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INTRODUCTION


I first visited Illinois in the late 1980s when I went to Chicago on a business trip. I had lived nearly my entire life in the West, with the exception of a year in New York City, so the place fascinated me. I recall that Richard M. Daley, who ended up being the city’s mayor for several decades, was then running for that office for the first time, and I was intrigued by how everyone in the city seemed so interested in the election—something I’d not experienced in California or Nevada. Politics was an active topic of conversation, just like the Cubs were, and everyone had an opinion (like they always do about the Cubs). I wasn’t in town long, but I managed to stop at the Billy Goat Tavern for a “cheezborger” and a beer (an Old Style), ate a Chicago-style hot dog, and wandered through some of the stores on the Magnificent Mile (North Michigan Avenue).


During the next two decades, I visited the city several more times. With each visit I managed to experience a little bit more of what the city had to offer—I saw a Cubs game, rode the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier, and visited the Field Museum, the Art Institute of Chicago, and the Shedd Aquarium—and left after every stay knowing there was so much more to see and learn.


Finally, a couple of years ago I accepted a teaching job in Illinois. A large part of the reason I took it was that I really like Chicago. The new job wasn’t in Chicago—in fact, it was pretty far from the Windy City in terms of distance and state of mind—but it was only a three-hour train ride away. And a funny thing happened after I moved to the state: I not only continued to visit and find new things to experience in Chicago, but I started to learn more about Illinois. I learned the stories behind people I had vaguely known about, such as poets Carl Sandburg and Edgar Lee Masters, and heard more about familiar Illinois figures like Abraham Lincoln and Mormon Church founder Joseph Smith. I learned that the Underground Railroad passed through Illinois and that the first self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction happened beneath the West Stands of Stagg Field at the University of Chicago in 1942.


I discovered that Illinois had been ground zero for many events with national significance. Case in point: the seven debates in 1858 between Illinois senatorial candidates Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas brought to the forefront the national discussion about the issue of slavery and were a prelude to their battle for the presidency two years later. Similarly, an 1894 walkout by Pullman Palace Car workers in Chicago cascaded into the first truly national labor strike. A tragic race riot in Springfield in 1908 helped create the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) a few months later. And then there was Disco Demolition Night at Chicago’s Comiskey Park in 1979, a near riot by anti-disco music fans that marked the beginning of the end of the dance music’s national popularity.


And because so many things of interest or importance have happened in Illinois, I know that I’ll continue to learn about the state and will always have more questions—such as, Why are the Cubs such a big deal, anyway?


Just kidding.


Richard Moreno


Macomb, Illinois




JOLLIET AND MARQUETTE DISCOVER ILLINOIS


1673


It’s difficult to imagine how explorers Louis Jolliet and Father Jacques Marquette felt when they paddled out into the broad expanse of the Mississippi River on June 17, 1673. For several years, French trappers and missionaries had heard rumors of a great river that flowed to the south. It was hoped that this river might be the legendary Northwest Passage leading to the Pacific Ocean, thereby opening a more direct trade route between Europe and China. The French government organized an expedition to search for the river and named Jolliet, a Canadian who had studied in France, to head the effort. He was joined by Marquette, a Jesuit priest who had learned six Native American tongues during seven years of missionary work with Canadian and North American tribes.


At the time they set off on their journey in two birch-bark canoes, Jolliet was twenty-seven years old and Marquette was thirty-five. They traveled with five boatmen and rations of smoked meat and Indian corn. The party departed on May 17 from St. Ignace (in modern-day Wisconsin) and traveled south on Lake Michigan to Green Bay. From there, they headed up the Fox River and then crossed overland to the Wisconsin River. The group followed the Wisconsin for more than a week until it merged with a much larger river—the Mississippi.


“Here we are, then, on this so renowned river, all of whose peculiar features I have endeavored to note carefully,” Marquette wrote in his journal. “To the right is a large chain of very high mountains, and to the left are beautiful lands; in various places, the stream is divided by islands. On sounding, we found ten brasses of water. Its width is very unequal; sometimes it is three-quarters of a league [about two miles], and sometimes it narrows to three arpents (about 192 feet).”


For the next several weeks, the expedition traveled south on the Mississippi, encountering new terrain and fish, plant, and animal life. “From time to time, we came upon monstrous fish, one of which struck our canoe with such violence that I thought that it was a great tree, about to break the canoe to pieces,” Marquette wrote in late June 1673. “On another occasion, we saw on the water a monster with the head of a tiger, a sharp nose like that of a wildcat, with whiskers and straight, erect ears.” Marquette also recorded seeing and eating bison, which he called “wild cattle.”


On June 25, Marquette wrote that the explorers came into contact with members of the Illini (also known as the Illinois and the Illiniwek) tribe. They spotted tracks on a well-traveled path on the shore, which he and Jolliet decided to follow: “Thinking that it was a road which led to some village of savages, we resolved to go and reconnoiter it…. Monsieur (Jolliet) and I undertook this investigation—a rather hazardous one for two men who exposed themselves alone, to the mercy of a barbarous and unknown people.”


