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Description

The Miami tribe, along with their associated tribes the Piankashaw, Wea and Kickapoo occupied the Wabash River Valley in northern, central and southwestern Indiana. The Miami Tribe in Indiana includes their history, lifestyle and much more about the Miami culture in Indiana. Learn about the leading chiefs, their festivals and folklore. 

Readers will learn about one of the most important tribes in Indiana in the years prior to settlement
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The Miami tribe belongs to the Algonquin linguistic group. The Miamis called themselves “Twightwees,” a name that refers to the call of a crane. The Chippewa called them “Omaumeg,” meaning “people of the Peninsula.” The Miami tribe included several bands, including the Piankashaw, Wea, Atchatcha, Kangouen, Kilatika, Mengakonkia, and Pepicokia. The Piankashaw and Wea later came to be recognized as separate tribes.

Settlements

Early Miami settlements in Indiana include the Piankashaws, most likely including the Pepicokia band, at Vincennes, Knox County; Choppatee’s Village on the west bank of the St. Joseph River, near Fort Wayne, Allen County; Kekionga on the east bank of the St. Joseph River, near Fort Wayne; Little Turtle’s village, 20 miles northwest of Fort Wayne; a Wea village called “Kenapacomaqua” on the Eel River near Logansport, Cass County; Kokomo in Howard County; Kowashikka, also called Thorntown, on Sugar Creek in Boone County; Meshingomesia, a reservation on the Mississinewa River, in Wabash County; Mississinewa, on the same river at its juncture with the Wabash River, in Miami County; Missinquimeschan, a Piankashaw village near Washington, Daviess County; Papakeecha (named for its chief), at Indian village, Noble County; Piankashaw, a village of Piankashaws, on the Wabash and Vermilion rivers, in Vermilion County; Seek’s Village, near Columbia City on the Eel River, Whitley County; and White Raccoon’s Village, near Aboite, Allen County.

Population

It is estimated that there were 4,500 Miami people (including Wea and Piankashaw) in 1650. Estimates from 1764 and 1765 were 1,750 and 1,250. An 1825 count totaled 1,400 Miami, Wea, and Piankashaw combined, 327 of whom were Wea. An 1885 count of Miami in the Indian Territory (not including Wea or Piankashaw) was only 57 individuals. The 1900 census enumerated 243 Miami (of both pure and mixed ethnicity) in Indiana. The 1910 census enumerated 90 Miami in Indiana and 123 in Oklahoma. In 1923, the U.S. Indian Office Report showed 125 Indians in Indiana. The 1930 census showed 47 Miami in Indiana. In 1937, there were 287 Miami reported in Oklahoma.

This information is from The Indian Tribes of North America, by John R. Swanton, which was reviewed last week. For more detailed information on the history and population of the Miami and allied tribes, visit www.dickshovel.com/mia.html.

Miami Indian Tribe in Indiana

The Miami use the name Mihtohseeniaki (the people) to refer to their tribe. They contend the name Miami is an outside name used by others to describe them. This name seems to derive from the word Myaamia, which means "downstream people. The tribe speaks a form of Algonquian, which makes the tribe akin to the Delaware, Illiniwek, Kickapoo, Menominee, Shawnee, Sauk, Potawatomi and Fox tribes. Many think that the Miami tribe evolved out of the Mississippian culture. 

Mississippian Culture

The Mississippian culture of North American native peoples existed from about 800 to 1600 AD. This culture spread over a large geographic area that ranged from the Great Lakes region south to the Gulf of Mexico, east towards the Atlantic Ocean and then north to the Carolinas. The Mississippi River formed the central portion of their region, hence the name. The town of Cahokia, located in present day Illinois along the Mississippi River, was their largest, and principal town. The Miami tribe probably descended from the Upper Mississippian period of the culture that existed between about 1000 AD until about 1700 AD. 

Upper Mississippian

The Upper Mississippian peoples lived in what is now northern Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, southwestern Michigan and Missouri. Archaeologists have divided Upper Mississippian sites into 5 major groups, the Huber, Fisher, Langford, Grand River, Koshkonong, Green Bay and Orr groups. The Huber and Fisher groups are thought to be the origin of the Miami Tribes. Sites of the Huber Phase occupy the years from 1425 - 1625. The Fisher sites date from around 1530. Both groups have evidence of trade with the Europeans. Hunting, agriculture and gathering played a major role in the food acquisition of these groups. Members of this group traded with natives in other regions extensively. 

Wabash River Valley

Tribal tradition indicates that the Miami tribe originated in the Wabash River valley, where they lived until the Iroquois drove them out during the Beaver Wars. 

Beaver Wars

The fur trade with the European settlers was the cause of the Beaver Wars that lasted from 1630 to 1698. Fur hats for both men and women were fashionable in Europe during this time, with beaver hats the most desirable. The natives could supply large quantities of this fur to them, trading the pelts for many European manufactured items the Amerindians wanted. Goods like blankets, iron cooking implements, cloth and other things made life easier for them. The Dutch had begun establishing settlements and trading posts on the Hudson and Delaware Rivers in 1607. The French had also begun establishing settlements and trading posts along the St. Lawrence at about the same time, as did the English in Virginia. The main trading partners with the Europeans were the Algonquin tribes, the Iroquois Confederacy and the Huron tribes.  Initially, competition between the Dutch and French fur traders created the strife, however the English became involved when they expelled the Dutch from their New Amsterdam settlements in 1664. 

