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Abstract 

 

 
This Master’s thesis examines how social networks impacted the changing composition 

of French settler villages in the Illinois Country (present day Illinois and Missouri, USA), 1699-

1763. More specifically, it analyzes the linkages between French settlers, Indigenous Illinois 

communities, and both enslaved Black and Indigenous peoples during a foundational period of 

migration and settlement. Rather than examining migration patterns to and from the Illinois 

Country, the focus of this thesis lies in examining intervillage migrations between six Illinois 

villages (Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, Prairie du Rocher, St. Philippe, Cahokia, and Ste. 

Geneviève). Though these villages have typically been portrayed as becoming increasingly 

French in character throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, this project rethinks the 

process of colonization by rethinking the ways in which intervillage migration created and 

maintained dynamic centres of exchange and cross-cultural contact. More broadly, the project 

contributes to a revaluation of the nature of colonialism for vast portions of French North 

America throughout the 18th century.  
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Introduction 

 

The cold and blustering winds of Sunday, January 8, 1736 did little to deter the 

celebrations of the first recorded marriage of the year. The groom was Charles Naud, a widowed 

voyageur and his blushing bride was none other than Françoise Becquet, daughter of the wealthy 

master locksmith of Kaskaskia, the largest village in the Illinois Country.1 They were married at 

Fort de Chartres, the Company of the Indies’ military headquarters in the region, where the 

Becquet family had made their home at for at least the previous four years. Hailing from the tiny 

village of La Chevrotière, Québec, on the north shore of the St. Lawrence River between Québec 

City and Trois-Rivières, Naud was a colonist at the fort as early as 1725. He married his first 

wife, an Indigenous woman named Suzanne Ch8perikinga/Pimitsinon, sometime prior to 1724, 

but their marriage ended with Suzanne’s death less than eight years later.2 Françoise Becquet’s 

family had put down deep roots in the Illinois, stretching back over ten years and in two 

villages.3 Four of at least five Becquet children had married into successful early French 

families, simultaneously creating and becoming part of a network of settlers who had accrued 

land, slaves, and livestock (and subsequently, wealth) in the first half of the eighteenth century.4 

This marriage, like so many others, epitomized the process of French settler colonization in the 

heart of North America. This process began with French-Indigenous intermarriage, followed by 

an increase in French marriages. It branched out to include other marks of French colonization 

including engagement in the fur trade, sowing crops, and moving from one village to another as 

the settler population grew. Naud’s life contains all these hallmarks of life in colonial Illinois 

Country. And yet marriage remained an important centrepiece of this French settler colonialism.   

 
1 Kaskaskia Manuscripts (KM) 36:1:8:2, Fifth Circuit Court's Office, Randolph County Courthouse, Chester, IU.; KM 38:1:30:2. 
2 KM 25:5:15:1 and KM 24:4:4:1.  
3 Records for the Becquet family in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts number over 200, pertain to Fort de Chartres and Kaskaskia, 

begin in 1725, and stretch into the early 19th century. KM 25:1:20:1. 
4 KM 36:1:8:1, KM 57:1:24:1, KM 45:7:27:1, KM 46:6:26:1. These notable families are Dodier, Rollet, Hennet dit Sanschagrin. 
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Marriages in the Illinois during the first half of the eighteenth century were economic 

transactions whereby individuals could create preeminent families by marrying well, thereby 

establishing and securing wealth and status. In the second half of the century, settlers were more 

likely to marry within the same class (a small, elite, bourgeoisie) and within their immediate 

network.5 In other words, for a certain period marriage was about social mobility, whereas later it 

became more about maintaining status. However, intermarriage would continue to be an 

important avenue for gaining status throughout the French colonial period in the Illinois Country. 

Nuptials usually took place at the end of autumn, after the harvest, and throughout the winter 

until the religious celebrations of Lent and Easter.6 Perhaps Charles Naud and Françoise Becquet 

met the previous year at a ball held during the carnival season. The Bals du Rois were a popular 

part of village life during which a cake containing four beans was shared among young 

attendees. The recipients would choose one partner of the opposite sex, producing a potential 

new coupling. Wedding ceremonies typically took place in the morning, followed by lunch and 

dinner at one of the parents’ houses or a community centre, and ending only after hours of 

dancing. The couple likely rejoiced in their first dance together before everyone joined them in 

dancing a quadrille, with singing and violin ringing in their ears.7  

Marriage was a way to link settlers, Indigenous peoples, and enslaved peoples together in 

kinship networks. A lattice of Illinois Country marriages bound together the wandering vines of 

disparate individuals, villages, and ethnicities. The mixture of different groups – French settlers 

from France and Canada, Indigenous peoples, and Black and Indigenous enslaved peoples – 

 
5 Mikael Dumont, "L'esprit Communautaire Des Bals Des Rois Au Pays Des Illinois (1800-1830)," Revue D'Histoire De 

L'Amerique Française 73, no. 1/2 (2019): 118-119. 
6 Mikael Dumont, “Les réjouissances populaires en Amérique française et la construction d’identités sociales (1770-1870),” PhD 

diss., (University of Montréal, 2019), 55-56, 65-68, 90, 184, 191, 208-9, 212, 220, 227. 
7 Dumont, “Les réjouissances populaires,” 55-56, 65-68, 90, 184, 191, 208-9, 212, 220, 227. 
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created a culturally hybrid region.8 This was a dynamic contact zone where business and 

marriage alike forged cross-cultural exchange.9  

Charles Naud and Françoise Becquet were wed and lived most of their adult lives in the 

Illinois Country. Founded at the beginning of the eighteenth century by French Catholic 

missionaries, it was a peripheral region of New France that consisted of six settler agricultural 

villages along the Mississippi River – Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, St. Philippe, Prairie 

du Rocher, and Ste. Geneviève. Situated in the Indigenous territories of the Illinois Confederacy 

on the east side of the river and the Osage on the west side, a francophone settler population 

established itself by way of Indigenous-settler intermarriage during the first twenty years of the 

eighteenth century. Naud exemplified this trend, immigrating from La Chevrotière, Canada and 

marrying Suzanne Ch8perikinga sometime in the early 1720s.10 Some settlers migrated directly 

from France. Francoise’s parents, Jean-Baptiste Becquet and Catherine Barreau, were Parisian 

natives who married in France and ventured across the ocean in 1720.11 A locksmith like his 

father, Reverend Kereben at Fort de Chartres paid Jean-Baptiste thirty francs to complete metal 

work at his church soon after Becquet’s arrival – the very church where his daughter would 

marry ten years later.12 Charles Naud and Françoise Becquet were part of a foundational period 

of French colonial Illinois Country, and they are part of its legacy. Their marriage was a new 

beginning for them: the celebration sparked a lifelong connection between two families while 

simultaneously continuing a settlement pattern that endured long after both were gone.13  

 
8 Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana and Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), 33. 
9 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2008), 6. Pratt identified 

the “contact zone” as “the space of colonial encounters, the space in which peoples geographically and historically separated 

come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, 

and intractable conflict.” 
10 Sharon Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 12-13, footnote 51. 
11 Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 26, footnote 154.  
12 KM 25:9:17:3. 
13 This lifelong connection is exemplified when Françoise’s mother takes on Charles’ property after his death. KM 40:1:-:1. 
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This Master’s thesis examines how social networks impacted the changing composition 

of French settler villages in the Illinois Country (present day Illinois and Missouri, USA) from 

1699-1763.14 More specifically, it analyzes the linkages between French settlers, Indigenous 

communities of the Illinois and Osage, and both enslaved Black and Indigenous peoples during a 

foundational period of French migration and settlement. Though these settler villages have 

typically been portrayed as becoming increasingly French in character throughout the first half of 

the eighteenth century, this project seeks to rethink this process of linear colonization by 

examining the ways in which intervillage migration created and maintained dynamic centres of 

exchange and cross-cultural contact. Looking at family networks and intervillage migration, I 

explore a nuanced understanding of the evolving ethnic configuration of six Illinois Country 

villages, from their conception to the end of the French colonial period. I contribute many 

detailed accounts of interconnectedness within the Illinois Country, including intergenerational 

familial case studies and accounts of systematic movements between villages. Small-scale 

intervillage migrations point to intimately forged connections between peoples, which calls into 

question earlier interpretations of strict French ethnic categorization of Illinois Country villages.  

The Illinois Country is distinct from other French colonial sites, particularly the St. 

Lawrence Valley, because intervillage mobility allowed for wealth building through ownership 

of property and resources in a way that was not possible in other locations. In the St. Lawrence, a 

great deal of labour and resources were designed to serve a seigneur, a hierarchical agricultural 

 
14 I use the term social network in this study to refer to “the articulation of a social relationship, ascribed or achieved, among 

individuals, families, households, villages, [and] communities.” Examples of ascribed or achieved relationships include kinship, 

friendship, marriage, and regular interaction, which are all positive relationships. This thesis focuses primarily on positive 

relationships (as opposed to negative relationships such as conflict and alienation). Suraj Bandyopadhyay, A R. Rao, and Bikas 

K. Sinha, Models for Social Networks with Statistical Applications: Advanced Quantitative Technology in the Social Sciences 

(Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2011), 1-4. 
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pattern that never took root in the Illinois.15 Agricultural settlement was not the primary 

objective in the St. Lawrence Valley as it was in the Illinois Country, which was better situated 

geographically with respect to markets in Lower Louisiana (and the Caribbean) and even British 

settlements like Jamestown on the east coast.16 Tensions between agriculture and the fur trade in 

the St. Lawrence Valley were high throughout the French regime, while the two were more 

complementary along the Mississippi River.17 In other words, Illinois Country intervillage 

mobility was about facilitating the creation of regional social networks for wealth creation. 

This thesis discusses a Francophone population in North America comprised of French-

Canadians, Europeans (French from France), and local mixed-race peoples. I use a variety of 

terms to describe this dynamic group living in the Illinois Country, including French, 

Francophone, French settlers, French and mixed-race settlers, as well as terminology such as 

métissage/métis, francisation (loosely, Frenchification), and cultural hybridity. It was a 

conscious choice to employ many expressions because no singular term captured this group, 

much less each individual.18 Further, at different points in one lifetime, or at different locations, 

these labels changed. The individuals discussed here likely identified with being “French” in one 

 
15 Cole Harris, The Seigneurial System in Early Canada: A Geographical Study (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 1966 and 1984), 21.; Colin M. Coates, The Metamorphoses of Landscape and Community in Early Quebec 

(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000), 18. Seigneurs also attempted to structure their space, placing 

limits on tenants’ control of property. Conversely, social structures were more fluid in the Illinois and habitants of even low or 

moderate wealth and social status could own land and acquire resources. 
16 Harris, The Seigneurial System in Early Canada, 19. See also Chapter 2, footnote 231.  
17 Harris, The Seigneurial System in Early Canada, 16-17, 25-26. Unauthorized coureurs de bois in the St. Lawrence Valley on 

agricultural land were already “getting out of control” in the late 17th century.  
18 On French identity among French-Canadians and the “constant misunderstandings” between colonial and mainland France that 

shifted this identity, see Saliha Belmessous, “Être français en Nouvelle-France: Identité française et identité coloniale aux dix-

septième et dix-huitième siècles,” French Historical Studies 27 (Summer 2004): 507–39. I take the position that métis (small M) 

“designates less a racial category than an incipient ethnic group, entry into which could be acquired through marriage and self-

designation, as well as birth.” Jacqueline Peterson, “Prelude to Red River: A Social Portrait of the Great Lakes Metis,” 

Ethnohistory 25, no. 1 (1978): 46. See also this Introduction, page 16, footnote 61. Historian Jay Gitlin employed the term 

“French Creole” to describe this same group of people, albeit in the period following the fall of New France (post-1763). Jay 

Gitlin, The Bourgeois Frontier: French Towns, French Traders, and American Expansion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2010); Jay Gitlin, "Negotiating the Course of Empire: The French Bourgeois Frontier and the Emergence of Mid-America, 1763–

1863," PhD. Diss. (Yale University, 2002) 1-3.  
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way or another (language, name, religion, community identity), but this study proves that they 

were more than just French, and the language used reflects this.  

 

Location, Landscape, and Lineage in the Early Years of Illinois Country Development 

A study of the Illinois is a study in mobility, both in its landscape and its people. One of 

the great rivers of North America, the Mississippi River surges south from its headwaters at Lake 

Itasca in northwest Minnesota. It cuts through Illinois Country, marking the entire western 

border of the present-day state of Illinois and the eastern border of the state of Missouri. The 

river periodically overflows its banks in this region, creating a fertile flood plain in “the heart of 

the valley.”19 The historic Illinois Country occupied the area of the middle Mississippi, which is 

an important transition zone in the centre of the continent. It lies at the intersection between the 

two major biomes: the grasslands of the West and the woodlands of the East. It also sits at the 

crossroads of the Great Lakes basin and the Mississippi River basin.20 It encompasses the 

Illinois, Missouri, Wabash, and Ohio river valleys. During its French colonial heyday, this was 

an important intersection in the “imperial arc,” stretching from the St. Lawrence Valley to New 

Orleans.21 Fertile soil lent itself to agricultural pursuits and trading routes from Canada 

intersected important arteries running further south. Meandering alongside the freshwater beast 

that was the Mississippi, smaller rivers branched out east and west.22 The journey upstream on 

the turbulent Mississippi was an arduous one and the return trip to Charles Naud’s ancestral 

 
19 Clarence Alvord, The Illinois Country, 1673-1818 (Springfield: Illinois Centennial Commission, 1920), 1.  
20 Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial Illinois Country 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 13-14. 
21 John Reda, “From Subjects to Citizens: Two Pierres and the French Influence on the Transformations of the Illinois Country”, 

in French and Indians in the Heart of North America, ed. Robert Englebert and Guillaume Teasdale (East Lansing and Winnipeg: 

Michigan State University Press and University of Manitoba Press, 2013), 159.; Gitlin, The Bourgeois Frontier, 48. 
22 Alvord, The Illinois Country, 3. 
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home would have taken him three months or more by any route, including alternative passage via 

the Illinois or Ohio/Wabash Rivers.  

The confluence of the Mississippi, Illinois, and Missouri rivers have supported human 

occupation for at least 8000 years.23 Traditional Indigenous Illinois territory was approximately 

the northern two thirds of the present state of Illinois, including neighbouring areas in Missouri, 

Iowa, and Wisconsin. The French Crown defined French imperial Illinois Country as French 

claimed land south of the Great Lakes and north of the Ohio River.24 More specifically, the 

Illinois Country became known as a region of settlement along the middle Mississippi River that 

consisted of six villages on both sides of the river, running from Cahokia in the north to 

Kaskaskia in the south.25  

This region was the junction of two different Indigenous linguistic groups, Algonquian 

and Siouan, but in the period before and during French settlement, five dominant Indigenous 

Illinois (part of the Algonquian language group) tribes occupied the region of the Illinois 

Country. These were the Peoria, Kaskaskia, Tamaroa, Mechigamea, and Cahokia, and their 

strong allegiance to each other was based on kinship.26 As historian Robert Michael Morrissey 

writes, kinship was not always based on biological kin: “[The Illinois] likely used intermarriage, 

as well as adoption and other kinds of fictive kinship, to build bridges, to welcome other 

newcomers into their families, and to create borders.” Bison hunting united some Illinois 

villages, while trade connections also tied groups together.27 Population estimates fall between 

 
23 M.J Morgan, Land of Big Rivers: French and Indian Illinois, 1699-1778. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 

2010), 46. 
24 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 32-33. 
25 The Illinois Country can also include Vincennes (present day Indiana, on the Wabash River). This study focuses on the villages 

on the Mississippi River to analyze intervillage migrations in a small area. 
26 Kathleen DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage in Colonial Louisiana.” The William and Mary Quarterly 65, no. 2 

(2008): 270. DuVal cautions historians against using a “model that stress[es] Indian influence… [while] disguis[ing] the diversity 

of Indian peoples.” When possible, I refer to specific Indigenous Illinois groups.  
27 Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 29.; Robert Michael Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network: Kinship and Assimilation in 

the French-Illinois Borderlands, 1695-1735,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 70, No. 1 (January 2013): 103-146.  
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7,400 and 15,000 Illinois at the end of the 17th century.28 The Illinois were relative newcomers to 

this region, a bold move considering its strategic position at the centre of the continent.29 They 

fashioned their lives in organized ways and congregated in large groups yearlong. This, coupled 

with their penchant for slave raiding, plentiful wheat and maize, and their artisanal 

specializations lent itself to increased population and prosperity.30 The Illinois emerged as 

intermediary merchants between a number of Iroquoian, Siouan, and Algonquian peoples.31 The 

fur trade and water routes facilitated the interactions of diverse peoples from the Great Lakes, the 

Eastern Woodlands, and the Plains.32 When the French arrived, the Illinois people and their land 

were already altered by migration and kinship. 

 Beginning with settlement in the St. Lawrence Valley, the French soon extended their 

territorial claim south to the Gulf of Mexico almost 3,000km away, calling it Louisiana after 

King Louis XIV, the reigning monarch at the time of René-Robert Cavalier Sieur de la Salle’s 

exploration. External pressure from the French Crown and the Roman Catholic Church to 

convert Indigenous groups through francisation and claim lands for France also pushed 

missionaries south of the Great Lakes into the Illinois.33 Jacques Marquette founded the Church 

of the Immaculate Conception as a Jesuit mission among the Illinois in 1673.34 Trade relations 

also helped grow the Illinois and young men engaged themselves to go to the “country of the 

 
28 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 47-49, 128.; Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 31.  
29 Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 11-12, Chapter 1; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 43. 
30 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 8, 47-49, 81, 128.; Brett Rushforth, ““A Little Flesh We Offer You”: The Origins of Slavery in 

New France,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, Vol. 60, No. 4 (Oct., 2003), 780, 787.; Carl J. Ekberg, Stealing 

Indian Women: Native Slavery in the Illinois Country (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2007). 
31 Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 30. 
32 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 50, 90-91, 123. 
33 Robert Michael Morrissey, “The Terms of Encounter: Language and Contested Visions of French Colonization in the Illinois 

Country, 1673-1702”, in French and Indians in the Heart of North America, ed. Robert Englebert and Guillaume Teasdale (East 

Lansing and Winnipeg: Michigan State University Press and University of Manitoba Press, 2013), 45, 48.  
34 Morrissey, “The Terms of Encounter,” 44; Tracy Neal Leavelle, The Catholic Calumet: Colonial Conversions in French and 

Indian North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 2-4. 
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Illinois” 35 with merchandise by the late 1680s to “traffic with all the Indians who are settled 

upon the lands.”36 Almost all voyageurs were from the St. Lawrence Valley and authority figures 

were from Québec or France, a pattern that persisted in the Illinois for decades. Connections 

between Québec and the Illinois were maintained through many arteries, but trade, religion, and 

family were the most important. Specifically, this thesis will unearth connections between 

French and mixed-race settlers in the six colonial Illinois Country villages as opposed to 

connections between the Illinois Country and the St. Lawrence Valley, New Orleans, or France, 

all which have been the subject of numerous studies.  

 
35 Adhémar (notary), “Engagement of Dumay to La Forest,” in The French Foundations 1680-1693 ed. Theodore Calvin Pease 

and Raymond D. Werner (Springfield, Ill.: Illinois State Historical Library, 1934), 127 is one example of a voyageur engaged to 

go to the Illinois. Francois Dauphin de la Forest, “La Forest Sells Half-Interest to Accault, April 19, 1693,” in The French 

Foundations, 263-265. 
36 La Salle, “La Salle on the Illinois Country, 1680,” 15 and La Salle, “Grant of La Salle to d’Autray,” 23 in The French 

Foundations; Jean-Baptiste Colbert and King Louis XIV, “Grant to Tonti and La Forest, 1690” in The French Foundations, 228-

233. 
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There was a slow but gradual establishment of settler villages throughout the first half of 

the 18th century. The early years of settlement in the Illinois Country were highlighted by French 

Indigenous intermarriage, followed by an influx of enslaved Blacks of African descent in the 

1720s. Cahokia and Kaskaskia were founded in 1699 and 1703, respectively, as mission 

communities by Seminarian and Jesuit priests.37 Pierre Duguay (Dugué), Sieur de Boisbrillant, 

Commandant of the Illinois, founded the village of Fort de Chartres, where Charles Naud began 

his new life.38 Villages like St. Philippe and Prairie du Rocher grew out of a combination of new 

arrivals to Illinois Country and intervillage migration from older centres like Kaskaskia. Ste. 

Genevieve, nicknamed Misery, an offshoot of older communities on the east bank, became a 

bustling centre around 1750.39 This unique backdrop reflects the cultural complexities that soon 

played out on the Illinois main stage. Local interactions between Francophone settlers, 

Indigenous peoples, and enslaved Black and Indigenous peoples shaped the region.40 These 

connections transformed the Illinois Country into a contact zone at the edge of empire.41 Mary 

Louise Pratt uses the term “contact zone” to describe social spaces where disparate cultures 

meet, and this was certainly true in the periphery of New France. Far from the centre of 

government in the St. Lawrence Valley, the cultures of the Indigenous Illinois and the French 

mixed more liberally. Larger centres like Kaskaskia (and later St. Louis) supported a vibrant fur 

trade alongside agricultural pursuits.42 These were places where business and kin mixed freely. 

 
37 Natalia Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1948), 16; Leavelle, The Catholic 

Calumet, 65; Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 3. 
38 Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 4, 17.  
39 Carl Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve: An Adventure on the Mississippi Frontier (Tucson, AZ: The Patrice Press, 1996), 11-26. 
40 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, Chapter 4, especially pages 145-161. Demographic data on the enslaved Black 

population is provided in the tables on pages 152, 155 and 156. Research from SSHRC project 3 siècles de migrations 

francophones en Amérique du Nord (1640-1940), courtesy of Dr. Robert Englebert, supports these demographic conclusions. 

Rushforth, “”A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 777-808. Indigenous slaves never constituted more than 5% of the New France’s 

total population, but they provided valuable physical labour. Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 38-40, Appendix 

“Notes on the Census of 1752,” 86-120.; Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Geneviève, Chapter 7, 196-238. 
41 Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 7, 9. 
42 Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 52-67.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 213, Chapters 3, 5, 6 and 

Appendix.; Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 33.; Ekberg Colonial Ste. Geneviève, Chapter 5, 126-176. 
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French inhabitants developed close relationships with local Indigenous peoples, both free and 

enslaved, as well as Black enslaved peoples, as evidenced by close familial relationships 

including spouses and godparents.43  

The French formally ceded the territory in 1763 under the terms of the Treaty of Paris, 

which brought the Seven Years’ War to a close.44 Due to this change in regime, 1763 serves as 

the end date for this project, although French influence in the region persisted well into the 19th 

century and beyond. Breaking down ethnic categories invites us to question the very nature of 

settler colonialism at the edge of empire. Relying on scholars before me, I investigate the close 

relationships present in the Illinois, and how they point to local adaptations that resisted formal 

settler colonialism. 

 

Historiography 

The intricate network of social relationships in Illinois Country between European 

settlers, local Indigenous peoples, and both Indigenous and Black enslaved peoples requires a 

reassessment of historiographically entrenched ethnic categorization, which has typically 

manifested as a Euro-Indigenous dichotomy. In 1920, Clarence Alvord investigated the 

formation of villages in the Illinois from a top-down perspective, featuring only prominent 

imperial and colonial actors who directed the colony’s development. He discussed Indigenous 

actors only when conflict ensued between French and Indigenous groups.45 Alvord’s work was 

part of a broader historiographical trend that Francis Parkman and Frederick Jackson Turner 

 
43 Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 13-16.; Ekberg, Colonial Ste Geneviève, Chapter 6, 177-195.; More recent 

works: Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, John Reda and Robert Michael Morrissey’s contributions to French and Indians in 

the Heart of North America, eds. Englebert and Teasdale, Morrissey’s, “Kaskaskia Social Network,” and Susan Sleeper-Smith’s 

“Women, Kin, and Catholicism: New Perspectives on the Fur Trade,” in Ethnohistory 47, no. 2 (2000): 423–52. 
44 Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 4-5.  
45 Alvord, The Illinois Country. See for example, a discussion of the development in the region and the Fox wars, 159-167. 
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helped to establish, which emphasized Anglo-American exceptionalism, western expansion, and 

the vanishing French and “Indian.”46 Writing twenty years after Alvord, Natalia Belting focused 

on the French in Illinois Country as very much akin to being the French from France. She 

explored the village of Kaskaskia, surveying quotidian village life – family, government, church, 

and daily activities. Belting’s work mentions French-Indigenous intermarriage but does not offer 

an analysis of inter-ethnic relationships.47  

The next major flourish of scholarship was in the 1980s. Margaret K. Brown looked to 

break away from the historiographical trope of the happy and self-satisfied (read backward) 

French colonial peasant propagated by Alvord, Belting, and Parkman. According to Brown, 

though many French settlers in the Illinois were illiterate, they were not ignorant, and they 

maintained a high quality of life.48 In my own examination, I will treat the French settlers as 

important actors in the region, not as the ill-fated and carefree predecessors of British and 

American regimes. On the topic of migration, Jacques Mathieu proposed that there were three 

phases of migration to the Illinois Country: a slow migration of single men between 1699 and 

1718, a period of more animated migration between 1719 and 1732, and a more stable and 

significant final phase beginning in 1733.49 Mathieu inferred a more Canadien character, 

 
46 Francis Parkman, France and England in North America Vol. 1, ed. David Levin (New York, NY: Literary Classics of the 

United States Inc., Viking Press, 1983).; Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier in American History 

(London, England: Penguin Books Ltd, 1920/2008). Parkman highlights military and political struggles between France and 

Great Britain, as well as exploration and religious conversion. He categorized Indigenous peoples as uncivilized. Historian W.J 

Eccles criticized Parkman’s bias against the French as well as Parkman’s use of French sources. W.J Eccles, The Canadian 

Frontier, 1534-1760 (Albuquerque, NM.: University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 200 (footnote 12). The ideas of manifest 

destiny (that the expansion of the United States was justified and inevitable) and the “civilization” of the frontier feature in 

Turner’s work. The frontier thesis argues that traits perceived as quintessentially American such as democracy and 

commercialism, were due to the frontier experience. 
47 Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 7. 
48 Margaret K. Brown, “La colonisation française de l’Illinois : une réévaluation,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française. 39, 

no. 4 (1986): 591. 
49 Jacques Mathieu, Pauline Therrien-Fortier, and Rénald Lessard, "Mobilité Et Sédentarité : Stratégies Familiales En Nouvelle-

France," Recherches Sociographiques 28, no. 2-3 (1987): 223-225.; Renald Lessard, Jacques Mathieu, and Lina Gouger, 

“Peuplement colonisateur au Pays des Illinois,” in Proceedings of the Meeting of the French Colonial Historical Society 12 

(1988): 57–68. 
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eschewing those from Louisiana, France, or elsewhere. He considered French settlers quite 

separate from Indigenous peoples, ignoring evidence of intermarriage and the creation of a 

hybrid culture. My thesis is divided chronologically based on Mathieu’s phases of migration and 

development though I argue that there was a significant boom in the 1730s and 1740s. I also 

push back against the idea that only single men migrated to the region in the earliest phase, and I 

include migrations within the Illinois Country as an extension of Mathieu’s ideas about the 

phases of migration to the region.  

An integral aim of this project is to determine whether the pattern of colonial settlement 

in the Illinois Country fits the framework of settler colonialism. According to scholars like 

Patrick Wolfe, settler colonialism requires European settler dispossession and eradication of 

Indigenous peoples from their lands by various means and their replacement with the systems 

and structures of European property and governance.50 Allan Greer, however, asserts that settler 

colonies are but one aspect of the broader process of colonization. He argues that despite small 

settler communities in places like the St. Lawrence Valley, the Great Lakes, and Louisiana, New 

France fails to properly fit the mold of settler colonialism because the French did not settle or 

exert effective imperial control over much of what they claimed as part of their empire in North 

America.51 By studying migration patterns in the early colonial era of the Illinois Country, I 

show how village social networks consisted of French settlers who were dependent on local 

Indigenous presence, resulting in increased Indigenous agency. Settler colonies were not isolated 

from other processes of colonialism such as forced migration and economic colonialism.  

As the 1980s drew to a close, scholars presented new ideas about the French character of 

the Illinois Country. In 1990, Wistanley Briggs argued that the French in the Illinois Country 

 
50 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387-8. 
51Allan Greer, “Settler Colonialism and Empire in Early America,” William and Mary Quarterly 76, no. 3 (2019): 387. 
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“established themselves independently of official or metropolitan elite guidance and control,” in 

contrast to historic settlements in Canada. This was a serious departure from both Alvord and 

Belting, who had highlighted French Illinois Country ties to the Old World.52 Briggs framed the 

French villages of Illinois Country as similar to their British, New England counterparts, 

concluding that French villages were also destined to become American. Carl J. Ekberg strongly 

disagreed with Briggs, arguing instead that French village formation and agriculture patterns 

replicated a particular worldview, a French from France mentalité.53 This mentalité can be 

described as an aversion to physical violence and criminal undertakings and a social cohesion 

based on a communal mode of thinking with its roots in open-field, community owned 

agriculture. Ekberg found the latter to be “based upon rural European models from the Middle 

Ages.”54 There are two issues that stand out regarding Ekberg’s mentalité arguments. First, most 

settlers in the Illinois Country came from the St. Lawrence River Valley, generations removed 

from Europe and accustomed to the Quebec seigneurial system and to a more creolized culture. 

Secondly, Ekberg’s conclusions about the Illinois village system having duplicated a model from 

France fail to account for a local culture in the Illinois Country derived from interconnections 

between peoples and villages. It is these connections that are my most significant contributions.  

Since 2000, scholarship has expanded to reflect the complexities of the region more 

accurately. Jay Gitlin contested Frederick Jackson Turner and Francis Parkman’s grand narrative 

of a progressive westward frontier in middle America by arguing that the French were 

cosmopolitan, urban, and able to profit in meaningful ways from the ever-changing political 

landscape. For Gitlin, the French in Illinois were shrewd entrepreneurs who took advantage of 

 
52 Wistanley Briggs, “Le Pays des Illinois,” William and Mary Quarterly 47, no. 1 (1990): 31, 33. 52-54, 56.  
53 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, Chapters 1 and 2.; Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime. 
54 Carl J. Ekberg, “Agriculture, ‘Mentalités’, and Violence on the Illinois Frontier,” Illinois Historical Journal 88, no. 2 (1995), 

101, 103-113, 116. 
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opportunities whenever they presented themselves, often acting to the detriment of their 

Indigenous neighbours and allies.55 In 2015, Robert Michael Morrissey argued that imperial, 

colonial, and Indigenous actors consciously collaborated and capitalized on kinship networks to 

advance mutual interests in the Illinois Country.56 Similar to Morrissey, Sophie White focused 

on Euro-Indigenous relations in Illinois Country by looking at hybridity in material culture.57 

Cécile Vidal studied early Illinois demographics, stressing the importance of the enslaved 

population and arguing that Illinois Country villages were first and foremost agricultural 

settlements that benefitted from slave labour originating in Lower Louisiana.58 These authors 

focus on French-Indigenous and French-Black interactions in a way that previous scholars did 

not, investigating social hierarchy and the heterogeneous nature of colonial society. Building on 

the latest historiographical trends, I examine how social networks brought peoples and villages 

into close contact, weaving together the fabric of a new and evolving colonial society.  

