When lowa Was Young

Two hundred years ago most of North America
belonged to France. From his seat of authority in
old Quebec the personal representative of King
Louis XV sent his agents —the explorers, soldiers,
and traders —far into the wilderness surrounding
the Great Lakes, while Louisiana—the vast, un-
measured region west of the Mississippi —wes
ruled from New Orleans. At strategic points along
main-travelled routes, little settlements of French-
men flourished.  Impregnable Quebec stood at the
doorway of the continent. Farther up the broad
St. Lawrence, Three Rivers and Montreal pros-
pered In none too friendly rivalry, while distant
Mackinac and Detroit were the chief outposts on
the Lakes. In the lllinois country —the very heart
of New France —Caliokia and Kaskaskia, stimu-
lated by John Law’s fantastic “Mississippi Bub-
ble”, were thriving villages of several hundred
habitants, and Fort Chartres, thirty or forty miles
belowthe mouth of the muddy Missouri, was known
as “the centre of life and fashion in the West.”
But throughout the whole country the population
consisted mainly of Indians. _

For a century and a quarter French soldiers, bold
explorers, black-robed priests, and venturesome
traders had been penetrating toward the interior —
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each intent upon his own mission.  Conquest, explo-
ration, missionary zeal, and the fur trade were the
Interests that had driven the pioneers of France into
the wilderness of the new world, seeking their
heart’s desire inthe face of untold danger and hard-
ship. Hither and thither on the lakes and rivers
they had plied their birch canoes. Forts had been
built, lorely trading posts established, and heathen
savages converted to the white men’s faith. But the
Indians as a whole had clung tenaciously to their
customary habits of life —hunting their food along
the streams and on the prairie, making “ medicine”
against disease and famine, moving their abode

ere circumstance directed, and raising the toma-
hawk against their foes.

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, how
ever, the red men had lost their economic independ-
ence. Trained in the wavs of French traders, the
savages of the “Upper Country” had developed
new tastes. Silver and copper ornaments from
Paris seemed far preferable to their former wam

um belts and colored feathers; spears and arrows
ost their potency in comparison with thunder-
belching firearms; and they wanted whisky with a
passion that would not be denied.

In return for the goods of civilization, the French
traders demanded peltries. The greed of the Euro-
peans seemed inexorable. No longer were the In-
dians free to go on the hunt when they pleased.
They were compelled to range farther and farther
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Into the forest in search of game, and their catch was
never sufficient.  They abandoned their former vil-
lages and clustered their tepees around the trading
posts at Green Bay, La Point, Mackinac, Miami, and
Detroit. There they were fed and clothed by the
Eggn_cga V\rlr]\il_e Jesuit and Sulphcédan hmissionaricas
tized their , counselled the wayward,
and buried thei%es
The French and Indians might have continued to
live together In harmony had it not been for the
recalcitrant Foxes who refused to submit to white
paternalism. The Foxes lived in a strategic location
along the Wisconsin River and consequjently Were in
a position to cut off communication by way of the
famous old Fox-\isconsin route to the Upper Mis-
sissippi and the rich fur-bearing lake region of
Minnesota. No Frenchman passed that way except
at the risk of his life. Moreover, the Foxes, by
means of an alliance with the warlike Sioux to the
West, were able to contend with the French on some-
what even terms.  They made war incessantly upon
the lllinois and other faithful tribes, until at last the
scalping knife became so busy there wes no time or
place for gathering peltries. The fur trade wes on
the verge of ruin.  Trappers and traders were no
longer safe, and energy that would have been used
In tracking the beaver wes employed in hunting
human Foxes. _ _
The story of the warfare which followed during
the next half century of conflict presents a repulsive
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succession of cruel deeds and bloody scenes. At one
time two hundred Fox warriors were put to death
without mercy at Detroit. Neighboring tribes con
tinually harrassed the hated Foxes. In 1730, after a
season of fierce fighting, the fleeing Renards, as the
French called the Foxes, were overtaken and almost
exterminated. This terrible blow seemed to have so
completely destroyed all possibility of further re-
sistance that the French decided to reestablish their
post at Green Bay and to resume their former sway.

In 1733, however, an incident occurred which led
to renewed hostilities. A French officer, Nicolas
Coulon de Villiers, wes shot by the Indians while
iImprudently visiting a Sauk village without a guard.
The Sauks, conscious of their inability to atone for
the death of such a prominent Frenchman, cast
their lot with the remnant of the Foxes and sought
refuge beyond the Missisipé‘oi In the land of the
lonays. There the conmbined Sauk and Fox tribes
continued to prey upon French traders and to pur-
sue the timid lllinois.

