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Introduction: Looking out from the Continent 

 

On September 22, 1872, the nation celebrated the tenth anniversary of the 

Emancipation Proclamation. In Chicago, John Jones served as the keynote speaker for 

these celebrations. Jones had been born a free African American in North Carolina but 

during the 1840s migrated to Chicago. He lived with his wife Mary in the South Loop 

and their home was a final destination on the Underground Railroad before it headed to 

Canada. Together the Jones family protected countless self-emancipated slaves who 

charted a course north toward freedom. The couple was well connected in abolitionist 

circles—they maintained ties with Frederick Douglass, John Brown, Wendell Phillips, 

and John had served in official capacities in the Negro Convention Movement. In 1871, 

John Jones became the first elected black official in Chicago’s history. Having dedicated 

years of his life to slavery’s destruction, Jones was a fitting speaker for this auspicious 

celebration.  

Jones began his remarks declaring “[a]ll nations and branches of the human 

family have their day to commemorate—some important event that has occurred which 

formed an epoch in their history.” Jones urged the largely black audience to cherish those 

touchstones and know its history. “The effort of our enemies has been to prove to the 

civilized world that we [African Americans] were without history, therefore not entitled 

to share the respect of the civilized world.” He pressed on, “because, they say, it makes 

no difference how profound their thinkers may be been, or how eloquently their orators 
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may declaimed, without history behind them they are not entitled to respect.” Jones 

paused dramatically and intoned, “my purpose now is to show that we have history.”1  

Jones’ plea to know the history of slavery and emancipation in the United States 

inspire this project. “Deep River” offers a continental perspective on slavery and freedom 

in mainland North America. Generations of scholars have written about slavery and 

emancipation in the United States from the perspective of the Atlantic world, the Gulf 

Coast, and the Anglophone colonies on the eastern seaboard. “Deep River” adds a new 

geography to America’s colonial origins by unearthing a long history of indigenous and 

African slavery in the Upper Mississippi River Valley. Canoes and caravans brought 

settlers and slaves into the heart of North America and facilitated an export economy that 

carried the products of slave labor to distant ports. Tracing those ties reveals that the 

creation and expansion of the United States did not totally define slavery’s place in North 

American or even in United States history. African slavery in the Illinois country long-

predated the creation of the United States and masters enslaved African Americans for 

decades after United States, territorial, and Illinois-state law prohibited it. Illinois’s long 

and contested history of slavery and emancipation provides a new geography to the 

United States’ colonial origins. The presence of slavery in North America and struggles 

to emancipate African Americans defined the United States for centuries. That history is 

more intelligible in a continental perspective that appreciates how diverse colonial spaces 

across North America shaped the conflicts at the core of U.S. history.   

Exploring this longer and more diverse terrain of slavery and freedom exposes 

slavery’s enduring presence in a nominally-free state and the limits of abolition laws to 

                                                
1 Entry dated September 22, 1872, John Jones Scrap Book, folder 1, Chicago 

History Museum. Hereafter CHM  
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affect emancipation. Bound labor proved fiendishly adaptable and master’s power 

endlessly reshaped itself into forms that looked like freedom while maintaining the 

essence of coerced labor. Moreover, inheritable bondage remained in Illinois until the late 

1840s. This fact challenges several prevailing notions about slavery’s place in the Old 

Northwest. Historians commonly argue that excluding slavery from the Northwest 

Territories at the end of the eighteenth century manifested revolutionary ideology and 

gave rise to free societies in this region.2 Gordon Wood has argued that the American 

Revolution set slavery on an inevitable path toward abolition in the North, asserting that 

Northerners were “busy trying to eliminate the institution.” And that, “slavery [was] 

slowly disappearing in the North.” According to Wood, “slavery simply could not stand 

against the relentless march of liberty and progress.” 3 Even as historians Paul Finkelman 

and Peter Onuf challenged this assertion, slavery has continued to be studied as an 

incidental institution in the Old Northwest.4 While most historians now recognize slavery 

had a presence in Illinois, scholars also generally agree that slavery was finally abolished 

                                                
2 Leon Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), chap. 1; Don Fehrenbacher, A 
Slaveholders Republic: An Account of the United States Government’s Relations to 
Slavery (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), chap. 1.  

3 Gordon S. Wood, Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early Republic (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 519, 529. For another similar statement see Don 
Fehrenbacher who refers to the Northwest Territory Ordinance as an “emphatic 
ordainment of freedom” in the young republic in A Slaveholders Republic, 255. 

4 Paul Finkelman, “Evading the Ordinance: The Persistence of Bondage in 
Indiana and Illinois,” Journal of the Early Republic 9, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 21-51; Paul 
Finkelman, “Slavery and the Northwest Ordinance: A Study in Ambiguity,” Journal of 
the Early Republic 6, no. 4 (Winter 1986): 343-70; Peter S. Onuf, Statehood and Union: 
A History of the Northwest Ordinance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 
123-30. 
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in Illinois in 1824.5 This portrait fails to recognize that slavery was a fundamental feature 

of colonial Illinois society, and heritable bondage persisted despite prohibitions in the 

Northwest Territory Ordinance and the Illinois State Constitution.  

Appreciating slavery’s long and tortured demise, which is more intelligible in 

light of the polyglot colonial origins of the United States, helps build on a scholarly 

literature that places African Americans at the center of the antebellum freedom struggle. 

In particular, it adds a new region—the Mississippi River Valley—to the study of 

Northern emancipation which to date has tended to focus on New England and the mid-

Atlantic. Historians of emancipation along the eastern seaboard have identified how 

enslaved African American played a crucial role in dealing slavery a deathblow.6 Joanne 

Pope Melish has explored the ways in which slaves in New England entered into 

indentureships, bought their freedom, and haggled with their masters to accelerate the 

slow and at times tortured processes of emancipation. 7 Studying a similar phenomenon in 

New York, Shane White demonstrated that African Americans assaulted slavery by 

running away, refusing to work, and even at times resorting to violence against their 

                                                
5 James Simeone, Democracy and Slavery in Frontier Illinois: The Bottomland 

Republic (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2000), 18-20.  
6 This significantly revises the previous literature. Until twenty years ago, scholars 

had argued that the “triumph of gradual abolition” in the U.S North —dubbed the “first 
emancipation”—was a consequence of the “triumph in local government.” In this 
framework, hat democratization after the American Revolution set the stage for abolition 
committees across New England and the Mid-Atlantic to pressure local legislatures and 
magistrates to enact gradual emancipation statutes. For this older viewpoint seee Leon 
Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1961), and Arthur Zilversmit, The First Emancipation: The Abolition 
of Slavery in the North  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).  

7 Joanne Pope Melish, Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and “Race” in 
New England 1780-1860 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), chap. 1.  
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owners.8 Likewise, historians have documented how in Pennsylvania, African Americans 

had to pressure to have abolition laws enforced and often faced the threat of kidnapping 

and re-enslavement.9 In short, historians now recognize that in the North, the “extended 

emancipation process” took decades to play out and that African Americans discovered 

“an ambiguous world of ‘freedom’” in the wake of emancipation.10 “Deep River” adds 

the Northwest Territory to this existing literature and reveals the similarities between 

abolition in these diverse regions.  

Despite this existing scholarship, historians continue to assert that emancipation 

laws triggered a gradual and largely legalistic path toward freedom in the North. Ira 

Berlin asserts that “the promise of eventual emancipation set slavery on the road to 

destruction.”11 Similarly, Eric Foner’s as well as Stanley Engerman’s studies of abolition 

in the North conclude that with “[a] few exceptions, the end of slavery came through 

gradual emancipation accompanied by some kind of recognition of the owners’ legal 

right to property in slaves.”12 One distinguished historian of slavery and emancipation 

encapsulates this notion, saying “slavery had declined in the northern United States” with 

“relative ease.” He attributes this to the fact that “[w]ithin a few decades following the 

                                                
8 Shane White, Somewhat More Independent: The End of Slavery in New York 

1790-1810 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995).  
9 George William Van Cleve, A Slaveholders’ Union: Slavery, Politics, and the 

Constitution in the Early American Republic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2010), and Gary Nash and Jean Soderlund Freedom by Degrees: Emancipation in 
Pennsylvania and its Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).  

10 Steven Hahn, The Political Worlds of Slavery and Freedom (New York: 
Harvard University Press, 2009), 8, 7.  

11 Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North 
America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 237. 

12 Eric Foner, The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 2010), 15. For a comparative approach that reaches similar 
conclusions, see Stanley Engerman, Slavery, Emancipation and Freedom: Comparative 
Perspectives (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2007), esp. 35-50.    
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[American] Revolution, every one of . . . [the northern states] had either outlawed it or set 

legal mechanisms in motion that would do away with slavery over the course of time.”13   

To the contrary, no system of gradual emancipation existed in Illinois and masters bitterly 

contested abolition.14 “Deep River” demonstrates that emancipation in Illinois was not a 

gradual, linear, or legalistic process. The power to enslave people, which masters created 

in colonial North America, persisted and thrived well past the creation of the United 

States and the passage of abolition laws.  

Making a free state in Illinois required confronting masters who hung onto their 

“French Negroes” and abolition laws proved to be unfit for that task. Slavery’s survival 

was not simply a case of evading the law or criminally holding a few men and women in 

bondage. A durable and extra-legal power system enabled masters to employ local 

institutions, including the church, newspapers, and civic culture to hold African 

Americans in slavery despite the law. Countless historians have stressed the ways in 

which the law served as a fundamental tool in creating slavery.15 However, “Deep River” 

decouples the power to enslave people from the legal authority afforded masters. Just as 

masters held African Americans in slavery despite the law, the battle to remove bondage 

from Illinois was not, primarily, a legal battle. Although African Americans and their 

                                                
13 Bruce Levine, The Fall of the House of Dixie: The Civil War and the Social 

Revolution That Transformed the South (New York: Random House, 2013), 30-1.   
14 On slavery in Illinois, see James Davis, Frontier Illinois (Bloomington: 

University of Indiana Press, 2000), chap. 5; Eric Hindraker, Elusive Empires: 
Constructing Colonialism in the Ohio Valley, 1673-1800 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), chap. 4; Ekberg, François Vallé and His World, chap. 2. 

15 On the “hegemonic function of the law” see, Eugene Genovese, Roll Jordan 
Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New Orleans: Polyanthos Press, 1968), 25-49; for 
other similar evaluations consult Orlando Patterson Slavery and Social Death: A 
Comparative Study (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 28-32; and Christopher 
Tomlins, Freedom Bound: Law, Labor, and Civic Identity in Colonizing English 
America, 1580-1865 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), esp. prologue.   
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white allies regularly turned to courts and wielding legal knowledge as a potent weapon 

in their campaigns, the terrain of conflict extended far beyond Illinois’s courtrooms. The 

law was only one factor of several the allowed masters to hold African Americans in 

bondage and it was not the sole arena where conflicts over emancipation played out.  

Laws did not make Illinois a free society—only efforts of free and enslaved 

African Americans along with their white anti-slavery allies accomplished this lofty goal. 

Migrations in time transformed Illinois’s society, economy, law and politics and 

propelled slavery toward emancipation. By the mid-nineteenth century, free African 

Americans had begun migrating out of the South into Illinois and their presence re-made 

the state into a reluctant safe-haven for freed and fugitive slaves. These refugees from 

southern slave societies settled in the state’s southern districts where extra-legal slavery 

had long existed. Black freedom villages cropped up across the state, flourished in 

several rural communities, and set the stage for slavery’s demise. Historians have written 

about these black settlements as “maroon communities” akin to the settlements on 

slavery’s borders in the Caribbean.16 However, this formulation tends to cast the black 

towns as defensive and reacting to slaveholder’s broad authority in the United States. 

Unlike maroon settlements, residents of Illinois’s black freedom villages waged active 

campaigns against slavery in their rural communities and drove the processes of 

emancipation forward. Black residents of these towns empowered slaves to sue for their 

                                                
16 For this evaluation see Thomas P. Slaughter, Bloody Dawn: The Christiana Riot 

and Racial Violence in the Antebellum North (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991) 
49; Manisha Singha “Coming of Age: The Historiography of Black Abolitionism” in 
Prophets of Protest: Reconsidering the History of American Abolitionism ed. Timothy 
Patrick McCarthy and John Stauffer (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2006), 23-
38; and Hahn, The Political Worlds of Slavery and Freedom, 22-40. On maroons more 
generally see Richard Price, Maroon Societies: Rebel Communities in the Americas 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).  
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freedom and provided them with resources to win those legal battles. Leaders in these 

towns offered limited access to capital, sustained alliances with anti-slavery lawyers, and 

helped tip the scales of justice—sometimes only slightly—toward African Americans.  

Over time, white migrants also flooded into Illinois and provided the state with an 

anti-slavery constituency. Arriving mostly from Ireland, Germany, New England, and the 

mid-Atlantic, white migrants joined in campaigns against slavery in Illinois. Many of 

them hated the institution of slavery and adopted a free soil politics. They served as 

attorneys, witnesses, and in myriad other legal capacities to help African Americans 

escape bondage. They gave shelter and supplies to runaway slaves on Illinois 

Underground Railroad. White migrants also sparred with pro-slave advocates in the 

policies arenas, stripping masters of their allies in the statehouse. Illinois acted as a 

meeting ground for black and white migration, and collaborations between the two 

groups of migrants proved fatal to slavery’s existence.   

“Deep River” is structured around continental geographies of slavery and 

freedom. It begins by tracing a commodity revolution in Illinois and investigates the ways 

in which masters sustained their power to enslave Africans during the eighteenth century. 

Chapter One explores the making of the “French Negroes” who would occupy a 

protected place in U.S. law for over a century and a half by focusing on the plantation 

revolutions during the first third of the eighteenth century. This chapter argues that 

French colonizers and indigenous nations collaborated to create a slave society. In 

particular, it reveals that slaveholders used alliances with indigenous people to traffic 

enslaved workers to Illinois and export their commodities into international markets. 

Through forced African migrations, French settlers integrated Illinois into the Atlantic 
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world. Rather than narrating Indian displacement and African enslavement, this chapter 

exposes the negotiations between Indians, European settlers, and African slaves in the 

heart of North America that constructed a plantation economy. Chapter Two explores 

these inter-continental collaborations after 1763, when the region was transferred to 

British authority. Hoping to export Illinois’s grain into the Anglo-Atlantic, merchants 

trafficked enslaved Africans directly from the Caribbean and to export thousands of tons 

of grain annually into the French and British Atlantic worlds. However, Britain never 

extended a slavery code or civil jurisdiction to territory. Masters filled the legal vacuum 

and created local slave systems that supported a lucrative slave economy. As British 

authority crumbled during the war for U.S. independence, masters looked to the new 

nation state as an avenue to solidify the local power they wielded.  

The creation of the United States did not fundamentally rework colonial 

economies or relationships between masters and slaves. Chapter Three argues that slavery 

thrived and expanded in the wake of U.S. independence and that the new nation protected 

masters control over their slaves. Masters had grown accustomed to local control over the 

slave economy and continued to exercise that local power after the U.S. claimed the 

region. Slaveholders continued to migrate to Illinois from both Virginia and Kentucky, 

and Spanish Missouri and Louisiana, making Illinois a destination for slavery’s domestic 

expansion. Hundreds of enslaved African Americans entered the territory in this period, 

children were born into slavery, and a marketplace in human chattel existed across the 

region. Slaveholders relied on local economies that integrated Illinois into the Upper 

South and Spanish Missouri to perpetuate slavery in the territory. The creation of the 

United States and the Northwest Territory Ordinance did not inaugurate gradual 
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emancipation in the Upper Mississippi River Valley. Chapter Four explicates slavery’s 

expansion in Illinois’s system of indentured servitude that permitted slaveholders to 

traffic their human chattel into Illinois and convert them to lifelong uncompensated 

servants. Yet indentureship did not simply allow masters to recreate slavery in new 

guises. African Americans resisted their perpetual bondage and through their struggles 

began to move the state closer to a free society. Some African Americans wrenched 

concessions from their former owners and were freed in a few short years with hundreds 

of dollars of compensation. Some masters drove African Americans to the brink of 

slavery while others managed to hover on the edge of freedom. The state Supreme Court 

insisted that indentureship was voluntary servitude—and therefore legal—but the ways in 

which African Americans contested their bondage exposed its coercive nature. These 

contests set the stage for campaigns to eradicate unfree labor from Illinois. By escaping 

bondage through negotiations within the indentureship system, African Americans began 

the battle against involuntary servitude in Illinois.  

Although abolition laws proved ineffectual, they shaped struggles that would in 

time dismantle slavery in the state. Chapter Five examines Illinois’s glacial movement to 

a free society, as free blacks and runaway slaves migrated to Illinois from the Upper 

South and created black towns. Black freedom villages remade Illinois into a free society. 

These towns were not simply maroon communities that hovered on the margins of 

bondage because their residents created freedom networks and waged successful legal 

and political campaigns against human bondage. Black residents in these towns served as 

lawyers, provided limited access to capital, and formed relationships with white attorneys 

to help snatch freedom for Illinois’s bound population. These lawyers tended to be recent 
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immigrants to Illinois—either from New England or the mid-Atlantic—and they clashed 

with the pro-slave populations in Illinois’s southern region. Chapter Six concludes by 

exploring patterns of kidnapping that expose freedom’s fragile state. Illinois became a 

free state not by liberating black people but by taking them into the Lower Mississippi 

River Valley. These forced migrations accelerated over decades and a wave of 

kidnapping spread across southern Illinois, especially in the wake of the 1850 Fugitive 

Slave Law. Slaveholders and kidnappers sent hundreds of African Americans down the 

Mississippi River that, a century previously, had first introduced enslaved Africans into 

Illinois. This forced migration inspired political changes and the state’s white leaders, 

including its governors, worked to protect black freedom from the threat of human 

trafficking. Yet those efforts had very little success and failed to arrest the wave of 

kidnappings that spread across Illinois. Re-enslavement and deportation curtailed the 

promise of emancipation and former masters pushed the black population back to 

slavery’s edge.  

 “Deep River” traces the making, remaking, and eventual unmaking of a 

plantation economy in the Upper Mississippi River. It begins by exploring the creation of 

vast grain plantations and introduction of “French Negroes” into the region. Once the 

territory became British dominion, masters filled a power vacuum that emerged when 

policy makers in London failed to extend civil jurisdiction to the region. Having spent 

decades wielding authority unchecked by legal prohibitions, masters developed local 

power systems that protected the slave economy. Once the United States claimed the 

region, masters co-opted the new governing empire to protect slave economies and they 

ignored prohibitions on bound labor. Masters grew secure in their power and routinely 
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relied on the courts as well as civic society to hold slaves in public forms of extra-legal 

bondage.  

 Yet slaveholders overlooked a powerful anti-slavery force in their midst: the 

slaves themselves. Enslaved people grew increasingly aware that laws and a growing 

anti-slavery sentiment in the state could be deployed to dismantle systems of bound labor. 

As black villages reshaped the human and physical landscapes of southern Illinois, a 

black legal culture that relied on alliances with white anti-slavery allies shattered 

slaveholder’s ability to hold African Americans in extralegal bondage. By mid-century, 

slaveholders had retreated from struggles over emancipation by selling their human 

chattel into neighboring slave states. A wave of kidnappings began and a great engine of 

human trafficking churned as slave merchants and free-lancing gangs dragged African 

Americans into the cotton economies of the Deep South.  In particular the “French 

Negroes,” a protected category of bound labor in the Illinois Constitution, bore the brunt 

of this violence. Over a century-and-a-half migration, trade, and labor on the Mississippi 

ushered slaves into the region, brought free African Americans north, and carried 

Illinois’s dwindling enslaved population back down to New Orleans. 

A continental perspective on slavery and emancipation fulfills—at least in some 

meager way—Jones’s plea to show that African Americans have a history that is 

fundamental to the United States. It identifies how black men and women created 

sweeping change and advanced the cause of emancipation. Continental perspectives 

displace U.S law and Illinois abolition law as the engine of emancipation. Instead the 

continental perspective reveals how on-the-ground struggles black men and women 

began, and the social networks they created, drew white anti-slavery advocates into local 
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battles over emancipation. Eventually these efforts destroyed a slave society and replaced 

it with a free one. African Americans played a central role in liberating slaves in a 

nominally free state. Their migrations north through the Mississippi River Valley 

presented an existential threat to slavery in Illinois. Historians have long understood how 

the United States expanded and transformed the great expanse of North America. Yet 

slavery in the heart of colonial North America, French designs for plantation economies, 

free and enslaved African American migrations, and white anti-slavery activists all 

shaped the course of U.S. history. A continental history of slavery and freedom reveals 

that many nations have forged the history of this continent. Foregrounding the 

Mississippi River Valley in U.S. history unearths a longer, more diverse, and more 

contested origin of slavery and freedom in the United States. Continental perspectives on 

human bondage and emancipation explain how diverse colonial origins, local legal 

conflicts, and decades of struggle enabled some to transform a state poised to embrace 

slavery into a society dedicated to eradicating it. 
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Chapter 1: Making the French Negroes: Slavery among the “Many Nations 

of this Continent” 

 
 
 During the first third of the eighteenth century, Illinois became a meeting place for 

two arms of France’s North American Empire. Aspiring planters from lower Louisiana 

and traders from Upper Canada traveled to Illinois to exploit its’ natural resources and to 

bridge the continent that separated Montreal and New Orleans. For decades, Canadian fur 

traders had been arriving in Illinois, while slaveholders and aspiring planters migrated 

north from New Orleans. Illinois served as a meeting ground which gave the small 

colony outsized importance. In 1731, Pierre Dugré de Boisbriant, the governor of 

Louisiana based in New Orleans, wrote Jean-Frédéric Phelypeaux, Comte de Maurepas, 

the French minister of the marine in Versailles, stressing the region’s importance. He 

stated that “this quarter must be regarded as the most important in the colony” of 

Louisiana. Illinois offered a crucial foothold for the inland fur trade and, more 

importantly, it was a post in France’s expanding slave empire. As the governor of 

Louisiana reported, “this colony merits the attention of your Greatness, the river is a great 

port for France.” Boisbriant and Maurepas hoped to create grain plantations in the Illinois 

country and build an export economy that would bring grain into the French Atlantic and 

connect Louisiana and Canada with France’s growing empire. Despite being thousands of 

miles from the Atlantic, this colonial Governor understood that the Mississippi River 

could act as a conduit for the French Empire into the heart of the continent.17  

                                                
17 Boisbriant a le compte de Maurepas, Mars 29, 1731, Foreign Copying 

Project—France, Archives Nationales Colonies, Lousianne, c13a, vol. 13, ff 49-49V, 
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Map 1: French North America, 1758 
 

 
 
A map of Louisiana, featuring the Illinois country at the junction of what 
is presently called the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Le Page du Pratz, 
Carte de la Louisiane Colonie, (Paris, 1758). Map Reading Room, Library 
of Congress. 

 
                                                
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. Hereafter cited as ANC, c13a, vol. number, 
folio number, DLC.  
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Colonial administrators soon came to rely on Illinois’s export economy as a 

provisioning ground for lower Louisiana. Plantations driven by slave labor defined 

Illinois’s place in the French empire and the colony’s commercial ties steadily expanded. 

Enslaved Indians and Africans labored in Illinois’s agricultural economy and often served 

as rowers or boatmen who connected agricultural produce to markets. Governor 

Boisbriant saw the potential of the region amid these changes. He looked to Illinois’s 

“most agreeable . . . fecund terrain” and knew it could create lucrative commodities “if 

they would work it with surety.”18 Integrating Illinois into the larger French Empire 

offered Louisiana unprecedented access to pelts, naval stores, grain, and other staple 

provisions. Colonial officers recognized that relying on Illinois for provisions required 

giving “habitants in this post the liberty of the land” and “use of their negroes.”19 With 

enslaved Africans to labor on plantations and work in convoys, Boisbriant was sure that 

“the upper colony can provide enough flour for the base of the colony.”20  

 Imperial designs ran into obstacles that required French colonizers to modify their 

plans to create a plantation society. Because Indigenous nations retained power over the 

lands and waterways of North America, French settlement in Illinois required alliances 

with those nations. By forging diplomatic ties with Indians, particularly the Illinois and 

Miami, Frenchmen secured titles to lands and advanced their ambitious imperial plan. 

However, these alliances alienated other indigenous power brokers. In a series of wars 

with the Fox Indians during the 1720s and 1730s, French setters came to rely on their 

                                                
18 Memoire de Boisbraint concernant le poste des Illinois, Fevrier 9, 1725, ANC, 

c13a, vol. 8, ff. 447v, DLC. 
19 Ibid., 448V. 
20 Ibid. 
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indigenous allies to subdue the Fox threat. Amid these conflicts the French learned that 

their command over land and trade rested on alliances with Indian nations. To achieve 

colonial goals, French colonizers traded with and accommodated the indigenous nations 

of the continent as part of their diplomatic alliances. Building plantation economies 

required collaboration with indigenous nations—not their expulsion. Ironically, creating a 

system of domination over slaves necessitated a policy of mediation and diplomacy 

toward the nations of the continent.  

 By the 1750s, the French empire in North America had a reliable provisioning 

colony that also maintained trade relations and treaties with Native Americans. The 

creation of a plantation complex in the Mississippi River Valley did not signal the demise 

of Native Americans’ power to define the economy and society in Illinois. Indians and 

Europeans by necessity accommodated their grand designs to each other’s presence. 

These adaptations empowered colonial administrators and aspiring planters to create a 

plantation economy in the Upper Mississippi River Valley. As mid-century approached, 

slaveholders annually exported thousands of pound of grain to Canada and Louisiana, 

joining the two great flanks of France’s empire in North America. The negotiations 

between Indians and Europeans, and the convoys that traversed the continent, gave rise to 

a large and growing enslaved population in Illinois. These “French Negroes”—as they 

would be called in time—provided the foundation for Illinois’s colonial society that 

increasingly enslaved, settled, traded, inter-married, with the many nations of the 

continent.  

******* 

 French colonizers arrived in the Illinois country during the last decades of the 
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seventeenth century. Jesuit missionaries and Canadian fur traders in the Illinois country 

searched for new fur markets and new converts among the indigenous inhabitants of the 

interior of the continent. Fur traders created ties with the Illinois and Miami Indians to 

facilitate their access to indigenous trade networks. Indian women were important 

brokers in these relationships. Frenchmen settled into two mixed-race towns—Kaskaskia 

and Cahokia—where they comingled with indigenous populations. Frenchmen entered 

into native societies in order to build the kin-based relationships that facilitated the fur 

trade.21  In particular, cross-cultural marriages integrated Frenchmen and Native 

Americans into one society and forged limited diplomatic alliances that allowed 

Europeans to secure a foothold in Illinois. Frequently Indian women married French 

farmers, affording these aspiring planters access to a growing swath of land.22  Some fur 

traders migrated from Quebec to marry Indian women and gain title to lands in their 

dowries, and by the first third of the eighteenth century, fifty French Canadian families 

had migrated to the Illinois country.23 

 Migrations from New Orleans accelerated and during the 1720s officials in France 

reorganized the empire and made Illinois a district of Louisiana. By the 1710s, Illinois 

had begun to embrace agriculture and export economies, which changed settlement 

patterns and political relationships between the colony and New Orleans. Prospective 

                                                
21 For one such instance se See Laurie Cena Dean and Margaret Kimball Brown, 

Kaskaskia Manuscripts, 1714-1816: Calendar of Civil Documents in Colonial Illinois 
(Chester, IL: Randolph County Archives, 1981), 21. -- . --.1 Here after abbreviated KM 
with the relevant identifying numbers.  

22 Robert Michael Morrissey, “Kaskaskia Social Network: Kinship and 
Assimilation in the French-Indian Borderlands, 1695-1735” William and Mary Quarterly 
70, no.1 (Jan. 2013): 103-146.  

23 For one such dowry see KM 30.1.23.1. On the movement more generally see 
Propositions tendant a rattacher les Illinois au Canada et a reforuna le conseil Superieur. 
[n.d.] 1731, ANC, c13a, vol. 13, ff. 58-59, DLC.  
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planters from New Orleans began to migrate north, and their land holdings increased. 

They relied on the Superior Council of New Orleans to ratify land purchases, which 

reoriented the colony from an extension of French Canada toward the Lower Mississippi 

River Valley. Exports to New Orleans gradually surpassed the fur trade as Illinois’s 

prime function. In 1717, the French government transferred Illinois from the jurisdiction 

of the Canadian governor in New France to the authority of the governor of French 

Louisiana. A few years’ later, French habitants reorganized their villages. During the 

seventeenth century, mixed French and Indian villages dotted Illinois’s landscape. By 

1719, Frenchmen had resettled their two largest towns—Kaskaskia and Cahokia—away 

from the Indian grounds they had called home for decades. The new villages excluded the 

Peoria and Kaskaskia Indians and expanded access to arable land. Agricultural fields that 

radiated in long ribbons from the towns surrounded the nucleated villages. Residing in 

“long lots” opened up expansive tracts of land while maintaining the security and 

protection of a village. These changes to Illinois’s agriculture all began the slow process 

of making a plantation society.  

 New agricultural patterns accelerated when planters discovered that grain cultivated 

in Illinois would sell as a commodity in distant markets. Grain harvests began in the early 

1720s, and proved lucrative. High crop yields—some reports stated ninety bushels of 

grain harvested for every one bushel of seed planted—and the non-labor intensive nature 

of wheat cultivation attracted prospective planters.24 Over the course of the 1720s, a slow 

trickle of slaveholders ascended the river with enslaved Africans, draft animals, and 

assorted agricultural tools. These prospective planters began to cultivate wheat on a large 

                                                
24 Mary Boragias Palm, “The First Illinois Wheat,” Mid-Atlantic; An Historical 

Review 13, no. 3: 73.  
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scale.25 By 1726, more than 250 slaves resided in Illinois, comprising a third of its 

population, and planters had cleared hundreds of acres of land for cultivation.26 However, 

slave’s high manumission rates reflect the fact that Illinois was not yet a slave society. 

During the 1730s, slaves routinely exited bondage and made a life in freedom in 

Illinois.27 

 Amid this flagging plantation economy, colonial administrators encouraged more 

development so they could rely on the region to provision developing slave societies in 

lower Louisiana and the Caribbean. The governor of Louisiana remarked, “the post was 

established . . . because of the bounty of the land.” He continued, “the corn comes as if it 

is from France, they have constructed mills and the provisions of all kinds are in 

abundance, they have discovered mines of copper, lead, silver and it is in great quantity 

as well as quality, which are near the way you pass to get to Canada.” In addition to this 

agricultural output, the colony also afforded Frenchmen access to the fur trade in Illinois. 

He noted, “the commerce in pelts in considerable.”28 Illinois held an important place in 

the empire because it acted as a meeting ground between the Canada fur trade and 

Louisiana’s export economy and allowed the two arms of France’s North American 

                                                
25 Propositions tendant a rattacher les Illinois au Canada et a reforuna le conseil 

Superieur, ff 59. See one planter’s 1722 migration with a dozen enslaved Africans at, 
Extrait d’une letter de m Chassin aux Illinois, Juillet 1, 1722, ANC, c13a, vol. 6, f. 292v, 
DLC. 

26 Resentment general des habitants de la Louisanne, Janvier 1, 1726, ANC, g1 
vol. 464, [no folio numbers marked], DLC.  

27 Margaret Brown and Lawrie Dean eds., The Village of Chartres in Colonial 
Illinois (New Orleans: Polyanthos, 1977). See Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois 
Country: The Mississippi Valley in Colonial Times (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1998), chap. 4. High manumission rates are common for socieities with slaves that have 
not yet created a plantation economy.  

28  Instruction sommaire pour achever un solide etablissement dans la Louisiane 
dirige par le Sr Drouot de Valdeterre [1722?], ANC, c13a, vol.6, ff. 362v-363. 
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Empire to meet.   

 The new economy shaped a new slave labor regime. Illinois’s staple crop and its 

labor demands influenced the nature of Illinois’s plantations. Wheat demanded grueling 

labor only during planting in the late fall and harvest in the spring.29 Slaves likely worked 

in gangs during those labor-intensive seasons.30 During its growing season, however, 

wheat cultivation did not involve the careful tending and weeding that tobacco, indigo, or 

cotton needed. Although grain cultivation did not require year-round labor, slavery found 

a place in secondary industries such as clearing land for planting. Illinois’s economy 

underwent a steady expansion as the acres of developed land increased significantly 

between the 1730s and the 1750s. Felling timber, clearing land of dense grasses, and 

preparing soil for planting was the sort of arduous work suited to enslaved labor. In light 

of constant demands for more grain, the high yields that these lands produced, and the 

large number of slaves relative to the free population, Illinois was an ideal setting for a 

plantation economy. 

 Slaves also played important roles in milling grain and transporting the crop to 

                                                
29 Carville V. Earle, “A Staple Interpretation of Slavery and Free Labor,” 

Geographical Review 68, no.1 (Jan. 1978): 51-65. For this agricultural thesis, see James 
R Irwing, “Exploring the Affinity of Wheat and Slavery in the Virginia Piedmont,” 
Explorations in Economic History 25, no.1 (July 1988): 295-322. For the refutation, see 
Gavin Wright “Slavery and American Agricultural History,” Agricultural History 77, 
no.4: 527-52. For decades, agricultural historians and historians of slavery have posited 
that wheat’s growing cycles were ill-suited to slave labor. Although several scholars have 
argued that slave labor and wheat are fundamentally incompatible, Illinois’s plantation 
economy refutes these hypotheses. Illinois’s plantation economy, instead, confirms an 
emerging hypothesis that Wright puts forth. Slave labor took root in agricultural 
economies when land was highly productive, and its export crops were highly valued, 
either for their cash value or for their utility in the case of provisioning economies. 

30 Although there are no detailed records that describe the labor regime in Illinois, 
other slave-labor economies that cultivated cereal grains—such as in Virginia or the 
piedmont of Maryland—used gang labor during harvest. Ekberg, French Roots in the 
Illinois Country, 145. 
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market. Planters in Illinois constructed several mills during the mid-eighteenth century. 

Several techniques for milling grain existed, and slave labor was a useful in all of them. 

The crudest method of milling separated the grain from the chaff by flailing it on top of 

straw before sending it through a millstone. Standing in a circle, workers would walk 

slowly and beat the piles of grain on the ground in front of them. Another common 

method was to trot horses on the grain, but the horses needed careful tending to guide 

them over the grain, making this method inefficient. Planters preferred to use a gristmill 

that employed water or horsepower to separate the grain from the chaff before funneling 

it to the millstone. While gristmills were elaborate machines that needed careful 

calibration, they also required several crude and laborious tasks. For instance, millstones 

generated enormous amounts of heat, which would cook the flour and make it less 

desirable. Once the flour emerged from the stones, slaves would have to rake the flour 

until it cooled. This created a bottleneck in production, as a mill could produce a 

thousand pounds of flour per day and would consequently demand several rakes to work 

around the clock to prepare the flour for barrels.31 Once packaged, slaveholders needed to 

transport their flour to New Orleans for sale. Depending on the scale of the convoy, these 

journeys down river and the return to Illinois could take months. Rowing and 

navigation—particularly against the stream—was demanding, and masters often used 

enslaved workers in those transportation roles.32 Consequently, enslaved labor was not 

mere surplus between planting and harvest but it served vital functions that connected 

                                                
31 Ibid., 265-73.  
32 For instances Extrait de la Letter Ecrite a M. Salmon, Commissaire de la 

Marine Ordonnateur par M. De La Loere, Ecrivain Principal aux Illinois, Novembre 13, 
1735, ANC, c13a, vol. 21, ff 235-235v, DLC, and receipt dated March 22, 1776, box 4, 
folder 7, Kaskaskia Collection, CHM. 
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commodities with buyers and sustained the plantation economy.   

As planters worked their slaves at a diverse array of tasks they also increased their 

commerce on the Mississippi, knitting Illinois into the larger economy of the Mississippi 

River Valley. In 1731, Illinois’s commandant—its chief colonial official—informed his 

superiors in lower Louisiana that France should expect benefits to the whole empire from 

“the flour . . . that will descend every month to Louisiana and Canada.”33 In the mid-

1730s, river-going commerce had regularized and the population of enslaved Indians and 

Africans grew steadily, approaching forty percent. However, Illinois merchants made 

only halting progress toward integrating their export economy with the wider French 

empire. A crop failure in 1733 led to a disappointing export. Writing in the spring, a 

colonial official in New Orleans lamented that convoy from Illinois arrived “charged with 

flour, pork, bear oil, [and] pelts” but only  “in small amounts because they say that the 

winter was long and rough.”34 He later lamented that Illinois suffered from the “misery of 

last year from the loss of almost all of the crops.”35 He nevertheless concluded “this little 

help does give some relief at the bottom of the colony which was wanting for any kind 

of food.”36  

Despite attempts to promote a plantation economy in Illinois and orient its 

commerce to New Orleans, local indigenous tribes undercut imperial plans. In the 1720s 

and 1730s, the connections between French colonizers and indigenous inhabitants 

remained strong. Frenchmen and Indian women frequently intermarried throughout the 

                                                
33 La Louisianne Islinois a Mrs Perrier et Salmon, [n.d., 1731], ANC, c13a, vol. 

13, ff. 22, 28, DLC.  
34 M le Cher de L’Auboey, Mars 20, 1733, ANC, c13a, vol. 17, f. 226, DLC. 
35 M salmon a [Unknown], Mai 20, 1733, ANC, c13a, vol. 17,  f. 147v, DLC. 
36 M le Cher de L’Auboey, ANC, c13a, vol. 17, f. 226, DLC.  
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first third of the eighteenth century.37 Although no longer living in mixed-race villages, 

Frenchmen retained their ties to Illinois tribes, and major roads and waterways connected 

French villages and Indian towns.38 These roads facilitated colonial settlement in Illinois 

even as Frenchmen grew more insulated from the surrounding indigenous populations. 