The English

The English had established the Jamestown colony in 1607. Later settlements at Plymouth, Connecticut and others followed. Contact and trade with the native tribes began almost immediately after settlement. Conflicts with the local tribes also occurred. 

The French

The French had begun settling in Newfoundland, Nova Scotia and along the St. Lawrence River in 1534. Contact and trade had commenced almost immediately. 

The Dutch

The Dutch had begun exploring and settling in the New York region in 1609. The initial contract was to trade for furs with settlements soon after. 

The Iroquois League 

Known also as the Five Nations, the League comprised five Indian tribes. These were the Mohawk, Onondaga, Oneida, Cayuga and Seneca. These five tribes formed a powerful confederacy and dominated the eastern part of North America. Indian Tribes as far away as in the Ohio River Valley and Virginia felt the fury of their war parties. Most anthropologists feel the league formed between 1450 and 1600. Others contend it may have begun much earlier. The tribes mainly occupied territory along the southern shore of Lake Ontario and St. Lawrence River.

The Wendat or Huron

Prior to French settlement the Huron inhabited about a 600 square mile area north of Lake Simco in a region north of Lake Ontario and east of Lake Superior. The tribe called themselves the Wendat, however the French called them the Huron, meaning "boar's head," because of the men's hairstyle. The hair on the back of their head stood in a bristle fashion. They spoke an Iroquoian type of language and numbered between 20,000 and 25,000 people prior to French contact. This contact exposed them to a smallpox epidemic in which nearly half of the population died. Warriors from the Iroquois tribe began attacking them beginning in 1649, and drove them from this region, they fled to the upper Lake Michigan region. They would occupy this area until the early years of the American Revolution, when they united with the Petun and became the Wyandotte. They migrated into a region that included southern Michigan and northern Ohio. After the 1830 Indian Removal Act, they were moved to Kansas. 

The Algonquins

The Algonquin tribes of Amerindians is a grouping of several tribes in North America with similar language and culture. The Algonquin family was the most widespread group in North America, with tribes located from the northeast to the western United States and into the south. Individual tribes of the Algonquin group originally numbered in the hundreds. Many of these tribes are extinct These tribes spoke different dialects of the language group. 

Competition Between the French and Dutch

The Iroquois traded mostly with the Dutch during the early years of the conflict. The Dutch had established trading posts along the Hudson River to trade with the tribes. The three European nations had abstained from trading firearms to the natives in the beginning years; however, the Dutch broke this stalemate by supplying their Iroquois allies with firearms. This gave the Iroquois tribes a significant advantage over their Algonquin and Huron foes, who lacked them. 

Depletion of Beaver Pelts

After several years of hunting, the Iroquois had nearly exterminated the beaver population in their territory. To find a fresh supply, the tribes of the Iroquois looked to the Huron's territory and began raiding their villages in 1648.

War Against the Huron

The weapons acquired by the Iroquois provided a tremendous advantage for them over the Huron in the early 1640's. They also attacked the Algonquins, Mahicans and Montagnais, all of whom were allied with the French and traditional enemies of the Iroquois. They also attacked the French settlements in New France. By 1648 they had driven the Huron from their territory, who fled west, away from the Iroquois attackers. 

Into the Ohio Valley

The Iroquois next invaded the Ohio River Valley, driving many of the tribes that lived in the area, like Miami, Potawatomie and others, from the region. 

The war would continue, as the Iroquois, now allies of the English, continued to raid across the region. The war would finally end with the 1701 Treaty of Grande Paix, which cemented an alliance with the British and Iroquois that would crest in the mid 18th Century in the French and Indian War. 

Driven Out of the Wabash Basin

Tribal historical lore states that the fury of the Iroquois invasion drove the Miami people from their traditional homes in the Wabash River basin. The tribe spread northwest into the region that is now Wisconsin. The written historical record of the tribe begins here, with contact with French traders in the mid 17th Century

During historic times, the tribe migrated to the area now encompassed by northern Indiana, western Ohio and southern Michigan. French missionaries visiting the Lake Michigan area were the first Europeans to encounter the tribe. By the late 1700's, the tribe constituted the largest tribal group in what would become Indiana. The tribe was composed of six main bands, the Atchatchakangouen (Crane band or Miamis), Wea, Piankashaw, Kilatika, Mengakonkia and Pepikokia.  There were several spellings of each of these bands. The French explorers noted the similarities in language and customs of these tribes as they moved into the area in the 1670's. The tribe occupied an area in northern Indiana that centered on the region from the St. Joseph River around current South Bend, south to the Wabash River area around Lafayette. The tribe also had villages all along the upper Wabash River and into the current Fort Wayne area.