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

This project utilizes the theoretical concepts of cultural hybridity, settler colonialism, and 

cultural mobility to help frame my research questions and make sense of my findings. Firstly, 

Homi Bhabha argues that cultural production is most productive where categorization is the most 

fluid.59 He put forward the theory of cultural hybridity, a third space between colonized and 

colonizer where significant contributions to cultural identity are made. This theory relies on the 

 
55 Gitlin, The Bourgeois Frontier, 2-4, 7-10, 26, 40, 120, 141. 
56 Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration, 3-10.  
57 Sophie White, Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians: Material Culture and Race in Colonial Louisiana (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
58 Cécile Vidal, “Africains et Européens au Pays des Illinois durant la période Française (1699-1765),” French Colonial History 3 

(2003): 52, 61-62, 64. 
59 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Taylor & Francis Ltd, 2016), 1-12, 246. See the introduction for a 

discussion of Bhabha’s “in-between spaces,” moments of historical transformation that offer a possibility for difference without 

“assumed or imposed hierarchy.”  



 

 
16 

 

idea that impromptu connections arise from blurred lines between two groups, thereby resisting 

traditional binary opposition.60 In the Illinois, many people found themselves in present colonial 

moments, as households were comprised of settlers, enslaved peoples, hired help, Indigenous 

wives and métis children, which resulted in a spectrum of lived experiences of cultural 

hybridity.61 Blending Indigenous Illinois and French cultures did not result in an equally 

balanced mixture, but in a new experience altogether, which was navigated differently by 

everyone. In the Illinois, the colonial “other” became knowable through intervillage connections, 

migrations, and intermarriage. Every individual in the six communities frequently encountered or 

were related to Indigenous peoples, reducing the sense of the “other” because of intimate contact 

and interdependence. 

 In addition to Bhabha’s seminal work on cultural hybridity, my project considers Jean-

Loup Amselle’s Mestizo Logics. He proposes the use of a continuum as an alternative way to 

think about culture. The continuum results in hybridity, cultural misunderstandings, and “a 

mixture whose parts remain indissociable.”62 He asserts that social systems and groups used to 

be more fluid, and that colonialism served as impetus for classification, which in turn hinged on 

the creation of binaries and the “other.” In response, Amselle calls for a more critical 

examination of the origins of these categories.63 These ideas provide a theoretical framework 

 
60 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 295-6. 
61 For the process of cultural hybridity in a French colonial context, see Robert Englebert, “Colonial Encounters and the 

Changing Contours of Ethnicity: Pierre-Louis de Lorimier and Métissage at the Edges of Empire,” in Ohio Valley History 18, no. 

1 (2018): 45-69. In this study, métis is used to mean mixed or mixed-race. Contrarily, the Métis are a self-governing Indigenous 

nation with a distinctive culture, lifestyle, language, land tenure system, set of laws, dress, music, flag, etc. living near the Red 

River, Manitoba, and on the western Canadian prairies. There is little historically based evidence for another “self-conscious” 

Métis nation outside the prairies. Adam Gaudry and Darryl Leroux, “White Settler Revisionism and Making Métis Everywhere: 

The Evocation of Métissage in Quebec and Nova Scotia,” Critical Ethnic Studies 3, no. 1 (2017): 117-118, 120.; Chris Andersen, 

“Métis”: Race, Recognition, and the Struggle for Indigenous Peoplehood (Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2014). 
62 Jean-Loup Amselle, Mestizo Logics: Anthropology of Identity in Africa and Elsewhere, trans. Claudia Royal (Stanford, 

California: Stanford University Press, 1990), 161. 
63 Amselle, Mestizo Logics,13-14, 31, 33, 150.; Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 64.; Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1978). 
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upon which, I argue, migrations and social linkages created a cultural continuum in the Illinois 

Country.64 

 This thesis also makes use of the concept of cultural mobility. Stephen Greenblatt argues 

that we have taken the stability of cultures across time for granted – for example, during Roman 

times, divisions between English and French people did not yet exist. Only after years of 

complex wars, conquests, and alliances did two separate nations emerge. Mobility should speak 

to the tensions between individual and structure, and by doing so, should analyze its opposite, 

“rootedness.” 65 As Robert Englebert and Andrew Wegmann have noted recently in their study of 

French cultural mobility, French settlers were geographically detached from each other, resulting 

in a “broad, diverse francophone world in a perpetual state of becoming.”66 In this context, 

colonial cultures were transformed through tensions due to displacement, to personal identity, 

and to processes of change and mixture. Paradoxically, these tensions were also borne of colonial 

replication and creolization. The people discussed in this thesis were French, but they were also 

more than that, “more fluid, less rooted in physical space, something between the colonized and 

the colonizing.”67 Instead of positioning this study from the viewpoint of sedentarism I will 

emphasize mobility as a source of power and flexibility.  

The French colonial period of the Illinois was part of what James C. Scott described in 

The Art of Not Being Governed as the third of four eras, a period in which peripheries were 

shrunken and troubled by expanding state power. The result of this state expansion was a “shatter 

zone” that stood in the shadow of the empire, bursting with rivalries and ethnic and linguistic 

 
64 According to Lee Drummond, when considering situations of creolization, ethnographers should recognize instances of 

variation. As not to exhaust themselves with endless comparisons between variations, Drummond asserts that a cultural 

continuum should be used. Lee Drummond, “The Cultural Continuum: A Theory of Intersystems,” Man 15, no. 2 (1980): 371-2. 
65 Steven Greenblatt, Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 3-7, 16, 250-252. 
66 Andrew N. Wegmann and Robert Englebert, eds. French Connections: Cultural Mobility in North America and the Atlantic 

World, 1600–1875 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2020), 1-2. 
67 Wegmann and Englebert, French Connections, 3-4. 
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complexities. Scott’s case study focused on Zomia in Southeastern Asia, where inhabitants were 

decentered, easily adapting their identities and alliances to maintain autonomy.68 Shannon Lee 

Dawdy’s concept of rogue imperialism plays with these same ideas in French colonial New 

Orleans. She argues “that colonialism frequently creates conditions that foster not only cultures 

of resistance, but also circuits of seditious power and contraband flow.”69 Scott and Dawdy both 

detail what happens when state power is on edge, where cultural mobility and colonialism 

entwine. Understanding the Illinois Country in the context of a contact zone allows me to explain 

how social networks were forged. 

 

Sources and Methods  

There are two entwined aspects to my approach, a macro-level demographic analysis and 

case studies. The first provides a broad view of the world that was emerging in the Illinois, the 

second provides a more personal look at specific people and families. The goal is to have these 

two approaches work in tandem. Following the technique of Natalie Davis’s The Return of 

Martin Guerre, I focus on ordinary, unremarkable figures and specific people and events in case 

studies. In the case of the Illinois Country, this small region in the heart of North America stands 

as an important crossroads for larger geopolitical processes. This project also uses HGIS to track 

small-scale migrations in the Illinois Country. Visualizing the appearance of new villages is 

especially important because migrations usually followed in their wake. These maps, along with 

tables and social network visualizations serve as useful tools for organizing information based on 

location and time, while presenting patterns and connections between peoples and places.  

 
68 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven and London: 

Yale University Press, 2009), 7-8, 324, 327, 329, 335-336. 
69 Shannon Lee Dawdy, Building the Devil’s Empire: French Colonial New Orleans (Chicago & London: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2008), 4. Rogue imperialism is described as a society marked by “heightened social mobility, rampant self-

fashioning, and emergent individualism.” 
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The main primary documents used in this study are French colonial censuses of the 

Illinois Country for the years 1726, 1732, and 1752. They provided the starting point for an 

examination of demographic change and intervillage migration. Census documents are useful for 

understanding broad demographic historical trends, but they only capture a snapshot, a moment 

in time, and they do not include transient peoples like fur traders, and do not always provide full 

details on all members of households. They do provide data regarding broader familial 

migrations and changes in the overall colonial population. Using three consecutive censuses, I 

show which families stayed in the Illinois and if or when they moved between the six villages. I 

compensate for the limitations of census records by using the Kaskaskia Manuscripts, a 

collection of notarial legal documents and personal records. These records provide vital 

historical information – marriage, birth, death and transaction records – regarding the residents 

enumerated in the censuses, as well as over one hundred letters. As the largest village in Illinois 

Country, Kaskaskia is the central focus of these records, but the manuscripts extend to include 

records pertaining to all Illinois County villages. I also studied marriage, baptism, and voyageur 

fur trade contracts, which help explain levels of movement both within the Illinois Country and 

between Canada and Illinois. These provide insights which support the case studies, bolstering 

the micro level analysis.  

Census data and familial information were verified using the Programme de recherche en 

démographie historique, or PRDH, a genealogical database, which includes information 

regarding Québec’s Catholic baptisms, burials, and marriages for 1621 to 1849. It also has 

extensive information to assist with name standardization for family and given names. The 

information from this database is important to consider because many individuals living in the 

Illinois Country were from the St. Lawrence Valley, and often their baptismal or marriage 
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records were recorded at a parish in Québec. Censuses list a male head of household and simply 

enumerate other members, rendering many inhabitants invisible. Building out the households to 

include all members of the population reveals a more complex process of cultural hybridity in 

Illinois Country. It also helps to demonstrate that pressures for settler colonialism came up 

against local adaptations. Combining micro and macro-historical methods with a variety of 

sources, brings previously unexplored stories to the forefront and nuances our understanding of 

the character of the villages in historic Illinois Country. 

The process of intervillage migration and the creation of social networks is examined 

over the course of three chapters. Chapter 1 focuses on the creation of four early communities 

(Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, and St. Philippe) from 1699-1730, with emphasis on 

broader migration patterns, accumulation of resources at different locations, and the first micro 

migrations recorded in the region. Chapter 2 details the beginning of a fifth village in Illinois 

Country, Prairie du Rocher, and it incorporates substantial data from the 1732 census. The 

dynamics of the Illinois Country are highlighted in discussions on authority, war, and power 

from 1730-1752. In Chapter 3, I feature the emergence of Ste. Geneviève and the 1752 census to 

explain the connections and migrations to the west side of the Mississippi River, especially after 

1750. Finally, I challenge the dichotomous French settler colonial process based on the 

conclusions drawn from the complex migration study. 

Investigating the character of French colonial Illinois invariably requires the inclusion of 

all members of the population. Building a more complete portrait of the Illinois Country helps 

make sense of colonial settlement of the region. As a result, the project contributes to rethinking 

the nature of colonialism for vast portions of French North America throughout the 18th century. 

In New France, especially in its peripheral region, the Illinois Country, where settlement was 
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small and not strictly governed, peoples interacted and intermixed. Thus, this thesis helps to 

break down and disrupt the European-Indigenous dichotomy that is often emphasized in the 

literature. Ultimately, this research produces a nuanced understanding of the relationship 

between peoples, identity, and colonization on the periphery of empire. 
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Chapter 1: Constructing Community during the Foundational Period (1699-1730) 

 In the Illinois Country, home was the place where connections were the strongest, where 

the pull of family and friends compelled the travelling Frenchman to return, even after 

adventures in places both distant and nearby. Augustin Simon La Pointe immigrated to the 

Illinois Country in the early 18th century. He abandoned all rights to his parent’s property in far-

off Canada for 1000 livres in 1725, cementing his commitment to making a home elsewhere. The 

same year, he requested confirmation of the title to his lot at Fort de Chartres from commandant 

Boisbrillant, which had likely been given informally years prior.70 La Pointe’s displacement from 

Canada spurred eventual emplacement in Illinois Country.71 In the space between emplacement 

and displacement, a space for “exploring [the] processes of identity-making” opens up.72 In 

1725, Augustin La Pointe married his second Indigenous wife, Suzanne Cascaskieou 

(Kaskaskie8é), and continued to care for Marie, his young daughter from his first marriage. By 

Marie’s tenth birthday, Augustin had created a solid foundation for their lives and the family 

farmed twenty acres and counted three cows and one horse. Two Black slaves also resided on the 

La Pointe property, individuals who were kept in bondage their whole lives.73 Young Marie’s life 

would have involved daily repetition: preparing meals, feeding animals, and watching her 

parents work the land. This lifestyle depended on the stability of agriculture and village life at 

Fort de Chartres, with its idyllic surrounding prairie. Her family valued their land at Fort de 

Chartres, because while Augustin picked up odd jobs (such as building houses), their primary 

 
70 Spellings used in this study are those standardized by PRDH. If not found in PRDH, then the most common spelling in KM is 

used. Accents and spaces are added for ease of reading. KM 25:2:6:1, KM 25:2:7:1, KM 25:5:2:3.; Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots 

in the Illinois Country: the Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana et Chicago, University of Illinois Press, 1998), 36-45. 
71 Socially, the definition of emplacement includes the idea of “embeddedness” of the person in a place. Henrik Vigh and Jesper 

Bjarnesen, Introduction: The Dialectics of Displacement and Emplacement, Conflict and Society 2(1): 2016, 13. 
72 Vigh and Bjarnesen, Introduction, 9-10, 12-13. They argue that emplacement is an engagement with the lived environment. 
73 PRDH Individual #48504, Couple #11918, Couple #13258. Marie was baptized April 14, 1715, daughter of Augustin and his 

first wife, Marthe Merounouctamoucouc (Mer8ki8etam8c8e). Sharon Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 41-42.; 

Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. G1 464. Archives nationales d’outre-mer (ANOM), Aix-en-Provence, France. 
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source of income was almost certainly agriculture.74 Beyond this rooted, sedentary world was 

another facet of life in the Illinois Country: a world continually in motion, defined by movement 

and migration.  

Mobility is understood in this study to refer to ease of physical geographical movement, 

and by extension, the movements of individuals and social groups between occupations and 

classes.75 This can mean circulation within the Illinois Country, in the form of short-term trips, 

commutes, and labour absences, but also includes change in residence.76 I use the terms 

movement and mobility more often to refer to the first case, and migration and intervillage 

migration to refer to the second. There were, of course, perils and challenges of regional mobility 

and though the movements described in this thesis are numerous, they were not without hardship. 

Settlers drowned in nearby rivers, various enemies wounded or killed Illinois Country residents 

on short trips, and even local travelers could be attacked or taken prisoner on commutes between 

villages.77 Impediments to travel such as hunger, cold, sickness, physical exhaustion, wet/damp 

conditions, improper or insufficient clothing or tools, and even the complicated matter of 

transporting heavy goods via water, animal, or portage were commonplace in the Illinois.78  

Despite this, mobility was very possible for most settlers in the Illinois. It could involve 

transportation, for example by pirogue, a long-narrow dugout boat. It could mean negotiating 

contracts in one village for work completed elsewhere. Or it could include daily commutes to a 

farm or village a few kilometers away from home.79 The La Pointe household was merely a node 

 
74 For Augustin’s work on a home, see KM 23:11:25:1. 
75 Collins Dictionary, s.v “mobility,” https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/mobility.  
76 Pieter Kok, “The Definition of Migration and its Application: Making Sense of Recent South African Census and Survey 

Data,” Southern African Journal of Demography 7, no. 1 (1997): 19, 22. 
77 In the 1780s, Joseph Lafontaine was even killed by lightning. KM 82:8:3:1, KM 46:8:31:1, KM 40:6:20:1, KM 58:-:-:20, KM 

49:5:9:1. 
78 See for example KM 60:4:24:1, a contract in case of loss while travelling, or KM 82:8:4:1, a later example where a travel 

passport was necessary. As early as 1723, a judge and clerk were paid a set rate for travel days between Kaskaskia and Fort de 

Chartres to conduct business. KM 23:11:4:1. See also animals lost during travel: KM 39:6:13:1. 
79 Examples of mobility: KM 37:12:16:1, KM 45:12:6:2, KM 28:2:26:1, KM 38:2:15:1, KM 30:1:29:1.  

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/mobility
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of a large interconnected and mobile web. People, household goods, and merchandise travelled 

to the Illinois from Europe, the St. Lawrence Valley and the Great Lakes area, and from New 

Orleans. Maybe the La Pointe family imported their furniture on pirogues from Québec, Marie’s 

father’s birthplace, or even from Paris, from where her paternal grandparents immigrated. Homes 

like Marie La Pointe’s were constructed by a master carpenter, often living in a neighbouring 

town.80 Every fall, the La Pointe family harvested their wheat. The young girl saw only a sea of 

tall rooted plants, but their flour would shortly make its way south on the Mississippi River, 

destined for New Orleans, a town she would never know but was inextricably linked to.81 It was 

also common to purchase land at a second location, where a family did not live but farmed 

additional acres.82 This is significant because there is a correlation between farming at multiple 

locations in the early years of French settlement period and micro-migrations in the ensuing 

generations. Underneath its static veneer, the Illinois Country was bustling with movement. 

Intervillage movements played a large part in the French settler’s capacity to clear land, acquire 

resources, and make connections. In other words, mobility had a direct effect on long-term 

prosperity.  

Instead of rooting the Illinois Country in the idea of sedentarism, this chapter will detail 

the act of creating a home and community in the first three decades of settlement. I refer to these 

approximately thirty years as the foundational period. It will highlight the importance of inter-

village connections within the Illinois Country, proving that as new villages appeared, they were 

always integrated into the greater community through family ties and business relations. In this 

study, sedentarism is defined as abiding in one place. I will also analyze its opposite, mobility, 

 
80 See KM 23:6:22:1 for an example of a contract negotiated at Kaskaskia for work at Fort de Chartres.  
81 Wheat was the primary Illinois Country export and was commonly used in place of money. KM 24:9:13:1 and KM 37:5:4:2.  
82 KM 23:2:22:1. KM 28:2:26:1, KM 40:9:6:3, KM 33:11:28:1, KM 39:11:17:1, KM 55:5:17:1, KM 60:11:15:1. An unnamed La 

Pointe (likely Augustin) leased land, livestock, and equipment in the Kaskaskia prairie in 1723, demonstrating that he owned land 

at two locations, or moved from Kaskaskia to Fort de Chartres. 



 

 
25 

 

both social and spatial. Spatial mobility was a way of achieving upward social mobility, dealing 

with risk, and acquiring resources.83 By examining the ways in which four distinct villages 

(Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, and St. Philippe) developed under French authority, this 

chapter will do three things. First, it will uncover who was involved, in what capacities, and from 

where these new arrivals came. Jacques Mathieu proposed that there were three phases of 

migration to the Illinois Country: a slow migration of single men between 1699 and 1718, a 

period of animated migration between 1719 and 1732, and a more stable final phase beginning in 

1733.84 I argue that although there was a migration of single men (voyageurs) during the first ten 

years of settlement, many quickly married either Indigenous or French women from France, 

resulting in more families than single men.85 Second, this chapter will determine what types of 

resources settlers and mixed-race families exploited and how they gained wealth. I agree with 

Robert Michael Morrissey’s argument that imperial, colonial, and Indigenous actors consciously 

collaborated and capitalized on kinship networks to advance mutual interests in the Illinois 

Country.86 I build on this argument by using census material to detail exactly what resources 

were used- namely arable land, livestock, and enslaved peoples- and how kinship allowed for the 

accumulation of greater material wealth. Finally, this chapter will detail how these interactions 

and economic activities resulted in increased mobility and intervillage migrations, the latter of 

which has yet to be the focus of scholarship regarding the Illinois Country during the French 

colonial period. The Philippe-Rouensa family case study details how one family successfully 

merged their rich kinship relations and economic power with mobility to acquire greater material 

 
83 Thomas Faist, “The mobility turn: a new paradigm for the social sciences?” in Ethnic and Racial Studies (2013), 36:11, 1637-

1646.; dictionary.com, s.v. “sedentary,” https://www.dictionary.com/browse/sedentary.  
84 Jacques Mathieu, Pauline Therrien-Fortier, and Rénald Lessard, "Mobilité Et Sédentarité : Stratégies Familiales En Nouvelle-

France," Recherches Sociographiques 28, no. 2-3 (1987): 223-225. 
85 Some also came with their Canadian wives, enticed by farming, trade opportunities, or relatives. 
86 Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial Illinois Country 

(Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 2015), 3-10.  
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and social wealth. Mobility within the Illinois as a contributing factor to the expanding agrarian 

population and economy, so far largely a missing piece in the literature, is an integral focus of 

both this chapter and this thesis. 

Physical and cultural mobility matters in the context of the Illinois Country because it is 

at the heart of the records. Documents are littered with references to all six Illinois villages and 

even the 1732 census, a document very much fixed in place, includes a note about frequent 

voyageurs. The subjects of study, while not numerous, cannot be kept still, instead they “go 

along… with a natural drunkenness,”87 which requires the scholar to describe and track 

individuals in motion instead of trying to construct categorizations and systems.88 Rather than 

being the exception to the rule, a tumultuous interruption, mobility is the constant in the 18th 

century Illinois world. This is how mobility provided stability and increased wealth for French 

and mixed-race settlers. 

 

Early Marriages and the Development of Cahokia and Kaskaskia 

Four missionaries, sent by the bishop of Québec in May 1698, founded the mission 

community at Cahokia in early 1699. They were priests of the Seminary of Foreign Missionaries, 

and they were pursuing a much different course than the Jesuits had been in the Illinois 

Country.89 They sought to Frenchify the Indigenous Illinois through agriculture and settlement, 

but they abhorred intermarriage between French and Tamaroas and refused to learn Indigenous 

languages. This limited French settlement and kept Cahokia from growing significantly. The 

priests of the Seminary of Foreign Missions encouraged this francisation with the goal of 

 
87 Steven Greenblatt, Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 16. 
88 Greenblatt, Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto, 4, 16-17. 
89 Jesuits were highly mobile. Tracy Neal Leavelle, The Catholic Calumet: Colonial Conversions in French and Indian North 

America (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 33-34, 60-61. 
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assimilating Indigenous peoples to French lifestyles by settling them in French towns and 

teaching them French.90 They did not understand how the Jesuits claimed to control Cahokia 

when they had no impressive buildings and often resided in another village.91 In their eyes, the 

Jesuits had failed to settle the Indigenous Cahokia and Tamaroa in one place, but in fact they had 

cultivated trust through travel in the years before the Seminarians arrived.  

Far from the control centre in the St. Lawrence Valley, movement was perceived as a 

necessity, not disorderly at all, but instead a beacon of opportunity. Many missionaries, 

especially Jesuits, travelled alongside Indigenous groups like the Kaskaskia both seasonally and 

permanently. Jesuit Jacques Gravier was disappointed to learn that he arrived too late “to prevent 

the migration of the village of the Kaskaskia” as they separated from the Peoria around 1700.92 

The Kaskaskia moved west of the Mississippi River, then again south in 1703 to the location of 

their village for the entirety of the French colonial period- between the Mississippi River and the 

Kaskaskia River on the east bank.93 They were accompanied by Jesuit priests who re-established 

the mission of the Immaculate Conception and village of Kaskaskia. The first reliable description 

of the town is from 1711, when officials in the St. Lawrence Valley sent André Pénicault to the 

Illinois to reprimand unruly Canadian merchants who committed “scandalous crimes,” including 

seducing women (French and Indigenous) and driving them away from religion.94 He described a 

flourishing town: a majority of Indigenous Kaskaskia had converted to Catholicism, habitants 

 
90 Robert Michael Morrissey, “The Terms of Encounter: Language and Contested Visions of French Colonization in the Illinois 

Country, 1673-1702,” in French and Indians in the Heart of North America 1630-1815 eds. Robert Englebert and Guillaume 

Teasdale (Michigan State University Press, 2013), 43-76.; Marcel Trudel, Histoire de la Nouvelle France IV: La seigneurie de la 

Compagnie des Indes occidentales, 1663-1674 (Montréal: Fides, 1997), 271-2. 
91 JR, 66:37.  
92 JR, 65:101.; Gerald A. Rogers, "The changing Illinois Indians under European influence: The split between the Kaskaskia and 

Peoria,” PhD. Diss. (West Virginia University: 2009), 4. 
93 M.J Morgan, Land of Big Rivers: French and Indian Illinois, 1699-1778. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 

2010), 7; Natalia M. Belting, “Kaskaskia: The Versailles of the West,” Indiana Magazine of History Vol. 41, (March 1945), 1. 
94 André Pénicault, in Margry ed., Découvertes et établissements des français dans l'ouest et dans le sud de l'Amérique 

Septentrionale -1754 Mémoires et documents originaux recueillis et pub (Paris, Impr. D. Jouaust, -86, 1876) Volume 5:488. My 

translation. (“plusieurs crimes scandaleux.”) 
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harvested good wheat, vegetables, roots, herbs, and fruits, and raised cattle.95 Priests translated 

hymns from Latin into Illinois, and at mass, Indigenous members chanted a couplet in their 

language, then settlers followed with one in Latin or French. This mixture of languages and 

cultures was becoming a cornerstone of the Illinois Country, facilitated by French-Indigenous 

intermarriage and by Jesuit mobility. 

André Pénicault described the marriage process between French men and Indigenous 

Illinois women as he understood it in the early 1710s. First, the man sent a gift to the woman’s 

brother (as he was the first one to give consent), then if her parents agreed and all three found the 

man to be suitable, they would reciprocate with a gift and plan to meet. They went together to 

register the marriage with the Jesuits, who published three announcements in consecutive weeks 

at mass, called bans. The night before the wedding, both sets of parents sent a dinner of meat, 

and the next day a Jesuit priest married the couple at mass, followed by dancing well into the 

night.96 Kaskaskia was a dynamic town. People often spoke more than one language, lived at 

more than one place, and had parents of different ethnicities. Its inhabitants perhaps thought little 

of these complexities; for them it was simply everyday life. Marriage integrated newcomers into 

existing communities, creating a mixed-race base in Kaskaskia and facilitating regional links. 

 

Village Life and the Founding of Fort de Chartres and St. Philippe 

The budding settlements of Cahokia and Kaskaskia existed in a political and 

administrational limbo between 1699 and 1718, despite officially belonging to the French 

province of Canada. In these first two decades, the settlements lacked a fort, troops, a notary, and 

 
95 Pénicault in Margry ed., Découvertes, 5: 489-491, 493. I use habitant in this study to mean “resident farmer.” 
96 Pénicault in Margry ed., Découvertes, 5: 492.  
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any formal colonial government beyond the church.97 This was still sovereign Indigenous 

territory with a few French settlers joined by Jesuits who were tolerated by the local Indigenous 

population. In August 1718, King Louis XV annexed the Illinois Country to Louisiana and the 

Company of the Indies established a government for the region, granting exclusive trade rights 

and monopoly of the beaver trade to Canada.98 Thus began formal administrative processes, 

headed by First Lieutenant to the King and commandant, Pierre Duguay Boisbrillant, and his 

counterpart at the Company of the Indies, Antoine de la Loire des Ursins.99 It is likely that 

Boisbrillant simply clarified, regularized, and affirmed the land tenure system already in place, 

and while the Royal Indies Company acted like a kind of seigneur, no rent or dues were ever 

collected. The Royal Indies Company and the colonial officials who came after granted the land 

en franc alleu (freehold).100 Inspector Diron d’Artaguiette noted that “[Kaskaskia was] composed 

entirely of farmers who live there quite comfortably.”101 This final word indicates that most 

settlers were no longer battling the landscape, hunger, or isolation, instead they were growing 

food and families. 

Historian Carl J. Ekberg is the foremost expert on farming patterns in the Illinois 

Country. He asserts that nuclear villages had already been established for security by both 

Indigenous groups and early missionaries. French settlers lived in compact villages, with open 

field plowlands, and separate enclosed communal pasturing areas. Villages were removed from 

the arable fields in the Illinois, unlike Canada, where settlement was more dispersed with 

 
97 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 33-35; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 71-72. 
98 Diron d’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” in Travels in the American Colonies ed. Newton D. 

Mereness (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1916), 15-16. 
99 KM 20:10:4:1, KM 22:5:10:1-3, KM 22:6:22:1, KM 22:5:10:7-8. 
100 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 36, 39-40, 45. The land tenure (seigneurial) system from the St. Lawrence 

Valley was not replicated in the Illinois. 
101 Diron d’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 67. 
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habitants preferring to create independent and self-sufficient farmsteads.102 The Illinois compact 

village framework relied on the village community to advocate for collective rights, creating ad 

hoc assemblies that used consensual processes long before any formal government syndics were 

established. Ekberg posits that this created a communal mentalité that hinged on regular 

interaction with neighbours, the creation of powerful bonds between members of the group, and 

an aversion to physical violence that remained unchanged from one generation to the next.103 

While Ekberg asserts that this mentalité derived from peasant life in Metropolitan France, most 

settlers in the Illinois were generations removed from life in France and had been born or raised 

in the St. Lawrence Valley. Ekberg does not account for the role that movements between 

villages played as a means of creating broader community and maintaining connections. While 

working common fields did require teamwork, that alone did not create connections to the degree 

found in the Illinois, instead movement and migrations set this in motion. 