As French masters expanded their access to land, they did not sever alliances the Miami, 

Peoria, and Kaskaskia Indians. Creating a plantation society required secure control over 

territory and the alliances with Indian tribes that would facilitate tranquility along 

shipping routes. French colonizers learned that their imperial scheme to unify their 

Empire would by necessity have to rely on diplomatic alliances with the nations of the 

continent. 

At various times during the eighteenth century, Indian warfare disrupted trade in 

the heart of North America. The Fox wars, which began during the late 1720s, roiled the 

Illinois country and threatened the colony’s survival as a plantation economy. The 

wars—a series of conflicts over several years—ignited because the French held Fox 

Indians in slavery. These slaves arrived in French settlements when Illinois, Miami, 

Ojibwa, or Potawatomi warriors captured the Fox in raids and traded them to the French. 

This captive exchange maintained France’s extensive alliances in the heart of North 

America. Consequently, as Frenchmen drew closer in their alliance with the Illinois or 

Miami, they grew alienated from the Fox Indians by holding their clansmen captive.39 

Skirmishes and raids erupted, and the Fox attempted to seize their captive kinsmen. At 

                                                
37 Susan Sleeper Smith, Indian Women and French Men: Rethinking Cultural 

Encounter in the Western Great Lakes (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
2001), 23-54.  

38 Ekberg, French Roots, 70-1.  
39 Brett Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance: Indigenous and Atlantic Slaveries in New 

France (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012).  
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the end of each round of conflict, Frenchmen promised to return Fox captives. By the late 

1720s, the French officials had not made good on their repeated promises, and war 

consumed the region.  

The Fox wars taught the French that imperial designs had to accommodate 

indigenous power and that making a plantation economy could only occur in concert with 

Indian allies. In January 1732, Boisbriant lamented that “the pirogue of the Convoy of 

Illinois” came under attack where “a Frenchmen and a slave were killed by a party of five 

or six savages.”40 In October of the same year, he reported to his superiors in France “war 

sustained with the savages” disrupted trade and farmers “were not able to make a route 

within this country.” The convoy “languished, particularly because they could not find an 

outlet for their foods which consists of flour, pork, and other goods.”41 Regrettably, he 

continued, “they were not able to descend the Illinois and above all ascend without a 

larger company [of soldiers] in the convoy.” In light of these disruptions he remarked that 

“their meats and their flour which is the principle resource . . . [for] the habitants at the 

base of the colony” cannot be trafficked and consequently the convoy “must find a new 

route to Illinois.”42  

In 1732, the French signed a peace treaty with the Fox but continued to enslave 

Indians as part of the broader alliance system. Leading up to this treaty, the French and 

their Indian allies descended on Fox villages, killing hundreds and taking hundreds more 

captive. This impressive display of force alarmed the Illinois and Miami warriors and 

                                                
40 Mouvements des sauvages de la Louisianne depuis la prise du fort des Natches 

par Mr de Perier sul la fin de Janvier 1731, ANC, c13a, vol. 13, ff. 85, DLC. 
41 Boisbrian a Mrs. Perier et Salmon La Louisianne, Octobre 5, 1731, ANC,  c13a, 

vol. 13, f. 17-17v, DLC.  
42 Mouvements des sauvages de la Louisianne, ANC, c13a, vol. 13, f. 85, DLC.  
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consequently they worked to restrain French aggression against the Fox. These mediation 

efforts proved successful and the French agreed to a truce and to return Fox captives. But 

their alliances with the Miami and Illinois continued to inject Indian slaves into Illinois 

society, indicating that Indian alliances strengthened in the wake of the Fox wars.43  

Orders from New Orleans to ban the Indian slave trade did little to curtail the 

captive exchange that was the lifeblood of French and Indian diplomacy. In several 

instances, colonial officials attempted to dismantle the Indian slave trade. The longtime 

colonial governor of New Orleans, Jean-Batiste le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville, instructed 

the Jesuit Priests in Illinois “to prevent unfair treatment of Indian slaves in the 

missions.”44 He wanted to curtail the wider political impact of Indians slavery, because 

its presence Frenchmen’s plantations led to “wars that they [their presence] foment 

among the savages.” Consequently, colonial agents spent considerable resources in 

“defend[ing] this year the conduct of the French with the Indian Slaves.” He also indicted 

the practice of Indian slavery in Illinois as he saw the systems of enslaving Indians 

“unsuccessful and even ruinous deals for France, since each of these slaves perish of 

disease . . . [and] pose risks of deserting to give the enemy a knowledge of the state of the 

French.”45 Frenchmen took steps to limit the introduction of Indian slaves into their 

colonial societies, but they proved unable to control the expansive alliance networks that 

sustained their presence in the Mississippi Valley. One fur trade contract from the period 

explicitly interdicted any commerce in enslaved Indians.46 However, despite prohibitions 

                                                
43 Rushforth, Bonds of Alliances, chap. 4.  
44 Ibid., f. 242v 
45 Ibid. 
46 KM 45.6.28.1  
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from New Orleans, Indians remained in slavery and throughout the 1750s and 

constituting roughly a quarter of the entire population.47 

After the Fox wars, plans to create a plantation economy moved ahead. With the 

alliance system with the Miami and Illinois intact, commerce in commodities on the 

Mississippi became an increasingly regular phenomenon. In the wake of the Fox wars, 

Boisbriant observed that the tribes along the Mississippi were “not harassing the people 

and negroes that ascend the river.”48 This enabled Frenchmen to accelerate their plan to 

transform Illinois into a provisioning post for the French empire. In 1733, the new 

governor of Louisiana—Jean-Baptiste le Moyne de Bienville—declared Illinois was 

“equally necessary for Canada as for Louisiana[.] It provides to this colony and province 

all the flour that is necessary and to Canada the means to stage their infinite 

commerce.”49 Illinois’s exports made “the Post of Illinois respectable for its force, useful 

for its fertility and advantageous for its happy situation . . . for New France and its 

commerce.”50  

Officials in New Orleans offered more support to the fledgling colony and 

deployed a larger garrison for Fort Chartres. Fort Chartres, located adjacent to Kaskaskia, 

was the only French fortification for miles and was habitually undersupplied and 

understaffed. This action came in response to demands from the commandant of Illinois. 

By mid-century, Pierre de Rigaurd, the Marquis de Vaudreuil, the incoming governor of 

                                                
47 See the statistics in Ekberg, French Roots, 152. For specific instances see 

Registry of Baptisms, 1759-1815, Parish of the Immaculate Conception of Notre Dame, 
pp. 22, 32, Archives of the Diocese of Belleville, Illinois.  

48 Extrait sur les Islinois et la post de S. Demis, Boisbriant a M. de Bienville 
Aoust 17, 1731, ANC, c13a, vol. 18, f. 188v. 

49 La Louisianne Islinois, a Mrs Perrier et Salmon, [n.d.] 1731, ANC, c13a, vol. 
13, f. 29v, DLC.   

50 Ibid., ff 30  
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French Louisiana, had concluded that a larger garrison “would enlarge their Agriculture 

and provide to the lower parts of the Colony a larger quantity of flour,” because “it will 

impose on the savage nations of this continent.”51 He insisted the dispatch of troops was 

necessary because Illinois was “the chief country of this colony . . . and a principle post” 

in the empire. He concluded that “a good crop will require considerable troops in this 

country to promote an advantageous commerce with New Orleans.” 52 Enlarging the 

garrison would accomplish a common colonial goal, enabling “the habitants of Illinois 

the ability to multiply their crops . . . [.] This will allow them to considerably increase the 

flour” sold in New Orleans.53 Shipping this “abundance of flour ” demanded, “a great 

deal of tribute paying to the Illinois and Shawnee nations” so that the colonists could 

work “without any harassment of the French or the Negroes.”54  These efforts soon paid 

off.  

By the 1750s, wheat monoculture dominated Illinois’s economy. By the 1750s, 

Illinois population and economy grown steadily for decades and showed no sign of 

stopping. At mid-century Illinois boasted a population of over 1300 people: 785 white 

habitants, 446 enslaved Africans, and 149 enslaved Indians. Enslaved Indians and 

Africans cohabited the same plantations, working alongside one another and occasionally 

intermarrying. The proportion of enslaved Africans in Illinois’s society grew to nearly 

fifty percent of the population.55 Wealthy planters pushed petty producers to the margins 

                                                
 51 A M. de Vaudreuil, Avril 1751, ANC, c13a, vol. 35, f. 80v, DLC 

52 A M. de Vaudreuil et Michel, May 21, 1751, ANC, c13a, vol. 35, ff. 21-21v, 
DLC. 
 53 A M. de Vaudreuil, May 2, 1751, ANC, c13a, vol. 35, f. 91, DLC.  

54 Bienville a Vaudreuil, Mai 24, 1748, ANC, c13a,  vol. 33, f. 63v, DLC.   
55 For these numbers and a summation of the census see Margaret Cross Norton, 

ed. Illinois Census of 1810, 1818 Collection of the Illinois State Historical Library, vol. 
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of society and exerted their control over the export economy. In the wake of the Fox 

wars, tens of thousands of pounds of flour left Illinois annually and its warehouses filled 

with grain. A few masters ascended to the top of Illinois’s society and consolidated their 

control over slave labor. Yet simultaneously, a growing cast of petty planters acquired 

slaves and worked them on their estates. In 1752, a mere four percent of slaveholders 

owned forty-nine percent of the slaves. At the same time, forty six percent of white men 

owned at least one slave. Several incidents of slaves being hired from elite planters to 

smaller farmers enabled slavery’s impact on the economy to increase. One scholar has 

estimated that in light of these hiring practices slavery played some role in sixty percent 

of French households.56  

Illinois’s transformation to a plantation economy between the 1730s and the 

1750s was unmistakable. Over these two decades, the percentage of slaves in Illinois 

ballooned, the total acreage under cultivation boomed, and the value of land grew 

exponentially In 1732, enslaved workers constituted roughly one-third of the population, 

by 1752, they approached fifty percent. At the same time, the acreage and the value of 

land under cultivation increased nearly ten-fold. In 1732, planters had cleared a little 

more than a thousand acres of land, valued at 827 livres—what would convert into a 

couple hundred British pounds. Twenty years later that number jumped to a few thousand 

                                                
xxiv (Springfield: Illinois State Historical Library, 1935), xxvi. See also, Ekberg, French 
Roots, 151-7.  

56 The original Census of 1752 is held in the Vaudreuil Collection, Huntington 
Library, San Marino California. For the calculations about hiring out see Carl Ekberg, 
“Black Slavery in Illinois, 1720-1765,” Western Illinois Regional Studies 12, no.1 
(Spring 1989): 10-2.  
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cleared acres valued at 7,250 livres.57 Although not a soaring sum—it would convert to 

roughly 1,500 British pounds—the explosive trend reflected that a broad transformation 

was underway. Several planters climbed to the top of Illinois’s society as they acquired 

dozens of slaves and hundreds of acres of land. In 1732, Antoine Bienvienu had a mere 

four and a half acres of developed land and four slaves.58 Two decades later, he owned 

fifty six slaves who worked on his growing acreage of developed land valued at 500 

livres—or roughly 100 British pounds. While no one rivaled Bienvienu in the scale of his 

success, this dramatic expansion in land and slave labor was not unique. Several other 

prominent planters owned over a dozen slaves and large tracts of land. The grandees also 

owned scores of draft animals like horses as well as slaughtering animals, including 

dozens of heads of cattle. One such estate claimed thirty-seven slaves and land 

approaching fifty acres, which produced grain for the King’s warehouse. Another planter, 

Antoine Buchet, owned twenty-eight slaves, valuable developed lands, and scores of 

cattle and horses. A few others had almost twenty slaves and similarly impressive land 

holdings. This small cast of grandees monopolized labor, owned the boats on the annual 

convoys to New Orleans, and feverishly cleared land making them indispensible atop 

Illinois’s plantation economy. 

                                                
57 These calculations come from Margaret Cross Norton, ed., Illinois Census 

Returns 1810, 1818 Collections of the Illinois State Historical Library, vol. xxiv 
(Springfield: Illinois State Historical Library, 1935), xxi, xxvii. Importantly the 1752 
census records land values at 6658 livres. Norton identified errors in the original census 
tabulations and accordingly revised the number upward.  

58 Ibid., xxi. On this grand planter see Cecile Vidal, “Antoine Bienvienu, Illinois 
Planter and Mississippi Trader: The Structure of Exchange between Lower and Upper 
Louisiana” in Bradley Bond ed. French Colonial Louisiana and the Atlantic World 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005), 111-33. 
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Aside from these large planters, other slaveholders in Illinois owned a handful of 

slaves and mid-sized farms. In 1752, seven planters, a tiny fraction of society, owned 

between ten and fifteen slaves and those planters owned land valued, on average, over 

100 livres. Another sixteen planters, again a small sliver of French society, enslaved 

between five and ten workers and those planters owned land valued, on average, just over 

eighty livres. A few planters in this last category owned fewer than ten slaves but 

expansive tracts of developed land and dozens of draft animals. These mid-sized planters 

stood poised to ascend to the top of Illinois’s society, but the grand planters monopolized 

land, labor, and shipping routes to cut off any significant growth of their rivals’ estates.  

  Enslaved labor was the most important element of Illinois’s economy and enabled 

a few planters amass great wealth and power. The enslaved population grew amid 

Illinois’s plantation revolution, while manumission rates plunged. By the 1750s, free 

African Americans had all but disappeared from Illinois.59 Even as the population grew 

through natural increase, several grand planters used their ties to distant markets to 

purchase slaves.60 For instance, in 1750 and 1753, Jean Baptiste Beauvais purchased a 

slave and a farm from two petty planters one of who was a voyageur living in up river 

Canada.61 Beauvais, already owning scores of slaves and a growing estate, continued to 

consolidate his control over slave labor in Illinois and cement his place on top of the 

social hierarchy.  

                                                
59 In that decade, No free African Americans appeared on the census, no 

manumission papers appeared in the legal records, and only a single free African 
American appeared in the parish records. While the parish records for the 1750s are 
fragmentary, it seems likely that free African American baptisms were rare in this period. 

60 Cecil Vidal, “Africains et Europeens au Pays des Illinois Durant la Periode 
Francaise (1699-17656),” French Colonial Hisotry 3, no.1 (Jan. 2003): 31-68.  

61 KM 50.3.14., KM 53.4.71. 
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By the 1750s, grain traffic boomed and masters grew adept at navigating trade 

networks that brought their goods to markets. The spring convoy of 1751 sent grain to 

“various posts” along the Mississippi River.62 The commandant of Illinois reported that 

“7,000 weight of flour remains” in the warehouses of Illinois.63 Nevertheless, the colonial 

governor of French Louisiana noted that planters were attempting to “augment by a large 

amount their crops that they will provide to the base of the colony.”64 He continued that 

“habitants. . . make lucrative, advantageous commerce with France and the Americas and 

very favorably with the colony [of Louisiana].”65 The commandant of Illinois reassured 

administrators in New Orleans that he would “encourage the habitants to double their 

grain crops.” The next year he was satisfied with the great quantity of flour [that] has 

passed here.”66 Illinois’s production had increased to the degree that the habitants “have 

provided a great deal of flour and it has just descended [the Mississippi] stopping at every 

post on the route.” This was a “great service” to the “interior of the colony” and upon the 

convoy’s arrival in New Orleans it would “provide considerable goods for voyages to 

France.”67 Almost every year, the Governor of Louisiana “confirmed the expectation . . . 

                                                
 62 Sur les Equipements et le Retard des Voyageurs aux Illinois, Avril 8, 1751. 
ANC, c13a, vol. 36, f. 81, DLC.  

63 M. Michel a Macarty a la Nouvelle Orleans, Mai 27, 1751, ANC, c13a, vol. 35, 
f. 362, DLC.  

64 Le Retardement du Parham dt du Doudonois a Retard le Convoy des Illinois, 
Avril 21, 1751, ANC, c13a, vol. 35, f. 195, DLC. 

65 M Michel, La Situation de la Colonie Louisianne, Juilliet 23, 1752, ANC, c13a, 
vol. 36, f. 270, DLC.  

66 Le Retardement du Parham dt du Doudonois a Retard le Convoy des Illinois, 
Avril 21, 1751, ANC, c13a, vol 35, f. 195, DLC. 

67  M Michel, La Situation de la Colonie Louisianne, Juilliet 23, 1752, ANC, 
c13a, vol. 36, f. 271, DLC.  
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of an abundant harvest in that country . . . some individuals reported 100 thousand weight 

in flour” would descend to the Lower Mississippi River Valley.68 

Illinois had assumed an outsized role in France’s empire. Reporting back to the 

Minister of the Marine in France, Bienville summarized the state of affairs in Louisiana, 

concluding “the gardens thrive . . . producing abundance for all.”69 He continued that “the 

flour milled . . . from Illinois makes bread . . . very nicely.”70 His assessment concurred 

with another official’s conclusion that “despite the remoteness of this quarter,” it was of 

great importance because of  “all the relief in flour” shipped to “the base of the river.”71 

Bienville hoped to make the “movement to Illinois every year in January. The trip will be 

easier and shorter in regard to the season of winter where the maladies and the threat of 

wars are less likely.”72 Summarizing several opinions, Bienville concluded “the greatest 

advantage for this colony was the Agriculture its lands produce.”73 He insisted on the 

region’s importance, “given where it is situated on the continent relative to Mexico, it can 

be an entrepot of commodities and useful for Rich Commerce with New Spain which is 

forbidden by the sea.”74 

As the size and regularity of the convoys from Illinois increased, trade across 

North America grew in size and frequency. Bienville reported to the royal minister in 

French that “the commerce between the [Caribbean] Islands with this colony changes 

every day,” but that Illinois recently provided “twelve boats filled with wine, flour, etc. 

                                                
68 M. de Bienville a [unkown], Avril 26, 1738, ANC, c13a, vol. 23, f. 52, DLC.  
69 Presente Etate de la Louisiane, [n.d.] 1749, ANC, c13a, vol. 33, f. 167v, DLC.  
70 Ibid.  
71 Memoire Sur Administration, [n.d.] 1749, ANC, c13a, vol. 33, f. 152v, DLC. 
72 Bienville a Vaudreuil, Mai 8, 1747, ANC, c13a, vol. 31, f. 73, DLC.  

 73 A M. Michel Janvier 22, 1750, ANC, c13a, vol. 34, f. 300, DLC.  
74 Joint a la Lettre de m. Michel a Bordeaux du May 21, 1748 a l’Alphabet de la 

marine, ANC, c13a, vol 32., f. 248v, DLC.  
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and we send back boats with wood.”75  Writing about the need to sustain “the current 

state of tranquility [that] renders possible the Navigation of this river throughout the 

Illinois,” Bienville urged the ministry at Versailles to encourage traders to establish ties 

“in each of the different Nations of this Continent.”76 Over and over again, Bienville 

stressed the importance of the convoy needing to travel in “perfect tranquility” and 

making camp with the “Illinois Indians and the Chickasaws” while traveling.77 Bienville 

boasted about the traders’ ability “to overcome the difficulties with the Savage Nations of 

the Continent” and “accelerate all the advantages” of the Illinois country.78   

As convoys to Lower Louisiana became more frequent, officials came to see 

Illinois as a provisioning ground for other outposts, not just New Orleans. A summer 

convoy that year would be “going to the different posts [that] were in a bad state.” 79 In 

1756, the commander at Fort Duquesne, near modern-day Pittsburgh, begged the 

commandant in Illinois for provision goods. Lacking sufficient boats and troops to create 

this western convoy, he wrote officials in New Orleans reporting that he “found it 

difficult to arm a convoy.”80 Dispatching eighteen soldiers and some batteaux from New 

Orleans, by June a convoy carrying 120 thousand weight of flour and forty thousand 

weight of “cured meats” arrived at Fort Duquesne.81 This enormous annual output 

reflects how the creation of a slave society enabled Illinois to provision French colonies 

                                                
75 Bienville  [a Vaudreuil ?], Fevrier 4, 1743, ANC, c13a, vol. 28, f. 35v, DLC.  
76 Bienville a Vaudreuil, Octobre 6, 1744, ANC, c13a, vol. 28, f. 247, DLC.  
77 Bienville [a Vaudreuil ?], Fevrier 4, 1743, ANC, c13a, vol. 28, f. 32v, DLC. 
78 Bienville a Vaudreuil, Octobre 6, 1744, ANC, c13a, vol. 28, f. 245, DLC.  
79 Bienville a M. d’Auberville, Juin 11, 1748, ANC, c13a, vol. 32, f. 192v, DLC.  
80 Copie de la letter ecrit a M de Macarty, Juin 1, 1756, Joint a la letter de m De 

Kerlerec, ANC, c13a, vol. 39, f. 71, DLC.  
81 Ibid. ff. 71-71v 
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across the continent. It became a constant source of “pork, beef, horses, wild game” as 

well as grain.82  

By the 1750s, Illinois’s plantation revolution and Frenchmen’s mastery over trade 

networks made the region a reliable provisioning colony in North America. In 1754, the 

commandant of Illinois reported that these changes to the economy had made “Illinois 

very well suited to agriculture of wheat and other grains.” He continued, “during the last 

war [Illinois] provided New Orleans with more than 8,000 weight of flour during a single 

winter.” In addition to trade down river, another 4,000 weight of flour was sent to 

Quebec. He concluded by reporting that in addition to the “black, light, fertile” soil of the 

Mississippi basin, its “pastures are excellent and the European cattle reproduce 

abundantly.” Illinois’s abundance enabled it to become a provisioning ground not simply 

for various posts along the Mississippi, but also for French colonies across North 

America and the Caribbean.83  

Illinois’s location in the heart of North America gave a unique trajectory to this 

plantation revolution. French colonial administrators hoped to create a plantation 

economy in Illinois capable of provisioning New Orleans and the French Caribbean. But 

these plans had to accommodate the indigenous nations who controlled the land and 

waterways. After igniting a major Indian war during the 1730s, the French became more 

able diplomats and used their resources to sustain peaceful Native American relations. In 

particular, the French accepted enslaved Indians into their colonial society, despite formal 

prohibitions to the contrary. Receiving enslaved Indians as part of those alliances 

                                                
 82 Etat des nations sauvages, [n.d.], ANC, c13a, vol. 40, f. 135, DLC.   
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afforded Frenchmen the means to advance their imperial designs and create a plantation 

economy. The exchange of Indian slaves facilitated peaceful travel across North 

America. The commerce in enslaved workers across the Mississippi River Valley and the 

export economy that knit Illinois into markets in New Orleans operated through French 

alliances with indigenous nations that afforded them control over small territories and 

transportation routes across North America. By the 1750s, a plantation economy and 

wheat monoculture dominated Illinois and French colonial had succeeded in extending 

Atlantic economies into North America.  

 Through these multinational relationships with various indigenous nations, French 

men and women secured a foothold in the heart of North America. Increasingly secure in 

their titles to land, slaveholders imported slaves from New Orleans in growing numbers. 

In addition to the slave trade, natural increase propelled Illinois’s slave economy. As 

these enslaved African toiled alongside enslaved Indians, the tiny colony created a 

lucrative export economy that shipped grain across North America. By the 1750s, then, a 

category of slaves, the “French Negroes” had made their mark on Illinois’s society and 

economy. They would prove to be a durable community and French Negroes would 

persist to shape slavery and freedom long after France ceded and new empires attempted 

to tap into Illinois’s colonial economy.  
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Chapter 2: “That A’cursed Illinois Venture”: Slavery and Revolution in 

Atlantic Illinois 

 
 
  After securing victory over France in 1763, Britain acquired vast new territories in 

India, the Caribbean, and all of North America east of the Mississippi River. Amid this 

vast land grab, Britain now claimed the burgeoning plantation colony in the Illinois 

country. Policymakers in London and merchants the world over hoped to bring these new 

vast realms into the existing British Atlantic Empire. As George Morgan, one of the most 

important merchants in the trans-Appalachian west, flatly declared, “Philadelphia will not 

contain me.”1 Importantly, Morgan spoke on behalf of his trading firm and succinctly 

articulated British imperial policy in North America between the Seven Years’ War and 

the American Revolution. His partnership, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan, was based in 

Philadelphia, but its activities spanned from St. Louis to London and from Kingston to 

Genoa. Theirs was one of many Anglo-American firms that sought to capitalize on Great 

Britain’s triumphs in the French and Indian War. To accomplish this lofty goal, several 

British imperial officials in North America collaborated with Anglo-American firms to 

integrate new regions into the British Empire. As part of the broader expansion of empire, 

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan set its eyes on the Upper Mississippi River Valley.  

 During the 1750s and 1760s, the British Atlantic empire generated its wealth and 

constructed its authority through plantation systems. Atlantic slavery generated wealth on 

                                                
1 George Morgan to [Unknown], November 10, 1770, in Donald H. Kent, Martha 

L. Simonetti, and George R. Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers in the 
Pennsylvania State Archives (Harrisburg: Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 
Commission, 1967), roll 1, frame 447.  



 38 

plantations that produced staple goods for global consumption. Slave labor enriched 

people across the empire, including the planters that raised commodities, the merchants 

who trafficked them, and the state who taxed their distribution and consumption. 

Consequently the British Empire was first and foremost a slave-empire that operated to 

protect staple production. These Atlantic models of colonialism reshaped Illinois and 

encouraged grain plantations to increase the production and export of commodities into 

international markets. Although various Native American tribes contested the assertion of 

colonial power, British traders, British capital, and British goods remade the heart of the 

continent after the Seven Years’ War.2 Without understanding British slave interests and 

slavery’s role in imperial expansion into the trans-Appalachian west, scholars cannot 

adequately understand Great Britain’s expansion and collapse in North America. 

In the 1760s, several British trading firms attempted to harness slavery’s 

productive power to integrate the Mississippi River Valley into the larger Empire. Trans-

Appalachian traders and their firms operated from Philadelphia, which acted as a center 

for western expansion and an entrepôt for lucrative trade from the Atlantic to the 

mainland. These companies included the firm of Benjamin and Michael Gratz, George 

Croghan (who also served as Britian’s deputy superintendent for Indian Affairs), and the 

largest of them, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan. In the mid-1760s, Baynton, Wharton, 

and Morgan initiated a grand venture to monopolize the western trade and ship surplus 

grain and bread between Illinois and under-provisioned slave societies in the Atlantic 

                                                
2Colin G.  Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North 

America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 131. On the nature of Britain’s 
dominance in the west, see also Francois Furstenberg "The Significance of the Trans-
Appalachian Frontier in Atlantic History, c. 1754-1815," American Historical Review 
113, no.2 (June 2008): 647-77.   
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world. They began moving slaves and goods between the Caribbean, the eastern 

seaboard, and the middle Mississippi River Valley. To push the boundaries of British 

colonialism westward, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan relied on General Thomas Gage, 

commander-in-chief of North America, for military protection, secured investment in 

their land company from Sir William Johnson, Britain’s superintendent for Indian 

Affairs, and at times had access to sympathetic ears in key policy making positions in 

London. Their venture was not simply commercial. It belonged to a larger system of 

imperial expansion that sought to consolidate Britain’s victory in the Seven Years’ War 

and create a British dominion across North America and the globe.  

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s strategy for imperial expansion followed a 

business model that economists later called “backward integration.”3 The firm first hoped 

to control the sale and consumption of goods in their stores. It next constructed scores of 

batteax to traverse the rivers of North America and invested in ocean-going vessels to 

assert their command over in-land trade. Lastly, in order to control the production of 

goods, it transported slaves to Illinois, constructed mills, and attempted to purchase large 

swaths of land to create wheat plantations. Their venture hoped first to control 

consumption of goods by building general stores, next to manage transportation routes 

around the Atlantic world, and last to acquire vast tracts of land and create new sources 

of grain production. In the early 1760s, to facilitate this venture, the partners and their 

families fanned out across the Atlantic world: Morgan traveled to Illinois, Morgan’s 

brother John went to the West Indies, Wharton traveled to London and worked to secure 

                                                
3 David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants and the Integration of 

the British Atlantic Community, 1735-1785 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992), 19.  
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imperial patronage, and Baynton managed the firm’s ties with politicians and merchants 

in Philadelphia. The scale and scope of this firm’s attempt to integrate the Mississippi 

Valley into the British Empire explains why time and again the firm referred to the effort 

as its “grand Illinois Venture.”4  

Their venture relied on support from imperial officials in London and America, 

but despite this assistance the firm ultimately faltered. In 1772, the partners faced 

bankruptcy. Numerous forces contributed to Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s failure, 

including French habitants who refused to trade with the firm and Amerindians who 

raided its convoys. Yet in the early 1770s, the company encountered an unlikely 

opponent to its western expansion: the British Parliament and Crown. Particularly 

damning for their success, the British Crown never issued a slave code. As legal authority 

vanished and state power crumbled, slaveholders filled the power vacuum with their own 

brute force. Masters assumed local control over the slave economy and did not look to 

London for their authority. Without clear legal power to resolve disputes, conflicts 

between masters mounted and slaves found openings to remake their lives in bondage. In 

the mid-1770s, masters proved unable to discipline the growing and fractious slave 

community. Amid these simmering conflicts, the firm could not construct the plantation 

economy that could sustain their grand Illinois venture. Systems of human bondage that 

pre-dated British authority undermined Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s attempts to 

bring the British Atlantic plantation model into the heart of North America. Illinois 

                                                
4 Robert Kren, “The “Grand Illinois Venture”: The Operations of Baynton, 

Wharton and Morgan Company in the Illinois Country, 1765-1771” (master’s thesis, 
Western Illinois University, 1968), intro.   
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already had its own plantation model, one that proved resilient in the face of new imperial 

authority.  

Map 2: Map of The Illinois Country, 1778 
 

 

     Thomas Hutchins, A Topographical Description of Virginia, 2. (1778) 
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Between the 1740s and 1760s, Illinois’s economy experienced booming growth. 

In the first third of the eighteenth century, only five French villages dotted the landscape. 

By the 1760s, the number had grown to eight. However after 1763, the Mississippi River 

became an international boundary between Spain and Britain. Six were along the east 

bank of the river that fell into British territory and two were on the west bank that fell 

into Spanish territory. Even as settlement grew and the economy expanded, the new 

boundary line at the Mississippi River became an obstacle to the British plan to exploit 

Illinois’s natural wealth. The towns varied in size from Kaskaskia, which in 1770 was the 

largest village with five hundred Europeans and a similar number of enslaved Indians and 

Africans, to Cahokia, forty-five miles north with a few hundred Europeans and roughly 

one hundred slaves.5 The remaining towns ranged between a few hundred to a few dozen 

habitants.6 In addition to the British and Spanish settlements, two major Indian villages 

sat along the east bank of the Mississippi River—Kaskaskia and Cahokia. These Indian 

towns were situated along major roads and near mills. They facilitated cross-cultural 

trade and alliances, supporting the commerce and plantation agriculture at the very 

foundation of Illinois’s economy. As British settlers arrived in the region and brought 

hundreds of African slaves into Illinois, the overall population on both sides of the 

Mississippi River probably grew steadily.7  

                                                
5 Phillip Pitman, The Present State of the European Settlements on the Missisippi 

[sic] with a Geographical Description of that River (London: J. Nourse & Co., 1770), 84. 
6 On the population of Illinois in this period, see Ekberg, French Roots in the 

Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier in Colonial Times (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1998), 152-60.  

7 There is no extant census data for the British period of occupation. 
Consequently, it is safe to infer that as the number of towns grew and as new settlers 
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Eager to tap these new and growing markets, in 1763 Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan joined as partners. Prior to the firm’s formation, George Morgan had been 

apprenticed to John Baynton and Samuel Wharton after he was orphaned at a young age. 

Morgan specialized in the fur trade and Indian relations during his apprenticeship—a 

focus that would direct his entire business career.8 By the 1760s, when Baynton, 

Wharton, and Morgan began its venture, Morgan had been elevated to a full partner and 

assumed control over the firm’s affairs in the trans-Appalachian west, while relying on 

his close ties with British officials, most notably George Croghan, to guide the partners’ 

business plans. Baynton and Wharton also had prominent business contacts. John 

Baynton was a close political ally of Benjamin Franklin. Samuel Wharton was on 

familiar terms with William Johnson, the Superintendent for Indian Affairs, and Joseph 

Galloway, Speaker of the Pennsylvania Assembly.9 All three partners had strong 

connections with agents of the Crown and other Philadelphia power brokers that helped 

facilitate their model to first control in-land trade and then the consumption and 

production of goods in the backcountry.  

Drawing on a history of provision trading between Philadelphia and Jamaica that 

began in the 1730s and accelerated over the eighteenth century, Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan immersed itself in Atlantic commerce to facilitate their venture.10 In 1764, 

                                                
arrives, in addition to natural growth, the enslaved population may increased by several 
hundred—perhaps reaching 1000—and the free population likely grew similarly.  

8 On the firm’s founding, see David Paton Dewar, “George Morgan’s American 
Life 1743-1810” (PhD diss, University of Kansas, 2005), esp. xii-xvii.   

9 Ibid., xiv-xvi, and chapter 1 more generally. 
10 On the importance of intercostal trade, see Michelle Craig, “Grounds for 

Debate? The Place of the Caribbean Provisions Trade in Philadelphia’s Prerevolutionary 
Economy,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 138, no. 2 (Apr. 2004): 
149-77. 
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Morgan’s brother, John, secured lines of credit in Jamaica and, in the early 1770s, 

established powers of attorney to act on the firm’s behalf.11 Upon arriving in Jamaica in 

1764, John relayed information about market demands and current prices, expediting 

commerce between the West Indies and the mainland while also minimizing risk. 

Throughout the mid 1760s, George Morgan assured his clients on the island that the 

company’s agent in Jamaica would “properly support between us . . . a pleasing and 

lucrative connection.”12 To limit shipping costs the firm invested in its own vessel—the 

Dragon—expediting trade and “to evidence [their] Zeal to the service of the 

contraxcion.”13 On an early voyage, George Morgan assured a Jamaican client “we can 

supply the several articles you mention (particularly Bread, Flour, Beef & Pork) cheaper 

than you can obtain them in any other part of the Continent. Indeed we have in reality no 

rivals in these commodities.”14 On its first trip to Jamaica, the Dragon carried “1000 

Barrells of Bread & 200 Barrells of Flour.”15 Although this was a modest amount, it was 

an important first connection and in time the tonnage shipped on the firm’s vessels 

ballooned.  

                                                
11 On the power of attorney, see Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to John Morgan, 

March 20, 1772; on credit, see Baynton Wharton and Morgan to Messers Franklin & 
Younger, March 2, 1764, in Kent, Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and 
Morgan Papers, reel 1, frames 316, 301. 

12 Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Franklin and Younger, March, 2, 1764; and 
Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Benjamin Hammer, December 28, 1763, in Kent, 
Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 1, frames 300, 
288. 

13 Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Anthony Merry, February 15, 1766, in Kent, 
Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 1, frame 266. 

14 Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Messrs Biggin, Bacon & Co., November 
8,1764, in Kent, Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 
1, frame 275. 

15 Ibid. 
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From their first venture to the West Indies, smuggling constituted an element, 

perhaps even a large element, of Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s business. While only 

passing references to the firm’s smuggling remain—they were probably wise enough not 

to put their actions in writing—their early, and perhaps regular, evasion of British trade 

law illuminates the ways in which their grand venture into America was inter-imperial in 

nature and their membership in the British Empire at times proved a liability to their firm. 

Tellingly, George Morgan directed his contacts in the Caribbean to avoid British trade 

regulation. In one such instance he warned a trader in Jamaica “a Man of War . . . is 

stationed in Our Bay [in Philadelphia].”16 In another instance, he instructed one of his 

agents in the Caribbean to evade duty collection: “you must know of his British 

Majesty’s Dominioans is liable in the N[orth] American Colonies to a Duty of 6 [pence 

per] Gallon” of rum. He advised the agent “to elude then, therefore, of the Act of 

Parliament.” He continued, “we . . . propose that a vessel full should simply . . . be landed 

and [the rum] stored . . . in order to bring off such Rum to the Port.”17  

As the firm began its ambitious design for imperial expansion by travelling to 

Jamaica, Britain’s movement into the trans-Appalachian west had to overcome several 

major obstacles. In 1763, Pontiac’s War erupted, threatening Great Britain’s viability in 

                                                
16 Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to James Callender, November 11, 1763, in 

Kent, Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 1, frame 
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17  Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Biggin, Bacon, and Co., November 8, 1764, 
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the trans-Appalachian west.18 Although triggered by the murder of an Indian slave, 

Pontiac’s War was an attempt to reverse a British policy that curtailed the flow of goods 

into the region.19 Like the Fox Wars before it, the uprising demonstrated to imperial 

officials that diplomatic accommodations and trade with American indigenous nations 

were necessary to the course of the empire. Amerindian warfare was not the only obstacle 

to imperial integration. Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan encountered an early problem 

from white settlers: “Mr. Wharton of Philadelphia Informs me,” wrote William Johnson, 

“that he had prepared a large quantity of goods for the Illinois trade . . . [and] That the 

Paxton  & other Rioters had waylayd them near Fort Loundon [in western Pennsylvania]  

& seized & destroyed it to the amount of £3000 in Value.”  The Paxton Boys’ objectives 

were plain—they attempted to disrupt all connections between the British and Indians, 

hoping there would not be “any Trade carried on, with these Indians.”20 This group of 

settlers pillaged British convoys and even threatened to sack Philadelphia because of 

concerns that imperial policy would favor Indian trade and accommodation over 

aggressive settlement and land theft.21  

                                                
18 Kren, “The ‘Grand Illinois Venture,’” 74-5.  
19 Brett Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance: Indigenous and Atlantic Slaveries in New 

France (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), epilogue. See also, 
Gregory Evans Dowd, War Under Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, and the British 
Empire (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002).  

20 William Johnson to Thomas Gage, in Clarence W. Alvord and Clarence E. 
Carter eds., The Critical Period, 1763-1765 Collections of the Illinois State Historical 
Library, vol. x (Springfield: Illinois State Historical Library, 1915), 368. Hereafter cited 
as CISHL, X. 