The Tribe in Historic Times

Jesuit missionary Gabriel Druillettes provides the first mention of the Miami tribe in 1658 while on a mission to the Ottawas near Lake Superior. He called them the Oumamik. He records that they were in the Green Bay region. The tribe next enters the historical record when French explorer Nicolas Perrot encountered them in 1658. Two years later he again met them and recorded the tribe as living along the Fox River in Wisconsin. At this time, they lived with the Mascouten tribe in a palisaded village. From there they migrated to the southern end of Lake Michigan at Chicago and to the region around the St. Joseph River in what is now northern Indiana. Later reports from explorers and missionaries say that the Chicago village was Wea, an offshoot of the Miami tribe. As exploration in the regions that became Illinois and Indiana more villages were discovered, leading to speculation that the first French encounters were with a small remnant of the tribe and that the greater volume of people were at that time living in northeast Illinois and northern Indiana. Large numbers of the tribe later migrated into the Wabash River valley as well as into northwestern Ohio. 

According to the famous Chief Little Turtle:

“My fathers kindled the first fire at Detroit; thence they extended their lines to the headwaters of the Scioto, thence to its mouth; thence down the Ohio to the mouth of the Wabash; thence to Chicago and Lake Michigan."

La Salle and the Miami Tribe

René Robert Cavelier (November 22, 1643 - March 19, 1687)

On November 22, 1643, Catherine Geeset birthed a son, René Robert Cavelier. The boy entered the world in St. Herbland parish, Rouen, France. His father, Jean Cavelier, was a wealthy wholesale merchant. René Robert Cavelier gained the title, La Salle, from a family estate near Rouen. 

The boy at first studied to be a priest. He entered the Jesuit College, forfeiting his inheritance in the process. However, the life of adventure beckoned him and he abandoned his education.

Trading Post

His brother, Jean, had settled in New France in 1665 with the order of St. Sulpice.  René followed him in 1666. He obtained a land grant from the Sulpicians. The land was north of Montreal, and he established a fort and trading post that became quite successful. 

Search for the “Vermilion Sea”

Through his dealings with the Indian tribes, he learned of lands to the west that intrigued him. Some members of the Seneca tribe told him about a river to the south called the "Ohi:yo’," or Ohio. The word means "Good River," or "Great River." He became obsessed with finding a passage west that would lead to the “Vermilion Sea,” or Pacific Ocean. Obsessed with the idea of finding the Pacific, he sold his land and holdings back to the Sulpicians. He outfitted his first expedition in 1670. This expedition consisted of twenty-four men and some canoes and departed on July 6, 1669. The men traveled west on the St. Lawrence River, traversing Lakes Erie and Ontario.  They reached the mouth of Irondequoit Creek, which is near modern Rochester, New York on Lake Ontario. A group of natives greeted them. After resting overnight, the natives took them to a Seneca village, which lay a few days journey away. When they learned of La Salle's plan, the Seneca attempted to persuade them not to go. The region La Salle wanted to journey through was occupied by various Algonquin tribes, traditional enemies of the Iroquois tribes. Their efforts to stop him cost La Salle a month. At that time La Salle became quite sick and proposed to return to a French fort they had visited earlier, called Ville Marie. At this point the historical record of the expedition ended. Historical lore relates that La Salle continued the journey, eventually reaching the Ohio River and the Falls of the Ohio. However, there is no evidence that he continued the journey and La Salle never claimed to have reached the Ohio River.  

Builder of Forts

He dreamed of extending "New France." He desired to build a system of forts to expand France's dominions into the Mississippi and Ohio River Valley. He began another expedition on August 7, 1679. This expedition set forth from Niagara on a ship he had built, Le Griffon. This was the first large ship to travel on the Great Lakes. It followed a course up Lakes Ontario, Erie and Huron. It continued down the length of Lake Michigan. Crossing lower Illinois, the expedition, after many difficulties, reached the Mississippi River. By January 15, they reached Starved Rock on the Illinois River. On this spot, he established Fort Crèvecoeur. The site is now a state park, Fort Crevecoeur. 

August 7, 1679 - Robert Lasalle Builds First Full-Sized Ship in America

After multitudes of problems, Robert La Salle launched the first full sized ship on Lake Erie on its maiden voyage. 

Locating a Site to Build the Ship

La Salle's problems with the ship's construction began with finding a suitable site to build it. Relations with the surrounding native tribes were uncertain. He feared that they would destroy the ship before his men could complete construction. He sent an expedition out on November 18, 1678, on a small vessel to search for a site. The men encountered multiple problems, including ice, bad weather and frigid temperatures. They finally selected a site in January and then lost the boat that carried the supplies needed to build the ship in a storm. Despite the loss and uncertain relations with the nearby Seneca tribe, the workers laid the keel for the ship on January 26, 1679. Work continued on the ship. There were many interruptions from the weather, Indian threats and supply shortages. The Senecas continually threatened to burn the vessel. In addition, the workmen building the ship were near mutiny because of the terrible conditions. 