The encounter, however, went well, and the two sat down with representatives of the tribe and smoked tobacco pipes as a token of peace. Afterward, Marquette and Jolliet were invited to an Illini village, which scholars believe was most likely in Iowa, where they met a man that the priest called “the great captain of all the Illinois” and enjoyed a meal with him. Following the repast, the chief presented the expedition with a boy slave. The following day, the explorers returned to the Mississippi and continued heading south.


On the cliffs near the present-day town of Alton, Illinois, Marquette and Jolliet saw two large paintings of a horrible monster—later known as the Piasa Bird—that Marquette wrote “made us afraid, and upon which the boldest savages dare not rest their eyes. They are as large as a calf; they have horns on their heads like those of deer, a horrible look, red eyes, a beard like a tiger’s, a face some-what like a man’s, a body covered with scales, and so long a tail that it winds all around the body, passing above the head and going back between the legs, ending in a fish’s tail.”


The party continued on the Mississippi for several days until they reached the mouth of the Arkansas River. There, they stopped and made contact with the members of the Quapaw tribe, who told them that they were only about a week away from the sea (Marquette believed it was likely the Gulf of Mexico), but that the Native Americans farther south were hostile. Marquette and Jolliet also saw European trade goods among the Quapaw and realized they would encounter the Spaniards if they continued south. Not wanting to be captured by either the Indians or the Spanish, they decided to turn back. The return journey was arduous because the group had to paddle against the river current.


In late August 1673, they reached the mouth of the Illinois River, which Illini tribal members had told them was a shorter route to Lake Michigan, and headed up that river. They came ashore at a spot near modern-day Grafton, Illinois, and in doing so became the first known non–Native Americans to enter what would become the state of Illinois. (Today, a large stone cross marks the place, which can be found near the entrance to Pere Marquette State Park.) A few weeks later, the group arrived at an Illinois tribal village called Kaskaskia, near the site of the modern-day town of Utica, Illinois. From there, they continued northeast to the end of the Illinois River and then traveled overland to the site of present-day Chicago. They paddled along the western shore of Lake Michigan back to Green Bay, where their expedition concluded.


Throughout their journey, Jolliet, who was a cartographer, had made maps and maintained a journal. While Marquette remained in Green Bay after the trip, Jolliet traveled to Montreal to share their discoveries. Along the way, however, his canoe overturned, and all of his records were lost. He did make an oral report of the trip, which was transcribed and sent to Paris.


Marquette, too, had kept a diary during the journey; when Jolliet’s records were lost, Marquette’s writings became the best account of the trip. A pair of manuscripts was made from Marquette’s notes, but they were stored in a Montreal seminary for 150 years. An abridged version of the diary appeared in Melchisédec Thévenot’s “Recueil de Voyages,” which was published in 1681, but it wasn’t until 1852 that an English translation of the complete manuscript was printed.


As for the two explorers, Marquette returned to his missionary work in the Illinois Territory in late 1674, and he wintered on the site of the future city of Chicago (becoming the first non-Indian to do so). In the spring of 1675, after celebrating mass before more than one thousand people at the Grand Village of the Illinois (near modern-day Starved Rock State Park), he suffered a severe bout of dysentery, which he had first contracted during the Mississippi expedition. He died while returning to St. Ignace.


Jolliet attempted to establish a French colony in Illinois but was denied permission by the regional government—apparently because he was too friendly with the Jesuits, who had fallen out of favor with the French government. He was, however, granted the Island of Anticosti on the St. Lawrence River near Quebec and later was made a minor lord in New France (Canada). He died in 1700 while traveling to Anticosti Island; his body was never found.




THE AMERICANS TAKE OVER (THE BATTLE FOR KASKASKIA)


1778


By mid-1778, the war between the British and the upstart American colonists was badly stalled. In September of the previous year, the British had captured Philadelphia and, a month later, repelled an American counterattack at Germantown, Pennsylvania. Washington and his troops had barely survived the winter at Valley Forge. In February 1778, the French had signed a treaty with the Americans to supply troops, ships, and goods, and in June the British had abandoned Philadelphia to solidify defenses in New York. A major battle between the two sides at Monmouth Court House in New Jersey in late June had been inconclusive. The Americans badly needed a victory.


Enter George Rogers Clark. Born in 1752 in Virginia, not far from the home of Thomas Jefferson, Clark was one of five brothers who became officers during the American Revolutionary War. His youngest brother, William, was too young to fight in the war but years later became famous as one of the leaders of the Lewis and Clark expedition. By the time he was twenty-six, George Clark had earned a reputation as a solid military leader and was a major in the Virginia militia in Kentucky (at that time, Kentucky was part of the colony of Virginia). In 1777, the British commander at Fort Detroit had begun supporting efforts by British-friendly Native American tribes to harass and attack settlers in Kentucky. Clark decided that the best way to discourage the attacks was to capture British out-posts north of the Ohio River. He was given permission by Virginia governor Patrick Henry to lead a secret war party to attack British strongholds in the area that would become the state of Illinois.


