ln :  Un iversity of Nebraska Press, 
1 95 7 ). 1 3 9. 

25 I t  i s  interesting to note t hat Francis V igo techn i cally fol lowed t he conditions of his parole of not reveal ing any 
information to t he A meri cans w hi le  on his way to St. Louis  to t he letter. He d id  not inform Clark of anything until 
after he had crossed t he M ississippi R iver and entered St. Louis.  B akeless ,  Background to Glory, 1 3 9. 
26 George Rogers C l ark, "Letter to George M ason, of V irgi nia. dated Louisv i l le .  Fal l s  of O hio, November 1 9 , 1 779" 
in W i l l iam Hayden Engl i s h. Conquest of the Countty Sorthwest o(the River Ohio 1778-1783 and Life of Gen. 
George Rogers Clark ( Indianapol i s :  Bowen-Merr i l l  Company. 1 897) .  http ://www. in .gov/history/296 3 . htm (accessed 
F ebruary 7. 20 1 4). 
27 U . S .  A rmy. Operations. A -2. 
28 U . S. Army, Operations, A-2. 
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react effectively."29 During the I l l inois Campaign George Rogers C lark never commanded more 

than two hundred men at any one t ime.  The proper use of those l im i ted forces was v ital for C lark 

to achieve success. thus making th i s  principle one of the more crit ical that he had to execute. 

C lark ' s  operation to recapture Fort Sackv i l le is an exemplar of the use of massing m 

space. In  th is  operation C lark had only one target, Fort Sackvi l le and he concentrated h i s  ent i re 

force on capturing that target. C lark was only able to gather one hundred seventy men for h i s  

operat ion and about forty o f  those men h e  placed o n  a gunboat. A s  a resu lt when he  began h i s  

march t o  V incennes, C lark only had around one hundred and th i rty m e n  under h is command.30 

Of those one hundred th i rty men only s ixty-eight of them were Americans. The remain ing s ixty-

two had been rai sed from the French m i l itias of Kaskaskia and Cahok ia .  In Kaksaks ia  th i rty-four 

men volunteered in Captain R ichard McCarty ' s  company and in Cahokia twenty-e ight men 

volunteered to serve in Captain Francis Charlev i l le ' s  company. 3 1  By supplement ing h i s  

American forces with local French volunteers C lark was able t o  mass the needed amount of 

personnel to ach ieve his goal of making a dec i sive blow against Hami l ton by recapturing Fort 

Sackvi l le .  

The best example of C lark ' s  use of  massing in t ime can be  seen i n  h i s  capturing of the 

French settlements along the M ississ ippi River in July 1778, espec ia l ly the v i l l age of Kaskaskia 

(Map 2) .  C lark and h i s  men reached the outski rts of Kaskaskia late in  the even ing of Ju ly 4th 

completely unobserved by anyone in the v i l l age. C lark then d i v ided h i s  force " " into two 

d iv i s ions. ' '  He ordered the first to surround the v i l l age whi le he l ed the second d iv is ion in 

c" U . S .  Army. Operations, A-2. 
30 Josep h Bowman, "'Journal of t he Proceedings of George R.  Clark from t he 2 7t h  J anuary, 1 779. to M arc h 2 0t h  
inst." in  W i l l iam Hayden Engl i sh, Conquesl of !he Coun/IJ' .\'or/hll'es/ of !he River Ohio 1 7 78-1783 and Life of Gen 
George Rogers Clark ( I ndianapol i s :  Bowen-Merri l l  Company. 1 89 7) .  http://www. in .gov/hi story/2964 . htm 

11 "'Document 7 ( 1 9  January ----5 A pri l  1 779 )"  and "'Document 27 ( 6 February -- 1 3  M arc h 1 779 )"  in George Rogers 
Clark and !/is . \fen.· .\ fi/itw:v Record1·. 1778-178./, Margery Harding. ed. ( F rankfort: T he Kentucky H i storical 
Society, 1 98 1 ). 1 7-20 .  
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capturing Kaskaskia ' s  b lockhouse Fort Gage.32 C lark and h i s  d iv ision entered Fort Gage 

unopposed and quickly secured it whi le also capturing the acting l ieutenant governor of the 

I l l ino is  Country, Francois Rocheblave, who was asleep in bed w ith h i s  w ife .  A signal was then 

given to the second d iv ision and '"bedlam broke loose in the town . . .  V i rgin ians who could speak 

F rench rushed through the town shouting that Kaskaskia  had been captured, inhabitants must 

stay indoors,  anyone appearing in the streets would  be shot."3 3  Through the proper use of 

massing in t ime C l ark was able to capture the l argest settlement of the I l l inois Country and its 

acting l ieutenant governor without firing a shot in anger. 

The fourth Princ iple Economy of Force " " is  the rec iprocal of mass. Commanders a l locate 

on ly  the min imum combat power necessary to shaping and sustaining operations so they can 

mass combat power for the decisive operation. ' '34 This  Princ ip le comes with inherent risks for 

commanders. They must determine the proper ""min imum combat power necessary" without 

leav ing the operation too weak to succeed. Of a l l the N ine Princip les of War th is  i s  the one 

Princ ip le  that George Rogers C lark fa i led in executing effective ly .  

When i t  came to the v i l l age of Vincennes C lark seemed to always  push th i s  Principle to 

the extreme. C l ark gained in it ia l  control of V incennes by a l locating no combat power at al l .  

Instead h e  re l ied upon a c iv i l ian d ip lomat ic  de legation o f  prominent K askaskia  and Cahokia 

v i l l agers led by Father P ierre Gibault, the I l l inois Country ' s  only Cathol ic priest, and Dr. Jean B .  

Laffont. F ather Gibault " "be l ieved that he  could secure [V incennes' ] a l legiance to  the Americans 

by proper representations as to the treaty that h ad been made with France, and assurances that 

·12 Clark, "Letter to George Mason, of V irginia." 
3 3  Bakeless, Background to Glo1:v, 75 . 
14 U.S . Army. Operations, A - 2. 



16 

they wou ld  be treated as friends."35 The de legation was met with success. and the people of 

V incennes ·'universal l y  acceded to the proposal . . .  and went in a body to the church .  where the 

oath of a l l eg iance was administered to them in the most solemn manner. ' "36 By re ly ing on an a l l -

c i v i l ian delegation to  ga in  contro l of V incennes Clark was ab le  to  keep h i s  meager forces in a 

consol idated area and thus strengthen h i s  position a long the M ississippi R iver. Wh i l e  used in the 

extreme th is shows C lark ' s  abi l ity to successfu l ly execute the Princ ip le  of Economy of Force. 

C lark ' s  dec ision on what the American garrison strength of V incennes· Fort Sackv i l le 

would be, on the other hand h igh l ighted h i s  fai lure to effectively carry out th is  Princ ip le .  At the 

time of the gaining of V incennes the en l i stment period of C lark · s volunteer army had expired. As 

a result nearly seventy men decided to return home. C lark was only able to persuade 

approximate ly  one hundred men to reen l i st for a period of e ight months forcing h i m  to heav i ly  

rely on the untested loyalty of local French m i l itias.3 7 Th is was a lso true with  the garrison of Fort 

Sackvi l le under the command of Captain Leonard Helm. When H enry H am i lton captured Fort 

Sackv i l le He lm only had three V irgin ians with h im wh i le  the other seventy men were from the 

French m i l it ia of Vincennes. who promptly deserted the moment Hami lton ' s  forces, entered the 

v i l l age.38 He lm"s weak garrison al lowed the British to again gain control of V incennes and Fort 

Sackv i l l e  in  the face of no opposit ion. Whi le  Clark did adhere to the Princip le of Economy of 

Force. he d id so too l itera l ly  and in consequence fai led to effectively execute the Princ ip le .  

The fifth Princ ip le  of Maneuver states that a commander must · 'p lace the enemy m a 

d isadvantageous position through the flexible appl ication of combat power" a l lowing a 

35 Engl i sh. Conquest ofthe Counf!y ,\orthwest ofthe Rirer Ohio 1 778-17?13. 200.  
1 "  Quaife. lhe Capture of Old 1 'incennes. 7 4. 
17 C lark. "Le tter to George Mason. of V irginia." 
18 "Henry Ham i l ton's Journal." In He my / lwnilton and George Rogers Clark in the A merican Revolution with lhe 
l'npub/ished Journal of lieut Gov. Hemy Hamilton. ed. John D. Barn hart ( Crawfordsvi l le :  R. E. B an ta. 1 95 1 )  
http://www.in .gov/hi s tory/30 I O . htm . 
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commander the abi l ity to achieve "results that w ould otherw ise be more costly." 39 W hen 

commanders effectively fulfil l  this Principle they keep "enemy forces off balance by making 

them confront new problems and new dangers faster than they can counter them."4° Clark's  

understanding of this  Principle can clearly be seen in h is  assault on Fort Sackvi l le .  

Late in the evening of February 23, 1779, C lark and his men left W arrior Island, w here 

they had spent the day recovering from their march, and advanced in fu l l view of V incennes to a 

ridgel ine j ust south of the vi l lage (Map 3) .  It w as not carelessness or fool ishness that compel led 

C l ark to advance in such an exposed manner. Clark knew fu l l w e l l  that Hamilton' s  forces 

outnumbered h im.  He understood that he needed to convince Hamilton, w ho did not kn ow the 

number of men Clark commanded, that he possessed a much more formidable force. To 

accompl ish this C lark's  smal l  army "marched and countermarched in a fashion calculated to 

magnify our numbers."4 1  C lark's forces had brought along w ith them ten or tw elve fl ags that 

they now fl ew "fixed to long poles" w hile marching beneath a ridge l ine w ith j ust the fl ags 

v isible above, making it seem to an observer that they w ere a much larger force than just one 

hundred thirty men.42 This ruse had the desired effect. W hen H amilton' s  surgeon, w ho w as in the 

v i l l age w hen the fighting began, returned to the fort he informed Hami lton that the "w oman at 

w hose house he w as cried out, there is Colonel Clarke arrived from the I l inois[ sic] w ith 500 

men."43 

Clark 's  men continued their marching unt i l  the sun set. He then divided his forces and 

began his assault on Fort Sackvi l le .  Clark had the fort quickly surrounded and had his concealed 

riflemen keep up a constant harassing fire fr om al l  sides (Map 4). C lark positioned his men in 

3 9  U . S .  Army, Operations, A-2. 
40 U.S.  Army, Operations, A-2. 
4 1  Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes, 1 34. 
42 Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes, 1 34- 1 3 5 .  
43 "Henry Hamilton's Journal." 
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such a w ay to provide them w ith the best cover possible, much to the frustration of Henry 

Hamilton: 

The firing continued a l l  night on both sides, but w ithout any effect 
from us the Enemy having the cover of the Church, the Churchyard 
fence, Houses, Barns, al l w ithin muskett shot. w e  d islodged those 
at the Church by a few discharges of a 3 lbr [ cannon] from the 
Blockhouse, but had l ittle chance of doing any execution against 
rifl emen under cover.44 

Clark kept up a nearly continuous attack forcing Hami lton and his garrison to stay in "a constant 

state of a larm."45 The British garrison w as forced to defend fr om an assault that could happen at 

any moment on a l l  sides of the fortifications. It is clear that Clark performed successfu l ly the 

fundamentals of the Principle of Maneuver. 

The sixth Principle, that of Unity of Command, states that "for every objective, ensure 

unity of effort under one responsible commander."46 The meaning of U nity of Command is "that 

a single commander directs and coordinates the actions of a l l  forces tow ard a common 

objective."47 Throughout the I l l inois Campaign it w as Colonel George Rogers C lark, the h ighest-

ranking American officer, w ho held supreme command over a l l  American forces in the I l l inois 

Country. The small size of his forces al low ed Clark to be in direct command of a lmost al l  major 

operations during the campaign. S ince C lark's  forces w ere so smal l he never commanded more 

than an under strength regiment no larger than fo ur companies at any given time. C lark's  I l l inois 

Regiment had a basic regimental command structure. At the head of the regiment w as Colonel 

Clark and directly under him w ere his four company captains: Joseph Bow man, Leonard Helm, 

W i l l iam Harrod, and John Montgomery.48 Each company had up to tw o l ieutenants, an ensign, 

44 "Henry Hamilton's Journal." 
45 Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes, 1 40. 
46 U . S .  Army, Operations, A-3 . 
47 U.S. Army, Operations, A-3 . 
48 George Rogers Clark and His Men: Military Records, 1778-1784, I .  
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and up to four sergeants.49 However, un l ike a normal regiment, C l ark had no majors under h i s  

command at  the  beginn ing of the  campaign g iv ing h im even more d irect control of the  regiment. 

I n  the operation to recapture Fort Sackv i l l e  the command structure was much the same. 

However the officers and men under Clark had changed fo l lowing the end of their en l istment 

when many of C l ark' s  Virginians went home. This forced C lark to recoup those losses by 

recruit ing new men from the local French populat ion.  C lark was again in d i rect command of four 

compan ies. Two of these compan ies were made entirely up of French m i l it ia  vo lunteers from 

Kaskaskia and Cahokia under the command of captains e lected form the local populat ion, 

captains Richard McCarty and Francis Charlev i l le . 50 The other two companies consisted of 

American soldiers under the command of captains Joseph Bowman and John W i l l iams. 5 1  C lark 

again had no majors with h im, which put h i m  in d irect command of nearly a l l  aspects of the 

operat ion.  This organizational structure c learly reveals that through d i rect command of h i s  un i ts, 

C l ark employed th i s  Princ ip le .  

The Princ ip le of Security states that a commander must ''never perm it the enemy to 

acqu ire an unexpected advantage. '' It also states that "security resu lts from measures a command 

takes to protect itse lf  from surprise, interference. sabotage, annoyance, and threat surve i l lance 

and reconnaissance .' '52 C lark throughout the I l l inois Campaign proved t ime and time again that 

he understood the i mportance of th is Principle .  He was nearly always wel l  prepared and 

informed through up to date inte l l i gence from spies and scouts. 

As early as 1 777 C lark had sent two young Kentuckians Sam Moore and W i l l iam Linn as 

spies into the I l l i no is  Country. These two spies masquerading as hunters spent several weeks in 

4 "  George Rogers Clark and His .\fen .\ fi!itary Records. 17 78-178..J, 1 -3 .  
50 George Rogers Clark and His . \fen .\filitmy Records. 17 78-1 78..J, 1 7-1 9. 
51  The Secret Orders & " ... great things have heen Done hy afew .\fen ... " 
52 U . S .  Army, Operations. A -3 .  
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Kaskaskia gathering inte l l i gence and contacting those friendly to the American cause. 53 When 

these men returned to Kentucky they brought with them h ighly detai l ed information on the 

condition of the I l l inois Country . Before he even entered the I l l i nois Country C lark knew the 

layout of the Kaskaskia and its defenses, the number of inhabitants, who encouraged and 

suppl ied Ind ian raids, who was friendly to the American cause, and even the qual ity of their 

houses, which were ""framed and very good."54 Once he had gained control of the I l l inois 

Country C lark establ i shed a screen of scouts and spies to keep him informed of his enemies'  

movement. Using French traders who trave led throughout the I l l ino is  Country and friendly 

Native Americans C lark was able to have spies as far away as Detroit .55 So with th i s  extensive 

network of spies and scouts how was it that C lark was complete ly surprised when Hami lton 

captured Fort Sackv i l le? 