Completed Construction

By July, the ship's construction was almost complete. A credible threat of destruction from the Senecas caused La Salle to launch the ship before it was ready. They had constructed the ship at the mouth of Cayuga Creek, on the Niagara River. Workers towed the ship upriver against the rapid's currents until they reached Lake Erie. After many difficulties, on August 7, 1679, the first full sized ship to sail on the Great Lakes took to the water. Christened Le Griffon, the French launched with a ceremony that impressed the watching natives. The Griffon had seven brass cannons and one mast with several sails. She was about forty feet long, eighteen feet wide and about forty-five tons. The firing of the cannon on launch awed the watching Indians enough that the workers slept that night at ease, free from fear of attack. 

Maiden Voyage

In uncharted waters, the crew needed to sound the depths constantly to determine the water's depth. The crew of thirty-four explored the area around Long Point, Ontario. Then they sailed across open water to a French camp on August 10, 1679. This camp was at the mouth of the Detroit River. The ship sailed up the river and entered Lake St. Clair. The sailors had to tow the ship through the St. Clair River rapids after which the ship entered Lake Huron. A late August storm on that lake almost destroyed the ship, but they survived. They reached Mackinac Island to visit a village consisting of natives and Frenchmen. A cannonade from the ship's cannon impressed the group of Huron and Ottawa Indians that had gathered to see the ship. They sailed on to enter Lake Michigan and then to Green Bay, where La Salle disembarked. The expedition had collected almost six tons of furs. La Salle sent the ship back to Mackinac Island to offload the furs and then sail back. The ship departed from Green Bay on September 18, 1679, and was never seen again. La Salle had a fort constructed here and then he began preparations to go to the south shore of the lake. 

Theories

Theories abound about the fate of the Griffon. La Salle felt that the crew had scuttled the ship and absconded with the furs. Other reports say that natives boarded the ship, killed the crew and burned it. Some feel that the ship foundered and sank in a storm. The search for the Griffon continues to this day, with some credible reports of its location. There are a couple of promising shipwrecks under investigation.  But so far, there is no evidence that archeologists have found the Griffon after lying at the bottom of the lake for over 300 years.

La Salle Reaches the St. Joseph River

The party of explorers departed from Green Bay by canoe. La Salle proposed to build a fort on the south side and establish his headquarters there. La Salle divided the fleet of canoes into two groups, one led by himself and the other led by his lieutenant, Henri de Tonti, who would follow. La Salle's group traveled down the western shore of Lake Michigan. They were to meet at the River of the Miamis, which is now called the St. Joseph River in current southern Michigan. The river enters Lake Michigan and forms a natural harbor there. La Salle entered the harbor on November 1, 1679. Here, he waited for the arrival of Tonti.

While waiting on Tonti, La Salle had his men constructed a fort they would call Fort Miamis. They also took soundings of the harbor to determine its depth and marked the spot where the river entered the lake with two poles. Tonti's arrival was delayed because he discovered that some of La Salle's men had deserted with some of the furs the expedition had gathered. He tracked them down and brought them back to the expedition. 

After Tonti rejoined La Salle at the St. Joseph River the men began planning their next move, to sail to the Mississippi River. The plan was to sail up the St. Joseph until they reached a portage point the natives had told them about. They would portage to the Kankakee River and canoe down to the Illinois River to the Mississippi. They would take a native guide named White Beaver along to help them find the portage. 

They began their voyage up the St. Joseph and sailed into what is now Indiana. They were in what is now northern Starke County. They became the first documented White men to enter what is now the state of Indiana. This was a marshy, swampy region with dense forest and an abundant supply of wildlife of all kinds. The portage was at a point in the river called the "south bend," at the site of the current Indiana city of that name. White Beaver had left the expedition to hunt and was not with them when they came to the portage site. A fresh blanket of snow hid it from them and they paddled past it. At length, they discovered their mistake and beached the canoes to search for it. 

Lost in Indiana 

La Salle marched off by himself, unarmed, to attempt to find the portage. He found a high point where he could see the Kankakee valley trailing off to the west. He turned back to return to his companions; however, he missed the faint path he had followed and became lost. He wandered through the swampy terrain, searching for the river. Through the trees he saw a campfire flickering and thought he had found his companions. He called out, but the solitary figure that had occupied the site fled. La Salle pulled some bushes close to the place where he would sleep as a barricade and rekindled the fire so he could warm his cold hands. He thus spent the night by the campfire. The next morning, he started off again and found the river, but not his companions. He passed the site of the current city of Mishawaka. It was here that Tonty found him and took him back to rejoin his companions. The date was December 5, 1679, and they were at the site where they had stopped earlier. 

The Portage at Last

White Beaver rejoined them at this point and told them they needed to descend the river to get to the portage, as they had passed it. Most of the party departed by canoe to travel to the site, however La Salle was exhausted. They remained at the campsite to allow him to sleep. Father Gabriel stayed with him. The party had built temporary structures out of woven bull rushes and mats while they searched for the lost La Salle. During the night the structure housing La Salle caught fire and he and his companion, a Father Hennepin, barely escaped the flames. The next morning La Salle and Father Gabriel joined the rest of the party at the Portage the next day. Father Gabriel blazed crosses on several trees to mark it for future use. 

