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INTRODUCTION


As a child growing up in Springfield, Illinois, in the 1950s, I have fond memories of my visits to chicago. I vividly recall my first ride on the “L,” Brookfield Zoo, the amazing christmas decorations in the downtown store windows, and the house on South Ada Street where my aunt, uncle, and three cousins lived.


When I told friends and family I was writing a book called It Happened in Chicago, their responses included:


“Is there anything that didn’t happen in Chicago?”


“What happens in Chicago, stays in Chicago.”


“Chicago! Chicago! That toddlin’ town!” (usually sung loudly and off-key)


Like those responses, the events covered in this book range from the sad to the strange to the sublime, with brief stops at silly, sobering, and spectacular. It Happened in Chicago is not, however, a comprehensive history of the city. If you are looking for that type of book, I recommend City of the Century by Donald Miller or City of Big Shoulders: A History of Chicago by Robert G. Spinney. My General Sources list in the Bibliography provides other options you may want to consider. If you are looking for an entertaining account of some of the Windy City’s most interesting events, this is the book for you.


In my research, I came across far more events than I could possibly cover in this book. I hope you will enjoy reading about the ones that I included rather than lamenting those I omitted.


Perhaps you’ll discover, as I did, that there really isn’t much that didn’t happen in chicago!




PUTTING DOWN ROOTS


1779


In the early seventeenth century, there was no “stormy, husky, brawling City of the Big Shoulders” on the shore of the vast, clear lake that stretched as far as the eye could see. There were forests and rivers and sand dunes, and the voices of native tribes echoed among the oaks and pines. The smoke from their fires rose into the skies over marshes and prairies. Their feet made impressions in the soft, dark earth beside lakes and streams. They grew maize and foraged for wild berries. Armed with spears and bows and arrows, they hunted beasts, birds, and fish.


At the western tip of the great lake was a place the native people called Eshegago—place of the wild onion. They constructed no large villages on that swampy, sandy ground, but their most important trails intersected there. It was a trade area and a refuge, a perfect spot to replenish themselves on their travels.


In 1673, when Father Jacques Marquette and Louis Jolliet journeyed down from Canada into the Illinois country, the natives showed them one of their trade routes connecting Lake Michigan with the Mississippi River. The word spread quickly about the Chicago Portage or the “Portage de Chicagau,” as René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, referred to it ten years later.


“This will be the gate of empire,” he predicted, “this the seat of commerce.”


First, however, someone had to do more than simply visit Eshegago. Someone needed to put down roots there. Woodsmen, trappers, and missionaries continued to pass through the area, but seldom stayed very long. Sometime between 1772 and 1779, Jean Baptiste Point de Sable (also written as Point du Sable or Du Sable) arrived. Regarded as Chicago’s first permanent settler, he lived at the head of the Chicago River for almost twenty years.


No one knows for certain where he came from. Some say Santo Domingo or Haiti; others think Quebec is more likely. Some believe he was educated in France. One account makes him a runaway slave from Kentucky. His ancestry is commonly believed to be Haitian and French. We do know that in 1778, Jean Baptiste Point de Sable married a Potawatomi woman named Catherine in a Catholic ceremony in Cahokia, Illinois, about two hundred and eighty miles from Chicago.


In 1779, during the American Revolution, Colonel Arent Schuyler DePeyster, British commander at Fort Mackinac, reported an encounter with “Baptiste Point DeSable, a handsome Negro, well educated and settled at Eschikagou.”


A few months after that, British lieutenant Thomas Bennett reported to his commander: “I had the negro, Baptiste Point au Sable, brought prisoner from the river Du Chemin” (near presentday Michigan City, Indiana). Point de Sable was apparently arrested as an American sympathizer, but Bennett noted that he “in every respect behaved in a manner becoming to a man in his situation, and has many friends who give him a good character.”


In the spring of 1790, British trader Hugh Heward was entertained by Point de Sable at Chicago. Heward wrote in his diary that Point de Sable provided his party with flour, pork, and bread. As historian Thomas A. Meehan has noted, this suggests that Point de Sable was fairly well established by that time, since he “evidently had hogs, fields under cultivation, his own flour mill, and also someone to bake bread.”