On the surface it wou ld  seem that C lark fai led in  this Princ ip le .  He was taken entirely by 

surprise when the British re-captured Fort Sackv i l le .  C lark did not even hear a rumor of Henry 

Hami lton leav ing Detroit unt i l  h i s  men d i scovered a spy in Cahokia. On quest ioning the spy they 

d i scovered ' 'Hami lton's intentions on the I l l inois. but not so ful ly expressed in the latter as to 

reduce i t  to a certainty .'"56 Even with this information C lark be l ieved that the Brit ish wou ld  attack 

Kaskask ia where h i s  operational center of strength was. 57 C lark would  not know that Fort 

Sackv i l l e  had fal len unt i l  Francis Vigo arrived from Vincennes twelve days after the fact. This 

lack of knowledge on C lark ' s  part was not the resu lt of negl igence in  fu lfi l l ing the Princ ip le  of 

Security .  Instead it was a combination of external factors. Mother N ature, and plain bad l uck .  

53 Quaife .  lhe Capture olO/d 1 'incennes. 4 1 .  
54 

"Clark to [Patrick Henry ?]. 1 777." in  George Rogers Clark Papers. I 771-178 I. ed .  J ames A lton James. 
( Springfield :  I l l inois State H i storical L ibrary. 1 9 1 2 ) 3 0- 3 1 .  http://arch ive.org/details/georgerogersclaOOjamegoog. 

55 Clark. "Letter to George M ason , of V irginia ." 
5 "  Clark. "Letter to George Mason. of V i rgin ia." 
51 Clark. " Letter to George Mason. of Virginia." 
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Hami l ton commanded several hundred N ative American warriors and sent them in  outlying 

parties to cover his l ine of march. As a resu lt most of C lark ' s  sp ies were captured by these 

parties l eavi ng C l ark b l ind and confused about Hami lton ' s  whereabouts.58 Then, to make C lark ' s  

s ituat ion more cha l lenging, the weather took a turn for the  worse . A snowstorm came, preventing 

travel  for several days, fo l lowed by severe flooding.59 Just before Francis Vigo arrived C lark 

again attempted to gain some scrap of inte l l igence by sending several horsemen to V incennes in 

order to capture some prisoners to question, but they were turned back by h igh waters.60 Plain ly, 

then, C l ark made every possible attempt to properly execute the Princ ip le  of Security, but he was 

met with unusual and d ifficult chal lenges at every turn. C lark on the other hand had much better 

luck ful fi l l ing the Princ iple of Surprise. 

The Princ ip le  of Surprise, states that a commander should "strike the enemy at a time or 

p lace or in a manner for which he is unprepared. ' '6 1 The e lements that a l low for the achievement 

of surprise ' ' inc lude speed, operations security. and asymmetric capab i l ities.''62 C lark ' s  operation 

to recapture Fort Sackv i l le is a textbook perfect example of th is  Principle being ful fi l led. C lark 

knew that the only way that he would  be able to defeat the n umerical ly superior Brit ish would be 

by catching t hem by surprise. He wrote. "the season of the year was a lso favorable to our design. 

s ince the enemy could not suppose that we would be so mad as to attempt a march eighty leagues 

through a drowned country in the depth of winter.''63 Before the introduction of modern drainage 

systems the I l l ino is  Country had heavy flooding every winter as a resu lt of rain and melt ing 

snow, espec ia l ly  on ··large and level plains. where, from the flatness of the country [the water] 

58 Clark. " L etter to George M ason. of V i rginia.'' 
5" Quaife, The Capture of Old l 'incennes, 1 08- 1 09. 
"° C lark, " L etter to George Mason, of Virginia .·· 
61 U.S .  A rmy, Operations, A-3 . 
"" U. S .  A rmy. Operations. A-3 .  
6·1 Quaife, The Capture of Old l 'incennes. 1 1 8 . 
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rests a cons iderable time before it drains off' (Map 3 ) . 64 To give an idea on j ust how bad the 

flood ing was, the river was flooded so h igh at the Petit Fork that before C lark and h i s  men could 

cross they had to cut down several trees to use as makeshift boats to float across .65 Another 

perhaps more amusing image of how h igh the flood waters were is that of the regiment' s  

drummer boy floating along o n  h i s  drum.66 

It is c lear from Henry Hami lton ' s  journal that he was complete ly taken by surprise when 

C lark and his men attacked Fort Sackv i l le .  Even when C lark ' s  men began firing on the Fort 

Hami lton d id not real ize he was under attack .  I nstead he be l ieved that it was just "some drunken 

frol ic  of the inhabitants" that were firing off their guns in drunken ce lebration.67 It was not unt i l  a 

Sergeant Chapman of the King's  Regiment was struck. amazingly only on a metal button, by one 

of the bu l l ets that H ami lton real ized he was under attack .f18 C lark had so effectively executed the 

e lements of th is  Principle that he caught Hami lton completely off guard, which in turn prevented 

the Brit ish commander from making a long-term defense of the fortification. 

Great pains were taken by both C lark and h is  superiors back in  V irgin ia  to keep the ent i re 

I l l inois Campaign secret from the Brit ish, beginning with the planning stages of the campaign . 

C lark met private ly with Virginia Governor Patrick Henry several t imes to d i scuss h i s  p lan for 

the taking of the I l l inois Country. I n  fact it was only C lark, Governor Henry, and a handfu l  of 

adv isors that even knew of the p lan. They d id not take the p lan publ ic before the Assembly for 

the fear that British spies wou ld  catch wind of it. 69 Once h is  p lan was approved C lark was given 

IA 
Joseph B owman. "Journal of the Pro ceed ings of George R. Clark from the 2 7th J anuary. 1 779. to M arch 20th 

inst." in  W i l l i am Hayden Engl i sh, Conquest of the Count1y .\ orth11'est ofthe River Ohio 1 7 78-1 783 and Life o(Gen 
George Rogers Clark ( I nd ianapol i s :  Bowen-Merri l l  Company . 1 897) .  http://www. in .gov/hi story/2964. htm 
65 Bowman, "Journal of the Pro ceedings of George R.  C lark . . .  " 
"6 Quaife. The Capture of Old l 'incennes, 1 23 .  
"7 " 'Henry H ami lton 's  Journal ." 
"8 " 'Henry H ami lton ' s  Journal ." 
"" Quaife, The Capture ofO/d I incennes. 4 2-43 . 
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two sets of orders. The first was a publ ic  order that c la imed he was s imply rais ing men for the 

defense of  Kentucky and the second was a secret order te l l i ng C lark to "'attack the British post at 

Kaskaskia. ' '70 Perhaps the best example of C lark' s  and the V i rginia authorit ies' commitment in 

fulfi l l ing the Princ ip le  of Surprise was the fact that they i mprisoned the two spies C lark had sent 

into the I l l ino is  Country, Sam Moore and W i l l iam L inn,  to stop them from inadvertently 

rel easing any information about the campaign unt i l  C lark had completed h i s  m ission.7 1 These 

precautions seemed to work perfectly. When Governor Hami lton learned about the loss of the 

French v i l l ages of the I l l inois Country he had no idea who commanded the American forces. He 

only l earned Clark ' s  name after h is  capture of Fort Sackv i l le from Captain  He lm.72 These events 

show that C l ark effectively implemented the Princ ip le  of Surprise. 

The n inth Principle that of S impl ic ity ,  states that a commander must "prepare c lear, 

uncompl icated p lans and c lear, concise orders to ensure thorough understanding . . .  S imple p lans 

executed on t ime are better than detai led p lans executed late . ' '73 S impl ic ity also greatly aids a 

commander of a force of mult iple national it ies :  " 'Differences in language, doctrine, and culture 

comp l icate them. S imple p lans and orders min imize the confusion inherent in this complex 

environment. ' '74 C lark 's  I l l inois Campaign p lan was simple, c lear, and reasonably achievable. He 

out l ines h i s  campaign p lan in  a 1 777 l etter to Patrick Henry : 

An expedition against [Kaskaskias wou ld  be advantageous] seeing 
one would be attended with so l ittle expence. The men m ight eas i ly  
raised [blank in MS. ]  with l itt le inconvenience Boats and canoes 
with about forty days provi sions wou ld  [answer] them : they m ight 
in a few days run down the river with certainty [to the] Waubash, 
when they would  only have about five to march to the town with 
very l ittle danger of being d i scovered unti l a lmost within s ight, 

70 The Secret Orders & " . . .  great things have been Done hy a.few Men . . .
. . 

7 1  The Secret Orders & . . . . . great things have been Done by afeu· .Hen .. 
72 "Henry Hami lton's Journal ." 
73 U. S .  A rmy. Operations, A-3.  
74 U . S. A rmy, Operations. A-3.  



where they might go in the night: i f  they got wind [of us they 
might] make no resistance :  if [they did] and were abl e  to beat us in 
the field,  they cou ld by no means defend themselves for if  they 
flew to the fort, they would loose possess ion of the, town where 
their prov is ions lay ,  and would sooner surrender than to try to beat 
us out of it with the cannon from the post, as [they] would be 
sensible that should [we fire] it before we left it, which would  
reduce them to  the certainty of  leaving the country or  starv ing with 
their fami l ies. as they could get noth ing to eat.75 

26  

C lark fol lowed h i s  p lan to  success nearly exactly to  the letter. The s impl ic i ty of h i s  p lan a l lowed 

C lark to ach ieve the campaign· s objectives with no major set backs or errors. 

In the operation to recapture Fo11 Sackvi l le  C lark ' s  p lan again fu lfi l led the Princ ip le  of 

S impl icity. I n  fact it was s impl istic in the extreme, " I  am Resolved to take the advantage of his 

[Governor Hami l ton] present Situation and R isque the whole on a s ingle Batt le  and Shal l  set out 

in a few Days with a l l  the force I can Raise. ' '76 Whi le  C lark ' s  p lan was s impl istic it was not 

hast i ly  p lanned or reckless.  He had a c lear goa l  of attacking Henry Hami lton when he was at h i s  

most vu lnerable; the middle of  winter when Hami l ton be l ieved no  attack was possible. This  

p la in ly indicates that C lark effectively implemented the Princ iple of S impl ic ity. 

It is c lear that C lark. for the most part. did carry out effectively al l ni ne of Princ iples of 

War and Operat ions in both the overa l l  I l l i nois Campaign and h i s  operation to recapture Fort 

Sackv i l le .  C lark ' s  greatest strengths were in his fu lfi l lment of the Princ ip les Offensive and 

Surpri se. The only Princ ip le  that Clark did not execute effectively was the Princ i ple of Econom) 

of Force when he fai led to properly garrison Fort Sackv i l le .  Wh i le C lark operated over two 

hundred years ago it is sti l l  practical for commanders of today to study h i s  operat ions.  

Commanders in combat today often find themselves in s imi lar s ituations. Often operating in 

7' "Clark to [Patrick Henry?]. 1 777," in George Rogers Clark Papers. / 771-1781. 3 2 .  
7'' lhe Secret Orders & " . . .  great things hai·e heen !Jone hy afe11· .\ fen . . .  " 
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CHAPTE R TWO 
Illinois Country as a " 'Middle Ground ' 

The I l l inois Country that C lark and h i s  men entered was a land d iv ided between several 

vying powers in which identities were fluid.  and loyalties and objectives sh ifted regu larly. W ith 

the French Inhabitants. Brit ish. Span ish. Americans. l l l in iwek Confederation, M iami .  Wea, 

P iankashaw. Sauk. Fox. Potawatomi .  Ottawa. Chippewa. Kickapoo, M ascouten. Delaware. 

W innebago. and Shawnee a l l  attempting to gain dominance. The I l l ino is  C ountry was a middle 

ground. Entering the I l l inois Country C lark and h is superiors back in  V irginia understood that he 

would not be able to gain contro l of the area through mi l itary might a lone. Commanding j ust 

one-hundred and seventy-five men C lark knew that his sma l l  army could eas i ly  be overwhelmed 

by any of the powers inhabiting the I l l inois Country. the weakest group of I l l inois Native 

Americans, the l l l in iwek Confederation. cou ld  sti l l  rai se around one-hundred to three-hundred 

warriors.77 Instead C lark was continual ly forced to use persuasion, d ip lomacy, deception. and to 

make concessions to keep the various groups in the region satisfied. H owever. as outl ined in the 

preceding chapter it i s  c lear C lark was wi l l i ng to use force when it was to his advantage. 

It is c lear that even in the in it ia l  p lanning stages of the campaign C lark understood he 

wou ld  not be entering the I l l inois Country as a conqueror: 

I was certain  that with five hundred men I could take the I l l ino is.  and by 
my treating the inhabitants as fel low-ci tizens. and (showing) them that I 
meant to protect rather than treat them as a conquered people---engaging 
the Ind ians to our interest. etc .---it might probably have so great an effect 
on their countrymen at Detroit (they a l ready d i s l iked thei r  master). that it 
would be an easy prey for me.78 

77 Sara Ju l ia  Tucker. Indian r 'ii/ages o(lhe Illinois Counlrv ( S pringfie ld :  I l l i nois State M useum. 1 942) .  5 3 .  
h.w2:.._hdl .hand le . ne1� 202 7 \\ u . 8906993 880 I (accessed February. 1 5 .  20 1 4  ) .  
78  Clark. "Letter to George Mason. of V irginia. dated Louisvi l le. Fal ls of Ohio. N ovember 1 9 . 1 779." 
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C l ark ' s  superiors in  V irginia a lso recognized that in order for C lark to succeed he first had to 

gain the support and loyalty of the people of the I l l i nois Country, both white and Native 

A merican . Governor Patrick Henry was expl ic it in  his orders to C l ark on how he was to treat the 

' 'white I nhabitants" of the I l l inois Country that fe l l  into his hands. Once they had sworn loyalty 

to Virgin ia they were to ' 'be treated as fe l low C itizens & their persons & property duly secured. 

Ass istance protection against al l  Enemies whatever Shal l  be afforded them & the 

Commonwealth of V irgin ia  is p ledged to accompl ish it ."79 Even fol lowing C lark ' s  in it ia l  success 

in the capture of the French sett lements of Kaskaskia, Cahokia, and Vincennes Governor Henry 

stressed to C lark in a letter the importance of treating the people  of the I l l inois Country cordia l ly  

and fai rl y :  

I consider your further success a s  depending upon the good wi l l  and 
friendship of the Frenchmen and Indians who inhabit your part of the 
Commonwealth : with the ir  concurrence great th ings may be 
accomp l i shed . . .  spare no pains to conci l iate the affections of the French 
and Ind ians.  Let them see and fee l  the advantage of being fel low c it izens 
and freemen. Guard most carefu l ly  against every infringement of their 
property, part icularly with respect to l and, as our enemies have a larmed 
them as to that. 80 

The people of the I l l i nois Country were not to be a subj ugated people under the heel of Virg in ia: 

instead they were to be conv inced to become a l l ies or equal free c it izens of Vi rg in ia .  The first 

group that C lark had to persuade to do th i s  was the French inhabitants of the I l l inois Country. 