Portage Landing

The Portage Landing is at the approximate site where Darden Road crosses the St. Joseph River in South Bend. An historical marker notes the approximate site where La Salle and his party camped, about a mile to the west along the river at the portage site. There is now a public access boat ramp near the portage site.

Text of the Marker:

Location: SR 933/Dixie Highway & Darden Road, South Bend. (St. Joseph County, Indiana)

National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the State of Indiana

ID# : 71.19??.?

Text

1 Mile West

Site of La Salle's camp, 1679, on portage between St. Joseph and Kankakee rivers. La Salle was the first white man to enter Indiana, passing here again in 1681.

Popular Native Site

It was a popular place for the natives, especially those of the Miami tribe, to land their canoes and camp. Open forests and prairie covered the land around the portage. Buffalo frequented the area in large numbers. The Miami would set fires to the prairie to drive the animals to a point they had chosen where they would kill them with their bows and arrows. 

Buffalo Hunt Site

They found several buffalo carcasses and horns at the portage as well as some canoes the natives had made using buffalo skins. They used the canoes to transport buffalo meat across the river to take to their village. It is possible that La Salle built a fort at the portage, however no one knows for sure. 

Portaging the Canoes and Supplies

At this point the Kankakee River's source was a little over 5 miles from the portage. The terrain was boggy plains and not easy to travel through. The natives used the portage between the two rivers quite extensively, so there was a well-worn trail from the portage to the canoe launch. They marked the opening to this road and began transporting their 8 birch bark canoes which they had purchased from the natives at the Straits of Mackinac and supplies to the launch site on December 6. The canoes could carry 10 to 14 people. The party included 33 people. Most of the explorers traveled in 4 canoes, the remaining canoes carrying their supplies and gear. The gear included trade goods for the natives, clothing and weapons. Since they could hunt along the way, they carried little food. They had many tools for building forts as well as to build another ship. The tools included a small forge to work metal as well as an anvil, bellows and blacksmith tools. They also had iron to fashion nails, bolts and other metal parts they would need. They also had carpenter tools like saws, planes and a pit saw to saw planks from trees. 

Pit Saw

To cut lumber with a pit saw, the sawyers first hewed a log square with a broad axe, then placed the hewn log over a pit. Two men then sawed planks from the hewn log using a crosscut saw. One man stood in the pit pulling the saw down while another man stood on top, pulling the saw up. The men used a chalked line as a guide to keep the plank to the desired thickness. 

They had to carry the canoes and all these supplies on their backs from the landing to the launching site on the Kankakee. It took 16 men to carry the canoes, and the rest were burdened with the other supplies. 

One Trip

It was necessary for them to carry everything on one trip. To leave a part of the party at the landing to guard their supplies would expose the small band of men open to attack by lurking enemies. They carried their burdens over a well beaten path through the prairie in the winter battling cold temperatures and snow. The path was deep and wide, allowing the men a somewhat easy passage. Skeletons of buffalo that had perished in the previous winter littered the landscape. The despair some of the men at such conditions must have been high, as one of the travelers, who doubtless wanted to end the trip, raised his gun to shoot La Salle in the back. The others, seeing this, prevented him from shooting. At length they did reach their destination, the launch site on the Kankakee.

The Kankakee River

The Kankakee rises out of the plains and is navigable by canoe at a point about 300 feet from the source. The size of the river increased, as did its current and depth, in a short period of time. Its course wound through the vast prairie. After a full day’s travel on the river they found they had only gone about two miles in a straight line. The country surrounding them was marshy land populated by rushes and flags, which are aquatic plants with sword shaped leaves. There was little solid ground for them to camp, except for small hummocks composed of frozen ground. 

The Indiana Historical Society has placed an historic marker near the site, noting La Salle's passage through the area. 

The Text of the Marker

December 1679 - LaSalle Reaches St. Joseph and Kankakee River Portage

Title of Marker:

La Salle in Indiana

Location:

South of US 30 on CR 50 E/ N. Range Road, 0.6 mile east of the La Porte & Starke County line & Kankakee River; Turkey Foot Conservation Area parking lot, Davis Station, Hamlet area. (Starke County, Indiana)

Installed by:

Installed: 2000 Indiana Historical Bureau and Starke County Historical Society

Marker ID #: 

75.2000.1

Marker Text: 

Side one:

Rene-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, born Rouen, France 1643; died 1687. Emigrated 1666 to New France (near present Montreal, Quebec, Canada). Led explorations 1679-1682 in search of trade, expanded empire for France, and mouth of Mississippi River. On April 9, 1682, claimed entire Mississippi River basin for France, naming it Louisiana.

Side two:

In 1679, La Salle and his men came to present Indiana traveling on St. Joseph and Kankakee rivers. They canoed down the meandering Kankakee River through vast marsh-swamp-dune ecosystems—which covered over 625 square miles and teemed with game including fish, waterfowl, and mammals. Kankakee River forms part of northern and northwestern boundary of Starke County.

During an expedition on the St. Joseph River and through the region of the Kankakee River Rene-Robert Cavelier visited sites in present day Starke County Indiana. Sand dunes and swamps dominated this vast area, which teemed with wildlife including fish, waterfowl and other animals. 