Labour was done cooperatively as habitants worked alongside landless labourers 

(volontaires), day labourers (engagés), as well as Black and Indigenous slaves.104 The type and 

amount of agriculture practiced in the region required good community relations. Antoine Plé dit 

La Plume cleared eight acres by 1726 and 52 acres by 1732, and with this increase, he partnered 

with Guillaume Kierderom to share the workload.105 Upkeep of the commons required 

cooperation. In a petition from 1729, all settlers of Kaskaskia were ordered to repair their part of 

the commons fence.106 Only at the very end of the foundational period, in 1738, did settlers elect 

a syndic at Kaskaskia. This person was responsible for maintaining the commons fence, as well 

 
102 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 2, 6-9, 13, 36, 47-48.  
103 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 65, 69-70, 115-116, 123, 254-258, 263.  
104 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 58-61, 115-116, 138-141, 196-197. 
105 KM 31:9:16:1. A similar partnership can be found in KM 45:9:24:1. Name also spelled Kerquerum. 
106 KM 29:11:28:1. Settlers also requested that the commons be enlarged due to increasing numbers of livestock. 
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as other duties “for the profit and in the interests of the parish.”107 Mobility and connection were 

fundamental aspects of all budding Illinois Country villages. Commandant Pierre Duguay 

Boisbrillant reached Kaskaskia in December 1718 and proceeded north to choose a location for a 

fort in the first half of 1719. He erected a small wooden fort by 1720, and the adjacent town of 

Fort de Chartres was born.108 This was the only town in the Illinois Country created by 

government initiative.109 Bluffs, open prairie, and prairie woodlands were all found near the site 

of the fort and the Mechigamea Indigenous peoples managed this varied landscape using fire, 

resulting in patches of fertile soil.110 A small group of Mechigamea lived in a village across a 

coulee near the French fort. Here, French presence offered them some protection from Fox 

(Mesquakie, “Red Earth People”) raids and wars. Richard White described the Fox Wars as “the 

most vital force shaping French-Indian relations.”111 Beginning in Detroit around 1712, the Fox 

Wars began to plague the French at various locations in present day Illinois, Michigan, 

Wisconsin, and Iowa. The Fox Wars came to a close in 1733, though the French remained hostile 

and antagonistic, opposing the strategy of alliance and flexibility they more often adopted with 

other Indigenous groups.112  

The local Mechigamea avoided open conflict with French and kept in intimate contact 

with French villages, selling land in their prairie to French settlers.113 In 1719, Commandant 

Boisbrillant forbade the French from settling on Mechigamea lands, but they continued to live 

 
107 KM 38:6:15:1. Antoine Bienvenu was elected syndic at Kaskaskia.  
108 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 33-35; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 70-72, 96.  
109 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 70, 74. New towns grew naturally out of older centres, facilitating connections 

between them.  
110 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 70, 76-79. This resulted in a more diffuse settlement at Fort de Chartres compared to Kaskaskia.  
111 Brett Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars, and the Limits of Alliance,” The William and Mary Quarterly 63, no. 1 (2006): 55.; 

Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (Cambridge, 1991), 

149, 185. 
112 Located just out of the reach of the French Empire in east-central Wisconsin, the Fox were perceived as a threat to stability 

and colonial officials responded with force. On the Fox Wars, see Joseph L. Peyser and R. David Edmunds, The Fox Wars: The 

Mesquakie Challenge to New France (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993).; Raymond E. Hauser’s review of Peyser 

and Edmund: “The Fox Wars: The Mesquakie Challenge to New France.” Annals of Iowa 54, no. 3 (Summer 1995): 262–63. 
113 For example, a sale of a strip of land by Chicagoue, chief of the Mechigamea village to settler François Viens, KM 46:7:8:1. 
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among Indigenous families, and settlers continued to sell land on the edge of the Mechigamea 

prairie to other settlers. Because of the small number of individuals at both Kaskaskia and Fort 

de Chartres and their proximity, both French and Indigenous people likely knew each other by 

face and name.114 Observant settlers would have noticed another change brought about by 

Boisbrillant – a newly separated Indigenous Kaskaskia village moved to the upland prairie north 

of French Kaskaskia. His reasoning for this may never be uncovered, but he was likely following 

the official French orders to minister to tribes individually as well as the pattern of French 

separation from Indigenous groups.115 Though officially separate, Indigenous women often lived 

in the French town, and mixed-race families continued to live in (or near) the Indigenous 

village.116 From its inception, Fort de Chartres was linked to local Indigenous towns and 

Kaskaskia, with settlers and mixed-race inhabitants moving freely between all locales.  

Apart from agriculture, there were opportunities for additional income near the budding 

settlements of Kaskaskia and Fort de Chartres. Settlers and local Indigenous groups had 

established rudimentary salt and lead mines at the turn of the century, but it was a recent 

immigrant from Picardy, Philippe Renaud, who primarily pursued these mining opportunities 

after 1723.117 A stockholder in the Indies Company, he brought with him considerable 

manpower, including laborers from France and up to 500 black slaves from Saint Domingue, 

reportedly the first black slaves forcibly brought to the Illinois Country.118 Renaud owned land 

on the Meramac River, at the Peoria village on the Illinois River, at the Mine La Motte (present-

 
114 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 52, 71-72, 76-79, 104, 110, 112-113, 115.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 72, 79. 
115 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 71-72. The Seminarians did not divide the Cahokia, the Tamaroa, and the Peoria. The Kaskaskia 

may have moved on their own accord. Kathleen DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage in Colonial Louisiana,” The 

William and Mary Quarterly 65, no. 2 (2008): 283.  
116 Robert Michael Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network: Kinship and Assimilation in the French-Illinois Borderlands, 1695–

1735,” The William and Mary Quarterly 70, no. 1 (2013): 129-130.  
117 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 44, 68. The Jesuits did not own land west of the Mississippi. 
118 This number was exaggerated by Renaud. Census figures in 1726 report 130 Black slaves. KM 23:6:14:1. D’Artaguiette, 

“Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 76, 82.; Louis Houck, A History of Missouri: From the Earliest Explorations and 

Settlements Until the Admission of the State into the Union, Volume I (Chicago: R. R. Donnelley & Sons Company, 1908), 282-3. 
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day Missouri), and on the Mississippi River near Fort de Chartres. It was this final plot that 

would become the town of St. Philippe.119 He hired local Frenchmen to help with his labour 

shortage as early as 1723 and these would have been free, landless men who lived seminomadic 

lives engaging themselves to wealthier men.120 They were housed and fed in exchange for 

manual labour such as rowing bateaux, mining lead, or domestic labour.121 This new settlement 

was first named in the records in 1726 (as St. Philippe du Grand Marais (the Big Marsh)) and 

was not explicitly included on census material until 1732. While smaller, St. Philippe was less 

than 10km from Fort de Chartres, and was easily integrated into its fledgling social network.  

 

1723 and 1726 Census  

In June 1723, Diron d’Artaguiette, inspector-general for the Company of the Indies 

composed a crude enumeration of Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, and Cahokia as part of his report 

on the conditions of the colony and the creation of its first militia. He “called together all the 

inhabitants of this village [by] order from the King to form a company of militia for the purpose 

of putting them in a position to defend themselves with greater facility.”122 D’Artaguiette was 

only interested in how many boots the French had on the ground and how many hands they had 

working the land. Numerical totals for residents, workers, women, and children are listed, but 

household names are not, unlike later census material. Using this quantitative information, we 

can still make inferences regarding the state of the Illinois Country in the early settlement period. 

At Kaskaskia, there were 64 habitants, 41 white labourers, 37 women, and 54 children, totalling 

 
119 KM 30:3:29:1, KM 1722-1732:50, KM 34:3:10:1, KM 34:4:8:1, KM 34:4:11:1-4, KM 34:5:10:1, KM 34:-:-:44, KM 39:-:-:-

18, KM 40:9:2:1, KM 40:12:4:1, KM 41:2:4:2, KM 41:9:2:4, KM 41:9:2:5, KM 68:11:3:1.; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.  
120 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 70.; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; KM 23:8:21:1 and KM 

23:8:22:1.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 43; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 57. 
121 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 68-70.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 161-165. 
122 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 76. 
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almost 200 individuals. Fort de Chartres was slightly smaller, but no less significant, with 39 

habitants, 42 white labourers, 28 women, and 17 children for a total of 126 settlers. Cahokia, 

meanwhile, struggled to grow beyond the Catholic mission community. The village was home to 

only 7 habitants, one white labourer, one woman, and three children.123 Both Fort de Chartres 

and Kaskaskia contained virtually the same number of labourers, suggesting that agricultural 

production was about equal, and significantly higher than Cahokia. Fort de Chartres contained 

fewer children, a nod to its administrative and military functions and its recent development as 

an offshoot of Kaskaskia.124 The population at Kaskaskia was heavily composed of mixed-race 

families like the La Pointe family. As historian Robert Michael Morrissey asserts, intermarriage 

had been practiced in the Illinois since the 1690s and Jesuit priest René Tartarin pointed to 

Kaskaskia as his crown jewel.125 The total population on this census therefore comes close to 350 

individuals, supported by a cohort of regular voyageurs. 

One such omission was Marin Hurtubise, a trader from the St. Lawrence Valley who was 

never formally counted in any census in the Illinois before his death in 1750, although he appears 

fleetingly in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts over the course of a decade. His “permanent” residence 

appeared to be in Montréal, but he began making frequent trips to New Orleans, Kaskaskia, and 

present-day Michigan and Wisconsin to trade beaver pelts and enslaved peoples with the Fox 

nation. Two of his most important partners were kin. These were his brother-in-law, and in his 

waning years, his eldest son, though he negotiated contracts with at least five other men in his 

lifetime. Many of his engagés (indentured fur-trade voyageurs) were based in Kaskaskia, but at 

 
123 Archives Nationales, Colonies, C13A, 8:226.; Carl J. Ekberg, “Marie Rouensa-8cate8a and the Foundations of French 

Illinois,” Illinois Historical Journal 84, no. 3 (1991): 146-60.; Belting, “The Versailles of the West,” 3.  
124 Archives Nationales, Colonies, C13A, 8:226. Children in Kaskaskia made up 27.5% of the total population, while children at 

Fort de Chartres represented only 13%. 
125 Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network,”103-104, 107.; DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage,” 269, 280.  
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least one called Fort de Chartres home and they signed their trade agreement there.126 These 

elusive voyageurs can, in some cases, be identified but many individuals were absent from 

official records, and therefore census data is used with caution. 

The 1726 census was likely compiled in late 1724 by commandant Boisbrillant and 

potentially by a second individual, Jean-Baptiste Girardeau, an ensign in the troupes de la 

marine.127 It includes the family names of each male head of household, but it lacks names of 

wives, children, slaves, and does not specify location. However, considering the later census data 

and known locations of different individuals, the census taker likely moved from Fort de 

Chartres and surrounding areas south to Kaskaskia. It is unclear if any households resided at 

Cahokia on this census, though there would certainly be fewer than 10 households, as the 1732 

census reports only four households. With the available evidence, approximately 63 entries came 

from Fort de Chartres and its surrounding prairie and approximately 50 from Kaskaskia and its 

environs. The heads of households (men) are from Canada and Europe, with one lone man born  

 locally. There were more men from France at Fort de Chartres than Kaskaskia, but there were 

more men from Canada at both locations overall, as seen in the table below.129 The French 

Crown, having invested significant time, money, and effort into their North American colonies,  

 

 

 

 
126 This suggests that even if traders adhered to a regular route, (Montréal to Kaskaskia and back) the opportunity for financial 

gain at other locations was enough of a pull to justify the additional travel. KM 37:4:2:3, KM 41:6:4:1, KM 42:2:2:2, KM 

43:6:18:3, KM 46:7:12:1-2, KM 47:9:10:1, KM 47:10:14:1, KM 47:10:17:1, KM 50:12:2:1.; PRDH Individual #79525. 
127 Sharon Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 1.  
128 The Jesuits are not included in the list of men because their entry lacks any names of particular priests. Duplicate names 

(Gardon Lajeunesse, Lalande, Hébert, St. Jean) were only counted once. 
129 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. Some birthplaces and names elude even the most painstaking research.  

Figure 3. Birth Locations of Heads of Households (Men) 

on the 1726 Illinois Country Census128 

 France Canada Kaskaskia Switzerland Unsure 

Kaskaskia 9 25 1 0 10 

Fort de 

Chartres 

15 18 0 1 29 



 

 
36 

 

pushed immigration from France as one aspect of their expansive settler colonial policy, but it 

was fitful and small-scale with a majority returning to France.130 Canadian men and their 

Indigenous and French wives, opted to stay the course in the Illinois. Within these structures of 

power, beneath the French pretence of control, there was Indigenous power working through 

intermarriage with Canadian men at Kaskaskia. 

Larger families who owned more land and slaves tended to gravitate towards Kaskaskia 

rather than Fort de Chartres. As a result, there were fewer households listed at Kaskaskia on the 

census, but almost one hundred more people living there. These large households at Kaskaskia, 

such as Bourbonnois, Lamy, and Philippe, owned most of the cattle, sowed more than 100 acres, 

boosted population through natural increase, and formed a core group of wealthy agricultural 

families. Agriculture was the foundation of this colonial society, as 85 of 110 households owned 

at least two acres of cleared land, and 71 of 110 households cleared more than five acres.131 At 

Fort de Chartres, the census begins with commandant Boisbrillant and Des Ursins, 

representatives of the Company of the Indies, followed by Philippe Renaud (large concession 

owner and Director of Mines), while smaller households, often with only one male head and 

fewer than 10 acres tend to be listed near the end. In Kaskaskia, the first three entries are the 

Jesuits, Jean-Baptiste Girardeau (ensign of the troops), and Pierre Melique, a military officer 

with a large land concession of 70 acres.132 Fort de Chartres, as an administrative and military 

centre, contained more transient single men, and a large number do not appear on any other 

census. At Fort de Chartres, there were eleven households where a first name, or the identity of 

 
130 Peter N. Moogk, “Reluctant Exiles: Emigrants from France in Canada before 1760,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Third 

Series, Vol. 46, No. 3, (Jul. 1989), 463-505. Moogk asserts that two-thirds returned home to France during the French regime.  
131 >20 acres: 33 households, >30 acres: 24 households, >50 acres: 16 households. FR ANOM 5DPPC16, Recensement, 1726. 
132 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 32.; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. There were 25 

households at Fort de Chartres that did not report a wife and only 13 at Kaskaskia. Single men shared households more often at 

Fort de Chartres. There were no shared households at Kaskaskia, except the Lamy family and their nephew.  
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the male head could not be Identified, while there were only two such cases at Kaskaskia. Seven 

of these unidentifiable men at Fort de Chartres were single and three were likely soldiers, a 

highly mobile occupation.133 This is also evident in Figure 3, where 29 birth locations for men at 

Fort de Chartres are unknown. 43 single men are listed in the Illinois Country in 1726. Six of 

these single men shared a household with another single man, or in one case, a family. The 

remaining 67 households (61%) are couples, and the 47 couples with children (21 at Fort de 

Chartres, 26 at Kaskaskia) made up most of the population and property in the region.134 The 

1723 and 1726 censuses definitively show that there was a large and stable enough population 

base, with the financial means to create an extensive kinship and business network that stretched 

beyond a single village. 

 

Race and Intermarriage 

 Racial terms of distinguishing peoples were not widely used until the late eighteenth 

century. Before then, cultural and religious deficiencies were perceived as alterable, tolerable, 

and redeemable with education, but prejudice was present in the discourse surrounding the 

transmissibility of characteristics and values that threatened purity. In 16th and 17th century 

France, the emphasis was on family lineage (blood) as the “new nobility” attempted to make 

waves and pollute noble blood.135 In New France, missionaries sought to civilize Indigenous 

peoples and make them Christian through cultural assimilation and marriage. This was easier 

done with Indigenous women, who were seen as vessels for French blood in the same manner 

 
133 At both locations, only one unidentifiable man (Fabus) is also listed on the 1732 census- the rest left the area. 
134 Of the 26 couples without children, none owned more than 60 acres of land, and a number that high was rare. 
135 Guillaume Aubert, “‘The Blood of France’: Race and Purity of Blood in the French Atlantic World,” The William and Mary 

Quarterly 61, no. 3 (2004), 441-443, 448. In early modern French texts, the children of a mésalliance (non-noble/new nobility 

with old aristocratic family) were called métis.  
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that merchants’ daughters were seen as vessels for noble blood in France.136 In 1685, this policy 

changed as it proved difficult to quickly assimilate Indigenous peoples as French coureurs de 

bois left French settlements to trade and live with Indigenous groups. They would also take 

sexual partners à la façon du pays, paying no regard to French (Catholic) custom.137 In the 

Illinois, priests tolerated widespread intermarriage and celebrated it in the Catholic faith if the 

bride and groom were both baptized Catholic and exemplified Christian morals. These proved to 

be easy hoops to jump through as ardent missionaries willingly performed marriages.138 This was 

not common across Louisiana, and the Illinois is perhaps the only place where there is a notable 

and sustained presence of French-Indigenous intermarriage used to establish trade and 

alliances.139  

Due to an absence of French women in the Illinois, intermarriage was tolerated because it 

was widespread, and widespread because it was tolerated, creating a veritable métis base in the 

region. Métissage, or cultural hybridity, rested on variable “kinship relations, personal 

experiences, circumstances, opportunities, and constraints,”140 resulting in very different 

personal experiences. Intermarriage was perceived as the lesser evil as the colony would be filled 

with legitimate métis children instead of illegitimate children. Long before the French arrived, 

Illinois women married into families of allies and created kinship links to foreign peoples. 

Women were central to Illinois diplomacy and trade, although it was most often a social 

obligation, not a choice.141 Their mixed-race children would hopefully marry French individuals, 

 
136 Aubert, “‘The Blood of France,” 450-457. 
137 Aubert, “‘The Blood of France,” 455, 461, 467, 470, 472.; DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage in Colonial 

Louisiana,” 267. 
138 Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network,” 110. 
139 DuVal, “Intermarriage and Métissage in Colonial Louisiana,” 301.  
140 Robert Englebert, “Colonial Encounters and the Changing Contours of Ethnicity: Pierre-Louis de Lorimier and Métissage at 

the Edges of Empire,” Ohio Valley History, Volume 18, Number 1, Spring 2018, 47. 
141 DuVal, “Intermarriage and Métissage in Colonial Louisiana,” 280, 282-3.  
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diluting their own mixed race blood.142 However, this was not an equal mixture because the 

objective was to expand the “French” population.143 Indigenous widows were still considered a 

liability because they could inherit goods and property under the Custom of Paris, but despite the 

law, many were excluded from succession rights, or appointed a tutor who oversaw purchases 

and sales.144 These limits on Indigenous rights within mixed race families are clear indicators 

that local Indigenous peoples were subject to a fairly aggressive legal assimilation and exclusion 

process and to a widespread effort to make villages French dominated spaces. While this does 

not fall neatly into the framework of settler colonialism, it demonstrates a pattern of diminishing 

and ignoring the Indigenous wives of French men and Indigenous peoples more broadly. If 

widows remarried, community property was put to auction or distributed amongst heirs, further 

diluting their power. Women did have the power to renounce debt-ridden property after a 

husband’s death (in rare cases, separation), and female children were given their legal share.145 

On the 1726 census, most brides were either Indigenous or from France, with a minority 

coming from Canada, other countries in Europe, and other locales in North America such as Detroit  

and Mobile, as seen in Figure 4. Young, unmarried women were transported to New France from   

France to boost population in the budding colony, which was male dominated. While larger 

numbers of women landed near Québec City and Montréal, five ships bearing approximately 258 

young unwed women arrived between 1719 and 1721 at Biloxi and Dauphin Island (Mobile), east 

 
142 Aubert, “The Blood of France,” 472. 
143 Adam Gaudry and Darryl Leroux, “White Settler Revisionism and Making Métis Everywhere: The Evocation of Métissage in 

Quebec and Nova Scotia,” Critical Ethnic Studies 3, no. 1 (2017): 124. In the St. Lawrence Valley, it was more typical for mixed-

race children to be raised by Indigenous women in Indigenous communities, in contrast to Illinois Country development.  
144 Indigenous woman Marie Mascoutinkic8ois deemed unfit to participate in an estate division: KM 44:10:31:1. Aubert, “The 

Blood of France,” 470-471.; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 77.; Carl J 

Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women: Native Slavery in the Illinois Country (Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 2007), 183-184. 
145 Susan C. Boyle, “Did She Generally Decide? Women in Ste. Genevieve, 1750-1805,” The William and Mary Quarterly 44, 

no. 4 (1987): 780-783.; KM 28:3:6:1, KM 41:2:1:3, KM 30:2:11:1, KM 50:9:23:1, KM 56:5:22:1, KM 71:11:26:1. 
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of New Orleans.146 Some Illinois Country men journeying to and from Mobile and New Orleans 

found their match. Such is the case of Léonard Billeron dit La Fatigue, a Montréal native who 

married Marie-Claire Catoire in 1721 at Biloxi, months after her arrival on the ship La Baleine.147 

The couple lived a long and prosperous life in the Illinois Country. They appeared on the 1726 and 

1732 censuses at Kaskaskia, Catoire appeared as a widow in 1752 at Kaskaskia, and their son 

Pierre was enumerated at Kaskaskia in 1752 and Ste. Geneviève in 1766.148 With this influx of 

French women in the Lower Mississippi, as well as female immigration from France through  

Canada and from France directly, more wives on the 1726 census were born in France than Canada. 

 

The demographic character at Fort de Chartres was younger, with more couples but smaller 

families, many from elsewhere while Kaskaskia was already thoroughly blended and local. A third 

of the wives on the 1726 census at both locations are Indigenous or métis.149 There were no 

Indigenous men on the census, though these men, both freed and enslaved, married enslaved 

Indigenous women around this time. Indigenous men, when present, were not enumerated as heads 

 
146 The majority were aged 18-25 and from Paris and its surrounding area, some came from La Rochelle and Rochefort. 

According to Aubert, almost 800 women were recruited and transported to New France between 1663-1673. Aubert, “The Blood 

of France,” 454.; Trudel, Histoire de la Nouvelle France IV, 259-270.; Virginia Gould, “Bienville’s Brides: Virgins or 

Prostitutes? 1719-1721,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 59, no. 4 (2018): 398-402. 
147 Bruce Ardoin, “The Baleine Brides: A Missing Ship’s Roll Call for Louisiana, 1721,” in National Genealogical Society 

Quarterly 75 December 1987: 303-305. Other women who married men who would settle in the Illinois: Marianne Goneau (KM 

39:5:16:2, KM 40:7:11:1), Françoise Rabut (KM 26:5:29:1), Marie Magdeleine Cordier (KM 25:5:14:1). Blanche Vigneron 

arrived in 1719 on a separate ship and married Antoine Camus (Tambour) then Louis Thomas. Person, “1726 Census of the 

Illinois Country,” 34, footnotes 206-207.; KM 25:5:17:1, KM 36:-:-:95.  
148 KM 23:8:25:1.; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732. G1 464. (ANOM), Aix-en-Provence, 

France.; Recensement general du pays des Ilinois. 1752. Loudoun Papers, LO 426. Huntington Library, San Marino, California, 

USA.; 1 Recensement de la population de la Louisiane par le gouvernement espagnol: “Estado general de Todos los habitantes de 

la colonia de la Luisiana.” 6 April 1766 to February 1768. P1000, S3, D2807, Collection Centre d’archives de Québec, 

Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec (BAnQ), Quebec City, Canada. 
149 Sharon Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 3-4.; Recensement de la Louisiane, 1726.  

Figure 4. Birth Locations of Wives on the 1726 Illinois Country Census 

 Indigenous 

or métis 

France Canada France via 

Mobile/Biloxi 

Detroit The 

Netherlands 

Mobile Germany Unsure 

Kaskaskia 14 4 4 3 0 0 1 0 5 

Fort de 

Chartres 

7 9 1 2 1 1 0 1 11 
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of households, another example of how the budding French assimilation process stripped social 

status from Indigenous peoples. Mixed, largely French-identifying men became heads of 

households in subsequent generations, further demonstrating that to obtain status and wealth in 

settler villages, mixed race men may have been required to diminish or conceal their Indigenous 

identity. Mixed race individuals were expected to speak French (though perhaps in addition to an 

Indigenous language), to marry in the Catholic faith, and to live in French villages. While they did 

not (yet) make up a majority, mixed race couples were the ones who lived out their lives in the 

Illinois Country, while single men (especially at Fort de Chartres) were more likely to disappear 

from the record and not appear on the 1732 census or in subsequent documents. Their birth 

locations are more difficult to track down, and details about their lives are few. At Kaskaskia, 

fourteen of twenty-six (over half) of the couples with known birth locations were of mixed race. 

This is evidence that mixed race couples contributed significantly to the construction of the 

community at Kaskaskia, both in numbers and in social influence.  

Unable to project their power past the Great Lakes, the French government could not 

always enforce strict legal orders in the Illinois Country. Robert Michael Morrissey argues that on 

the edge of empire, conscious and functional collaboration between Indigenous peoples and the 

French was based on opportunism, resulting in a stable colonial culture that supported large 

families and farms, thereby increasing the wealth of French settlers. Durable and “ancient” French-

Indigenous alliances were cultivated through a network of kinship, including intermarriage and 

god-parentage, into which the French were accepted.150 Individuals had options and no one group 

 
150 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 129. 
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dominated.151 Permanent settlements and durable agreements were rooted in the bedrock of 

French-Indigenous intermarriage, which are featured on the 1726 census.152  

 

Black and Indigenous Slavery 

The Lalande family of Kaskaskia is a complex case where questions of slavery, ethnicity, 

and status meet. Jean-Baptiste (Guillemot) Lalande was approximately 32 years old at the time 

of the census, an immigrant from Montréal who married a local Illinois woman, Catherine 

8abana Ki8oi (Ouabanakicoue) five years prior.153 She was widowed and coincidentally her first 

husband was also from Montréal, though he was almost twenty years older than Lalande.154 

Together, 8abana Ki8io and Lalande cared for her two children from her first marriage as well as 

their own two children, all mixed-race. Their household included thirteen other individuals – six 

black slaves, six Indigenous slaves, and one domestic servant. It was not unusual for Indigenous 

women and their French husbands to own Indigenous slaves.155 In a time far removed from our 

own, it is confounding to ponder what type of relationship may have existed between Catherine 

8abana Ki8oi and her Indigenous slaves. Such situations were not uncommon, as forty percent of 

the households on the 1726 census reported owning Black and/or Indigenous slaves, and slavery 

was a prevalent aspect of settler colonialism in the Illinois Country is its foundational period. 

The combined household of Boisbrillant and Des Ursins owned 22 Black slaves (the 

highest number reported on this census) who worked their 100-acre parcel of land at Fort de 

Chartres. Households that owned more land often held more Black slaves, suggesting their use in 

 
151 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (Cambridge, 

1991). This is White’s idea of French-Indigenous balance of power. 
152 Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration. See introduction, 1-10.  
153 PRDH couple #14497, PRDH individual #30723, KM 21:12:11:1. 
154 PRDH couple #12495, PRDH individual #72057.  
155 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 149.; La Salle, “La Salle on Illinois Country,” in The 

French Foundations, 10. 
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agriculture. Sharon Person and Cécile Vidal suggest that at this time, slaveholding was not a 

“predominant characteristic” in the Illinois and did not confer or confirm social status as it did in 

places such as New Orleans.156 In the Illinois Country, Black enslaved peoples were both 

brought by Philippe Renaud specifically and imported more generally as labour for the religious 

orders (especially the Jesuits) in the region. Available sources do not detail the enslaved peoples’ 

country of origin, nor the path they took to arrive in the Illinois, except that Renaud purchased 

his original group in Saint-Domingue, and a few marriage records in the late 18th century include 

Guinea as a birthplace.157 Other later records, such as a sale of a family of six Black slaves, 

indicate that the seller purchased the slaves from another merchant in Detroit.158 Kaskaskia was 

not a port city like New Orleans and the shipment of slaves to Upper Louisiana is not well 

understood. First issued for the West Indies in 1685, the French crown reissued The Code Noir 

for Louisiana in 1724, meaning that the colony contained enough Black slaves to warrant a 

reinforcement of the rules. Where records exist, it appears that the residents and government in 

the Illinois adhered to the Code Noir despite no formal apparatus for its enforcement. Enslaved 

peoples were housed, families kept together until children reached puberty, enslaved peoples 

were baptized and married in the Catholic faith, and some were emancipated with permission.159  

 
156 Person, “1726 Census of the Illinois Country,” 5.; Cécile Vidal, “Africains et Européens au Pays des Illinois durant la période 

Française (1699-1765),” French Colonial History 3 (2003): 51-68.  
157 Virtually all Black enslaved peoples were born elsewhere, however Black women may have given birth in the few years since 

their arrival around 1720. Sources detail Angola and West Africa (the Senegal and Niger River Valley- Senegambia, the 

Windward Coast, the Bight of Benin). Carl J. Ekberg, “Black Slaves in the Illinois Country, 1721-1765,” Proceedings of the 

Meeting of the French Colonial Historical Society 11 (1987): 267-8.; Houck, A History of Missouri, 282-3.; Scott Heerman, 

“Beyond Plantations: Indian and African Slavery in the Illinois Country, 1720–1780,” Slavery & Abolition 38, no. 3 (September 

2017): 489–509. In the 1760s Black slaves also came from Philadelphia and Jamaica, brought by the British.; Marriage record 

from 1794 where the enslaved groom belonging to Antoine Delouvière was from Guinée, records from 1770 where 4 couples 

were all from Guinée: Records of St. Joseph’s Parish of Prairie du Rocher, 1721-1840 [including Ste. Anne’s du Fort de 

Chartres], Diocese of Belleville, Catholic Parish Records, 1729-1756, Belleville, Illinois. 
158 KM 43:8:9:1. 
159 KM 28:3:6:1, KM 30:12:22:3, KM 33:1:2:2, KM 37:5:8:1, KM 41:3:19:1, KM 25:2:9:1, KM 40:4:4:1, KM 41:3:3:2, KM 

44:2:25:1, KM 46:10:8:1.; Ekberg, “Black Slaves in the Illinois Country.” 
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While historians such as Carl Ekberg assert that Black enslaved peoples were living well 

in the Illinois, especially compared to other colonies, it is impossible to ignore the fact that 

enslaved peoples were chattel that were bought and sold like personal property.160 They appear 

on inventories with lists of animals, barns, and clothing, and are distinguished even from 

indentured servants. In the inventory of Jacques Bourdon, militia caption at Kaskaskia, it took 

over five months to settle his affairs including two days, October 28-29, set aside solely for the 

division of black and Indigenous slaves among his heirs.161 These slaves had been torn from their 

families, forced onto boats with abhorrent conditions, destined for a new continent they knew 

little about, and they completed back breaking work every day.162 The conditions for enslaved 

Indigenous peoples were no better. Historian Brett Rushforth asserts that Indigenous Illinois 

captors tortured their captives and highlights that the Illinois played an active role in acquiring 

slaves and trading them to the French, flying in the face of Ekberg’s assertion that the Illinois 

simply purchased enslaved peoples from other Indigenous groups, and traded relatively few.163 

However, few records report additional violence or death being used as a punishment in the 

Illinois, though official records may have omitted these. In 1725, the Company of the Indies 

rejected judicial torture (a non-physical method resulting in psychological suffering) in favour of 

whipping because they needed to retain convict labour.164 This example proves that slave labour 

was somewhat scarce and valuable, regardless of race. To this point, settlers also paid for 

injuring slaves, and there were ordinances against removing Black slaves from the colony.165  

 
160 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 76.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 145-151, 157. 
161 KM 23:7:1:1.; Natalia Maree Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 43-44.; KM 23:9:11:1, KM 23:9:10:3. 
162 Christopher Hodson and Brett Rushforth, “Absolutely Atlantic: Colonialism and the Early Modern French State in Recent 

Historiography,” History Compass, 8: 2010, 101-117.; Cécile Vidal, "The Reluctance of French Historians to Address Atlantic 

History," Southern Quarterly 43, no. 4 (Summer, 2006): 163.; Catherine Desbarats et Thomas Wien, “Introduction : la Nouvelle-

France et l’Atlantique,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française 64, no 3-4 (2011) : 15-18, 21. 
163 Brett Rushforth, review of Stealing Indian Women: Native Slavery in the Illinois Country by Carl J. Ekberg, Ethnohistory 55, 

no. 4 (2008): 683-85. In Stealing Indian Women, “Indian Woman X,” was shot and killed, and her life was fraught with violence.  
164 KM 25:8:27:1, KM 25:8:31:1, KM 38:8:20:1, KM 41:2:19:1.; Aubert, “The Blood of France,” 462. 
165 KM 38:8:20:1, KM 41:2:19:1. Masters were also required to provide another labourer to take the place of an injured slave. 
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There is one emancipated Black slave listed on the 1726 census, the lone freed slave 

listed on any census during the French colonial period in Illinois Country. He was living at Fort 

de Chartres or in its vicinity, perhaps the former slave of a high-ranking military or 

administrative family whose male head had passed away. Around 1726, he began to serve as a 

domestic in lieutenant Pierre Melique’s household in exchange for a yearly salary of one calf.166 

He is listed as “Baptiste nègre,” an engagé rather than a “master” of his own household, and he 

owned no land or household possessions. Slave owners emancipated their slaves for several 

reasons, including the slave’s marriage, the owner’s death or relocation, or termination of a work 

contract involving the slave, but the population of free slaves at this time would have been very 

low.167 Settler Pierre Fafard dit Boisjoli did not report owning any slaves on the 1726 census, 

when he lived at Kaskaskia, but he subsequently bought at least one Black male slave and two or 

three female Indigenous slaves.168 By 1732, he was the militia captain at Kaskaskia, but he 

reported no household possessions and no other family members except for a single female 

Indigenous slave.169 Boisjoli likely had an extensive personal relationship with this slave, named 

Roquillette, but whether it was sexual or not, he used his legal knowledge and experience to free 

her before his departure for New Orleans in 1739.170 Both Indigenous and Black enslaved 

peoples were freed at approximately the same rate, but records before 1730 report more 

emancipations of Indigenous slaves and post-1730 records favour Black slaves. This may be due 

to the increased number of Black slaves in the 1730s. In many cases, the ethnicity and the fates 

 
166 KM 25:3:12:1. 
167 KM 26:7:26:1, KM 56:8:30:1, KM 25:8:18:6. 
168 KM 24:5:1:1, KM 38:5:2:1, KM 38:10:6:1, KM 38:10:6:1, KM 41:7:24:1, KM 48:4:25:2; Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. 
169 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 
170 KM 39:-:-:2, KM 38:5:2:1, KM 30:9:30:2. 