Accounts from other travelers indicate that the dark-skinned entrepreneur was still in the area four years later. Fur trader Augustin Grignon wrote:




My brother, Perish Grignon, visited Chicago about 1794 and told me that Pointe de Saible [sic] was a large man, that he had a commission for some office, but for what particular office or for what government I cannot now recollect. He was a trader, pretty wealthy, and drank freely.





We get a better idea of how impressive Point de Sable’s operation was from the document listing the property he sold to Jean Lalime in 1800. It describes “an establishment consisting of a house 40 by 22 feet in size, a horsemill 36 by 24 feet, a bakehouse 20 by 18 feet, a dairy 10 feet square, a smokehouse 8 feet square, a poultry house 15 feet square, a workshop 15 by 12 feet, one stable 30 by 24 feet, a barn 40 by 28 feet, and all the wood necessary for a new barn.”


Point de Sable also sold Lalime a wide range of farming implements and livestock, including two mules, thirty head of cattle, two spring calves, thirty-eight hogs, and forty-four hens. The list of household furnishings reveals that Point de Sable was a man of taste and refinement. As Meehan observed: “Only such a man would have thought of having a feather bed, a cabinet of French walnut, a couch, and a bureau, to say nothing of mirrors and pictures, in the midst of a wilderness.”


After he departed from Chicago in 1800, Point de Sable settled in St. Charles, Missouri. By 1813, he was ill and impoverished, having lost nearly everything in various real estate transactions. His burial in the parish cemetery of St. Charles Borromeo was recorded on August 29, 1818. No mention was made of his wife or his two children, Jean Baptiste Point de Sable Jr. and Suzanne. Many historians believe they were no longer living.


Point de Sable’s importance to Chicago is seen in the names of numerous places and institutions, including Du Sable High School, the Du Sable Museum of African American History, and Du Sable Harbor. A city ordinance passed in 2006 officially recognized Point de Sable’s contribution as part of the celebration of Chicago’s 169th birthday. Point de Sable’s farm and trading post were located where the Tribune Tower now stands.




ORDERED TO EVACUATE


1812


The message came to Captain Nathan Heald, commanding officer at Fort Dearborn, one afternoon in August in 1812. Although the weather was oppressively hot, Heald felt a chill run through him as he read the orders, signed by William Hull, brigadier general of the Army of the Northwest:




Sir:—It is with regret I order the Evacuation of your Post owing to the want of Provisions… You will therefore Destroy all arms & ammunition, but the Goods of the Factory you may give to the Friendly Indians who may be desirous of Escorting you on to Fort Wayne & to the Poor & needy of your Post.





Heald frowned. The local Potawatomi tribe had been friendly in the past. However, in recent years hostility toward settlers had intensified. Many of the Potawatomi now supported Tecumseh, a leader of the Shawnee who declared that all red men must “unite in claiming a common and equal right in the land as it was at first, and should be now—for it never was divided, but belongs to all.”


In November 1811, American troops led by William Henry Harrison had fought the followers of Tecumseh and his brother, Tenskwatawa, also known as The Prophet, near the Tippecanoe River in the Indiana Territory. The two sides suffered nearly equal losses, but the battle was widely regarded as an American victory.


Fort Dearborn stood on land acquired by the U.S. government from American Indians in the 1795 Treaty of Greenville, described as “a piece of land six miles square at the mouth of the Chicago river, emptying into the southwest end of Lake Michigan.” Since the fort’s erection in 1803, settlers and Indians nearby had lived in relative harmony.


Following the Battle of Tippecanoe, relations between settlers and the Indians near Fort Dearborn began to deteriorate. In April 1812, warriors from the Winnebago tribe killed two men at a farmhouse near the fort. Two other white men escaped and warned people at neighboring homes, including the family of John Kinzie, a man long held in high regard by the natives. The Kinzies and other civilians fled to Fort Dearborn. Inhabitants of the fort were advised to be on the alert for bands of Winnebago and young Potawatomi who resented the way their elders accommodated whites. These renegades roamed the frontier, stealing livestock and burning buildings.


The tension between settlers and Indians was further amplified in June 1812, when the United States declared war on Great Britain in response to British violations of U.S. maritime rights. The British actively recruited Indians, offering large numbers of Indians gifts of guns and money for their allegiance. In July, British troops aided by Indian allies seized highly strategic Fort Mackinac in Michigan.


All of this was on Captain Heald’s mind on August 9, as he read Hull’s orders to evacuate Fort Dearborn.