21 Patrick Griffin, American Leviathan: Empire, Nation and the Revolutionary 
Frontier (New York: Hill and Wang Press, 2007), 46-7. On the Paxton Boys, see Peter 
Silver Our Savage Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed Early America (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2008), chap 6.  
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Pontiac’s War and the Paxton riots together threatened two elements of Great 

Britain’s western design. Tapping Native American trade required a policy of 

accommodation, while opening Indian land to plantation production unleashed settlers 

like the Paxton Boys who refused any such trade or accommodation. These early threats 

to imperial order in the interior of the continent destroyed Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan’s convoy, but not their hopes for success in the west. Undeterred, in 1765 the 

firm gathered a second convoy of more than sixty boats “to proceed thither, with valuable 

& assorted Cargo of Merchandize,” in an attempt to “give the Natives, a full & early 

indication of the Trade They are to expect from His Majesty’s Subjects.”22 Morgan was 

convinced that if the firm “should be able to make considerable uses of good land & the 

terms secure, we should [infallibly?] in a few years be disposed of all our losses.”23 

Agents of the British Empire faced even greater threats to the empire once they 

reached Fort Chartres, which was located near Kaskaskia in the Illinois country. After 

arriving in 1765, British military commanders—colonels Thomas Reid and John 

Wilkins—began to wield authority at General Gage’s behest. Yet French settlers 

manipulated the imperial border to evade British authority, signaling their intent to 

dispute British control in the region. In 1763, some Frenchmen and women moved to St. 

Louis—then in land claimed by Spain—when they first learned Britain had taken legal 

                                                
22 Messrs Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Thomas Gage, December 26, 1765, 

in Thomas Gage Papers, William L. Clements Library, Ann Arbor Michigan. Hereafter 
Gage Papers.   

23 George Morgan to Robert Callender, October 1763, in Kent, Simonetti, and 
Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 1, frame 229. Emphasis 
original.  
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authority over the Illinois territory. Yet most waited until Wilkins arrived in 1765.24 After 

proclaiming British authority Wilkins’s deputy, Captain Thomas Sterling, required “the 

Inhabitants to take the Oath of Fidelity” to the King. Many French settlers refused to take 

new oaths of allegiance. “The whole presented a memorial praying for Nine Months to 

Settle their Affairs” and leave the colony. Sterling refused any time for transition, and the 

colonists worked themselves into a frenzy: “they seemed resolved to go over [to Spanish 

Missouri] immediately.” Sterling conceded. “I imagine it would be a very great detriment 

to this Colony to have it depopulated—I at last agreed.” Stemming the tide for the time 

being, Sterling could not prevent the French from leaving Illinois. French habitants 

moved “to the other Side of the River, where there is two Villages . . . established since 

the Cession of this Country to the English by those who did not like to be under our 

Government.” In 1765, Sterling reported the colony in “ruinous condition, the Chief 

inhabitants having left it.” Observing the same situation in the spring of 1766, a traveler 

remarked that the habitants “are gone to the Spanish side with their Cattles & Corn, 

which makes provisions very scarce.” 25   

The habitants who did not move immediately took Sterling’s nine-month reprieve 

to sell their estates. During those months, cross-river estate sales appeared with 

increasing frequency. As one petty planter left the British colony in 1765, he sold his 

house in Kaskaskia and bought land near St. Genevieve on the opposite bank. 

                                                
24 For the earliest settlers in St. Louis see William E. Foley and C. David Rice The 

First Choteaus: River Barons of Early St. Louis (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1984).  

25 Jennings Journal, April 6, 1766, in Clarence W. Alvord and Clarence E. Carter 
eds., The New Regime 1765-1767, Collections of the Illinois State Historical Library, vol. 
XI (Springfield: Illinois State Historical Library, 1915), 177. Hereafter cited as CISHL, 
XI. 
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Significantly, the land had already changed hands at least twice that year, exposing the 

liquid property exchanges among small planters.26 Goods moved across the border and 

undermined British power in the region, thereby depriving Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan access to labor and clients. 

Despite Britain’s best attempts to control local production and trade, the French 

refugees constructed a rival economy and threatened the commercial viability of the new 

British territory. The social and commercial ties that sustained the new French economy 

proved impossible for the British to undermine. The French easily subverted British 

regulations, and the British knew that “many of them [the French] drove off their cattle in 

the night and carried off their Effects and grain,” reported Colonel Wilkins in 1767, 

“which I did everything in my power to prevent[.]”27 Yet Wilkins’s authority had limits, 

and settlers and slaves continually exploited imperial boundaries to their own advantage. 

Writing the officials in the Illinois country in the spring of 1766, Gage observed that the 

French were attempting to “debauch the Inhabitants and Indians from the Ilinois to settle 

on their side of the River.” He instructed the militia to “do everything in your Power to 

prevent their Emigration.”28  

Rival economies and anti-British sentiment curtailed Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan’s venture to control the plantation economy in the Mississippi River Valley. 

When French Jesuit priests abandoned the colony after the Seven Years’ War, they sold 

their considerable estates, including land and eighty slaves. A prominent French 

                                                
26 On the sales see Laurie Cena Dean and Margaret Kimball Brown, eds., 

Kaskaskia Manuscripts, 1714-1816: Calendar of Civil Documents in Colonial Illinois 
(Chester, IL: Randolph County Archives, 1981), 65:9.2.2. Hereafter abbreviated KM with 
identifying document numbers. 

27 [Thomas] Sterling to [Thomas] Gage, December 15, 1767, in CISHL XI, 125. 
28 Thomas Gage to Major Farmer, March 14, 1766, in Gage Papers. 
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plantation owner, Jean Baptiste Beauvais, bought the Jesuit estate for 40,000 pounds of 

flour.29 Beauvais immediately leased the slaves to numerous smaller French planters—

including his brother Raphael who resided in Spanish territory. Beauvais’s centralized 

ownership of slaves threatened to undermine English control over labor.30 With sprawling 

land holdings and nearly a hundred slaves, French planters like Beauvais could refuse to 

trade with the British and undercut any attempt to incorporate the Mississippi River 

Valley’s grain economy into the Anglo-Atlantic.  

Amid all of these difficulties, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan relied on close ties 

with General Gage to bolster their efforts to access in-land markets. In particular, they 

pressed him, at various times, for special treatment in provisioning the soldiers of the 

garrisons, to which Gage acquiesced.31 With his backing, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan 

sent wagonloads of foodstuffs to Fort Pitt as the first stage of its voyage to Illinois. It 

remains a great irony of their venture that they sent food to a colony overflowing with 

provisioning commodities. Still, to send this convoy they required help. In the winter of 

1765, the partners reminded General Gage, “Our Speculation to the Illinois, is both 

Hazardous & extensive[.] But as it will tend much to consolidate the peace, recently 

made with the Natives,” they requested Gage’s  “assistance & approbation.”32 Replying 

two days later, Gage wished them “Success in . . . [their] design of proceeding,” 

confirming that he would “always readily give every Encouragement to Trade that lies in 

                                                
29 For more detail on this transaction see Sale of Jesuit Property, in CISHL, X, 

127-30.  
30 For Beauvais’s receipt of sale see KM 74:3.19.1.  
31 For instances of appeals, see Thomas Gage to Major Farmer, March 15, 1766; 

Thomas Gage to George Croghan, July 23, 1766; Messers Baynton, Wharton, and 
Morgan to Thomas Gage, September 10, 1767, Gage Papers.  

32Messers Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Thomas Gage, December 26, 1765, 
Gage Papers.   
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my power.” Gage also informed Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan that “[t]he Officers 

Commanding at the Posts have directions to facilitate as much as possible the Treaders in 

the Operations” reassuring the merchants he “shall be glad to Encourage . . . the Success 

of your Undertaking.”33  

In October 1766, the British prepared a grand convoy between Fort Pitt in western 

Pennsylvania and the Illinois country. Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan had nearly sixty 

bateaux stationed and ready to depart. To protect this second cargo from attack, they 

relied on protection from both Pennsylvania’s government and the British Army. As their 

spring convoy departed from Fort Pitt, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan received an 

alarming letter “that the rascally Inhabitants of Conicochegue are . . . now laying a plan 

to do you some Injury by stopping or destroying some part of your last Cargo that yet 

remains” in Pennsylvania.34 They immediately informed Pennsylvania’s Governor John 

Penn of the threats. Penn in turn reported to Gage that bandits might attempt to “intercept 

and destroy a Quantity of Goods which Mr. Wharton and his house are sending . . . to the 

Illinois Country to trade.”35 Wharton simultaneously pressed Gage for protection, 

declaring “lawless Banditti are [attempting?] to check Our operations & threaten Our 

Property with destruction.” He requested a military escort to Illinois.36 Persuaded of the 

danger, Gage made arrangements to defend Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan against the 

                                                
33 Thomas Gage to Messers Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan, December 28, 1765, 

Gage Papers.    
34 Messers Baynton, Wharton and Morgan to Thomas Gage, March 7, 1766, Gage 

Papers.     
35 John Penn to Thomas Gage, March 6, 1766, Gage Papers.   
36 Messers Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan to Thomas Gage, March 6, 1766, 

Gage Papers. 
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“lawless Banditti on your Frontiers” from giving “fresh Troubles.”37 In October 1766, 

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan sent their convoy to the Illinois accompanied by the 

“Kings Boats” to offer them “a safe convoy.”38 

As support from the colonial governor and general suggests, Baynton, Wharton, 

and Morgan’s venture belonged to a larger imperial plan hatched in London. In the late 

1760s, a president of the Board of Trade, Lord Dartmouth, endorsed a pamphleteer’s case 

for a “Strong Settlement” along the Mississippi. After detailing the possibility for 

cultivating staple crops, including wheat and corn in the heart of the continent, 

Dartmouth’s pamphleteer assessed the impact of labor scarcity in the Mississippi Valley. 

With “very few laboring people there,” he observed “the only method of Settling such hot 

Countrys is by Negroes, a Method that Experience has led every Nation of Europe 

into[.]”39 Writing Gage in 1770, the new President of the Board of Trade, Lord 

Hillsborough, remarked, “The great and solid Advantages arising . . . from . . . North 

American Colonies, depend principally upon giving proper Encouragement to . . . the 

Supply of the Sugar Islands with Lumber and Provisions.” He continued, “the 

commercial Advantages which may be derived from these Possessions . . . render them 

an Object deserving the most serious Attention.” 40 Controlling slavery in the middle 

Mississippi Valley was not simply one firm’s objective; it was part of an imperial 

strategy for North America that sought to reproduce British experiences with Atlantic 

                                                
37 Thomas Gage to John Penn, March 10, 1766, Gage Papers. 
38 Thomas Gage to Messers Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan, July 23, 1766, Gage 

Papers.  
39 Lyman’s Reasons for Settlement Along the Mississippi in CISHL XI, 271-2. 

See n1 for the documentary editors observation that Lord Dartmouth endorsed this 
position during his first presidency of the Board of Trade.  

40Lord Hillsboro to Thomas Gage, July 31, 1770, in Gage Papers. 
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colonialism and slave-based production. Through their grand Illinois venture, the firm as 

well as British policymakers sought to transfer an Atlantic model for the British empire 

into the heart of North America.  

Flying high with support from Gage and other policymakers, Baynton, Wharton, 

and Morgan boldly accelerated their venture. The firm purchased ninety slaves in 

Philadelphia and instructed its’ employee James Rumsey to send a second shipment of 

slaves from Jamaica to Illinois.41 Transporting slaves marked a critical turning point in 

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s grand Illinois venture. The firm moved from simply 

controlling trade and shipping an attempt to fuel plantation production. In a single year, 

the slave sales earned the firm nearly £20,000 in profit. While Rumsey trafficked one 

shipment up the Mississippi, a second coffle marched west from Philadelphia. Despite all 

the hardships the firm faced, their decisions to bring slaves into the Illinois country 

reflected their determination to expand a plantation economy and bring the slave-empire 

of the Atlantic into the Upper Mississippi River Valley.  

The nearly two hundred slaves they shipped expanded Philadelphia’s commercial 

economy and Jamaica’s plantation economy into the mainland. Morgan congratulated 

Rumsey on his efforts: “The inexpressible Fatigues that you have undergone with the 

Negroes, & Your prudent Management of them will do you honour, as long as the Facts 

can be remembered . . . the whole of your Conduct respecting them from the Time you 

bought them at Jamaica to your landing them at Kaskaskia has so endear’d you to me, 

that it will be my Ambition to promote your interest to the very utmost of my power, at 

                                                
41 The cargo of slaves in Philadelphia came from the firm Bean and Cuthbert. See 

Invoice of Goods September 14, 1766 in Kent, Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, 
Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 9, frame 214. 
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all Times.”42 The firm’s slaves sold for vast sums, at first only to English settlers. The 

sales also allowed the firm to absorb the colony’s provision goods and export them. 

Morgan boldly declared “We have it in our Power to make a Monopoly of all the Flour in 

the Country by purchasing it with Negroes.”43 A year later, he reasserted commerce in 

slaves as a means to consolidate their power over the provisioning trade: “slaves will 

always command what they Will—viz. Flour, Cattle & Salt Beef.”44 

Offloading these slaves into the existing plantation economy proved more 

challenging than the firm had anticipated. French habitants initially refused to purchase 

slaves from Anglophone merchants, including Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan. Writing 

to his partners in Philadelphia in December 1767, George Morgan reported that the 

French habitants had not made “a single offer” to purchase slaves belonging to another 

British firm, “[o]n Acc[ount] of his Negroes being, as they say, All English.” He 

continued, “the Monsieurs declare against having any thing to do with his Negroes. 

Apprehending that as they have been so long among the English & some of them Country 

Born, they must have been Sent here for the Rogueries.” Intent on exercising control over 

the composition of their slave population, Frenchmen organized voyages to New Orleans. 

“Many Frenchmen,” Morgan wrote, planned to “depart for New Orleans on no other 

Acc[ount] than to purchase slaves.”45 While the financing for this trip to purchase slaves 

in the Lower Valley never materialized, the firm’s slave sales for late 1767 and early 

                                                
42 [John] Baynton to [James] Rumsey March 1, 1768 in Clarence W. Alvord and 

Clarence E. Carter, eds., Trade and Politics: 1765-1767 Collections of the Illinois State 
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43 Morgan to Baynton and Wharton, December 2, 1767, CISHL, XVI, 126. 
44 Morgan to Baynton and Wharton, July 20, 1768, CISHL, XVI, 360. 
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1768 indicate that for months after slaves arrived from Jamaica and Philadelphia, only 

English settlers or a desperate Frenchmen bought. Yet, as spring 1768 came and planters 

soberly assessed their need for labor, larger purchases paved the way for a rapid dispersal 

of imported slaves. Wealthy French planters Antoine Bienvenu, Pierre Charleville, and a 

member of the Beauvais family at last purchased slaves in large numbers. Relieved, 

Morgan reported in November 1768 that he had sold “the two last Negroes” for a “very 

agreeable” price, observing “they would have been a Considerable Expense to keep.”46   

During the 1760s, the firm had monoloplized the purchase of land and the 

creation of infrastructure to process grain and export it on the Mississippi River. 

Controlling production connected people to markets and completed the firm’s backward 

integration. After he had sold the slaves, George Morgan spent considerable time 

building roads and mills to support grain plantations in Illinois. In 1770, writing to an 

agent in New Orleans, Morgan boasted, “I have brought an experienced mill write [sic] 

with me from Pennsylvania. I shall have my Water Mill ready to grind 100 Bushels in 24 

Hours and shall make as good Flour as ever was sent to you from Pennsylvania.” He 

added proudly, “I have even been so particular as to bring two Pair Mill Stones With me 

from Pennsylvania at no small expense.” 47  

Even as the British expanded into Illinois and tapped the grain economy of North 

America, the Frenchmen who resettled in St. Louis and St. Genevieve continued to 

undermine Anglo-American authority. Sprawling social relations developed across the 

river, challenging British control over trade and production. Extended families lived on 

                                                
46 George Morgan to Alexander Williamson, November 1768, in Kent, Simonetti, 
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both sides of the Mississippi River and appear to have traversed the border with little 

impediment. Marriages between families on opposite sides of the river reveal this porous 

boundary. For instance in 1768, Antoine Duclos and his bride Marie Jeanne Saucier 

resided in British territory at Prairie du Rocher when they married. Yet Duclos’s father, 

Alexandre, lived in Spanish territory at Ste. Genevieve. Significantly, Alexandre crossed 

the river in 1768 to sign the marriage documents, as did nearly a dozen other members of 

the couple’s extended family.48 The Duclos-Saucier union was not unique. In 1770, 

Jacques LaSource, who was born “on the Spanish side,” lived in British-controlled 

Kaskaskia at the time he married Elenne Beauvais in 1770.49  

Cross-river social relationships had commercial implications: they knit together a 

French trans-Mississippi economic community. Agreements between family members 

who resided on opposite banks illustrate that business relationships transcended imperial 

lines. For example, Jean Baptiste Beauvais of British Kaskaskia constructed a 

commercial channel across the Mississippi through ties to his brother, Raphael. In 1768, 

one Beauvais brother purchased slaves for another, and in 1773 Jean Baptiste sold grain 

from Kaskaskia to Raphael in St. Genevieve.50 In 1777, using a power of attorney for his 

brother Raphael, Jean Baptiste sold a plot of land to a petty habitant in Spanish 

territory.51 The Beauvais brothers owned scores of slaves, some of them purchased from 

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan in spring 1768, and sufficient land and draft animals to 

                                                
48 KM, 68:4.19.1. The damage to the document prevents any clear recreation of 

the signatures.   
49 This marriage contact appeared at KM 70:1.29.2. For other examples; see KM 

68:5.14, 68:5.15.1. 
50 For the grain sale see KM 73:5:4:2. For an example of a corporate, cross-river 

family economy, see entries in Account of the Negroe Sales at Kaskaskia, in Kent, 
Simonetti, and Beyer, eds., Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan Papers, reel 9, frames 204-6. 
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export massive quantities of grain annually.52 That such large French planters owned land 

and slaves on both sides of the river and used family ties to transfer land and wealth 

exposes cross-river kinship as a tactic of anti-British resistance. Those kin relations 

funneled wealth from British Illinois to Spanish Missouri, evading duties and subverting 

the firm’s hopes for a monopoly.  

 Slaves also played an important role in an alternative economy that siphoned 

wealth from British territory and beyond the grasp of British merchants. Enslaved 

boatmen moved provision goods across the vast waterways of the Mississippi Valley. 

They often accompanied their owners to New Orleans, providing the labor necessary to 

load the massive convoys of grain that semi-annually descended the Mississippi River.53 

In addition to serving as boatmen, slaves engaged in petty production and commercial 

exchange. Several slaves purchased goods from the firm. Morgan sold slaves’ goods and 

acquired key provisions from the slave economy at low rates. On many occasions, he 

boasted about “taking the Advantage of purchasing” a “quantity of Provisions at a very 

cheap Rate . . . from the French Negroes.”54 Moreover, Morgan carried goods that slaves 

were likely to purchase—he took the effort to import “Negro Magnets.”55 This petty 

commerce enabled enslaved men and women to contribute to French economies and 

                                                
52 KM, 73:5.4.2 and the Census of 1752 in HLO for this estimation. The probate 

shows Jean Baptiste owned 31 slaves, up from 24 in 1752, while the closest enumeration 
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undermine the commercial monopoly Britain hoped to create. Reflecting on this fact in 

1770, Wilkins reported to General Gage that “some law [or] Regulation of power is 

becoming absolutely necessary particularly with regard to the Slaves now become 

numerous by their Increase and late Importation.”56  

Slaves managed to purchase these goods, indicating that they enjoyed at least a 

sliver of autonomy from their masters. Without a slave code and with French and English 

masters at odds with each other, enslaved men and women seized opportunities to carve 

out their own economies. A series of cases in the 1770s reflect a long history of African 

Americans buying and selling goods, growing crops in their own gardens, and enjoying at 

least some mobility across the Mississippi River. When Americans arrived in 1778, they 

remarked on slaves’ commerce in “pigs, grain, and wood.” 57 These petty economies 

likely long predated the 1770s. Just as in other slave societies where masters owned large 

numbers of slaves on sprawling estates, slaveholders in Illinois handed over some 

responsibility to let slaves assume a role in feeding and clothing themselves. These added 

tasks allowed slaves to buy and sell goods occasionally travel off of the plantation, and 

rely on one another to scrape together sustenance. Both slave’s commerce and the lack of 

cohesive authority suggest that slaves managed to build relationships beyond their own 

plantations and at times entered into the market place to buy goods they desired.58  

This petty slave economy and limited autonomy had imperial significance. During 

the 1760s and 1770s, masters in Illinois faced a crisis in slave authority. By terms of the 

                                                
56 James Wilkins to Thomas Gage, May 30, 1770, Gage Papers.   
57 See a full discussion of these cases in Chapter 3.  
58 On this petty production in various slave societies see Ira Berlin and Philip D. 

Morgan Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1992), 203-302.  
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Proclamation Act of 1763, which forbade settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains, 

Britain had not extended civil jurisdiction to the territory. No English courts had authority 

to settle property disputes or enforce a criminal code.59 Until the 1770s, when British 

authority was crumbling, settlers had to petition military authority to settle their disputes. 

By the eve of the American Revolution, several British officials had reported that the 

slave economy of the colony was in a state of disarray. General Gage wrote William 

Johnson, “I perceived that there has been wanting judicial [authority.] There has been no 

way to bring Controverseys and Disputes properly to a determination or delinquents to 

punishment.”60 Reflecting on this lack of civil authority in Illinois, Gage reported to the 

President of the Board of Trade that the region was “out of the Reach of Law and 

Government.”61 

Without a slave code or courts to settle disputes, masters struggled to control the 

growing slave population. In one case that alarmed masters, both French and British, an 

unnamed slave began a series of rebellious actions that spread throughout Illinois. 

According to the slave’s master, Paul Derisseaux, the African American man “had 

Insulted his wife” and more generally “refused doing his Duty.” More alarming to the 

French masters, this slave began to foment slave resistance in the colony by “putting 

arms in the hands of the Slaves against the masters.” The slave’s actions would result in 

                                                
59 The British jurist William Blackstone stated, “in conquered or ceded countries, 

that have already laws of their own, the King may indeed alter and change those laws, but 
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Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England vol. 1 (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott 
Co., 1893), 107.  

60 Thomas Gage to Lord Hillsborough, August 8, 1771, Gage Papers.  
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“dangerous consequence[s]” for the French population, but lacking civil authority to 

appeal to, Derisseaux “could not obtain redress.” He resorted to his “power to punish him 

at his own discretion.”62 As Derisseaux relied on brute force to punish his slave for these 

rebellious acts, British officials and other masters looked on in fear as slaves began to 

cohere as a community against their masters.  

Even as these signs of rebellion appeared, the changing nature of slavery in 

Illinois curtailed avenues to autonomy. During the 1750s, a French Creole slave 

population developed through natural increase. Over time, shipments of slaves from New 

Orleans tapered off, especially once the Seven Years’ War began. However, that native-

born slave population experienced upheaval when the British brought hundreds of slaves 

from the Caribbean into Illinois. These newcomers likely spoke different languages and 

were seasoned to a much more physically brutal regime in Jamaica. Additionally, because 

Frenchmen were hesitant to purchase slaves from British colonies, imported slaves more 

often than not belonged to Anglophone masters and therefore did not have the same 

opportunities to learn the variety of French that most of Illinois’s slaves spoke. Hints of 

these divisions appeared over time. In one illuminating instance, a “quarelle” erupted 

between a slave who recently arrived from the Caribbean and a creole slave. The fight 

began due to the un-named Creole slave calling the newcomer’s wife “every ones 

Whore,” revealing an open secret, that “both had some intercourse with her.” It is not 

clear exactly why this dispute began, but the conflict between Creole and Caribbean-born 
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slaves indicates that the petty economies and mobility slaves enjoyed had not yet forged 

them into a cohesive community.63  

Slaves, no matter how fractured or limited in their own communities, participated 

in French economies and undermined British imperial order. Writing to London, General 

Gage urged the Board of Trade and the Lords of the Treasury to support a larger garrison 

in Illinois. He stressed that the French economy harmed British trade interests, asserting 

that “[t]here has been Great Collusion between Merchants on this & the other side” of the 

Mississippi “to the disadvantage of British Interests.” 64 More soldiers “are the only real 

Effectual Methods which can be fallen upon to put a stop to the Immense contraband 

trade.” Hillsborough assured Gage that he would explore ways “to give security to the 

Dominion of the Country” because it was “of very great importance” to the Empire.65  

Order over this illegal commerce eventually arrived—but not from British 

authorities. Contraband trade equally alarmed Don Antonio d’Ulloa, governor of Spanish 

Louisiana, who forbade any commerce across the Mississippi. Late in 1769, he ruled that 

he would “by no means permit the Spanish Subjects to pass to the English, nor to have 

any Commerce with them, except in particular cases of necessity.” If such occasion arose, 

the trader would need “to have passports directed to the English Commander . . . under 

Penalty, that if they be found without one, they shall be entirely deprived of the rights of 
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the Nation.”66 While that ruling hampered the alternative French economy, Ulloa also 

interdicted British commerce and circumscribed British interests. Informing his agent in 

New Orleans in the summer of 1770 about trade prohibitions, Morgan declared, “the 

strict prohibition against foreign Trade, will I suppose prevent the free Intercourse which 

the English had with the Inhabitants of New Orleans. And matters here are carried to a 

ridiculous length on both sides just as if the Affairs of the two Nations depended on these 

[despised?] Settlements. No persons whatever Officer Merchant or Inhabitants can cross 

the river from either Side without a written Passport [.] I look upon the poor inhabitants 

as in a state of slavery.”67 Morgan had begun the grand Illinois venture hoping to secure 

slaves and production, facilitating shipping and commerce between Illinois and the 

Atlantic by way of New Orleans. Now he was a slave. That a Spanish governor exercised 

“his absolute Authority” and “will not Admit Debts contracted before his Arrival to be 

paid” exposed the tangled lines of authority British traders faced. The French plantation 

economy, slaves’ petty production, Native American Rebellions, and the Spanish 

embargo on commerce across the Mississippi left Gage, Morgan, and a host of other 

British officials wondering who controlled the Illinois country.  

While Morgan’s relations with the French soured, he expected Parliament to end 

French smuggling and promote the integrated empire the firm labored to create. By the 

early 1770s, according to one French planter, Morgan had “given great offence to all the 

French inhabitants in the Colonie, he being Universally hated by all those people, and 
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indeed has but few friends of any other Nation here.”68 These fractious relations did little 

to help Morgan gain access to the grain he so desperately sought. Writing to merchants in 

Jamaica, Morgan lamented “the unfounded trade that has been carried on between this 

Province and our ancient Enemies the French (for We still look at them in that light) has 

been of essential detriment to the commerce of our own.” Hoping that “the Parliament 

that is now setting will put an interdiction to it. Or at least impose such Duties on that 

pernicious Traffick as will allow a commerce to be carried on beneficially between 

Jamaica & the Continent.”69 Without access to the Mississippi, the firm’s exports froze, 

and Parliament proved impotent to provide any remedy.   

Final hope for a British plantation economy in Illinois hinged on securing a land 

grant from London to millions of acres in the trans-Appalachian west. In 1769, Samuel 

Wharton and George Croghan traveled to London and lobbied the Board of Trade for the 

grant. Morgan remained optimistic about the firm’s chances, speculating that “Mr. 

Wharton” may “succeed in England far beyond my Expectations. Our Fortunes I hope 

will be made from that Quarter.”70 Although several key policymakers in London 

supported a new British colony in Illinois, powerful figures opposed the plan. Neither, 

Parliament nor the Crown had interest in integrating the British Atlantic Empire with the 

heart of North America. Prime Minister William Pitt opposed earlier for a new colony in 

the Mississippi Valley because he believed the Board of Trade’s policy for territorial 

aggrandizement required a massive imperial administration and sweeping military 
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intervention to secure land and trade routes. Pitt did not support the scale of state 

expansion necessary to implement this scheme because it would undermine maritime and 

commercial elements—the so-called “Blue Water” doctrine—at the heart of the British 

Empire.71 This doctrine asserted that large armies and bureaucracies would undermine 

freedom and trade in the Empire. Already forced to garrison 10,000 soldiers in North 

America, faced with crippling war debts, and devastated after Pontiac’s Rebellion, the 

prime minister hoped to avoid the burdens the Board of Trade’s plan engendered and to 

enforce the King’s Proclamation line of 1763 that barred settlement west of the 

Appalachians.72 These divisions at the highest level of policymaking circles reveal the 

tensions that wracked the British Empire after 1763 and expose why imperial agents at 

once encouraged and stymied Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s grand Illinois venture.  

 Conflicts over the course of empire in North America undermined Anglophone 

merchants’ efforts to expand into the west. Imperial tensions between the mother country 

and her North American colonies caused a dearth of goods on the mainland. Waves of 

merchants’ embargos choked off trade in British manufactures as part of a protest against 

parliamentary taxation. During the first wave of embargoes, Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan struggled to pay its creditors. In 1765, writing a British lender about his inability 

to pay, he flatly declared: “we hope our Mother Country will repeal the Stamp Act, we all 
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Vintage Press, 2000), esp. 720-4.   
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so Loudly & justly Complain of.”73 However the embargoes only intensified over time. 

In 1769, Morgan lamented, “On my arrival here [in Philadelphia] I found the scarcity of 

Dry Goods so great, that I could not possibly procure those you ordered at such Prices as 

would answer your interest. This has arose, as the News Papers will inform you, form the 

firm Adherence of our Merchants to their contract not to import the Manufactures of 

Brittain until the Repeal of the Disagreable Acts of Parliament which you have heard so 

loudly & justly complain’d of by the Americans.”74  

Lacking revenue they had expected from land sales, the firm became insolvent. In 

1770, in a state of desperation they increased pressure on policymakers in the British 

Empire. In London, Samuel Wharton, Benjamin Franklin, and George Croghan lobbied 

for the land company. The lobbyists hoped to persuade a reluctant president of the Board 

of Trade—Lord Hillsborough—and other policymakers to ratify the treaty of Fort 

Stanwix and move the Proclamation Line of 1763 westward. If Whitehall would agree to 

this policy change, the firm and its land company would be able to sell land to settlers in 

the Ohio and Mississippi river valleys.75 With William Johnson’s backing, hopes for 

success were high. In 1770, Morgan expected support from London, assuming the Board 

of Trade would rule “fabourably concerning the Grant. The Confirmation of which I am 

persuaded is obtained before this day.”76 Yet, policymakers in London wavered. Lord 
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Hillsborough informed General Gage that imperial policy toward the Illinois country left 

him “in a state of perplexity [that] I am not able to get over.”77 Several months later, the 

Board of Trade still had not resolved this confusion, Lord Hillsborough informed Gage, 

“the Illinois affords a very large field of Discussion; And the King’s Servants here given 

the full attention & consideration to so important a subject.” They have “weighted With 

Great Deliberation the different opinions & propositions that have been stated on the one 

hand & the other hand respected those Establishments.”78 This lack of clear imperial 

policy and the Board of Trade’s “perplexity” contributed to Baynton, Wharton, and 

Morgan’s eventual collapse and alienation from the British Empire.   

By 1772, the land grant was still pending. This grant was the firm’s only avenue 

to repay their accumulated £71,000 of debt. As they waited on London for a final 

decision, their creditors initiated lawsuits to recover their debts. The summer of 1772 

brought the prospect of success. Lord Hillsborough resigned his post as president of the 

Board of Trade, and Lord Dartmouth returned. Dartmouth, a great proponent of western 

expansion, moved quickly. With a sympathetic ear in the presidency at the Board of 

Trade, the firm succeeded in obtaining a title to millions of acres stolen at Fort Stanwix. 

Drawing on close ties with British agents, Morgan wrote Samuel Wharton, informing him 

he had “lately received a Copy of his Majesty’s confirmation of the new Colony[.] Sir 

William Johnson forwarded it me.” Ecstatic, Morgan sensed a possible escape from 

crippling debt. Wishing Wharton “joy on the Occasion,” Morgan hoped proceeds from 

the sale would halt “several suits” that “have been lately commenced against us” because 

the firm “shall make over to our Creditor or to Trustees for this use all our portions of the 
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Western lands.”79 Yet from this brief moment of triumph came a crippling reality. 

Although the King’s Privy Council—a powerful group of advisers that shaped the 

Crown’s opinions on matters of state—had backed their cause, the Board of Trade 

reversed its own decision under pressure from Prime Minister Lord North. Officials in 

London nullified the land grant. These divisions between the Board of Trade and the 

Parliament and Prime Minister expose the fault lines between the “blue water” ministers 

and the pro-western policymakers that had wracked Parliament in the 1760s. 

 In 1772, the firm of Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan collapsed. The three partners 

continued to lobby the North Ministry, yet by 1774, Morgan’s disillusionment was clear. 

Despite assurances the land grant would be finalized, Morgan no longer believed that it 

would materialize. He wrote Wharton: “I beg leave to urge as my Opinion that you 

should immediately return to America . . . leaving Authority with some Creature of Lord 

North’s to solicit” on their behalf. “For my Part I think we shall hardly obtain a Charter 

worth accepting at this Time.”80 Parliament did not regulate French smuggling, protect 

American trading interest from London merchants in the West Indies, or offer Baynton, 

Wharton, and Morgan title to western land. The ambitious scheme to incorporate the 

grain economy, French habitants, and seemingly endless Indian trade in the Mississippi 

Valley into the wider British Empire faced an unlikely and all-powerful opponent: 

Parliament. Compounding these hardships, the Crown hindered imperial expansion 
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through odious taxation. John Baynton asked, “Good God—can the Head of the House of 

Hanover be a T[yran]t in his Principles?” He answered, “We really seem to be arrived 

and the period . . . [when] a british King . . . [behaved] as despotick as an Asiatic 

Sultan.”81  

The grand Illinois venture was neither a creation of London—although British 

officers, including Sir William Johnson, offered considerable support for it—nor the sole 

creation of Anglo-American merchants. Rather, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s 

venture stood between the New World and Old World. When their venture failed, the 

partners blamed policy makers in London, and George Morgan joined the patriot cause in 

Philadelphia. Exploring these distinctly New World and inter-imperial connections 

exposes Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s alienation from the Old World. Baynton, 

Wharton, and Morgan’s experience unearths the shifting alliance of interests that united 

in Revolution against the British Empire as Anglo-American trade clashed with British 

policy.  

The firm and imperial officers hatched an ambitions scheme to conquer Illinois 

for Great Britain. Instead, the Illinois country conquered them. Imperial power proved 

feeble and masters could never rely on law and authority from London. Amid this void, 

the local slave economy overwhelmed imperial designs for Anglo-Atlantic commerce 

that would funnel grain from Illinois into the wider British Empire. As masters in Illinois 

filled the legal vacuum of the 1760s and 1770s, Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan never 

accomplished their grand venture. The firm’s attempts to control the consumption, 

distribution, and production of staple goods were part of a broader imperial strategy that 
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emerged in the wake of the Seven Years’ War. However, the transition from the French 

Empire to the British Empire revealed that colonial slave economies did not change with 

the “scratch of a pen.” French colonial slavery shaped British imperial expansion and in 

this way plantations in the heart of North America were critical to the expansion and 

partial collapse of Britain’s empire in the Americas.  

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan never recovered from their grand Illinois venture, 

“casting the Illinois affair over . . . [their] shoulder” never to return to it.82 Yet, the firm 

was unequivocal about the cause of its collapse. Policymakers in London ultimately 

undermined its ability to grow grain and traffic it to the wider Atlantic World. Baynton, 

Wharton, and Morgan regularly received protection and funds from General Thomas 

Gage and Sir William Johnson; they had access to the Board of Trade and at times had 

their cases heard by sympathetic ears. The growing imperial conflict of the 1760s 

exposed the ways in which the firm’s grand Illinois venture depended its attachment to 

regular and stable ties with London policy makers. The firm’s struggles and ultimate 

failure to control slave production in North America, incorporate the French population, 

and forge connections to provision the Atlantic illuminate key transformations that 

explain why, by the 1770s, merchants on the eastern seaboard believed the king and 

Parliament were obstacles to tapping the lucrative trade and production of the American 

west. Britain’s inability to control its western territories alienated these Anglo-American 

merchants and pushed them toward joining a revolutionary cause against the Crown and 

Parliament. As the firm collapsed in the 1770s, Morgan joined the American cause in an 
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attempt to promote its interests in the trans-Appalachian West, declaring an end to 

Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan’s “a’cursed Illinois venture.”83 
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Chapter 3: “The Further Introduction of Negroes”: Slavery’s Survival in the 

Young U.S. Republic 

 

 On January 23, 1801, “humble inhabitants” from the Illinois country submitted a 

three-foot-long petition to the United States Congress.1 The petition contained 270 

signatures from a wide cross-section of Illinois society. Pierre Menard, known as “the 

father of Illinois,” William Morrison, a well-to-do planter, and Therese Choteau, a 

woman from a prominent western family, all signed the document.2 The petitioners 

requested that article six of the Northwest Territory Ordinance of 1787 that banned 

“slavery and involuntary servitude” be “modified as to admit the introduction of Slaves.”3 

The signers informed Congress that they “owned a number of slaves” and requested a 

change to territorial laws that would “permit the Introduction into the Territory of any of 

those who are Slaves in any of the United States.”4 More than protecting slavery that 

already existed, the petitioners wanted Congress to enable slaveholders to migrate into 

Illinois, making the region a beneficiary of slavery’s western expansion.  

                                                
1 To the Senate and House of Representatives in Congress Assembled, January 
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With this petition, citizens in Illinois contested the now-famous ban on slavery in 

the Northwest Territory. It joined nearly a dozen other petitions that arrived in 

Washington that asked Congress to permit slavery in Illinois. These petitions, and the ban 

on slavery in the Northwest Territory, belong to a profound national debate over the 

course of freedom in the young republic. As Congress attempted to eradicate slavery 

from Illinois, wealthy inhabitants and slaveholding migrants attempted to secure its 

future. Their petitions revealed that colonial histories in the heart of North America 

would shape both the politics of slavery and the expansion of human bondage in the 

decades after U.S. independence. As the new U.S. Empire penetrated the Mississippi 

River Valley, it confronted the same obstacles as its French and British predecessors. 