 

 
46 

 

of these freed slaves remains unknown, but some social connections to settlers and other 

enslaved peoples can be uncovered from the official records.171  

The Code Noir prohibited sex between enslaved and free peoples, but it occurred, 

nonetheless. In these cases, if the free man was single, he was often made to marry his slave, 

freeing all parties, including any children from the union. French King Louis XIV reissued the 

Code Noir in 1724, adding the clause that children would be barred from emancipation because 

the government wanted to avoid an increase in the number of free blacks considering recent 

uprisings in Saint-Domingue.172 In the Illinois, marriages between two Black slaves were 

common (more so than Indigenous slave marriages) and celebrated in the Catholic faith. While 

Black-European intermarriage occurred, most often there is no marriage record, only a baptism 

record or marriage record for the resulting child in which one or both parents are omitted or the 

marker “mulâtre” is used. Because of these gaps, it is difficult to speak to the frequency of these 

types of relations, only to say that they took place more than was documented.  

Indigenous slavery warrants inclusion in any discussion of the Illinois Country, though 

they make up a smaller demographic than Black slaves. Historian Brett Rushforth argues that 

through gift-giving and diplomacy, the French successfully negotiated a far-reaching Indigenous 

alliance system which appeared to oppose their budding involvement in Indigenous slavery. 

These aims actually converged, as French-allied Indigenous groups offered captives to the 

 
171 In KM, there were approximately seven freed Indigenous slaves, seven freed Black slaves and one mulatto slave. In eight or 

more cases, the slaves’ ethnicity remains unknown. Some records included multiple enslaved people. 
172 Aubert, “The Blood of France,” 464, 472.; The French regime in Saint-Domingue sought to outfit the island for sugar, cacao, 

and indigo production, eradicating free people of color. Slave rebellions “were a constant presence in Saint-Domingue in the 

early eighteenth century.” Crystal Nicole Eddins, “‘We Must Stop the Progress of Marronnage’: Repertoires and Repression,” 

Chapter 7 in Rituals, Runaways, and the Haitian Revolution: Collective Action in the African Diaspora (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2021), 249.; For the 1722-1724 uprising in particular, see Malick W. Ghachem, “No Body to be Kicked?” 

Monopoly, Financial Crisis, and Popular Revolt in 18th-Century Haiti and America,” Law & Literature, 28:3: 2016, 417-421.; 

Malick M. Ghachem, The Old Regime and the Haitian Revolution (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012).; John D. 

Garrigus, Before Haiti: Race and Citizenship in French Saint-Domingue (Palgrave Macmillan, New York: 2006), Chapters 1-3. 
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French as “culturally powerful symbols of their emerging partnership.”173 Slaves were embraced 

as tokens of friendship and symbols of alliance, but very quickly, if not from the beginning, the 

practice was about more than gift-giving. Indigenous allies of the French wished to control the 

limits of their alliance and there was a need to stabilize alliances after continued warfare and the 

Great Peace of 1701. The French wanted to keep a close eye on their allies to prevent them from 

going to the English as well. Finally, captives were valuable labourers, providing domestic 

service and fieldwork.174 Indigenous Illinois stole slaves from their western enemies to replace 

their own dead and at times as ritualized revenge for losses, both could be provoked or sporadic. 

Enslaved peoples often made their way from Indigenous village to village before being sold to a 

French farmer or merchant. For this reason, it is difficult to trace the origins of many Indigenous 

slaves. In official records, many are listed as “panis,” and though this can refer to the Pawnee, it 

came to refer to any number of Plains nations.175  

Flying in the face of any bid for friendship, the French kept a small number of Fox 

(Renard/Mesquakie) slaves. The official French policy was to befriend the Fox as Algonquian 

allies, but French allies like the Illinois, Miami, Ottawa, Huron, and Ojibwa detested the Fox. 

The French were drawn into the Fox slave trade because they wanted to prove their loyalty to the 

Illinois, but by accepting Fox slaves, they symbolically acknowledged that the Fox were their 

enemies as well, preventing a French-Fox alliance.176 Records in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts 

report that French settlers in the Illinois regularly went to trade with the Fox nation, but this was 

a double-edged sword. In a revealing case, the French took Marie, a Fox woman, from her 

village during “their war with the Fox.”177 She became a slave in a French household before 

 
173 Rushforth, “A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 779. 
174 Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars and the Limits of Alliance,” 56, 71; Rushforth, ““A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 777. 
175 Rushforth, “A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 785, 787-789, 793, 799 
176 Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars and the Limits of Alliance,” 57, 62, 65. 
177 KM 65:6:8:1. 
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being traded to another French family for two young Indigenous slaves. Written testimony from 

her uncle, chief of the Fox nation, asserted that she was a free woman, and because the French 

wished to avoid war with the Fox, the Royal Court, along with Captain Louis St. Ange and Judge 

Joseph Lefebvre D’Inglebert granted her request and reversed the sale. Although they ordered 

that Marie pay for the court costs, she apparently returned to her home nation and disappeared 

from the record. Diplomatic relations were complicated, as the Fox would often request that the 

Illinois return their captured people during peacetime, only to be told that the Illinois had no Fox 

slaves in their villages.178 Of course, they knew where the stolen slaves were, in French or 

mixed-race households. It was not only the Fox who were in this precarious position. In a trade 

contract from 1745, partners Jean-Baptiste Alarie and Guillaume La Douceur were permitted to 

go to the Osage nation to trade but were forbidden from purchasing any Shawnee or 

“Nakitoches” (Natchez).179 In a cautious battle of tug-of-war, the Illinois ensured that they 

defined the limits of alliance. It is difficult to view French-Indigenous relationships in binary 

terms from this angle because there were competing interests and struggles for primacy, 

especially because the Illinois is distant from the Great Lakes region.  

Military officers procured slaves themselves as prisoners of war, while Indigenous allies 

offered slaves as alliance-assuring gifts. Both French and Indigenous merchants brought them to 

population centres to sell. In 1709, the intendent of New France provided his official support for 

Indigenous slavery by guaranteeing the security of Indigenous slaves as property.180 Objects of 

friendship and trade, settlers increasingly viewed Indigenous slaves as commodities in a region 

where labour was hard to come by.181 Though both Indigenous and Black slaves found 

 
178 Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars and the Limits of Alliance,” 72-73.; KM 65:6:8:1, KM 46:7:12:1, KM 47:10:14:1. 
179 KM 45:6:28:2.  
180 Aubert, “The Blood of France”, 458.; Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars and the Limits of Alliance,” 66. 
181 Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars and the Limits of Alliance,” 67. 
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themselves in the same census category (household property), the circumstances of their arrival 

and their status was not equal. Children of Indigenous slaves did not inherit the status of slave, 

and even adult Indigenous slaves retained a measure of social respectability.182 Indigenous slaves 

belonged to the Illinois Country community. They spoke French, enjoyed a fair degree of 

movement and communication and were at times desirable sexual partners.183 Women were more 

often enslaved because they were reproductively important and could be incorporated into the 

polygamous relationships that many Illinois practiced. Children were also spared because they 

were easier to assimilate into new cultures and languages, while men were most often the victims 

of revenge killings.184 Early French traveler André Pénicault noted that the Kaskaskia treated 

their prisoners of war (slaves) respectfully, taking any children captured to be raised in their 

village and instructed by the Jesuits. Though this religious education was wishful thinking by 

Pénicault, many were baptized and married in the Catholic faith.185 These examples have 

demonstrated that both Indigenous and Black enslaved peoples played a serious role in the 

construction of the greater Illinois community after approximately 1720 by interacting with 

French settlers and local Indigenous people via baptism, marriage, labour, and alliance-making.  

 

Case Study: The Philippe-Rouensa Household 

One of the earliest entries in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts contains clues to how 

intermarriage, resource accumulation, mobility, and kinship came together to facilitate 

intervillage movements. Likely written by Montréal merchant Jean Soumande, the 1714 letter 

was addressed to Michel Philippe dit Étienne at Kaskaskia. Soumande requested payment for a 

 
182 Rushforth, “A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 781.; DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage,” 273-279. 

183 Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 182.; Rushforth, “A Little Flesh We Offer You,” 784. 
184 DuVal, “Indian Intermarriage and Métissage,” 273.  
185 Pénicault in Margry ed., Découvertes, 5 :491-493. 
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16-year-old debt.186 Despite the time and space between them, the two men evidently retained 

ties. Michel Philippe was born around 1669 in Trois-Rivières to parents from France, and he may 

have lived briefly in Montréal. He likely came to the Illinois in the 1690s, and he married the 

daughter of the Kaskaskia chief, Marie Rouensa (R8insa/Oucanicoue) around 1703. His brother 

Étienne also journeyed to the Illinois and married a local Indigenous woman, Marie 

Maouseicoua (Ma8ennakoe). Marie Rouensa was the region’s most eager convert, and it is likely 

that her sister-in-law Marie Maouseicoua was also an actively practicing Catholic.187 

Soumande’s letter to Philippe discusses the price of beaver, indicating that Philippe was likely a 

fur trader who had recently traded in his pirogue (canoe) for a charrue (plow). The letter alludes 

to the fact that trade prospects were good because of the current state of peace. Illinois Country 

villages were often caught up in multiple wars and raids, primarily with the Fox, the Iroquois, 

and the Chickasaw and 1714 proved to be a quiet year where trade was more easily facilitated.188 

The Iroquois played an active role in campaigns across New France and colonial North America 

more broadly from 1676 until approximately 1701 and were often allied with English, and later 

Anglo-American settlers.189 At the time of the letter, Michel Philippe and his Illinois wife Marie 

Rouensa had four children together, including a three-to four-month-old daughter, and Marie had 

 
186 KM 14:4:6:1.; PRDH individual #68852. 
187 PRDH Couple #9436, KM 25:8:16:1, KM 30:1:23:1 and KM 35:5:23:1. For accounts of Marie Rouensa and her role in the 

early Illinois, see Ekberg, “Marie Rouensa-8cate8a and the Foundations of French Illinois,” 146–60.; Susan Sleeper-Smith, 

“Women, Kin and Catholicism: New Perspectives on the Fur Trade,” Ethnohistory 47:2 (Spring 2000): 423-452.; and Jacques 

Gravier, “Letter by Father Jacques Gravier in the form of a Journal of the Mission of l’Immaculé Conception de Notre Dame in 

the Illinois Country,” in The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations of the Jesuit Missionaries in New 

France, 1610–1791 Volume 64 ed. Reuben Gold Thwaites (Cleveland, Ohio, 1900), 159-237. 
188 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 32, 71, 78.; Jon Parmenter, “After the Mourning Wars: The 

Iroquois as Allies in Colonial North American Campaigns, 1676-1760,” The William and Mary Quarterly 64, no. 1 (2007): 39–

76.; Roger Carpenter, "Making war more lethal: Iroquois vs. Huron in the Great Lakes Region, 1609 to 1650." Michigan 

Historical Review, vol. 27, no. 2, fall 2001, 33-51.  
189 The French-Iroquois friendship was “expensive and troublesome” to maintain, as the Iroquois preferred to “maximize their 

political flexibility” and remain relatively independent. The Iroquois here are Five Nations Iroquois- other groups settled near 

mission communities near Montréal were allied with the French. Parmenter, “After the Mourning Wars,” 71-76. 
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two children from her previous marriage to Michel Accault.190 The Philippe-Rouensa family 

provides an accurate representation of a moderately wealthy and well-connected Illinois 

family.191  

Through a mixture of movement, marriage, and Catholicism, Kaskaskia emerged as a 

centre for families. Blended families such as this were quite typical in French Illinois because 

widows quickly remarried and because most couples had children. The Philippe-Rouensa family 

was already accumulating resources. They were clearing land to farm, buying horses, cattle and 

both Black and Indigenous slaves. Ten years later, their family reported owning eight slaves (five 

Black, three Indigenous), as well as two domestic servants, fifteen cattle, five horses and 100 

acres.192 In an estimate from 1721, there were only 100 cattle and fifty horses in total at 

Kaskaskia, demonstrating that the mixed-race Philippe family was definitely wealthy.193 With 

the average household clearing approximately 25 acres on a census done around 1724, the 

Philippe family was one of only seven families to clear more than 100 acres.194 However, this did 

not mean that travel and community level migrations ended once the seeds had been sown at the 

Philippe-Rouensa farm. 

During his lifetime, Philippe and his family made many strategic moves in the Illinois 

that increased their wealth and their reach. This wealth was not limited to the Philippe family 

(although if it had been, the reach would still have been significant) nor was it limited to 

 
190 PRDH couple #9436, PRDH individuals #26789, #26790 and #26793. KM 25:8:16:1. Her two children from her first marriage 

are Pierre (b.1695) and Michel Accault (b.1702), and the children of her second marriage are Jacques (b.1704), Agnes (b. 1706), 

Elisabeth (b. 1712), Marie Josephe (b. 1714), Joseph (b. 1715), and Ignace Philippe. All baptisms except Pierre Accault and 

Ignace Philippe can be found in Registre de la Paroisse de la Conception de Notre Dame des Cascaskias, [baptism, marriages, 

and deaths], 1695-1833, Diocese of Belleville, Catholic Parish Records, 1729-1956, Belleville, Illinois. 
191 They were one of 16 households who cleared more than fifty acres, and one of 22 households with more than ten animals (of a 

total of 110 households). Thus, the Philippe-Rouensa family represents approximately the upper 20% of Illinois households. This 

does not account for the number of family members, as there are smaller families whose relative wealth per member would be 

higher than the large Philippe-Rouensa family’s.  
192 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. 
193 Estimate from Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 205, 217. In 1721, there were around 50 families in Kaskaskia. 
194 In land, these 7 families represented the top 6.4% of all households on the census. A majority of these families were living in 

or around Kaskaskia, rather than Cahokia or Fort de Chartres. Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726. 
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Kaskaskia. Generational intervillage migrations strengthened kinship ties between Kaskaskia and 

Fort de Chartres and increased prosperity status and prosperity of both the parents and their 

children. The first step was to marry well, as marriage was a crucial element to maintaining 

community ties.195 Marriages improved access to land, trade goods, and influence. Having eight 

children between two marriages created extended connections for the Philippe-Rouensa family, 

as at least four of the children married.196 Michel owned land at multiple locations. He 

successfully petitioned for four parcels in St. Joseph’s prairie (near Prairie du Rocher) for his 

four boys in 1743, he owned land in the Prairie Mélique (between Kaskaskia and Fort de 

Chartres), Prairie Chassin (named for his son-in law, Nicolas Chassin, the first garde magasin, a 

prominent government position), the “Indian prairie,” (likely near the Indigenous Kaskaskia 

village), and at the Pointe de Liards, Québec (near his hometown), and his principal residence in 

 
195 Morrissey. “Kaskaskia Social Network,” 104-105. 
196 KM 27:2:11:2, KM 35:11:21:1, KM 27:10:20:1, KM 38:10:7:1, KM 37:7:6:1, KM 37:-:-:46.  

Figure 5 
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the French village of Kaskaskia.197 This is an example of proliferation of land-owning ties to 

many communities, in part to serve a growing family, and in part to acquire wealth. It extended 

from Kaskaskia throughout the Illinois Country, but also maintained landed ties back in Québec.  

 Philippe became first captain of the militia in the 1730s, a highly respected position 

reserved for prominent individuals in the community.198 At least two of his daughters moved to 

Fort de Chartres after marrying high-ranking men involved in government, no doubt more 

comfortable with the move knowing that their father farmed nearby and frequented the town. 

Fort de Chartres attracted nomadic souls, and its crude storage facility provided a local market 

for wheat, maize, garden produce, and material goods.199 The keeper of the storehouse (Michel’s 

son-in-law) fed, clothed, and equipped soldiers, supplied guns and ammunition, and distributed 

tools and materials for public works. Michel conducted business and kept merchandise there for 

short periods of time.200 Illinois Country villages were located along a major river, allowing 

fairly easy trade between them, but it was not the only route available. Officials records from 

1725 include the first mention of the Chemin du Roi (also called the Rue Royal, “the road to the 

fort,” or the Kaskaskia-Cahokia Trail) and the road served all five villages on the east bank, 

ending across the river from Ste. Geneviève. 201 This road facilitated trade and personal relations 

over land, and parts of the trail were old buffalo and deer paths used by trappers.202 Michel 

Philippe’s son Joseph accepted jobs at the salt works across the Mississippi, joined the 

Chickasaw campaign south at the St. François River in present-day Missouri, southwest of 

 
197 KM 43:5:8:4, KM 46:1:17:1, KM 45:10:10:1, KM 27:-:-:7. 
198 KM 38:6:15:1. An election for village syndic and assembly of militia officers occurred at Michel’s home. KM 39:4:13:2. 
199 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 74, 86-93.; KM 23:5:13:1; D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette,” 34, 52, 63-64. 
200 KM 26:6:7:2, KM 31:11:19:2, KM 37:3:30:1, KM 39:11:7:1.  
201 Robert F. Mazrim, At Home in the Illinois Country: French Colonial Domestic Site Archaeology in the Midwest 1730 – 1800, 

Studies in Archaeology No. 9 (Urbana, Illinois: Illinois State Archaeological Survey, 2011), 16.; Illinois General Assembly, 

Senate Joint Resolution SJR0067, 1-5, https://www.ilga.gov/.  
202 Illinois General Assembly, Senate Joint Resolution SJR0067, Article 3. 

https://www.ilga.gov/
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Kaskaskia, and became a voyageur who owned expensive pirogues and canoes and worked in 

places like Detroit.203 Farming, selling household goods, livestock, or brandy, and hunting 

beaver or deer were not separate occupations in the Illinois. They were intrinsically linked, and it 

is likely that Michel and his sons dabbled in all three during their lifetimes.204 Occupations 

changed from season to season, even week to week in a mobile fashion that was dictated by 

immediate needs, especially in the first two decades of the 18th century.205 In late 1739 and early 

1740, Michel Philippe opened his home to friend and voyageur Jean-Baptiste Larivière who 

lived there when he came to the Illinois. When “enemies”206 killed Larivière north at Grand 

Detour near Chicago, Philippe was in possession of his personal effects, objects reminiscent of  

places near and far.207 Philippe later held a public auction at his home, transforming his private 

residence into an arena for trade and movement. Apparatuses were put in place to ease the 

purchase and sale of various goods across villages. Public auctions took place semi-regularly, 

 
203 Son Joseph at the Chickasaw campaign: KM 39:4:27:2, in Detroit: KM 48:1:11:1, at the salt works, KM 43:3:19:1. 
204 Boyle, “Did She Generally Decide?,” 784. 
205 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 71-72; Ekberg, Stealing Indian Women, 103. 
206 No specific enemy is identified, but one can hypothesize that they were Indigenous. Ojibwe, Odawa, Potawatomi, Miami, and 

Fox nations are all represented in the area near Chicago. KM 40:6:2:1. 
207 KM 40:6:2:1, KM 40:7:3:2.; Jay Gitlin, The Bourgeois Frontier: French Towns, French Traders, and American Expansion 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). 

Figure 6 
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sales were announced on the door of the church, and payments were accepted in many forms, 

including pelts, skins, lead, flour, and cash.208 At the time of his death, Philippe left equal 

donations to his home church of the Immaculate Conception at Kaskaskia and Ste. Anne’s at Fort 

de Chartres, home to his daughters and sons-in-law and a second home to himself. 209 From his 

base at Kaskaskia, Michel Philippe extended his reach to nearby communities, and they 

welcomed him, especially when he became financially invested. This was one of the first 

families to turn their successful crops into flour which they sold for other commodities. Michel’s 

death, as well as that of his wife, incited one of the largest inherited estates in the Illinois at the 

time.210 Even Michel’s granddaughter and her husband received a one fifth share of his estate, 

inheriting usable land and valuable business.  

 
208 KM 40:6:2:1, KM 29:2:27:1. See KM for over 300 instances of auctions, and Carl J. Ekberg, François Vallé and His World: 

Upper Louisiana before Louis and Clark (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 2002). 
209 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; KM 27:-:-:7, KM 30:10:28:1, KM 39:4:27:2, KM 39:9:16:2, KM 40:6:9:1, KM 

43:3:19:1, KM 43:5:8:4, KM 43:-:-:2, KM 45:10:10:1, KM 46:1:17:1, KM 46:2:9:2, KM 48:1:22:1. 
210 For the inventory of his wife, Marie Rouensa, see Ekberg, “Marie Rouensa-8cate8a and the Foundations of French Illinois,” 

158-160. It contains hundreds of other items totalling over 3 pages, counted over at least 2 days, and totalling over 45,000 livres. 

KM 25:8:16:1, KM 25:8:17:1, KM 46:1:14:4.  

Michel Philippe Family and Kinship Network 

Figure 7 
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As seen in Figure 7, Michel Philippe’s family network had become extensive.211 It 

included family, friends, and business partners and cut across racial lines by including both 

Indigenous and mixed race individuals. Orange, blue, yellow, and gray nodes represent the most 

interconnected individuals (in that order), followed by purple and finally green nodes, which 

represent the least interconnected individuals. It is also worth noting that most of Michel’s 

children are represented by blue or yellow nodes, which demonstrates that Michel’s prominence 

trickled down to those closest to him.  

 

Conclusion 

The ethnic character of the Illinois Country was in a process of becoming as individuals 

chose which aspects of their ethnicity or occupation to embrace based many factors, including 

elements like wealth and networking. While this could be perceived as instability, early French 

settlers and their Indigenous counterparts were consistent in their varied efforts, creating 

financial stability and greater familial wealth in a short time. Priests in New France judged 

mobility as negative and hindering, slowing “mental development [and] acceptance of the 

Gospel.”212 Over 1000 kilometres from the St. Lawrence Valley, movement did not come with a 

negative connotation, and it did not reflect a “savage” way of life, instead it became a marker of 

wealth and prominence. Real opportunities for financial gain and kinship extension were often 

only a community or a connection away, and enterprising French settlers were sharp enough to 

seize them before they passed.  

 
211 This Social Network web is certainly not exhaustive, but it includes all individuals reported in KM in a legal transaction with 

Michel Philippe, as well as documented family members. Charlotte (daughter of Agnès) and her husband Antoine Henault 

received their share in January 1746, KM 46:1:17:1. 
212 D’Artaguiette, “Journal of Diron d’Artaguiette, 1722-1723,” 71.; Tracy Leavelle, The Catholic Calumet, 61. 
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A singular Illinois community was constructed out of multiple villages, which required 

social mixing and integration between Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, and St. Philippe. Cahokia 

was notably small and isolated in the first thirty years of settlement. Intermarriage, mobility, and 

kinship, whether imagined or real, were its fundamental building blocks. The 1723 and 1726 

censuses provide (1) confirmation that mixed-race couples were an important part of this 

construction, and (2) insights into accumulation of wealth and various household possessions.  

Individuals like Michel Philippe extended their economic reaches during the foundational period, 

paving the way for more explicit intervillage migrations in the 1730s and later. These intervillage 

migrations rested on mobility, kinship, and wealth, all of which were present in the region, as 

argued in this chapter. As trade and agriculture expanded alongside one another, population 

increased. Individuals and families bought land further away from village centres creating a need 

for movement and for new villages like Prairie du Rocher. In a world where mobility could 

easily have been perceived as a threat, as Steven Greenblatt argues, either for its Indigenous 

connotations, for its ability to decenter traditions or beliefs, or for its tendency towards violence, 

the French in the Illinois Country carved out a positive space for movement and migration, 

starting with the communities closest to them. The local culture that was created did not “hide 

the mobility that [was] its enabling condition.”213 French settler households were more than 

willing to leave their comfortable lives for new opportunities only slightly farther away to attain 

or maintain an advantageous economical position.  

 

 

 

 
213 Greenblatt, Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto,252. 
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Chapter 2: Extending Community: Intervillage Migrations in the Secondary Settlement 

Phase  (1730-1752) 

 

Ambroise Moreau Sansregret and his wife Jeanne Paul both lived to be almost eighty 

years old. Together they embarked on a journey across the Atlantic Ocean and were laid to rest at 

the Prairie du Rocher cemetery in 1760, less than eight months apart.214 In between, they were 

recorded on all three French censuses, and on each one they lived in different villages. Arriving 

in the Illinois just before 1730, the couple made their home at Fort de Chartres, but almost as 

quickly as they had settled there, they sold their home, garden, and half the lot for 700 livres.215 

In search of greener pastures, quite literally, they migrated to Kaskaskia around 1731. At Fort de 

Chartres, the couple had only owned 4 acres and no animals, but at Kaskaskia, they reported 13 

pigs and a cow, and had also acquired a male Indigenous slave. Moreau befriended his business 

partner Mathurin Chaillau in Kaskaskia around this time and worked with him as early as 

1731.216 In 1738, Moreau, Paul, and Chaillau were named in a contract declaring that all three 

were each other’s universal heirs, as friends and business partners living at Prairie du Rocher.217 

They all signed the official record there and the notary verified the contract at Kaskaskia one 

month later. Moreau and Paul found their greatest success at Prairie du Rocher, their final 

destination, where they lived for over twenty years, from approximately 1738 until their deaths 

in 1760. Their household expanded to include three more enslaved peoples (one Indigenous, two 

Black), as well as 26 heads of cattle, 4 horses, and 34 pigs on over 50 acres.218 Undeterred by 

 
214 Moreau and Paul were included on a ship’s roster from 1719 (La Marie), which departed La Rochelle on May 27 or 28 headed 

for Lower Louisiana. New World Immigrants: A Consolidation of Ship Passengers Lists and Associated Data from Periodical 

Literature Volume I ed. Michael Tepper (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 1979), 487-493.; Marthe Faribault-Beauregard, 

La population des forts français d’Amérique: Répertoire des baptêmes, mariages et sépultures célébrés dans les forts et les 

établissements français en Amérique du Nord au XVIIIe siècle (Volume II), 249-250. Ambroise d. May 3, Jeanne d. December 

26. Their records are in the Fort de Chartres collection, but they were interred at Prairie du Rocher. They had no children.  
215 KM 26:2:16:1.; Recensement de la Louisiane.1726. G1 464. ANOM, Aix-en-Provence, France. 
216 Mathurin’s name is also recorded as Charrvau and its variants. KM 31:10:1:1, KM 33:1:2:1.; Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 

G1 464. ANOM, Aix-en-Provence, France. By 1733, they were dealing in real estate, livestock, and land at Kaskaskia.   
217 KM 38:1:21:2 and KM 38:2:18:2. This was done at Prairie du Rocher.  
218 Recensement general du pays des Ilinois. 1752. Loudoun Papers, LO 426. Huntington Library, San Marino, California, USA. 
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movement, in fact seeking it, the Moreau-Paul household epitomized the entwined processes of 

intervillage migrations and wealth accumulation in the 1730s and 1740s. 

Using the French census from 1732, this chapter explores intervillage linkages, the 

accumulation of resources, and pillars of authority in the Illinois Country from 1730 to 1752. 

Following a period of financial investment in secondary villages and seasonal migrations, I argue 

that explicit intervillage migrations occurred with increasing frequency in the 1730s and 1740s, 

and that there is an important relationship between these migrations and accumulation of wealth.  

French Illinois Country was changing and becoming more prosperous in this secondary phase of 

development, as evidenced by the growing number of resources reported on the censuses, the 

development of new villages such as Prairie du Rocher, and larger families. I demonstrate that 

new villages developed primarily through natural population increase and small-scale local 

migrations, with only a small influx of new settlers. Intervillage migrations compensated for the 

low population in new villages. Instead of smaller villages like St. Philippe struggling to survive 

in isolation and quickly falling off the map, they were directly connected to hundreds of people 

in multiple settlements. Through two case studies, I argue that social connections allowed these 

secondary centres to become meaningful contributors to the overall growth of the region. 