In order to maintain its prestige, the government
at Quebec decided to avenge the death of De Villiers
and at the same time destroy the new alliance of the
Sauks and Foxes. Accordingly, in the summer of
1734, Governor Beauharnois selected Nicolas Joseph
de Noyelles, one of the best-known French Canadian
officers, to lead a punitive expedition against the
Indians in lowa. tain de Noyelles wes said to
e “ greatly loved by the Savages™ and to be capable
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of enduring the fatigues of an arduous campaign
and the hardships of inclement weather.

Reports from Jesuits and traders seemed to agree
that the Sauks and Foxes had established thermselves
on the Wapsipinicon River, “two or three days’
journegy below” the Wisconsin.  The two tribes
occupied separate villages and it wes thom(Jjght that
the Sauks were so anxious to obtain pardon that
they could easily be induced to desert thelr allies.
With that in view; De Noyelles wes instructed to
grant peace to the Sauks “if they consent to give
up the Renards”, but If they should refuse he wes
orderedto destroy both nations™ and let the * Sav-

eat them up”.

Eighty-four Frenchmen eagerly volunteered to
go on the expedition. The force consisted of seven
Ofﬁoers fifty or S|xty cadets, sergeants, and soldiers,
and “ some settlers”. Agproanately two hundred
Iroquois, Hurons, and Pottawattamies also “ex-
pressed the greatest willingness” to join the party.
On August 14, 1734, this motley throng set out from
Montreal on their Iong and perllo edJourney to lone.

At Detroit more Indians joined the expedition,
impatient to taste the blood of the hated Foxes and
the traitorous Sauks, but a large party of Ottawas
and Algonquins failed to arrive. They sent word
that they wished to live in peace and had decided
that the French should forgive the Sauks.

On January 2 1735, Captain de Noyelles marched
anay from Detroit at the head of his nondescript
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army, and the overland journey of hundreds of miles
In the dead of winter began. The route lay around
the southern end of Lake Michigan, through the
country of the Ouiatanons where the French had a
post on the Wabash River about four miles from the
modern city of Lafayette, Indiana. There the In-
dians began to cause trouble. They had discovered
six lodges of Sauks not far away and wanted to
put on their war paint. In spite of the captain’
explanation that the lives of the Sauks should be
spared if they consented to desert the Foxes and
that the murder of these Indians who had sought
refuge among the French would destroy the confi-
dence of other tribes in their white friends, eighty
Hurons and Pottawattamies left to ““eat up those
six cabins”. The Iroquois remained with the expedi-
tion but took no paln?dtocggnceal dtehelr dﬁaﬁeﬁtlonf
Some Kickapoos to tain de Noyelles that |
he went to their principal village on the Rock River
near Rock Island he could find out where the Ren-
ards were dwelling. After holding a council with
his men and the savages, he decided not to proceed
to the Illinois villages as he had planned, but to
take a more direct northwesterly course. The ex-
pedition had already “been detained by the ice”
for twenty-two days and provisions were scarce.
On snowshoes and suffering from the cold of mid-
winter, the company of approximately two hundred
and fifty men made their way across northern 1l
linois to the Miississippl.  There they were joined
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by about forty Kickapoos who, being friendly with
the Foxes, Ied the expedrtron astray and greatly
Iengthened the journey. Some captive Sauks re-
ported that the Foxes were no longer living on the
Wapsipinicon but *“had withdrawn to the Riviere
sans fourche”, the Des Moines. The Sauks were
told that if they did not lead “straight to the Ren-
a(rjds they would be “tied to the Stake to be burn-
e

Onthe twelfth of March, De Noyelles and his band
reached the old Fox V|IIage on the Wapsipinicon but

“found Nobody”.  There they remained two days
on account of ““the intense cold” and ° V\nthout any
food”. Provisions were corrpletely exhausted, “the
Buffalo were movi q%avvay , and a long fast seemed
to be inprospect. The savages had refused to “load
themselves vvrth dried meat so that they might ad-
vance better, for they thought that they were close
to the Enemy As the invaders moved westward,
they had to be content with one “very inferior”
meal a day.

IMeanwhile, a scouting party which had been sent
out reported the discovery of four recent camping

rounds. Two days later they saw snoke. The

ittle army moved forward stealthily by night, cross-
Ing “several Rivers” with water up to the men’s
waists.  Finally, they halted behind a hill and the
Frenchmen, “greatly fatigued, wet through, and
very hungry wrapped up in their robes to await
daylight. In the morning they “reached a Wbaod
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bordering- ail a River.” The Indians, “who wished
to have the glory of arriving first”, thinking that
the goal wes at hand and that the hostile camp num
bered only “ four cabins”, ran on ahead about twelve
miles with the Frenchmen follomng as best they
could. The race ended abruptly on the bank of the
“verTy wide and rapid” Des Moines River which
wes full of floating ice. Onthe opposite side was the
Fox village that they had come so far to find, but
Instead of four lodges there were fifty-five. The
place wes probably not far from the present site of
the capital of lowe.