Contrary to popular ideas about American Independence: the creation of the United 

States did not “being the world anew.”5  

Two factors explain slavery’s survival in Illinois. First, colonial slave economies 

spanning the Northwest Territory’s national and international boundaries allowed masters 

to participate in plantation economies that predated the United States. Illinois’s planters 

retained important connections to Spanish Missouri, and the Mississippi River continued 

to direct the region’s commerce toward New Orleans. Local planters and merchants did 

not respect the invented boundary between slave and free territories but continued to 

work within the larger slave economy of the Mississippi River Valley. Second, domestic 

migrations that ushered slaveholders from Virginia and Kentucky to Illinois afforded 

slavery avenues to expand as more enslaved men and women arrived in the region. From 
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1779 to 1784, Virginia claimed Illinois as a western district. Virginia’s western expansion 

supplied Illinois with fresh sources of enslaved laborers and new eastern markets for its 

exports. Well after Virginia ceded the territory to the federal government, slaveholding 

migrants continued to arrive in Illinois. Local planters and new settlers alike relied on 

Illinois’s export economy to market the goods their slaves made. Slavery’s survival in 

Illinois after the Northwest Territory Ordinance emerged from local economies that 

spanned invented boundaries and the forced migrations (largely of domestic origin) that 

shepherded enslaved men and women into the Upper Mississippi River Valley. The two 

and a half decades after U.S. independence initiated a sweeping reformulation of 

Illinois’s society and its national allegiances but did little to shake slavery’s importance 

in the region. 

As slavery survived in Illinois, it underwent subtle but significant changes. It 

expanded out of plantation settings and became normative in an ever-larger swath of the 

economy. As smallholders built their farms, slaves did the crucial work of clearing land, 

building houses and outbuildings, loading and unloading barges, and navigating the 

region’s waterways. Although large landed estates gradually shrank, a commodity 

emerged that afforded slavery a new lease on life in Illinois. The salt marshes of 

southeastern Illinois, which would come to produce nearly fifteen percent of the nation’s 

salt, acted as a magnet for slave labor. Amid these two economic changes, bound labor 

remained fundamental to Illinois’s society. With new migrants and an expanding role for 

slavery, settlers banded together and resisted prohibitions issued by the new American 

government.  
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When petitions to Congress to suspend article six failed to gain traction, 

prominent citizens turned to the territorial legislatures to enact laws protecting their 

estates and encourage slavery’s expansion. In 1807, the legislature of the Indiana 

Territory—which included what would become Illinois—passed the “Act Concerning 

Negroes” and the “Act Concerning Servants” which enabled migrating slaveholders to 

convert their slaves into lifelong uncompensated indentured servants. As one historian 

has recognized, local planters “were able to wield power in subsequent territorial 

legislatures” and create an “ongoing basis for forced labor.”6 The “Act Concerning 

Negroes” established a legal framework for slaveholders migrating west to hold their 

slaves in the state. With this legal sanction, settlers from Virginia relocated with their 

enslaved workers and operated in expansive economic networks that defied national 

boundaries. These Anglophone settlers worked with the existing Francophone habitants 

to control local government to protect bound labor in Illinois.  

************** 
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Map 3: A Map of the Illinois Country, 1778 
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During the American Revolution, Virginian authorities commissioned Colonel 

George Rogers Clark to conquer the west and claim the land for their state. In his 

instructions to Clark, Virginia Governor Patrick Henry charged Clark to “take every 

possible measure to secure the Artillery & Slaves & whatever else may advantage the 

state.”7 Despite revolutionary ideas about equality, best articulated in the Declaration of 

Independence, Virginians secured and protected the plantations of the Upper Mississippi 

River Valley.  In 1778, Clark left from western Virginia. His “expedition was made in 

barges on the Ohio River” and made landfall “five leagues above the confluence . . . with 

the Mississippi.” Vastly outnumbering the British garrison at Fort Chartres that numbered 

roughly thirty-five soldiers, his nearly three hundred troops began “marching five days 

through the woods, [and] reached the post of Kaskaskia.” They undertook this 

“exhausting journey” to ensure that the British commanders would not flee Kaskaskia. 

Clark reported that he entered Fort Chartres “without firing a shot.”8 

At “two in the morning” they captured Phillippe Rocheblave “the commanding 

colonel” who was “barefooted, barelegged and with his . . . equipment and musket on his 

back.” Despite being placed in “leg irons and handcuffs” Rocheblave refused any 

capitulation declaring, “The King of Great Britain is my sovereign.” He continued, “I 

have only one regret, and my regret is now that it should not lie within my power to 

destroy you.”9After capturing the commanding officers, “a great confusion arose among 
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the inhabitants who decided . . . to surrender.” Clark thought the settlers in Illinois would 

“become as good citizens as anyone can imagine,” and he immediately “caused the oath 

of allegiance to the United States to be administered to them.”10  

Once Clark secured Illinois, he issued a proclamation asserting Virginia’s 

authority over Illinois. In addition to creating a district of Virginia in Kaskaskia, the 

proclamation permitted the free election of civil officials who would then implement 

Virginia’s legal code. The new Virginian authority assured the citizens of Illinois that 

they would be secure in their lands and other property. Clark’s proclamation aimed to 

secure the inhabitants’ loyalty and empower them to shape their new government. Clark 

assured the habitants that the “Republic of the Virginians” claimed the territory “to invite 

you to participate with them in the blessing of a free and equal independence and to be 

governed and judged by officers who shall be placed in power by the people.”11 Before 

Clark left Illinois for Vincennes, he appointed Captain John Todd as Magistrate in 

Chief—or head civil officer—in the colony. Todd established two civil courts, at Prarie 

du Rocher and the other at St. Phillipe, and established a protocol for electing judges, 

stating that “every person who has the right to a vote may give . . . his preference for the 

election of him who you shall choose.”12 Clark instructed Todd “to inculcate in the 

people the value of liberty and the difference between the state of Free Citizens of this 

Commonwealth and that Slavery to which the Illinois was distened[.]”13 Clark did not 

displace or subdue the French and English settlers, but collaborated with them to secure 

Virginian authority.  

                                                
10 Previous quotes from Ibid.  
11 Ibid.  
12 John Todd’s Record Book, p.1, Rare Book Vault, CHM.  
13 Ibid., 3 
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Shortly after issuing the declaration of civil authority, Clark created a slave code. 

Responding to “the complaints, which have been addressed to us by several inhabitants . . 

. through their petitions,” Clark established laws to “remedy the disorders, abuses and 

brigandage that for such a longtime has been caused by the too great liberty enjoyed by 

the red and black slaves.”14 While the petitions do not survive, the local demand for a 

slave code could suggests that during British rule, slaves had accumulated at least some 

autonomy and challenged masters’ authority. Lacking a slave code for most of the 1760s 

and 1770s, and experiencing a booming population growth in the slave quarters, masters 

grasped for any legal authority to whom they could appeal. They found a friend in Clark. 

He indicated that “liberty” prevented slaves “from accomplishing the different pieces of 

work in which their masters employ them, thus causing the total loss of this colony.” 

Clark went on to bar the slaves’ access to liquor and to ban them from meeting “after 

sunset or for the night, for the purpose of dancing, feasting, or holding nocturnal 

assemblies.” He forbade “all persons to buy from or exchange with the said . . . slaves 

any goods, commodities, pigs, wood or other things whatsoever, unless the said slaves 

are furnished with a permit from their masters.” Slaves caught in violation of this code 

would be “beaten with thirty-nine strokes of the whip at their master’s expense.”  The 

code empowered all “captains, officers of the militia and all other persons to enforce the 

execution of the present proclamation.”15  

                                                
14 The entire slave code quoted in the following paragraph is from, Proclamation 
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Clark knew that securing masters’ authority over slaves would be crucial to 

creating governing authority over Illinois. Slaves’ commercial activities gave them 

liberty—to use Clark’s word—and Virginians hoped to choke off slaves’ economies. 

Significantly, enslaved men and women could continue to trade in these local economies, 

but only “with a permit from their masters.”16 His code targeted several important 

“commodities” that enslaved men and women traded. This economic activity afforded 

enslaved men and women a degree of autonomy from their masters, as commerce offered 

slaves mobility to travel and purchase select goods for personal consumption. Clark tried 

to end conflicts over this social autonomy. Specifically, his code targeted slaves’ dancing, 

“nocturnal assemblies,” and “intoxicating drinks.”17 These tiny pathways toward 

independence undermined masters’ authority, and Clark went out of his way to curtail 

them.  

Clark’s slave code filled a vacuum in legal authority that emerged during the 

1770s. Slaves’ economies, mobility, and social autonomy had supported both resistance 

and rebellion. However, Virginian authorities used the trial of two enslaved men, Manuel 

and Moreau, to curtail these rebellions and ensure slavery’s survival in Illinois. In 

December, 1778 Manuel and Moreau arrived in Illinois, perhaps from the Caribbean.18 

Within a matter of months, they began poisoning masters and soldiers as a way to 
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challenge attempts to restrain their mobility and autonomy. In June 1779, Jean Girault, 

the Virginia attorney general for the district of Kaskaskia, secured a death warrant that 

insisted “the manner of execution cannot be too cruel for criminals who have committed 

deeds so extraordinarily horrible and frightful.”19 During the trial, nine slaves, belonging 

to seven masters on opposite sides of the Mississippi River, testified to the malicious and 

calculated poisonings they had witnessed.  

Slaves contracted Manuel and Moreau to use their knowledge of poisons and 

elixirs to curtail their owners’ authority. Two slaves belonging to Monsieur and Madame 

Nicolle approached Manuel and Moreau and asked for them to use a poison or potion on 

their owners. The Nicolles quickly died. Moreau allegedly told their slaves, “You ought 

to be content now. There are your master and mistress dead and you can take a walk and 

go where you wish.” Yet, the two unnamed slaves insisted, “We did not ask . . . to make 

them die. We wished only… [to] make them a little gentler.”20 It is possible the Nicolles’ 

slaves did not intend to murder their owners, but it is clear they used their relationship 

with Manuel and Moreau to resist their owners’ power. This poisoning reveals the social 

relations Clark hoped to dismantle. The poisonings support what one scholar of African 

American life in bondage argues, that “in everyday life, slaves drew on ritual knowledge, 

[and] their understandings of pharmacopeia . . . to reshape their lived environment.” 

                                                
19 The entire trial appears in Laurie Cena Dean and Margaret Kimball Brown, 

eds., Kaskaskia Manuscripts, 1714-1816: Calendar of Civil Documents in Colonial 
Illinois (Chester, Il: Randolph County Archives, 1981), 79:6.10.1 and 79:6.10.2. 
Hereafter cited KM with identifying document numbers. Quotations are taken from the 
translation offered in CISHL, II, 14-21. All quotations in following paragraphs come 
from this reproduction unless otherwise noted.  

20 Clerk’s Record, CISHL, II, 17. 
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Manuel, Moreau, and the Nicolles’ slaves used “herbal medicinal practices” to “serve as 

a prophylactic to radical degradation, stanching the living death of bondage.”21  

In another case, Manuel and Moreau poisoned an enslaved man who lived in 

Spanish Missouri. They gave him some taffia to drink and in this way gained access to 

goods crucial to their campaign. According to the afflicted’s wife Catherine, he “no 

sooner drunk of that liquor than he felt sick.” The slave did not die, but begged “My 

Countryman! take away the sickness which you have given me.” He offered Manuel “a 

basin and a handkerchief and promised him that if he did not die he would satisfy him 

more fully.” Manuel dismissed him, saying, “it is not in my power to take it from you.”22 

Slaves’ access to disposable goods—the taffia, basin, and handkerchief—and social 

relationships that spanned plantations and national boundaries helped Manuel and 

Moreau strike another victim. Their mobility and access to these items stemmed from the 

social world the British could not control and that Clark hoped to eradicate.  

The invisible communication networks between enslaved people shaped these 

acts of rebellion. Amid their poisonings, Manuel and Moreau gained notoriety as an 

expanding cast of people learned about their deeds. Shortly after they had poisoned an 

unnamed enslaved man, Monsieur Martin discovered his slave “attacked . . . from a 

violent poison.” He called a doctor when his slave’s “body was in convulsions and his 

limbs rigid on account of the corrosive poison which had insinuated itself into all parts of 

his body.” At his slave’s death, Monsieur Martin remarked: “What! There is another 

                                                
21 Thomas C. Holt, Children of Fire: A History of African Americans (New York: 

Hill and Wang, 2010), 78.  
22 Clerk’s Record, CISHL, II, 17-9.  
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negro dead, whom they say you have poisoned.”23 Knowledge of this death and others 

traveled quickly through the colony—Monsieur Martin knew the rumors about these 

poisoning in a matter of days. Yet for reasons that are not clear, he did not take steps to 

have Manuel and Moreau arrested at this time. It was a decision he likely regretted. 

Not long after this exchange, Manuel and Moreau targeted Martin as their next 

victim. This time, some of Martin’s slaves prevented Manuel and Moreau from killing 

him. In a dramatic scene, several slaves disrupted the plot to poison Martin. It began 

when Sasa, a slave belonging to a different master—Madame Buyat—came to Martin’s 

cabin “to ask for a pipeful of tobacco.” When Martin’s slave Janette “told him to go to 

the head of her bed . . . he looked and found a horn in which there was boiling blood.”  

Recognizing it, the “negress told him not to touch that, and that it was Manuel who had 

given it to put her master and mistress to death.” Another slave named Samba “took this 

horn and had shown it to Moreau and that he said it was the same horn that Manuel had 

given him to put to death Monsieur and Madame Nicolle.”24 An unnamed slave 

threatened to “denounce them, which caused them to dig up [another] poison, which they 

had buried under the threshold of the door.” That so many people knew of this horn and 

also knew of the manner in which the Nicolles died indicates that knowledge spread 

throughout the colony in only days. Slaves of various masters were in the cabin—perhaps 

gossiping about Manuel’s and Moreau’s past and future victims. They borrowed goods 

from each other and knew where to find Moreau to confirm that the horn belonged to 

him. The trial unearthed this world and revealed that slaves’ used small-scale economies, 

social relations, and communication networks to resist their maters’ authority. But just as 

                                                
23 Ibid., 15  
24 This scene comes from Ibid. 
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some enslaved men and women relied on Manuel and Moreau, others feared them and 

worked to bring their poisonings to an end. 

Amid these poisonings, Clark’s slave code provided slavery a firm legal basis and 

helped masters exact control over a rebellious slave community. After slaves thwarted 

Manuel’s and Moreau’s attempt to poison Martin, Manuel and Moreau fled the territory 

that Virginia claimed on the east bank of the river. Having relocated to St. Louis, they 

drew on a long history of evading British authority by manipulating the river as a 

boundary. But Manuel and Moreau found that the American state obeyed no such 

boundaries. General Clark frequently crossed the river to capture deserting soldiers and, 

in this case, to capture fugitive slaves.25 Requesting and receiving extradition, Clark 

brought the two slaves into Virginian territory and put them on trial. Nine slaves testified 

against Manuel and Moreau, blaming them for the long series of poisonings had that 

killed “several of the good subjects of their Republic and soldiers of the garrison.”26 

Both Moreau’s public hanging and Manuel’s particularly gruesome demise 

suggest a crisis stemming from the slave quarter that free men hoped to suppress through 

public displays of violence. On June 15th, 1779, Moreau was hanged in Cahokia while the 

Virginia militia looked on.27  Manuel faced a crueler fate. Captain Todd ordered him “to 

be chained to a post at the Water Side, and there to be burnt alive and his ashes 

scattered.”28 Together the laws and the public nature of their executions secured slavery’s 

                                                
25 For an example of crossing the Mississippi to capture a deserter, see George 

Rogers Clark to [Unknown], December 17, 1778, box 614, folder 11, GRCP, reel 12.   
26 Clerk’s Record, CISHL, II, 19.  
27 John Todd’s Record Book, p.17, CHM.  
28 Ibid., 18. Heavy dark lines appear over the death warrant, perhaps indicating 

the extant document was a draft copy of the warrant. For another entry with these lines 
which is unambiguously a draft, see ibid., p. 15.  
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role in Illinois’s economy in the aftermath of American independence. Creating a stable 

government authority in Illinois as it passed from empire to empire rested on Virginian’s 

ability to protect slaveholders’ power over their African Americans.  

The new slave code was only one source of stability during the 1780s. Fledgling 

economic connections between Illinois and Virginia propped up the plantation economy 

and afforded slaveholders new markets and new revenue streams. Virginians sold their 

slaves and livestock into Illinois, which helped sustain the agrarian economy. Richard 

Winston, Virginian’s deputy governor of Illinois, repeatedly sold horses, oxen, ploughs, 

and yokes in Kaskaskia. He also sold at least two slaves in Illinois, perhaps people that he 

trafficked west as part of his own migration to Illinois.29 Another deputy governor, 

Lieutenant Girault, acting on behalf of the State of Virginia’s public accounts, purchased 

goods from several prominent habitants of the Illinois country. He purchased horses, 

skins, beef, clothing and other provisions, and employed men in a convoy to deliver the 

goods across the colony.30  

Control over the slave population enabled Virginians to transform their state’s 

claims to the region into governing authority that bolstered the slave regime established 

under British and French rule. In the first years after George Rogers Clark’s conquest, 

Virginian authorities empowered slaveholders in Illinois, affording them new legislative 

resources to punish slaves, contract labor, and execute voyages to the eastern seaboard. In 

several instances, French masters petitioned Virginia civil authority and the Virginia 

Assembly to assert their rights over land, slaves, and access to trade routes. Several 

petitions about the resolution of trade disputes, permission to marry, or to secure title to 

                                                
29 KM 81. 8.14. 1.  
30 Ibid. 
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land appeared throughout the 1780s.31 On one occasion of many, Pierre Langlois 

petitioned the district court at Kaskaskia to reclaim an enslaved man named Pompe who 

had been seized as part of a dispute over Langlois’s inheritance. The court ordered 

Pompe returned, and Langlois likely put him to work on his mid-sized estate.32  

Although Virginia’s control over Illinois was short lived, it had a lasting effect as 

it secured slaveholders’ power over their land and human chattel. In 1784, Virginia 

transferred authority over the territory to the United States Continental Congress. Under 

the Act of Cession, Virginia relinquished its claim over the Illinois country in an attempt 

to protect its most valued western lands in present-day Kentucky. By ceding control to 

the Continental Congress over lands, north and west of the Ohio River, Virginians 

secured control over lands south of the river. The terms of Virginia’s cession protected 

the citizens’ property rights by specifying “that the French and Canadian inhabitants, and 

other settlers of the Kaskaskies . . . who have professed themselves citizens of Virginia, 

shall have their possessions and titles confirmed to them, and be protected in the 

enjoyment of their rights and liberties.”33  

Virginia relinquished control over Illinois to the new American government 

formed under the Articles of Confederation. Through a series of acts, the most important 

of which was the Northwest Territory Ordinance of 1787, that new government came to 

control the territory. The Ordinance of 1787 secured French land titles—and, inhabitants 

would later argue, titles to human property as well. However, it also made the future sale 

of land the purview of the U.S. government and forbade slavery in the Northwest 

                                                
31 See for instances KM 81.5.5.1; John Todd’s Record Book, pp. 11, 19.  
32 KM 81.12.22.1. 
33 Clarence E. Carter ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States, vol. II, 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1934), 6-9.   
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Territory. “There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory,” 

stated Article six of the Ordinance of 1787.34 Within a few years, the territorial governor 

of the region, Arthur St. Clair, offered his own interpretation of this law. In 1790, writing 

to Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, he remarked in a postscript that he “thought it 

proper to explain the Article respecting slaves as a prohibition to any future introduction 

of them[.]” He continued that it would “not . . . extend to the liberation of those the 

people were already possessed of[.]” Concluding he remarked, “I have given them [the 

habitants] the understanding that steps would probably be taken for the gradual abolition 

of slavery with which they seem perfectly satisfied.”35  

St. Clair deflected the language of the Northwest Territory Ordinance and 

continued Clark’s practice of allowing slaveholders to control the region. Although the 

Congress thought of the Mississippi as a boundary and thought it had the power to define 

Illinois as a free territory, it failed to appreciate the ways that established economies 

created in French North America, and later under Virginian rule, undermined any attempt 

to ban the introduction of enslaved African Americans. In order to transform their title to 

the region into governing authority, Virginians collaborated with slaveholders in Illinois, 

which enabled inhabitants to protect slavery in the earliest years after the American 

Revolution. After the Virginia cession, local slaveholders continued to exercise their 

power in the local economies.  

Two key phenomenon afforded slaveholders in Illinois the power to disregard 

article six of the Northwest Territory Ordinance. First, slaveholders in Illinois operated in 

                                                
34 Onuf, Statehood and Union, 110.  
35 Arthur St Clair to Thomas Jefferson, May 1, 1790, State Department Papers, 

RG 59, vol. 47, item 912, NARA.  
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economies that spanned North America and did not respect the carefully crafted political 

boundaries drawn in Washington. Second, masters from Virginia and Kentucky 

continued to arrive for decades, making Illinois a recipient of a nascent slave trade that 

ushered enslaved Africans into the region. The domestic migration of enslaved African 

Americans and the expansive geographies that defied political boundaries undermined 

any attempt to ban slavery from the region. In the aftermath of the Ordinance of 1787, 

planters continued their economic activity with security in the historically defined 

geography of the Mississippi River Valley.  

During the 1790s, slavery in Illinois was not on a path toward gradual abolition. 

Masters were not freeing the children of their slaves at birth, and they were not creating 

arrangements to free them children after a certain period. The baptism and burials of 

enslaved African American children confirm that inheritable bondage survived. Between 

1787 and 1800, at two Catholic parishes along the Mississippi River—Immaculate 

Conception of Notre Dame in Kaskaskia and Holy Family in Cahokia—masters oversaw 

enslaved children’s baptisms in more than two dozen instances. These children were in 

large part called the “slave,” “negro of,” or “black slave belonging to” their master. In 

one such instance, in 1796, a one-year-old named Antonie received baptism and the priest 

identified him as a “black slave of Mons[ieur] Bienvienu.”36 In another case, in 1801, 

William Morrison oversaw his “black slave” named Marie receive the sacrament.37 The 

life cycle of the parish confirmed slavery’s survival in other ways—slaveholding families 

buried over a dozen enslaved infants.  

                                                
36 Registry of Baptisms, 1759-1815, Parish of the Immaculate Conception, p. 158, 

Archives of the Diocese of Bellville, Illinois. Hereafter DAB. These are the only extant 
church records from this period.  

37 Ibid., 232.  
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As local customs and practices continued, virtually everyone in Illinois 

recognized that federal power grew brittle. The ordinary work of traveling the waterways 

of North America, securing treaties to land, exploiting natural resources, and selling 

goods at market required accommodating Indians across the region. Francophone masters 

and “French Negroes” had decades of experience with these acts of diplomacy, affording 

them an avenue to shape the local power relations in Illinois. Significantly, settlers had to 

continue to forge limited alliances with the local Indian power brokers in order to secure 

access to land. During the 1780s, Captain John Todd, Clark’s deputy in the region, 

frequently reported on his trade and negotiations with local Indian tribes. For instance 

Todd noted that “a small tribe of the Wabash” arrived at his post “imploring the paternal 

succor.” Todd offered them “six bushels of Indian corn, fifty pounds of bread, four 

pounds of Gun Powder, Ten Pounds of ball and One Gallon of Taffia.”38  

One month, later Todd again recorded that a “Deputy of the Delawares, 

Shawnees, and Cherokee Nations” had arrived “begging that the Americans would grant 

the Peace.” Todd said that “after smoking the pipe of peace and friendship with them,” he 

distributed “10 bushells of Indian corn, 100 pounds flour, 10 pounds tobacco, 5 belts of 

Wampum, and a canoe which cost . . . 20 dollars.”39 Other American sojourners 

recognized that Illinois remained Indian country and that in the absence of strong 

imperial authority, local power arrangements would overwhelm any attempt by U.S. 

agents to exert control and reshape the region’s economy and migration patterns. Writing 

General Josiah Harmar, the U.S. commanding officer in the Northwest Territory, one of 

his subordinates reported that when he “was in the Shawney Town . . . [a solider] saw the 

                                                
38 John Todd’s Record Book, p.40, CHM.   
39 Ibid. 
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Cherokee Indians bring in Seven Scalps, some Horses. . . [and] other plunder.” Observing 

the potency of these warriors the solider remarked “several people has been killed 

lately.”40 Like the French before them, Americans learned from experience that creating a 

colony and protecting its economy required forging alliances with indigenous nations.  

Migrants and traders who sought to expand Illinois’s slave economy had to 

navigate indigenous power in the Mississippi River Valley. In 1789, George Morgan 

drew on his deep history with Illinois when he undertook a second economic venture that 

brought settlers and slaves into the region.41 By this time, Morgan knew that his 

economic fortune would rise or fall based on local arrangements, and consequently he 

made no attempts to rely on U.S patronage or military protection. One of his workers, 

Israel Shreeve, reported that Illinois—far from being a federal territory—remained Indian 

country. Shreeve remarked that members of his surveying team had to “leave . . . 

Christian Principles behind and take upon [themselves] that of a savage.”42 An American 

“must have little or no feeling of humanity, if he sees a Savage with Human blood 

Braking from this hands.”43 Appealing to the native inhabitants was so fundamental to the 

surveying venture that when they learned of a “Murder just committed on the opposing 

shore he must justify his land and laugh at the Crulety.”44 And that “if he should see an 

American prisoner tied to a stake . . . surrounded with faggots ready for a savage torture, 

                                                
40 David Duncan to Josiah Harmar, May 28, 1785, box 2, Josiah Harmar Papers, 

William L. Clements Library, Ann Arbor, Michigan.   
41 Carl J. Ekberg, French Roots in the Illinois Country: The Mississippi Frontier 
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42 Ibid., 154. 
43 Ibid., 154-5. 
44 Ibid., 156. 
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he must . . . dance round and join with the savages.”45 Shreeve reported that Indian 

authority, not U.S. authority, controlled the region. As federal power over the territory 

crumbled, its authority to ban slavery suffered the same fate.  

Shreeve recognized that the economies of North America did not conform to the 

boundaries Congress drew. Amid these negotiations with Indians, trade with New 

Orleans and migrations into the Mississippi Valley continued to bring slaves into the 

region. The Lower Mississippi River Valley attracted people and goods as part of slave 

economy that spanned much of North America. While encamped at Fort Massac in 

southern Illinois, Shreeve remarked on French hunters who arrived from New Orleans 

and pirogues departing from Illinois for the southern Mississippi River Valley. He even 

noted “a Number of American Families came too at this place, from Illonois [sic] Bound 

to the Natches.”46  This dynamic economy attracted new settlers from the eastern 

seaboard—particularly Virginia—who migrated with their enslaved workers. While 

descending toward Fort Massac, Shreeve encountered the forced migration of African 

Americans into the region. He “saw another doomed person,” a  “Negro Woman” who 

was part of  “a new settlement [that] is forming [.]” Shreeve continued that “the people 

informed me the afore mentioned doomed persons were one Negro Boy & 2 women the 

property of a Mr. Wood.” These enslaved convoys consisted of people who were 

“completely catched in a mouse trap to satisfy some designing wicked man that wishes to 

get money by selling his fellow creatures.” 47 Alliances empowered people like George 

Morgan to develop new settlements and settlers like Mr. Wood to traffic slaves. 

                                                
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 85. 
47 Ibid., 141-2. 
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In the wake of the Ordinance of 1787, migrants like Morgan and Shreeve from the 

eastern seaboard pushed west into Illinois. They followed the colonial trade networks that 

knit Illinois to Missouri and Kentucky, as part of Virginia’s western expansion. Migrants 

often brought slaveholders and their ideas about slavery with them. For example, Ichabod 

Camp, a Protestant minister, sold a twelve-year-old enslaved “Virginia Creole” girl 

named File.48 Camp had recently relocated from Virginia and trafficked File with him. 

These western migrations allowed planters and merchants in Illinois to expand the scale 

and scope of their economic ventures while also affording them an ability to purchase 

slaves from American migrants. This expansion of slavery into the Northwest Territory 

was part of the first wave of a great forced black exodus into the center of the continent.49  

Slaves also arrived from neighboring territories as masters purchased enslaved 

men and women from west of the Mississippi River and South of the Ohio. Such 

purchases demonstrate that local planters defined the region in ways that crossed state 

and national boundaries. Bills of sale described settlements on the west bank of the 

Mississippi—technically part of Spanish Missouri—as “The western district of 

Illinois.”50 In 1784, Francois Charleville, the son of one of the largest slaveholders in 

Kaskaskia, sold a slave to Louis Bolduc who resided in “St. Genevieve, of the Illinois 

country.”51 In more than one case, masters recorded other sales in “St. Louis of the 

                                                
48 KM 85.6.17.1. 
49 This observation about the earliest stages of western expansion is confirmed in 

Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: The Domestic Slave Trade in American Life (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 38. He concluded that before the war of 1812, “the 
majority of Chesapeake slaves forced west went with migrating planters.” 

50 A Slave Sale in 1786, Slaves and Slavery Collection, folder 1, Missouri 
Historical Society, St. Louis. Hereafter cited MHS. 

51 Charleville to Boldoc, folder 405, St. Genevieve Archives, Western Historical 
Manuscript Collection, Columbia, Missouri. Hereafter cited WHMC. 
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Illinois Country,” reflecting how local economic ties spanned the boundary drawn at the 

Mississippi River and afforded avenues to introduce slaves into the territory claimed by 

the U.S.52 These cross-river sales blurred the boundary between United States territory 

and Spanish territory—between slave societies and what was supposed to be a free 

society.  

Throughout the 1790s, slaveholders in Spanish-controlled Missouri routinely sold 

slaves into Illinois. In 1793, John Edgar, a justice of the peace for the Illinois territory, 

purchased a slave from Jean Cons, who resided in “St. Genevieve, of the Illinois 

Country” on the west bank of the Mississippi River.53 Three years later, a resident in 

Illinois purchased an enslaved woman named Betsy in Missouri and brought her “into the 

state of Illinois” where she was  “sold as a slave.”54 Similarly, in 1798, Antoine la 

Chance bought a slave from the wife of Antoine Louvien dit Amour. Again this sale 

crossed the Mississippi River from territory identified as “St. Genevieve of the Illinois 

Country” to Kaskaskia on the east bank of the River.55 A legal dispute over a single slave 

sale reveals how expansive local geographies supported slavery’s dispersal throughout 

Illinois. In 1792, Jean Boyce of Missouri sold a nineteen-year-old enslaved man named 

Ben to Jonathan Ously, who resided in St. Clair County, Illinois. This sale gave Ously 

one year to secure the cash needed to pay the purchase price. By 1793, Ously had 

defaulted on the payment, so Ben reverted to Boyce, his previous owner. Significantly, 
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although Ously resided in St. Clair County, for part of the year he used Ben’s labor as 

part of his business voyages to the falls of the Ohio, near present day Louisville. By 

empowering local settlers, Americans constructed their authority but also sustained the 

local economies that sustained slavery’s survival.  

The business and political fortunes of one prominent settler, Pierre Menard, 

expose the ways in which local planters engaged slave economies that defied national 

law. Born in Montreal in 1766, Menard participated in fur trade voyages in his early 

adolescence that took him through Prairie du Chien and then into the Illinois country. 

During the 1780s he made several voyages in the Great Lakes region, including at least 

one venture to Detroit in 1786. In 1790, he began a partnership with Barthelemi 

Tardiveau, and they resettled in Kaskaskia. Tardiveau was several years Menard’s senior 

and provided both personal connections and access to capital, while Menard’s decade of 

travel in the region gave the firm experience in executing long-distance voyages. 

Throughout the 1790s, Menard sent convoys of goods to Philadelphia and New 

Orleans—voyages that often relied on slave labor. Until 1800, provisioning Fort Massac, 

near Kentucky in Southern Illinois, and New Madrid, in present-day Missouri, remained 

the most important part of this trade. The firm had few business rivals and worked 

amiably with the firm of Bryan and Morrison that operated important general stores in 

Illinois.  

Menard’s firm relied on slave labor to carry out its activities—just as several 

other prominent traders did. Menard put slaves to work as part of his business 

provisioning outposts. Enslaved labor contributed to almost every component of his 

business, including loading goods, clearing land, building structures, milling raw 
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materials, and tending to livestock.56 Most often Menard reported to his business partners 

that the “negroes worked on clearing land.”57 Francois Valle, a prominent settler who 

lived on the west bank of the Mississippi, employed his slaves to ferry goods across the 

Mississippi.58 Still other masters’ economic fortunes reveal slavery’s dispersion into 

every element of the economy. Pierre Charleville, who resided near Kaskaskia and 

operated a sprawling grain plantation, owned nearly two-dozen slaves. At his death, the 

executor of his estate sold the enslaved men and women at public auction to a long list of 

buyers.59 Of the twenty-two men and women sold, with the exception of Charleville’s 

children, no single individual purchased more than two. The buyers at this auction did not 

have major landed interests; they did not purchase his other movable goods—such as 

farm equipment—that would have been valuable in plantation production.60 In short, the 

Charleville auction confirmed what Menard’s and Valle’s practices reveal: slavery was 

working its way into a long list of industries and was not confined to the grain economy.  

The salt springs near modern-day Shawneetown on the Wabash River emerged as 

one such industry that created a new and lucrative slave-based economy. Under the 
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leadership of territorial Governor William Henry Harrison and U.S. Secretary of War 

Henry Dearborn, the U.S. secured congressional appropriations to purchase the land 

surrounding Illinois’s Saline Creeks including the land at the “Shawnese Town.”61 The 

Delaware, Shawnee, Kickapoo, Pottawattomi, Miami, and Kaskaskia Indians who 

claimed this land proposed leasing it to the United States, but U.S. negotiators rebuffed 

them, saying “we wish nothing without a price.”62 By 1803, with the Treaty of Fort 

Wayne, the Unites States acquired 2 million acres of land, including the salt springs. 

Hoping to secure ready access to salt for the military, Congress designated the area public 

land and forbade any private ownership of the territory in what was named the U.S. 

Saline. In time, hundreds of enslaved African Americans would work the salines and the 

marshes would produce nearly fifteen percent of the Nation’s salt.63  

As slavery came to touch Illinois’s agricultural, shipping, and mining economy, 

slaveholders used their political resources and petitioned Congress to repeal article six of 

the Northwest Territory Ordinance. The petitioners advanced several arguments to 

protect their human property. Most commonly, they asserted that slavery had played a 

fundamental role in the region’s economy before 1787, when the Ordinance went into 

effect. Consequently, each of the nearly dozen petitions asked Congress to suspend article 

six, even if only temporarily, to afford them clear claims to their “French Negroes.” Next, 

they hoped to create laws that would allow them to import people already enslaved in the 

eastern states. Taking part in a domestic slave trade, they argued, would not increase the 
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number of enslaved African Americans in the United States. Instead the trade dispersed 

the enslaved population and supposedly made gradual abolition more practicable in the 

United States. Several petitions advocated the diffusion of slavery into the western lands. 

In this way, their petitions confirm what one scholar concluded was an important early 

argument for the domestic slave trade, “[d]iffusing slavery over a wide area” was “the 

best way to reform and then perhaps eliminate it.”64 These slaveholders sought to protect 

and expand slavery in Illinois while also appealing to gradual emancipationists in eastern 

states.  

For over two decades, petitioners stressed that slavery had predated the creation 

of the United States, a fact that compelled Congress to respect the institution in the 

region. In one early petition, four prominent slaveholders—John Edgar, William 

Morrison, William St. Clair, and John Dumoulin—appealed to Virginian authority to 

claim legal title to their slaves.65 Article six stood “contrary to the assurances” made to 

them by “George Rogers Clark on his taking possession of this country,” they asserted.66 

They were “then and now in possession of a number of slaves.”67 In succeeding years, 

inhabitants in Illinois presented at least six memorials with similar contours. In one such 

petition, they contended that the Ordinance of 1787 left them with “certain heavy 

grievances,” the ban on slavery in article six stood chief among them. As a petition from 

twenty-two Randolph County citizens stated, residents “almost universally desired” a 

                                                
64 Deyle, Carry Me Back, 67, 26.  
65 Report of the Committee on the Petition of Sundry Inhabitants of the Counties 

of St Clair and Randolph, U.S. 4th Congress, 1795-1797, Evans Series 31395, p. 6. 
66 Ibid.  
67 Ibid. 
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suspension of article six.68 As one 1806 petition stated, “servitude is immovably 

established” in the territory.69 A petition from the territorial assembly asserted that “at the 

time of the adoption of the Ordinance of 1787 slavery was tolerated, and slaves generally 

possessed by the citizens then inhabiting the country, amounting to at least one-half of 

the present population.”70 

In addition to protecting slavery that predated 1787, petitioners pressured 

Congress to allow immigrants to relocate to the territory with their human property. 

Throughout the various petitions, citizens stressed that they were not asking to introduce 

new slaves to the United States, but to transport those African Americans already 

enslaved in eastern states.71 One petition reassured Congress the petitioners only “desire 

is that inhabitants may be permitted to introduce from any of the United States such 

persons . . . as by the laws of such states are slaves therein.”72 The petitioners assured 

Congress they had no interest in participating in the international slave trade and 

therefore had no design to increase “the number of slaves already in the dominions of the 

United States.”73 In this way, Illinois could serve as a middle ground for Virginia’s 

economic interests while appealing to some in New England who wanted to affect 

gradual emancipation. Simultaneously, masters could traffic their slaves into Illinois and 

free the enslaved children once they became adults. The petitioners insisted that the 

domestic slave trade and gradual emancipation could coexist in Illinois. Another petition 

                                                
68 Report on the Petition of 1805, in Jacob Piatt Dunn, ed., Slavery Papers and 

Petitions (Indianapolis: Brown-Merrill, 1894), 495. 
69 Memorial of Randolph and St. Clair Counties, January 17, 1806 in ibid., 501. 
70 Legislative Resolutions of 1807, in ibid., 507 
71 Ibid. 
72 The Petition of 1796, in ibid., 10 
73 Ibid., 8 
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pressed this point when it asserted that the eastern states were “overburdened with 

negroes . . . which they cannot comfortably support,” and the western migration of 

slavery would create a “situation which admits not the most distant prospect of 

emancipation.”74 These pro-slavery advocates argued that slavery’s expansion into the 

west allowed for its gradual abolition in the United States. 