In addition to fifty-five soldiers and a dozen male civilians, the fort housed nine women (including Heald’s wife, Rebecca Wells Heald) and eighteen children. Heald’s officers questioned the wisdom of an evacuation, but Heald was unwilling to go against Hull’s orders. As preparations went forward, the number of Indians surrounding Fort Dearborn swelled to an estimated five hundred to seven hundred. Heald held council with their leaders. The chiefs agreed that the Indians would escort the settlers safely to Fort Wayne. In payment, they would receive a sizeable reward, along with everything the settlers left behind at the fort.


What Heald failed to understand was that the leaders he met with no longer had absolute control over their men.


On August 13, Captain William Wells (Rebecca Heald’s uncle) arrived from Fort Wayne to help with the evacuation. He brought with him thirty pro-American Miami braves. Wells was white but had been brought up by Indians and had married a Miami chief’s daughter.


Soldiers broke apart the extra weapons and ammunition stored at Fort Dearborn and threw them into an abandoned well. They dumped the fort’s liquor supply into the river. Finally, they distributed the remaining provisions, goods, and livestock among the Indians.


On the morning of August 15, Captain Wells rode out through the stockade gate, his face blacked in the manner of an Indian going to battle. Behind him rode about fifteen Miami warriors wearing war paint. Soldiers and militia came next, followed by a short train of wagons carrying supplies, women, children, and the sick and disabled. In all, the white settlers numbered just under one hundred. Bringing up the rear were the remainder of the Miamis.


Approximately five hundred Potawatomi and Winnebago braves formed a line to the right of the column led by Wells. The procession headed due south along an old Indian trail, parallel with the Chicago River. When the group came to a row of sand hills that separated the beaches of Lake Michigan from the prairie, the soldiers and their charges continued along the beach. The braves, led by Chief Blackbird, filed to the right, disappearing behind the ridges of sand.


A mile and a half from Fort Dearborn, sudden activity at the head of the line sent waves of alarm through the caravan of anxious travelers. Margaret Helm, the seventeen-year-old wife of Lieutenant Lina T. Helm, later described what happened next:




Captain Wells, who had kept somewhat in advance of his Miamis, came riding furiously back. “They are about to attack us!” he shouted. “Form instantly and charge upon them.” Scarcely were the words uttered when a volley was showered from among the sand-hills. The troops were hastily brought into line and charged up the bank.





The Miamis departed. Potawatomi and Winnebago fired down on the wagon train over the edge of the ridge. Several slashed their way with tomahawks through the crowd of soldiers and settlers. Lieutenant Helm wrote an account of the attack in which he described horrors witnessed by John Kinzie:




The Indians came down on the baggage waggons for Plunder, they Butchered every male citizen but Kenzie, [and killed] two women & 12 Children in the most inhuman manner Possible.





It took only about fifteen minutes for the Indians to overcome the settlers. Captain Heald, wounded twice, retreated with his remaining men to a small elevation in the open prairie, out of range of the sand bank. The decision was made to surrender on the condition that the lives of the prisoners would be spared. Heald offered the Indians a ransom of one hundred dollars for every prisoner still living.


“We were taken back to their encampment near the fort,” Heald wrote later, “and distributed among the different tribes. The next morning, they set fire to the fort and left the place, taking the prisoners with them.”


Captain Wells died in the massacre. Heald estimated that the enemy lost fifteen men. He reported his own losses as “twenty-six regulars and all the militia … with two women and twelve children.” Critics of Heald’s actions suggested that destroying the arms, ammunition, and liquor had incited the Indians to violence.


“If we had not destroyed those items,” Heald replied, “every single white person would have been killed.”


Of the twenty-seven regulars who survived, eighteen were eventually returned to civilization. The same was true for six of the seven women who survived. Five of the six surviving children were returned to civilization with their mothers. The entire Kinzie family was spared. Mrs. Helm credited Black Partridge, a friendly Potawatomi, with rescuing her from certain death.


On December 24, 1814, Great Britain and America signed the Treaty of Ghent, in which they agreed to return to the status quo from before the war.


Fort Dearborn was rebuilt in 1816. It was abandoned again in 1836, but remained standing until 1856. A bronze marker in the pavement at Michigan Avenue and Wacker Drive marks the approximate site of both the first and second Fort Dearborns.