In July 1778, Clark and a small force of about 175 armed men crossed the Ohio at Fort Massac (near modern-day Metropolis, Illinois) and marched to the former French settlement of Kaskaskia, which had become a British outpost. He caught the British by surprise and, with the support of the community’s French and Native American residents, who did not like the British, seized the city without firing a shot. He sent a messenger to the former French settlements of Cahokia and Prairie du Rocher (both in Illinois) as well as St. Phillip and Vincennes (in Indiana) and offered terms of surrender, which all accepted without resistance.


However, Lt. Governor Henry Hamilton, the Detroit commander, retaliated by mustering a force of British troops supplemented by friendly Indians, and they marched from Detroit to Vincennes. After recapturing the city, Hamilton released his Indian allies from service and hunkered down for the winter. His plan was to gather additional troops during the next few months and reclaim Kaskaskia and the other former British outposts that had been taken by Clark. Realizing his campaign would be a failure should Hamilton succeed, Clark countered by conducting a forced march with his men through swampy prairie lands. After covering about 240 miles, much of it wading through flooded areas and wetlands, Clark and about 172 militia members and volunteers again surprised the British when they arrived at Vincennes. Keen to keep the British off guard, he ordered his troops to hide behind a slight rise and had his flag bearers march back and forth so the British would believe his force was much larger than it was. After three days of fighting, Hamilton surrendered to Clark, who claimed the region for Virginia.


The victories in the region known as the “Old Northwest” were welcome news to Washington and the American troops fighting in the East. Historians have said that Clark’s victories helped America persuade the French to enter the war on its behalf. Additionally, Clark’s claim to the northwestern frontier lands cemented America’s hold on the region, which encompassed much of what would become the Midwest. Those gains were formally recognized when the British ceded the area to the Americans in the Treaty of Paris in 1783.


Sadly for Clark, the victories at Kaskaskia and Vincennes were the highlights of his career. Following the war, Clark was named superintendent-surveyor of public lands granted to men who had served in the Virginia militia. In response to increasing hostilities between white settlers and Native Americans, Clark agreed to lead an expedition of 1,200 men against the Indians in 1786. The campaign disintegrated without accomplishing much when more than three hundred of the soldiers refused to continue in a dispute over supplies. It was also reported that Clark was often inebriated while on duty. He attempted to combat the claims by demanding a formal inquiry to clear his name, but his request was denied and Virginia politicians publicly rebuked him.


Additionally, since Clark had assumed personal financial responsibility for many of the expenses incurred during his various military excursions, and was not properly reimbursed by either the U.S. government or Virginia, creditors hounded him. Eventually, he lost most of the extensive land holdings in Indiana (about 150,000 acres) he had been granted for his role in the Revolutionary War. By 1803, his estate had dwindled to include a two-room cabin on a small plot of land in Clarksville, Indiana, overlooking the Falls of the Ohio, and a small gristmill that he operated with two slaves. In 1809, Clark, who was bitter about his treatment by Virginia officials and had become a heavy drinker, suffered a stroke, and as a result of an accident lost his right leg. Because he could no longer work his mill, he was forced to sell everything and moved to Locust Grove, Kentucky, to live with his sister and her husband. After suffering another stroke, he died on February 13, 1818.


Clark did ultimately regain much of his stature (and some of his fortune) in the years following his death. The state of Virginia finally repaid his estate for his war expenses (a lump sum of $30,000 and additional payments to his family until 1913). Additionally, in 1933, the federal government completed a memorial to him in Vincennes, Indiana, which is now known as the George Rogers Clark National Historical Park.




THE BLACK HAWK WAR


1832


When settlers began arriving in Illinois in increasing numbers in the late 1700s and early 1800s, it was only a matter of time before those who already lived there—Native American tribes such as the Illini, the Ho-Chunk, the Sauk, the Fox, and the Miami—came into conflict with the new arrivals. In response, tribes were presented with various treaties—some legal and some more questionable—designed, in most cases, to relocate the Indians. One of the most controversial was the Treaty of St. Louis, signed in 1804, which ceded all Sauk and Fox lands east of the Mississippi to the U.S. government.


Many of the Sauk and Fox, however, refused to recognize the treaty, which had been signed by U.S. President William Henry Harrison, because the Sauk and Fox representatives who had agreed to the terms of the treaty on behalf of the tribes were not authorized to do so. In particular, Black Hawk, a powerful Sauk war chief, opposed the agreement on the grounds that the proper tribal councils had not been consulted.


Not surprisingly, during the War of 1812, Black Hawk and a majority of the Sauk, Fox, and Ho-Chunk sided with the British against the Americans. The British promised Black Hawk that if the Americans were defeated they would create an Indian-controlled buffer and restore the boundaries of a previous agreement, the 1795 Treaty of Greenville. The result would have been to box in the Americans and limit future western expansion. Despite having repelled the Americans, who had started the war when they attacked Canada, the British were tired of fighting (they had also just defeated Napoleon’s forces at Waterloo), and during peace negotiations they dropped their demand for the Indian buffer and ceded all western lands to the Americans.
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