The petitioners argued that without an operating slave economy, residents of 

Illinois would relocate to other regions where their could hold men and women in 

bondage. Several petitions discussed slaveholders’ intentions to move from Illinois into 

Spanish Missouri if they could not retain title to their slaves. One petition reported that 

they “can not well reconcile the laws of the land.” Declaring, “there is an Ordinance of 

Congress, an Ex Post Facto law, of April 1787 which declares that slavery shall not take 

place in the Western Territory,” continuing, “many of the inhabitants of these districts 

have slaves and some have no other property but slaves. If they wish to preserve their 

property they must transport themselves to the Spanish side of the Mississippi; but if they 

do they shall lose lands granted them by Congress.” Identifying the conflict they faced, 

the petitioners concluded that “One law tells them: leave the country or ye shall forfeit 

your Negroes: the other saith; stay in the country or your lands shall be taken from 

you.”75 Reminding Congress of the porous border they lived along, the inhabitants 

suggested that the ban on slavery would depopulate the territory because settlers might 

“remove to the Spanish dominions where slavery is permitted.”76   

                                                
74 Ibid.  
75 The quotes appear in The Memorial of the French Inhabitants of the Illinois, 

July 8, 1788, box 1, folder 4, Pierre Menard Papers, ALPLM.  
76 The Petition of 1796, in Dunn ed., Slavery Papers and Petitions, 8. 
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The petitions confirm that settlers from the eastern seaboard and the U.S. 

government’s ban on slavery did not wipe away the French colonial history, but worked 

with Francophone slaveholders to protect slavery in Illinois. Francophone and 

Anglophone names appeared on the same documents. Several prominent slaveholding 

families from the 1760s appear on an 1801 petition. These French residents include 

Antonie Bienvienu, whose relative was the largest slaveholders in Illinois in the 1750s, 

and Etiene Langlois, who had purchased slaves from Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan in 

the 1760s. Recent migrants like Schadrach Bond—who would become Illinois’s first 

governor after statehood—also signed the petition. The 1801 petition reveals that 

powerful Anglophone and Francophone slaveholding families worked alongside each 

other to protect slavery.77 

As slaveholders appealed to congress and commandeered democratic tools to 

protect their power, the forces of the continent overwhelmed the assertion of U.S 

authority. During British rule, slaveholders had grown accustomed to circumventing 

imperial authority. When imperial authority over slavery from London failed to 

materialize, and a slave code was never written, slaveholders filled the vacuum with their 

own ideas about how slavery should function in Illinois. The decades after the creation of 

the United States, then, saw slaveholders operating in much the same manner. They 

continued to trade and move across the waterways of the continent, they threatened to 

abandon U.S. territory in order to pursue their interests, and the co-opted democratic tools 

of petition and local governance to create their own laws regarding slavery. In this way, 

                                                
77 The Petition of 1801, in ibid., 51. On this point see Jay Gitlin, The Bourgeois 

Frontier: French Towns, French Traders, and American Expansion (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009).  
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the multi-imperial origins of slavery in Illinois directly shaped the trajectory of 

emancipation in the United States. The “French Negroes” who arrived in Illinois during 

the 1750s survived as a protected category of slavery into the nineteenth century. 

Consequently, the United States did not create a new chapter for the history of slavery in 

the Upper Mississippi River Valley, because slaveholders wrote their own destiny.  

The petitioners’ arguments testify to Illinois’s important place in national debates 

over slavery and emancipation. They anticipated central elements of national debates 

over slavery’s western expansion during the nineteenth century. By hoping to receive 

new settlers and slaves from the United States, the petitioners stressed that they did not 

want to introduce new enslaved people into the United States through the international 

trade, but to curtail the size of the slave population along the seaboard. The petitions 

varied in their details, but their authors consistently stressed that both Virginia’s act of 

cession and U.S. law protected property rights in humans and that allowing slavery to 

expand to the west would reduce its importance in the east.  

After receiving several petitions on this matter, each from a broader and more 

powerful constituency, Congress discussed the suspension of article six. In 1803, 

Congressman John Randolph of Virginia chaired the select committee that received these 

petition. The committee observed that the abolition of slavery did not hamper western 

settlement, as “the rapid population of the State of Ohio sufficiently evinces.”78 They 

rejected the petitioners’ requests. Still, by 1803 Congress had accepted that slavery 

survived in the Northwest Territories, despite the national laws.79 Three years later, 

Congress again considered these petitions and again declared “that it is not expedient at 

                                                
78 Report on the Petition of 1805, in Dunn ed., Slavery Papers and Petitions., 52. 
79 Ibid. 
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this time to suspend the sixth article” of the Ordinance of 1787.80 The petitions forced 

Congress to revisit its ban on slavery in Illinois and to confront the fact that a gradual and 

inevitable emancipation was not under way in Illinois. Through these petitions easterners 

became increasingly aware that migrations to Illinois and local economies brought slaves 

into the Northwest Territory. 

Having failed to convince Congress to suspend article six, slaveholders in Illinois 

turned to the territorial legislature to protect bound labor in the region. In 1807 the 

Territorial Assembly passed “An Act Concerning the Introduction of Negroes and 

Mulattoes into this Territory.”81 This territorial law provided a legal framework for 

slavery and servitude in Illinois until it became a state in 1818.82 The law protected 

migrating slaveholders who wished to keep their human property upon arriving in the 

territory. An immigrant who was “the owner or possessor of any negroes or mulattoes” 

over the age of fifteen would have to sign a servitude contract within thirty days of taking 

up residence in the state. Without sacrificing their titles to their slaves, masters could 

convert slaves into indentured servants.83 Children younger than fifteen years of age, and 

any children born to indentured servants during their term of service, became free once 

they reached the age of majority—age twenty-eight for women and age thirty-one for 

                                                
80 House Report on the Preceding, in ibid., 67.  
81 Importantly, this was part of a trend whereby the territorial legislature passed 

laws modeled on Southern statues. Examples of these legal similarities include An Act 
Concerning Appeals from the Judgment of Justices of the Peace which was modeled from 
the Kentucky Code, KM 810:1:26:2; An Act to Prevent Unlawful Gaming which was 
modeled from the Virginian Code, KM 810:3:9:1; and An Act to Suppress Dueling, also 
adopted from the Virginia Code, KM 810:4:7:1. 

82 An Act Concerning the Introduction of Negroes and Mulattoes into this 
Territory, Illinois Territorial Papers, Illinois History and Lincoln Collection, Univeristy 
of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana. Hereafter IHLC.  

83 Ibid. 
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men. If masters failed to secure these contracts, they had an additional sixty days to leave 

the territory. After signing their slaves to a term of service, masters had to record the 

contracts at the Court of Common Pleas and they faced fines for non-compliance.  

The “Act Concerning Negroes,” together with “An Act Concerning Servants,” 

also contained provisions that regulated servants’ behavior during their terms of service. 

The “Act Concerning Servants”—which applied to all bound “negroes and mulattoes . . . 

who shall come into this Territory”— specified that any children born during their term 

of service would be required to serve their master until the age of thirty-five for men and 

thirty-two for women. The act also required masters to post a bond of $500 per person 

once their servant’s time of service expired in case the freedmen and women should 

become dependants of the county. Additionally all free African Americans were required 

to register proof of their freedom, with the local court, either through manumission 

papers or sworn statements from two free white citizens. 

Critics of these laws complained that abolition in Illinois was neither inevitable 

nor even particularly likely.84 In one state assemblyman’s understanding of the “Act 

Concerning Negroes,” the law effected “evasion . . . [and] violation of said Ordinance.” It 

provided for “a quallified [sic] species of slavery” in Illinois.85 In a petition to the U.S. 

Congress in 1808, settlers lamented that the territorial assembly has “sanctioned a law 

permitting the Master of a slave who may be brought into the said territory” to retain his 

                                                
84 All quotations from this paragraph come from the petition dated 1808, 

beginning “We the People of the Illinois Country,”  box 9, folder 83, Pierre Menard 
Papers, ALPLM.  

85 Report of a Committee of the Legislature of the Territory of Indian and a 
Petition of Sundry Inhabitants of that Territory to the said Legislature upon the Subject of 
Slavery within the said Territory, [n.d.], 10th Congress, H.R.10A, f10.3, Legislative 
History Archives, NARA.  
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property rights in that African American. They satirically suggested that the “law . . . may 

be properly entitled ‘A Law for the Establishment of Disguised Slavery in Opposition to 

the National Will.”86 One prominent settler in Kaskaskia regretted that the territorial 

assembly had “Passed several laws in open violation of the Ordinance of 1787” 

especially “a law authorizing the indenting of servants for an [unusual] length of time.”87 

These critics objected to the law that allowed a Virginian to migrate into Illinois and hold 

slaves as uncompensated servants for the duration of the bound workers’ life. 

These laws encouraged domestic migration and enabled slaveholders to relocate 

to Illinois with their slaves. After failing to secure a revision of the Northwest Territory 

Ordinance, slaveholders turned to local legislatures to carve out legal pathways to protect 

their power to enslave African Americans. Their success exposes the triumph of local 

political movements over national policy. As this system of bound labor took root in 

Kaskaskia and Cahokia, a new region of the territory became fertile ground for unfree 

labor. Slavery and indentured servitude also found new life of the salt marshes in 

southeastern Illinois. Several large firms had secured leases to the land and imported 

hundreds of enslaved workers and indentured servants to refine the salt and ship it to 

market. Economic opportunities and the political community that labored to take 

advantage of them undermined the congressional ban on slavery in Illinois for decades.  

Colonial economies in the Mississippi River Valley shaped the trajectory of 

slavery and abolition in the United States. Slavery survived its legal abolition because 

migrants from Virginia and Kentucky relied on local economies and local legislatures to 

                                                
86 Robert Morrison to Joseph Morrison, December 31, 1805, Robert Morrison 

Letters, ALPLM.  
87 Ibid.   
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make the region receptive to bound labor. These slave economies fostered an extended 

political campaign as inhabitants petitioned Congress nearly a dozen times and sought to 

use their power to expand slave labor in the territory. When the petition campaign 

faltered, the territorial assembly passed the “Act Concerning Negroes” and the “Act 

Concerning Servants.” Trade, migration, and the long history of multi-imperial alliances 

and accommodations that once supported a plantation society continued to foster legal 

and political cultures that protected the use of slave labor. Amid these developments, 

slavery came to touch every element of the economy—from agriculture to clearing land, 

hauling goods on and off barges, running mills, and navigating rivers.  

Slaveholders in Illinois availed themselves of the tools of self-government to 

cement their position in Illinois’s social hierarchy. During the 1780s the United States 

proved incapable of controlling this region and impotent to break masters’ power to hold 

African Americans in slavery. By 1810, the United States had secured dominion over the 

region, but it had also empowered local elites to shape the polity they had created. From 

George Rogers Clark’s slave code to the “Act Concerning Negroes” slaveholders found 

ample means to create a legal basis for their power that in some cases defied national 

laws. United States authorities had to confront a central tension of imperial expansion. 

The U. S. successfully asserted its authority in the region because it empowered local 

planters and merchants. However, by empowering masters on the ground, they also 

afforded habitants in Illinois avenues to continue their economic ventures into slave 

country and to undermine national laws where they saw fit. By government design, local 

power arrangements enabled masters to create authority over their enslaved workers 

despite national laws. Moreover, the persistence of local economies and local 
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geographies enabled French planters to collaborate with recent Anglophone migrants. As 

Virginians moved west they did not undo the patterns of migration and trade that had 

sustained a plantation economy in the heart of North America for decades. U.S. power 

proved brittle in the Mississippi River Valley and in its place slaveholders refashioned 

slave economies to survive in the nineteenth century.   
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Chapter 4: “In A State of Slavery”: Bound Labor in a “Free” State, 1800-

1830 

 
 
 On July 12, 1827, Thomas Cox, a middling farmer in Springfield, Illinois, 

witnessed his “goods and chattels [and] lands” sold at public auction. Cox had fallen into 

debt and the coroner of Sangamon County had allowed his creditors to reclaim their 

losses. Among the items sold was a “negro girl Nance . . . the property of the said 

Thomas Cox.”1 Cox held Nance under an indenture servitude contract that bound her to 

serve until she reached age thirty-two. He had purchased Nance two years earlier from 

Nathan Cromwell of the town of Sangamo, along with another “negro girl named Dice . . 

. 1 large iron kettle, 2 cows and calves,” and myriad other movable goods.2 At auction, 

Cromwell “became the highest and best bidder and the purchaser of Nance.” Cox related 

that “the said Coroner in pursuance of said sale did deliver said Nance to the said 

Cromwell . . . [and] the said Nance voluntarily and of her own free will and consent did 

agree to go with the said Cromwell to his place of residence in Sangamo.”3  

                                                
1 To the Honourable Judge of the First Judicial Circuit of the State of Illinois, 

[n.d.] Nance Legens Costly Collection, Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and 
Museum. Hereafter ALPLM. He also claimed the sale was voluntary in Sangamon 
County Deed Record, vols. A&B, pp. 148-9, Illinois Regional Archives Depository, 
Springfield; and [Petition?] of Thomas Cox, June 16, 1826, Sangamon County Circuit 
Court Case Files, folder 88, box 2, Illinois Regional Archives Depository, Springfield. 
Hereafter IRAD, Springfield. 

2 Schedule of property delivered to Nathan Cromwell, Nance Legens Costly 
Collection, ALPLM. 

3 To the Honourable Judge of the First Judicial Circuit of the State of Illinois, 
[n.d.] Nance Legens Costly Collection, ALPLM.  
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 Witnesses of the sale, including Cox’s wife Jane, disputed her husband’s version 

of these events. According to Mrs. Cox, during the sale “she saw said Nance . . . confined 

with chains; that said Nance became very sick . . . thus confined.”4 After seeing the 

coroner “sell said Nance” she overheard Cromwell ask “Nance if she would go and live 

with him and said Nance refused and presented she would not.” The county official then 

“tied her and took her back to the old salt house. That after this . . . Cromwell took her 

off.”5 Within a year of sale, Nance filed a freedom petitioning the circuit court in 

Sangamon County for a writ of habeas corpus to compel her manumission. She asserted 

her sale “was forced against her will and consent” and that she was “restrained of her said 

personal liberty by said Cromwell.”6 Nance’s suit for freedom failed and the circuit court 

upheld her sale to Cromwell as the voluntary transfer of property between owners.7 She 

appealed her decision to the state Supreme Court, which grappled with a contradiction 

that had emerged within Illinois’ unfree labor systems: because “involuntary servitude” 

had been prohibited under the Northwest Territory Ordinance of 1787, African 

Americans could be bound as chattel and sold at auction only if they consented. Black 

workers’ voluntary consent became paramount to masters’ property rights in persons.  

Illinois judges confronted the core contradiction of human slavery as they 

balanced the wills of bound workers against their chattel status. They tackled this conflict 

in unique legal circumstances because both U.S. law and the Illinois Constitution of 1818 

forbade bound labor in the state. Consequently slave’s will, always a conundrum for 

                                                
4 Affidavit of Jane Cox, [n.d.] Nance Legens Costly Collection, ALPLM.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Nance, a Negro Girl vs. Nathan Cromwell, October term, 1827, [no case 

number], Sangamon County Circuit Court, Nance Legens Costly Collection, ALPLM.   
7 Ibid. 
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jurists, became doubly confounding. In Nance’s case, the justices asked if an indentured 

servant could be sold at public auction, clapped in chains, and delivered to another 

owner. After dissecting Illinois law—in particular the 1807 “Act Concerning the 

Introduction of Negroes and Mulattos”—the Supreme Court found that “the time of 

service of such [indentured] negroes and mulattos may be sold on execution.”8 The Court 

went on to declare that “the legislature have always regarded them as property” such that 

“indentured and registered servants must be regarded as goods and chattels, and liable to 

be taken and sold.”9 They added an important qualifying remark to this decision: “service 

may be assigned . . . [to another] master, with the consent of the servant.”10 The Supreme 

Court of Illinois upheld Nance’s sale to Cromwell and concluded that Nance freely 

consented to be sold at public auction as chattel notwithstanding Jane Cox’s sworn 

testimony to the contrary. In light of this ruling, bound labor’s survival in Illinois relied 

on African Americans’ consent—no matter how extorted. Over time, as black men and 

women tried to escape servitude, evidence mounted that no such consent existed. Nance’s 

case and others like it in time would provide enslaved African Americans and their anti-

slavery allies a means to dismantle slavery and servitude in Illinois by exposing the 

conflict between human chattel and voluntary consent.  

The core contradiction between black workers as humans and as things played out 

in Illinois’s indentured servitude system. As masters transformed slaves into servants, 

indentureships let African Americans renegotiate the terms of the bondage. Although 

masters had the upper hand in these negotiations, some African Americans seized the 

                                                
8 Nance, a girl of color v. John Howard, 1828, [no case number] Supreme Court 

Case Files, Illinois State Archives, Springfield Illinois. Hereafter ISA.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Ibid.  
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opportunity to move out of slavery. At the moment they signed indentureships, African 

Americans haggled with their masters for shorter terms of service and higher pay. Some 

African Americans found ways to wrench other concessions from their owners and 

improve their position. The outcome of these mediations ranged widely: some black men 

and women signed uncompensated indentures for ninety-nine years, while others signed 

contracts for mere months with hundreds of dollars of pay. Through the negotiations 

inherent in signing a bound labor contract, slaveholders pieced together a system of 

contract bondage as they drove some servants to the edge of slavery while others hovered 

on the brink of freedom. Illinois’s unstable terrain of unfreedom exposed the fact that 

bound labor could not be construed as “voluntary servitude” so long as unfree African 

Americans contested their status. 

Enslaved African Americans were the most important anti-slavery constituency in 

Illinois. The state’s slave economy offered bound workers small windows of autonomy as 

their masters hired them into diverse industries, allowed them to earn modest amounts of 

cash, or worked them alongside free men. These crevices of freedom made contradictions 

in the system manifest, and bound workers used their mobility, capital, and relationships 

with free workers to amass legal knowledge and mount challenges to slavery in Illinois. 

Some, like Nance, went to court. As they did, bound workers attracted support from the 

state’s free population, black and white, and used the courts to sue for their freedom. 

African Americans had rare successes, and some won their freedom through the judicial 

system. In all of these ways, indentureship and public legal proceedings undermined the 

pretense that they were held in voluntary servitude. 
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Illinois’s system of contract bondage had important defenders, including well-

placed merchants, U.S. senators, and governors, most of whom owned several African 

Americans. In the face of mounting challenges from bound workers, the state’s pro-slave 

constituency assembled a defense of human bondage. Slavery’s defenders, led by U.S. 

Senator Ninian Edwards, turned to the opinion pages of the state’s newspapers to argue 

that Illinois’s system of contract bondage was not “involuntary servitude.” Edwards went 

so far as to argue that coercion in the indentureship process did not invalidate the 

voluntary nature of the contracts. In 1828, in two landmark cases, the Illinois Supreme 

Court grappled with Edwards’s interpretations and issued a technical and at times 

tortured reading of state and national laws. Agreeing with slaveholders in certain limited 

ways, the Court painstakingly constructed legal a defense against the formidable 

challenges to masters’ authority.  

******* 

Between 1800 and 1830, even as the number of masters with large estates 

dwindled, Illinois retained a powerful master class. Among large slaveholders few had 

amassed a larger estate than William Morrison. Morrison had been born in Philadelphia 

in the 1760s and in 1790 moved to Illinois, settling at Kaskaskia. During the 1820s, 

Morrison employed his slaves in the shipping industry that provisioned the plantation 

economy of the Lower Mississippi River Valley. By 1825, Morrison owned twenty-two 

“servants or slaves.”11 Another such slaveholder, Pierre Menard, also worked in the 

                                                
11 Harlin B. Taylor ed., Census of Randolph, Illinois 1825 (Decatur, IL: Vio-Lin 

Enterprises, 1972), 4. 
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shipping industry and frequently bought and sold African Americans.12 Menard served as 

the state’s first lieutenant governor and was one of the state’s most prominent residents.13 

Until his death in 1842, Menard owned at least a dozen slaves.14 Joining their ranks, 

virtually all the states’ earliest congressmen, senators, and governors owned slaves or 

supported slavery’s survival. These masters, and others like them, retained broad 

authority over the state’s politics, exercised sweeping influence in local communities, and 

wielded their power over enslaved African Americans with seemingly few limits. Over 

the first three decades of the nineteenth century, several hundred, perhaps almost 1,000, 

servants and slaves resided in Illinois, with this number holding approximately steady 

over a thirty-year window.15  

Masters held their uncompensated indentured servants in conditions virtually 

indistinguishable from slavery. Both the long-distance migrations to Illinois and the 

                                                
12 For one example, see Cash to John Edgar for his Negress, Menard Blotter, July 

8 1811-April 10, 1813, February 2, 1812 and December 30, 1812, Pierre Menard Papers, 
folder 13, box 2, Illinois History and Lincoln Collection, University of Illinois, 
Champaign-Urbana. Hereafter IHLC.  

13For a contemporary assessment of Menard’s prominence see Nathaniel Pope to 
Henry Eddy, August 7, 1834, box 1, Henry Eddy Papers, ALPLM.  

14 Taylor ed., Census of Randolph, Illinois, 20. On the 1840 federal census he 
listed eighteen slaves.  

15 Federal census data is unreliable for these three decades. The 1810 census 
records only 178 slaves in Illinois, yet this number is certainly incorrect. The returns for 
some of the largest slaveholding counties have not survived. Additionally, some counties 
simply reported the aggregate size of the African American population without 
specifying what proportion was slave or free. The 1820 census reports 668 slaves in 
Illinois. Yet this does not capture the hundreds of slaves that were hired from Kentucky 
into the salines—at least 200 by the 1820s—nor the slaves from Missouri hired into 
Illinois’ mining districts. The 1830 census records 747 slaves in Illinois. Again, this 
census does not capture slaves hired into Illinois, or the attempts of masters to conceal 
evidence of their slaveholding practices which by 1830 grew increasingly clandestine. 
Consequently, adjusting the census data for this window, the population appears to have 
grown slightly between 1810 and 1820—due to in-migration from slaveholders arriving 
from Virginia and Kentucky—and then held constant at roughly several hundreds, 
perhaps even a 1,000.  
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lifelong labor resembled slavery in the Lower Mississippi River Valley. Like slaves being 

shipped to Mississippi, a servant in Illinois named Duncky reported that she "was born in 

Africa from which place she was shipped by persons unknown to her and landed at 

Charleston in the State of South Carolina . . . where she remained but two days after 

which she was convoyed from there to Kaskaskia in the Illinois country."16 Having 

survived both the first and second Middle Passage, her master then converted her into a 

lifelong uncompensated indentured servant. Roughly one quarter of the indenture 

contracts for African Americans compelled them to more than fifty years of labor and 

provided no compensation when their term expired. In more than a dozen cases, masters 

secured indenture contracts for ninety years or longer and included no payment for the 

worker.17 Even when masters promised to compensate their workers at the end of the 

term of service, often the servants did not live to claim the money. To cite only one 

                                                
16 Dunky [sic], a colored woman v. Andrew Hay, July term, 1831, Case 12, p.1 

Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-
St. Louis, Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February, 
2012)]. 

17 In total I have consulted 563 servitude contracts. It must be stressed that several 
counties do not have extant records and the 563 contracts under-represents the total 
number of indentured servants. For instance Hardin County, between Pope and Gallatin 
counties, has no extant records that pre-date an 1884 fire. Similarly, a 1937 flood 
destroyed one of the registries of servants and slaves for Gallatin County. Out of the 563 
servitude contracts I have consulted, 336 are for adults and have information about the 
term of service. 74 of these contracts —or 22% — required African Americans to serve 
their master past when the worker reached age 70, making manumission an unlikely 
occurrence. To calculate these statistics, I have consulted all extant servitude contracts 
from Illinois in this period, drawing on the following counties: Edwards, Gallatin, 
Hardin, Madison, Monroe, Pope, Randolph, St. Clair, and Union. These indentures are 
recorded in the registries of African Americans as well as the deed books listed in the 
public records section of the bibliography. For indentures with ninety year terms see for 
instance Jean Pearce’s ninety-nine year indenture at, Registry of Negroes 1809-1863, 
p.11, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph County, Chester, Illinois.  See also, Esther’s 
indentureship to Joshua Vaughn, and Ketty’s indentureship to Jacob Baker, St. Clair 
Record of Indentures, 1807-1832, pp. 11-2, ISA.  
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example of many, in 1818, William Wilson migrated from Missouri to Illinois with his 

two slaves Judith and Linda. He then secured ninety-nine year indentureships, offering 

them $400 compensation at the expiration of the term of service.18 In total, the roughly 

600 extant contracts signed between 1807 and 1820 show that this system perpetuated 

slavery across large sections of Illinois. Historian John Mack Faragher has rightly called 

these uncompensated lifelong indentured workers “slaves in all but name.”19  

  Slaveholders so trusted their ability to perpetuate extra-legal bondage that they 

often avoided the nuisance of following the law. Around 1816, Laban’s master carried 

him from Kentucky into Illinois and for years held him “in slavery contrary to his will or 

consent.” A resident of St. Clair County testified that Laban lived in “Illinois . . . 

immediately opposite St. Louis” and that his master “claimed him as his slave.”20 Laban 

eventually signed an indenture for forty years, but his master secured the contract well 

after the thirty-day window prescribed by the 1807 “Act Concerning Negroes.” On the 

opposite side of the state at the salt marshes in Gallatin County, a slaveholder from 

Kentucky hired out his bound laborer named Ralph to work in the salt wells. Ralph 

apparently never signed a servitude contract, but according to witnesses he was “reputed 

to be a slave” during his years working in Illinois.21     

                                                
18 Pope County Deed Record A, p.35, Office of the County Clerk, Golconda, 
Illinois.  
19 John Mack Faragher, Sugar Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1986), 48. 
20 Laban, a black man v. Risdon H. Price April term, 1821, Case 182, p.5, Circuit 

Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-St. Louis 
Office of the Secretary of State [(February 2011) http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu]. 

21 Ralph, a man of color v. Coleman Duncan and James Duncan, July term, 1830, 
Case 85, p.25, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri 
State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu 
(February 2011)]. 
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Once in Illinois, slaveholders regularly bought and sold African Americans, 

recording their sales with legal officials. In 1805, William Morrison paid $1,200 at public 

auction to purchase two African Americans, one of whom was only fourteen years of 

age.22 Two years later, Morrison purchased “a certain mulatto slave girl” from a middling 

farmer.23 A few years after that, Morrison purchased an enslaved woman named Molly 

from John Kinzie, “of Chicagou.”24 In 1814, Thomas Cox—whose sale of Nance 

eventually reached the Supreme Court—sold Morrison a family of four.25 And in 1815, 

Morrison talked of purchasing a “slave . . . perhaps (Mary) Michel Beauvais’ Girl.”26 

Morrison adeptly navigated Illinois law to assemble his workforce. Writing his wife, he 

remarked that he hoped to purchase another African American, and that he wanted “one 

that will be considered a slave under the law of the Territory.”27   

 Morrison registered these sales at the Randolph and St. Clair courthouses. He was 

not alone in conducting business as usual.28 Masters frequently recorded their slaves in 

Deed Books to ensure they had an enforceable legal title. In 1820 in Randolph County, 

Francois Menard purchased Felicia, a “little slave,” for $400 and Brazile, a child and 

                                                
22 Cahokia Record Book B, p. 339, Raymond Hammes Collection, reel 30-1381, 

ISA.  
23 Deed Record L, p.114, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph County, Chester 

Illinois.   
24 Cahokia Record Book B, p. 603, Raymond Hammes Collection, reel 30-1381, 

ISA.   
25 Deed Record M, p.168, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph County, Chester 

Illinois. 
26 William Morrison to [Eliza] Morrison, August 27, 1815, William Morrison 

Letter, ALPLM. 
27 Ibid. 
28 For an example from the opposite side of the state see Rebecca Schmook, ed., 

Gallatin, County, Illinois Slave Register 1815-1839 (Equality, IL: The Saline County 
Genealogical Society, 1994), 67.  
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“mulatto slave,” for $200.29 In 1822, Joseph Cornelius, a resident of St. Clair County, 

sold Ben, “an 18 year old negro boy slave,” for $500.30 There is no indication that these 

slaves were the children of “French Negroes”—that is, slaves brought to Illinois during 

the eighteenth century—whose sale and purchase could be construed as legal.31 Masters 

also bought and sold slaves in parts of the state where the “French Negroes” did not live. 

In Pope County, John Henry sold “a negro slave” to a relative in Kentucky.32 In Johnson 

County, near the Kentucky border, Josh Fisher agreed to pay John McIntire “5 good 

negro boys” in order to settle a debt.33 

During the first four decades of the nineteenth century, masters not only protected 

but also expanded heritable slavery in Illinois. Planters relied on social institutions, 

notably the Catholic Church, to supplant the law. Between 1800 and 1845, slaveholders 

baptized nearly 200 African American infants as slaves. Along the Mississippi River near 

St. Louis, in the Parishes of the Immaculate Conception in Kaskaskia and Holy Family 

Parish in Cahokia, a majority of African American children baptized were registered as 

                                                
29 Deed Record O, pp. 410-411, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph County, 

Chester, Illinois.  
30 Bill of Sale of a Negro Boy Slave, May 16, 1822, folder 3, St. Clair County 

Indentures, ISA.  
31 The Illinois constitution had exempted “French Negroes” from emancipation, 

and many pro-slave advocates contended that their children and grandchildren should be 
held in slavery as well.   

32 Pope County Deed Record A, p. 75, Office of the County Clerk, Golconda, 
Illinois.  

33 Probate Court Book, 1822-1836, inscribed on front cover, Office of the Circuit 
Clerk, Johnson County, Vienna, Illinois. For other sales see John Bradstreet to Abner 
Field, Deed Record C, p. 335, and Sidney Breese to Alexander Fields, Deed Record 4, 
p.66, Office of the County Clerk, Union County, Jonesboro, Illinois.  
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“slave,” “negro slave belonging to,” or “negro child belonging to.”34 In these parishes, 

masters did not abide by any apparent system of gradual emancipation or freedom at 

birth—no priest reported baptizing the child of a slave as a “free negro.”  

 
Table 1: Baptisms of African American Children in Cahokia and 
Kaskaskia, 1800-1845 
 
 Enslaved  Free Ambiguous     Total 
Holy Family (Cahokia)    31 (65%)      0 (0%)  17 (35%)       48 
Immaculate Conception 
(Kaskaskia)    87 (60%) 22 (15%)  37 (25%)      146 
  118 (61%)    22 (11%)     54 (28%)      194 

 

Table 2: Adjusted Baptisms of African American Children in Cahokia 
and Kaskaskia, 1800-1845  
 
 Enslaved Free      Total 
Holy Family (Cahokia)   47 (100%)      1 (<1%)        48 
Immaculate Conception 
(Kaskaskia) 112 (77%)    34 (23%)       146 
  159 (82%)     35 (18%)       194 

 
Sources: Tables are assembled from Registry of Baptisms, 1759-1815, Parish of the 
Immaculate Conception of Notre Dame; Registry of Baptisms, 1815-1851, Parish of the 
Immaculate Conception of Notre Dame; Registry of Baptisms, 1813-1825, Holy Family 
Parish; Registry of Baptism, 1825-1850, Holy Family Parish, DAB.35 
 
 

                                                
34 For examples see the entry for Charles Edmund, March 24, 1823, and Eduard, 

May 4, 1830, Registry of Baptisms 1815-1851, Parish of the Immaculate Conception of 
Notre Dame, pp. 58, 113, Archives of the Diocese of Belleville, Illinois. Hereafter DAB. 
 35 These are the only extant parish records for this period that contain references to 
African Americans—free or enslaved—in this area of Illinois. Roughly one quarter of 
cases do not give a clear indication of the child’s condition of servitude. This leaves room 
for estimation about how widespread the practice of enslaved birth remained in this 
period. The overwhelming trend in the evidence is that children inherited their parents’ 
condition of servitude. Although it is possible that there were children of slaves who were 
born free and the priest failed to note it, those instances were rare. Consequently in cases 
that require inference, the overall trends suggest that the birth-parents condition of 
servitude guided the child’s status.   
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Figure 1: Baptism Entry, 1838 

 

 
 

Baptism entry from Registry of Baptisms, 1759-1815, Parish of the Immaculate 
Conception of Notre Dame, DAB, page 201. This entry on August 26, 1838 was for 
“Cynthia Ann slave of Judge Pope.” She was the “daughter of Agnis, Slave to Judge N. 
[Nathaniel] Pope.” 
  

 In these public ceremonies, slaveholders demonstrated—literally enacted—their 

mastery before the community. Slaves’ godparents rarely held slaves of their own, and 

their participation indicates that slaveholders relied on broad social support in parts of 

southern Illinois. In one case of several in Kaskaskia, Baptiste and Elizabeth 

LaChapelle—who did not hold any slaves or servants—acted as godparents to “Marie, an 

enslaved woman, aged about 7 years old, born of a slave.”36 In another such case, Pierre 

Derousse—who also did not own any African Americans—served as godfather to 

Virginie, an enslaved infant.37 This ritual between masters and slaves at a baptismal fount 

and the relationships between slaves and nonslaveholders afforded well-placed citizens 

an avenue to construct their power over black children, legal proscription 

notwithstanding.  

                                                
36 Registry of Baptisms, 1815-1851, Parish of the Immaculate Conception, p. 68, 

DAB. For her census entry confirming she owned no slaves see, Taylor ed., Census of 
Randolph, Illinois, 4. 

37 For their census holdings see Ibid., 5. Their baptism entry is at Registry of 
Baptisms, 1815-1851, Immaculate Conception, p. 68, DAB.   
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 Community support for slavery appeared not only in the courthouse and church 

house, but also in civic society. Several masters advertised their enslaved African 

Americans sale or hire in the state’s newspapers. In this way, slaveholders relied on print 

as a public venue that legitimated their practices. In 1815, Ninian Edwards, the territorial 

governor, advertized “22 slaves for sale. Between Ages 10 & 17,” although Congress had 

banned slavery from the region almost a decade before their birth.38 Others followed 

Edwards’s lead. In 1820, a freeman in Kaskaskia announced that he “will sell a negro girl 

and will rent out a negro man.”39 A few years later, another master advertized an entire 

family of  “negroes . . .for sale,” and a second master announced “a likely Negro woman 

for sale,” along with her two children.40 Meanwhile a prospective purchaser posted a 

newspaper notice reading, “Wanted: a Negro Girl.”41  

 Throughout the 1820s, the market for unfree African Americans expanded. 

Toward the end of the decade a farmer sold his servant, Aaron, to a man who resided near 

Illinois’s salt works. Aaron’s term of service was not noted, and the sale agreement stated 

                                                
38 No original copy of this newspaper survives. See its republication in John 

Reynolds, The Pioneer History of Illinois: Containing the Discovery, in 1673, and the 
History of the Country to the Year 1818, when the State Government was Organized, 2nd 
edition, (Chicago: Fergus Printing Company, 1887), 366, n2.   

39 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, June 1, 1820, ALPLM.  
40 Edwardsville Spectator, May 31, 1823, ALPLM; Kaskaskia Republican 

Advocate, July 31, 1823, ALPLM.  
 41 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, June 24, 1818, ALPLM. These advertizements 
contrast with contemporaneous advertizements for indentured servants. The notices for 
servants delineated the servant’s limited condition of servitude and indicated the years 
left to serve—both vital pieces of information for potential buyers. The advertisements 
cited above make no reference to indentured servitude, and simply indicated that humans 
were for sale in Illinois’s labor market. Examples include Kaskaskia Republican, 
February 8, 1824, ALPLM; and Kaskaskia Republican Advocate, March 16, 1824, 
ALPLM. 
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he was his master’s “to have forever.”42 In 1826, “Joseph Duncan of Jackson County, 

Illinois” purchased “the time of a small negro girl” from John Bradstreet who resided in 

neighboring Union County.43 While in Pope County, which bordered Kentucky, a trader 

named James Anderson purchased Nancy, a “female negro slave,” and her two children.44 

Sales of African Americans became common enough that people solicited residents of the 

state to purchase their unfree workers. In 1830, William Taylor, who resided in southern 

Illinois wrote an attorney in Springfield “requesting the favour of you to ascertain if Mr. 

Wm Kirkpatrick who lives about 9 miles from you, would sell a coloured Black boy & 

his terms.”45 These transactions continued in public, with one man advertizing “A family 

of Negroes for Sale” while another offered up notice of an “indentured Negro women” 

and her two young children “for sale.”46  

Figure 2: Newspaper Advertizement, 1826 

 

                                  Edwardsville Spectator, May 10, 1826. ALPLM. 

 Human bondage haunted the state because slavery and freedom did not hinge 

exclusively on laws and contracts. In diverse ways, slaveholders relied on public venues 
                                                

42 Schmook ed., Gallatin, County, Illinois Slave Register 1815—1839, 49.  
43 Statement by John Bradstreet [of] Union County, August 15, 1826, folder 10, 

box 1, Joseph Duncan Papers, ALPLM. 
44 This sale was one of a series that transferred Nancy and her children to different 

slaveholders in Pope County. In 1821, she was owned by Hugh Robinson, yet by 1835, 
James Anderson had acquired her and sold her to Dan Robertson for $600. Consequently, 
Nancy and her family had to have been transferred at sometime in the mid or late 1820s. 
For these sales see Pope County Deed Record A, pp. 98, 589-90, Office of the County 
Clerk, Golconda Illinois. 