As we begin to unravel the threads that connect the Illinois Country, we must remember 

that French settlements were sparse in 18th-century Louisiana, especially north of the coastal 

region and the Lower Mississippi Valley. The Illinois Country was the only other area of 

substantial settlement, and substantial may be too strong a word to describe the 648 people who 

lived permanently in the villages of Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, Cahokia, and St. Philippe in 

1732.219 Nonetheless, these colonial settlements were important to the French empire because 

 
219 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 
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they produced a surplus of flour and because Fort de Chartres was a key defensive structure on 

the Mississippi River. This region in the “heart of North America” linked Canada to New 

Orleans and was a valuable colony in the French Crescent.220 

 

Leadership and Law at the Edge of Empire in the 1730s 

From 1699 to 1712, the commandant was the sole source of French authority on all 

matters in the Illinois. Men like Robert de la Salle and his partners Henri de Tonti and François 

de la Forest in the 1690s were the first French imperial authorities in Illinois. By the 1720s, 

Commandant Pierre de Boisbrillant was atop the social pyramid and represented the interests of 

the French Company of the Indies. Reporting directly to the French Governor of Louisiana, 

Robert Groton de St. Ange became commandant in the early 1730s and was the first person 

listed on the 1732 census.221 Living at Fort de Chartres, colonial officials enumerated St. Ange as 

a military officer, along with his right-hand man, Terrisse de Ternan, a previous “officer and 

business agent” of the Company of the Indies and perhaps one time commandant at Kaskaskia.222 

While colonial law was, in theory, French national law extended across the sea, special 

privileges were granted in New France as colonial agents adapted to new circumstances.223 In the 

Illinois in particular, military rule was marked by intermarriage between officers and local 

French, mixed race, and Indigenous women, creating a military more prone to “theft, trafficking, 

 
220 “The Heart of North America” from Robert Englebert and Guillaume Teasdale, eds. French and Indians in the Heart of North 

America, 1630-1815 (Michigan State University Press, 2013).; “French Crescent” cited in M.J. Morgan, Land of Big Rivers: 

French and Indian Illinois 1699-1778 (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 2010), 1. 
221 Recensement des Illinois. 1732.; Robert Englebert, “The Legacy of New France: Law and Social Cohesion between Quebec 

and the Illinois Country, 1763–1790,” French Colonial History 17 (2017): 43. 
222 Carl J. Ekberg and Terrisse de Ternan, “Terrisse de Ternan: Epistoler and Soldier,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the 

Louisiana Historical Association 23, no. 4 (1982): 400–408. 
223 Marcel Trudel calls this “mitigated absolutism.” Marcel Trudel, Initiation à la Nouvelle-France : Histoire et institutions 

(Montréal-Toronto, Holt, Rinehart et Wilson, 1968), 169.; Eric Wenzel, “Justice et culture militaires dans le Pays des Illinois au 

XVIIIe siècle à travers une affaire de désertion (1752),” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française 68, no 1-2 (2014): 88.  
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and brawling,” but still with control over French settlers.224 In 1712, the Coutume de Paris came 

into effect in Louisiana and Louis XIV established a Superior Council in New Orleans, the only 

court in the colony.225 Finally, around 1720, the Illinois received a Provincial Council authorized 

by the Company of the Indies, where a local judge could hear civil cases, giving authority back 

to smaller communities and local settlers.226 Most settlers enumerated on the census were 

resident farmers, and they had a certain level of autonomy to handle local disputes in most civil 

matters, allowing power to emanate from the bottom up. Any settler, literate or not, could have a 

petition drawn up by the notary to settle a debt, request help, or appoint a guardian. Subjects of 

the King could also appeal to the Superior Council, which by then was acting in the manner that 

we would understand today as a supreme court. This system continued when the Company of the 

Indies lost its holdings in the Illinois Country in 1731 and Louisiana and the Illinois Country was 

reverted to direct French royal imperial administration.227  

Historian Robert Englebert argues that “despite regular geopolitical change, French 

colonial legal traditions persisted into the early nineteenth century.”228 Further, he argues that 

civil law was a third pillar of French colonial society in the Illinois (the other two being the 

Catholic Church and imperial/colonial governance), and the only one to survive beyond the end 

of the French regime. The Coutume de Paris emphasized families and children, as opposed to 

 
224 KM 35 :-:-:1.; Wenzel, “Justice et Culture Militaire,” 90, 92-95, 100.; Eric Wenzel, “Les magistrats de Nouvelle-France et le 

rapt de séduction: juger en droit ou juger en conscience ?,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française, 73 (3) (2020): 57–77. 
225 Hans W. Baade, "Marriage Contracts in French and Spanish Louisiana: A Study in Notarial Jurisprudence," Tulane Law 

Review 53, no. 1 (1978-1979): 7-8.; Only after Louisiana was purchased in 1803 did the legal system modernize, though historian 

Jerah Johnson argues that many provisions in the civil code for Louisiana were still based on the Coutume de Paris. Jerah 

Johnson, “La Coutume de Paris: Louisiana’s First Law,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association, 

Vol. 30, No. 2 (Spring, 1989): 150-151, 153-155.; KM 44:1:3:1, KM 44:1:29:1, KM 46:6:10:1. 
226 Englebert, “The Legacy of New France,” 43. 
227 Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana and Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), 33-35.; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 98-99. 
228 Englebert, “The Legacy of New France,” 29. 



 

 
62 

 

legal systems such as English Common Law that prioritized husbands and first sons. Even 

widows enjoyed all the rights of a head of household after her husband’s death.229  

The notaries who drew up contracts of inheritance or guardianship were important and 

socially privileged individuals in French legal tradition- they were “recognized by the courts... to 

draw up binding agreements that could not be challenged in court,” and in some cases seen as 

equivalent to a judge, in that they could settle disputes peacefully.230 Some were professional 

notaries, but others were local French settlers. Illinois settlement was less rigidly controlled than 

that of the St. Lawrence Valley, with fewer colonial officials and thus less military and 

administrative presence. This contrasted with Canadian settlement, which had been established 

and was maintained by higher levels of official guidance and control.231 This was a primary 

reason for immigration to the Illinois for many Canadian settlers: its “suffocating society deeply 

indulged in “all the social control and economic dirigisme it found so hard to impose in 

France.”232 Colonial representatives did not replicate this system, with its intendant, governor, 

 
229 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 77.  
230 John A Dickinson, “New France: Law, Courts, and the Coutume de Paris, 1608-1760,” Manitoba Law Journal 32 (1995): 43-

44.; The Kaskaskia Manuscripts, “Introduction,” 5-9; Baade, "Marriage Contracts in French and Spanish Louisiana,” 10-13. 
231 Wistanley Briggs, “Le Pays des Illinois,” William and Mary Quarterly 47, no. 1 (1990): 31, 33, 52-54, 56. When comparing 

the early settlement phases of the St. Lawrence Valley and the Illinois Country (17th century Canada and 18th century Illinois) 

there are many differences. Agricultural colonization was not the first or most important goal for the Compagnie des Cents 

Associés, which brought 300 settlers in 1628 and 4,000 more before 1645. This foray into agriculture and settlement was a 

burden to the fur trading company that focused its few seigneuries on the banks of the St. Lawrence River. Agriculture was more 

prominent in 17th century Illinois, and its villages were expressly designed with plowlands and enclosed communal pasturing 

areas, which were more diffuse by nature and required more movement. Settlers in the Illinois did not allow this space to isolate 

them, while in the St. Lawrence Valley, “agriculture tended to isolate the colony” from the interior of North America and the 

metropoles of Québec City and Montréal. Secondly, the Illinois Country took almost fifty years to reach a population of just over 

1200 (as reported on the 1752 census), while population in the St. Lawrence Valley exploded to over 4000 in approximately 

thirty years. By 1692, the population of Canada was approximately 11,000. I argue that Illinois settlers actively chose to migrate 

between villages and purchase land elsewhere, rather than being forced to by lack of land due to increasing population. The 

slower establishment of the Illinois Country leaves room for this choice, a difference in culture that I argue sets the Illinois 

Country apart. Finally, the St. Lawrence Valley and the Illinois Country did share some aspects of mobility: many settlers farmed 

one year and traded the next and local Indigenous groups were highly mobile. Yet, perceptions were different. I maintain that in 

the Illinois, mobility was perceived as a positive factor, embraced by many people of varying social status, while in the St. 

Lawrence Valley, moving away from the family farm or becoming a voyageur were often looked down on or only acceptable as a 

last resort. Cole Harris, “The St. Lawrence: River and Sea,” Cahiers de géographie du Québec, 11, 23, (1967): 171–173. 
232 Briggs, “Le Pays des Illinois,” 36-7. 
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bishops, and priests, in the Illinois Country, although forms of colonial and religious authority 

were certainly present throughout the French period. 

 The Catholic church was also an important pillar of colonial society in the 1730s and 40s, 

with the Jesuits occupying the first spot at Kaskaskia on the 1732 census. The number of priests 

and the significant growth in land under cultivation, slaves, and livestock point to the growing 

wealth and power of the Church and the Jesuits more specifically between 1726 and 1732. In the 

twenty years after that, the Church sustained a degree of wealth, but reported no significant or 

rapid growth, suggesting that the 1730s was the peak of religious economical activity.  

 

 

 

 

 

Religious orders were no stranger to entrepreneurial investments. They had managed 

seigneuries in New France (Québec) for decades before coming to the Illinois. The Sulpicians 

had a virtual monopoly over the island of Montréal, with 500 acres of land, 224 heads of cattle 

and 20 domestic laborers by 1681. The Jesuits in the St. Lawrence Valley managed seigneuries 

at Cap-de-la-Madeleine, Sillery, Montréal, and Quebec City, properties that stretched tens of 

thousands of acres.233 In addition to land, religious orders of the 18th century “produced some of 

the most consistent and sustained transatlantic traffic in goods, human beings, and knowledge… 

especially… prior to the expansion of state structures in the colony,” making the Jesuits powerful 

 
233 Arnaud Bessière, “Les domestiques des communautés religieuses au Canada au XVIIe siècle,” Études d'histoire religieuse 74, 

(2008) : 61-63.; Dominique Deslandres, John A. Dickinson, and Ollivier Hubert, eds., Les Sulpicians of Montreal: A History of 

Power and Discretion, 1657-2007 (Montreal: Wilson & Lafleur Ltd., 2007); Dany Fougères and Roderick MacLeod eds., 

Montreal: The History of a North American City (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press, 2017). 

Figure 8. Wealth Indicators for 

the Jesuits on the Illinois 

Censuses 
 1726 1732 1752 

Enslaved 

Peoples 
11 

25 
(+14) 

37 (+12) 

Cattle (all 

types) 
15 

27 
(+12) 

33 (+6) 

Acres of 

land 
100 

159 
(+59) 

136 (-23) 

Pigs N/A 40 29 (-11) 
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actors with economic power and religious and civil authority.234 However, there appears to have 

been a slow decline of resources (thus, economic power and authority) in the late 1740s before 

the Jesuits were expelled in 1763 after receiving notice that their order had been disbanded by 

the French crown.235 The three pillars of colonial order were civil law, the Catholic Church, and 

imperial governance, and all were present in the Illinois Country during the 1730s and 40s. 

In the Illinois, far from New Orleans and from the St. Lawrence Valley, a higher level of 

organization and calculation was emerging, but the equation was more balanced. Although there 

were these structures of Church and State, questions of power and authority were not always 

straightforward. Firstly, settlers, coureurs de bois, traders, and Indigenous leaders retained power 

by accumulating wealth through agricultural pursuits and the fur trade, and by asserting their 

places in a loose social hierarchy.236 Secondly, in most settler colonial cases, the state provided 

the framework for pushing settler colonial activities such as dispossession of land, displacement, 

and enslavement, but did not provide the momentum- this usually came from local leaders.237 By 

and large, authority figures in the Illinois did not create this momentum for the elimination of 

Indigenous peoples, apart from dispossession of land. Displacement, for example in the 

separation of Indigenous Kaskaskia and French Kaskaskia, was ineffective, as settlers and 

Indigenous peoples alike forged their own social networks between villages, including even 

military officials. The idea that “colonialism itself [is] a complicated system mutually created by 

 
234 Timothy G. Pearson, “‘Il Sera Important de Me Mander Le Détail de Toutes Choses’: Knowledge and Transatlantic 

Communication from the Sulpician Mission in Canada, 1668-1680,” French Colonial History 12 (2011): 45-6. 
235 Catherine O’Donnell, "Jesuits in the North American Colonies and the United States", Brill Research Perspectives in Jesuit 

Studies 2, 2 (2020): 1-112, Sections 3, 5, and 12.; Englebert, “The Legacy of New France ,” 36. 
236 Scott Berthelette, “New France and the Hudson Bay Watershed: Transatlantic Networks, Backcountry Specialists, and French 

Imperial Projects in Post-Utrecht North America, 1713-29,” The Canadian Historical Review, Vol. 101. Issue 1 (March 2020): 

26.; Cole Harris, “How did Colonialism Dispossess? Comments form an Edge of Empire.” Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers 94, no. 1 (March 2004): 169. 
237 Harris, “How did Colonialism Dispossess?” 170.; Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” 

Journal of Genocide Research, 8:4, (2006): 3, 393.; Adam J. Barker, "Locating Settler Colonialism," Journal of Colonialism and 

Colonial History 13, no. 3 (2012). 
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diverse, entangled peoples,” is the focus of the next section.238 With this logic in mind, I argue 

that while settler colonial officials made visible changes, institutions of imperial authority did not 

drive community construction and cannot be isolated from other processes of colonization. 

 

1730s and Beyond: War, Alliance, and Hierarchy 

Far removed from France and Canada, French settlers still cared about their social status 

because status was a form of social currency. Members of the nobility retained their titles, 

individuals brought wealth with them from elsewhere, and settlers sought wealth in the form of 

relationships. In the Illinois, men and women (most often widows), could attain a higher social 

standing in a combination of ways. They could come from France or Canada directly for military 

employment, they could immigrate, begin farming and climb socially by acquiring land and 

resources, or they could be born into an Illinois family, and inherit resources and/or social 

standing. Even smaller families, like the Baron household, had modest increases in their number 

of resources in the 1730s. Joseph Baron, with his wife Marie and child, reported one cow and 

four acres of cleared land in 1726, and in the next six years alone they bought 25 more acres, 5 

cattle, 40 pigs, and a barn.239 Born in Boucherville, Quebec, Baron was not a nobleman. His 

father came from Angoulême, a small city in southwestern France and his mother from Château-

Richer, a town east of Quebec City.240 His wife Marie was a native of Kaskaskia, the natural 

daughter of French voyageur François La Bossière and Marthe, who was likely an Indigenous 

Illinois woman.241 The mixed-race family was not one of the top agrarian households in 1726 or 

1732, but they were counted on all three censuses and reported small but measurable growth on 

 
238 Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial Illinois Country 

(Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 2015), 5. 
239 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732. Joseph and Marie eventually had up to four children. 
240 PRDH individual #7913, couple #4908. 
241 KM 23:4:12:1. Natural children are those conceived out of wedlock (illegitimate).  
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each one.242 Unlike France and some places in Canada, very few individuals were members of 

the nobility in the Illinois, and social classes were not as distinct.243 This was not an industrial 

capitalist society, and therefore the class system was more accurately described by social groups, 

often referring to employment or relation to land, such as military and religious officers, 

habitants, or tenant farmers.244 Baron would not have held “power of authority to exert control 

over the designs of society and its identity,” 245 but his lower “class” did not bar him from 

material and social success.  

A loose hierarchy in the Illinois Country might be described as follows: political, 

military, and religious officials; wealthy subjects (merchants and craftsmen); habitants; free 

blacks (few in this period); Black and Indigenous enslaved peoples. Resident Indigenous peoples 

occupied a fluid spot, in some ways apart from French subjects, but complicated by 

intermarriage and alliance. Historian Allan Greer argues that “their [the French] program of 

colonization was all about incorporating Indigenous nations into their empire.”246 Going a step 

further, Indigenous allies incorporated French settlers into their networks (especially slavery 

networks), not vice versa. Voyageurs also occupied an unpredictable space. Perceived as wild 

and unruly by colonial officials, and often absent for long periods of time, they crafted a business 

 
242 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732; Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. 1752 

census figures: 20 cattle, 2 mares, 37 pigs, 100 acres.; Robert Michael Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network: Kinship and 

Assimilation in the French-Illinois Borderlands, 1695-1735,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 70, No. 1 (January 2013), 

140-141.  
243 More than 180 members of the nobility came to New France between 1608 and 1763, migrating to various parts of Quebec, 

Acadia, and Louisiana. Certain members never exercised their status in New France, and the majority lost any remaining power 

or status after 1763. Yves Drolet, Dictionnaire Généalogique de la Noblesse de la Nouvelle-France: Bibliothèque et Archives 

nationales du Québec (Montréal, 2019), Introduction. Members of the nobility in this dictionary living in the Illinois Country are 

relatively few, although numbers at St. Louis are slightly higher. (Families such as de Vincennes, Boucher de Monbrun, Decelles 

Duclos, Dubreuil, Rastel de Rocheblave, Benoist). According to Scott Berthelette, even what he terms “backcountry specialists” 

fragmented imperial power from the bottom up, especially against the British. Scott Berthelette, "New France and the Hudson 

Bay Watershed,” 6-7, 18. Scott Berthelette, “Between Sovereignty and Statecraft: New France and the Contest for the Hudson 

Bay Watershed, 1663-1782,” PhD Diss, (University of Saskatchewan, 2020). 
244 Peter N. Moogk, “Rank in New France: Reconstructing a Society from Notarial Documents,” Social History Vol 8. No. 15 

(1975): 43, 46, 48-53. 
245 Robert Englebert, “Beyond Borders: Mental Mapping and the French River World in North America, 1763-1805,” PhD Diss. 

(University of Ottawa, 2010), 84. 
246 Allan Greer, “Settler Colonialism and Empire in Early America,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76 3 (July 2019): 387. 
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from the bottom up and accumulated resources in more than one location, making a modest 

income. Overall, authors like Clarence Alvord, Natalia Belting, and Francis Parkman historically 

categorized French settlers and their voyageur counterparts as lazy, unenterprising, or ill-fated.247 

These scholars did not consider the fluctuation in seasonal labor and the entrepreneurial expertise 

exercised in cross-country trade relations. Following Margaret K. Brown and Jay Gitlin’s 

assertion that the French were meaningful actors in the region who profited in substantial ways 

from shifting colonial authorities and boundaries, the census material highlights that settlers and 

voyageurs alike were part of a sophisticated, albeit fluid, social system.248 The social hierarchy 

was flexible and governed by largely unwritten conventions. Settlers and officials alike thought it 

commendable to acquire land, obtain and hold people in slavery, accumulate household goods, 

marry well, and grow a family, and finally, develop connections beyond one’s family and 

village. Besides the military and religious offices of state, everyday settlers enjoyed success and 

status in these ways.  

A time-honored way to climb socially was to obtain military experience, and the Illinois 

Country provided ample opportunity to prove oneself militarily. The French urged Indigenous 

allies, voyageurs, and settlers to avoid war with neighbouring groups such as the Pawnee and the 

Fox, but conflicts were instigated by settlers, local Indigenous allies, and nearby Indigenous 

groups.249 Dating back two decades, the Fox had periodically attacked French Canadians and 

their Indigenous allies at Detroit, Green Bay, in the Illinois Country, and in Indigenous 

 
247 Clarence Alvord, The Illinois Country, 1673-1818 (Springfield: Illinois Centennial Commission, 1920.; Natalia Belting, 

Kaskaskia Under the French Regime (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1948).; Francis Parkman, France and England in 

North America Vol. 1 ed. David Levin (New York, NY: Literary Classics of the United States Inc., Viking Press, 1983). 
248 Jay Gitlin, The Bourgeois Frontier: French Towns, French Traders, and American Expansion. (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2010), 2-4, 7-10.; Margaret K. Brown, “La colonisation française de l’Illinois : une réévaluation,” Revue d’histoire de 

l’Amérique française. 39, no. 4 (1986): 591. 
249 Principal Indigenous allies were the Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Mechigamea, Peoria, and Tamaroa.  
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Wisconsin villages. 250 Many recorded deaths in the Illinois reference only “enemy Indians,” 

such as “killed by enemy Indians while ascending from New Orleans,” “killed below the 

Ouabache (Wabash [River]),” or “killed below the Akenca (Arkansas [River]).”251 Culminating 

during the night of September 8 1730, the Fox suffered a defeat at the hands of 200 French and 

1200 allied Indigenous peoples- among them a contingent from Fort de Chartres led by Robert 

St. Ange.252 The French also looked to solve “the Chickasaw problem” in the late 1730s.253 This 

came to a head in a failed campaign which saw at least thirty ordinary citizens directly engaged 

in legal contracts to support the detachment from Fort de Chartres.254 Many more also made the 

journey to the St. Francis River (near present-day Helena, Arkansas) with oxen and horses.255 

This is testament to the sporadic nature of these events and growing French colonial settlement 

and trade, along with exceedingly complex Franco-Indigenous relations and Indigenous 

geopolitics. These wars were impediments to migrations, everyday proceedings, and trade routes 

across North America, but they also allowed goods to move from place to place in inheritance 

contracts after a death.256 Though they were likely fleeting thoughts for those interested in 

 
250 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 93-94.; Ekberg and Ternan, “Terrisse de Ternan: Epistoler and Soldier,” 403.; When the French 

first attempted to befriend the Fox, they were pushed to change course by French-allied Indigenous groups who requested that 

they “[shun] their historical enemies” and limit Fox access to French goods and support. Brett Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars, 

and the Limits of Alliance,” The William and Mary Quarterly 63, no. 1 (2006): 55-57, 79. From this perspective, it is possible to see that 

the objectives of local Indigenous allies played a more important role than Fox aggression or French diplomatic failures. The Indigenous 

slave trade was perhaps the most important tool for defining alliances. 
251 KM 40:6:2:1, KM 40:6:20:1, KM 41:12:3:1, KM 47:6:12:3. This was not always during wartime.  
252 The St. Ange family benefitted from their heightened social status for decades. Robert’s son Pierre became ensign and 

lieutenant, son Louis was the commandant who turned Fort de Chartres over to the British in 1765. Joseph L. Peyser, “The 1730 

Siege of the Foxes: Two Maps by Canadian Participants Provide Additional Information on the Fort and Its Location,” Illinois 

Historical Journal 80, no. 3 (1987): 147-148.; Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 93-94.; Donald Chaput, “Groston de Saint-Ange et de 

Bellerive, Louis,” in Dictionnaire biographique du Canada, vol. 4 (Université Laval/University of Toronto, 2003); John Francis 

Mc Dermott, “Groston de Saint-Ange, Robert,” in Dictionnaire biographique du Canada, vol. 2 (Université Laval/University of 

Toronto, 2003); PRDH couple #6193. 
253 Michael J. Foret, “War or Peace? Louisiana, the Choctaws, and the Chickasaws, 1733-1735,” Louisiana History: The Journal 

of the Louisiana Historical Association 31, no. 3 (1990): 274, 276, 290.  
254 KM 37:6:3:1, KM 39:3:1:3.  
255 Margaret Kimball Brown, “Allons, Cowboys!” Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society (1908-18-984) 76, no.4 (1983): 

273-82. 
256 KM 39:9:20:1. In this example, Gilles Loisel/Loiseau pre-emptively donated livestock to his godson, Gilles Henrion.; KM 

40:2:16:3.; PRDH individual #24238. Further, Therèse Neveu Dutisne was excused from finding a guarantor for her lease, with 

the high number of individuals absent due to the Chickasaw campaign.  
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migration within the Illinois, these wars touched the Illinois in personal ways and affected their 

interactions with allied Indigenous groups.257 These events are evidence that as the Illinois 

Country became more rooted by undertaking war efforts, adhering to a legal code, and with 

settlers climbing the social ladder, its residents did not acquire an aversion to movement, despite 

its risks. Military and social movement accelerated intervillage migrations in the 1740s. 

 

1732 Census 

In 1731, the French Company of the Indies transferred control of Louisiana, including 

Upper Louisiana and the Illinois Country, to the King of France. Amid this political change, 

high-ranking officials in the Illinois compiled a census to gather more reliable demographic data 

for the commandant’s use in decision making and planning. These officials divided the 1732 

census into four villages and their respective vicinities: Fort de Chartres, Kaskaskia, Cahokia, 

and St. Philippe. Across all villages there were 111 households, including three shared 

households, for a total population of 648, including enslaved peoples. The 648 souls inhabiting 

this small stretch of land in the centre of the continent were joined by at least fifty voyageurs 

“allant et venant” (coming and going), in addition to families who briefly made their homes in 

the Illinois between census years.258 One hundred and thirty-five people had joined the 

permanent population since the last census in 1726, including 34 Black enslaved peoples and 47 

enslaved Indigenous peoples. Accounting for the elimination of the category of indentured 

servants, there were then 91 new settlers spread out in 47 new households. While not numerous, 

they spread out geographically, with representative numbers of new households found at 

 
257 Englebert, “Beyond Borders,” 122-3. 
258 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. Quote written at the end of the enumeration of separate villages in the bottom margin on the 

sixth page. “N. b qu’il y a toujours de nombreuses voyageurs [sic] allant et venant aux environ de 50 hommes.” My translation.  
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Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, Cahokia, and St. Philippe.259 Approximately 30% of these arrivals 

have a traceable link to households present on the 1726 census, while almost a quarter came for 

employment purposes (mostly colonial officials and priests).260 Some examples of traceable links 

include business partners, marriage to a local widow, sons-in-law, cousins, brothers, and sons.   

Over half of the households on the 1732 census were also enumerated on the 1726 

census, more if we extend this to different households sharing a family name. This is significant 

because a distinguishing feature of settler colonialism is that settlers came to stay, cultivate land, 

and make a living, unlike other colonial actors such as traders, soldiers, or commandants.261 

Moving beyond the early establishment period discussed in Chapter 1, there was a rise in 

population on the census and significant growth of land under tillage, livestock, and chattel 

(slaves), which all contributed to an increase of wealth per family. Settlers, and therefore settler 

colonial society over time had become more rooted. The presence of extended family networks 

anchored new arrivals securely in place. For example, Ignace Hébert lived in or near Fort de 

Chartres alongside his brother Étienne on both censuses. Likewise, brothers Michel and Étienne 

Philippe were listed one after the other at Kaskaskia, while two St. Yves households settled in 

Kaskaskia. Father-son partnerships dotted the landscape at the smaller villages as well. Philippe 

Renaud, St. Philippe’s namesake and founder sold, or possibly donated, 4 of his 500 or more 

acres to his son Philippe, and the two were enumerated back-to-back on the 1732 census. 

François Lacroix, another well-off settler at St. Philippe, kept a watchful eye on his oldest son 

François at his neighbouring farm, while 55-year-old Augustin Lapointe donated the entirety of 

 
259 New households: Kaskaskia (19), Fort de Chartres (17), St. Philippe (8), Cahokia (3). There is some evidence that Cahokia 

was not included at all on the 1726 census at all, as Jean-Baptiste La Source was present in Cahokia as early as May 1724 and is 

not listed on the 1726 census. KM 24:5:21:1.; Recensement des Illinois, 1732.; Recensement de la Louisiane, 1726. 
260 Recensement des Illinois, 1732. New single men without a link (6), new single men without a link with children (4), new 

families with no obvious link (13), new households with a link to employment (12), new households of any kid with a link (15).  
261 Lorenzo Veracini, "Introducing, Settler Colonial Studies,” 1:1, (2011): 1-4, 7.; Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the 

Elimination of the Native,” 3, 388. 
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his property to his youthful son-in-law, Joseph Laroche, who likely lived next door. While these 

relationships provided a deep connection to one village, time and time again these settlers 

branched out into other communities after receiving initial support from family, or after 

achieving financial success at one location. For example, the wealthy Turpins were enumerated 

twice in 1726 and 1732, one each at Fort de Chartres and Kaskaskia in each census year, and 

military officer Claude Charles (C.C.) Dutisné’s son Louis chose to move away from his father 

at Kaskaskia to make his home at St. Philippe.262 In the St. Lawrence Valley, children could 

inherit a portion of the parent’s long lot, but this often resulted in one child (the oldest son) 

buying out the entire childrens’ share. While this did happen in the Illinois, there was more space 

for movement in the Illinois Country, literally and figuratively. It was often inconsequential for a 

son or daughter to move to the next town over, at least in terms of staying within the same kin 

network or maintaining financial security. Rather than negating the presence of an emerging 

settler colonial state, movement and migration nuance our understandings of settler colonialism. 

Migrations enlarged social networks, allowing settlers to work with people who differed in 

opinion, ethnicity, or status, and invited new opportunities for personal and material growth.  

The categories found on the 1732 census are more detailed than the 1726 census, 

indicating that the increase in population (both human and animal) led to increased specification.  

The census-takers divided the reported land into frontage, used for gardens near the home, and 

arable (cultivated or pasture) land removed from the house. There was a single category of 

enslaved Indigenous peoples on the 1726 census, but the 1732 census author further divided the 

category by gender. For example, the first census entry reported that military officer Robert 

Groton St. Ange had one Indigenous man and five Indigenous women at his home in Fort de 

 
262 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; Recensement des Illinois. 1732.; Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. 
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Chartres. Families were settled almost equally at both Kaskaskia and Fort de Chartres in 1732, as 

opposed to 1726, when families were concentrated in Kaskaskia. Fort de Chartres had quickly 

moved through its early settlement period as discussed in Chapter 1.263 Couples were having 

more children. There were only two entries with more than five children on the 1726 census, 

while six short years later there were eight entries, six of which were at Kaskaskia. This natural 

increase boosted population of Illinois Country.  