An Iroquois chief proposed that the whole party
should swaim across and attack the enemy forthwath.
To this suggestion De Noyelles prudently demurred.
He pointed out that it was impossible to smm the
river when the cold wes so great, that many of the
men might not be able to smm, that they would wet
their arms and ammunition, that only sixty of the
men had arrived, and that the enemy would be able
tokill them as fast as they landed. He, in turn, pro-
posed that the party should withdraw, nmove farther
up stream, reassemble their full force, build rafts,
and cross the river in a position to attack with some
prospect of success. Indian taunted De Noy-
elles for not being a man, to which the captain
angrily retorted, “Daog, If thou art so brave, smm
over and let us See what Thou wilt do.”” The chief
did not avail himself of this opportunity to display
his valor, but instead, accompanied by about forty
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of his band and several Frenchmen, he departed into
the forest. _

Captain de Noyelles moved up the river about
three miles in the hope of joining other parties of
the expedition who had scattered in search of the
enemy.  Suddenly he heard death cries and came
upon a wounded Indian who reported that the fight-
Ing had begun.  Seven Frenchmen and twenty-three
sava?es had crossed the river ona jam of driftwood
and found themselves face to face with about two
hundred and fifty Sauks and Foxes. Determined to
sell their lives as dearly as possible, they fought so
fiercely that the enemy took refuge in the woods.
The victory wes brief, however, for their adver-
saries soon pressed forward to surround them  De
Noyelles, having crossed the river, dispatched all of
the men who were with him as reinforcements, Half
an hour later the captain himself deployed what
forces had joined him In the meantime and advanced
to the comoat.

For several hours the battle rag‘ed savagely. Ore
of the French officers wes mortally wounded. To-
vvar%gght the Foxes attempted to scalp some of the
Wou Iroaums, whereupon De Noyelles ordered
a retreat and divided his force into two bands —
ore to continue the fighting while the other con
structed fortifications where they could protect the
wounded and defend themselves. Mearwhile, the
Kickapoos had quietly wetched the struggle from an
eminence, waiting to join the victorious sice.
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During the night the disgruntled Iroquois estab-
lished communication with the Sauks, and on the
folloing morning they sent for De Noyelles to come
to a council of war. He went “without any hesi-
tation”. At the meeting he found some Sauks whom
he tried to persuade to abandon the Foxes and
return to Green Bay, but the Sauks hesitated to
surrender for they feared the French would not be
able to control their Iroquois allies who, when the
friends of the Sauks were at a distance, would “ put
them in the Kettle”. To this De Noyelles replied
that the Sauks had nothing to fear because if the
Iroquois wished to act treacherously he would op-
pose it and, though the French were few in number,
the Iroquois “would not play” with them  Bnt the
Sauks were still skeptical, and well they might be.
In truth, the Iroguois held the power of Captain de
Noyelles in such utter contempt that they openly
beat French soldiers in his presence and he, to main-
tain a semblance of authority, wes conmpelled to pre-
tend not to see it. Another obstacle prevented the
Sauks from joining the French. The weather wes
too cold for their women and children to travel.

If the Sauks really had any desire to make peace
with the French, the Foxes promptly suppressed it.
The next day they sent word that their Renard allies
had declared, “ Dogs that ye are, if you abandon us,
we will eat your wormen and children as soon as vou
have gone out. VA will then tight against you and
afterward against the French.’
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For four days the French in their temporary forti-
lications faced the Sauk and Fox village on the Des
Moines River. Neither party e any nowe
against the other. The invaders suffered severely
from hunger, for during all that time they had noth-
Ing to eat hut twelve dogs and a horse.  Sone of the
soldiers ate their moccasins. VWhen De Noyelles re-
quested the Iroquois to send a party of braves to
hunt, they blusteringly replied that the whole com
Fany must fast four or five days longer. A little
ater they asked to be alloned to go hore. The
soldiers begged their commander to lead themto the
assault, for they preferred death In battle to the
slow torture of starvation.

Convinced that his men could not hold out any
longer, Captain de Noyelles sent a token of peace to
the Sauks with the message that their father, the
Governor of Quebec, would grant them their lives on
condition that they terminate their alliance with the
Foxes. This they agreed to do—as they had prom:
ised several times before. Obliged to be content
with an empty promise that wes never fulfilled, the
French troops marched away down the river to old
Fort Chartres and never again returned to the bor-
ders of lona.

John Ely Briggs