45 William Taylor to P.P. Enos Esq., May 15, 1830, P. Pascal Enos Papers, folder 
4, box 2, ALPLM.  

46 Edwardsville Spectator, May 10, 1825, ALPLM. See also Kaskaskia 
Republican, August 14, 1826, ALPLM. 
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to support their power over slaves. Openly holding children in bondage posed risks, but 

masters banked on slavery’s public nature to create community support for their social 

practices. Legal authority, church support, and the state’s newspapers bolstered masters’ 

ability to hold slaves across southern Illinois. Masters did not simply evade the law; they 

created a durable alternative power structure to expand slavery’s place in their daily lives 

and economic ventures. Through these venues, slaveholders felt so confident in their 

power they ignored the law. In 1828, Garland Rucker migrated from Virginia to Illinois 

with his slave Maria Whiten and “claimed her as a slave.”47 Before relocating, Rucker 

had investigated if he could bring his slaves into the state. One slaveholder had reassured 

him that “his negro would not get free if he stayed in this state.”48    

 Illinois’s statehood in 1818 did very little to alter masters’ broad power over their 

slaves. As the state constitutional convention met during the summer, debates raged over 

slavery’s place in Illinois. Pro-slave forces lobbied to write provisions protecting 

practices of indentureship and inheritable bondage into the constitution. One press 

account reported “that strong exertions will be made in the Convention to give sanction to 

that deplorable evil.”49 Another observer feared that “a large and respectable portion of 

the state . . . are anxious to live as they hitherto have.”50 As the convention labored on for 

                                                
47 Maria Whiten, a free woman of color v. Garland Rucker, November term, 

1829, Case 14, p. 17, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, 
Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)].  

48 Ibid., 18.  
49 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, August 5, 1818, DLC.  
50 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer August, 12, 1818, DLC. 
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weeks and weeks, one journalist reported in late August that “the question of slavery in 

not yet decided.”51  

Amid the machinations over slavery’s place in the state, masters confronted a 

stark reality: the U.S. Congress would likely never assent to a pro-slave constitution. 

Writing to a delegate at the convention, one former congressman warned, “I am alarmed” 

the convention works “under the expectation of bringing congress to terms of the subject 

of Slavery.” He continued, “I laboured faithfully for many years [during the 1790s] to 

obtain . . . a temporary suspension” of the Northwest Territory Ordinances “and all that 

can be said with regard to the bettering the Condition of the Slaves by allowing them to 

be more spread & scattered through the Country is to no avail.” He warned, “all of the 

States as far as Pennsylvania have long been unanimous on this subject. Four senators 

from Ohio and Indiana are added to this force.” He concluded, “such a course would be 

unwise as there is not the least probability that congress will ever comply.”52 

As the convention grappled with the fundamental issue of slavery in the state, 

slaveholders hatched a plan to retain their slaves and lifelong indentured servants. By the 

end of the convention, the papers reported that “the question of slavery is settled, the 

slaves belonging to the French are secured . . . The indentures of negroes brought into the 

state previous to this period are made good.”53 Adding to these two provisions, the 

convention permitted Kentucky masters to hire their slaves into Illinois’s salines without 

forfeiting title to the slaves. With these three provisions, Illinois masters drafted a 

constitution that permitted them to continue their existing labor relations.  However, after 

                                                
51 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, August 19, 1818, DLC.  
52 The entire paragraph comes from M Lyon to John Messigner July 31, 1818, 

John Messinger Papers, box 1 folder 3, ALPLM.  
53 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, August 26, 1818, DLC.  
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a grudging concession from slaveholders, the 1818 constitution did reform the indenture 

system. Specifically, it forbade any further indentures “unless such person shall enter into 

such indenture while in a state of perfect freedom and on condition of a bona-fide 

consideration received or to be received for their service.”54 With this tiny reform, Illinois 

masters exited the convention with their power over slaves largely intact.55  

When Illinois presented its constitution to Congress for ratification, anti-slavery 

congressmen in the chamber seized on its pro-slave provisions. Raising an objection, 

Congressman James Tallmadge of New York rose in opposition to Illinois’s statehood. 

He stated that “the principle of slavery, if not adopted in the constitution, was at least not 

sufficiently prohibited.”56 He reminded his colleagues that the Northwest Territory 

Ordinances barred slavery from the region. His reading of the constitution, “contravened” 

the exclusion of slaves from Illinois “either in the letter or the spirit.” To ratify the 

constitution, he claimed, “embraced a complete recognition of existing slavery . . . 

particularly the passage wherein they permit the hiring of slaves [from Kentucky into 

Illinois] . . . for any number of consecutive years.”57 Tallmadage’s speech aroused a 

debate in the chamber, but congress quickly adopted the constitution. Thirty-four 

congressmen voted against Illinois’s statehood. With this vote, slaveholders in Illinois 

had circumvented a ban on slavery in Illinois. They protected their “French Negroes,” 

lifelong uncompensated indentured servants, and connections to slavery in the Upper 

                                                
54 Emile Joseph Verlie, ed., Illinois Constitutions, collections of the Illinois State 

Historical Library, vol. xiii (Springfield: Illinois State Preservation Agency, 1919), 38.  
55 Davis, Frontier Illinois, 165.  
56 33 Annals of Congress. 305 (1818).  
57 Ibid, 307. 
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South. Far from inaugurating a gradual emancipation, Illinois’s statehood solidified the 

existing practices that gave human bondage a lease on life in this nominally free state.  

 Although masters employed broad power, the slave economy provided African 

Americans with tiny avenues toward independence. The great grain plantations of the 

eighteenth century disappeared, and in the nineteenth century slaves worked on small 

farms, were hired across the state, labored in the booming shipping industry, and toiled in 

the salt mines. Each sector of the economy had its own unique hardships, but slaves also 

managed to eke out a sliver of autonomy. Whether slaves were hired out from small 

farms or worked convoys to New Orleans, they enjoyed a remarkable level of mobility. 

No matter if slaves labored in the salt marshes or as domestic workers, many earned 

small amounts of cash. Across all these realms, slaves comingled with free workers, 

white and black, who helped them, sometimes unknowingly, forge ties outside of the 

slave quarters. Slavery in Illinois, despite its hardships and horrors, offered slaves some 

means of protecting themselves and their families. 

Many of Illinois’s servants and slaves labored on small farms and earned modest 

incomes. Along the Mississippi River, slaveholders relied on bound workers to grow 

grain, hemp, and other crops that they shipped to Missouri and Kentucky.58 By the 

nineteenth century, only the exceptional slaveholder owned more than a handful of bound 

workers. Most masters owned fewer than six servants or slaves and worked them in an 

                                                
58 For instance, an enslaved woman named Julia was hired to “spread flax” in 

Randolph County. See Julia, a woman of color v. Samuel T. McKenney, March term, 
1831, Case 66, p.4. Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, 
Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)]. 
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array of odd jobs during the slack growing seasons.59 Hired out to clear land, chop wood, 

or work in semi-skilled artisanal roles, slaves earned wages and retained some of their 

income. Slaves used their cash in local stores. In Cahokia one slave named Antoine who 

bought “sundry goods.” At times he bartered for objects, and in other instances he paid 

“by work,” revealing that he hired out his own labor at least in limited circumstances. On 

occasion he paid “by cash.”60 Antoine was not unique. A slave named Pet Pet paid for 

goods with corn, and a third slave named Harry paid for goods in cash no fewer than 

seven times.61 Antoine, Pet Pet, Harry, and others like them found openings in Illinois’s 

agrarian economy to earn cash, hire themselves out, grow their own crops, and carve out 

a sliver of autonomy.  

 Slaves in Randolph and St. Clair counties also worked in domestic labor. 

Household servants played important roles maintaining the state’s most prominent 

citizens’ estates. They served as cooks, seamstresses, laundresses, and in various other 

roles. One master boasted of his slave that she “deserves to be considered, in this part of 

the world, at least, as a first-class cook.” He continued that “the ladies insist upon it that 

she is an excellent seamstress, and I know she has made and ruffled my shirts as well as I 

have ever been able to find any other person capable of doing. . . . [S]he has done almost 

all kinds of fine work, and that she can cut out and make her own dresses as well as any 

                                                
59 For example see entry for a “negre” for one day common labor in Bryan and 

Morrison Cahokia Ledger D, 1807-1825, p. 60 CHM. On the role of slavery in another 
slaveholding grain economy, see Max Grivno, Gleanings of Freedom: Free and Slave 
Labor along the Mason-Dixon Line, 1790-1860 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2011).  

60 Bryan and Morrison Cahokia Ledger D, 1807-1825, p.206, CHM.   
61 ibid., pp.211, 215.  
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lady in this part of the country.”62 Another master advertised that a “a strong healthy 

negro man, [and] his wife” were “for sale” and that “the woman is a first rate cook.”63 

Still another master simply stated “I will sell a negro woman, suitable for a family.”64 In 

each case, domestic slaves learned skills that they could pass through the slave 

community.  

As plantations shrank, masters hired out surplus laborers across the state, which 

afforded slaves mobility and membership in a larger community. In most cases, this hired 

labor was not taxing or dangerous and presented slaves with slack time to grow their own 

crops in their gardens.65 In 1825, one slaveholder hired his “little servants” Nelson and 

Ellen to a man on the opposite side of the state. He received “70 dollars per annum for 

the lease of the boy and 50 dollars per annum for the lease of the girl.”66 In another case, 

a freeholder decided to rent his indentured servant and advertized that the “Indentured 

Man” had “13 years to serve.”67  

 Petty farmers who owned a few African Americans frequently hired them into the 

transportation industry on the Mississippi. Such slaves enjoyed considerable mobility, 

earning potential, and autonomy on long river voyages. Despite these advantages, 

descending the Mississippi posed threat of injury and capsize, and rowing against current 

                                                
62 Ninian Edwards to A.G.S. Wright, August 19, 1825 in Charles Fergus ed., The 

Edwards Papers: Being a Portion of the Collection of the Letters, Papers, and 
Manuscripts of Ninian Edwards (Chicago: Fergus Printing Company, 1884), 243. 

63 Edwardsville Spectator, May 31, 1823, ALPLM.  
64 Kaskaskia Illinois Intelligencer, June 1, 1822, ALPLM.  
65 Many account ledger entries indicate that slaves had access to corn and other 

small amounts of crops. See, for example, Bryan and Morrison Cahokia Ledger D, 1807-
1825, pp.206, 11, 15, CHM.  

66 Ninian Edwards to Col. Wright, June 23, 1829, Henry Eddy papers, box 1, 
ALPLM.  

67 Edwardsville Spectator, October 17, 1820, ALPLM. 



 126 

demanded exhausting around-the-clock work. At each outpost slaves loaded and 

unloaded cargo, often in sweltering heat. Supervisors worked slaves at a breakneck pace 

because time-consuming convoys cost owners in increased shipping costs. Once at the 

final destination, the full convoy required offloading and immediate re-loading with 

commodities for the return trip.68  

 Shipping magnates frequently brought on additional enslaved workers to fill their 

rolls during peak seasons. William Morrison paid local slaveholders for use of their 

human property on “sundry voyages.”69 In one instance, his firm paid cash to Michel 

Bienvienu “for his Negro’s voyage to New Orleans.”70 In another, Morrison hired three 

African Americans who belonged to Michel Beauvais and Pierre Menard to work on a 

convoy that exported goods to New Orleans.71 Another master sent “cash to Francois 

Menard for the use of his Negro, Congo.”72 This same master hired black labor into the 

mid-1820s, when he rented “Ned the Negro” to labor on the ferries between Illinois and 

St. Louis.73 Although dangerous and arduous, this work afforded slaves an escape from 

their master, the ability to work for others, and some down time when rowing conditions 

would accommodate. Slaves hired into the transportation industry also made connections 

                                                
68 For a detailed account of a downriver voyage. see “The Daily Journal of a Trip 

Down the Mississippi,” [1805-1806] ALPLM.  
69 Bryan and Morrison Ledger C, p. 358, Chester Public Library, Chester Illinois.  
70 Bryan and Morrison Ledger D, p.524, CHM.   
71 Bryan and Morrison Day Book, Cahokia, March 18, 1811–July 3, 1813, p. 82, 

Pierre Menard Papers, ALPLM. Beauvais was one of Illinois’s many slaveholders who 
baptized enslaved infants during the 1820s, suggesting that the worker on Morrison’s 
voyage had been born into slavery in Illinois. For instance, see Registry of Baptisms 
1815-1851, Parish of the Immaculate Conception of Notre Dame, p. 45, DAB. 

72 See entries on October 22, 1818 and August 7, 1818, Pierre Menard Blotter, 
May 1817-1819, folder 15, box 2, IHLC.  

73 [Entry not dated], Ned the Negro, Ferry Book, September 1,1833-September 1, 
1836, folder 24, box 2, Pierre Menard Papers, IHLC. Inferred from context, the entry 
likely appeared in early February 1833.  
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with a wide array of black southerners and exposed them to new knowledge about slavery 

and freedom in the Mississippi River Valley.  

 

 

Map 4: Map of Illinois, 1818 
 

 

This 1818 map depicts Gallatin and Pope counties, on the eastern most 
portion of the state, which were home to Illinois’s salt marshes.  

 

As masters looked for outlets for surplus slaves, the salt marshes of Gallatin and 

Pope counties thirsted for labor. Making salt required digging wells to reach subterranean 

salt creeks and hauling the salt brine to the surface. Men would have to dig a well some 

twenty feet in diameter and sixty feet or more into the ground to find the source of the 

salt water. The salinity diminished the further it was from the limestone. Consequently, 

workers had to dig as deep as possible to find the strongest brine that would yield the 
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greatest return. In the first decades after the marshes opened, workers dug the wells by 

hand. Once they identified a subterranean saline creek, a team would climb into the wells 

and secure them with lumber to ensure structural integrity. After they shored-up the well, 

workers would occasionally have to climb into them to reposition equipment.74 Some 

accounts from the mid-nineteenth century reported that workers went “down the mine”—

that is the well collapsed in on them—adding elements of risk that only slaves would be 

subjected to.75 

Extracting salt from these creeks was arduous, dangerous, and ceaseless work. To 

harvest the salt, workers hauled water through the wells and into a series of crude pipes 

that sent the brine to the furnaces for processing. The brine exited the pipes in the furnace 

room into a large central kettle. The central kettle sat aside scores of others, and 

suspended over shallow pits where open flames smoldered to promote evaporation. 

Workers had to ladle the brine from the first kettle down the line into scores of other 

kettles over the furnace pit, skimming impurities as they worked. Frank, a slave who ran 

away from the salines, reported that he was “scalded at the salt works,” likely from 

transferring blistering water.76 Boiling the brine took enormous amounts of energy, and 

on a daily basis workers had to fell wood, dry it, and haul it to the salt factory. Other 

workers stoked the fires at all hours of day and night. As the fires burned, still more 

                                                
74 On the making of salt, see Jacqueline Yvonne Blackmore, “African Americans 

and Race Relations in Gallatin County, Illinois from the Eighteenth Century to 1870” 
(PhD diss, Northern Illinois University, 1996), chapter 1; James Cornelius, “John Hart 
Crenshaw and Hickory Hill,” chap. 1, James Cornelius Papers, IHLC; John Metzger, 
“The Gallatin County Saline and Slavery in Illinois” (master’s thesis, Southern Illinois 
University, 1971), chap. 1.  

75 Cornelius, “John Hart Crenshaw and Hickory Hill,” 16, James Cornelius 
Papers, IHLC. 
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workers monitored the brine carefully to ensure that the crystals did not scald. Once the 

water evaporated and the crystals cooled, skilled workers constructed barrels and 

prepared the salt for export.  

It took 300 gallons of brine, on average, to create one bushel of salt. By the 1810s, 

the salines expanded to produce five hundreds bushels of salt per day, nearly twelve 

percent of total U.S. production.77 In the 1820s, the salt works produced nearly 160,000 

bushels of salt and raised nearly $30,000 in state tax revenue that filled Illinois’s meager 

coffers.78 During the first two decades after the salt marshes opened, the annual salt tax 

revenue for Illinois comprised nearly twenty percent of the state’s revenue.79     

Slaves did a majority of the work in the marshes, but they worked alongside a 

number of free workers. Writing to a territorial governor in 1812, one of the salt barons 

reported that his workers were “mostly negroes.”80 Between 1818 and 1824, Illinois law 

allowed masters to send slaves from neighboring states into the salt marshes to labor for 

as long as one year without sacrificing their title to them. However, Kentucky masters 

frequently relocated to Illinois and converted their slaves into lifelong uncompensated 

indentured servants, avoiding the risk and expense of annually trafficking slaves into the 

state. In August 1819, John Posey secured a sixty-year indenture of Phillis, a fifteen-year-

old woman, in exchange for one dollar due at the expiration of her term.81 In the same 

                                                
77 Blackmore, “African Americans and Race Relations,” 17. See also Cornelius, 

“John Hart Crenshaw and Hickory Hill,” 15, James Cornelius Papers, IHLC.   
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80 Benjamin Talbott to Governor Edwards, May 17, 1812, in Clarence E. Carter 
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Printing Office, 1950), 225.  

81 Phillis indenture to John Posey, August 22, 1819, Gallatin County Legal 
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month, William Bowles indentured a fifteen-year-old woman named Winney for seventy-

five years without compensation.82 Yet white workers also found their way into the 

salines. In Gallatin County, the largest salt firm of Taylor Wilkins & Company employed 

forty-five white men and 175 African Americans. As freemen and slaves comingled, 

black workers learned more about local community opinion regarding slavery and 

established ties with people who might, willingly or not, help them escape bondage.  

Slaves from Kentucky and from agrarian districts on the Mississippi worked in 

the salines, enjoying at least some freedom away from their masters. In 1819, an enslaved 

woman named Milly claimed that her owner had brought her into Illinois from Kentucky 

and “held [her] as a slave” while she worked in the salt marshes.83 Another slaveholder 

from Kentucky brought his slave Jack “some distance into the interior of the State of 

Illinois,” where he was “held as a slave” and hired out “to work by the day.”84 Masters 

did not always accompany their slaves into Illinois, but simply demanded monthly 

remittances from their slaves. In 1815, Vincent, a slave, was sent from Kentucky to 

Illinois where his master “hired him out there to labor.” Vincent had to “pay his master” 

from his earnings but was also permitted to retain a share.85 Yet his owner complained 

                                                
82 Ibid.  
83 Milly, a free woman of color v. Rose Mathais, August term, 1819, Case 20, p. 1, 

Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-
St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 
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Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu 
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that he was “disobedient” and frequently had to pressure Vincent to “collect his money” 

and “settle his business.”86 Ties between the enslaved and free workforce in the salt 

marshes, the mobility slaves enjoyed, and bound workers’ ability to accumulate capital 

all created small windows for bargaining with the master class over the price of servitude.  

Over the first two decades of the nineteenth century, changes in the economy 

reshaped African American life. Their mobility and connections to more communities 

allowed slaves and uncompensated lifelong indentured servants to bridge the divide 

between slavery and freedom. Those bridges developed not only from the economy, but 

also from the social settings that masters relied on to construct their power. In several 

instances, free African Americans served as godparents to enslaved infants, and enslaved 

adults sponsored free children’s baptisms. For instance in 1821, “Michel, [a] free 

mulatto” served as godfather to Elize Francoise, an enslaved woman “belonging to Mr. 

Wilcox.”87 Similarly, Thomas, a “slave” of Mr. Godin acted as godfather to Marellite, 

who was born of “a free mulatto woman.”88 These linkages provided slaves with both 

witnesses and limited access to capital that could sustain a challenge to their masters.  

Masters, seemingly secure in their power, flouted the laws and overlooked the 

most important anti-slavery constituency in Illinois: slaves and servants. Unfree African 

Americans turned the system of de facto slavery against their masters. They used the 

haggling inherent to the indenture system to limit their servitude and negotiate over the 

terms of their bondage. Servants and slaves also used their limited resources—

relationships with the free community, access to small amounts of capital, mobility and 
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limited autonomy—to amass legal knowledge and struggle toward freedom. They had 

some successes. The negotiation between masters and slaves eventually found its way 

into the courts. Lawsuits gave the struggle for freedom a public venue and attracted 

support from some of Illinois’s free white settlers. Through these avenues, bound African 

Americans began a wider struggle to eradicate slavery from the state. 

Slaves and their allies offered the most potent threat to slavery and servitude in 

Illinois. Increasingly aware that their consent to bondage had a price, a sizable minority 

of African Americans struck bargains and entered indentures as a way both to receive 

compensated labor and to inch closer to freedom.89 James Nelson agreed to serve his 

master for one year and twenty-three days.90 Other servants labored for less than a year.91 

In still other cases, the amount of compensation varied even when the same master 

indentured two servants at the same time. William and Ned, both in their early twenties, 

each agreed to serve Nathaniel Anderson for thirty years. William was to receive $400 

                                                
89 Indenture contracts that offered the servant payment at the expiration of the 

term were rare. More common were terms of indenture that gave African Americans 
reasonable hope of leaving bondage during their natural lives. Out of the 563 extant 
contracts I have consulted, 336 are for adults and are complete enough to contain both 
information about terms of service and freedom dues. 24 contracts—or .7%—provided 
African Americans with freedom dues that they would likely live long enough to collect. 
That is, contracts for ninety years that offered pay are excluded from this statistic. 
However, 114 contracts—or 34%— would emancipate the worker before age 60. These 
contracts were signed between 1805 and 1835 but the vast majority are dated between 
1807 and 1818. No apparent chronological trend appears in them. To calculate these 
statistics, I have consulted all extant servitude contracts from Illinois in this period, 
drawing on the following counties: Edwards, Gallatin, Hardin, Madison, Monroe, Pope, 
Randolph, St. Clair, and Union. These indentures are recorded in the registries of African 
Americans as well as the deed books listed in the public records section of the 
bibliography.  

90 St. Clair Record of Indentures, 1807-1832, p.56, ISA.  
91 Ibid., p.58, ISA. 
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compensation, Ned, $350.92 These discrepancies suggest that William haggled with 

Anderson and won a larger sum. Such contract variations suggest that indenturing a slave 

was not, as masters would have it, a simple story of consent to bondage.  

In addition to renegotiating the terms of their bondage, enslaved men and women 

often refused to be sold between masters. By resisting transfer across the state, African 

Americans asserted their will and shattered the fiction that the system operated as 

voluntary servitude. One found it impossible to gain actual control over the human 

property he had purchased. He reported, “in relation to the blacks nothing can be done” to 

have them “delivered to my dwelling. I have tried to flatter them, to trick them, and 

ultimately . . . to imprison them, but all is vain.” Knowing that forcible seizure would 

make the slaves difficult to control, the would-be slaveholder went in search of other 

workers to purchase because of their “diobolical determination not to move.”93  

Building on smaller acts of resistance, slaves occasionally turned to the courts to 

win their freedom. As one slave after another filed suit, a black legal culture emerged. It 

passed knowledge about the law around enslaved communities and set the stage for an 

assault on slavery. The 1807 “Act Concerning Negroes” introduced specific limits on the 

terms of coerced labor, and African Americans challenged their masters on technical 

violations of the law. More than any other factor, servants’ and slaves’ mobility afforded 

them access to legal knowledge. Enslaved African Americans who worked in the 

shipping economy mingled with other slaves who lived along the Ohio and Mississippi 
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rivers. As Morrison’s or Menard’s slaves unloaded goods in New Orleans, members of 

that city’s black community may have questioned their bound status, assuming that 

Illinois had no slaves. As masters hired some servants bound for life into regions where 

shorter terms of service were common, conversations about the patchwork system that 

held them in bondage ensued. Because masters routinely leased out their human property, 

they unwittingly forged the knowledge that undermined their power.  

Enslaved African Americans scraped together enough information about the law 

to sue their masters for freedom. In these suits, they proved that their bondage violated 

specific terms of the servitude law. Bob and Lydia took their master, Jincy Mitchell, to 

court for holding them in slavery without first securing an indentured servitude contract. 

Mitchell had owned both of them in Kentucky and brought them into Illinois to labor in 

St. Clair County. He failed to sign an indenture for them within thirty days of their 

arrival. Mitchell’s hubris led to this seemingly minor oversight, that gave Bob and Lydia 

an opportunity to seize their liberty. The two slaves wisely waited several months before 

filing their suits for freedom, because their master had a sixty-day window during which 

he could return them to Kentucky without forfeiting his title. By timing their suit 

correctly, Bob and Lydia won their freedom.94 

Free and enslaved black communities supported such lawsuits and provided 

critical resources that ushered some slaves into freedom. In 1828, Ralph sued for 

freedom, asserting he was unlawfully held as a slave in the state’s salt marshes. As part of 

his case, he gathered several depositions from workers in the saline. One slaveholder who 
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routinely hired his slaves into the salt works remarked that while in Illinois Ralph “did 

not live with him” but rather resided “in the neighborhood” with other black workers. In 

his master’s opinion this arrangement was not good for his “moral character” and would 

entice him to run away or file suit.95 The time Ralph spent in the black neighborhoods of 

southern Illinois provided him with knowledge of the law and the resources to launch a 

suit for freedom.  

Once slaves found a path out of bondage, a growing swath of African Americans 

took the road these early leaders had paved and deployed the same legal tactics. In 1820, 

another adept enslaved litigator sued her master and secured freedom and cash damages. 

Amy had been an enslaved woman sold from Kentucky into Illinois, where she was kept 

in slavery for years. When her master attempted to sell her out of the salt marshes into the 

counties that bordered the Mississippi River Valley, she sued for her freedom. In her suit 

she asserted that her master had failed to sign her to a servitude contract when she 

relocated from Kentucky. Amy argued that failure voided her subsequent sales. It is not 

clear why Amy waited to bring her suit, but her timing—like Bob and Lydia’s—was 

impeccable. At the time she began litigation, Amy had been passed from a petty farmer to 

one of Illinois’s grand merchants. Consequently when she sued for damages, in addition 

to her freedom, she was able to collect more $400.96 

Slaves carried into Illinois with their masters viewed their new environment as an 

opportunity to win freedom. Just as slaveholders used the indentureship laws to recreate 
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slavery in Illinois, recently arrived enslaved men and women appealed to those same 

legal principles to escape slavery. Cynthia, for example, had been transferred from North 

Carolina to Illinois. She alleged that her master Anthony Blay held her “contrary to law” 

and began a suit for her freedom. The county clerk investigating her case asked if Cynthia 

spoke French, presumably to determine if she was a “French negro” and therefore not 

entitled to freedom. Cynthia understood the legal exception for “French Negroes” and 

convinced her interrogator she spoke only English. She persuaded the clerk that Blay 

illegally held her in bondage and after the interrogation Cynthia grabbed her freedom.97 

In similar case, Nelson Pendleton secured his manumission because his master 

improperly recorded his servitude contract.98 Both cases relied on the earlier tactics of 

slaves’ legal culture and turned a tiny pathway out of bondage into a gaping hole in their 

master’s power.  

In the wake of public legal contests over slavery in Illinois, some white residents 

opposed to slavery joined the movement to excise bondage from the state. During the 

1820s, anti-slavery societies organized with the goal of displacing the state’s leading 

politicians, including its first senators and governors, all of whom either held slaves or 

supported slavery’s presence in the state. Migrants from New England and the mid-

Atlantic filled the new anti-slavery societies. Amid a growing list, Madison County 

hosted one of the more important anti-slavery societies. Edwardsville, Madison County’s 

seat and a rapidly growing town situated along the Mississippi River twenty-five miles 

from St. Louis, attracted large numbers of anti-slavery settlers from New York and 
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Pennsylvania. These migrants regularly penned abolitionist opinion pieces for the local 

newspaper, the Edwardsville Spectator. Writing under a host of different pseudonyms, 

they created the impression that they were part of a massive movement.99 Leaders in the 

Madison County Anti-Slavery Society maintained regular correspondence with other 

smaller anti-slavery organizations in the state as a way to coordinate their influence.100  

 In 1822, slavery’s opponents secured the governorship. Edward Coles, a member 

of anti-slavery circles in Virginia and a leader of the Madison Anti-Slavery Society, 

became the state’s second governor. Coles had served as private secretary to James 

Madison and was related to Thomas Jefferson. Two years before winning the 

governorship, he moved to Illinois from Virginia and freed his ten slaves.101 His election 

signaled a shift in the state’s politics. His predecessor in the statehouse owned several 

slaves. During the campaign, Coles declared that he was “opposed to slavery” and 

trumpeted the fact that he had provided his manumitted slaves with “a quarter section of 

land each” to help them live in freedom.102 Upon winning, Coles refused to expand the 

indenture system or issue legal protections for unfree labor in the salines. Instead, he 

called for “just and equitable provisions” to abolish “slavery in the state.”103 Coles’s 

desire to remove slavery from Illinois animated statewide support. Local civic societies, 
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such as the one in Springfield, drank toasts to the “tree of liberty, planted by the 

Ordinance of 1787.”104  

 Illinois’s new political leadership initiated slow but seismic changes in the state’s 

politics. Using his power to appoint officials, Coles filled states’ attorney offices, the 

judiciary, and myriad other legal departments with men hostile to slavery. During Coles’ 

tenure, he appointed two justices to the state Supreme Court who had migrated from 

northern states.105 During the 1820s in Gallatin County, adjacent to the salines, a state’s 

attorney began to prosecute cases of assault and battery and false imprisonment against 

slaveholders.106 The increasingly sympathetic legal appointees gave slaves a fighting 

chance when their cases went on the docket.   

 Amid this agitation against Illinois’ jerry-rigged system of slavery and servitude, 

masters defended their legal right to human chattel. Ninian Edwards emerged as the most 

vocal advocate for Illinois’s system of bondage. Edwards had been born in Maryland and 

relocated to Kentucky in the 1790s. In 1809, President Madison appointed him the first 

and only governor of the Illinois territory, at which time he fended off criticism of 

Illinois’s servitude laws. After statehood in 1818, Edwards became one of Illinois’s first 

U.S. senators. In 1824, he resigned from the Senate and accepted a diplomatic 

appointment to Mexico. Two years later, at the expiration of his foreign service, Edwards 
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returned to Illinois and won the governorship. 107 As governor, he reversed the direction 

Coles had taken, including appointing pro-slavery judges to the bench. During the 

1820s—while he was still a senator—Edwards took to the press to publicly defended the 

voluntary nature of the state’s indenture system. Aware that national laws barred 

involuntary servitude, he asserted that legal prohibitions on “involuntary servitude . . . 

must have a limited construction” to include only “outright slavery.” He continued that 

indentureship was a “benefit to slaves, and not repugnant to the public interest.” 

Consequently Edwards saw “no evil in allow[ing] them to be made.”108 By construing the 

ban on “involuntary” servitude in this light, he insisted that a slave who signed a lifelong 

uncompensated indenture contract fell within the broad scope of free and voluntary labor 

because they consented to their servitude.  

Edwards further argued that Illinois law protected slavery in certain 

circumstances. It was “erroneous,” he asserted, that “our negroes are all entitled to their 

freedom.”109 According to Edwards, “slavery existed under the Governments of France & 

England and was permitted by Congress” under the terms of the cession of Virginia 

which stipulated that “settlers &c. should have their possession & titles confirmed to 

them and be protected in the enjoyment of their rights & of which right that to hold their 

slaves was as perfect . . . as to hold any other species of property.”110 He continued that 

the “conclusion is irresistible that . . . Congress intended to protect the inhabitants of their 
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108 Kaskaskia Republican Advocate June 5, 1823, ALPLM.  
109 Pro-Slavery Views of Governor Edwards,  [n.d.], folder 3, box 1, Ninian 

Edwards Papers, IHLC.  
110 Ibid., 3. 



 140 

Territory in the enjoyment of their rights to their slaves.”111 Edwards insisted, “Congress 

has never freed a single slave, and never even intended to.”112 He concluded that the state 

legislature had “done nothing to change the common law principle partus sequiter 

ventrem” which held children’s condition of servitude followed their mother. 

Consequently Edwards considered “the posterity of slaves born since the Ordinance [are] 

completely subject to its operation.”113  

Repeatedly, pro-slave advocates advanced Edward’s arguments and rejected any 

claims that Congress banned slavery and servitude from Illinois. In various opinion 

pieces, slaveholders stressed Edwards’s point: that Virginia ceded the territory on the 

condition that citizens would be “protected in the enjoyment of their rights and 

liberties.”114 According to Edwards, Congress adopted these terms in 1784 and implicitly 

offered legal protections for slavery in Illinois. Others agreed. An anonymous author 

wrote the Kaskaskia Republican Advocate and asserted settlers in Illinois “were protected 

by their very act of cession in their right to that kind of property.”115 These assorted 

authors maintained that state law protected “French Negroes” as human property, and 

indentured servants were just another form of sanctioned chattel the law sanctioned. 

More importantly, they emphasized that African Americans signed voluntary agreements 

and therefore indentureship remained a consenting form of unfree labor.  
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Pro-slavery forces mobilized their supporters and in 1824 mounted a campaign to 

amend the state constitution to make Illinois a slave state once and forever. In Randolph 

County, one of Edwards’ strongholds, petitions circulated across the rural landscape and 

pro-slave advocates gathered support.116 Over a hundred people signed petitions 

demanding Illinois legalize slavery. Several prominent citizens joined in this campaign, 

including Illinois’s Secretary of State and future Senator Elias Kent Kane and John 

Edgar, one of the state’s wealthiest merchants and a former territorial representative. 

Alongside these more well-to-do citizens were signatures of modest landholders who 

may have only owned a single servant.117 Of the names on these petitions, slaveholders 

comprised the majority.118 Still, the campaign to amend the constitution did not succeed. 

The final statewide vote stood at 6650 to 4997—or fifty-seven percent against a 

constitutional convention. But the voting broke along regional lines, with the southern 

segments of the state voting with decisive margins to amend the Illinois constitution. In 
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Gallatin County where the salt marshes were, nearly eighty percent voted for the 

convention.119 The struggle over slavery’s future was far from settled.  

Both slaveholders and their adversaries knew slavery would remain a source of 

political conflict for years to come. Though defeated for now, the slavery issue remained 

alive. As one inhabitant wrote in 1824, “there was a great fuss about slavery . . . at our 

next election it will be revived I expect.”120 Others also anticipated that slavery in Illinois 

would be a perennial issue. Around the time of the convention movement, Benjamin 

Farmer, a freeholder in Sangamon County, drafted his will with specific provisions on 

what to do with his slaves. He directed that “a negro boy named Tom and a negro girl 

named Franky” were to be “hired out until it is ascertained whether slavery will be 

admitted in this state.” He continued if it is “not admitted . . . I wish the two negroes to be 

sold by my wife” into a slave state. “But if slavery is admitted . . . I wish the two negroes 

to be kept in the family.”121 The contest between masters and slaves, between pro- and 

anti-slavery politicians, had spilled into public view and forced average farmers to 

confront an uncertain future.  

 As small planters guessed about slavery’s future and legislators wrangled over 

the state’s laws, African Americans continued to turn to the courts to contend their 

involuntary servitude violated state and federal law. The Supreme Court of Illinois heard 

two cases that posed sweeping challenges to contract bondage. In Nance vs. Howard 
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(1828) and Phoebe vs. William Jay (1828) indentured servants, with the help of local 

anti-slavery attorneys, petitioned the Court to invalidate their indentures. Each case 

offered a different argument against slavery’s legality. Nance asserted that she could not 

be bought and sold as chattel, but the Court pointed to the supposedly voluntary nature of 

her servitude to rebuff her claims. Phoebe posed a more sweeping threat to slavery and 

servitude. She and her attorney argued that the Northwest Territory Ordinance and 

section six of the Illinois State Constitution forbade “slavery and involuntary servitude” 

in absolute terms. Phoebe appealed to these laws to invalidate her servitude contract and 

to wipe out the entire system. 122      

 Phoebe v. William Jay exposed the contradictions within Illinois’s system of 

contract bondage. The Court had to answer if the act of transforming a slave into a 

servant violated the ban on involuntary servitude. In 1814, Joseph Jay had migrated into 

Illinois with his slave Phoebe and forced her to a forty-year indentureship, which he 

properly recorded with the county clerk. When Jay died in 1827, Phoebe entered his 

estate as movable property and Jay’s son, William, took possession of her. Phoebe 

appears to have resisted this transfer and William Jay “had necessarily to use a little force 

and beating” to compel her “to attend to and to perform the duties of an indentured 

servant.” Phoebe, knowing the laws of Illinois, brought a suit against her master for 

trespass and false imprisonment and demanded her freedom.123   

 The Court at first signaled that Phoebe deserved her freedom. Asking if a slave 

could consent to a servitude contract, it reached a sweeping conclusion. The Court 
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asserted that any claim her contract was voluntary servitude constituted an “insult to 

common sense.”124 According to the majority opinion, "if the only question to be decided 

was, whether this law of the territory of Illinois conflicted with the Ordinance,” the Court  

“should have no hesitation saying it did.” The opinion continued, “nothing can be 

conceived farther from the truth than the idea that there could be a voluntary contract 

between the negro and his master.” The decision rejected any claim that slaves had “free 

agency” to sign servitude contracts. In short, the Court concluded “the indenturing was in 

effect an involuntary servitude for a period of years and was void being in violation of the 

Ordinance.”125 In its’ ruling, the Court acknowledged what the uneven terrain of freedom 

in Illinois made manifest—involuntary servitude existed despite prohibitions in the state 

constitution and a federal ban. 

 Notwithstanding this sweeping language the Justices upheld Phoebe’s servitude 

contract. Using a carefully constructed reading of the laws, the Court held that when 

Congress accepted Illinois’s 1818 constitution—which mandated specific performance of 

all existing servitude contracts—it unknowingly revised its prohibitions on unfree labor. 