Marker location:

South of US 30 on CR 50 E/ N. Range Road, 0.6 mile east of the La Porte & Starke County line & Kankakee River; Turkey Foot Conservation Area parking lot, Davis Station, Hamlet area. (Starke County, Indiana)

On to the Mississippi River

La Salle's party continued down the Kankakee and entered the Illinois River. He had a fort erected at the site of the current city of Peoria in Illinois which he named Fort Crevecoeur (Broken Heart). At this point, he needed to return to Canada. He dispatched Father Hennepin out to explore the Upper Mississippi River and left Tonti in charge of the fort and on March 1, 1680, left on his 1200-mile journey on foot, accompanied by White Beaver and one other man. 

Disarray and Disappointment

Upon his return to Canada, he discovered that all had gone wrong in his absence. His agents there had cheated him and his creditors had seized his goods. The Griffin was lost, and the furs he had gathered gone. He departed to rejoin his band on the Illinois River. However, the Iroquois had traveled all the way from New York and attacked the tribes along that river. The men had fled the post and returned to the Great Lakes. La Salle decided to return to Fort Miamis on the St. Joseph River in January.  

La Salle returned to Fort Miami at the mouth of the St. Joseph. The Iroquois League had been raiding the Great Lakes and Ohio River Valley for several years in a struggle known as the Beaver Wars. They had raided his settlement on the Illinois River during one of these raids. The fur trade formed the basis of the trouble. 

The Fur Trade in North America

Early French explorers in North America searched for gold and found little. They did find another valuable commodity that proved much more lucrative, furs. French and English fishermen voyaged to the coastal regions of what is now northeastern Canada spent time ashore drying their catch before returning to their home villages. During these times the native populations and these fishermen made contact. During these encounters, the fishermen would sometimes trade the natives European goods for furs. In time, the fishermen discovered that the furs were much more valuable than the fish and began making voyages dedicated exclusively to trading for fur. Soon, exploring parties made up of explorers like Jacques Cartier, John Cabot, Giovanni da Verrazzano and Henry Hudson began probing the North American coast seeking both a passage through to the Pacific and Asia as well as furs to trade. By 1608 permanent fur trading settlements began to appear.  Samuel de Champlain established Quebec in 1608, the Dutch established New Amsterdam at the mouth of the Hudson River and later Fort Orange, which is current day Albany, further inland a few years later. During this same time the English established settlements further to the south.  

Early French Trading Posts in Indiana 

The first recorded Frenchman to enter Indiana was René Robert Cavelier Lasalle, who explored the area around the St. Joseph River in 1679. Lasalle's goal was to find sites to establish trading posts. He went on to voyage up the Kankakee River and on to the Mississippi River. The French established Fort Miami at the junction of the St. Mary’s, St. Joseph and Maumee River as their first fort and trading post in 1715. Fort Wayne now occupies this strategic location.  About five years later they constructed Fort Ouiatenon at the junction of the Tippecanoe River and the Wabash. They constructed a large fort and village on the Wabash River at approximately the spot where the Buffalo Trace crossed the river. Called Fort Vincennes, this village eventually became the largest town in the future state of Indiana. 

Beaver Wars

The fur trade with the European settlers was the cause of the Beaver Wars that lasted from 1630 to 1698. Fur hats for both men and women were fashionable in Europe during this time, with beaver hats the most desirable. The natives could supply large quantities of this fur to them, trading the pelts for many European manufactured items the Amerindians wanted. Goods like blankets, iron cooking implements, cloth and other things made life easier for them. The Dutch had begun establishing settlements and trading posts on the Hudson and Delaware Rivers in 1607. The French had also begun establishing settlements and trading posts along the St. Lawrence at about the same time, as did the English in Virginia. The main trading partners with the Europeans were the Algonquin tribes, the Iroquois Confederacy and the Huron tribes.  Initially, competition between the Dutch and French fur traders created the strife, however the English became involved when they expelled the Dutch from their New Amsterdam settlements in 1664. 

The English

The English had established the Jamestown colony in 1607. Later settlements at Plymouth, Connecticut and others followed. Contact and trade with the native tribes began almost immediately after settlement. Conflicts with the local tribes also occurred. 

The French

The French had begun settling in Newfoundland Nova Scotia and along the St. Lawrence River in 1534. Contact and trade had commenced almost immediately. 

The Dutch

The Dutch had begun exploring and settling in the New York region in 1609. The initial contract was to trade for furs with settlements soon after. 

Competition Between the French and Dutch

The Iroquois traded mostly with the Dutch during the early years of the conflict. The Dutch had established trading posts along the Hudson River to trade with the tribes. The three European nations had abstained from trading firearms to the natives in the beginning years; however, the Dutch broke this stalemate by supplying their Iroquois allies with firearms. This gave the Iroquois tribes a significant advantage over their Algonquin and Huron foes, who lacked them. 

Depletion of Beaver Pelts

After several years of hunting, the Iroquois had nearly exterminated the beaver population in their territory. To find a fresh supply, the tribes of the Iroquois looked to the Huron's territory and began raiding their villages in 1648.