The two largest villages from 1726 continued to dominate demographically on the 1732 

census. St. Philippe and Cahokia had grown but had not supplanted Kaskaskia and Fort de 

Chartres. Philippe Renaud’s namesake town had a population of only 57 but was an attractive 

option for all types of households: 3 were couples, 4 were single men with children, and 6 were 

single men. The mission community of Cahokia boasted 19 members, including 7 single men 

and 12 slaves. The Jesuits at Kaskaskia still boasted more priests and more economical power 

than the Priests of the Seminary Mission at Cahokia.264 Cahokia and Fort de Chartres were home 

to more Indigenous slaves than Black slaves, while St. Philippe and Kaskaskia skewed in the 

other direction. It is unclear exactly why this was, although overall more Indigenous slaves were 

added to Illinois communities than Black slaves in the years since the 1726 census, perhaps a 

repercussion of war captives taken during the Second Fox War (1728-1733).265  

Some familiar households from the 1726 census took the top spots in census categories 

for 1732. Philippe Renaud cleared the most land, an astounding 500 acres, at his St. Philippe 

concession. The Jesuits, Michel Philippe (from the case study in Chapter 1), and Jean Brunet 

Bourbonnais each cleared over 100 acres, repeating their strong performances from the 1726 

 
263 There were 27 couples with children at Kaskaskia, and 25 at Fort de Chartres, and families again formed most of the 

population across all villages. 
264 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 55.  
265 There were 47 new Indigenous slaves and 34 new Black slaves on the 1732 census.  Recensement des Illinois. 1732.; 

Rushforth, “Slavery, the Fox Wars, and the Limits of Alliance,” 63. 
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census. Along with their agricultural pursuits, the Jesuits owned 25 enslaved people, the most out 

of any Illinois household, while Renaud harvested his extensive concession with the help of 23 

enslaved people. Father Mercier at Cahokia did well despite the town’s relatively small wealth, 

as he owned 24 cows and 7 horses, good for first and second spot in their respective 

categories.266 Pigs were the most popular animal, and 46-year-old canadien Antoine Carrière 

reported 80 hogs in 1732.267 The Carrière household also offers an example of resource growth 

from 1726 to 1732. Carrière had added 3 slaves, 8 cattle, 2 horses, 4 acres, a barn, and a mill to 

his household, plus an indeterminate number of pigs in only six years. While these numbers 

appear modest, the total wealth accrued and the impact on the region was anything but. Overall, 

the 1732 census shows quite definitively that households increased their total resources and 

material wealth since the census six years prior.268 

 

On a New Path- Illinois Country in the 1730s 

In the records from the 1730s, one begins to find numerous sales or leases of homes and 

goods as opposed to simple land plots. Selling buildings and household items requires that many 

conditions are met. For example, one must have a significant quantity of land or goods to 

consider parting with a portion of one’s inventory, one must have access to a network of people 

with which to conduct business, and the people in this network must also possess adequate goods 

or money to trade for. Further, for this pattern to emerge between villages, links between people 

and places must have been strong and stable, and transportation and trade must have been 

facilitated on a large-scale, demonstrating that the region had moved past its foundational period. 

 
266 All information from 1732 census. Recensement des Illinois. 1732.  
267 PRDH #40703 individual, #12805 couple.  
268 Resources on the 1732 census: >15 animals: 56 households. 10-15 animals: 25. <10 animals: 30. Resources on the 1726 

census: >15 animals: 9 households. 10-15 animals: 13. <10 animals: 88. 
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Settlers focused less energy on agricultural pursuits, meaning that they had more time for 

specialized labor and material things, ultimately increasing the complexity of the emerging 

settler society.  

The notary recorded more contracts for formal work partnerships, which is evidence of 

large-scale agricultural and entrepreneurial pursuits, another hallmark of a more sophisticated 

and diversified society. There were approximately ten partnerships recorded in the 1720s in the 

Kaskaskia Manuscripts, while there were over thirty noted in the next decade.269 This shift is 

significant because although informal partnerships had existed since the region’s founding, 

partnerships in the 1730s had more wealth and resources at stake and thus the terms were more 

often officially negotiated. In was in the best interests of both parties to meticulously calculate 

and keep record of revenue, debt, and amount of product to keep the business afloat, and to agree 

on the next course of action. While many records referenced agricultural and labour partnerships 

in Illinois Country villages, some pertained to fur trade relationships that extended beyond the 

banks of the Mississippi River. In 1733, a merchant from Detroit purchased the rights to a fur 

trading partnership from François La Source, an Illinois Country resident.270 Extensive lists of 

pelts, profits, and balance sheets were noted in Detroit and Montréal.271 In other cases, partners 

taught trades like blacksmithing, relied on each other to travel to and from Canada to collect 

assets, and ran billiard halls together.272 Settlers were more strictly adhering to legal frameworks 

for organization, which is an essential part of settler colonial society.  

Natural population increase and its accompanying increase in land under tillage could not 

keep up with the demand for labour and thus sales of black enslaved peoples increased at the turn 

 
269 KM 22:4:22:1 or KM 34:3:23:1. 
270 KM 28:8:26:1 and KM 33:9:9:1. 
271 KM 28:8:26:1 and KM 33:9:9:1. 
272 KM 31:9:16:1, KM 33:1:2:2, KM 34:3:23:1, KM 37:4:15:4. 
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of the decade, including the first sales of families and groups of enslaved people.273 Under the 

Code Noir, children under 14 were required to be kept with their parents, and accordingly, 

families formed, were sold together, and remained in the Illinois, perhaps due in part to the 

isolated nature of the region.274 Although the 1726 census does not separate the category of black 

enslaved peoples into adults and children, an increase in Black children can be extrapolated from 

the raw data. In 1726 there were 130 enslaved people of all ages, and by 1732 (six short years 

later), there were 100 black adult enslaved peoples and 64 children. This would only increase in 

the next twenty years, with the 1752 census reporting a 203% increase in Black enslaved adults 

and 122% increase in Black enslaved children.275 The percentage of households reporting at least 

one enslaved person in their possession increased by 12% from the 1726 to 1732, creating a 

slight majority of slave owners among the French settler population in Illinois Country.276 In 

1732, Kaskaskia was home to 134 more people of all ethnicities than Fort de Chartres, but most 

of the population discrepancy between the two villages was due to the inflated slave population 

in Kaskaskia: 61% of all enslaved peoples lived in Kaskaskia. Nine households on the 1732 

census reported owning more than 100 acres of land, and eight of them lived in Kaskaskia. This 

concentration suggests that Kaskaskia continued to be the agricultural metropole of the region, 

and that Black enslaved peoples were most often engaged in agricultural labour there.277  

Contracts pertaining to flour mills became commonplace in the 1730s. New mills allowed 

Illinois Country residents to turn their wheat grain into flour, with the surplus flour being sent 

 
273 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726.; Recensement des Illinois. 1732.; KM 35:-:-:25. 
274 Enslaved peoples were mobile within the Illinois Country- if their masters migrated from village to village, bought additional 

land, or died (and had their possessions distributed). Article XLVII, “Le Code Noir, ou édit du Roy servant du règlement pour le 

Gouvernement et administration de justice et de la police des Isles Françoises de l’Amérique et pour la discipline et le commerce 

des nègres et esclaves dans le dit pays,” Versailles, 1685.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 147-148.  
275 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732; Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752 
276 1726: 41%, 1732: 53%. 
277 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 
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downriver. In 1734, Étienne Langlois, described as “recently arrived in the Illinois,” 278 

petitioned the commandant for a land grant and rights to a stream flowing between the 

Mississippi and the Kaskaskia Rivers to build a flour mill and a sawmill. Officials granted 

Langlois’ request at Fort de Chartres (though the land was near Kaskaskia), but he only partially 

finished construction before his death.279 His brother and other partners appear to have finished 

the job, and his widow Marie Catherine Beaudreau and their eight children jointly sold a water 

mill in 1740 for 400 livres, as well as a horse mill for the same price. After a short second 

marriage that did not result in any additional children, Marie Catherine Beaudreau moved to 

Prairie du Rocher, then to New Orleans around 1746, selling the two remaining parcels of land 

from the Langlois estate to “convert these holdings into a more advantageous form in New 

Orleans.”280 Executed in New Orleans in February and verified in Kaskaskia in August, this sale 

demonstrates that through hard work, settlers were able to turn land into a wealth asset that could be exchanged 

in other parts of the French empire (in important imperial centres like New Orleans) and had a concrete value. The 

three older Langlois children were married and remained in the Illinois, along with Étienne’s 

 
278 KM 34:5:8:1. 
279 KM 37:1:14:3, KM 37:5:23:1, KM 40:12:30:3. 
280 KM 46:2:4:2. 
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brother Augustin and Marie Catherine’s sister Marie Louise, who were married to each other.281 

Étienne Langlois was never listed on an Illinois Country census, but his family continued his 

legacy at Prairie du Rocher (brother Augustin), at Kaskaskia (daughter Toinette), at Fort de 

Chartres (daughters Marie Louise and Marie Joachine), and downriver in New Orleans (his 

widow and younger children). The prevalence of second marriages, as seen in the Langlois-

Beaudreau example above, and the appointment of guardians to young, orphaned children 

increased the number and strength of familial linkages present in the small region. Built and 

settled informally since the turn of the 18th century, villages in the Illinois Country shifted 

towards a rooted settler colonial society in the 1730s, reflected by the increased numbers of 

partnerships, enslaved peoples, and flour mills, the result of a growing population and resultant 

intervillage movement. 

 A second generation of French and mixed-race families was flourishing by remaining in 

the region and engaging in agriculture. Households almost doubled the amount of arable land 

they owned in six years, from 25 acres in 1726 to 41 acres in 1732.282 The labour of French 

settlers and those they held in bondage created a veritable agrarian landscape through the 

displacement of Indigenous plants and animals. Along with this physical change came a 

“stronger sense of locality” 283 that marked the Illinois settler community as different than its 

surroundings, than forts and trading posts in New France, and than British villages. Agriculture 

and mobility were not binaries in the Illinois Country, but instead deeply intertwined processes 

that allowed French and mixed-race settlers to accumulate physical and social assets. While 

 
281 Étienne and Marie Catherine had eight children- Toinette (b. ~1724 m. Pierre De Monbrun Bouche de la Soudray), Marie 

Louise (b. ~1721 m. Pierre Messager), Marie Joachine (b. ~1726 m. Louis de Populus, native of New Orleans), Francois, Louis, 

Gerard, Perrine, and Auguste. KM 40:12:17:1, KM 40:8:25:1, KM 40:12:30:1.  
282 Recensement de la Louisiane, 1726. Recensement des Illinois, 1732.  
283 Colin M. Coates, The Metamorphoses of Landscape and Community in Early Quebec (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2000), 4-5. 



 

 
78 

 

financial success was most obvious in Illinois villages, with houses, animals, and household 

objects on display in a concrete location, it was mobility and adaptability that allowed for their 

initial presence. Settlers were pulled towards mobility, as explored in the case studies below.  

 

Moving Up – Prairie du Rocher in the 1730s 

According to the 1732 census, the village of Prairie du Rocher did not exist in 1732. And 

yet, this is not entirely accurate. French settlers, following local Indigenous traditions, had long 

inhabited the prairie surrounding the “établissement,” otherwise known as Fort de Chartres. 

Wealthy farmers bought land at multiple locations, but they also began to buy plots adjacent to 

their existing plots, creating large sections of land, called prairies, that often bore the owner’s 

name. One such land tract, known as the Prairie Ste. Thérèse, became the town of Prairie du 

Rocher in the early 1730s. Named for commandant Boisbrillant’s nephew, Jacques Sainte 

Thérèse de Langloiserie, settlers arrived on the land in 1722, but Ste. Thérèse only began selling 

official land parcels in February 1734.284 Ste. Thérèse sold his property in the Illinois to move to 

New Orleans, and on June 25, 1737, he signed his name on his final sale deed.285 Prairie du 

Rocher flourished, even though a Capuchin priest signed Ste. Thérèse’s death certificate in New 

Orleans just three months later. It quickly became another locale where individuals could put 

down roots further interconnecting the Illinois Country. 286 

The French settled Prairie du Rocher on the floodplain like Kaskaskia, Cahokia, St. 

Philippe, and Fort de Chartres before it. Above the floodplain, grazing and horse-running land 

 
284 KM 1722-1732:62 (date uncertain, close to 1722).; Edward T. Safiran, “The Louvier Site at Prairie du Rocher,” in French 

Colonial Archaeology: The Illinois Country and the Western Great Lakes, ed. John A. Walthall (Urbana and Chicago: University 

of Illinois Press, 1991), 123-132. 
285 KM 37:6:25:2.  
286 KM 34:2:6:1, 34:2:6:2, 34:2:6:3, 34:2:10:1, 34:2:17:1, 34:2:17:2, 34:2:18:1, 34:2:19:1, 34:2:19:2, 34:2:19:3, 34:2:20:1, 

34:2:30:1, KM 37:6:25:2.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 79.; ANOM (Sécrétariat d’état de la Marine- Personnel 

colonial ancient), COL E 253, COL E 253, ark:/61561/up424oiikmor, 1737.  
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stretched across the landscape.287 The town was set up like other Illinois villages with separate 

commons, village, and open field plowlands. While settlers certainly thought of this area as a 

separate entity in the 1730s, the census taker included the town as part of Greater Fort de 

Chartres. Only one household, Charles Gossiaux, his wife and four children, was listed as “à la 

Prairie du Rocher,” while the Lalande family was the sole family at “la grande Prairie.”288 

Settlers termed the land between Prairie du Rocher and Kaskaskia “La Grande Prairie,” and this 

25km section offered an abundance of agricultural land while serving as a link between 

villages.289 Only 8km apart, Fort de Chartres and Prairie du Rocher acted as one extended 

community in these early days. The two towns began as one village and its agricultural environs, 

with the development of a secondary village emerging over time.  

Prairie du Rocher and Fort de Chartres were the two closest Illinois Country villages by 

distance, but both were also only kilometers away from St. Philippe, forming a triad of tight-knit 

villages in the centre of the region by the 1730s. Ignace Hébert, himself part of a mixed family, 

had an agreement with Reverend Gagnon to collect the tithes for all three villages, for which 

Hébert likely received payment for his service to the Church.290 Further, the priests at the church 

of Prairie du Rocher originally set it up as a mission to the chapel at Ste. Anne’s in Fort de 

Chartres. This interaction ended when the church registers from Ste. Anne’s were transferred to 

St. Joseph’s in Prairie du Rocher in 1767 after all colonial officials and virtually all settlers 

abandoned Fort de Chartres. The second most important village in the early colonial 

development of the Illinois Country was largely empty by 1767 due to flooding from the 

 
287 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 20, 82-84.; KM 43:5:7:4. 
288 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 
289 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 145.  
290 The residents of Prairie du Rocher refused to pay their tithes in 1736 and did not regularly pay in other years. There is no 

concrete evidence that Hébert received payment from Gagnon, and the wording in the legal record is that Hébert “owns the 

revenue… having purchased this revenue from the Rev. Gagnon.” Subsequent records (KM 38:1:31:1) show that Hébert 

requested that other settlers pay their tithes. KM 37:5:7:1. 
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Mississippi River, causing the fort to fall into disrepair, and because France ceded all its territory 

east of the Mississippi to Britain in the 1763 Treaty of Paris. This ended the Seven Years’ War in 

North America, but also caused several families to move to the west side of the river, to Spanish 

Upper Louisiana. St. Philippe supported its own church for a few short years, and its records can 

be found in the Kaskaskia collection.291 Countless marriages, baptisms, and deaths were recorded 

at Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, and Prairie du Rocher, often referencing individuals from 

elsewhere.292 Intervillage connections were abundant between all three villages, largely due to 

proximity. This closeness allowed the Catholic Church and ordinary settlers to group these 

villages together by means of physical structures and intangible links. 

 

1730s and 1740s: Intervillage Migrations as Evidenced by Marriage Announcements 

Records from any one location in the Illinois often pertained to more than one place. 

Business contracts were drawn up in Fort de Chartres for partners living in Fort de Chartres and 

Kaskaskia, sales were jotted down at Fort de Chartres for land at Prairie du Rocher (and vice 

versa), baptismal certificates were signed in St. Philippe with a priest from Cahokia.293 Priests 

and notaries were aware of the fact that settlers traveled to different villages to do business (just 

as they did) and they often took note of birthplaces or places of residence in their records. Case 

in point, some marriage announcements (bans) were posted in more than one village. It was 

customary to announce an upcoming marriage every Sunday at mass for three weeks prior to the 

nuptials, and typically announcements were done at the church where the marriage ceremony 

 
291 The three villages (Prairie du Rocher, Fort de Chartres, St. Philippe) were not a tripartite common community- St. Philippe 

was linked to the others by commerce and social connections but tied more straight-forwardly to Kaskaskia.  
292 St. Philippe received its own church (St. Philippe de la Visitation) around 1760. Its records are found in 9 pages attached to 

the end of the Kaskaskia Collection (1759-1815). The priest was Luc Collet, who also served in Kaskaskia and Fort de Chartres. 

Michel Paquin, “Callet, Luc,” in Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 3, University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2003–. 
293 KM 38:4:30:2, KM 37:5:8:1 and KM 37:4:7:1. Final example of St. Philippe-Cahokia from Faribault-Beauregard, La 

population des forts français d’Amérique, 303. 
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was to take place. Notes at two locations are clear evidence that intervillage migration was 

occurring, and likely at a rate higher than recorded. In these instances, there was a pre-existing 

intervillage connection that precipitated the marriage. The marriage of two people from different 

villages, with one moving from one place to the other, and helped reinforce pre-existing 

intervillage ties. Marriages, therefore, increased the degree of interconnectivity found in the 

region. Bans at two locations indicate that the bride or groom had connections or family in 

another town, and often both cases were true.  

These dual announcements began to appear in the 1740s, continuing into the 1760s and 

beyond, pointing to a period of higher interconnectivity likely beginning in the mid 1730s. By 

the 1730s, first-generation Illinois-born settlers were in their 20s and 30s, and they were 

marrying and having children.294 In addition, widows and widowers frequently remarried, adding 

to the intervillage nuptials. Second marriages brought children from a first marriage into another 

network, and children without a parent were appointed a guardian in the interim, usually a family 

member or friend tasked with managing the child’s wellbeing and inherited possessions. 

Guardianship was meant to be temporary, expiring when the child reached the age of 25 years 

old or had married with the guardian’s permission. The guardian could also be replaced through 

a petition from family or friends. In most cases, however, the chosen guardian often remained a 

close relative or friend, looking out for the child, even after removal of their legal obligation. In a 

relatively straightforward case, Jean-Baptiste Turpin became guardian of his nephew after the 

death of his sister-in-law.295 The matter of legal guardianship was however complicated by 

multiple marriages and Indigenous mothers. Antoine Bosseron dit Leonard, colonist at 

 
294 The age of majority in New France under the Custom of Paris was 25, meaning that around this time, young adults often 

married, separated their assets from their parents’, and began their own families. Dickinson, “New France: Law, Courts, and the 

Coutume de Paris,” 32, 40. 
295 KM 24:9:10:1.  
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Kaskaskia, died in early 1726. After his death, his widow Suzanne Padoukiquoy (Kerami) did 

not assume a legal role, and on May 3, 1726, deputy guardians and guardians were chosen for 

her four children. Four men were chosen, one guardian and one deputy guardian for her two 

children from her marriage with Bosseron, and a separate guardian and deputy guardian for her 

two children from her first marriage to Pierre Milleret.296 All except one of the four men appear 

to have no relation to Bosseron or Padoukiquoy, besides friendship and occasional business 

dealings, though one man’s wife was also Indigenous and may have shared kinship with 

Padoukiquoy.297 In this case, a new social network was created between six or more separate 

families (four guardians, two marriages) both legally and intangibly. According to Patrick Wolfe, 

Indigenous persons allowed to remain in a settler colonial space had to become “individuals”, 

removed from Indigenous networks and collectivity, assimilated into colonial society.298 In the 

Illinois, Indigenous peoples continued to maintain connections to their Indigenous communities 

and networks, especially through guardianship, and godparentage as argued by Susan Sleeper-

Smith.299 Guardians, second marriages, increasing population, and the construction of new 

villages contributed to intervillage connections, and consequently intervillage migrations. They 

also extended casual French, mixed-race, and Indigenous ties into concrete kinship relations. 

 

Case Study- The Pothier-Lessard Marriage (1740s) 

The pre-existing intervillage connections that precipitated marriage most commonly 

occurred between Fort de Chartres and Kaskaskia, the two largest Illinois Country villages. In 

 
296 This was likely because she was Indigenous (Panise). Her surname is also found as Gueramy. KM 26:5:2:1, KM 26:6:29:1.  
297 Jean Olivier’s wife is Marthe (last name unknown). KM 23:9:16:1. It is difficult to trace her connections without this name. 

KM 39:6:12:1, KM 40:6:10:1. The Bosseron-Kerami-Milleret family was centered in Kaskaskia, daughter Marianne Milleret 

moved to the Prairie Mélique with her husband Jean-Baptiste Tessier Lavigne.; Belting, “The Versailles of the West,” 6. 
298 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” 397. 
299 Susan Sleeper-Smith, “Women, Kin, and Catholicism: New Perspectives on the Fur Trade,” Ethnohistory 1 47, 2 (April 

2000): 424-7.  
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the mid 1740s, Toussaint Pothier was living at Kaskaskia. Pothier, a merchant likely born in the 

Illinois but whose family hailed from Montréal, married Catherine Lessard of Fort de Chartres 

on October 10, 1745.300 The groom procured a marriage certificate from his local parish priest in 

Kaskaskia, which he brought to his ceremony in Fort de Chartres, and announcements were 

made in both villages.301 The bride’s parents were deceased, but had left a sizeable estate, held in 

trust by guardian Ignace Hébert who cared for Catherine at Fort de Chartres.302 Still in his early 

20s, the young groom sold his land in the prairie of Kaskaskia within a year of his marriage and 

was then listed at Fort de Chartres with his new wife. He sold his land to a man from St. 

Philippe, demonstrating further interconnectivity and intervillage migrations.303 Of particular 

note, Toussaint moved away from his well-rooted and large family to settle with Catherine due to 

her considerable financial means, property, and household goods. 304  

The Lessard family, headed by patriarch Onezime and matriarch Catherine Bechet, lived 

in Fort de Chartres but worked with business partners at other locations in the 1720s. Bechet, the 

widow of the notary Nicolas Buffreau de Bellegarde, brought with her two children from her first 

marriage, and a heightened social status which likely allowed her to marry Onezime Lessard, a 

military man. Lessard, a sergeant, was a partner to Antoine Bienvenu and Charles Gossiaux.305 

Bienvenu was a prolific trader and voyageur with considerable wealth, living at Kaskaskia in 

1732. In the following years, Bienvenu purchased a secondary land concession at Prairie du 

Rocher, one of fewer than ten large land concessions listed across all census years, 

 
300 KM 41:1:2:1 and KM 45:10:10:2.  
301 Records of Ste. Anne du Fort de Chartres, 1721-1765, [transferred to St. Joseph’s Parish of Prairie du Rocher, 1721-1840], 

Diocese of Belleville, Catholic Parish Records, 1729-1756, Belleville, Illinois. KM 45:10:10:2. 
302 KM 45:2:27:1.  
303 KM 46:11:25:1.; Sharon Person, “1726 Census Master Copy,” 55. 
304 Accounts of female owned household goods and land are relatively frequent in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts, but of course male 

owned property comprises the bulk of the entries. While Toussaint Pothier’s case is notable because of his almost complete 

integration into his wife’s finances/land, this does not mean it was necessarily rare. Dickinson, “New France: Law, Courts, and 

the Coutume de Paris,” 39-40. WKM 43:1:30:2, KM 43:5:15:1, KM 51:2:1:3:1 
305 KM 27:11:26:1, KM 32:6:14:1, KM 34:6:4:1, KM 25:5:14:1, KM 25:9:22:1.  
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demonstrating that Lessard had joined forces with a top agrarian household, and was well on his 

way to becoming one himself.306 Lessard’s second partner, Charles Gossiaux, married 

Bienvenu’s sister and became a business partner to both Lessard and Bienvenu.307 The trio 

invested heavily in Prairie du Rocher, Kaskaskia, and Fort de Chartres and built a water mill 

between Prairie du Rocher and Fort de Chartres approximately ten years before the Pothier-

Lessard marriage.308 Catherine’s father Onezime Lessard, like others at this time, extended his 

economic reach and acquired resources at various locations with multiple partners.  

After Onezime’s death, his third of the water mill sold for 510 livres, and his daughter 

Catherine received two properties at Fort de Chartres, including slaves, livestock, houses, and 

outbuildings which she leased out for 1075 livres per year with a three-year contract.309 Joseph 

Baron unconditionally sold another house and lot at Fort de Chartres for 500 livres a month 

later.310 Though the record does not comment on the quality of either home, it is reasonable to 

conclude that the quality of Catherine’s property was superior because her revenue was more 

than 3000 livres over the course of the contract, compared to more typical one-time sales around 

the 500-1000 livres price point. A notary made a copy of Catherine’s lease for Pothier in October 

1745, nine days after their marriage, suggesting that Pothier would help manage her properties 

and finances.311 In this case, Catherine’s financial stability and success at Fort de Chartres was 

 
306 Antoine Bienvenu is an important character in the Illinois Country and in Louisiana during the 18th century. Bradley G. Bond, 

and Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, French Colonial Louisiana and the Atlantic World (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 

2005), Chapter 7.; Belting, Kaskaskia Under the French Regime, 21.; Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 164-167.; 

Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732; Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. 
307 KM 22 :- :- :1, KM 32:6:14:1, KM 29:9:12:1. Both Antoine Bienvenu and Charles Gossiaux were also guardians to Charles’ 

and Jeanne’s minor children after her death, likely strengthening their bond and partnership. It was common to appoint male 

friends (especially economically and socially powerful ones) as guardians after a death.  
308 KM 32:6:14:1. 
309 KM 45:2:27:1. At this point, her lease was being managed by her guardian Ignace Hébert. The property was leased to Jean-

Baptiste Lalande of Fort de Chartres, though Lalande himself also had connections to Kaskaskia and St. Philippe. 
310 KM 45:3:26:1. 
311 KM 45:3:26:1, KM 45:2:27:1. Note made October 20, 1745.  
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likely the primary reason for her new husband’s relocation. Despite this, Toussaint came from a 

large and wealthy family and would have been successful even without Catherine’s influence.  

Toussaint Pothier was counted at Kaskaskia in his father’s household in both 1726 and 

1732, the fourth of eight children, part of the largest family on the 1732 census.312 According to 

historian Robert Morrissey, Toussaint’s father was the second most connected individual in the 

Illinois, and the Pothier family was among the top ten agrarian households on the 1726 census.313 

Upon marrying, Toussaint moved away from his guardian and brother-in-law, Jacques Millet, 

who resided in Kaskaskia and settled closer to his older sister Marie-Françoise Pothier and her 

husband Joseph Buchet at Fort de Chartres. Marie-Françoise had already moved there to support 

Buchet in his position as keeper of the King’s storehouse and attorney of vacant lands. Toussaint 

was likely more comfortable moving to Fort de Chartres because he already had family there. 

Family patterns of migration, such as this instance of dual brother-sister migration, were 

common in the Illinois and extended intergenerationally. 

 Evidently, Toussaint Pothier still felt a considerable pull towards Kaskaskia as he 

specifically sought permission from his priest and made sure that the second priest at Fort de 

Chartres noted the marriage certificate from Kaskaskia in the official register. Pothier may have 

also lived briefly in St. Philippe or visited quite frequently, as his guardian Jacques Millet moved 

to St. Philippe in the early 1740s, when Pothier would have been around 18.314 It is unlikely that 

Pothier lived alone at Kaskaskia as a minor, though perhaps he and any older non-married 

siblings lived there together with considerable support from Millet operating from St. Philippe. 

More likely, he lived at St. Philippe while Millet leased their Kaskaskia property.315 Toussaint 

 
312 Recensement de la Louisiane. 1726; Recensement des Illinois. 1732.  
313 Most-connected refers to his degree of centrality in a social network, as measured by UCINET and analyzed by Morrissey. 

Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network,” 138-9.  
314 KM 41:5:29:1 and KM 36:3:19:1.  
315 KM 41: 6:4:2, KM 43:6:3:1, KM 40:3:30:1, KM 41:2:10:2, KM 41:5:29:1, KM 36:3:19:1. 
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Pothier’s older sister Catherine received land at Prairie du Rocher as part of her inheritance from 

their parents, Jean-Baptiste Pothier and Françoise Brise, demonstrating that the Pothier family 

was well connected and wealthy.316 Toussaint was the fourth oldest child, and second oldest 

brother, and while family wealth, especially land, was supposed to be divided equally among 

children, that was not always how it played out. His entire share of his inheritance was one 

section of land in the prairie at Kaskaskia, worth 1000 livres, which he sold to his guardian 

Jacques Millet in 1745, one month after his marriage. While it is specified that this was a quarter 

share (done with the other three adult heirs, without the four minor heirs), he clearly thought that 

by selling his portion and joining his new bride’s family, he could more quickly or intelligently 

accumulate resources and wealth.317 Another potential consideration is that he could easily see 

his own path to success with his wife, and wanted to instead spread his parents’ wealth to the 

four younger children. Historians Renald Lessard, Jacques Mathieu, and Lina Gouger maintain 

that in the St. Lawrence Valley, as in the Illinois, most settlers and their young adult children 

wanted their own land, a tricky endeavor when each family had multiple children.318 Options for 

the youngest siblings were often limited because families were reluctant to subdivide their land 

and because optimal and fertile lands were, at times, in short supply. This was a primary reason 

for migration out of the St. Lawrence Valley, but it was also a reason to relocate within the 

Illinois, although not found as frequently in the Illinois Country comparatively. With Toussaint 

at Fort de Chartres by 1745, and the remaining Pothier children coming of age and marrying, 

guardian Jacques Millet moved to New Orleans in early 1748, although he may have delayed his 

 
316 KM 37:9:5:1. 
317 KM 46:11:25:1. Dickinson, “New France: Law, Courts, and the Coutume de Paris,” 40-42. 
318 Renald Lessard, Jacques Mathieu, and Lina Gouger, “Peuplement colonisateur au Pays des Illinois,” in Proceedings of the Meeting of 

the French Colonial Historical Society 12 (1988): 58. 
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departure a few months to settle familial affairs.319 In this singular case study, we see many 

examples of movements and migrations: moving for marriage, for financial security, for 

employment, as well as the migrations of guardians and how that affected children and young 

adults. The life of Toussaint Pothier exemplified a system of kinship and communication that 

continually looked to other local villages for its strength and longevity.  