The Chief Judge asserted “had the plaintiff asserted her right to freedom pervious to the 

adoption of the constitution of this state, she would, in my opinion have been entitled to 

it. When the constitution of this state was presented to Congress in order to [secure] our 

admission into the Union, the attention of that body was called to that clause of our 

Constitution” and by accepting the Constitution, they “gave their consent to the 

abrogation of so much of the Ordinance” as was necessary to uphold contract bondage in 
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Illinois.126 In short, Phoebe’s indenture was a form of involuntary servitude. Yet it was 

legal in Illinois, federal bans notwithstanding. 

 In 1828, through torturous logic, Nance vs. Howard and Phoebe vs. William Jay 

upheld masters’ control over their indentured servants. In the Nance decision, the 

Supreme Court decided that servants were property but only if they consented to their 

chattel status. The Court further ruled in the Phoebe decision that Congress implicitly 

repealed its own laws and allowed involuntary servitude to exist in Illinois. 

Consequently, in the same year, the Court found that African Americans’ consent to 

bondage sustained its legality, and that coercion into bondage did not offer grounds for 

emancipation. Together these two cases exposed the gaping contradiction at the core 

Illinois’s system of bound labor that at once relied on and ignored slaves voluntary 

submission into servitude.   

Nance and Phoebe’s lives in slavery reveal the conflicts inherent in human 

bondage. At once chattel without a will and voluntary servants consenting to their 

subordination, Illinois’s system of contract bondage relied on a legal foundation that 

insulted common sense. Although some politicians attempted to recreate the systems of 

slavery, in the late 1820s a growing number of Illinois’s bound workers escaped their 

master’s grasp. As a consequence, slaves, African Americans in defacto slavery, 

compensated indentured servants with short terms, and “French Negroes” all worked 

alongside one another. The uneven and unwieldy terrain of slavery was ultimately 

untenable. Slaves used their mobility, their relationships with free workers, their limited 

access to capital, and the negotiations over servitude contracts to struggle toward 
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freedom. As unfree workers managed to escape bondage, they attracted support from the 

state’s anti-slavery advocates. Those collaborations, between the free and enslaved, 

began a long process of emancipation for those held in a state of slavery.  
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Chapter 5:  “[B]reaking every yoke & letting the oppressed go free”: Making 

a free state in Illinois 

 
John Merry’s life navigated the circuits that first created and then dismantled a 

plantation economy in Illinois. Born in Cahokia around 1790 “of a black mother who was 

claimed and held as a slave,” Merry resided in St. Clair County, on the border of Spanish 

Missouri, where he likely labored on one of Illinois’s few remaining grain plantation. 

While he “slaved” in the Mississippi River Valley, the debate over Congress’s ban on 

slavery consumed the state. At the time of his birth, territorial governor Arthur St. Clair 

protected slaveholders’ claims to “French negroes.”1 With an approving nod from 

Washington, Illinois officials condemned Merry to a life in extra-legal bondage. By the 

time he reached his adolescence, Illinois’s great grain plantations had virtually 

disappeared and Merry’s master put him up for sale. Like countless other enslaved men 

and women, Merry was part of slavery’s dispersal across the state. He was spared from 

the salt marshes when Louis Pensinno of St. Clair County acquired him for $450 and 

“held [him] in servitude, in the character of a slave.”2  

 By the 1820s, Merry, now an experienced field hand with ties to the local 

community, had become “desirous of obtaining his natural freedom.” To effect his 

manumission he “entered into a verbal agreement with” Louis Pensinno to “obtain his 

natural liberty.” After some negotiation, “it was agreed that the said Louis Pensinno 

                                                
1 Hahn, Political Worlds, 11.  
2 John Merry, a free man of color v. Clayton Tiffon and Louis Menard, 1826, 

November term, Case 18, p. 1, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. 
Louis, Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)].  
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should liberate and discharge . . . [him] from servitude as a slave, for the consideration of 

the sum of four hundred and fifty dollars.” Earning cash by hiring his labor out in 

Illinois’s economy of small landowners, within a year he had paid Pensinno $230 toward 

his purchase price. Upon receiving half of the agreed-upon price, Pensinno “did liberate 

and discharge” Merry from his servitude, to be secured in writing upon the delivery of the 

remaining money.3 Merry occupied an unstable and ultimately untenable relationship 

with freedom. He entered into an agreement for self-purchase, delivered the majority of 

the purchase price, and received his provisional freedom. However, he had limited time 

to earn the remaining sum and he had no written promise of his impending manumission. 

Merry remained suspended between freedom and slavery, just as the state had for 

decades.  

As time wore on, Merry grew increasingly desperate for work and increasingly 

vulnerable in his freedom. Around 1824, Merry relocated to St. Louis to earn cash for his 

purchase price, “with the knowledge and consent of said Louis Pensono.” Within a matter 

of months, however, his master “intended to cheat and defraud” Merry “out of the sum of 

money paid” and reduce him “to a state of slavery and servitude for life.”4 Pensinno 

traveled to St. Louis and “seized . . . [Merry] by force and put . . . [him] into the common 

jail, as his slave.” Clapping Merry into “chains and manacles,” Pensinno placed him “on 

board a certain steam boat bound for the City of New Orleans.” Pensinno consigned him 

to “John G. Stephenson, then a commission merchant in the City of New Orleans with 

                                                
3 Ibid., p. 2  
4 Ibid. 
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order to sell . . . [him] as a slave.”5 In New Orleans, Merry stood for sale at public auction 

and the highest bidder sent him to a neighboring plantation.  

Yet Merry took some remarkable steps to combat Pensinno and win his freedom. 

While in Mississippi, he “absconded from the possession” of his new owner and “after 

many hardships reached Cahokia in the County of St. Clair in the State of Illinois.”6 

Relying on runaway networks and help from strangers across North America, Merry 

“again was in the possession of his natural and legal liberty.” He quickly began a lawsuit 

against his former masters. But they “again forcibly seized” Merry as a “slave” and 

“brought him across the Mississippi River.” While detained in jail in St. Louis as a 

runaway slave, he brought a second suit for freedom against his captors. By some method 

he met William Carr, a white attorney, who began his “application for freedom.”7 Merry 

summoned several residents of St. Clair County to testify on his behalf. His relationships 

with the free inhabitants of Illinois in fact proved to be crucial to his case. In one 

deposition, a white man named August Trottier testified that he had known Merry from 

“his birth about thirty five or thirty six” years ago. Trottier confirmed that Merry’s 

“father and mother were slaves” but that Merry was born after “1787 in the state of 

Illinois.” With this testimony Merry could appeal to the Northwest Territory Ordinances 

for his freedom. In another affidavit Pierre Bennet, a white man, testified he knew that 

“Louis Pencenneau” had sent Merry “to New Orleans,” and he urged that the court “give 

                                                
5 Ibid., p. 3 
6 Ibid., p. 2 
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him his freedom.” In light of this evidence, the jury awarded John Merry both freedom 

and financial compensation.8  

Free, forced, and fugitive migrations within the heart of the continent made a 

free state in Illinois. Like many others in his position, Merry entered well-worn runaway 

slave networks to return to his birthplace and drag his master into court. As others like 

Merry migrated into Illinois, the black community, free and enslaved, relied on white 

allies to initiate local litigation and transform the state into a free society. This diverse 

cast of free African Americans resettled into black towns in southern Illinois and remade 

its physical and human landscape. Even as masters in Illinois displayed broad powers to 

enslave and traffic servants and slaves, those unfree African Americans mounted used 

their connections within the black villages to stage a successful campaign for 

emancipation. In more than one way, changes to the state’s demography supported 

slave’s freedom. In addition to a wave of black migration, recent migrants from New 

England, the mid-Atlantic, and Western Europe arrived and soon outnumbered the state’s 

slaveholders. Through migrations and social networks, African Americans waged a long 

struggle that broke masters’ power and forged a society hostile to human bondage in 

Illinois.  

Driving the state’s trajectory toward emancipation forward, African Americans 

developed a legal culture that drew on enslaved men and women’s experiences with the 

law. Pooling their collective legal experiences new tactics emerged which painstakingly 

excavated the state’s black population from bondage. African Americans hauled their 

masters into court at every level of the judiciary and turned small windows of freedom 
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into gaping holes in slaveholders’ power. As the conflict in the courts intensified the 

State Supreme Court heard a series of cases that threatened to undermine Illinois’s 

systems of contract bondage and extra-legal slavery. Even before the Supreme Court 

masters did not relent and ably mounted a defense of human bondage. Yet by the mid-

1840s slaveholders proved no match for the changing tide in Illinois’s judiciary, the 

Yankee attorneys who argued these cases, or the tactics that came from a black legal 

culture. By 1850, Illinois was at last a free society.  

***** 

During mid-century, Illinois underwent a broad regional transformation. 

Chicago’s founding and population explosion drove many of these changes. For centuries 

the portage at Chicago acted as a gateway between the Great Lakes’ and Gulf Coast’s 

waterways and the city’s potential as a hub for trade was not lost on anyone. After being 

incorporated as a city in 1837, its booming population soon transformed the state. While 

migration from the Upper South sustained much of the state’s earliest population growth, 

new streams of migrants poured into the city. Between 1830 and 1850, nearly 25,000 

foreign-born settlers arrived in Illinois from Germany and the British Isles alone. By 

1850, half of the city’s population was foreign born.9 Before Chicago’s boom, all of 

Illinois’s state capitals were in the far southern reaches of the state, and its political 

leaders hailed from southern or franco-American origins. Yet as Chicago flourished, the 

state’s seat of power shifted northward to Springfield and a new crop of statewide leaders 

                                                
9 On Chicago’s ascent see William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the 

Great West  (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1992), esp. 104-6. On the rise of an 
abolitionist class in Chicago see Tom Campbell, Fighting Slavery in Chicago: 
Abolitionists, the Law of Slavery and Lincoln (Chicago: Ampersand Music, 2009), esp. 
chap. 1.  
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stood poised to grab elective office. As Illinois experienced this regional divide, it also 

saw divisions over slavery because recent immigrants abhorred human bondage.  

National and international migration introduced settlers hostile to slavery into 

Illinois’s southern counties. A sizable minority of German and Irish immigrants also 

relocated in the state’s southern regions. The population in Randolph and St. Clair 

counties, adjacent to St. Louis, increased by nearly fifty percent.10 At the time immigrants 

began arriving, these counties retained a large population of “French Negroes,” held over 

from the eighteenth century whom Americans exempted from emancipation during the 

nineteenth century. German and Irish settlers in southern Illinois almost uniformly 

opposed slavery. As free workers, they worried that bound labor would degrade the 

meaning of their labor and would debase them socially by comingling with enslaved 

African Americans.11 Francophone communities in these counties struggled to build 

alliances with recent immigrants and bitter political feuds erupted. As one historian has 

observed “growing frontier diversity” led to “social and political strife.”12 

Another, if smaller, wave of domestic migration spurred the movement against 

slavery. Beginning in the early nineteenth century, migrants from New England and the 

mid-Atlantic region trekked into southern Illinois and contributed to the growing rural 

diversity. As one historian argued, New England migrants relocated to Illinois hoping to 

                                                
10 Douglas K. Meyer, Making the Heartland Quilt: A Geographical History of 
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Illinois University Press, 2000), 253. 

11 John Mack Faragher, Sugar Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1987), 47.  

12 James E. Davis, Frontier Illinois (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 
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live “entirely clear of the evils of slavery.”13 Upon arriving in southern Illinois, they 

became a natural anti-slavery constituency. Joining New England settlers, second 

generation German-Americans migrated from Pennsylvania into southern Illinois. Some 

of them served in short indenture servitude contracts to pay for their western migration 

and knew firsthand the hardships that attended bound labor.14 They carried what one 

scholar identified as a “hatred for slavery.”15 Together with Yankee migrants, they 

aspired to live in communities free from human bondage.  

These two migration strains afforded Illinois’s nascent anti-slavery organizations 

new hope. Anti-slavery societies emerged in Chicago, in north-central Illinois at Lowell, 

and in several counties across southern Illinois. To cite only one instance, during the mid-

1820s, a recently arrived Baptist minister from Connecticut founded the St. Clair Society 

for the Prevention of Slavery in Illinois. Similar societies cropped up in counties along 

the Mississippi River. By the mid 1830s, abolitionists grew numerous enough to meet in 

a statewide convention. In 1837, the Illinois Anti-Slavery Convention met at Alton to 

create a statewide network for abolishing slavery. The meeting ended in tragedy as a mob 

surrounded the home of one of the leaders and killed the anti-slavery newspaper editor 

Elijah Lovejoy. Lovejoy’s death served as a rallying point for the state’s activists and in 

its wake anti-slavery newspapers began publishing in northern districts. Buffeting their 

hopes for success, Illinois’s enslaved population dwindled in the 1830s. Between 1830 

                                                
13Faragher, Sugar Creek, 48. 
14 See for instance John Raunch’s experiences in Ibid., 70-1. For a collection of 

these indentures see Bin 317, Office of the County Clerk, Pope County, Golconda, 
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and 1840, the bound population was cut roughly in half.16 Amid this change, new 

abolition leaders in Illinois emerged from this meeting, including Zebina Eastman based 

out of Chicago and a veteran of anti-slavery activism, Benjamin Lundy.17 Lundy carried 

on the state’s flagging antislavery newspaper, the Genius of Liberty published out of 

Lowell, and gave it new life. Five years later, the state’s abolition movement established 

a flagship newspaper in Chicago when the Eastman became the founding editor of the 

Western Citizen.  

Abolitionists also grew chapters of national organizations and forged a campaign 

to abolish slavery.18 One such organization, the Home Mission Society, which was a 

national evangelical organization, took root in Illinois. It coordinated western anti-slavery 

activities across several states and saw membership in local chapters surge.19 One of its 

leaders in Illinois, the Reverend Albert Hale, based in Jacksonville, sensed the state’s 

new population had turned toward abolitionism. Writing in 1838, Hale thought that 

building an anti-slavery network in the state would be a daunting task: “whoever enters 

on this work in Ill[inois] needs to be no common man.”20 Others shared Hale’s opinion. 

Joshua Leavitt, an influential editor of William Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator, called 

Illinois “‘the seat of war’ and that they in N. York and the eastern and middle states are 

                                                
16 According to federal census data, the enslaved population went from 747 in 

1830 to 331 in 1840. As discussed in chapter 4, these census reports drastically under-
represent the number of slaves in Illinois because they do not record slaves hired from 
Missouri and Kentucky into Illinois. However, it seems clear that the number of slaves 
was declining steadily in this period. For census data see Illinois Census Returns, 1830, 
RG 103.004 and Illinois Census Returns, 1840, RG 103.005, ISA.  

17 Linda Evans, “Abolitionism in the Illinois Churches: 1830-1865” (PhD diss, 
Northwestern University, 1981), 79-81. 

18 Davis, Frontier Illinois, 294-301.    
19 Evans, “Abolitionism in the Illinois Churches,” 158-160.  
20 The Rev. Albert Hale to the Rev. Asa Turner, January 26, 1838, Abraham 

Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum. Hereafter ALPLM.  
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mere powder monkeys.”21 And James Birney, a former Alabama slaveholder turned anti-

slavery organizer in the upper Midwest, believed in a “short time” sentiment would 

“resort to Gradual Emancipation,” but like Hale, he remained cautious about any sudden 

success.22  Birney, speaking from knowledge of the slaveholding class to which he once 

belonged, anticipated that pro-slave forces would not allow the “ruin of those estates.”23 

Despite these obstacles, Hale reassured his members that “the field is evidently ripe for 

harvest.”  He continued, “some person or persons should [swing the] sickle & reap.”24  

Before Hale’s metaphorical harvest came to fruition, abolitionists confronted 

several major obstacles. The state’s sizable and powerful slaveholding class wielded their 

considerable influence and arrested emancipation. Hale mused, “How many of our 

population were once slaveholders & are living on the price of blood?” He continued, 

“thousands more who never owned slaves are desperately opposed to anti-slavery 

movements—because their relatives hold slaves or have held them [.]  . . . We are 

bordering on the slave states to such an extent as to make the danger of collution [sic] no 

small matter.” Hale concluded “under all these circumstances, it becomes a matter of 

immense importance who shall lead the armies of the free in this great moral cause in this 

state.”25 Other abolitionists recognized that connections to the Upper South sustained 

slavery’s hope for survival. In 1841, Lundy’s Genius of Liberty, editorialized, “a large 

minority of the population of this state are from Southern States. Some of them are still 
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23 Ibid. 
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slaveholders. Many were formerly slaveholders but sold out their human stock and are 

now living on the price of blood.” It pressed on, “this state is under the dominion of 

slavery.”26 Having spent over three years organizing Illinois’s fledgling abolitionists, 

Hale asserted that “the truth is that Ill[inois] from its location and the circumstances in 

which a larger portion of its population were raised and the relations they still sustain 

must become the great battle field on which the anti-slavery question is to be settled.”27  

African American migrants served as willing soldiers in the great battle for 

emancipation. In addition to the Yankee and European migrants, the state’s growing free 

black community represented a third, if smaller, demographic revolution. In 1820, the 

state’s free black population hovered around 1,000 people. By 1850 that number 

ballooned to nearly 5,000.28 Of the roughly 1,200 free black migrants who left record of 

their origins, nearly half of them arrived from Tennessee, and an additionally fifteen 

percent hailed from Missouri and Kentucky.29 Within these broad contours, family 
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connections and concentrations from certain counties informed decisions over migration. 

In one such chain migration, fifty-eight free African Americans migrated to Illinois from 

Montgomery County, Tennessee. The same master had owned these six families and 

freed them at his death. They resided in Tennessee for a year or more before deciding to 

migrate together to Gallatin County, Illinois.30 Such trends soon became common. In 

1836, nine migrants arrived in Gallatin County from Shelby County, Tennessee. And in 

1850, forty-seven free migrants relocated en masse from Tennessee to Pope County, 

Illinois.31 These concentrations from specific counties, and the families that relocated 

together, shaped the black exodus that transformed the landscapes of southern Illinois.    

Migration was only one force that bolstered the state’s free black population—

during the 1830s, a wave of private manumissions ushered men and women out of term-

bondage. Masters began to free children born in Illinois who by law exited term-slavery 

when they reached the age of majority.32 In other cases, African Americans bound to 

shorter and compensated indentures found their freedom. Like many others, in 1824 

Phebe and her son completed their fourteen-year indentureships and recorded their free 
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status at the courthouse in Randolph County.33 Similarly in 1831, David Davis, formerly 

a slave from Butler County Kentucky, exited a three-year indentureship and settled in 

Illinois.34 Statewide data indicate these instances belonged to a larger trend as the state’s 

free black population went from roughly 2,300 people in 1830 to approximately 4,000 by 

1840.35 As children outgrew bondage and arrived in freedom, and indentured servants 

wrenched manumissions from their masters, the state’s free African American 

communities witnessed steady annual growth. 

Free African Americans organized into towns that fostered a deep hatred of 

slavery and soon developed the tools required to combat it. The free African Americans 

that migrated into Illinois during this period joined communities that wielded outsized 

importance in the struggles against slavery. Black settlements cropped up across the state: 

Brooklyn and New Philadelphia along the Mississippi River as well as Miller Grove and 

the Pond Settlement near the Ohio River. Their presence in slaveholding counties 

threatened slavery’s survival in Illinois. Located along the border of Missouri and 

Kentucky, these communities pooled resources, assembled social networks, and acted as 

beacons for runaways to escape neighboring slave societies. These freedom villages 

resided on the South’s periphery and helped demark the boundaries between slavery and 

freedom.  
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Chain migrations created shared history among founding families of freedom 

villages, despite their diverse origins. Brooklyn provides a case in point. Eleven families 

migrated from Missouri to the east bank of the Mississippi River and founded the town of 

Brooklyn. One pioneering family, Priscilla and John Baltimore, became landowners and 

accrued respectable estates during the 1830s, frequently using the courts to protect their 

property.36 A few years later, a second settlement formed farther north on the Mississippi 

River at New Philadelphia. “Free Frank” and his family migrated from Pike County, 

Kentucky. Frank and his wife Lucy used the courts to register freedom papers and protect 

their limited property that neighboring white settlers hoped to confiscate. As one study 

concluded, “Frank and Lucy repeatedly turned to the courts for legal sanction and 

protection, vindication, and justice.”37 

 Across the state, on the banks of the Ohio River, black migrants in Pope and 

Gallatin counties settled at Miller Grove and the Pond Settlement. Miller Grove, near 

present-day Golconda, formed like other freedom villages. It had its origins when several 

manumitted families relocated from Tennessee to Illinois.38 The founders included the 

Miller family of Bedford County, Tennessee, and an extended African American family 

network formerly belonging to a single slaveholder in nearby Shelbyville County. 

Together these families numbered over fifty people and they relocated together. They 

migrated en masse to Pope County where their leader, Bedford Miller, identified the 
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Grove as their new home. Fifteen miles from the nearest town, the settlement allowed 

freedmen and women to distance themselves from the white community and its 

slaveholders. Yet the town sat adjacent to Hayes Creek, a navigable waterway that let 

them welcome new settlers and to venture to town when needed. In this way, Miller 

isolated the village from its surroundings, defending the free men and women from 

harassment. But the creek allowed residents to reach out to Golconda, form partnerships 

with local white settlers, and selectively integrate into Illinois’s social fabric.  

Freedom villages maintained ties to slave country and they welcomed runaway 

slaves. As one historian notes, these black cities were “beacons for slaves contemplating 

flight and refuges for those who ultimately made their escape.”39 Another scholar 

identified the black settlement of Brooklyn in particular as “a beacon of hope for those 

still trapped in thralldom on the other side of the [Mississippi] river.”40 Settlers in 

Brooklyn sustained ties to slaves in Missouri and “found numerous ways to get behind 

the cotton curtain” to help slaves escape into Illinois.41 Almost immediately after its 

founding in the late 1820s, Brooklyn began to shepherd self-emancipated slaves north. Its 

location on the Mississippi River made it “the first station on the underground railroad” 

in Illinois. Led by the town’s African Methodist Episcopal minister, the Reverend 

William Paul Quinn, fugitives “were hidden in . . . [churches], or private homes until they 

could be smuggled through the woods to Alton, one of the best-known underground 

lines.”42   
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Black freedom villages acted like beehives of activity that attracted, sustained, 

and shepherded runaway slaves across the region. From 1820 to 1845, at least 200 

fugitive slaves risked capture as they passed through Illinois on their path toward 

freedom.43 In one runaway notice, the master indicated his self-emancipated slave was 

headed toward the black settlement near Golconda.44 Escape, however, was never easy. 

To cite only one instance of many, in 1818 a local sheriff captured a runaway slave in 

Edwardsville along the Mississippi River. The fugitive then fled his arrest. An inhabitant 

of the town, George Churchill, recorded that a “mulatto” had “ran away from . . . his 

master” in Missouri but local authorities captured him in Illinois. The next morning the 

“mulatto prisoner . . . cut his cords and . . . made his escape” having “broke the 

Edwardsville jail.” Churchill, the sheriff, and deputy sheriff spent the next two days 

searching for him but “found him not.”45 These three officials feverishly searched for the 

fugitive. As one observer indicated “this part of the Territory was as much a slave state as 

any of the States south of the Ohio River.”46 He continued, “our influential men, and all 

                                                
43 Between 1818 and 1850, 146 notices appeared when slaves were captured and 

jailed as runaways. The chronological break-down of these capture notices suggest that 
the number of runaways remained roughly constant between 1820 and 1840. However, 
newspapers from the 1830s have not survived in sufficient numbers to create a complete 
picture of the incidence of runaways. This large gap in papers means that any statistics far 
under-represent the phenomenon. This dearth of extant sources for the 1830s is 
confirmed by the Illinois Newspaper Project at the University of Illinois, Champaign-
Urbana. Additionally, 41 runaway slave notices indicate the fugitive resided in Illinois at 
the time of his or her escape. These runaway notices are gathered from every extant 
newspaper from southern Illinois between 1818-1850 which are listed in the 
bibliography.  

44 Shawneetown Illinois Republican, November 26, 1842, ALPLM.  
45Diary of George Churchill, May 22, May 24, 1818, George Churchill Papers, 

ALPLM. Damage to the diary obscures any further information about this runaway, who 
appears to have received another entry on May 26.  

46 George Flower, The History of the English Settlement in Edwards County, 
Illinois, From Its Commencement in 1817-1818, 134, Rare Book Room, Chicago History 
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who held office” including “every Sherriff and every clerk of the county were pro-slavery 

men.”47 Despite these hurdles, runaway slaves routinely made their way north hoping to 

find freedom in southern Illinois.  

 An impressive number of runaways managed to grab their freedom. Under Illinois 

law, when local authorities labeled an African American as a runaway, sheriffs 

imprisoned the person or persons for six weeks. The sheriff published notices in local 

newspapers requesting that their master collect them. After six weeks, the sheriff hired 

out the runaways at auction and the highest bidder would hold them in bondage to labor 

for one year. While working as convict laborers, a runaway’s master could still claim and 

re-enslave them. However, if at the end of that year no one reclaimed the fugitive, a 

circuit clerk would declare the fugitive slave a free habitant of the state and record his or 

her freedom.48 In counties across the state captured runaways served a year of bound 

labor and then filed an application for a certificate for freedom with the county court.49 

                                                
Museum. Hereafter, CHM. This is the manuscript draft of Flower and Birbeck’s History 
of the English settlement in Edwards county, Illinois, founded in 1817 and 1818, by 
Morris Birbeck and George Flower (Chicago: Fergus Printing Company, 1887).  

47 Ibid., 137 
48 That freedom remained tenuous. The newly-freed person risked re-enslavement 

if a master provided a judge with conclusive evidence of his claim to the runaway. But 
this longer, more expensive, and cumbersome process made reclaiming them difficult to 
accomplish.  On the laws relating to runaways see Helen Cox Tregellis, ed. River Roads 
to Freedom: Fugitive Slave Notices and Sheriff Notices Found in Illinois Sources (Bowie, 
MD: Heritage Books, 1998), chap. 1. See also Carol Pirtle, Escape Betwixt Two Suns: A 
True Tale of the Underground Railroad in Illinois (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2000).  

49 See for instance six applications in Randolph County Circuit Court Book A, p. 
13; others appear at Johnson County Circuit Court Book 5, p. 85 and Jon Musgrave ed., 
Gallatin County, Illinois, Slave and Emancipation Records 1839-1849 (Marion Illinois: 
IllinoisHistory.com, 2004), 54v.  
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During the 1830s and 1840s, dozens of runaways applied for their freedom and won 

manumission orders—some relocated to freedom villages.50 

 African Americans arrived in black towns in a wide array of circumstances, and 

as people from diverse walks of life comingled in the villages local leaders assembled 

fragmentary legal knowledge into a legal culture. No matter how someone left slavery, it 

required a legal process. Illinois’s “Black Laws” required all African Americans to record 

their manumission documents and pay a bond of $500, (raised to $1000 in 1847.)51 Free 

black migrants to Illinois could record their master’s will, manumission papers, or other 

legal proof of freedom at the county clerk’s office upon their arrival. Freedmen and 

women native to Illinois similarly had to register proof of their freedom and post an 

emancipation bond. Several residents of black villages had exited a term of servitude and 

registered their expired indenture at the courthouse. Some members of the towns were 

runaways who petitioned for freedom. And others had sued their masters to escape illegal 

slavery. Freedom villages pooled knowledge of those processes when a diverse cast of 

African Americans relocated there.  

Looking at the migrants who arrived only in Miller Grove confirms that the town 

was a hodge-podge of legal backgrounds. In one instance of several, a free black family 

applied for freedom papers after a term of indenture expired. They recorded their 

                                                
50 In addition to those cited above see also Edwards County Slave Register, 1815-

1860, p. 13, ISA; Union County Deed Book 3, p.440, Office of the County Clerk, 
Jonesboro, Illinois; and Union County Record Book D, p. 196, Office of the Circuit 
Clerk, Jonesboro, Illinois; Musgrave, ed., Gallatin County Slave and Emancipation 
Records, 79; Schmook, ed., Gallatin County Slave Register, 63.  

51 The Black Codes were a series of laws passed in 1819 and then revised in 1846 
that placed restrictions on free African Americans. They required each free black to have 
bonds posted at their emancipation, curtailed the rights to suffrage, and mandated they 
carry proof of their freedom at all times. See a discussion of them in La Roche, “Edge of 
Freedom,” chap. 1.  
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manumission papers, secured freedom certificates from the county clerk, and then 

relocated to the Grove.52 In another instance, Winny and her children relocated to Miller 

Grove after winning a freedom suit to escape extralegal slavery.53 And in another typical 

case in 1849, Henry Sides “set free from slavery” a thirty-five year-old man named 

Thomas who recorded his manumission papers before removing to Miller Grove.54 Miller 

Grove attracted manumitted slaves, servants whose terms expired, victors in freedom suit, 

and migrants from the Upper South—all of whom understood at least something about 

slavery and the law in Illinois.  

Adept village-based black litigators harnessed local legal knowledge and wielded 

it to the town’s advantage. One of Miller Grove’s prominent residents, Moses Lewis, led 

this small cast of black lawyers. Lewis won his freedom in the 1840s and relocated from 

Tennessee to Miller Grove. He earned part of his living peddling liquor. Local officials 

indicted Lewis six times on alcohol-related charges but never won a conviction. They 

charged Lewis for “keeping an open tippling house” and “selling and suffering whisky to 

be sold in his house.”55 After Lewis secured an acquittal on these charges, the local 

prosecutors indicted him in the following year for “selling whisky by a less quantity than 

                                                
52 Pope County Deed Book D, p. 32, Office of the County Clerk, Golconda, 

Illinois.   
53 Pope County Deed Book C, p. 339-44, Office of the County Clerk, Golconda, 

Illinois.  
54 Pope County Deed book D, p. 435; Office of the County Clerk, Golconda, 

Illinois. For other instances see Emancipation bonds for Dolly Sides and Mary, December 
1847; Sally Fryer, April 1, 1848; and John Averett, July 31, 1850, bin 317, Office of the 
County Clerk, Pope County, Golconda, Illinois.  

55 For his criminal indictments for selling alcohol without a permit see People v. 
Moses Lewis 1840—CC—444; People v. Moses Lewis 1852—CC—32; People v. Moses 
Lewis 1852—CC—35 and People v. Moses Lewis 1853—CC—76, Office of the Circuit 
Clerk, Pope County, Golconda, Illinois.  
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one gallon.”56 Over the course of a single year, authorities brought Lewis up on charges 

of selling alcohol and for selling alcohol in too little quantities. Lewis beat back both sets 

of charges and continued his commerce undeterred.   

Lewis’s legal acumen—likely drawn from networks in Miller Grove and his own 

battles in court—helped manumitted African Americans use the judiciary to protect their 

freedom. In three separate instances between 1849 and 1851 freedmen from Tennessee 

relocated to Pope County. Each time Moses Lewis acted as their agent with the county 

clerk and posted their bond.57 Recording a migrant’s freedom was not simple process. 

Clerks required validation of documents: wills or manumission papers had to bear the 

seals and signatures of other jurisdictions and carry sworn statements of their 

authenticity. People who attempted to submit forgeries were ferreted out. In one such 

case, Aaron, a freedman, submitted papers stating his name was Jacob and that he was 

free before arriving in Illinois. Yet the county clerk discovered his fraud and revoked his 

title to freedom.58 Freedmen and women lacking manumission papers had to rely on the 

sworn testimony of at least two witnesses. Free African Americans routinely served in 

this capacity. Like many of her peers, on two separate instances a free black woman 

named Eva Davis testified before the county clerk in Gallatin County and helped 

                                                
56 For selling in too little of quantities see People v. Moses Lewis 1856—CC—26; 

People v. Moses Lewis 1856—CC—68; People v. Moses Lewis 1864—CC—016, Office 
of the Circuit Clerk, Pope County, Golconda, Illinois.  

57  These bonds appear at: Pope County Deed Book D, p.394, Pope County Deed 
Book E, p. 447, and Emancipation Bond, July 31, 1850, Bin 317, Office of the County 
Clerk, Golconda, Illinois.  

58 St. Clair County Record of Emancipations, 1822-1832, p.8, ISA.  
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document two freedwomen’s freedom.59 In diverse ways, town’s inhabitants helped 

African American use the law to live in freedom.  

Building on the legal support that black villagers provided, some slaves took their 

masters to court. Lawsuits at local levels ushered slaves out of bondage and closed the 

gap between legal prescription and lived reality. Even in a hostile landscape, free and 

enslaved African Americans learned to use the courts to challenge extra-legal bondage. In 

the wake of the 1828 Supreme Court decisions Nance v. Howard and Phoebe v. William 

Jay, African Americans changed tactics when they sued their masters, and a new legal 

strategy emerged as the preferred tactic free black communities deployed before the 

Supreme Court. Unlike Nance and Phoebe, African Americans ceased to challenge the 

foundations of the 1807 “Act Concerning Negroes.” Instead, they sought their freedom 

because masters violated the law’s specific provisions. This approach required specific 

erudite legal knowledge that was less readily available to an earlier generation of slaves. 

By the 1830s and 1840s, the extant suits before the high court reflect that black legal 

culture was not a blunt instrument meant to shatter masters’ power—it was a fine tool 

meant to excavate individuals from bondage.60  

                                                
59 Schmook, ed., Gallatin County Slave Register, 47.  
60 This trend is detected in five major cases: Nance v. John Howard 1828, [no case 

number in original]; Phoebe v. William Jay, 1828, [no case number in original]; John 
Choisser v. Barney Hargrave, 1836, Case 412; Bennington Boon v. Juliet, a woman of 
color, 1836, Case 406; Joseph Jarot, alias Pete, a colored man v. Julia Jarot V. Jarrot, 
1845, [no case number in original]; all of which appear in Supreme Court Case Files, 
ISA. The nature of the evidence that has survived from suits for freedom at the local 
levels prevents any useful statistics about legal tactics. The overwhelming majority of the 
extant cases are reported in Circuit Court Record Books which record the court’s docket, 
but do not present any facts of the case except the name of the parties and the actions 
taken. However, this shift is clear at the highest level, and selected evidence in the 
following paragraphs illustrates it.  
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Cases that challenged slavery in specific terms proliferated. In a typical case in 

Randolph County, Jack, an “African Negro Boy,” secured his freedom at his master’s 

death, despite a will that made provisions for Jack to remain in slavery. He entered his 

masters’ estate, but several months elapsed and no new owner signed him to a servitude 

contract. Jack argued that this violated the terms of the “Act Concerning Negroes” which 

specified a master had only thirty days to sign a slave to a servitude contract. After this 

window passed, he turned to the courts and submitted that no one could create a legal title 

to his labor. Jack won his freedom.61 During trials like Jack’s, free African Americans 

routinely acted as witnesses and in this way helped slaves embrace freedom. In one such 

case, a Tennessee slaveholder named Samuel McKenny brought a black woman named 

Julia into Illinois. While in southern Illinois, he hired Julia out “as a slave” to do some 

washing.62 But, like countless other masters, McKenny had not register Julia as a servant. 

When she sued, free African Americans offered depositions and confirmed that Julia 

lived in extra-legal slavery.63 Their testimony cemented Julia’s case and the court granted 

her freedom.  

Lawsuits that hinged on specific legal provisions proved a reliable path to 

freedom and servants frequently exploited technicalities to win their suits. In one 1837 

case, Judy, who had been “indentured in the year 1818 for 40 years . . . commence[d] suit 

against . . .[her master] for her freedom on account of a supposed irregularity in said 

                                                
61 Registry of Negroes 1809-1863, p.205, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph 

County, Chester, Illinois.   
62 Julia, a free woman of color v. Samuel McKenny, March term, 1831, Case 66, 

p. 4, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State 
Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu 
(February 2011)].  

63 Ibid.,  



 168 

indenture.” Her master, Moses Rawlings, knew he had an unenforceable indenture, so 

decided to settle the dispute out of court. Judy offered Rawlings a small price for self-

purchase and in turn he agreed to “release and discharge her from her said indenture.”64 

In another such 1843 case, a slaveholder relocated from Kentucky but did not properly 

convert his slave into a servant.65 Although during the 1820s Kentucky masters routinely 

kept their workers enslaved after relocating from Illinois, by the 1840s African 

Americans escaped those instances of extra-legal bondage. Consequently the enslaved 

man sued his master and won his freedom.  

Yet for many, freedom could prove a bitter reward for decades of labor. Some 

manumissions came after servants aged past their productive years. For example, three 

different masters freed John Morrison, Elizabeth Jones, and Elizabeth as they approached 

the end of their lives. Aged 68, 78, and 88 respectively, these decrepit slaves received no 

compensation for a lifetime of work and likely lived out their final days in grinding 

poverty.66 Theirs’ was a common fate. In Randolph County, one such freedman had no 

alterative but to enter poor relief. Dick, “a negro about 65” years old, was  “formerly a 

servant of John Edgar.”67 To aid the impoverished, counties annually held public auctions 

that hired out the poor to perform bound labor for the highest bidder. In exchange for a 

year of work, Dick earned meager food rations, lodging, and a suit of clothing. Destitute 

and no longer of use to Edgar, Dick left one form of unfree labor and entered another.  

                                                
64 Schmook, ed., Gallatin County Slave Register, 74. 
65 Madison County Emancipation Register, 1838-1858, p. 58, ISA. 
66 See Elizabeth, John Morrison, and Elizabeth Jones, Edwards County Servitude 

and Emancipation Register, pp. 6, 21, ISA. See also the emancipation of an “old negro” 
in Registry of Negroes 1809-1863, p. 20, Office of the County Clerk, Randolph County, 
Chester, Illinois.  