War Against the Huron

The weapons acquired by the Iroquois provided a tremendous advantage for them over the Huron in the early 1640's. They also attacked the Algonquins, Mahicans and Montagnais, all of whom were allied with the French and traditional enemies of the Iroquois. They also attacked the French settlements in New France. By 1648 they had driven the Huron from their territory, who fled west, away from the Iroquois attackers. 

Into the Ohio Valley

The Iroquois invaded the Ohio River Valley, driving many of the tribes that lived in the area, like the Miami, Potawatomie and others, from the region. 

The war would continue, as the Iroquois, now allies of the English, continued to raid across the region. The war would finally end with the 1701 Treaty of Grande Paix, which cemented an alliance with the British and Iroquois that would crest in the mid-18th Century in the French and Indian War. 

Property Rights Among the Native Tribes

Contrary to popular beliefs, land ownership rights among the Amerindian tribes did exist, however it could vary considerably by region and tribe. Among the Algonquin tribes that inhabited much of the land of the current state of Indiana the agricultural land was held by families, with the ownership of that land handed down from generation to generation. This land would have been defined by boundaries. This land was valuable because of the investment of time and effort to prepare and cultivate it. Families planted, tended and harvested crops on these lands and used family storehouses to preserve them. This was especially true in lands along watercourses. The forest land beyond the rivers and streams the tribes considered game land where they hunted and trapped. Each family possessed specific territories where they could hunt and fish. The families maintained strict rotational controls on hunting and fishing in these lands to maintain game animal levels. The concept of private property did exist, as the natives considered clothes, weapons, utensils, and dwellings as private property, usually held by individual women as a means of accumulating wealth. Many tribes used the practices of diverting water courses and burning to manage the land's ability to produce the things they needed to survive. 

Coureur des Bois

The French period of fur trading in the Ohio River Valley lasted from approximately 1670 until 1763. The earliest French traders were called coureur des bois, which translates as runner of the wood. René-Robert Cavalier was the first of these, who possibly floated down the Ohio River reaching the Falls of the Ohio River on an expedition in 1669-70. The coureur des bois was an independent, unlicensed trader that traveled by canoe trading with the natives. Few records remain from these early fur traders, however mainly they appear to have traveled and traded in the areas to the north of what is now Indiana. Sometime around 1681 voyageurs, or travelers, began slowly replacing them. The main driver of this trend was the establishment of the Hudson's Bay Company. Since most of these men were illiterate, written records of their journeys and experiences are scarce.

Voyageurs

The voyageurs were employees of the Hudson Bay Company. They maintained a similar lifestyle. Their workday lasted about 14 hours and consisted of paddling the heavily laden canoes either up or down river, whichever their journey required, carrying the heavy bales of fur during portages or lugging the heavy canoes balanced over their shoulders. It was a rough life. They traveled along routes that had been used for decades, by both natives and the earlier coureur des bois. In Indiana the main route was along the Maumee/Little/Wabash Rivers. The fur traders did penetrate up the smaller rivers to trade with the tribes that lived there, however this river system formed the main highway between the Onio/Mississippi Rivers and Montreal in Canada.

To quell the conflict, La Salle envisioned an alliance between the French and the Miami to ward off the Iroquois threat. He conceived the idea during the long winter months spent at Fort Miamis. When spring arrived, La Salle visited the Miami village near the portage and broached the idea with the chief. He was favorable, so La Salle spent some weeks traveling to Miami and Illinois villages to invite them to a great council to be held near the portage city. Many of the tribes welcomed his plan.  This village was west of the current city of South Bend near the west bank of the St. Joseph River somewhere near the current La Salle Academy. Thus, on May 19, 1681 members of the Miami and Illinois tribes met under an oak tree near the portage for the council. 

As the council began, La Salle bestowed upon the chief tobacco and many gifts of blankets, knives, guns and other items the natives desired Then he said, "He who is my master," said he, "and the master of all this country, is a mighty chief, feared by the whole world ; but he loves peace, and the words of his lips are for good alone. He is called the King of France, and he is the mightiest among the chiefs beyond

the great water. His goodness reaches even to your dead, and his subjects come among you to raise them up to life. But it is his will to preserve the life he has given ; it is his will that you should obey his laws, and make no war without leave of Onontio, who commands in his name at Quebec and who loves all the nations alike, because such is the will of the great king. You ought, then, to live at peace with your neighbors, and above all with the Illinois. You have had causes of quarrel with them ; but their defeat has avenged you. Though they are still strong, they wish to make peace with you. Be content with the glory of having obliged them to ask for it. You have an interest in preserving them ; since, if the Iroquois destroy them, they will next destroy you. Let us all obey the great king and  live together in peace: under his protection. Be of my mind, and use these guns that I have given you, not to make war, but only to hunt and to defend yourselves."

At the end of his discourse, he handed the chief two wampum belts, which the chief accepted. The chief dismissed the council and retired with the people to discuss the matter. The deliberations did not take long, as the Miami people understood the advantage of an alliance between themselves and the French. The next day the council convened again, and the chief endorsed the alliance. 