 

Moving for work (1740s and early 1750s)  

In some cases, particular employment caused one family to split their time between 

villages. Joachim Gerard was the royal bailiff in the Illinois Country between approximately 

1747 and 1753.320 Because of his employment, he travelled extensively between Illinois Country 

villages, serving summons at Kaskaskia, Fort de Chartres, Cahokia, and St. Philippe, and 

representing plaintiffs at court in Fort de Chartres.321 In January of 1748, Gerard married Gillette 

Boule (De Boulogne) at Fort de Chartres, and their marriage record indicates that they already 

had a marriage certificate from Father Watrin at Kaskaskia, in addition to publishing marriage 

announcements at both Fort de Chartres and Kaskaskia. Furthermore, when they renegotiated the 

terms of their marriage contract three years later, they did so at Kaskaskia.322 Both Gerard and 

Boule were natives of France, Gerard from the parish of St. Eustache in Paris, and Boule from 

the diocese of Vannes, in Brittany. Gillette Boule was a widow in her first marriage to Grégoire 

Kierserau, also from Vannes, and lived in Fort de Chartres, where the Kierserau-Boule family 

 
319 By 1758, Millet was permanently stationed in New Orleans, but an aging woman still included a provision in her will to give 

Millet some livestock, if “he should come to the Illinois. KM 58:1:31:1, KM 47:9:16:1, KM 47:10:20:1, KM 48:4:21:1. 
320 KM 53:11:27:1, KM 55:5:1:1, KM 57:5:19:1. 
321 KM 48:3:1:1, KM 48:3:1:5, KM 48:10:15:1, KM 49:9:5:1. Because of an overall lack of manpower and resources in the 

Illinois Country throughout the French colonial period, virtually all high-ranking employees, such as judges, commandants, 

bailiffs, notaries, militia officers, surgeons, etc… were highly mobile. This included daily, weekly, or monthly travel, as well as 

semi-permanent placements in different villages. Gerard’s successor, as well as the approximately fifteen households that 

reported a profession on the 1732 census, would have been more mobile than the average settler (themselves quite mobile).  
322 KM 48:1:18:1-2. KM 51:2:26:1. In this later contract, Joachim promised to care for her children by her first marriage (thereby 

accepting guardianship with Gillette), and Gillette gave Joachim a portion of her estate equal to that of one of her children. 
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was named in records between in 1739 and 1747.323 At the time of her second marriage to 

Joachim Gerard, she cared for her three minor children, Paul, Marie, and Geneviève. Her older 

son René had recently married and lived at Fort de Chartres with his young family, and her 

daughter Marie Madeleine lived in New Orleans. Four years after the Gerard-Boule marriage, 

Gerard, his stepson Paul, and a male Indigenous slave farmed 80 acres together at Fort de 

Chartres and raised 30 cows, 4 horses, and 10 pigs.324 With Gerard’s travelling, Boule likely 

played an active role in agriculture and animal husbandry, in addition to raising her children.325 

Between Kierserau, Boule, and Gerard, there are no obvious landed ties to Kaskaskia, despite 

their dual marriage announcements. Perhaps Gerard, being involved in high-level administration 

and frequenting both Kaskaskia and Fort de Chartres, felt the need to have his marriage officially 

recorded at both locations.326 While there does not appear to be any children of the Gerard-Boule 

marriage, the Kierserau children were undoubtedly influenced by their stepfather and his mobile 

career. René Kierserau was listed in St. Louis in 1766, owning six animals and 4 acres of land, 

Marie was living at Kaskaskia around 1761 with her husband Louis Pothier, and daughter 

Geneviève made her home first at Fort de Chartres then at Ste. Geneviève with her husband 

Joseph Loisel. Paul’s daughter Pelagie (granddaughter of Boule and Kierserau) married into the 

Chouteau family at St. Louis in 1783.327 While the Gerard name did not live on in the Illinois 

Country, official documents in all Illinois villages bear his name due to his employment, and his 

step-children went on to become mobile and prosperous habitants at over four locations.  

 
323 KM 48:1:18:1, KM 45:1:25:2, KM 39:1:22:5, KM 47:2:12:1. 
324 Recensement des Illinois. 1732. 
325 Women tended to poultry and household gardens even in the presence of their husbands, and habitants of both genders 

worked alongside any enslaved peoples or hired help. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 138-141. 
326 Records of Ste. Anne du Fort de Chartres, 1721-1765, Belleville, Illinois.; KM 48:1:16:3, KM 48:3:20:1. 
327 KM 61:9:12:1, KM 54:1:17:1, KM 61:3:2:1.; Recensement de la population de la Louisiane par le gouvernement espagnol: 6 

April 1766 to February 1768. P1000, S3, D2807.; St. Louis Old Cathedral, Marriage Records, 1781-1828, Généalogie Québec, 

Institut généalogique Drouin, 2018. 
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Conclusion 

Chapter 2 addresses the second phase of development in the Illinois Country. There was a 

significant rise in population and growth of land under tillage, livestock, and chattel, which all 

increased wealth per family. In this secondary phase, there is an important relationship between 

the growth of population, wealth, and intervillage migration. Business and personal affairs were 

rarely mutually exclusive or centered in one village. Following the argument of Mathieu, 

Therrien-Fortier and Lessard, I assert that the space between sedentarism and mobility was never 

that wide in the Illinois, and that these two ways of life were complementary, as evidenced by 

the case studies.328 This can help explain the nature of settler colonialism in a place where high 

levels of intervillage migration and agriculture occurred concurrently. As for imperial authority, 

following the argument of Allan Greer, “French imperial sovereignty here was a matter of 

infiltration rather than full takeover… it had nothing to do with eliminating the Native, for it was 

entirely dependant on Indigenous presence.”329 The Illinois was a space where elimination and 

displacement of Indigenous peoples were not advantageous. Instead, Indigenous peoples were 

incorporated and culturally mixed with settlers through intermarriage and kinship, and the 

distinction between settlers and others was unstable.330 As settlers made their lives in the Illinois 

Country in the 1730s and 40s, they might have been surprised to find out that the end of official 

French presence in North America was only two decades away- yet I would postulate that the 

longevity of their networks and their wealth were higher priorities than the durability of the so- 

called North American French Empire to which they belonged. 

 
328 Jacques Mathieu, Pauline Therrien-Fortier, and Rénald Lessard, "Mobilité Et Sédentarité : Stratégies Familiales En Nouvelle-

France," Recherches Sociographiques 28, no. 2-3 (1987): 211-2. 
329 Greer, “Settler Colonialism,” 388-9.  
330 Sophie White, Wild Frenchmen and Frenchified Indians: Material Culture and Race in Colonial Louisiana (Philadelphia: The 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 31-32.; Samuel Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” 

The William and Mary Quarterly 76, 3 (July 2019): 439.; Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Taylor & Francis 

Ltd, 2016), 295-296. 
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Chapter 3: Solidifying Community in the Final Decade of French Colonial Rule (1750-

1763) 

 

In August 1751, recently appointed commandant and captain of infantry Jean-Jacques 

Macarty was familiarizing himself with the state of various settlements in the Illinois Country. 

Upon disembarking from his pirogue at Kaskaskia that December, Macarty understood that a 

conflict was brewing, not only within the Illinois Country but across colonial North America. 

Tensions were high and rumors flew. Did the ambitious British intend to become “masters of all 

the upcountry?” 331 Were Indigenous groups coming together to oppose the French? And were 

the two potentially linked? The anxious commandant heard news of a scalped soldier, of murder 

plots, Indigenous threats in the Prairie du Rocher woods, and travelling settlers being fired upon 

not far from Illinois Country villages.332 He did not know if the French “were at peace or war 

with the tribes.”333 Despite these concerns, Kaskaskia and Cahokia Indigenous peoples rejected 

British advances, citing an ancient alliance to the French sustained by intermarriage, 

godparentage, and kinship.334 Still, the uneasy Macarty wished to increase the number of troops 

and add four new garrisons to the two regular companies. Macarty would reside at Kaskaskia and 

a new fort would be erected there, large enough for a quarter of the Fort de Chartres garrisons, 

but small enough as not to “incommode the inhabitants.”335 Kaskaskia was still the “place of 

resort of the greatest part of the tribes,” 336 and Macarty arrived there with new energy directed at 

Indigenous groups.  

 
331 M.J. Morgan, “Indians on Trial: Crime and Punishment in French Louisiana on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War,” Louisiana 

History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 50, no. 3 (2009): 302-304.; M. de Raymond to M. le Marquis de la 

Jonquière, Miamis, September 4, 1749 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, -1755 ed. Theodore Calvin Pease and 

Ernestine Jenison (Springfield, Ill., The Trustees of the State Historical Library, 1940), 105-106. 
332 Macarty and Buchet to Vaudreuil, January 20, 1752 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 433-6, 444, 449.  
333 Macarty and Buchet to Vaudreuil. January 15, 1752 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 425.  
334 M.J Morgan, Land of Big Rivers: French and Indian Illinois, 1669-1778 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 

2010), 129.; Morgan, “Indians on Trial,” 311-312. 
335 Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 297-300. 
336 Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 298. 
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Macarty wanted to prohibit trade between the French and local Indigenous groups, and he 

put punishments in place, geared especially towards liquor trade and consumption. He sought to 

prevent the French from making new settlements or farms too close to Indigenous groups, and he 

fixed the number of gifts, a long-time staple of alliance making, as not to become too expensive 

or used for ill will.337 Macarty received orders to “humour” the tribes, to treat them well, but also 

to “lay down the law.”338 He met with any Indigenous person or group who came to the fort, yet 

he continued to hold Indigenous prisoners. In this way, he collaborated with them, playing a 

precarious game of tug-of-war. He also collaborated with the settlers, who in many ways 

resented his heavy-handed attempts at control. The settlers voiced their discontent, pushing 

Macarty to sheepishly reply to Pierre de Rigaud, Marquis de Vaudreuil, that he had little power 

and did not wish to “disaffect the inhabitants.”339 He recognized that French settlers were 

sometimes pawns in an increasingly tense Indigenous game, especially when it came to alliance 

building and Indigenous slavery. Macarty wrote: “The chief called Pâtissier came painted in 

black to offer me an Indian slave. I rebuffed him telling him I had no need of such slaves. I 

reproached him with all that I knew against him and told him it was my enemies who needed to 

wheedle me in the way in which they acted here.”340 Nevertheless, in late 1751 and early 1752, 

Vaudreuil instructed Macarty to assemble the militia frequently and keep them trained in case of 

attack.341 The six villages on the shores of the Mississippi River braced for impact. Of course, 

 
337 Louis Vivier, “Letter from Father Vivier of the Society of Jesus, to a Father of the same Society,” in The Jesuit Relations, 

69:200-201.; Samuel D. Derksen, “Colonialism, Consumption, and Control: The Illinois Country Liquor Trade, 1750-1803,” 

Master’s Thesis, University of Saskatchewan, 2017.; Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751, in Illinois on the 

Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 300-301, 310. 
338 Morgan, “Indians on Trial,” 313-315, 319. Morgan asserts that these approaches were “testament to how the Illinois Indians… 

negotiated a careful crack between the French and the British, each power claiming a form of blood alliance with them.”  
339 This follows Morrissey’s argument of empire by collaboration, whereby the empire was dependent on local colonies and 

Indigenous groups. Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial 

Illinois Country (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 2015), 188-9. 
340 Macarty and Buchet to Vaudreuil, January 20, 1752 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 452. 
341 Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 305.; William P. 

McCarthy, “The Chevalier Macarty Mactigue,” Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society (1908-1984) 61, no. 1 (1968): 41–57.  
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impact came in the form of the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), after which France lost all its 

territory in North America to Britain, ending New France.342  

This chapter explores the 1752 census (the final census compiled during the French 

colonial period), the foundations of Ste. Geneviève, and continued small-scale migrations in the 

Illinois Country in the period from 1750 to approximately 1763. Macarty compiled the 1752 

census in the midst of uncertainty and change. A decade later, the French empire in North 

America fell to its knees, though the effects of the Treaty of Paris (1763) were not felt in the 

Illinois until 1765.343 I maintain that while outmigration from the Illinois Country across the 

river to Spanish Louisiana occurred after 1763, migrations within the Illinois Country and to the 

west side of the Mississippi River were already taking place. Finally, I comment on the validity 

of the framework of settler colonialism in this later period and the implications of settlement in 

the six decades of French colonial rule.  

During this period of unrest, colonial officials asked settlers to increase their harvests to 

supply Louisiana with flour, and they permitted soldiers to work for habitants in their spare time 

to help increase productivity.344 Many soldiers began deserting in large numbers.345 In early 

1753, any soldiers who had not deserted went to Fort Ouiatenon on the Wabash River, in present 

day Indiana – almost 500km away – to help stave off British westward expansion. French 

colonial officials actively deterred settlers from interacting with the British and settlers were 

even asked to prove their attachment and fidelity to the French at annual village assemblies. 

Finally, they pushed youth and girls to marry young men to assist with household labour and 

 
342Anglo-French conflict began in the Ohio Valley in 1754 (1754-1763, often called the French and Indian War). Patrice Louis-

René Higonnet, “The Origins of the Seven Years’ War,” The Journal of Modern History 40, no. 1 (1968): 60. 
343 Reginald Horsman, “Great Britain and the Illinois Country in the Era of the American Revolution,” Journal of the Illinois State 

Historical Society (1908-1984) 69, no. 2 (1976): 100–109. 
344 Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751 in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 306, 308 
345 KM 51:5:17:1, KM 52:2:29:1, KM 52:5:17:1, KM 52:6:18:1, KM 52:6:30:1, KM 52:-:-:32, KM 53:11:28:2, KM 55:5:26:1, 

KM 55:7:28:1, KM 56:12:6:2, KM 52:12:10:1 
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with population growth. This would curtail some of the effects of losing French labourers, as 

well as maintain a sturdy foundation of French settlers in the region. Macarty sought to ensure 

that inhabitants and families were living as good Christians. In his order of command, Vaudreuil 

instructed Macarty to send a census every year, though from what we know he was only 

successful in 1752.346 By doing so, he advocated for strong ties to the church, village, and social 

networks that were already present as a way of solidifying attachment to a French way of life, 

and by extension, to French colonial rule.347  

 

1752 Census 

In the twenty years since the 1732 census, the population in the Illinois Country almost 

doubled, from 648 to 1216 individuals. With a mere twenty more settlers than enslaved peoples, 

the population was almost evenly split for the first time in French Illinois history.348 60% of 

households in the Illinois Country reported owning enslaved peoples. Again, Kaskaskia and Fort 

de Chartres were the two largest villages, but Kaskaskia had surged ahead and more than 

doubled the population of Fort de Chartres. Cahokia’s longevity had finally paid off as it housed 

120 individuals, a combination of mixed-race, French, Indigenous, and Black people. St. 

Philippe and Prairie du Rocher were both close behind, with 116 and 86 people respectively. The 

average family harvested 65 acres, an increase of 24 acres per household since 1732. The final 

Illinois Country village, Ste. Geneviève, made her appearance midway through the 18th century, 

and was included on the final census completed during the French colonial period. 

 

 
346 Order of command for M. de Macarty, August 8, 1751, in Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War, 296-7, 307, 313, 317-8.  
347 It is also worth noting that Macarty wondered why intermarriage in the Illinois had not been prevented earlier. 
348 1752 census. 60% of households reported owning at least one slave on this census, more than any previous census.  
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Ste. Geneviève (of the other side of the river) in the 1750s349 

Secondary villages thrived in the Illinois Country in part because they were very close to 

each other, often existing as satellites of larger villages. Prairie du Rocher and St. Philippe lay 

outside Fort de Chartres, and around 1750, Ste. Geneviève latched onto to Kaskaskia, using the 

Mississippi River as a connector.350 Early French settlers crossed the river for lead and salt, but 

they had never created a permanent settlement on the west side of the Mississippi.351 Inhabitants 

of Ste. Geneviève came primarily from Kaskaskia and because Ste. Geneviève was located on 

the banks of the river, boats landed directly in town.352 In the very early days of Ste. Geneviève, 

official documents were recorded in Kaskaskia, following the Illinois Country precedent of 

travelling to other communities on official business.353  

Early inhabitants of Ste. Geneviève purchased agricultural land outside the village and a 

plot in the village for residence, keeping with Illinois Country traditions. Development was 

informal, as it had been for all the villages in the Illinois apart from Fort de Chartres. Carl 

Ekberg asserts that local settlers established Ste. Genevieve “almost inevitably” because the 

population on the east bank had reached “a certain level,” because the older villages had “lost 

some of [their] productive power,” and because hostilities with Indigenous groups farther west 

had “subsided somewhat.”354 All of these conditions were met by mid-century. Ste. Geneviève 

 
349 Recensement general du pays des Ilinois. 1752. Loudoun Papers, LO 426. Huntington Library, San Marino, California, USA. 
350 Later settlements also followed this pattern: New Bourbon established itself near Ste. Geneviève, Carondelet and St. 

Ferdinand were founded just outside of St. Louis. Arable fields spread, and the original nuclear towns became farther from some 

of the plowlands. Choosing not to build on the land farther away, settlers instead added new agricultural villages and kept 

individuals close to their lands. Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country: the Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times 

(Urbana et Chicago, University of Illinois Press, 1998), 63-64. The founding date of Ste. Geneviève is often disputed and has 

been said to be anywhere between 1732 and 1752. Carl J. Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve: An Adventure on the Mississippi 

Frontier (Tucson, Arizona: The Patrice Press, 1996), 13-21. Ekberg’s conclusion, which I agree with, is that land was granted on 

the west side of the Mississippi River just before 1750, and the town is named in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts for the first time in 

1751. (KM 51:10:17:1). This first record already indicates “several other houses built by the seller in St. [sic] Genevieve.” 
351 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 8-9. 
352 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 88-90.; Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 11, 26-27. The route from Kaskaskia 

to Ste. Geneviève was one league over land plus the river crossing- somewhere between 3 and 5 kilometers. 
353 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 11. 
354 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 25. 
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did not have a commandant until 1760, or a resident priest until 1759, but it did acquire a militia 

captain in 1752 in the form of André Déguire Sr.355 On the 1752 census, Ste. Geneviève was 

home to just eighteen settlers and two Black slaves.356 The first two priests serving at Ste. 

Geneviève were Jesuits from Kaskaskia, and the town even housed a priest from St. Louis in the 

1770s, demonstrating that the village’s history was weaved together with fabrics from 

neighbouring locales. M.J. Morgan notes that the Indigenous Kaskaskia also kept to the rhythm 

of their hunts on the west bank, and that trade relations maintained a continuously mobile 

environment.357 Proximity was certainly a reason for the construction of Ste. Geneviève, and a 

simple justification for its success. However, not all neighbouring locales are mixed to the degree 

found in the Illinois Country in the French colonial period, showing that its inhabitants actively 

chose to direct their energies to this end.  

 Successful Illinois Country households were mostly nuclear families, but many 

unconventional family units enjoyed financial and social comforts. Widows were often wealthy 

and powerful successors of the shared resources between a couple, such as Dorothée Mercier, the 

Widow of Nicolas Devegnois. She provided for seven children, and together with four Black 

enslaved people, farmed over 100 acres and cared for 26 cattle, 12 horses, and 10 pigs in 

Kaskaskia.358 Another example of alternative family structure surfaced in 1743, after Louis 

Turpin successfully petitioned for multiple land plots near Kaskaskia in St. Joseph’s prairie for 

each of his five daughters, each 4 acres wide by 1 league deep. After his passing, these young 

 
355 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 472-473. Appendices D, E, and F.  
356 Andre Deguire Larose, Antoine Aubuchon, Louis Trudeau, Antoine Huneaux, Jaques Choquet, and Jean-Baptiste Beauvais 

(all Ste. Geneviève entries except two) have ties to or lived in Kaskaskia, which strengthens the argument that Ste. Geneviève 

grew naturally out of Kaskaskia.  
357 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 50. 
358 1752 census: 7 widows at Kaskaskia, 6 at Fort de Chartres, 2 at Prairie du Rocher, one each at Cahokia and St. Philippe. 

Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. As noted in Chapter 1, for the most part Indigenous widows did not enjoy this 

level of wealth. If they did inherit large quantities of land and household goods, they were often appointed an administrator for 

the estate and/or a guardian or deputy guardian for any children. This limitation of Indigenous rights in mixed families is an 

example of the assimilation policy of the Illinois Country in the French colonial period- the beginnings of settler colonialism.  
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women ranging in age from 11 to 19 jointly owned the land (and likely a house) in their name. 

On the 1752 census, the household was comprised of six female enslaved peoples, Louis’ five 

daughters, and two male enslaved peoples.359 Together, they farmed over 60 acres, probably 

overseen by the young Turpins’ guardian Raphael Beauvais or their stepmother Helène 

Hébert.360 Even this type of household made a profit, although the success should more correctly 

be attributed to the eight enslaved peoples (four Black and four Indigenous), who were living 

there. A shared household with two married couples joined forces at Prairie du Rocher to harvest 

over 100 acres. These were François Bastien with his wife Françoise, and their daughter Marie 

with her husband Jean-Baptiste Morin.361 With their lengthy list of household possessions, they 

appear to have been wealthy enough to live separately (perhaps they later did), but the benefits of 

working and living together outweighed any drawbacks or potential familial conflicts. Together, 

they reaped the rewards of their almost 40 cattle, 10 horses, and 10 pigs, completing labour with 

the help of four enslaved peoples.362 Two men even shared a home in Ste. Geneviève. (Louis) 

Trudeau and Dubois, both bachelors, pooled their resources to purchase 26 acres, 11 heads of 

cattle and 16 horses, taking the idea of business partners to an extreme. On the other hand, 

secondary land concessions allowed well-off settlers to remove themselves almost completely 

from the daily work while earning additional income. By investing in slave labour, they could 

live elsewhere, perhaps only dropping by to oversee planting or harvest. Only two Black 

enslaved peoples were enumerated at the La Sonde land concession at Prairie du Rocher, 

working day in and day out to keep up with over 200 acres, 26 cattle, 2 horses and 2 pigs. Pierre 

 
359 In this record, there appears to be six children, but his daughter Louise Françoise was mistakenly counted as two, Louise and 

Françoise. They are correctly enumerated with their ages in KM 47:1:11:1. KM 43:5:8:3. This is the only recorded household 

listed under the names of minors.  
360 KM 58:2:26:1 and KM 51:3:20:3. 
361 Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. 
362 Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752. Their slaves were 2 black adult males and 2 black male children. 
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Pillet La Sonde was the patriarch of the La Sonde household, although his son Antoine may have 

been leading man for the Prairie du Rocher enterprise, while his father oversaw their substantial 

homestead in Kaskaskia.363 Pierre La Sonde only reported owning 20 acres at Kaskaskia in 1726 

and 1732, therefore the boom years for him and many others like him were the 1740s. While 

64% of households were composed of couples, the remaining households, headed by widows, by 

single men, by minors, or slave-run land concessions, contributed equally to the regional success 

and accumulation of wealth. 

Land was easily accessible in the Illinois. Petitions for new plots were rarely rejected and 

numerous land grants were given to a single individual or family without question. Of the  

households who reported owning over 100 acres of land in 1752, 5 were at Fort de Chartres, 8 

were at Kaskaskia, and one each was recorded at St. Philippe and Ste. Geneviève. Prairie du 

Rocher accounted for the final seven- and with only 14 total entries, this meant that half the  

households at Prairie du Rocher harvested 100 or more acres. For the second smallest village by 

population, this was unusual and notable. The hold that Kaskaskia had on agricultural production  

was loosening as families created success elsewhere.364 The large increase in cleared land was 

especially evident in the 1752, yet over the three censused, only 59 new households were added- 

and as previously mentioned, these were not all new, but extensions of maturing families. This 

 
363 His son Antoine was most often referenced along with “Prairie du Rocher” when searching KM for the surname La Sonde. 

The Bienvenu land concession was the next census entry at Prairie du Rocher, and his primary residence was also in Kaskaskia. 
364 Prairie du Rocher is a good example for composition of towns in the Illinois Country in this period. 5 households were “new” 

arrivals, not appearing on any other census, with two men coming from Montréal. One of the Montréal natives married into the 

Gossiaux family (also living at Prairie du Rocher) and thus mother and daughter (with her new husband) lived side by side. A set 

of new arrivals came in the form of two brothers, also counted one after the other. Two were widows where their families (under 

their husband’s name) were enumerated in 1732, and one was a large family also listed twenty years earlier. One of these widows 

came to North America from France via Mobile, as discussed in Chapter 1. Three entries were found on all three censuses. The 

final household was a new arrival as well, though he shared a last name with another household at Fort de Chartres. 

Figure 10. Number of Households Reporting Over 100 Acres on Each 

Census 

 1726 1732 1752 

Over 100 acres 7 9 22 

Over 200 acres 0 1 8 
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suggests that each household grew in number (children) to account for the increased population, 

and secondly that they purchased more land as time passed.365 The enslaved peoples working 

these lands became more evenly distributed in 1752, if only slightly. In 1732, 60% of the 

enslaved population lived in Kaskaskia, and by 1752 this had dropped to 54%, with another 21% 

at Fort de Chartres, 8% at Cahokia, 9% at St. Philippe, 8% at Prairie du Rocher, and less than 1% 

at Ste. Geneviève.366 More settlers meant more cleared land, which also meant more enslaved 

peoples worked this land while French and mixed-race habitants reaped the rewards. 

 

Intervillage Migrations: André Déguire La Rose 

The first household listed at Ste. Geneviève in 1752 is that of André Deguire La Rose, 

native of Québec, his wife Marie Elizabeth Brunet Bourbonnois of Mobile, and their five 

children. They were married in 1729 at Kaskaskia, soon after the death of Bourbonnois’ first 

husband Joseph Delaunay. Déguire subsequently became guardian to her three children with 

Delaunay, Elizabeth, age 6, Joseph, age 2, and Philippe, only six months old.367 The family lived 

in Kaskaskia until at least 1747, likely moving permanently to Ste. Geneviève in late 1751 when 

they sold their stone house and lot there to the royal surgeon, himself moving from Fort de 

Chartres to Kaskaskia. In this five-year period, Déguire seems to have been building “several 

other houses… in St. [sic] Geneviève.”368 By 1755, he had held a public auction at his home to 

sell the belongings of the local Ste. Geneviève smith, François La Rogue, who had recently 

passed, and obtained the position of militia captain, likely by appointment by commandant 

 
365 Number of families with more than 5 children- 1752: 23, 1732: 8, 1726: 2. The number of households that reported owning no 

arable land actually grew throughout the three census years: 1726: 25, 1732: 31, 1752: 63, so each household had to increase their 

number of acres. The gap between an average settler and a wealthy settler grew larger each census year. 
366 Recensement general du pays des Illinios. 1752. 
367 Her first husband was buried at Ste. Anne de Detroit, PRDH couple #14583. KM 29:6:11:1. 
368 KM 51:10:17:1. Again in 1753, Deguire sold more land in the prairie of Kaskaskia. KM 53:6:13:1. 
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Macarty.369 Both functions point to his heightened status within the emerging community, only a 

few short years after his relocation from Kaskaskia. Carl Ekberg called him “the most important 

man in the village” on the 1752 census, part of a “old, respectable, well-to-do family.”370  

Déguire and Bourbonnois maintained multiple connections to other Illinois Country 

villages. Jean-Baptiste Deguire, likely André’s cousin, was the master tailor at Kaskaskia for his 

entire recorded life in the Illinois Country.371 Bourbonnois’ sister Cecile Brunet married Antoine 

Huneaux; one-time residents of Fort de Chartres, Antoine moved to Ste. Geneviève with his 

second wife after Cecile’s death in 1743. Déguire’s stepdaughter, Elizabeth Delaunay, likely 

lived next door with her husband Antoine Aubuchon and their young daughter.372 Though 

Déguire lived to the age of 90, he was not literate, and neither was his son, André Jr. Despite 

this, local settlers elected André Jr. as syndic at Ste. Geneviève in 1778 and he signed his mark 

on a militia document in 1794 as second lieutenant of a company. André Jr’s son, André III was 

the head of a household at New Bourbon in 1797, a former resident of Ste. Geneviève.373 

Generations of Déguires found success in the Illinois, beginning with André I at Kaskaskia in 

1732. While André I’s holdings were above average at Kaskaskia, he added to his household  

possessions in Ste. Geneviève immediately upon arrival, as seen in Figure 11.  

 

 

 

 
369 KM 55:3:17:1. Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Genevieve, 335-340. 
370 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Geneviève, 27-29, 178-9. 
371 KM 40:11:7:1. 
372 Antoine Aubuchon’s brother Pierre was married to Marie Brunet Bourbonnois, Elizabeth/Cecile’s sister. KM 37:8:24:1, KM 

44:1:3:1, KM 44:1:4:1. 
373 Ekberg, Colonial Ste. Geneviève., 75, 240, 243, 272-3, 374, 451-2. André III was literate. New Bourbon (Nouvelle Bourbon) 

is in present-day Missouri, roughly 4km from Ste. Geneviève. While André Déguire and his descendants were certainly important 

individuals, they acquired economic and social standing via common Illinois Country activities (construction, tailoring, political 

involvement). Not all families and individuals prospered to this extent, but almost all would have engaged with the community in 

these ways and at multiple Illinois Country locations.  

Figure 11. Census Figures for André Deguire La Rose (I)  

 1732 census at Kaskaskia 1752 census at Ste. Geneviève 

Acres 74 104 

Cattle 14 24 

Pigs 20 50 

Horses 0 11 



 

 
100 

 

After compiling the census, the commandant was preoccupied with more important 

matters, leaving his enumeration but a distant memory. In 1754, the Ohio Valley was plunged 

into full-out war as England, France, and various Indigenous groups fought for supremacy in 

North America. The North American battlefield was quieted by 1760 with the capitulation of 

Montréal, and peace treaties signed in 1762 and 1763 ceded French land west of the Mississippi 

River to Spain (including Ste. Geneviève and New Orleans) and land east of the Mississippi to 

Britain (including all other Illinois Country villages).374 French traders Pierre Laclède and 

August Chouteau founded St. Louis on the west side of the Mississippi River in 1764 as a trading 

outpost, and the next year it became capital of Upper Louisiana.375 This period of uncertainty, 

conflict, and in many ways, panic, is when some historians have emphasized migration in the 

Illinois Country- particularly migration to the Spanish side of the river. M.J. Morgan argued that 

by the time British troops arrived in October 1765, the Illinois was emptied.376  

In the first case, we can consider the migrations of local Indigenous groups. At the time 

of British occupation, the Illinois were more focused on survival than resource driven warfare 

and raiding.377 Even with small numbers, the Illinois still played a key role in Pontiac’s War and 

in smaller battles with the neighbouring Osage.378 The British also remarked that French settlers 

were coming and going constantly, moving between Indigenous nations and up and down the 

 
374 The two treaties are the Treaty of Fontainebleau (1762) and the Treaty of Paris (1763). Robert Englebert, “The Legacy of New 

France,” 36.; Gilbert C. Din, “Empires Too Far: The Demographic Limitations of Three Imperial Powers in the Eighteenth-

Century Mississippi Valley,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 50, no. 3 (2009): 269-272. 
375 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 96-101. 
376 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 135. 
377 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 178, 185. The Illinois gradually relinquished their role as raiders.  
378 Indigenous peoples across North America were dissatisfied with their new position with the British as “conquered peoples and 

not as allies.” The insurgence, led by Ottawa leader Pontiac was the first “extensive multi-tribal resistance to European 

colonization in North America.” Gasparro asserts that this conflict ended in accommodation, rather than complete defeat. Joseph 

D. Gasparro, ""The Desired Effect": Pontiac's Rebellion and the Native American Struggle to Survive in Britain's North 

American Conquest," The Gettysburg Historical Journal: Vol. 6 , Article 6, (2007): 38, 61.; Gregory Evans Dowd, War Under 

Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, & the British Empire (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002).; 

Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 146-148, 171.; Carl A. Brasseaux and Michael J. Leblanc, “Franco-Indian Diplomacy in the 

Mississippi Valley, 1754-1763,” Journal de La Société Des Américanistes 68 (1982): 60. 
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river. Environmental factors drove settlers and Indigenous peoples alike to migrate, as they 

always had in the Illinois Country. Water redefined land and houses fell into ruin or fell into the 

river. It was well known that wooden structures only lasted a maximum of twenty years on the 

floodplain, causing many to rebuild elsewhere. Many settlers from Prairie du Rocher moved east 

to the base of the cliffs after a serious flood in 1765.379 The Mississippi River continued its slow 

march inland and remaining settlers abandoned the village of Fort de Chartres in the same year, 

with only scatterings left at St. Philippe, Prairie du Rocher, and Cahokia. Secondly, as we have 

seen, the French themselves were no stranger to migrations. Undeterred, families could easily 

pack up and go, especially when many already had connections to Ste. Geneviève and St. Louis. 