When George Rogers Clark and h is  men entered the I l l inois Country the French 

inhabitants were faced w ith several choices. Should they stay loyal to the Brit ish. switch 

loyalt ies and join the American cause. or should they stay neutra l? If they decided to join one 

79 The Secret Orders & . . . . .  great things have been Done by afew , \ fen . . .  "· Letters of Patrick llenry and George 
Rogers Clark Issued in Facsimile by the Indiana Historical Society as a Contribution to the Observance of the 
Bicentennial of the A merican Rerolution ( I nd i anapol i s :  I nd iana H i storical Society, 1 974 ) .  
80 Patrick H enry. " I nstructions to George Rogers C lark from the Governor Patrick H enry, December 1 5 . 1 778." In 
Kaskaskia Records. 1 7 78- / 79n, ed. Clarence Walworth A lvord ( Springfiel d :  Trustees o f the I l l inois State H i storical 
L ibrary, 1 909),  6 1 .  http://archive.org/detai ls/kaskaski arecordsOOkaskrich/. 
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side over the other hov, much and what manner o f  support ought the) give'? Should they 

proclaim allegiance in words only. fight alongside their allies. or provide only monetary and 

material suppo1i'? Each of these questions had to he answered by both individuab and by entire 

communities of the Illinois Country French inhabitants. To better understand how and why these 

decisions were made by the French inhabitants it is important to take a brief look at the history of 

the French settlement of the Illinois Country. 

The first known white men to enter the Illinois Country were the French missionar) 

Father Jacques Marquette and explorer Louis Jolliet in 1 673 . However. the permanent French 

settlement of the Illinois Country did not begin until 1699 when the first Catholic mission the 

Mission of the Holy Family was established at Cahokia. x i  The first French settlers of the Illinois 

Country were ex coureur de hois. many with Indian wives. who had settled illegally. following 

Louis x 1 v· s  ordinance of 1 696. on the rich farmland along the Mississippi River around the 

missions at Cahokia and Kaskaskia ( see map 5 ).82 Louis x 1 v · s  ordinance of 1696 had abolished 

the fur trade. prohibited travel or settlement in the West. and ""also required that all except 

authorized oflicials and missionaries return forthwith to the stifling atmosphere of Canada under 

the eyes of intendant. subdelegate. and hishop:·83 These ex coureur de ho is did not \\ ish to live 

under the tight control of government and church officials in Canada. The French settlements 

along the Mississippi quickly grev, and developed a culture that was unique in French colonial 

8 1  
J ames E .  Davis.  fi·ontier Illinois ( Bloomington: Ind iana Un iversity Press. 1 99 8 ). 40. 

8 2  W instanley B riggs. "Le Pays des I l l inois." The William and .\fw:v Quarterly 47 ( 1 990) :  32-33 . . 
�,, ,, _j c,tor.on.>. '>tab le  29380.+0 ( accessed J an.  8 .  20 1 4 ).  
81 Briggs. "Le Pays des I l l inois." 3 2 .  
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Map 5:  Hutchins, Thomas. A Plan of the several Villages in the Illinois Country, with Part of the 
River Mississippi. Book Map. London : J .  Almon, 1778. David Rumsey Historical Map 
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America in that they were independent from "official or metropol itan e l ite guidance and contro l '  

and avoid habitual , demeaning deference."84 

So what set apart the cu lture of the French settlements of the I l l inois Country from the 

cu lture of Canadian settlements? Perhaps the biggest factor was the lack of a contro l l ing ru l ing 

c lass of colonial nobil ity and clergy in the I l l inois Country. In  Canada land was contro l led under 

a feudal-l ike seigneurial system. The land itself was owned by either ind ividual seigneuries or by 

the Cathol ic Church and was rented to habitants in twenty-five acre sections for which tenant 

farmers "paid onerous annual feudal dues."85 These seigneuries and the Church strictly 

control led a l l  aspects of l i fe in Canada. However in the I l l inois Country the exact opposite was 

true. The region lacked seigneurs, settlers received fee title to not less than sixty acres of fertile 

soi l ,  and the residents paid no dues. Moreover, they governed themselves in the absence of 

intendants, subdelegates, se igneurs, or bishops.86 In the I l l inois Country the French inhabitants 

ru led themselves through parish meetings far from any central governmental control .  What 

governmental authorities that were present took a hands off approach a l lowing each v i l lage to 

make their own decisions on local affairs.87 This system of self-governance, personal ownership 

of land, and absence of a ruling seigneuries class and domineering Church aided in the 

development of a ind ividual ist culture unique in French North America. Th is individual ist 

culture of the French inhabitants along the Mississippi River can help better explain why they 

were able and wi l l ing to make their own decisions when George Rogers Clark arrived in the 

I l l inois Country. 

84 Davis, Frontier Illinois, 49. 
85 Briggs, "Le Pays des I l l inois," 36. 
86 Davis, Frontier Illinois, 49-50 .  
8 7  Briggs, "Le Pays des I l l inois," 43.  
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When C lark and his men entered the I l l inois Country the majority of the French 

inhabitant popul ation was centered in th ree main v i l l ages: Kaskaskia and Cahokia along the 

banks of the M i ss iss ipp i  R iver and Vincennes in what is today western Ind iana ( see Map 2 ) .  

C lark understood that he  could not force the French inhabitants to  jo in  the American cause. 

Instead the American commander had to persuade them to join of the ir  own free w i l l  because he 

was .. too weak to treat them an) other way:'88 Through the use of a combination of decept ion. 

threats. persuasion.  and dip lomacy C lark was able to persuade the majority of the French 

inhabitants to jo in  wholeheartedly. for the most pa1i. the American cause. There were several 

leading factors that helped in conv inc ing the majority of the French Inhabitants to switch the ir 

loya lty to the American cause. 

The first of  these factors was the psychological warfare used against the French by Clark 

and a l so the several concess ions that he made when he first captured the v i l lages of Kaskaskia. 

Cahokia. and V incennes. Late in the even ing of July 4. I 778 C lark and h is  men had w ithout 

firing a shot gained complete contro l of the v i l l age of Kaskaskia. Fol lowing th is Clark quick ly 

began to bu i ld  upon the French inhabitants' confusion and fear in  a plan to sway them to the 

American cause. C lark init ia l ly had no communication w ith any of the v i l l age' s residents beyond 

ordering them .. to remain in the ir houses on pain of be ing shot down:·89 Instead he a l lowed their 

imaginations fueled by fear to run away with them unt i l  they p ictured the worst poss ib le 

scenarios for themselves and the ir fami l ies .  In doing so C lark understood the French residents 

m ight bel ieve that l ike the Acadians who were forc ibly removed from New France in 1 755  .. they 

w ere about to be scattered to the four w inds and. in the process. fam i l ies would he separated. the 

88 C lark. "Letter to George M ason of V irgin ia." 
89 Quaife .  The Capture of Old l' incennes, 57 .  
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men led into captivity and the women and children left to shi ft for  themselves.'
.91 1  Clark did 

noth i ng to alleviate these fears. When a delegat ion of leadi ng men of the v illage led hy their 

priest Father Pierre Gibault attempted to speak w ith Clark in order to learn their fate and to ask 

permission for the people to gather in the church so they could spend what they helieved to he 

thei r  last few hours together v. ith thei r  families. Clark·s and his men · s  appearance did l i ttle to 

alleviate thei r  fears. After thei r  long march from Fort Massac to Kaskaskia. Clark · s  and his 

men· s clothi ng were in rags --we were almost naked: torn by the bushes and briars. we presented 

a d i rty and savage aspect:·'! !  He did hov. ever allow the French res idents to gather i n  the church 

s ince it would serve to inflame their  worries and fears. 

Once Clark believed that he had the F rench inhabitants of Kaskaskia at the peak of their 

fears he began to change his tune. He then began to assuage the settlers· fears. He agai n  met vv ith 

Father Gibault and the lead i ng men of the village reproaching them for thei r  fears: 

I now asked them very abruptly whether they thought they were 
addressi ng savages . .. Did they suppose we meant to strip the women and 
children or take the bread out of thei r  mouths? Or that w e  would 
condescend to make \\ ar on \voman a nd children or the church? I informed 
them it was to prevent the effusion of i n nocent blood by the Indians. 
i nstigated by the i r  commandants and enemies. and not the prospect of 
plunder. that had caused us to v isit them. 92 

The American commander then in formed them of the recent all iance between France and the 

United States and the imminent entry of France i nto the war. which --affected them very 

visibly:·'H This news most likely dispelled the F rench resident's fears and made joi n i ng the 

Americans a much easier choice to make. The Ill inois French inhabitants still v i ewed themselves 

"0 Joseph P .  Donnelly.  Pierre Gihault . .  \lissionwy 17 3 7- / 802 (Chicago: Loyola  University Press. 1 97 1  ). 69: 
Christopher Hodson. The Acadian Diaspora.· An Dghteenth-Cent111y /listm�v (New York: Oxford Uni versity Press, 
20 1 2 ). 4. 
01 Quaife. The Capture of Old I "incennes, 6 1 .  
"" Quaife. The Capture of Old 1 'incennes. 6 3 .  
" 1  Quaife. The Capture of Old f"incennes, 6 3 .  
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as very much French.  They had kept the ir  F rench cu lture and language al ive throughout the 

fourteen  years of Brit ish occupation of the I l l inois Country and only a very few fe lt any loyalty 

to the Bri t ish .  

C lark gave the people of Kaskask ia the freedom to choose where they would place the i r  

loya lty with out  fear of losing the ir property or having the i r  fami l ies being d i spersed or in  

d i stress.94 Al l  that C l ark would requ ire is that the French residents take the fol lowing oath of 

fidel ity to V i rg in ia :  

You make oath on the Holy Evange l of Alm ighty God to renounce a l l  
fidel i ty to George the Third. King of Britian. and to h i s  successors. and to 
be fa ithfu l  and true subjects of the Republ ic of V i rgin ia  as a free and 
independent state: and I swear that I wi l l  not do or cause anyth ing or 
matter to be done which can be prejud ic ia l  to the l iberty or independence 
of the said people. as prescribed by Congress. and that 1 wi l l  inform some 
one of the judges of the country of the said state of a l l  treasons and 
conspiracies which sha l l  come to my know ledge against the said state or 
some other of the Un ited States of America:  In  faith of which we have . d L 1 . h C 9� s1gne . . . ong 1ve t e ongress. · 

U pon real izing that their fears were unfounded and seeing the lenient terms C lark was offering 

them the majority of the French inhabitants of Kaskaskia decided to switch their al legiance to the 

American cause. 

W ith Kaskaskia under h i s  control C lark then turned h i s  attention toward the remain ing 

F rench v i l l ages of Cahokia and Vincennes. Persuading the F rench inhabitants of these two 

v i l lages was a much quicker and easier task than it had been in Kaskaskia as C lark now had the 

assistance of prominent Kaskaskia French res idents .  C lark dec ided on a more d iplomatic 

approach in the capturing of Cahokia. C lark ordered Major Joseph Bowman to take thirty 

94 Quaife. The Capture of Old l 'incennes. 63 .  
gs "Oath of I nhabitants of V incennes. J u ly 20. 1 77 8." I n  George Rogers Clark Papers. 1771-1781. ed. James A lton 
J ames. ( Springfield:  I l l inois  State H istorical L ibrary. 1 9 1 2 ) 56 .  
http ://archive.org/detai l s/georgerogersclaOOjamegoog. 
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mounted men and ga in control of  the v i l lage. which was s ixty mi les north of  Kaskask ia ( see Map 

6 ) .  Several Kaskask ia gentlemen who had friends and re lati ves in Cahokia vol unteered to 

accompany Bowman and h i s  men te l l ing C lark ··that one of the ir tow nsmen was enough to put 

me in possess ion of that place. by carry ing the good news that the people would rejo ice:·% C lark 

rea l izing that he d id not have the mi l itary strength to force the French at Cahokia to jo in  the 

American cause agreed to al  low the Kaskaskians to join Major Bowman. Bowman · s company 

entered the town early on Ju ly 6 getting to ""the middle of the town before they were d i scovered--

-the French gentlemen cal l i ng aloud to the people to submit to the ir happier fate. w h ich they d id  

with very l itt le hesitati on . . .  the inhabitants of the country took the oath (prescribed) by lav, . and 

d b I ··'!7 every person appeare to e rnppy . 

In the taking of Vincennes C lark rel ied to an even greater extent upon fe l low Frenchmen 

to convince the town· s inhabitants to embrace the Ameican cause . The credit for the F rench 

inhabitants of Vincennes jo in ing Un ited States forces was due to the efforts of  French inhabitants 

especia l ly  Father Pierre Gibault  and Dr. Jean B. Laffont and not the actions of C l ark. It was 

Father Gibault .  the only Cathol ic priest in the I l l inois Country. who persuaded C l ark that there 

was no need for a m i l itary operat ion.  Instead diplomacy was to be used by an a l l  French 

I nhabitant party . Father Gibault  was of  the opin ion that. as had worked at Kaskaskia and 

Caho lk ia. French residents in V incennes would "secure their a l leg iance to the Americans" if 

properly shown that France had entered into a treaty with the Americans and "assurances [were 

made] that they wou ld be treated as friends. ' '98 However. given h i s  ro le  as a spiritual leader 

among the French in I l l inois Country "he desired that another person m ight be charged w ith the 

"" Clark. "Letter to George M ason of V i rginia." 
'J7 C l ark, " Letter to George M ason of V irginia ." 
98 Engl ish, Conquest ofthe Country .\or1h1i·es/ oflhe Rirer Ohio 1 7 78-1783. 200. 
https://archive.org/deta i l s/cu3 I 924092 8 86096. 
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Map 6: William Hayden English, Conquest of the Country Northwest of the River Ohio 1 778-1 783 and 
Life of Gen. George Rogers Clark ( Indianapolis:  Bowen-Merri l l  Company, 1 897), 1 96.  
https ://archive.org/details/cu3 1 924092886096 . 
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temporal part o f  the embassy, and named Dr. Laffont as his associate."99 The two men set out for 

Vincennes with a small party with Dr. Laffont carrying a letter of instruction from C lark: 

P lease d isabuse them as much as it is possible to do, and in case they 
accept the propositions made to them, you will assure them that proper 
attention wi l l  be paid to rendering their commerce beneficial and 
advantageous; but in case those people wi l l  not accede to offers so 
reasonable as those which I make them, they may expect to feel the 
miseries of a war under the direction of the humanity which has so far 
d

. . . 
h d h Am . I OO 1stmgu1s e t e encans. 