An historical marker in South Bend notes the location of this council. 

The text of the marker:

Council Oak

1. Council Oak Marker

Under this tree May 1681 La Salle met with and induced the Miami and Illinois Indians to enter into a treaty to resist the aggressions of the Iroquois.

The marker is on the west side of South Bend in Highland Cemetery, at the intersection of Portage and Lathrop Avenues. 

GPS: 41° 42.69′ N, 86° 16.878′ W.

The resulting alliance allowed La Salle to explore the area in relative peace. La Salle managed to reach the mouth of the Mississippi River in 1682. La Salle died in 1687 during an exploratory trip as he sought to find the mouth of the river from the Gulf of Mexico. The Council Oak stood until 1991 when a tornado felled it. 

The Louisiana Territory

There, on April 9, 1682, he reached its mouth and became the first European to travel the length of the Mississippi. During this voyage, La Salle claimed the entire Mississippi basin for the French Crown. The king later expanded this claim to the entire Mississippi River Watershed Basin. The French established New Orleans to fortify the lower portion of the river. The land he claimed on this voyage became known as the Louisiana 

The Louisiana Territory

There, on April 9, 1682, he reached its mouth and becoming the first European to travel the length of the Mississippi. During this voyage, La Salle claimed the entire Mississippi basin for the French Crown. The king later expanded this claim to the entire Mississippi River Watershed Basin. The French established New Orleans to fortify the lower portion of the river. The lands he claimed on this voyage became known as the Louisiana Territory. La Salle never again visited Indiana. He continued his explorations in the Mississippi valley, later dying during an ambush on March 19, 1687, by two of his men that had gotten tired of his abrasive personality.

Tribal Home in Indiana

The tribe had a village at Detroit and its influence spread south to possibly the Scioto River in current Ohio. Their chief village at this time was along the St. Joseph River. Many of the other northern tribes like the Kickapoo and Potawatamie encroached on their territory, so the outlying villages migrated back into Indiana Territory. By 1711 Kekionga, at the junction of the St. Mary, St. John and Maumee Rivers, became their chief village. They were active in the Northwest Indian War in the late 18th Century and remained in Indiana until they ceded most of their lands by 1827 to the United States and migrated to Kansas. The tribe does remain active in Indiana. 

1818 Treaty of the Miami

Preparations for the Treaty

Indian agent John Johnson played a key role in organizing the treaty negotiations. 

John Johnson (March 25, 1775 - February 18, 1861)

Native to Ballyshannon, Ireland, Johnson immigrated to the United States in 1886, traveling with a family friend that also tutored the boy. Johnson settled in Pennslyvania. He enlisted to work as a wagoner During General Anthony Wayne's Fallen Timbers campaign. After the campaign he returned to Pennslyvania to work as a law clerk until his appointment as factor to manage the new trading post at Fort Wayne. 

July 01, 1802 - John Johnson Appointed Factor at Kekionga (Fort Wayne)

Marriage and Travel to Kekionga

During his time in Pennslyvannia he met Rachel Robinson. After John recieved the appointment as factor to the new trading post the two eloped to Lancaster, Ohio. After their marriage they began their journey to his new job in Kekionga. The couple would have 15 children, 

Agent John Johnson, stationed in Fort Wayne, sent a letter to the Secretary of War on August 07, 1810, that about 100 Sac warriors had returned from the British post at Detroit with 47 rifles and several fusils, which is a sort of lightweight musket. The British had also supplied them with plenty of gunpowder and shot. He noted that the action would draw many of the tribes over to the British in the hope of similar treatment. 

Agent John Johnson reported that an incident had occurred on October 14, 1810, during his last conference with the native tribes in Fort Wayne when he was to hand out each tribe's anuity payment. The Delaware, Pottawattamie and Shawnee tribes had attended; the Miami tribe did not respond to the runners Johnson had sent to fetch them. Anxious that all should attend the meeting, Johnson had sent a second runner to bring them. This runner returned with the message that the Miami would not come until the Delaware had left. Thus, Johnson gave the Delaware their annuity and sent them away, after which the Miami came to Fort Wayne. 

Apparently, the tribe was under the impression that Harrison had sold the land ceded in the last treaty without the permission of the United States Government and they were considering drafting a petition for him to be removed from office. Johnson assured them that that was not true and the the President would not remove Harrison. Eventually, the tribe accepted their payment and departed, however some were still disatisified. Johnson noted that there were a couple of agents from the Prophet among the natives assembled. 

Agency at Piqua, Ohio

Johnson would resign his position at Fort Wayne on June 30, 1811, due to ill health and retire to his farm in Piqua, Ohio. The Federal Government established a new Indian agency at Piqua and President James Madison appointed Johnson as agent of this agency. Johnson maintained this agency at his farm, with Rachel managing the farm. During the War of 1812 General William Henry Harrison appointed him as paymaster for his army. He would organize and conduct the treaty negotiations at the Council of Piqua on August 15, 1812. 

Key Negotiator

Johnson was an ideal diplomat for these negotiations as he was trusted by the Indians as he treated them fairly. His exemplary service record also made him a trusted
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