FAREWELL TO ESHEGAGO



1835


From a second-story window in Chicago’s Sauganash Hotel, John Caton watched warriors from the Potawatomi nation gather at the Council House. They had painted their foreheads, cheeks, and noses with stripes of vermilion, and entwined feathers from the eagle and the hawk into their coarse black hair. Some of them beat on hollow vessels or struck sticks together. Others yelled, waving tomahawks and war clubs, distorting their faces into expressions of anger and hatred. Eight hundred strong, they leaped and danced under the blazing sun of an August afternoon in 1835.


Caton was no stranger to Chicago or to the Potawatomi, who called themselves Bodewadmi, “Keeper of the Fire.” He knew many of the warriors and their families personally. Recalling the scene in August 1835, he wrote:




They appreciated that [the war dance] was their last on their native soil—that it was a sort of funeral ceremony of old associations and memories, and nothing was omitted to lend it all the grandeur and solemnity possible.





In 1835, the Potawatomi were the principal Native American residents of the Chicago area, having taken over the region from other tribes around the end of the seventeenth century. They called Chicago Eshegago, meaning “place of the wild onions.” Historians point out that Native Americans did not establish large settlements or villages on the exact spot where present-day Chicago is located. As historian Virgil J. Vogel put it: “While native people came here to use local resources, they had better sense than to subject themselves to local wind, cold and marshes.”


During the early decades of the eighteenth century, Native Americans in the Chicago area had fought among themselves and against white settlers and trappers. The Treaty of Greenville, signed in 1795, was the first of what would be many forced cessations of land by Native Americans to the United States. It included a “piece of land six miles square at the mouth of the Chikago river, emptying into the southwest end of Lake Michigan” where Fort Dearborn was erected in 1803. In the ensuing decades, settlers continued to pour into the area. With them came military forces with orders to keep native populations under control. Several treaties divested Native Americans of additional lands in the region. The Blackhawk War in 1832 all but sealed their fate.


By September 1833, the chiefs and headmen of the Potawatomi had realized it was time to cut their losses. If they had to evacuate the region—which seemed likely—they wanted to negotiate the timing, conditions, and compensation. They gathered in Eshegago for a preliminary council with U.S. government representatives. Word of the 1833 treaty negotiations drew traveler Charles Joseph Latrobe to Chicago. Latrobe wrote of the scene that greeted him there: “The grassy prairie teemed with figures; warriors mounted or on foot, squaws, and horses. Here a race between three or four Indian ponies, each carrying a double rider, whooping and yelling … Indian dogs and children…”


Also on hand for the festivities were thousands of what Latrobe called “horse-dealers, and horse-stealers, rogues of every description … men pursuing Indian claims … sharpers of every degree.” They were there to profit as best they could from the situation. “With all this,” Latrobe concluded, “the whites seemed to me to be more pagan than the red men.”


Arriving on September 14, the Potawatomi chiefs and headmen had spent a week discussing the proposal among themselves. Latrobe described “companies of old warriors under every bush, smoking, arguing, palavering, powwowing, with great earnestness.”


Latrobe also noted that plenty of whiskey was available for sale on the grounds, and that drunkenness was the order of the day for many of the Indians. This he considered a grievous thing that the government commissioners should have prevented. “As long as it can be said with truth,” he wrote, “that drunkenness was not guarded against, and that the means were furnished at the very time of the treaty, and under the very nose of the Commissioners, how can it be expected but a stigma will attend every transaction of this kind.”


Council meetings were held in a spacious open shed in a meadow across the river from Fort Dearborn. Latrobe observed “twenty or thirty chiefs present, seated at the lower end of the enclosure; while the Commissioners, Interpreters, &c. were at the upper.”


On September 26, 1833, three U.S. government representatives and more than seventy-five Native American leaders signed the Treaty of Chicago. It stipulated that the “United Nation of Chippewa, Ottowa and Potawatamie Indians” would cede five million acres of land to the United States. Tradition held that the Chippewa (Ojibwe), Ottawa (Odawa), and Potawatomi were originally part of the same nation, which they called Neshnabek, meaning “True or Original People.”


The Native Americans also agreed to abandon the Great Lakes area entirely “as soon as conveniently can be done.” The treaty specified that the United States would move them to their new territory at its own expense, providing subsistence while upon the journey and for one year after their arrival.


In return for their concessions, the Native Americans would receive “a tract of country west of the Mississippi river … to be not less in quantity than five millions of acres.” They also received money, goods, and provisions.
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