Clark did not have to carry out that threat, since the people of Vincennes "universal ly  acceded to 

the proposal" and gathered in the town's  Catholic church where they took an oath of al legiance 

to the American cause. 1 0 1  

Whi le  the French inhabitants of Kaskaskia, Cahokia, and V incennes had taken the oath of 

loyalty just how committed were they to the American cause? Was their conversion to the 

American cause truly genuine? Or were their oaths just empty words used for self-preservation 

from an invading army? The answers to these questions on loyalty can be answered by focusing 

on how the French inhabitants of Kaskaskia, Cahokia, and Vincennes reacted to Henry 

Hami lton' s  capturing of Fort Sackv i l le and the subsequent operation by C lark to recapture the 

same fort. 

On the surface it seems that the loyalty of the v i l lage of Vincennes was determined on the 

proximity of whoever had the largest body of armed troops. When H ami lton arrived in 

Vincennes on December 1 7, 1 778 at the head of his army the French mi l itia promptly abandoned 

Captain Helm who commanded the garrison in Fort Sackv i l le leaving h im with only three 

American soldiers. The same men that only a few months earl ier had sworn loyalty to V irginia 

and the Un ited States were renouncing that oath and swearing a new one to the British Crown: 

9 9  Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes, 73.  
1 00 "Clark to Jean B. Laffont, July 1 4, 1 778," in George Rogers Clark Papers, 53-54. 
1 0 1  Quaife, The Capture of Old Vincennes, 74. 



We whose names are hereto subscribed declare and acknowledge having 
taken an oath of fidel ity to the Congress, that i n  so doing we have forgot 
our duty to God and Man, we implore the pardon of God, and hope from 
the goodness of our l awful l  Sovere ign the K ing of Great B ri ta i n  that he 
w i l l  accept our submiss ion, and take us again under h i s  protection as good 
and faithful l  subjects which we promise and swear before God and men 
we wi l l  hereafter become, in  W itness whereof we s ign our respective  
names, or set our  customary Mark. th is  1 9th .  day of December 1 778 102 
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On i ts  face th is  seems l ike damning ev idence against the French i nhabitants of V incennes tak ing 

oaths I ight ly and making it seem as though they were not s incere in  their oath of loyalty to the 

U n ited States. In truth the language of th is  new oath was not as ind icative of the French 

res idents' a l legiances as it would appear to be. 

It  is c lear from this passage from Governor Henry Ham i lton ' s  journal that V incennes 

French i nhabitants' oaths of loyalty to the Brit ish were coerced : 

1 9th .  Met the i nhabitants in the Church at noon-- I i nformed them of the 
cause of  my assembl ing them, that as they had brought i n  the i r  arms when 
summoned, their l i ves had been spared, but that they could not expect 
protection  un less they adjured their  attachment to the Rebel s. and returnd 
to their A l leg iance to the i r  rightful Sovereign, renewing the ir  Oath 1 03 

Hami lton arr ived at V incennes at the head of around five hundred to s ix h undred men cons i st ing 

of  forty-one men of ''the king's E ighth Regiment of regulars, e ight i rregulars. seventy thoroughly 

tra ined m i l it ia  [most l ikely French Canad ians]" and the rest made up of Native American 

warriors that he gathered along the way to V i ncennes. 1 04 French i nhabi tants ' first concern 

u ndoubtedly their fami l ies· safety. Hami lton made i t  c lear that he woul d  not give them any 

protection if they fa i led to rejo in  the Brit ish. The oaths of fidel ity to V i rg in ia  and the U nited 

States had been g iven w i l l i ngly by the French of V i ncennes with no soldiers present and was a 

t oe Quaife, The Capture of Old 1 "incennes, 1 86. 
1 03 "Henry Hami l ton's  Journal," In Henry Hamilton and George Rogers Clark in the A merican Revolution with The 
{ "npub/ished Journal of lieut Gov. l/enry Hamilton. ed. John D.  Barnhart (Crawfordsvi l le :  R.  E .  B anta, 1 95 1 )  
http: \\ \\ \\ . i l l . l'.O\ h i ston 30 1 0 . htm ( accessed February, 1 6 , 20 1 4) .  
1 04 E ngl ish .  Conquest ofthe Count1y Sorthwest of the River Ohio 1778-1783, 226. 
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l arge ly infl uenced by France and America having become al l ies .  I n  contrast, the inhabitants ' 

oaths to the Brit ish crown were empty words. uttered only for self-preservation .  As can be seen 

by the subsequent act ions of the majority of the French inhabitants when they d id  nothing to a id 

the Brit ish when Clark and h i s  men recaptured Fort Sackvi l le and how they remained loyal  for 

the  rest of the  war. 

The majority of the French residents of Kaskaskia  and Cahokia were firm in upho ld ing 

thei r  oaths to the American cause . When Hami lton captured Fort Sackv i l l e  C lark had 

approximate ly  one hundred American troops in the I l l inois Country and was hundreds of m i les 

away from any American re inforcements. The French of Kaskaskia and Cahoki a  were more than 

eager to vo lunteer to fight alongs ide their new fe l low citizens. Th i s  is espec ia l ly  c lear in a letter 

sent by M ajor Bowman to C lark from Cahokia: " ' It was with great d ificulty I Could Restra i n  

maney of  the  o ld  Married people from turn ing out With us." 1 05 When C lark set out on h i s  march 

to V incennes he only had around one hundred and th irty men under h i s  command. i oti Of those 

one hundred th i rty men on ly s ixty-e ight of them were Americans wh i l e  the rest were raised from 

the French m i l it ias of Kaskaskia and Cahokia. I n  Kaksaksia  th i rty-four men volunteered in  

Capta in Richard McCarty ' s  company and i n  Cahokia twenty-eight men volunteered to serve i n  

Captain  Franc is  Charlev i l l e ' s  company . 1 07 Such actions by these Frenchmen demonstrated that 

the i r  oaths were more than performances i ntended to save the ir  and the i r  fam i l ies '  skins .  I n stead, 

i us " Bowman to G. R .  C l ark' Kahous May 28'h 1 779." In Cahokia Records. 1 778-1 790, ed. C l arence Wal worth 
A lvord ( Springfie ld :  Trustees of the I l l inois State Historical L ibrary, 1 907).  6 1 1 -6 1 2 . 
http://archive.org/detai l s/cahokiarecords 1 700i l  I i  rich. 
1 06 

Joseph Bowman, "Journal of the Proceedings of George R.  Clark from the 27th January. 1 779.  to M arch 20th 
inst." in W i l l iam Hayden Engl i sh. Conquest ufthe Counlry .\'orlhl1'es/ olfhe River Ohio 1 7 78-1783 and Ufe o/Gen 
George Rogers Clark ( I ndianapo l i s :  Bowen-Merr i l l  Company, 1 897).  http://www . i n .gov/history/2964.htm 

1 07 ''Document 7 ( 1 9  January-5 A pril 1 779)" and "Document 27 (6 February-- 1 3  M arch 1 779 )" in George Rogers 
Clark and !!is . \fen· .\ fili1a1y Records. I 7 78-1 78../. Margery Harding, ed. (Frankfort: The Kentucky H i storical  
Soc iety, 1 98 1  ) .  1 7-20. 
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these men by comprising more than one-half of the American force that captured Vincennes 

demonstrated a real and deep al legience to the United States. 

While the majority of the French inhabitants of the I l l inois Country were relatively eas i ly 

persuaded to join the American cause, Clark faced a much more difficult and complex chal lenge 

with Native Americans in the region. By the 1 770s the I l l inois Country was divided between 

fourteen individual Native American tribes, each a separate and sovereign nations. In the 

northeastern region of the I l l inois Country along the southern shore of Lake Michigan, where 

present day Chicago is located, westward toward Fort Detroit the Potawatomi, Ottawa, 

Chippewa, and M iami tribes resided. The Kickapoo, Mascouten, Sauk, Fox, and Winnebago 

tribes were located in the northern region. I n  the east along both shores of the Wabash River, that 

today forms the border between I l l inois and I ndiana, were the Wea and Piankashaw tribes. 

Farther east in what is today western Indiana the Delaware and Shawnee tribes had settled. The 

I l l iniwek Confederation, consisting of the smal ler Cahokia, Kaskaskia, M ichigamea, 

Moingwena, Peoria, and Tamaroa tribes, were located in the southwestern region of the I l l inois 

Country centered on the French settlements along the Mississippi River (See Map 7). 

Both the B ritish and American views and diplomatic pol icies toward Native American 

involvement in the Revolutionary War evolved over time. When war first broke out in 1 775 the 

B ritish and American governments attempted official pol icies of keeping Native American tribes 

neutrai . 1 08 This  policy of neutral ity by both British and American officials only lasted a short two 

years. I n  1 776 both s ides began to abandon their official pol icies of seeking Native 

1 08 George C. Chalou, "George Rogers Clark and Indian America 1 778- 1 780," in The French, The Indians, and 
George Rogers Clark the lllinois Country ( Indianapolis: Indiana Historical Society, 1 977), 36 . 
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._French -wea -sauk & Fox J J / Kmtucl.-y 
Illiniwe-k - �fiami -v.rinnebego 

r:;;-; Land Shared by 
- Piankashaw - Kickapoo - Spanish Tnbes 
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- Ottawa 
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Map 7: Map of the location of the I l l inois tribes. Location of tribes taken from Wayne C .  Temple, 
Indian Villages of the Illinois Country: Historic Tribes, vol. 2.  (Springfield :  I l l inois State 
Museum, 1 966). Accessed March 20, 2 0 1 4. 
http ://www.museum.state . i l .us/publications/epub/indian_villages_il_country_wayne_temple.pdf 
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A merican neutra l i ty .  1 09 Each s ide justified th i s  pol icy transformation by blaming the other of 

being the first to a l l y  themselves with N at ive A merican tribes. Lord Dartmouth, the secretary of 

state for the colonies,  wrote to Guy Johnson, Brit ish superintendent of Ind ian affairs, that : 

The unnatural rebe l l ion no raging cal l s  for every effort to suppress it, 
and the inte l l igence H i s  Majty [sic] has recei ved of the Rebe l l s  having 
excited the Ind ians to take a part, and of their having actual l y  engaged 
a body of them in arms to support their  rebel l ion, justi fies the 
resol ut ion H i s  M ajty had taken of requ iring the assi stance of h i s  
fai thfu l  adherents the s ix Nat ions.  I t  i s  therefore H i s  Mjtys p leasure 
that you do lose no t ime in taking such steps as may induce them to 
take up the hatchet against h i s  M ajesty' s  rebe l l ious subjects in 
America. 1 1 0 

On the nat ional  level the British and Americans were in a position that enabled them to negotiate 

with Native American tribes from a place of power or at the very least from a position of 

equal ity . Th i s  was not however the case between George Rogers C lark. Governor Hami l ton. and 

the N at ive American tribes in the I l l ino is Country . 

The Ind ian tribes of the 1 1 1  ino is  Country were far from a united people and several tribes 

were in constant confl ict with each other, however they and not European or American forces 

were sti l l  beyond a doubt the most dominant powers of the I l l inois  Country . It is est imated that 

a l l fourteen N at ive American tribes combined possessed rough ly four thousand five hundred-

fifty warriors. 1 1 1  Both the Amer icans under George Rogers C lark and the Brit ish under Governor 

Henry Hami l ton were sorely lacking i n  the abi l ity to force the I l l inois  Native American tribes to 

jo in  the ir  s ide or to remain neutral through the strength of arms alone. Wh i l e  in  the I l l inois 

1 0" 
Bernard W. Sheehan, "The Famous H air Buyer General" :  Henry Hamilton, George Rogers C l ark. and the 

American Indian," Indiana .\lagazine ofllistory 79 ( 1 98 3  ): 2, Accessed M arch 1 8. 20 1 4. 
http ://www .j stor.org/stable/277906 76. 
1 1 0 E. 8 .  O'Cal laghan. e d . ,  Documents Relating t o  the Colonial llistmy of the State of'.\'ew York, 1 5  v o l s .  ( A lbany, 
1 8 5 7 ), 8: 596 in Edward Gi lbert W i l l iams. Fort Pitt and the Revolution on the Western Frontier ( P ittsburgh: 
H i storical Society of W estern Pennsylvania, 1 978 ), 62.  
1 1 1  Wayne C. Temple,  Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Country.· Historic fribes, vol .  2 .  ( S pringfield :  I l l inois State 
M u seum. 1 966) .  5 3 :  62:  69: 77-78: 95 : 1 30:  1 77: 1 83 - 1 84: 1 89 .  A ccessed March 20,  20 1 4. 
http ://www.museum .state . i i . us/publications/epub/indian _vi I I  ages _i l_ country_ wayne _temp le.pdf 
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Country C lark never had under h is  command more than two hundred men. S i m i larly when 

Governor Henry Hami lton entered the I l l inois  Country h i s  non-nat ive forces consi sted of only 

forty-one men of "'the k ing ' s  E ighth Regiment of regulars. e ight i rregu lars. seventy thorough ly 

trained m i l it ia [most l i kely French  Canad ians] . '' 1 1 2 Lacking strong m i l itary forces the Americans 

and Brit ish were forced to use persuasion. d iplomacy. deception. and to make concess ions 

whenever needed in their dea l ings with the I l l inois Ind ians. 

Americans in the I l l inois Country were in a position of extreme weakness. C l ark and h i s  

men could have eas i ly been overwhelmed a t  any time by  any one tribe: the weakest group of  

I l l inois N ative Americans the I l l in iwek Confederation could raise around one-hundred to  three-

hundred warriors. 1 1 3 C lark s imply did not have the abi l ity to take a heavy-handed approach such 

as that General George Washington and the Continental Army employed against the I roquois 

tribes in  New York that had a l l ied with the Brit ish .  In  1 777 part of the I roquois C onfederacy 

jo ined forces with the Brit ish and began to take an active part in the war raid ing the frontier 

sett lements of New York and Pennsy lvania.  In  retal iation Wash ington ordered in 1 779 that an 

expedit ion under the command of General John Sul l ivan be sent 

" to chastise and int imidate the host i le  nations. to countenance and 
encourage the friendly ones. and to re l ieve our frontiers from 
depredations to which [t]hey wou ld  otherwise be exposed . ·  To achieve 
these aims. · it i s  proposed to carry the war into the heart of the 
country of the country of the S ix N ations. to cut off their sett lements. 
destroy their next year' s crops. and do them every other m i sch ief. 
which t ime and c i rcumstances w i l l  permit . · 1 1 4 

I l e  English. Conquest of the Count1y ,\.orthwest of the Rirer Ohio / 7 78-1783. 226. 
https ://archive.org/detai l s/cu3 1 924092886096. 
1 1 3 Temple. Indian I 'if/ages ufthe Illinois Count1y 5 3 .  
1 1 4 "Gen. George W ashington to Maj .  Gen. Horatio Gates. l etter dated Head Quarters. M iddle  Brook, M arch 6, 1 779, 
Writings of George Washington. 1 4 : 1 98-200. in G lenn F .  W i l l iams. }ear of the Hangman. George Washington 's 
Campaign .!gains/ the Iroquois ( Y ardley : Westholme, 200 5 ). 200. 
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General Washington and Sul l i van unl ike George Rogers C lark were in a position of superior 

strength .  General Su l l ivan commanded a wel l  trained and equipped army of around three 

thousand five hundred men w ith art i l lery support includ ing. "two 6-pounder and four 3 -pounder 

fie ld  guns, two 5 Yz- inch howitzers. and a cohorn mortar. ' ' 1 1 5 Sul l ivan ' s  army wreaked havoc 

throughout the lands of the Six Nations: forty towns and s ixteen thousand bushels  of corn were 

destroyed, a long with one hundred sixty-five houses, five hundred acres of fie lds and about 

' "$30,000 worth of produce in p lunder.'' 1 1 6 George Rogers C lark and h i s  men on the other hand 

were not able to i nteract with the Nat ive American tribes of the I l l inois Country m iddle ground 

in a s im i l ar fash ion .  