A British census from 1767 and a Spanish Louisiana census from 1766 can be used together to 

more accurately describe where French settlers and enslaved peoples went after the breakup of 

the Illinois Country.  

 

1766 and 1767 Censuses 

 

Captain Forbes of the 34th regiment tabulated the 1767 British census, the final census 

considered in this thesis.380 It enumerates 600 white men, women, and children at Kaskaskia 

compared to only 267 in 1752. This number was perhaps exaggerated by the census taker, but the 

number of households seems to be more reliable, with 60 families in 1767, down from 67 in 

1752.381 Given this information, there does not appear to be a large-scale migration out of 

Kaskaskia after 1763 despite its position on the east bank, under British control. In 1766, 

 
379 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 140-142. 
380 "Papers documenting the state of the settlement at St. Vincent on the Ouabache and others in the Illinois Country" (Report; 

List, The National Archives, Kew, CO 5/87 1767). 

http://www.colonialamerica.amdigital.co.uk.cyber.usask.ca/Documents/Details/CO_5_87_008 
381 It seems unlikely for each family to have ten members, unless hired workers or enslaved Indigenous peoples were counted. 

Thomas Hutchins counts 500 settlers later in the century.  

http://www.colonialamerica.amdigital.co.uk.cyber.usask.ca/Documents/Details/CO_5_87_008
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Philadelphia merchant George Morgan commented that “French and Native inhabitants of 

Kaskaskia [were] customers and neighbours, people with whom he wanted to establish trade 

relationships.”382 The pragmatic inhabitants did not shy away from the British, remaining in the 

village and working with traders and local officials. Here, the numerous French could more 

easily persuade the British authorities to bend to their will, just as the Indigenous Kaskaskia 

endeared themselves to the British for protection.383 Generally, settlers did not shy away from 

either staying or going, instead choosing whatever best suited their short-term needs. Also 

obvious from the 1767 British census is the lack of information, population, and importance 

given to other Illinois Country villages on the east side. There was an increase in number of 

households and people at Prairie du Rocher, while there were drastic drops at St. Philippe and 

Fort de Chartres. While the exact number of people is unknown, as only households are  

enumerated, Fort de Chartres and St. Philippe collectively lost 55 households while Prairie du 

Rocher gained 11. Cahokia is also notably absent from this list, but in August 1766, a colleague 

of Forbes’, British captain Henry Gordon, counted 43 families there (and 20 cabins of Peoria), an 

 

 

 

 

 

 
382 David P. Dewar, “Migration to Acculturation: The Kaskaskia, Europeans, and Cultural Change in the Illinois Country during 

the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” Ohio Valley History 9, no.3 (2009): 20. 
383 Dewar, “Migration to Acculturation,” 20. 

Figure 12. 1766 Spanish Louisiana Census Totals 
 Ste. Genevieve (including Mine and Saline) St. Louis 

Militia Men 166 118 

Women 44 38 

Older Sons 25 14 

Older Daughters 12 13 

Boys 25 37 

Girls 41 37 

Arpents of Land 1165 401 

Horses 145 79 

Large Livestock 884 243 

Small Livestock 658 167 
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increase of 23 households from the 1752 census.384 On the east side of the river, for the most part 

Kaskaskia maintained its population or even increased in number, while Cahokia and Prairie du 

Rocher also grew. Population was only significantly decreased at St. Philippe and Fort de 

Chartres, Fort de Chartres due to its now non-existent military and administrative functions and 

St. Philippe probably due to its dependence on Fort de Chartres, marshy land, and small 

population base. Habitants in both towns likely chose Kaskaskia, Prairie du Rocher, Cahokia, St. 

Louis, Ste. Geneviève, or the Saline Hamlet as their new home. This is also the first time that the 

census taker elected to note bushels of corn and wheat in place of acres of arable land. With the 

focus completely removed from clearing and acquiring land for familial use, emphasis was 

placed on excess product to be sent to lower Louisiana. By the early 1750s, the Illinois Country 

did become the breadbasket of Louisiana as Carl Ekberg proposed it would after he noted 

“regular and voluminous” downriver flour trade in the 1730s and 40s.385 However, this  

was short-lived, and by 1770, Anglo-American merchants dominated the flour trade.386 

 The 1766 Spanish Louisiana census enumerates the settlements on the west bank of the 

Mississippi River, where were St. Louis, Ste. Geneviève, and the hamlet of the Ste. Geneviève 

 
384 Clarence Walworth Alvord, Clarence Edwin Carter, and George Croghan, The New Régime, -1767 (Springfield, Ill.: Illinois 

State Historical Library, 1916), 299. https://loc.gov/item/16010691/   
385 Carl J. Ekberg, “The Flour Trade in French Colonial Louisiana,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical 

Association 37, no. 3 (1996): 282.  
386 Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country, 226. 

Figure 13. 1767 British Illinois Census Totals 

 Kaskaskia 
Prairie du 

Rocher 

St. 

Philippe 

Fort de 

Chartres 

Inhabitants (men/women/children) 600 - - - 

Oxen 295 - - - 

Cows 342 - - - 

Horses 216 - - - 

Bushels Indian Corn 25 500 - - - 

Bushels Wheat 13 085 - - - 

Mills 8 - - - 

Hogs 912 - - - 

Families 60 25 3 3 

https://loc.gov/item/16010691/
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mine and saline. Spanish colonial officials compiled the data on May 31, 1766. Ste. Geneviève 

gained 45 households, or approximately 293 people since the 1752 census, a tremendously 

significant number. Ste. Geneviève received the population lost from the east side of the river, 

from abandoned Fort de Chartres and St. Philippe, and likely a smaller number from Kaskaskia. 

St. Louis added slightly fewer, with 257 people spread out in 56 smaller households. At the 

Saline, there were 15 people in five households.387 Evidently, these villages on the Spanish side 

experienced the highest population increases. The 1752 French census reported 19 individuals in 

Ste. Geneviève, likely only the first (or barely second) year of settlement and under no eminent 

attack or pressure by British forces. Taking that number of 19 as an average and extending this 

over the next 15 years until the next census, the resulting sums are almost identical (285 vs. 293). 

Thus, the French and mixed-race settlers on the east bank were already migrating to Ste. 

Geneviève at about the same rate earlier in the 1750s. This was of course helped by migration 

out of Fort de Chartres and St. Philippe after 1765. By 1769, Fort de Chartres had a population of 

1 and St. Philippe, clung to life with 2 individuals.388  

American cartographer Thomas Hutchins also made note of population in the Illinois 

Country on both sides of the river, sometime between approximately 1764 and 1775.389 

Following the previous observations, one can hypothesize that his calculations were done after 

the 1766 and 1767 censuses because the positive or negative trends are exaggerated. Kaskaskia, 

Prairie du Rocher, Cahokia, St. Louis, and Ste. Geneviève continued to grow, while Fort de 

Chartres and St. Philippe remained home to fewer than 3 families each, “the others have retired 

 
387 They are incorporated here into the Ste. Geneviève column for the sake of simplicity and geographical proximity. 

Recensement de la population de la Louisiane par le gouvernement espagnol. 1766. 
388 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 173. 
389 Thomas Hutchins, A topographical description of Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and North Carolina, Comprehending the 

Rivers Ohio, Kenhawa, Sioto, Cherokee, Wabash, Illinois, Missisippi,1778, in Eighteenth Century Collections Online, 36-39.  
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to the western side of the Mississippi.”390 In fact, Fort de Chartres was so abandoned and 

destroyed by floods that Hutchins did not notice it. He was impressed by St. Louis, citing the 

young town as “the most healthy and pleasurable situation of any known in this country… some 

of them have a liberal education, are polite, and hospitable.”391 At this later date, we also get 

some of the only population enumerations of the various Indigenous villages surrounding 

Kaskaskia and Fort de Chartres, obviously significant enough to be noticed and jotted down by 

incoming British officials. Forbes had ignored any Indigenous slaves or Indigenous peoples 

residing in Kaskaskia or Indigenous Kaskaskia on the 1767 census, but luckily for him Henry 

Gordon counted 15 cabins in the separate Kaskaskia village.392 Hutchins later counted 210 

people and 60 warriors at Indigenous Kaskaskia. Hutchins also relayed that the Peoria and 

Mechigamea still occupied their village north of Fort de Chartres along the river, with about 170 

warriors (heads of households).393 Because population estimates of Indigenous villages during 

the French period are sparse, these enumerations are key pieces of information. Even after 

incurring many losses in the 1750s, Indigenous villages near the French towns rivalled them in 

population. Indigenous peoples in the region were innumerable, and unenumerated, meaning that 

the French and French-associated settler population did not account for all, or likely even most of 

the population of the region claimed by the French empire as the Illinois Country on any French 

colonial census. This bolsters the argument that during the French colonial period, Indigenous 

peoples influenced and passed through so-called “French” spaces daily for the simple reasons of  

proximity, meaningful population, and kinship.  

The third and final demographic group that I have highlighted in this thesis are Black  

 
390 Increases: Kaskaskia, Prairie du Rocher, Cahokia, St. Louis, Ste. Geneviève/Saline. Decreases: Fort de Chartres, St. Philippe. 

Hutchins, A Topographical Description, 36-39. 
391 Hutchins, A Topographical Description, 38-39.  
392 Alvord, Carter, and Croghan, The New Régime, -1767, 297.  
393 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 173.; Hutchins, A Topographical Description, 37.  
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enslaved peoples. They are again included in the 1766 and 1767 censuses, as well as in Thomas 

Hutchins’ account, likely from approximately 1770. The numbers here follow the same pattern 

as the white settler population- steady increases at Kaskaskia, Prairie du Rocher and Cahokia, 

skyrocketing numbers at Ste. Geneviève and St. Louis, and no reported population at Fort de 

Chartres or St. Philippe after 1752.394 This demonstrates that enslaved black peoples followed 

the movements of their white counterparts- and that white settler households maintained their 

slaves (a measure of wealth and productivity) as they migrated within the Illinois Country after 

the 1763 Treaty of Paris. 

 

 In 1774-75, the British withdrew from the Illinois Country (after largely ignoring the 

colony since 1765) and from then until August 1778 when the American claimed the Illinois  

Country as part of the state of Virginia, there were no troops stationed there, little money and 

resources, and weak governmental control.395 Again without a strong imperial administration, 

“the interaction between autonomous Indigenous and Euro-American settlers shaped Illinois 

society.”396 Through many geopolitical shifts, Illinois society was not altered in fundamental 

ways until the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, which falls beyond the scope of this paper.  

 

 
394 Information from Recensement general du pays des Illinois. 1752; Rencensement de la population de la Louisiane. 1766; 

Papers documenting the state of the settlement at St. Vincent on the Ouabache and others in the Illinois Country. 1767; Thomas 

Hutchins, A Topographical Description, 36-39.  
395 Morgan, Land of Big Rivers, 190. 
396 Derksen, “Colonialism, Consumption, and Control: The Illinois Country Liquor Trade, 1750-1803,” 6.  

Figure 14. Comparison of Black Enslaved Populations at Various Illinois Country Villages after 1750 
 1752 Kaskaskia 1767 Kaskaskia Hutchins (~1770) Kaskaskia 

Black Enslaved Peoples 246 304 400-500 

 1752 Ste. Geneviève 1766 Ste. Geneviève 

Black Enslaved Peoples 2 228 

 1766 St. Louis Hutchins (~1770) St. Louis 

Black Enslaved Peoples 75 150 

 1752 Prairie du Rocher Hutchins (~1770) Prairie du Rocher 

Black Enslaved Peoples 40 80 

 1752 Cahokia Hutchins (~1770) Cahokia 

Black Enslaved Peoples 24 80 
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Settler Colonialism in the Illinois Country 

If the Illinois Country was not fundamentally altered from the 1750s until the early 19th 

century, then what can be said about the validity of the framework of settler colonialism for this 

time, and the French colonial period that preceded it? Jeffrey Ostler argues that one point in the 

history of early America where we can surely define settler colonialism is after the Treaty of 

Paris in 1763, “where the founding of the United States required the conversion of Indigenous 

lands into private property, directly involving displacement and elimination of Indigenous 

peoples.”397 Before this, it was “at most, a minor theme” for continental North America.398 

However, as M.J. Morgan noted above, imperial control under the British, early Americans, and 

even in the final days of the French empire (1750s-1778 and beyond) was geographically limited 

and weak. Kent McNeil points to the Louisiana Purchase as the turning point in Illinois Country 

history, but that even then it “could not have included more than a tiny fraction of the Missouri 

watershed because France did not have territorial sovereignty, either de facto or de jure in the 

European law of nations, over most of the vast region in 1803.”399 Ultimately, McNeil 

recognizes the significance of the purchase, as the fact remained that even though France did not 

control the vast areas along the Mississippi and west of the river, president Thomas Jefferson 

believed they did, and acted accordingly. Samuel Truett also recognizes that the borderlands of 

what would become the United States were “an archipelago of settler islands strung on a weak 

web of roads and the aqueous spaces of the Ohio River, the Mississippi River, the Gulf of 

 
397 Jeffrey Ostler, “Locating Settler Colonialism in Early American History,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76 3 (July 2019): 

444-5. “By 1850, the United States had removed roughly three-quarters of the Native population living east of the Mississippi in 

1830 (and had caused great loss of life in doing so).” 
398 Ostler, “Locating Settler Colonialism,” 446. 
399 Kent McNeil, “The Louisiana Purchase: Indian and American Sovereignty in the Missouri Watershed,” Western Historical 

Quarterly, Volume 50, Issue 1 (Spring 2019): 41.  
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Mexico, and the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean.”400 He agrees with McNeil’s argument that veritable 

settler colonialism (“a continental empire”) came later, especially with the railroad and 

telegraphs (mid 1800s). Samuel Truett summarizes the state of settler colonialism in the Illinois 

during the French period quite nicely, asserting that its “reach and efficacy… are especially open 

to debate for the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, when European intrusions into North 

America had exploration, trade, and resource extraction as driving incentives in addition to 

settlement.”401 To this list, I would add the complicated threads of Black and Indigenous 

enslavement (in the Illinois, especially involved in resource extraction, but also alliance 

building), mixed-race kinship networks, and migrations as driving incentives working alongside 

traditional settler colonial motivations.  

 

Conclusion 

 Commandant Jean-Jacques Macarty turned over control of the Illinois to Pierre-Joseph 

Neyon de Villiers in 1760 after nine years at the helm.402 Then on October 10, 1765 Louis 

Groton St. Ange de Bellerive, Neyon de Villier’s successor, turned Fort de Chartres over to the 

British, ending the French colonial period in the Illinois Country.403 Its legacy was mixed. 

French and mixed-race households had accrued wealth and bettered their lives and those of their 

children, yet tensions between local Indigenous groups, Black and Indigenous enslaved peoples, 

and French settlers never completely subsided. These unresolved tensions were what defined the 

 
400 Samuel Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76, 3 (July 

2019): 438. 
401 Jeffrey Ostler and Nancy Shoemaker, “Settler Colonialism in Early American History: An Introduction,” The William and 

Mary Quarterly 76, 3 (July 2019): 363. 
402 KM, “Introduction,” 16.; KM 61:5:4:1.  
403 Donald Chaput, “Groston de Saint-Ange et de Bellerive,” dans Dictionnaire biographique du Canada, vol. 4, Université 

Laval/University of Toronto, 2003–.; PRDH couple #6193. 
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Illinois Country because they, along with migrations, transformed the colonial culture.404 

Paradoxically, the resulting colonial culture also created tensions, allowing the cycle to generate 

a multitude of lived hybrid colonial experiences. We are left with something more fluid than 

settler colonialism, defined by individual daily experience. Jeffrey Ostler puts forward a useful 

way of thinking about the framework of settler colonialism in these instances: “Our general 

thinking about major trends over time should account for settler colonialism as a growing 

presence, with uniquely totalizing capacities and ambitions… that sort of framework provides an 

opportunity, not a burden… taking into account how it intersected with other forms of 

colonialism and how it was shaped by the actions of Native peoples themselves.”405 The 

“evocation of métissage” 406 does not negate the presence of French imperialism nor should it 

romanticize the ultimate goal of French policy and practice, which was assimilation. Despite this, 

we can recognize the opportunity that settler colonialism gives us to better understand the 

processes at work to transform a single small and isolated missionary outpost to a unified and 

flourishing agricultural region. 

  

 
404 Andrew N. Wegmann and Robert Englebert, eds. French Connections: Cultural Mobility in North America and the Atlantic 

World, 1600–1875 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2020), 1-2. 
405 Ostler, “Locating Settler Colonialism,” 449-450.  
406 Adam Gaudry and Darryl Leroux, “White Settler Revisionism and Making Métis Everywhere: The Evocation of Métissage in 

Quebec and Nova Scotia,” Critical Ethnic Studies 3, no. 1 (2017): 117, 122-123. Many French who came to the Illinois were still 

firmly rooted in ideas of European supremacy. 
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Conclusion 

 In May 1726, a curious case regarding an inheritance of personal property came across 

the desk of Nicolas Chassin, notary and judge in the Illinois Country. Antoine Carrière, guardian 

of the two children of the late Leonard Bosseron and Suzanne Padoukiquoy, and Toussaint 

Loisel, guardian of the two children of the late Pierre Milleret and Suzanne Padoukiquoy, drafted 

a joint request. The four minors, Antoine and Jean Augustin Bosseron and Pierre and Marianne 

Milleret, had inherited a large estate, and even though their mother was still alive, guardians and 

deputy guardians took charge of the case, likely because Padoukiquoy was Indigenous. Together, 

Carrière and Loisel requested that the property of both sets of minors “may be jointly leased and 

sold at public auction, the shares of the estate belonging to the children being so intermingled 

that it is not possible to administer them separately.”407 Chassin gave permission, and all items 

were placed at auction or given to Carrière, with a large share of the newly joined estate going to 

Jean-Baptiste Tessier, who received land on May 12 before marrying Marianne Milleret, 

daughter of Padoukiquoy, in a ceremony officiated by Reverend Antoine Le Boulanger in 

Kaskaskia on May 18, 1726.408 Tessier also gained guardianship of Pierre Milleret in July 1726 

and housed Padoukiquoy until her third marriage.409 

 This case reflects the degree of interconnectedness of one mixed- and mixed-race family 

in the first three decades of colonial rule in the Illinois Country, what I have termed as the 

foundational period. Not only was their property intermingled, but two distinct families, their 

friends Carrière and Loisel, as well as the Tessier family, came together to care for the four 

minors and their mother. While legal records in the Kaskaskia Manuscripts do not explicitly 

 
407 KM 26:5:4:1 and KM 26:5:2:1. Suzanne Padoukiquoy is noted as Panise. Emphasis added.  
408 KM 26:5:4:4, KM 26:5:10:1, KM 26:5:12:1, KM 26:5:13:1, KM 26:5:13:1.  
409 KM 47:5:9:1 and KM 26:7:1:1. Tessier and Marianne Milleret moved to the Prairie Mélique, between Kaskaskia and Fort de 

Chartres, in another instance of intervillage migration.  
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describe this interconnectedness except in this one case, the Bosseron-Milleret inheritance was 

not rare. Using census and legal documents, I have shown that it is possible to uncover these 

webs of connection that underlie the construction of the Illinois Country community.  

 Chapter One focused on the act of creating a home in the Illinois in the first three decades 

of settlement, or the foundational period (1699 to 1730). I argued that through intervillage 

connections, new and smaller villages such as St. Philippe were integrated into the growing 

Illinois social network, already thoroughly mixed at Kaskaskia, which extended quickly due to 

immigration from Canada and France. The history of the Illinois Country is one of perpetual 

demographic change, with roots in French-Indigenous intermarriage and mobility. Using the 

1723 and 1726 census, I demonstrated that these early migrations to the Illinois Country included 

young families and couples, not only single, transient men, and emphasized that these 

households were able to quickly accumulate resources such as cleared land, animals, and both 

Black and Indigenous enslaved peoples. Michel Philippe’s case study highlighted the idea that 

the more kinship connections one had, the greater the opportunity for wealth accumulation, 

which in turn increased mobility. Mobility also increased kinship connections, and the three 

phenomena were all positively related, even early in the history of French settlement in the 

Illinois. This first chapter also analyzed the first interactions between the three central groups 

explored in this study (French settlers, local Indigenous groups, and enslaved peoples, both 

Black and Indigenous) and asserted that slavery was an aspect of settler colonialism that was 

practiced by more than a third of inhabitants since at least 1726.  

 The following chapter discussed a secondary settlement phase, beginning in 1730 and 

ending in approximately 1752, where there was a marked increase in the frequency of explicit 

intervillage migrations. These were cases where more concrete links were abundant, such as 
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marriage certificates drawn up in one town for a ceremony in another, joint church records 

between villages, and migration due to employment. Settler society became more organized and 

complex, with civil law, imperial actors, and the ever-growing presence of the Catholic church. 

Yet, issues of power and authority were not straightforward in the Illinois Country because the 

social hierarchy was fluid, especially compared to the St. Lawrence Valley. In the twenty years 

following the foundational period, most population increase was local, including children and 

extended families with pre-existing links to the Illinois, rather than immigration from France and 

Canada, although Canadian immigration still played a minor role. Intergenerational wealth began 

to span multiple locations, include more assets, notably homes, flour mills, and enslaved peoples, 

and include non-nuclear families, such as widows, minor children, and slave-run concessions. 

These increases are noted in Figure 15. In sum, strong social networks in all six villages were  

what propelled the greater community into prosperity in the first half of the 18th century. 

 

Figure 15. Comparison of Common Census Categories Over All Three Census Years 

 1752 Totals 1732 Totals 1726 Totals 

Men 133 112 280 (no widows) 

Women 121 71 (2 widows) 

Widows 17 

Legitimate children 344 166 

Natural children/orphans 22 

Indentured Servants - - 37 

Volunteers (militia) 150 - - 

Black men 188 67 130 

Black Women 115 33 

Black boys and girls 142 64 

Indigenous Men 62 54 66 

Indigenous Women 91 59 

Land (frontage) 469.5 532 2230 

Land (arable) 6710 3377 

Cattle (all types) 2297 841 362 

Pigs 1728 1561 - 

Horses 708 199 121 

Mills - 18 - 

Houses - 109 - 

Barns - 55 - 

Stables - 5 - 

Rifles 353 - - 

Gunpowder 310.5 - - 

Lead Balls 2409 - - 
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According to historian Carl Ekberg, the communal mentalité of the French never took 

hold in the United States, where Americans were much more individualistic. He asserted that the 

French would have died of ennui without regular interaction with their neighbours, with whom 

they shared powerful bonds that extended across generations.410 While Ekberg argued that these 

characteristics were similar to peasant life in France, I argued that intimate social networks and 

wealth accumulation were due to intervillage migrations within the Illinois Country itself. This 

more accurately follows Robert Morrissey’s argument that a functional and conscious 

collaboration based on opportunism and realistic teamwork resulted in a stable a colonial culture 

that supported large families and farms.  

 Chapter Three posits that migrations to the Mississippi River’s west bank did not begin 

with the fall of New France in 1763. There were continued migrations across both sides of the 

river throughout the French colonial period, although permanent centres like Ste. Geneviève did 

not appear until the 1750s, growing naturally out of Kaskaskia. French settlers and local 

Indigenous groups, notably the Kaskaskia, Peoria, and Mechigamea, often chose to stay the 

course on the east bank even after British infiltration (at Kaskaskia, Indigenous Kaskaskia, 

Prairie du Rocher, and Cahokia), despite large increases at Ste. Geneviève, St. Louis, and 

enslaved peoples followed the movements of French and mixed-race settlers. I argue that the end 

of French colonial rule in North America was largely inconsequential for the French presence 

and French-Indigenous-mixed-race kinship systems that dominated the region. The French 

“devot[ed] themselves to those who treat[ed] them most favourably.”411 Through three regime 

changes, the French and French-Indigenous settlers of these towns were able to assert their 

 
410 Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana and Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), 254-258, 263. 
411 “Raymond to La Jonquière, May 22, 1750,” in Collections of the Illinois State Historical Library Volume XXIX: French Series 

Volume III, Illinois on the Eve of the Seven Years’ War 1747-1755, ed. Theodore Calvin Pease (The Illinois State Historical 

Society: Springfield, Illinois), 216. Quotation translated in the collection, original quotation in French. 
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position as major administrative players, enterprising merchants and farmers, and flexible 

citizens.412 Community relations were of the utmost importance in French Illinois, even in the 

American period.413  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colonists shaped their own culture with intermarriage as a bedrock, creating permanent 

and durable agreements and alliance. To this argument, I have added the ideas of physical and 

cultural mobility. 414 While I have often used the term “French” to describe the settlers in the 

Illinois Country, this thesis has proved that while Francophone, they were more than that. They 

were more fluid, less rooted in land and material objects, somewhere between the binary of 

 
412 An example of this longevity can be found in Clarence Alvord, Kaskaskia Records 1778-1790 (Springfield, Ill.: The Trustees 

of the Illinois State Historical Library, 1909), 287, Article 11, 291-292. The French community was still so stable, that by 1782, 

new American residents asked for a bilingual magistrate to ease communication and integrate into the broader community. 

Processes put in place in the American period, such as formal admittance to a village, was a standardization of the typical 

processes of intermarriage, business partnerships, guardianship etc. that were practiced in the French colonial period. 
413 Alvord, Kaskaskia Records, 285. Article 2. Settlers took a second oath, not to the United States or the court, but obliging them 

to “lend assistance and help, whenever it may be required of them, in order to maintain civil law and the rights of the people. 
414 Robert Michael Morrissey, Empire by Collaboration: Indians, Colonists, and Governments in Colonial Illinois Country 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 1-10.  

Figure 16 The Peak of Illinois Country Population 
during the French Colonial Period ~1752 
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European and Indigenous.415 All individuals discussed in this study, as well as every household 

across all three census had connections to Indigenous peoples, whether they were by blood, 

enslavement, or through what Robert Morrissey calls fictive kinship bonds, which included god-

parentage and guardianship.416 French Illinois was a world that was never homogenous or static. 

It is a place where we can understand the diversity of peoples.417 

And so, the Illinois Country stands apart, far from those colonial strongholds of Québec 

City and New Orleans, “more amphibious, archipelagic, and multifaceted than settler tales of 

U.S empire suggest.”418 Does it then benefit from the framework of settler colonialism? 

Throughout this thesis, and the French colonial period, settler colonialism sits in the background, 

a source of tension and a growing presence over more than sixty years. It cannot be denied that 

officials and settlers laid a foundation for settler colonialism, as well as for a power dynamic 

suitable for assimilation. However, the elimination of Indigenous peoples was far from inevitable 

and was not carried out in the Illinois before 1763. Villages ceased to be sites of mere 

colonialism because they were places where Indigenous people lived portions of their lives and 

moved throughout in tangible and intangible ways. These facts require us to move beyond 

“standard histories of… expansion that narrate an incremental, terrestrial… process in the 

building of a mature settler state.”419 This was not a linear process. Settlers “cross[ed] into spaces 

organized around different political protocols; different visions of past, present, and future, 

different ways of connecting to others; and different ways of projecting power,”420 all of which 

 
415 Robert Englebert and Andrew N. Wegmann, eds. French Connections: Cultural Mobility in North America and the Atlantic 

World, 1600–1875 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2020), 3-4. 
416 Robert Michael Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network: Kinship and Assimilation in the French-Illinois Borderlands, 1695-

1735,” William and Mary Quarterly 70, no. 1 (2013): 123. 
417 M. J. Morgan, Land of Big Rivers: French and Indian Illinois, 1699-1778 (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois 

University Press, 2010), 30.  
418 Samuel Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76 (3) July 

2019: 438. 
419 Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” 438. 
420 Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” 438. 
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were found within the six Illinois Country villages and accessible through intervillage migration. 

Through movement and hybridity, I argue that French Illinois Country settlers did not close 

themselves off to the “other,” to other perspectives, or other endings to their story and “well into 

the nineteenth century, it was hard to predict whose rules, stories, entanglements, and sense of 

power or sovereignty would prevail.”421 This openness to experience, combined with daily 

contact with mixed-race peoples has been proven to positively effect mixed-race encounters.422  

This study concludes in 1763, when Britain acquired France’s remaining colonies in 

North America. A crushing blow to be sure, but life in the Illinois Country continued in much of 

the same manner as it had during the French period. Settlers made connections, sowed their  

seeds, and lived and died in the villages along the great Mississippi River.423 In June of that same 

year, François Bastien passed away, aged over sixty years. A priest called Hippolyte Collet 

recorded his death at Fort de Chartres and buried him in the cemetery the next day at Prairie du 

Rocher. Father Collet noted in the register that his friends called Bastien “le Bonhomme,” a 

nickname describing his good-natured, easy-going, and honest disposition.424 This thesis allows 

us to envision many “bonhommes” in the Illinois- settler, mixed-race, and Indigenous- who all 

worked together to carve thousands of different futures in the emerging settler region.  

 
421 Truett, “Settler Colonialism and the Borderlands of Early America,” 438.  
422 Bolette Danckert et al, “With an Open Mind: Openness to Experience Moderates the Effect of Interethnic Encounters on 

Support for Immigration,” European Sociological Review, Volume 33, Issue 5 (October 2017): 721–733.  
423 Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, 1763, and the Transformation of North America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2006).; Robert Englebert, “The Legacy of New France: Law and Social Cohesion between Quebec and the Illinois Country, 1763–

1790.” French Colonial History 17 (2017): 35–66. 
424 Marthe Faribault-Beauregard, La population des forts français d’Amérique (Volume II) (Montréal: BAnQ Éditions Bergeron, 

1984), 244. 
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