I nstead C lark was forced to re ly on the use of d ip lomacy. propaganda, threats, and 

bravado. Fo l lowing h i s  b loodless capture and occupat ion of the French v i l lages of Kaskaskia. 

C ahokia, and V incennes. C lark sent messages out to all the tribes of the I l l inois Country to attend 

a peace conference in Cahokia. Tribes from throughout the I l l inois Country and beyond traveled 

to Cahokia to look at and l i sten to what the B ig  Kn ives had to say . There were ' 'Chippewa, 

Ottawa, Potawatomi ,  Sac and Fox, Osage. Winnebago, Iowa. and M iami  . . .  Even some Mandans 

from the M issouri country came in .'" 1 1 7 However, the d iplomacy that the N ative American tri bes 

encountered in Cahokia was un l ike any American d ip lomacy they had encountered before. at 

l east accordi ng to C lark. George Rogers C lark strongly d isagreed with the prior methods that 

Americans had used in their  d ip lomatic re l ations with Native A mericans. He wrote that he: 

had always been convinced that our [the American] general conduct of 
Ind ian affairs was wrong. Inv iting them to treat ies was considered by 
them in a d ifferent manner than we rea l ized; they i mputed it  to fear on 
our part, and the g iv ing of va luable presents confirmed them in this 
opinion.  I resolved, therefore. to guard against th is .  I took great pains 

1 1 5 W i l l iams, l 'ear of the Hangman. 240-243 . 
1 1 6 W i l l iams, rear of the Hangman, 293 .  
1 1 7 

C halou, "George Rogers Clark and I nd ian America 1 778- 1 780." 40. 
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with the lndians. 1 1 8 
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So just what was the French and Spanish method that C lark considered to be so much 

superior to other forms of negotiations? The French and Span ish method was the use of "'harsh 

speech and the threat of immediate act ion.  E laborate fest iv it ies with much ceremonia l  talk and 

expensive g ifts only fostered i l lusions in the Ind ians' m inds and led to greater demands and 

u lt imate ly to another outbreak of confl ict. B lunt language and speedy retribution would keep the 

peace .' ' 1 1 9 I t  i s  c lear from the speech that Clark gave to the assembled tri bes in  Cahokia that he 

truly  took the French and Span ish method to heart. The speech was b lunt, fu l l  of harsh 

statements and propaganda, vei led and obvious threats, and brimming with bravado, s ince C lark 

in rea l i ty lacked the needed power to actua l ly  fu lfi l l  any of h is  threats. C lark made it c lear that 

the N at ive American tribes had only two options : " ' l  am a man and a warrior, not a counc i lor. I 

carry War in my right hand and in my left Peace . . .  Here is a bloody belt and a wh ite one . Take 

whichever you p lease . ' ' 1 20 He a lso made it  very obvious what the consequences would  be if they 

chose incorrectly ;  " ' If  you take the bloody path you shal l  go from th i s  town in safety and jo in  

your  friends, the Eng l i sh ,  and we wi l l  try l ike warriors who can put  the  most stumbl ing blocks i n  

the road and keep our c lothes perfumed with the blood the longest. ' ' 1 2 1  I f  they should choose the 

path of peace they wou ld  ""be rece ived as brothers to the Big Knives and the French.' ' 1 22 ( see 

Appendix Document I for C lark 's  entire speech)  Just how effective th i s  speech and C lark ' s  

method of d ip lomacy was with indiv idual Native Americans can never be tru ly known s ince 

there are no Native American primary sources that record such reactions.  However, i t  can be 

1 1 8  
Quaife. The Caplure of Old 1 'incennes. 80-8 1 .  

1 1 9 Sheehan. ""The Famous Hair Buyer General, · ·  1 6- 1 7. 
1 20 Quaife, The Capture of Old l 'incennes. 82.85 . 
1 2 1  Quaife. The Caplure of Old l 'incennes. 85 .  
1 22 Quaife, lhe Capture of Old l 'incennes. 85 .  
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argued that i t  must have had some affect if  the account of Big Gate ' s  change of a l legiance 

descr ibed in the i ntroduction of th is  thesis is to be be l ieved .  

C l ark and the Americans were not the only group that had to  deal with the m iddle ground 

complexity of d iplomacy with the I l l inois Country Native American tribes. Governor Henry 

Hami lton a l so faced many of the same issues that C lark encountered. Hami lton was too weak to 

force the I l l ino is  Country tribes into jo in ing the Brit ish side in the war. I t  is c lear though that 

Governor Hami lton took a much d ifferent approach to d ip lomacy than C lark. In fact Governor 

Hami l ton fu l ly embraced what Clark rejected out right. Hami lton was very free with h is  

ceremonial g ift g iv ing prov iding N ative American tribes strong and effective incent ives to  stay 

loyal to the Brit ish cause. 1 23 He  was also very l i beral with h i s  gifts of l iquor. So much so that he 

astonished the Canadian Governor Frederick Ha ld imand with the amount of l iquor consumed at 

Detro it i n  just one year. 1 7 .520 gal lons. 1 24 Perhaps even more astoni sh ing than tens of thousands 

of gal l ons of consumed alcohol was Hami lton' s  w i l l i ngness to immerse h imself i nto some Native 

American cu ltura l  practices. The most famous account of this happened in the summer of 1 777 :  

W ith the warriors arrayed in two l ines. an ox was beheaded and a 
tomahawk sunk into its sku l l . after which Hami lton danced and sang 
the war song. The ani mal represented the V i rgin ians against whom the 
Ind ians were about to fight. ( I n  a later i nstance a bear played the 
symbo l i c  rol e. and Hami lton h imself wielded the tomahawk.) 
According to the account given by John Montour to Zeisberger. 
H am i lton was painted and dressed l ike an Indian for the occas ion. 1 2:; 

Just how much d id  these two very d ifferent sty l es of d ip lomacy influence the loyalties of the 

Native American tribes of the I l l inois Country'? 

In  the v iew of the British and Americans the I l l inois Country Nat ive American tribes had 

a s imple dec is ion they had to make. join one side or the other. However. it is important to 

1 2 3  Sheehan, "The Famous Hair Buyer General," 1 6- 1 7 . 
1 24 Sheehan. " The Famous Hair  Buyer General," 9 .  
1 25 Sheehan, ""The Famous Hair Buyer General :' 9 .  
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remember that the 1 1 1 inois Country tribes were not pawns. Instead they w ere independent nations 

that based their decisions on what was in their people' s  best interests. 

Those tribes located in the north and west of the Illinois Country for the most part allied 

themselves wholeheartedly to the British cause. The Miami tribe. v, ith about two hundred fifty 

warriors. was an active ally of the British from the beginning of the war. 1 211 During H en ry 

Hamilton's advance to Vincennes he used the Miami village at the head of the Wabash River as 

a staging point for his army as it prepared to sail down the Wabash. While there Hamilton 

mentioned in his journal that he met favorably with three leading Miami chiefs who joined his 

army. Pacane the Nut the head chief of all the M iami. Gros Loup. and The Petit G ris. 1 .: 7  To the 

north of the Miami along the southern shore of Lake Michigan were the Potawatomi. Ottawa. 

and Chippewa tribes. These three tribes formed a confederacy called The Three Fires. in which 

"'one member would not act upon important matters without consulting the other two. " 1 .:x 

Members o f  these three tribes were also active allies of the B ritish. Raiding American 

settlements and the villages of those Illinois Count!") tribes who were allied w ith the A mericans. 

especially the llliniwek Con federation. 1 29 Even though the majority of Potawatomi. Ottawa. and 

Chippewa joined the British a small number did make a peace treaty with Clark after speaking 

with him at the peace conference in Cahokia. 
1 31 1  So why did the vast majority of these four 

Illinois Country tribes become and stay staunch allies of the British'? Geographical I) these tribes 

w ere located the closest to Fort Detroit. Because of this they relied on the British for the trade 

goods that were vital to their survival.1 -' 1  This made allying with the British the most logical and 

1 2" Temple, Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Count1)·. 62. 
1 27 " 'Henry Hami lton 's  Journal ." 
1 28 Temple, Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Counfly, 1 26. 
1 2" Temple, Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Count1y, 1 3 1 - 1 32 .  
1 '0 Temple. Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Country. 1 32 .  
1 1 1  Chalou, ' "George Rogers Clark and Ind ian America 1 778- 1 780." 42. 
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benefic ia l  option for those tribes. The loyalt ies of the I l l i no is  Country tribes located in the 

northwest and centra l regions of the I l l ino is  Country \\ ere however a much more complex 

matter. 

The I l l ino is  tribes from the northwest and central reg ions of the I l l ino is  Country were not 

as un i ted in  their  a l l eg iances as the northeastern tribes were . Many of these tribes were spl i t  as to 

w here their  loyalt ies should l ie .  In  the northwest Sauk and Fox. two separate nations in  a c lose 

a l l iance wi th  each other. were spl i t  between those that chose to jo in  the Brit ish cause and those 

that chose the American cause. Indiv idual Sauk and Fox ch ieftains made the ir  own independent 

dec i s ions on who they \\ould a l l y  themselves w ith .  It seems that some of the Sauk and Fox 

nat ions dec ided to join the Brit ish even though they had made a peace treaty w ith Clark at 

Cahokia.  M ajor  Joseph Bowman the American commander at Cahokia complained about this to 

C lark i n  a letter :  " " their complyance has not sat isfyed me wi th a Regard to peace. as they confessd 

to me that the i r  principal cheifs whear gone to Montrea l !  to fight aga inst the big Knife.". u2 

H o wever. other ch ieftain stood unfalteringly w ith the Americans. One band of Sauk l i v ing at the 

mouth of the Rock River under the leadersh ip of La Main Casse ( Broken H and) were c lose 

friends of the Americans. La Main Casse d id not a l low the Brit ish to pass done the river and 

even rescued severa l  prisoners be ing held by the Brit ish .  rn This d iv ision of a l l egiances among 

the Sauk and Fox un intent ional ly became a benefit to the Americans as ""those of the two tribes 

who were loyal to the Americans kept the remainder from an open assaul t  upon the United 

States:· 1 -'4 

1 32 Joseph Bowman. "Joseph Bowman to C lark. October 30, 1 778," in Cie01xe Rogers Clark Papers, 1 7 7 1 - 1 7 8 1 ,  7 1 . 
1 1 3  Temple, Indian V illages olthe Illinois Country, 96. 

1 34 Col l .  State H i st .  Soc. W is . ,  XL 1 02. I 06. 1 07. 1 09. 1 26, 1 39: Col l .  Pioneer and H ist. Soc. 
M i ch igan, I X ,  530 .  573 ,  X I X. 4 1 1 in Temple. Indian J 'ii/ages of the Illinois Country, 96-97.  
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Another nortlrn cstern tribe that was divided in their loyalties was the Winnebago. While 

the majority of the Winnebago vv ere located outside of the Illinois Country in what is today 

Wisconsin they still sent a delegation to Clark·s peace conference in Cahokia.1 ' ' It is clear that 

some Winnebago strongly favored the British. During the peace conference at Cahokia part of 

the Winnebago delegation made a failed attempt to kidnap Clark vv ith the hope of selling him to 

the British.1 11' However. not all the Winnebago favored the British. There vv as one band of 

Winnebago. around one hundred fifty vv arriors. vv hich had by 1 777 moved south into the Illinois 

Country under the leadership of a Chief Chourarchon settling .. on the Rock River within two 

leagues of the Mississippi."" 1 1 7 At the Cahokia peace conference Clark made a peace treaty with 

these Rock River Winnebago that stated . . . that he [Chief Chourarchonj and his said Nation are lo 

treat all the Subjects of the said States of America with friendship and receive all those they may 

meet with. as their Brothers."" 1
1 8  

The Native American tribes of the central regions of the Illinois Country the Wea. 

Kichapoo. and Mascouten were also divided on their allegiances . .. These Indians tended to favor 

whichever side promised them the most for their allegiance. and in June of 1 778. representatives 

of the Wea. Kickapoo. and Mascouten gathered at Detroit to talk with the British."" 1 3 l) At the 

beginning of the war the Wea. Kickapoo. and Mascouten joined the British raiding American 

settlements and joined Hamilton when he marched south from Detroit and recaptured Fort 

1 1 5 Clark, " Letter to George Mason of Virginia." 
1 1

'' Bakeless. Background to GIO!)'. 98. 
1 1 7  Temple. Indian l 'illages of'the Illinois Country, 1 89.  
1 1 �  George Rogers Clark, "Clark to the Chief of the W innebago, August 22. 1 778;  in Cieorge Rogers Clark Papers. 
1 7 7 1 - 1 78 1 .  65.  

1 1" Tem ple. Indian J 'ii/ages of' the Illinois Co1111t1y, 69. 
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Sackv i l le . 1 -1° However. fol lowing Hamilton · s  defeat these tribes qu ick ly abandoned the British 

for the remainder of the \Var and made peace treat ies with C lark. l-1 I 

U n l i ke the tribes in the far no11hern reg ion of the I l l ino is  Country it is d ifficult to pinpoint 

one factor that influenced the tri bes of the northwest and central reg ions to choose w h ich side to 

jo in .  S i nce these tr ibes were located farther from Detro it they did not re ly exclus ively on the 

B rit ish for trade goods. They could go to the French in  Kaskaskia. Cahokia. and Vincennes or go 

to the Span i sh on the west bank of the M i ss iss ippi River. M any where influenced by the advice 

of the F rench and B ritish traders. who \Vere influenced by both C lark and Hami lton. that l ived 

with the tribes push i ng for the tribe to join whatever s ide they were on. 1 -12 There was also the 

factor of jo in ing the s ide that seemed to be 'Winn ing at the t ime.  Th is would explain why many of 

these tribes fought with the British at the beg inn ing of the war. but then switch the i r  loyalties to 

the Americans when C lark and h i s  men arrived in  the I l l i nois Country and began to gain the 

upper hand. 

The tribes i n  the eastern region of the I l l i no is  Country. i n  what is today western Ind iana. 

the Delaware and the Shawnee both formed d ifferent a l l i ances. The majority of the Delaware 

were located i n  Oh io  and were host i le to the Americans. However in 1 773 a sma l l  band of about 

one hundred warriors moved to the Wabash R iver and establ i sh a v i l lage next to the 

P iankashaw. 1 -13 Th is  sma l l  band were c lose a l l ies of the Piankashaw and fol lowed the ir  example 

remai n i ng friend ly toward the Americans throughout the war. The Shawnee on the other hand 

were one of the few tribes that d id  not have any d iv is ion in their loyalt ies. For the Shawnee the 

war began in 1 774 w ith the outbreak of Lord Dunmore ' s  War and escalated into a l l  out war with 

1 40 B akeless, Background lo Glu1y. 1 25 .  
1 4 1  Temple,  Indian I H/ages uflhe l/linois Country, 69, 1 63 .  
1 42 C l ark, "Letter to G eorge Mason of V i rginia.' "  
141  Temple,  Indian I HI ages of the Illinois Counl1y, 1 83 .  
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the murder of pro American chief Cornstalk. 1 -1-1 By 1 778 around three hundred Shawnee warrior 

lived in the Illinois Country along the western bank of the Wabash River. They took an active 

role in the war constantly raiding the American settlements in Ohio and Kentucky . 1 • ' 

The tribes in the southern region of the Illinois country. the l lliniwek Confederation and 

Piankashaw allied themselves wholeheartedly with the American cause. This is easy to 

understand considering these tribes · close relationship with the French inhabitants of the Illinois 

Country . The llliniwek Confederation had long been a close ally of the Illinois F rench. After 

years of constant warfare and raids from the Iroquois and Fox the tribes of the llliniwek 

Confederation had been weakened to the point that they relied on the French for protection. even 

moving their villages to the outskirts of the French settlements along the Mississippi. 1 -lh The 

French and the lllini wek also intermarried creating an even stronger bond between the two 

groups. With this close relationship it is not surprising that the llliniwek Confederation were the 

first N ative American group to treat for peace with Clark following the French joining him. The 

Piankashaw were also closely allied with the F rench. their main village located on the outskirts 

of the French village of Vincennes. At the outbreak of the war the Piankashaw were friendly to 

the British. but once the French of V incennes switched their allegiance to the American cause the 

Piankashaw under the leadership of Tobacco and his son Tobacco's Son made a peace treaty 

with Captain Helm.1 -1 7  Even though their relationship with the French heavily influenced the 

decision to join the American cause the Piankashaw did not blindly follow the French. The 

Piankashaw chief Tobacco· s  Son was a shrev, d diplomat. He had the skill to convince both Clark 

1 44 Colin G. Cal loway. " ' We Have A l ways Been the Frontier' : The American Revolution in Shawnee Country." 
A merican Indian Quarterly 16 ( 1 992 ) :  40-4 1 .  accessed March 3, 20 1 4. http://www.j stor.org/stable/ 1 1 85604. 

1 45 Temple. Indian I 'ii/ages of the Illinois Count1y. 1 77- 1 78 .  
1 46 Davis. Frontier Illinois. 50-5 1 .  
1 4 7  Temple. Indian I "ii/ages of the Illinois Count!)'. 77 .  
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and Ham i lton at the same t ime that he was the who l ly on the i r  side. Tohacco ' s  Son informed 

Capta in  He lm.  the American garrison commander at V incennes. that. .. He perce ived that the Big 

Kn ife was in the right . . .  and he v, ou ld te l l  the I nd ians of the Wabash to bloody the land no more 

for the Engl i sh .  At th is  he sprang up. struck h is  breast. cal led h imself a man and a warrior. and 

say ing that he was now a Big Knife. took Capta in Helm by the hand." In  C lark ' s  v iew Tobacco ' s  

Son  was  a staunch a l l y  of the American cause . .. To the day of h is  death th i s  man proved a 

zealous friend. I n  a l l  h i s  conduct he appeared to have the American interest much at heart. He 

des i red to be buried near the Americans.'' 1 48  When Hami lton recaptured V incennes Tobacco' s  

S o n  was able t o  conv ince h im and h i s  I nd ian a l l ies that h e  was not truly a n  a l ly o f  the Americans. 

but had a lways been loyal to the Brit ish cause. Tobacco ' s  Son : 

made a solemn address to the d iv ine be i ng. i nvoking h is  wrath. if what he 
sa id  was not true. he then dec lared the s incerity of his intentions in  tak ing 
his brethren by the hand. and dec l i n i ng any further i ntercourse with or 
dependence upon the Virgin ians . . .  he was as yet but young and ignorant. 
but that having been very i l l  in h is  younger days. and on the point of 
dy ing. he had been baptized. and since that t ime had had too great a 
reverence for the d iv i ne be ing to advance a falsehood. persuaded that he 
should be punished by him on the spot. if  he professed what was not  true. 
and begg'd the Chiefs to be l ieve he was perfectly s i ncere . 1 49 

Even though Tobacco' s  Son had convinced Hami lton of h i s  loyalty when C lark arrived to 

recapture Fo11 Sackv i l le Piankashaw abandoned the Brit ish and Tobacco ·s Son offered h i s  

serv ices to  C lark. 1 "u The ma in  factor determin ing the  al legiance of Tobacco ' s  Son was  the self-

preservat ion of h i s  people.  He a l l ied h imself along the l ines of who had the c losest and largest 

force of armed men. 

1
48 Quaife. The Capture of Old 1 'incennes, 79-80. 

1 49 Hami lton, ' 'Henry H ami lton ' s  Journal ."  
1 5° Clark, " Letter to George Mason of Virginia." 
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The final group invo lved in  the I l l i no i s  Country middle ground was the Span iards .  

A l though the Spanish were on the western bank of the M iss iss ippi R iver in  St .  I .ou i s  and not 

physical ly  located in  the I l l i no i s  Country the) heavi ly  infl uenced the events happening there. 

Spain did not offic ia l !) enter the Revolutionary War unt i l  1 779 .  Hcm evcr. a l 'v\ ays  eager lo 

weaken their enemy Britain they gave aid to the Americans vv i th materia l s  and finances as earl) 

as 1 776 .  The Spanish l ieutenant governor i n  St. Louis. Fernando de Leyba prov ided C lark 'v\ ith 

that same a id .  Leyba suppl ied C lark and his men 'v\ i th food. weapons .  ammunit ion.  and even 

c loth ing.  The need for the Span ish as an a l ly was \!\ e l l  known by C lark and h i s  superiors back i n  

V irg in ia. I n  a letter to C lark. Governor Patrick H enry reminded C lark the need t o  stay i n  friend !) 

relat ions 'v\ ith the Span i sh :  

I wish you to  test i fy to  al l the  subjects of Spain upon every occasion. the  
h igh regard and s i ncere friendsh ip  of th is  commonwealth towards them,  and 
I hope i t  w i l l  soon be manifest that mutual advantages wi l l  derive from the 
neighborhood of the Virgin ians and the subjects of his Catho l i c  M ajesty . I 
must observe to you that your s ituation is crit ical,  far detached from the 
body of your country. p laced amongst French. Spaniards and Ind ians. 
strangers to our people. anxiously watching your actions and behav ior and 
ready to receive impressions favorable or not so. of our commonwealth and 
its Government. which impressions w i l l  be hard to remove. and w i l l  produce 
lasting good or i 1 1  effects to your country .  1 5 1 

C l ark understood that he had to keep a friendly diplomatic relat ionship  wi th the Span ish  

Governor Fernando de Leyba. C lark accompl ished th i s  by keeping up a steady correspondence 

through l etters and crossing the M i ss iss ippi R iver several times and meet ing persona l l y  with 

Governor de Leyba. During those many v i sits Clark and de Leyba formed a personal friendsh ip 

and C lark became welcome in the Span iard 's  house. 1 :; 2  

1 5 1  Patrick Henry, " Instructions to George Rogers C lark from the Governor Patrick Henry , December 1 5 . 1 778" in 
l\.askaskia Records. I 778- 1 790, 63 . 
1 ;: Bake less. Rackground to G/01y. 1 1 2- 1 1 3 . 
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C lark knew he had to  treat the Spanish del icate ly in  order not to  offend them and damage 

the i r  a l l i ance. When some of h i s  men deserted and crossed the M i ss i ss ippi R iver to Spani sh 

territory C lark had to send two officers over to ask Governor de Leyba permiss ion to arrest them 

and return them to the American side of the river. 1 5 3 Governor de Leyba refused under Spani sh 

law to a l low them to look for the deserters. The two officers apo log ized to de Leyba and C lark, 

fearing he had offended de Leyba, even crossed over the M iss iss ippi River to apologize 

personal ly . 1 54 C lark understood that keepi ng the Span ish friendly was v ital for h i m  and his men 

to be able to stay in the I l l i nois Country . The Spanish were C larks only source of essential  

supp l i es from food to the c loth ing on the backs of his men and even more importantly h i s  only 

1 · 5  
source of powder. ). 

The British a lso understood the importance of having the Spanish as an al ly in the I l l ino i s  

Country . Governor Henry Hami lton in January 1 779 wrote a letter to  the Span ish Governor of 

N ew Orleans Galvez fu l l  of pra ise and vei led threats in  an attempt to end the Span ish assistance 

to the Americans. In a bare ly d isgu ised threat Hami l ton made it c lear that if the Span ish 

cont inued to prov ide supp l ies to C lark he wou ld re lease h i s  Native American a l l ies against 

S pan i sh traders and settlers . 1 �6 Hami lton then makes a d i rect threat to the Span i sh 

As  i t  i s  my intention early in the Spring to take a Progress towards the 
l l i no i s, I shal l  represent to the Officers commanding at several sma l l Forts 
and Posts for H i s  Cathol ic Maj esty, the i mpropriety of affording an 
Asylum to Rebel s, in arms against thei r  l awful Sovere ign-I f  after so 
candid a declaration the Rebel s  should find shelter in  any Fort or Post on 
the M i ss i ss ip i ,  i t  w i l l  become my Duty to d i slodge them, in  which case 
their protectors must blame the ir  own Conduct, if they should suffer any . . . 1 57 inconven ience m consequence. 

1 5 3 " X  Leyba to Galvez, San Luis, November 1 6, I 778"; 1n "Clark�-Leyba Papers," The A merican Historical 

Review 4 1  ( 1 93 5 ) :  1 02 .  accessed M arch 6, 20 1 4. http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 1 8393 5 8 . 
1 54 "X L eyba to G alvez, San Luis,  November 1 6. 1 778;' I 02. 
1 5 5 B akeless, Background to Glory, 1 1 4 .  
1 56 " X I I  Hamilton to Galvez, St. V incennes, J anuary 1 3 th 1 779" i n  ·'Clark-Leyba Papers," 1 03 - 1 04 .  

1 57 "XI I  Hami l ton to Galvez, St .  V incennes, January 1 3 th 1779," 1 04 .  
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I t  i s  c lear from h i s  letter that Hami lton fu lly understood the importance o f  the Span ish al l iance 

was to Clark and the American cause. 

The I ll inois Cou1Hr) during the American Revolution vv as very much a complex and 

d iverse m idd le ground. It was in the period of  1 778- 1 783 that the I l l ino is  Country fl u id ity of the 

region · s  m iddle ground became most apparent. During this period the m iddle ground was at i t " s  

most intricate and at d iverse t imes the  French. Brit i sh. Span ish .  Americans. I l l i n iwek 

Confederat ion. M iam i .  Wea. P iankashaw. Sauk. Fox. Pot3\vatomi .  Ottawa. Ch ippewa. Kickapoo. 

Mascouten. Delaware. Winnebago. and Shaw nee al l attempted in one v\ ay or another to gain 

dominance or exerc ise greater influence over the region. However. this t ime period proved a lso 

to he the beginn ing of the end of the middle ground in the Il l i no i s  Country .  George Rogers 

C lark "s  I l l inois Campaign opened up the door to land hungry American land speculators and 

sett lers .  With the entrance of more and more American settlers into the region the d i vers ity of  the 

middle  ground began to conti nuall) shrink as other groups were forced out or ass im ilated into 

American soc iety . Th is  process marked the death knell of the region·  s middle  ground. By the end 

of the War of 1 8 1 2  the Il l i nois Country w as dom inated completely by Americans and the m iddle 

ground had ent irely d isappeared. 

As early as 1 779 the first permanent American settlers began to make the i r  way into the 

Ill inois Country .  In the summer of 1 779 several American famil ies were perm itted to settle ahout 

th i rty m iles south of Cahok ia. near what is today Waterloo. I ll ino is. c reat ing the v illage of  

Bel lefontaine. wh ich became ··the first v i l lage of Americans north of the  Ohio R i ver."" 1 58 By 

1 7 8 1 there were around one hundred th i rty American men sett led in the I ll i nois Country . 1 5'' 

Through the late 1 7 80s American settlers continued to steadi ly push the i r  w ay into the Il l i no i s  

1 58 l\askaskia Records, I 7 78- 1 790. cxxi i .  
1 "' l\askaskia Records. I 7 78- 1 790. cxx i i .  I t  is  not clear if these men were in the I l l inois Country in 1 78 1  with their 
fami l ies or alone. The only record is  these men ' s  s ignatures on a petition to be given l and grants. 
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Country .  By 1 787 there were already another one hundred th irty seven Americans in  Kaskaskia 

petit ion ing Congress for offic ia l  land grants within the I l l ino is  Country . 1 60 These first settlers 

were mostly men that had served under C lark in the I l l i no i s  Country. sold iers who had served on 

the western frontier. and people who had heard of the fert i l e  lands and other benefits of the 

1 l l i no i s  Country from the letters of earl ier American sett lers. former soldiers. and others who had 

traveled through the region. 1 6 1 

The steady influx of new American settlers i nto the I l l i nois Country the American 

relat ionsh i p  with the French i nhabitants. and the Spanish across the M i ss i ss ippi R iver. changed 

the pol i t ica l  and m i l itary re lat ionsh ips in the region as. the Brit ish and Native American tri bes 

came to exert less and less power in the area. The presence of the French res idents of the 1 1 1  inois  

Country m iddle ground w as the first to wane .  By the end of 1 779 George Rogers Clark had left 

the I l l ino i s  Country to organize an attack on Fort Detroit that never would material ize. So it i s  

not surpris i ng that American and French re lat ions broke apart so quickly fol lowing the absence 

of C lark " s  un ifying leadership.  The American settlers entering the I l l ino is  Country brought with 

them cu lture and bel iefs that were vastly d ifferent from those held by the French residents. 

··stark re l ig ious. l i nguist ic. po l it ica l .  soc ia l .  and other d ifferences abounded. d ifferences capable 

of ign i t ing str ife." "  1 6� That strife was qu ick to come. 

The French of Cahokia  and Kaskaskia faced constant cu l tural m isunderstandings, 

l ivestock be i ng k i l led, their property being confiscated. burdened with the care and up keep of an 

American garrison, being paid with worthless colonia l  paper currency. and deal ing w ith corrupt 

1 60 "Contract Between the Americans and Tardiveau. A ugust 27. I 78T in Kaskaskia Records, 1 7 78- 1 790. 443-445 .  
1 6 1  Davis,  Frontier Illinois, 8 1 .  83-84.  
1 "2 Davis .  Frontier Illinois, 79.  
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American officials that showed a favorit ism toward other Americans. 1 1' 3  By 1 780 many of the 

French inhabitants had had enough. The French of Cahokia in a letter to General Augustin de La 

Balme. a French officer serv ing in the Colonial Army. asked de La Balme to pass on their 

grievances to the king of France. In  the letter they begged the k ing to let them become French 

c it izens again and return the I l l inois Country to the French rea l m :  ' 'May the Heavens bring it 

about that by your intervention we may be able to attain that to which we aspire. which is 

noth ing e lse than the happiness of see ing ourselves again al l French:' 1 64 

Many French inhabitants took a more proactive approach and s imply left the I l l inois  

Country altogether. removing themselves across the Mississippi R iver into Spanish territory. In  

Kaskaskia the leading c i tizens of the v i l lage fled to the west bank of the M i ss iss ipp i :  "'A l l  these 

acts of tyranny are the causes that our best inhabitants have withdrawn to the Spanish 

government. and others. who were expecting your justice. prefer Spanish laws to the tyranny and 

despotism wh ich they have suffered at the hand of your people:' 1 65 By the 1 790s American 

settlers far out numbered the French populat ion that remained with in the I l l inois Country . Th is 

mass exodus of French from the I l l inois Country effectively ended the French involvement in the 

I l l inois middle ground. After a couple generations those French that remained were soon 

ass imi lated into the ever-increasing American population so that they were no longer seen as a 

separate group with in the I l l inois  Country . 

The Spanish presence in the I l l i nois Country middle ground unl i ke the French was not 

ended by the steady arrival of new American settlers. at least not d i rectly .  Instead a land hunger 

t (>J "Inhabitants of Cahokia to De la Balme. September 2 1 .  I 780." in Cahokia Records, 1 7 78- 1 790, 5 3 5-553 :  
" Petition to the Governor of V irgin ia  from the Inhabitants of  Kaskaskia. M ay 4. 1 78 1 "  in Kaskaskia Records, I 7 78-
1 790. 233-238 .  

1 ''4 " I nhabitants of Cahokia to De la Balrne. September 2 1 . 1 780." in Cahokia Record1·, I 7 78- 1 790, 55 1 .  
1 "5 "Petition to the Governor of V irginia from the Inhabitants of Kaskaskia. May 4. I 7 8 1 "  i n  Kaskaskia Records, 
1 778- 1 790. 238 .  
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fledg l ing American federal government bought out the Spani sh presence in the I l l inois Country . 

Fo l lowing the Lou is iana Purchase in 1 803 the officia l  presence of an independent Span ish 

authority was removed. Spain was no longer able to effective ly i nfluence events in the I l l inois 

Country . Wh i le the French and Span ish presence in the I l l inois  Country middle ground was 

ended re l at ive ly qu ickly and peacefu l ly the Brit ish and Native Americans proved not to be as 

easi l y  or as peacefu l ly pushed out of the I l l inois  Country . 

The end of the Revolut ionary War ended the physical presence of the Brit ish in the 

I l l ino is  Country, however their influence among the region ' s  N at ive American tribes would l ast 

unt i l  the end of the War of 1 8 1 2 . Fol lowing the Treaty of Pari s in 1 783 the Brit ish, fearing a 

back lash from angry Native American tribes, delayed the ir  evacuation of the western 

fort ifications of Fort Detro it, Oswego, N iagara, and M ich i l imackinac even though they were 

offic ia l ly  w ith in the territory of the U nited States. 1 66 The Brit ish would remain in these 

fo rt ifications prov id ing trade goods and supp l ies to the region ' s  I nd ians unt i l  the Jay Treaty was 

in i t iated in 1 796 .  The Brit ish presence in the I l l inois  Country m iddle ground would final ly come 

to an end in 1 8 1 5  with Treaty of Ghent at the end of the War of 1 8 1 2  when it  was no longer 

benefic ia l  to the Brit ish to encourage host i l ity among the Native American tribes toward the 

U nited States.  

The steady i nflux of American settlers westward i nto Nat ive American l ands resulted in 

several outbreaks of major confl icts between Americans and Ind ians fol lowing the end of the 

Revol ut ionary War. The first of these conflicts was the Northwest I nd ian Wars 1 785- 1 795 , 

fo l l owed by Tecumseh's  War beginning in 1 8 1 1 and bleeding into the final confl ict, the War of 

1 8 1 2 . The consequences of these conflicts were a series of treatise that took more and more l and 

from N ative American tribes and pushed them westward out of the I l l inois Country . The Native 

i c,i, John S ugden. Tecumseh. . I  Life ( New York: Henry Holt  and Company, 1 997),  43. 
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American presence fo l lowing the American Revo lution with in the I l l ino i s  Country wou ld last 

i nto the 1 830s, however the i r  part ic ipat ion in the I l l ino is  Country m idd le  ground came to an end 

fo l lowing the end of the War of 1 8 1 2 . The Native American tr ibes of the I l l ino is  Country no 

longer had the population or power to effect ive ly resist American dominance, thus endi ng the 

I l l ino is  Country middle ground forever. 



CHAPTER THREE 
The Public History of Illinois and George Rogers Clark 

during the A m erican Revolution 

6 1  

Today the majority of the American people have mostly forgotten George Rogers C lark 

and the I l l ino is  Country ' s  invo lvement in the Revol utionary War. For most people their  

knowledge of the Revolutionary War stops at the A l l eghenies M ountains and the ir  knowledge of 

C l ark is  usual ly confused with h is younger brother W i l l iam C lark of Lewis and C lark fame. They 

tend to forget that there were d iverse and complex populations of peoples in the M idwest at the 

t ime of the Revolut ion. However this unawareness is understandable .  The focus of both 

academic  and publ ic h i story of the American Revolution has long been on the th i rteen original 

colonies where al l  the most celebrated events occurred and where the nation ' s  founding fathers 

resided. The M idwest had largely been i gnored unt i l  the early 1 990s when interest in the 

A merican West emerged fol lowing the James A .  H ij iya art ic le  " "Why the West Is Lost." 1 67 The 

focus on the th i rteen orig ina l  colonies was a lso, unti l  the 1 990s. nearly excl us ively an Anglo-

centric vers ion of American h istory ignoring the involvement of the Spanish. F rench, and N ative 

Americans in  the h istory of the Americas. 1 68 Thi s  i gnoring o f  the importance o f  the American 

W est and non-Anglo peoples was not just a problem of academic  h istory it is a lso a major issue 

that pub l ic h i story must address. 

Before proceeding I bel ieve it i s  i mportant that I define j ust what a pub l i c  h istory i s. On 

the Publ ic  H istory Resource Center' s  webs i te they provide a definition of public h i story from 

N ew York U n iversity's web s ite for its graduate program in pub l i c  h i story : 

Publ ic H i story is h istory that i s  seen, heard, read. and i nterpreted by a 
popular audience. Pub l ic h istor ians expand on the methods of academic 

1 67 C laudio Saunt, " M apping Early American Historiography," W\!Q 65 (2008 ) :  756. accessed M arch 3. 20 1 4. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/402 I 2024. 
1 68 J am es A .  H ij iya, " Why the West l s  Lost," 11'\fQ 5 1  ( 1 994 ): 276-278 . accessed March 3 ,  20 1 4 . 
http://www .j stor .org/stab le/2946864. 



h i story by emphas izing non-trad itional ev idence and presentat ion formats, 
reframing questions. and in the process creating a d i st inct ive h istorical  
practice . . . .  Publ ic h i story i s  a lso h istory that belongs to the pub l ic .  By 
emphasiz ing the pub l i c  context of scho larsh ip. pub l i c  h i story tra ins  
h i storians to  transform the i r  research to reach audiences outside the 

1 69 academy . 
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The purpose of th i s  chapter is to uncover just how George Rogers C lark and the I l l i no is  

Country " s  involvement in  the Revolutionary War is remembered and interpreted today i n  publ ic 

h i story . I v. i l l  be focus ing narrowly  on the pub l ic  h i story from h i stor ic s i tes and monuments 

found wi th in  what was the I l l i no is  Country of the seventeenth and e ighteenth centuries. and what 

i s  today the state of  I l l i no is  and the western half of Ind iana. 

Unfortunate ly  the state of I l l i no i s  today i s  deeply lack ing regard ing places of publ ic 

h istory that are exc lus ively dedicated to e ither George Roger Clark. or  the I l l i no is  Country" s 

invo lvement in the American Revolution or  in  fact any place who l ly dedi cated to the American 

Revolut ion.  I nstead I l l i no i s  re l ies upon several indiv idual placards and statues throughout the 

state to i nterpret i ts h i story duri ng the A merican Revolut ion. It  seems that today the state has 

l ittle i nterest in  promot ing I l l i no is ·  invo lvement in  the Revo lution. I nstead the ma i n  focus of 

much of I l l ino is  publ ic  h i story i s  understandably on the state ' s  favorite son. A braham L i ncoln 

However th i s  v. as not always the case .  I n  fact I l l ino is ·  first state park ov. es its existence to C lark 

and h i s  men hav ing s imply passed through its locat ion when they first landed in the I l l ino is  

Country .  

I t  \\ as thanks to the invo lvement o f  the National Soc iety Daughters o f  the American 

Revolut ion ( DA R )  that the state of I l l i no i s  estab l i shed i ts first state park in 1 908. Fot1 Massac 

State Park. It was at Fort Massac . on the southern t ip  of I l l ino is  near w hat is today Metropo l i s. 

1 ''" Jennifer Evans, " What is Publ ic History." Publ ic H istory Resource Center. l ast modified November 5 .  20 1 0. 
http ://www. pu b l  ichistory .org/what __ is/definition.html .  
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I l l inois, that Clark entered the I l l inois Country with his small  force at the beginning of the 

I l l inois Campaign and began his march overland to Kaskaskia. One of the main goals of the 

Daughters of the American Revolution is to "to protect historical locations related to the 

Revolution." 1 70 Because of th is Fort Massac made the perfect location, in a state with few 

connections to the American Revolution, for the Chicago Chapter DAR to promote for the first 

state park. Two prominent members of the DAR, Mrs. Letitia Green Stevenson wife to the 

former V ice President of the United States Adlai Ewing Stevenson I, and Mrs .  Ju l ia Scott led this 

push. 1 7 1 Ju l ia Scott argued, "In the east, there are many landmarks of the great struggle that made 

us a nation. Are landmarks of I l l inois' heroic era less sacred than those in other parts of 

America?" 1 72 Stevenson and Scott's efforts paid off and in 1 908 the location became I l l inois first 

State Park. 

It is c lear that when first establ ished Fort Massac State Park's  interpretive focus was to 

promote the heroic stature of mi l itary leader George Rogers Clark, his conquest of the Northwest 

territory, and establish I l l inois connection to the American Revolution. This focus is seen clearly 

from the monument dedicated in 1 907 by the I l l inois DAR when the park was founded. The 

monuments p laque reads: 

I n  memory of George Rogers Clark and his faithful companions in arms 
who by their enterprise courage devotion and sagacity won the I l l inois  
Country for the Common Wealth of Virginia and so for the American 
Union th is  monument has been erected in the name of the grateful peop le  
by the I l l inois Chapters of the Daughters of the American Revolution. 1 7  

1 70 "History of the First State Park," Fort Massac Chapter, National Society DAR, last modified September 28, 20 1 3 . 
http ://i ldar .org/ chapters/fortmassac/fort-massac-h istory . htm I. 

1 7 1  "History of the First State Park." 
1 72 Historic Illinois, Vol. 4, ( 1 98 1  ), I l l inois Department of Conservation, Springfield, I L  in "History of the First State 
Park." 

1 73 "In Memory of George Rogers Clark," Plaque, Fort Massac State Park, October 1 2, 20 1 3  . 
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Image 1 and 2: The George Rogers Clark statue at Fort Massac State Park, Metropol is, I l l inois. 
Photographs taken by author. 



• 
• 
• 
• 

65 

Th is interpretive focus would continue at the park into the 1 930s. I n  1932 the I l l inois DAR 

funded and erected a George Rogers Clark statue made by sculptor Leon Hermant ( Images I ,  

2). 1 74 The statue shows Clark posing heroical ly looking out over the Ohio River dressed in a 

hunting frock and leggings with musket and map in hand. This interpretive focus would last at 

Fort Massac State Park up until the 1 970s when fol lowing several archeological and historical 

excavations that were conducted focus began to shift to Fort Massac itself. I n  1 97 1  construction 

began next to the site of the original forts on a reconstruction of a repl ica of the 1794 American 

fort at Fort Massac and was completed in 1 973 . 1 75 Then in 2002 the 1794 rep l ica was removed 

and replaced by a rep l ica of the 1 802 American fort that was on the site. 1 76 

The current interpretive focus of the park has shifted nearly completely to the original 

French Fort Massac and the different British and American variations, up through the American 

Civ i l  War, of the fort that were bui lt overtime on the site. The park 's  interpretative focus is know 

mostly on the time period of the French and I ndian War. Whi le  this  shifting of interpretive 

purpose does bring into l ight the diversity and complexity of I l l inois colonial and early American 

h istory in doing so the story of George Rogers Clark and I l l inois' involvement in the American 

Revolution are nearly forgotten.  Today beyond the DAR monument and George Rogers Clark 

statue there are only two museum exhibit plaques that mention Clark and I l l inois contribution to 

the American Revolution. 

Besides the George Rogers Clark statue at Fort Massac State Park there are only two 

other statues of C lark in the state of I l l inois, the first is in Quincy and the most recent is in F lora. 

1 74 "History of the First State Park." 
1 7 5  "Fort Massac State Park," I l l inois Department of Natural Resourses, last accessed April 2, 20 1 4. 
http://www.dnr.state. i l .us/lands/landmgt/PARKS/R5/frmindex.htm. 

1 76 "Fort Massac State Park." 



Images 3 and 4: The two museum exhibit plaques that mention Clark and the American 
Revolution. Fort Massac State Park, Metropol is, I l l inois. Photographs taken by author. 
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These two statues of George Rogers C lark stand-alone and are not part of a larger historic site . 

The George Rogers Clark statue in Quincy is located in Riverview Park along the eastern bank of 

the Mississippi river, which was at the time of the dedication of the statue the "most western 

point of h igh land in a l l  I l l inois." 1 77 H .  W. Clendenin in 1 909 gave a description of what the 

statue l ooked l ike when it was first dedicated, 

The statue is of heroic size and is the work of Charles J. Mul l igan of 
Chicago. [t represents General Clark as standing with folded arms, dressed 
in the mi l itary costume of his day, with sword in scabbard by his side, 
gracefu l ly supported by a massive stone monol ith, with sculptured 
meda l l ions and bars on each s ide. The statue faces west-ward, as if taking 
in the view across the Mississippi river. 1 78 (see Image 5 )  

The George Rogers Clark Statue in Flora, l l l inois is located just outside the historic B&O 

Rai l road Depot. This  l ife size statue is a much more recent addition being dedicated on October 

8, 2005.  The town of F lora l ies along the route Clark and his men would in their operation to 

recapture Fort Sackv i l le from the British. 1 79 (see Image 6) 

There is one site in I l l i nois that is completely dedicated to the I l l inois Country's 

involvement in the American Revolution, the Kaskaskia Bel l State Memorial .  This memorial is  

located on Kaskaskia Island, which due to several floods and the shifting of the M ississ ippi River 

is now on the M issouri side of the river. The memorial itself  is within a smal l  brick building next 

to the Immaculate Conception Catholic Church (see Image 7). Within the smal l  bui lding is 

1 77 
Steve Schneider, "The View from Here: The Story of the George Rogers Clark Statue in Quincy, I l linois," 

Journal of the !llinois State Historical Society 1 00 (2007/2008):  364. accessed March 5 ,  20 1 4. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4020470 1 .  

1 78 H .  W. Clendenin, "Dedication of George Rogers Clark Monument, at Quincy I l l inois," Journal of the Jllinois 

State Historical Society 2 ( 1 909): 66. accessed March 3, 20 1 4. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40 1 937 1 8. 

1 79 Schneider, "The V iew from Here," 3 7 1 .  
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Image 5: Clark Statue in Quincy, I L 1 80 Image 6: Clark Statue in F lora, I L 1 8 1 

1 80 "George Rogers Clark Statue Riverview Park" Photograph, Quincy Area Historic Photo Collection ( 1 976) 
Accessed April 1 5, 20 1 4. http://www. idai l l inois.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/qpl/id/I 825/rec/2. 

1 8 1  "George Rogers Clark Statue I Flora Depot." Accessed April I 5 ,  20 1 4. http://floradepot.com/?p=3 5 .  
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I mage 7: Exterior of the Kaskaskia Bel l  State Memorial ,  Kaskaskia, IL .  
Photograph taken by author. 

Image 8: I nterior of the Kaskaskia Bel l State Memorial ,  Kaskaskia, IL .  
Photograph taken by author . 
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housed the ' Liberty Bell  of the West, ' this  was the bel l  that was rung by the French inhabitants 

of Kaskaskia on July 4, 1 778 the day Clark and his men gained contro l of the v i l lage without 

firing a shot 1 82 (see Image 8). There is no staff at the memorial and you cannot physically enter 

the building, there is a metal gate in front of the doors. So in order to view the 'L iberty Bel l  of 

the West' you must first press a button next to the door, which automatica l ly opens the doors 

al lowing you to look inside. S ince there is no staff the interpretation of the s ite re l ies upon two 

plaques. The first plaque titled "The Liberty Bell  of the West," located on the exterior wal l of the 

building next to the doors, explains the origins of the bel l  and why it is called the 'L iberty Bel l  of 

the West. ' The second larger freestanding plaque titled "I l l inois in the American Revolution" 

very briefly describes the early stages of the I l l inois  Campaign and the capture of Kaskaskia. 

A lthough Kaskaskia was largely inhabited by French settlers in 1 778 ;  th is  plaque does not 

mention the French inhabitants of Kaskaskia at al l .  This failure to incorporate the French settlers 

into the publ ic history of the site leaves visitors with no sense of the multi-national, mutl i-

cultural nature of Revolutionary I l l inois .  It also ignores that Clark' s  orders were treat the French 

settlers who swore al legiance to the United States as to equal free citizens. 

It is  clear that the state of I l l inois  is  lacking in programs of publ ic history that remember 

and interpret George Roger Clark, or the I l l inois Country 's  i nvolvement in the American 

Revolution. On the other hand the state of Indiana does a much better job when it come to the 

public history of the American Revolution. The Mecca of M idwest h istoric sites of the American 

Revolution, the George Rogers Clark Memorial and National Historical Park, is located m 

Vincennes, Indiana. The idea for the need of a memorial that commemorated the American 

1 82 "Kaskaskia Bell  Memorial ." I HPA, accessed April 1 5, 20 1 4. 
http://www.il l inois.gov/ihpa/Experience/Sites/Southwest/Pages/Kaskaskia-Bell.aspx. 
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Image 9 :  Exterior George Rogers Clark Memorial, Vincennes, Ind. Photograph taken by author 

Image 10 :  I nterior George Rogers Clark 
Memorial, Vincennes, Ind. Photograph taken by 
author 
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Revolution in Indiana emerged during the 1 920s. During those years there was a patriotic fervor 

that swept across the country leading up to the sesquicentennial of the beginning of the 

Revolutionary War and signing of the Declaration of lndependence. 1 83 With the aid of local, 

state, federal ,  and private funding construction of the memorial began in 1 93 1  and after just two 

years the memorial was finished. 1 84 The memorials structure, built on the site were Fort Sackv i l le 

used to stand, itself  is an impressive thing: 

The Clark Memorial is  more than 80 feet h igh and is  90 feet across at the 
base. The wal ls  are two feet thick. The exterior is composed of granite 
from Vermont, Minnesota, and Alabama. Towering over the entrance is an 
eagle with outspread wings. Above the 1 6  Doric columns is an inscription 
which reads: "The Conquest of the West - George Rogers C lark and The 
Frontiersmen of the American Revolution."(see I mage 9) 1 85 

The interior of the memorial is j ust as impressive. There are seven murals painted by Ezra 

Winter each sixteen by twenty-eight feet and in the center of the memorial is a larger than l ife 

bronze sculpture of George Rogers Clark (see Image 1 0) . 1 86 Along with the commemoration of 

Clark and his men the park also recognizes the French and Spani sh involvement in  the region 

during the American Revolution. A statue of French priest Father Gibault was p laced in front of 

the St. Francis  Xavier Catholic Church, which is located next to the C lark memorial .  Just outside 

of the memorial along the floodwal l  of the Wabash River is a statue of the Spanish merchant 

Francis  Vigo who was so instrumental in C lark's success in recapturing Fort Sackv i l le .  

Today there is a visitor center, built in 1 976, that aids in the interpretation of the George 

Rogers Clark Memorial .  Whi le there is a small staff that cares for the site, answers visitor's 

1 83 Hal K. Rothman and Daniel J. Holder, Maintaining a Legacy: An Administrative Histo1y of George Rogers 

Clark National Historical Park (National Park Service, 1 994),chapter 2. accessed April 1 0, 20 1 4. 
http://www.nps.gov/history/history/on l ine_ books/gero2/index.htm. 

1 84 Rothman, , Maintaining a Legacy, chapter 2 .  
1 85 "George Rogers Clark Memorial," George Rogers Clark National Historical Park (U.S.  National Park Service) 
Accessed April 05,  20 1 4. http://www.nps.gov/gero/historyculture/memorial.htm. 
1 86 "George Rogers C lark Memorial." 
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questions. and give group tours at the memorial ,  the main component of the site· s interpretive 

program i s  a th irty m inute fi lm Long Knives, which v i s itors are encouraged to watch before the 

begin the i r  v i s it .  Today the fi lm  is outdated and fu l l  of inaccurac ies. One example of this is the 

fi l m  c la ims that C lark ' s  force when he entered the I l l i no i s  Country were a l l  stalwart Kentuckians 

when in fact the majority of his men were Virg in ian and only about th irty of h i s  men were from 

Kentucky. The fi lm  is in  need of a remake that sh ifts the focus off just George Rogers C lark and 

changes it to the complex and d iverse I l l i nois Country ' middle ground ' that C lark entered. This  

can be seen as true i n  a l l  academic and publ ic  h i stories of the American Revolution i n  the I l l inois 

Country . For too long the focus has been too narrow and Anglo-centric it needs to expand 

beyond j ust George Rogers C lark and h is  sma l l band of Americans and start acknowledging the 

d iversity and complexity that is the h istory of the I l l inois Country . 
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Conclusion 

The I l l inois Country was a perfect example of the complex ity and d iversity of a · m iddle 

ground: The I l l inois Country · middle ground ' was an ever-evolv ing presence and it was with the 

entrance of George Rogers C lark and h i s  smal l  army of Americans into the region in  1 778 that 

resulted in this ·m iddle ground ' s '  most intricate period. It was during the period of 1 778- 1 783 

that the French, British. Spanish,  Americans. l l l in iwek Confederation, M iam i .  Wea.  P iankashaw. 

Sauk, Fox. Potawatomi ,  Ottawa, Ch ippewa, Kickapoo, Mascouten, Delaware. Winnebago, and 

Shawnee a l l  attempted in one way or another to gain dominance or exerc i se greater influence 

over the region. With no one group powerful enough to force the others into submission a l l  had 

to instead re ly on making concession they usually would not make and engage in d ip lomacy . The 

period of the American Revolution also proved to be the h igh water mark of the I l l inois Country 

" m iddle ground: With the steady influx of new American settlers into the reg ion fo l lowing the 

end of the Revolutionary War the I l l inois Country " m iddle ground ' qu ick ly began to erode away 

as Americans became the unquestioned dominating power in the region and by the end of the 

War of 1 8 1 2  the "m iddle ground· of the I l l i nois Country had d isappeared complete ly .  

Today the I l l inois Country " m iddle ground· along with the M idwest ' s  involvement in the 

American Revol ution unfortunately has large ly been forgotten. When h i storians. both academic 

and publ ic .  address i t .  they usual ly do so through the lens of a biography of George Rogers 

C lark. Whi le  C lark is an important figure in the hi story of the I l l inois Country and many of the 

primary sources of the region exist because of h im,  the focus sti l l  needs to be sh ifted to the 

unique cu ltural d iversity of the I l l inois Country . The I l l inois Country was one of  the few regions 

in North America during the Revolution in wh ich a mu ltitude of nations and tri bes contested 

control and yet a l l  had great d ifficulty asserting hegemony over one another. 
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Appendix 

Document 1 :  George Rogers C lark ' s  Speech to the I l l ino is  Tribes, August 1 778 

Men and warriors, pay attention. You informed me yesterday that the Great Spirit had 
brought us together, which you hoped was good, as He is  good. I also have the same hope, and 
whatever may be agreed upon by us at the present time, whether for peace or war, I expect each 
party w i l l  strict ly adhere to and henceforward prove ourse lves worthy of the attention of the 
Great Spiri t .  I am a man and a warrior, not a counc i lor. I carry War in my right h and and in my 
left Peace. I was sent by the great counci l  fire of the B ig K nives and the ir  friends to take control 
of a l l  the towns the Engl i sh possess in thi s  country, and to remain here watch ing the conduct of 
the red men. I was sent to bloody the paths of those who cont inue the effort to stop the course of 
the r ivers, but to c lear the roads that lead from us to those who wish to be in friendsh ip  with us, 
in order that the women and ch i ldren may walk in them without anyth ing being in the way to 
stri ke thei r  feet against; and to continue to cal l on the Great F ire for warriors enough to darken 
the land of those who are host i l e  to us, so that the inhabitants sha l l  hear no sound in it but that of 
b i rds that l ive on b lood. I know that a mist is yet before your eyes; I wi l l  d i spel the c louds in 
order that you may see c learly the cause of the war between the B ig  Knives and the Engl ish ,  that 
you may j udge for yourselves which is in the right. Then if you are men and warriors, as you 
profess to be, prove it  by adhering strictly to what you may now dec lare, without deceiving e ither 
party , and thus prov ing yourse lves to be only o ld  women. 

The B ig  Kn ives are very much l i ke the red men; they do not know wel l  how to make 
b lankets, powder and c loth; they buy these things from the Engl ish (from whom they formerly 
descended) and l ive ch iefly by rais ing corn, hunting and trad ing, as you and your neighbors, the 
French, do. B ut the B ig Knives were dai ly becoming more numerous, l ike the trees in the woods, 
so that the land became poor and the hunting scarce; and having but l ittle to trade with, the 
women began to cry to see the ir  ch i ldren naked, and tried to make c lothes for themselves, and 
soon gave their h usbands blankets of the ir  own making; and the men learned to make guns and 
powder, so that they d id  not want so much from the Eng l i sh .  Then the Engl ish became angry and 
stationed strong garrisons through al l our country (as you see they have done among you on the 
l akes and among the French) and would not l et our women spin nor the men make powder, nor 
let us trade with anybody e lse. They said we must buy everything from them, and s ince we had 
become saucy they wou ld  make us give them two bucks for a blanket that we used to get for one. 
They said we must do as they p leased, and they k i l led some of us to make the rest afraid.  Thi s  is 
the truth and the cause of the war between us, which did not begin unt i l some time after they had 
treated us in th i s  fashion. Our women and ch i ldren were cold and hungry, and cont inued to cry . 
Our young men were lost, and there were no counselors to set them in the right path . The whole 
land was dark, and the o ld men hung down their heads for shame, for they could not see the sun. 

Thus there was mourning for many years. At l ast the Great Spiri t  took pity on us and 
k ind led a great counc i l  fire that never goes out, at a p lace cal led Phi lade lphia.  He struck down a 
post there and l eft a war tomahawk by it. and went away . The sun at once broke out, and the sky 
became b lue .  The o ld men held up their heads, and assembled at the fire. They sharpened the 
hatchet and put it i nto the hands of the young men, and to ld  them to strike the Engl ish as long as 
they could find one on th is  s ide of the Great Water. The young men immedi ately struck the war 
post and b lood ensued. Thus the war began, and the Engl i sh were driven from one place to 
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another. unt i l  they became weak and h i red you red men to fight for them. and help them. The 
Great Spirit became angry at th is. and caused your Old Father. the French k ing. and other great 
nations to jo in the B ig  Knives and fight with them against a l l  the ir  enemies. so that the Eng l i sh 
have become l i ke deer in the woods. From this  you may see that it i s  the Great Sp irit that caused 
your waters to be troubled. because you fought for the people he was angry with. and if  your 
women and ch i ldren should cry you must blame yourse lves for it. and not the Big Kn ives. 

You can now judge who is  i n  the right. I have al ready told you who I am. Here i s  a 
bloody belt and a wh ite one. Take whichever you please. Behave l ike men.  and don"t  let your 
present s ituation. being surrounded by the B ig Kn ives. cause you to take up the one belt with 
your hands when your hearts drink up the other. I f  you take the b loody path you shal l go from 
this town in safety and jo in  your friends. the Engl i sh .  and we wi l l  try l i ke warriors who can put 
the most stumbl ing blocks in the road and keep our c lothes perfumed with the blood the longest. 
If you should take the path of peace and now be received as brothers to the B i g  Kn ives and the 
French, and should hereafter l i sten to bad b irds that w i l l  be flying through your land, you w i l l  no 
longer be counted as men but as persons with two tongues. who ought to be destroyed without 
l i sten ing to what you say, as nobody could understand you. S ince I am convinced that you have 
never heard the truth before. I do not wish you to give me an answer before you have had t ime to 
counc i l  if you wish to do th is .  We w i l l  part th i s  eveni ng and when you are ready. if the Great 
Spirit w i l l  bring us together a�ain .  let us prove ourse lves worthy by speaking and th i nk ing with 
but one heart and one tongue. 1 7 

1 87 
Milo M .  Quaife, The Capture olO/d 1 'incennes. The Original .\ arratives ol George Rogers Clark and olHis 

Opponent (i() I "  Henry flamilton ( Ind ianapol is :  The Bobbs-Merril Company. 1 927) .  82-85 .  
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