67January 30, 1823, Kaskaskia Poor Book 1811-1827, box 2, Kaskaskia 
Collection, CHM. 
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Despite this harsh reality, and the barriers to freedom that slaveholders erected, 

unfree African Americans continued their struggles against bondage and found new legal 

allies among the state’s Yankee population. Henry Eddy, a white lawyer, routinely took 

on freedom suits and won important victories. In the 1820s, Eddy migrated to Illinois 

from Vermont. After settling in Gallatin County, on the banks of the Ohio River 

bordering Kentucky, he founded one of the state’s earliest newspapers. He soon thereafter 

joined the Illinois state bar and ran a private law practice. In 1826, Eddy won election to 

the state assembly. After serving one term, he returned to private life. Eddy rose to 

prominence as one of Illinois’s most distinguished lawyers, serving as counsel for the 

Illinois state bank.68 Amid his ascent, he filed several suits for freedom and repeatedly 

acted as a witness for free blacks in their trials. The state’s bound population quickly 

incorporated him as a powerful ally in their attempts to leave slavery.69  

Eddy began litigating freedom suits during the 1820s. In one such case in 1829, 

he “commenced a suit in the Jackson circuit court against Mr. Linn and others” on behalf 

of “Sukey, a woman of color.” Eddy “undertook the plaintiff’s case” in “hopes she will 

ultimately have justice done her and obtain freedom.” While prosecuting the case, Eddy 

and another attorney argued that “that the Defend[ants]s have no more right to hold the 

pl[ainti]ff in slavery according to the laws of Ill[inois].”70 The outcome of this case is not 

known. But it reveals the legal networks that African Americans assembled to climb out 

of bondage. Sukey lived in Jackson County—on the opposite side of the state from Eddy. 

                                                
68 Usher F. Linder, Reminiscences: Early Bench and Bar of Illinois (Chicago: The 

Chicago Legal News Company, 1879,) 51. 
69 Cases of Eddy acting as a witness include Schmook, Gallatin County Slave 

Register, 47, 55, 64, 66.  
70 Solomon Wills to Henry Eddy, August 25, 1828, box 1, Henry Eddy Papers, 
ALPLM. The judgments for these cases are non-extant. 
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But Eddy’s reputation as a skilled and sympathetic attorney clearly passed through 

information networks, perhaps from bound workers hired between sections of the state.  

In case after case, relationships between black and white opponents of slavery 

sustained the struggle against human bondage in Illinois. In 1828, Lucinda, who “worked 

in the salt works in or near Shawneetown,” was “stolen and run off” and “sold into 

slavery” in Tennessee.71 She convinced a sympathetic Tennessee resident to reach out to 

allies in Shawneetown and ask for evidence of her freedom. According to the 

correspondent, she hoped to rely an Illinois attorney to win her freedom. She insisted that 

“a man by the name of Champ or Carr” and also a “lawyer by the name of Eddy . . . and 

one by the name of Green also know her to be a free woman.”72 It is not known if 

Lucinda won her freedom. However, she knew Eddy by name and her relationship with 

this skilled attorney made legal action possible.  

Freedom networks, like those that Sukey and Lucinda mobilized, sustained 

lawsuits that emancipated some of the state’s bound population. In 1828, a slaveholder 

kidnapped Frank Granger, a black resident of Gallatin County, and carried him into 

slavery in Tennessee. Granger convinced a Tennessee-based opponent of slavery to write 

Eddy asking him “to establish the Freedom of Frank.”73 Eddy assembled the necessary 

papers and dispatched them to Tennessee. In the next term of the Circuit Court of Tipton 

County, Tennessee, Frank won his freedom. Granger’s allies in Tennessee pressed Eddy 

to commence a wave of suits and establish the freedom for nearly a dozen other slaves 

                                                
71 J.H.C. Ellis to Post Master, December 26, 1843, Henry Eddy Papers, box 1, 

ALPLM. 
72 Ibid.  
73 For the initial inquiry see Robert G. Green to Henry Eddy, May 14, 1828, box 

1, Henry Eddy Papers, ALPLM. The quotation comes from Green’s rely, Robert G. 
Green to Henry Eddy, August 6, 1828, box 1, Henry Eddy Papers ALPLM. 
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that had resided in Illinois and worked alongside Granger. Eddy declined, saying he had 

been “retained by Granger [their owner] in this law business heretofore, & do not like to 

take part ag[ains]t him.”74 It is not clear why Eddy took Frank’s case but no others from 

the Granger family. It is plain, however, the relationships Frank formed with Eddy 

provided a basis for using the courts and securing his freedom—Frank Granger knew 

whom to contact to win his case. 

In addition to acting as attorneys, white allies played other important roles in 

black freedom suits. Frequently white residents served as witnesses in trials and in this 

way helped African Americans escaping bondage. In 1835, an enslaved woman named 

Selsey sued to contest her servitude. Her master brought her into Illinois from Kentucky 

but never properly registered her indenture contract. To win this case she relied on the 

testimony of a white man who swore “she was held to service as a slave” and that “Selsey 

has not been registered . . . [or] entered or otherwise bound to perform labor.” Her 

witness continued that “she lived in the . . . State of Illinois for a long and uninterplaced 

term of years” and was “to all interest and purpose a free woman” in absence of any legal 

instrument compelling her to bound labor.75 She won at trial. In another typical case, 

John W. Jones earned his freedom at his master’s death. Yet the master’s executor 

refused to grant his freedom. Jones turned to the circuit court of Gallatin County, called a 

free white witness who swore to his freedom, and won his suit.76 Case by case, black and 

white settlers dismantled unfree labor in Illinois. 

                                                
74 Ibid.  
75 Schmook, ed., Gallatin County Slave Register, 64.  
76 Musgrave, ed., Gallatin County Slave and Emancipation Records, 81. 
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Although a sweeping transformation was underway, slaveholders in Illinois did 

not quietly relent. Through the 1830s and 1840s, they continued to turn to the courts to 

secure their human chattel, they bought and sold African Americans in full view of the 

law, and at times they sold their workers into the Deep South. In one case of many, John 

Forrester, a slaveholder, “professe[d] to hold in a state of servitude . . . Lotty, a woman of 

colour.” 77 According to one well-placed citizen with knowledge of the case, “Forrester . . 

. [held] said woman in bondage contrary to law” and that “she ha[d] been treated more 

like a dum brute than a human being.” Lacking an indenture or enforceable legal title, 

Forrester removed Lotty from Illinois to forestall a freedom suit. According to a witness, 

Forrester trafficked her to “Union Co Kty, and moved from house to House for the 

purpose of secreting her . . . [and] hiding his diabolical plan.” Alarmed at this kidnapping, 

her “husband . . . related his situation” to a local ally and pleaded for assistance. Drawing 

on their ties with the white community, Lotty’s husband found a local white attorney who 

in turn and identified Eddy as the man capable of freeing her. Eddy was sympathetic and 

took on the case, but does not appear to have won her return.  

Despite a growing cadre of allies, African American’s faced terrible risks when 

they took their masters to court. Slaveholders in Missouri who hired their workers into 

Illinois often then sold those workers south, rather than face their slaves in court. In one 

such case, a Missouri slaveholder hired out two enslaved men, Reuben and Henry in 

Illinois. Reuben and Henry used their temporary residence in Illinois as the basis to 

                                                
77 John Lockhart to Henry Eddy, May 4, 1830, box 1, Henry Eddy Papers, 

ALPLM. Forrester held other slaves. See one dispute at James Ford v. John Forrester, 
1816, [no case number], box 4, folder 6, Gallatin County Circuit Court Case Files, 1814-
1920, Illinois Regional Deposit Archives, Carbondale, Illinois. (Hereafter IRAD, 
Carbondale).  
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initiate a freedom suit. Yet once they began litigation, their master sold them to a 

slaveholder in New Orleans.78 In another case, John, an enslaved man in Missouri, 

worked in Illinois for over a decade.79 His master had hired him out in the lead mines in 

Galena. When he filed a freedom suit, his master “brought to St. Louis” where he held 

John  “as a slave.”80 John’s master then planned on “conveying him to New Orleans for 

sale.”81 In yet another case, Jack initiated a suit against his master who had held him to 

bondage without a legally enforceable servitude contract. Once the trial began his master 

carried him into Missouri and then to the Deep South.82 Still another worker named Joe 

faced a similar fate. Like so many others he had been hired into the mining districts of 

Galena. But his master trafficked Joe to Missouri where he was “held as a slave” and his 

captor “meant to carry him to Alabama and sell him.”83  

African Americans in Illinois knew they had to contend with a division between 

the law as written and the law as lived. Slaveholders frequently used the courts and local 

law enforcement to protect their human chattel. Probate proceedings reflect that judges 

allowed enslaved men and women to enter their master’s estates and pass to descendants 

                                                
78 Reuban, a man of color v. William Morrison and John C. Swan, July term, 

1834,Case 20, p.1, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, 
Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)].  

79 John, a boy of color v. William Campbell, 1832, March term, Case 6, p.1, 
Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-
St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 
2011)].  

80 Ibid.  
81 Ibid.  
82 Jack, a man of color v. George Lott, 1820, Case 2750, St Clair Circuit Court 

Records, ISA.  
83 Joe, a black man v. Coleman Duncan and James Duncan, July term, 1830, 

Case 47, p.2, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri 
State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu 
(February 2011)].  
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despite state and federal laws to the contrary. For example, in 1838, a prominent 

slaveholder named William Morrison died. His probate inventory listed twenty “negroes” 

and their monetary values. 84 This document bears the signature of a probate judge and 

county clerk. At least five of the slaves were children younger than ten years old who 

Morrison held contrary to the law and without an indenture. In one revealing exchange in 

1830, a Kentucky slaveholder wrote a settler in Illinois asking if he could move to the 

state with his slaves. The recipient replied “it can be done but not with safety.”85 The 

local resident knew that African Americans had mounted an increasingly successful 

assault against bound labor. But he also knew local law enforcement supported masters, 

not slaves seeking freedom. To cite one example of many, a notice appeared in a 

newspaper that a local sheriff arrested two “runaway slaves” who “worked in the Gallatin 

County Salines.” By arresting these slaves, sheriffs, like judges and county clerks, 

continued to prop up slavery in Illinois.86  

Local sheriffs came down especially hard on those who aided runaways. People 

who supported self-emancipated slaves risked prosecution under Illinois law which 

forbade any person from assisting fugitive slaves. During the 1840s, authorities charged 

several white residents for “harboring a negro” or “aiding a runaway.”87 In one case of 

many, Susan, a lifelong servant in St. Clair County, fled her master’s custody. She made 

                                                
84 Inventory of Personal Property Belonging to the Estate of William Morrison, 

March 26, 1828, box 1, folder 5, William V. Morrison Papers, ALPLM. For another 
example see Inventory of the Goods and Chattels belonging to Pierre Lasonde, March 5, 
1820, Probate Records, Bin 67, Office of the Circuit Clerk, Randolph County, Chester 
Illinois.   

85 [Unknown] to Henry Eddy, 1831, box 2, Henry Eddy Papers, ALPLM.  
86 Peoria Register, October 9, 1839, Newberry Library.  
87 See Randolph County Circuit Court Record Book B, p. 197, Office of the 

Circuit Clerk, Chester, Illinois.  
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her way to the house of John Cross, a local white ally of the enslaved. Cross then “did 

harbor and secrete [her], contrary to the form of the statute in such cases.”88 The local 

authorities charged, convicted, and fined Cross for aiding Susan’s flight. In a similar 

case, a jury convicted and fined Matthew Chambers, a resident in Randolph County, for  

“harboring a negro.”  

Chambers challenged his conviction before the Illinois Supreme Court. On 

appeal, his lawyer questioned the state’s authority to criminalize aiding servants and 

slaves that resided in Illinois.89 His attorney, future Senator Lyman Trumbull, was a 

recent migrant from New England and dedicated his considerable legal acumen to 

challenging the state’s pro-slave laws in court. Trumbull argued that indentureship, 

“which is but another name for slavery” was illegal in Illinois. Consequently, “an 

indictment will not lie for harboring a description of person that, by the ordinance [of 

1787] and constitution [of Illinois] cannot exist.”90 The Chief Justice dismissed this 

argument as “untenable” in light of the Nance v. Howard and Phoebe v. William Jay 

decisions which upheld the indentureship system in Illinois.91 The Court sustained the 

lower court ruling and implemented Chamber’s fines, which signaled to other counties 

that they could prosecute these trials at will.  

Adding yet more barriers to emancipation, freelance slave catchers pursued 

suspected fugitives over long distances. In one instance white vigilantes detected an 

enslaved family fleeing from Tennessee. Having discovered them around Quincy, in a 

                                                
88 Chicago Western Citizen, July 6, 1843.  
89 Randolph County Circuit Court Book B, p. 104, Office of the Circuit Clerk, 

Chester, Illinois.  
90 Matthew Chambers v. People of the State of Illinois, 1843, Case 1465, p. 6, 

Supreme Court Case Files, ISA. 
91 Ibid., 5. 
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“covered wagon,” the slave hunters waited and watched. After observing the family for 

days the bounty hunters agreed they had discovered fugitives. Armed with “double barrel 

guns” the white mob surrounded the wagon and shouted, “Freedom papers—show your 

papers, and we will let you go.” They summoned the local sheriff to detain, question, and 

ultimately arrest the family.92 These search parties grew notorious and as one of several 

press accounts reported, the “human bloodhounds” often succeeded at “finding their 

victims.”93 

Yet the state’s black population proved resilient in the face of this terror. 

Kidnapped African Americans at times used the Mississippi as a thoroughfare out of 

bondage back into Illinois. Once home, they entered familiar legal channels to escape 

slavery. For example John Singleton “enjoyed and exercised his natural Freedom in the 

state of Illinois . . . from his birth.” However, he “was stolen and kidnapped” and “taken 

as a slave to the state of Alabama.” While in Alabama he “brought suit for freedom” but 

before the “suit could be decided” Singleton “was taken from thence to New Orleans.” 

While in New Orleans he was “held as a slave.” He decided to run to freedom and “went 

on board the Steam Boat America” bound for St. Louis. In a twist of good luck, he was 

held “as a runaway slave” in St. Louis which gave him standing to sue for his 

manumission in Missouri.94 At trial, he called residents of Illinois as witnesses to testify 

                                                
92 “Negro Hunt,” Chicago Western Citizen, September 10, 1842, CHM. Other 

cases exist in the Chicago Western Citizen on August 25, 1846, February 2, 1847, and 
January 18, 1848, CHM.  

93 Chicago Western Citizen, February 19, 1850, CHM.  
94 John Singleton, a free man of color v. Alexander Scott and Robert Lewis, 

November term, 1827, Case 23, p. 1, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit 
Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)]. 
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to his freedom.95 The court freed Singleton on the weight of the evidence and awarded 

him substantial cash damages. Despite seemingly insurmountable obstacles, free and 

fugitive migrations north into Illinois, a legal culture of emancipation, and increasingly 

strong alliances with the state’s white anti-slavery constituency set the stage for slavery’s 

demise.  

Like Singleton, African Americans across the state faced their powerful 

adversaries in the courts but won protracted legal battles. Some seemingly simple cases 

could turn into fierce contests as slaveholders disputed written documents and relied on 

their own witnesses to make legal claims to people. In several instances, free African 

Americans faced the threat of re-enslavement and relied on their relationships with white 

lawyers to escape the threat of bondage. One such case began in 1827. That year Martha 

Prather, a wealthy widow, freed her twenty-four slaves at her death. Her estate’s 

administrator recorded the will at the court of common pleas in Gallatin County. The will 

declared her intention to “restore to their natural liberty . . . [the] negro slaves of mine.”96  

Eight years later, John White, one of Prather’s heir’s, disputed their emancipation and 

attempted to re-enslave the “Prather Negroes.” White asserted that their certificates of 

freedom lacked force because the freed men and women failed to record their papers at 

the county clerk’s office. This case proved extraordinary because the free families 

possessed emancipation papers. Still, White disputed that their documents could be 

enforced and threatened to re-enslave the families.  

                                                
95 Ibid., 10. 
96 Schmook, Gallatin County Slave Register, 20. For instance see self purchase at 

Randolph Country Circuit Court Book A, p. 63, Office of the Circuit Clerk, Chester, 
Illinois; and the death of a master at Randolph County Circuit Court Book A, 35, Office 
of the Circuit Clerk, Chester, Illinois.  
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Henry Eddy defended the “Prather Negroes” in court and secured their freedom 

through a protracted legal battle. The case fostered heated debates, and the local press 

followed it closely. In particular, Chicago’s abolitionist newspapers reported on the case 

speculating the trial was a fait accompli as “there are no abolitionists” in Gallatin County. 

These commentators asserted that if a judge invalidated their freedom certificates, the 

“Prather Negroes” would be carried into a neighboring slave state.97 However, Eddy 

established at trial that Martha Prather was “of sound mind and memory” and that “it was 

her intention to free her negroes.”98 The judge ruled in favor of the two-dozen free 

African Americans and upheld the will as an enforceable document.  

Trials, like the “Prather Negroes’” trial, to prevent re-enslavement mobilized the 

state’s anti-slavery community, and at times its political leaders, to act out against 

slavery. In 1837, a jury in Johnson County indicted Jacob Solomon for kidnapping.99 This 

case alarmed local residents and several leaders of anti-slavery organizations labored to 

locate and return the kidnapped man. In a letter to Governor Joseph Duncan, community 

leaders urged him to demand “from the authorities of Tennessee” that the state extradite 

“a certain Jacob Solomon charged with having kidnapped a negro boy.”100 In this limited 

way, kidnapping inspired Illinois’s abolitionists and pressured their leaders to protect 

black freedom. As local communities identified allies to wage legal battles against human 

bondage and trafficking, they contributed to a new political landscape in the state.  

                                                
97 Chicago Western Citizen, November 9, 1844, CHM.  
98 Agreement of Facts about the Prather Negroes, [n.d.], box 2, Henry Eddy 

Papers, ALPLM. From context this document must have been written around 1835.  
99 Indictment is at Johnson County Circuit Court Book 5, p. 14, Office of the 

Circuit Clerk, Vienna, Illinois.   
100 To His Excellency the Governor of Illinois, September 3, 1835, Governors’ 

Correspondence, September-December 1835, RG 101.006, ISA.  
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With access to freedom networks, unfree African Americans brought cases at 

every level including a series of appeals that reached the Illinois Supreme Court. During 

the 1830s and 1840s, with help from white attorneys, three important cases before the 

high court initiated important legal changes that supported emancipation in the state. 

Each case concerned only a small segment of Illinois black population—children, 

migrants, and the native born. None won a sweeping victory that invalidated the 

indenture system or freed the entire bound population with a single stroke. However, 

these challenges had a cumulative effect and signaled a slow but seismic transition in 

Illinois’s jurisprudence toward emancipation. 

 Tactics that emerged from black legal culture and alliances with white attorneys 

triggered the first of these landmark cases. In 1835, the Court heard a case between 

Barney Hargrave, a black indentured servant, and his master John Choissier. Some 

twenty years earlier, Choissier brought Hargrave into Illinois as a slave to work in the 

Gallatin County salines. However, Choissier did not sign him to an indenture until 

eighteen months later. At that time, Choissier recorded the servitude contract at the court 

of common pleas. Hargrave argued the indenture lacked force because it violated the 

“Act Concern Negroes” which only permitted masters thirty days to record servitude 

contracts. Hargrave deployed a reliable legal strategy that African Americans at local 

levels had used for years. Working with a white attorney, Hargrave hoped to prove a 

specific legal violation to escape bondage. But what at first seemed to be a simple case 

ran into a powerful legal defense.  

Choissier contended that Illinois’s 1818 constitution upheld his title to Hargrave’s 

labor, and argued the contract’s timing had no bearing on its legality. The state 
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constitution stated that servants “shall be held to a specific performance of their contracts 

or indentures.”101 It made no qualifications for coercive or illegal contracts. 

Consequently, he contended that after 1818, state law protected his legal rights and the 

Court could not invalidate the indenture. Choissier conceded that the contract violated the 

1807 “Act Concerning Negroes” at the time Hargave signed it, but he relied on precedent 

to defend his legal title. His argument followed the logic of the 1828 state Supreme Court 

ruling, Phoebe v. William Jay. It held that illegal contracts signed in the territorial period 

could not be invalided.  

In Choissier v. Hargrave the state Supreme Court curtailed its expansive defense 

of contract bondage. The Court upheld the trial verdict and Hargrave won his freedom. 

Specifically, it found that there must be compelling evidence of the “regularity of the 

indentures.” This ruling marked a sharp departure from the Court’s earlier position that 

the state constitution had sanctioned contract bondage regardless of whether it violated 

the “Act Concerning Negroes.” The case also signaled that servants could use the 

courts—even the Supreme Court—successfully to enforce specific provisions of the 1807 

servitude law. In this way, Choissier v. Hargrave, which only freed a single person, 

initiated a critical legal realignment in Illinois. 102 From local courts to the Supreme 

Court, bound workers relied on their legal knowledge and alliances to escape bondage.  

The following year, in 1837, the Supreme Court struck another blow against 

slavery when it handed down a ruling in Boone v. Juliet. The case revolved around three 

children who challenged their servitude on the grounds that, under Illinois law, they 

                                                
101  Richard V. Carpenter, “The Illinois Constitutional Convention of 1818,” 

Illinois State Historical Society Journal 6, no. 3: 28.  
102 John Choisser v. Barney Hargrave, 1836, Case 412, p.6, Illinois State 

Supreme Court Case Files, ISA.  
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could not inherit their mother’s bondage. Like in previous cases, their attorney advanced 

a technical argument. In 1809, their master, William Gaston, relocated from Kentucky to 

Illinois along with their enslaved mother, Juliet. At that time she was younger than 

fifteen-years-old and therefore Gaston held Juliet as a registered servant—not an 

indentured servant—under the terms of the 1807 “Act Concerning Negroes.” Because of 

her age, she did not sign onto a specific term of indenture. Rather Gaston simply recorded 

Juliet as a servant until she reached age twenty-eight. While serving this term, she gave 

birth to three sons. The bound workers contended that because their mother was a 

registered servant her condition of servitude was not heritable. Gaston argued no such 

distinction existed in the law and that the “Act Concerning Negroes” treated indentured 

and registered servants identically.  

The Supreme Court freed the three brothers and ruled that children born to 

registered servants were “unquestionably free.” The Court attached itself to the 

distinction between registered servants and indentured servants. It found that “no 

provision was made affecting the liberty of the children of registered negroes or 

mulattoes.” Consequently, it concluded that they had “little doubt in reference to the 

children of indentured servants, and their liability to serve out the time prescribed by the 

Territorial law.” They continued it was “equally clear, that. . . [the law] could in no way 

alter, abridge, or change the condition of the children of registered servants.” According 

to the Court, only “children born in said Territory of a parent of color, owing service or 

labor by indenture according to law” inherited their mother’s unfree status.103 Together 

with Choissier v. Hargrave these rulings made liberty the presumed status for certain 

                                                
103 Bennington Boon v. Juliet, a woman of color, 1836, Case 406, p. 9-11, 

Supreme Court Case Files, ISA.   
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categories of African Americans. Rather than upholding slaveholders’ power in sweeping 

terms, the Supreme Court forced masters to prove they had secured specific, enforceable 

titles to their human chattel.  

Over the next decade, the Supreme Court expanded its anti-slavery rulings and 

charted a course toward full emancipation. In 1845, roughly a decade after Boon v. Juliet, 

the Supreme Court issued yet another ruling—Jarrot v. Jarrot—which opened routes out 

of bondage to African Americans born in Illinois. Joseph Jarrot had descended from an 

enslaved woman who, three generations earlier, resided in Cahokia. In 1818, Jarrot’s 

mother qualified as a “French Negro” and her master registered her in St. Clair County. 

Jarrot’s lawyer challenged slavery’s heritability and argued “French Negroes’” children 

deserved their freedom. The Supreme Court found that Jarrot could not be held in 

slavery, affording the Chief Justice the “sincere pleasure . . . to break the fetters of the 

slave and declare the captive free.”104 In the decision, the Court explored the nature of 

slavery and freedom in Illinois. It stressed that the laws exempting “French Negroes” 

from emancipation also stated that slavery shall not “hereafter be introduced into this 

State.”105 The Court found that children born into bondage violated that prohibition and 

qualified as the further introduction of slavery into Illinois. Consequently, the ruling held 

that exemptions for “French Negroes” in the state constitution did not extend to their 

children. The justices then expanded their ruling further. They held that slaveholders 

trafficking human chattel into the state for limited periods—even for a day—could no 

longer keep a legal title to their human property. 

                                                
104 Joseph Jarot, alias Pete, a colored man v. Julia Jarot V. Jarrot, 1845, [no case 

number in original], p. 12 Supreme Court Case Files, ISA.  
105 Ibid.  
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In Boon v. Juliet and Jarrot v. Jarrot the Court extended a version of the so-called 

“Somerset principle” into Illinois.106 In their decisions, the Supreme Court established 

precedent that prohibited pro-slave lawyers and judges from interpreting Illinois’s laws to 

protect human bondage. The Court decreed that the legal power over bound workers 

ended at Illinois’s border. As black freedom villages lined Illinois’s boundaries, they 

reworked local landscapes of slavery and freedom. The black legal culture that emerged 

from these villages triggered a transformation in Illinois’s jurisprudence. These two cases 

reversed the Court’s earlier findings, and they curtailed master’s power to enslave 

workers in the state. In three landmark cases, segments of the bound population won their 

legal freedom. Through these cases, recent migrants, black and white, created a new legal 

landscape that empowered African Americans to initiate and win suits for freedom 

against their masters—including at the highest levels.   

As African Americans lived and worked in freedom villages, the black migrants 

who founded these towns forged a presence in Illinois that outlasted their lifetimes. The 

cemetery at Miller Grove is the only remaining remnant of the town. It is tucked away 

inside the Shawnee National Forrest. Most of the grave markers are in disrepair. In some 

cases, only the bases of large obelisks remain because the pillar has crumbled. But those 

bases remind the occasional passerby that this town has a lasting place in Illinois, even if 

much of its history has disappeared along with the gravestones. One of the few graves 

that remain intact belongs to Henry Sydes. He was a free African American born during 

the 1830s and his epitaph testifies to the constant conflict that undergirded Illinois’s 

                                                
106 On the Somerset Principle see Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: 

Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2006), 96-8. 
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transformation into a free. It reads that  “there is hope of a tree that if it be cut down that 

it will sprout again & that the tender branches thereof will not cease.”107 Freedom 

villages offered wells of support for people hoping to embrace freedom in Illinois.  Miller 

Grove, and settlements like it, supported free African Americans who struggled against 

slaveholders attempting to prune the branches of their freedom.  

 

                                                
107 Author’s transcription from the Shawnee National Forrest.   
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Chapter 6: “To Eat the Bread”: Freedom and Re-Enslavement in the Upper 

Mississippi River Valley 

 
In 1840, Nance Cromwell appeared before the Illinois Supreme Court for a 

second time. Twelve years earlier, Thomas Cromwell had owned this African American 

woman as an indentured servant and had sold her at public auction. She disputed her sale 

before the Supreme Court, in Nance, a Negro girl v. John Howard (1828), and challenged 

indentured servitude in the state. Specifically, she had argued that contract bondage 

violated congressional prohibitions on involuntary servitude in Illinois. The justices had 

found for her master and ruled that indentured servitude qualified as voluntary labor. In 

the wake of her defeat, she served out the term of her contract, and became free. Yet after 

Nance exited bondage, she faced the prospect of re-enslavement. In 1839, Cromwell 

attempted to sell Nance as a “servant or slave” to David Bailey. After the sale, Thomas 

Cromwell could not produce a valid indenture, and Nance again disputed her servitude. 

But without manumission papers, she lacked sufficient legal proof of her freedom and her 

former owner turned to the courts to assert his title to her as chattel. Given her earlier 

failure, Nance knew the risks attending litigation for freedom. In her second suit, what 

Nance needed most was a good lawyer.  

She received able legal counsel when Abraham Lincoln represented her in the 

suit. As Lincoln made a case for Nance’s freedom, he could not have known that roughly 

twenty years later he would once again argue about slavery and freedom with one of the 

justices of the state Supreme Court: Stephen A. Douglas. In this, their first known 

exchange about slavery, the two men agreed—Nance could not be held in bondage. In 

1841, the Court ruled in Nance’s favor and protected her free status. Although she lacked 
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a certificate of freedom, the Court held that “the presumption of law was, in this state, 

that every person was free without regard to color.” The justices continued that the law 

presumed her freedom and that it was “incumbent upon the plaintiff” to show that “she 

was bound to service.”1 With this ruling, the Court struck a deathblow against 

slaveholders’ power and made freedom the normative legal condition for black people in 

Illinois. Cromwell lacked a legal title to Nance, the court invalidated the sale, and she 

escaped bondage for a second time. In two cases before the Supreme Court, Nance’s life 

had validated contract bondage in 1828 and in 1840 helped dismantle slaveholders’ 

power. In the years between, Illinois became a free society.  

Illinois’s former slaveholders nevertheless clung to what power they could and 

used it to constrain abolition. In myriad ways, they re-enslaved freedmen and women. 

Cromwell saw fit to sell Nance to another master in Illinois, but the vast majority of 

former slaveholders sold African Americans into bondage in the Lower Mississippi River 

Valley. Defending against emancipation, slaveholders sold their human property into the 

South rather than free them in Illinois. Even as they could no longer beat back the state’s 

broad array of black and white anti-slavery advocates, they retained ties to bordering 

slave societies that thirsted for labor. Over the decades, former masters grew more 

aggressive, and their networks of human trafficking become more sophisticated. As mid-

century approached, a great engine of re-enslavement and forced migration churned in 

the Mississippi River Valley.2 The kidnappings spread beyond the immediate border 

                                                
1 David Bailey v. William Cromwell et. al., 1841, [no case number], Supreme 

Court Case Files, Illinois State Archives, Springfield, Illinois. Hereafter ISA.  
2 In total there is specific evidence for 65 instances of kidnappings. This 

drastically understates the phenomenon for three reasons. First, it relies most heavily on 
criminal indictments reported as part of the Court’s docket book that do not give details 
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regions and into the interior of the state. As slavery disappeared from the state, not all 

African Americans entered freedom.  

Although masters terrorized free African Americans, kidnappers did not go 

unchallenged. Illinois’s civic society and political class labored to combat re-

enslavement. For nearly thirty years, juries handed down kidnapping indictments, doing 

so ever more frequently as the decades pressed on. In the late 1840s, juries across the 

state indicted kidnappers at a pace of two per month. Facing the threat of kidnapping, 

African Americans filed freedom suits and anti-slavery advocates, black and white, 

mobilized press campaigns and search parties for kidnapped people. Kidnappings 

awakened these freedom networks and created political changes in the state that, in time, 

drew Illinois’s governors and other political leaders into the national debate over black 

freedom. These impressive efforts to dismantle human trafficking yielded few results. 

The torrid rate of kidnapping represented masters’ last-ditch attempt to preserve the 

vestiges of slavery in Illinois. As the century pressed on, African Americans faced 

seemingly insurmountable assaults on their freedom. 

Nance was one of hundreds of African Americans who faced re-enslavement and 

the threat of deportation to the cotton south. She was captured in the indiscriminate 

                                                
about the cases. Consequently, it is possible that more than one person was kidnapped in 
any given entry. Second, press accounts will at times be unspecific and simply discuss “a 
family” or a “group” of black people being kidnapped. Last, there are counties with 
missing records meaning there were certainly kidnappings that have left no extant record.  
For example Hardin County, Illinois was adjacent to Pope and Gallatin Counties which 
recorded several criminal indictments each, but Hardin County has no extant records 
from this period due to a fire in 1884. It is my estimation that well over 100 people, and 
perhaps 200, were kidnapped. In total, I have looked for evidence of kidnapping practices 
in 104 suits for freedom filed in the St. Louis Circuit Court between 1820 and 1848, in 33 
newspapers published both in Illinois and in other major U.S. cities, and in 16 county 
courthouses, all of which are listed in the bibliography.  
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human trafficking networks that ushered hundreds of African Americans into slavery. 

Nance’s case proved extraordinary for the attention it received from the Supreme Court, 

but it exemplified how re-enslavement hovered as a looming threat. African Americans 

defended against that threat only with the aid of powerful allies, such as Lincoln. In the 

lower courts, local prosecutors and juries joined in the struggle to defend emancipation in 

the face of kidnappers’ power. Even with a well-coordinated support network, black 

freedom was always fragile. Importantly, the freedom networks that dismantled human 

bondage persisted to shape African Americans’ embrace of freedom. But into the 1850s, 

those networks had uneven effects and could not prevent masters’ broad assault on 

freedom and constraining emancipation’s promise in Illinois.  

*********** 

As mid-century approached, Illinois developed a statewide abolition movement 

that shaped contests over emancipation. In 1837, an Illinois state anti-slavery convention 

issued a Declaration of Sentiments and triggered a broad expansion in activism. At the 

time of the meeting, Illinois had only three anti-slavery organizations, a number that grew 

steadily in the coming decades.3 As one historian concluded, before the convention, 

abolition “could not have been weaker or more unpopular in [white] Illinois.”4 By the late 

1840s, powerful anti-slavery organizations had formed in Chicago and the state boasted a 

growing list of abolitionist newspapers, including the Genius of Liberty published in 

Lowell, Illinois and the Western Citizen published in Chicago. Anti-slavery sentiment 

reshaped the state’s politics and a new political party—the Liberty Party—became widely 

                                                
3 Foner, The Fiery Trial, 22. 
4 Ibid., 26.  
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popular in northern segments of the state.5 According to another historian, “the Liberty 

Party in Illinois at the end of 1847 was the fastest growing and among the most united in 

the country.”6  

 This explosion of political power in Chicago did little to subdue former 

slaveholders in southern Illinois. They clung to any possible means that afforded them 

profit from black labor and discovered that trafficking their workers southward made for 

good business. Facing an onslaught from anti-slavery societies, masters sold their bound 

workers into the Mississippi River Valley and created an elaborate system of human 

trafficking that targeted free African Americans.7 As the state’s legal system began to 

afford African Americans access to freedom, slaveholders diverted their human chattel 

into the Deep South. Former masters used family networks to transfer slaves out of 

Illinois, forged connections with merchants in St. Louis, and relied on steam travel to sell 

human cargo in New Orleans. In time, these forced-migration networks spread across the 

state, and gangs of kidnappers roamed the state in search of prey. During the 1840s, the 

Mississippi River became a border between free and slave societies, but it also operated 

as a bridge between two increasingly disparate societies. Ironically, as Illinois became a 

free state during the 1840s, some African Americans in Illinois fell deeper into slavery. 

                                                
5 Reinhard O. Johnson, The Liberty Party 1840-1848: Antislavery Third Party 

Politics in the United States (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2009), 192-
4. 

6 Ibid., 199.  
7 The legal record in highly variable. Information about kidnappings appears in 

two collections of records. The first are court proceedings, called either Circuit Court 
Books or Order Books. These records give very little information about the cases, except 
for the charge and the names of the parties. For details about the indictment, witnesses, or 
facts of the case, the actual case file is necessary. In some counties these have survived, 
while in others they are not extant. I have looked for criminal indictments in thirteen 
Illinois counties, which are listed in the public records section of the bibliography.  
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Map 5: Map of Illinois, 1861 
 

 

John Bachman, A Bird’s Eye View of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers (New York: 
A. Rumpf, 1861). This 1861 map of Southern Illinois depicts the state’s proximity 
to the Lower Mississippi River Valley. Cairo, Illinois, is the town at the junction 
of the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers, and at the horizon Memphis, Tennessee looms 
large.  
 

The booming cotton economy in the Lower Mississippi River Valley provided an 

outlet for these kidnapped people. During the first third of the nineteenth century, 

Illinois’s plantation economy gradually shrunk. Meanwhile, at the opposite end of the 

Mississippi River, the cotton economy thirsted for slave labor as the United States opened 

up the Deep South.8 As a new plantation economy emerged, masters across the nation 

collectively sold over a million enslaved African Americans from the eastern seaboard 
                                                

8 On the rise of the cotton south see Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American 
Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2007).  
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into the new cotton south. More than any other group, masters in Virginia saw an 

opportunity to profit from their surplus enslaved labor through this trade.9 Like their 

counterparts in the east, slaveholders in Illinois profited from the cotton revolution. As 

enslaved men and women dismantled systems of human bondage in Illinois, masters 

retaliated by selling them into new plantation economies rather than freeing them. Over 

time this lucrative trade grew, and a wider cast of planters, slave merchants, and bounty 

hunters profited from kidnapping servants and free African Americans into slavery. Many 

of Illinois’s slaves, especially its “French Negroes,” were sent back to lower Louisiana. 

By the 1840s and 1850s, the “French Negroes” and their ancestors had lived in Illinois 

for over a century, and been grandfathered in as slaves under Illinois’s 1818 constitution. 

As human trafficking escalated during the mid-nineteenth century, this special category 

of slaves were sent back to the Lower Mississippi River where their eighteenth-century 

ancestors had once resided.  

Children often had the easiest path out of bondage, and they consequently became 

prime targets for human traffickers. To cite one instance among several, in 1832, Elijah 

Mitchell carried Michael and his brother Anson to St. Louis.10 Both brothers had been 

born in Illinois during the 1810s to a black woman named Mathilda. Mitchell owned their 

mother as an indentured servant and consequently made claims to Michael and Anson’s 

labor as well. But Mitchell did not register them as servants and consequently had 

tenuous legal authority to hold them in bondage. To preempt a freedom suit, he 

                                                
9 On this “second middle passage” see Ira Berlin Generations of Captivity: A 

History of African American Slaves (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 177-
96.  

10 Michael, a boy of color v. Elijah Mitchell, July term, 1832, Case 48, p. 1 Circuit 
Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-St. Louis 
Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)].  
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kidnapped them into St. Louis. There, the brothers initiated a suit for freedom, and the St. 

Louis judge issued a “warrant for kidnapping” against Elijah Mitchell.11 During the case, 

Mathilda “established her freedom” to the satisfaction of the judge, which in turn 

provided her children ample evidence to win their liberty.12 

Building on these trends, masters frequently relied on family ties to transfer both 

children and adult slaves into neighboring societies. In a typical example, Pierre Menard 

transferred his indentured servant, Aspasia, from his residence in Illinois to his son-in-

law in St. Louis. Once there, Aspasia filed a suit for freedom against her new master, who 

planned “to carry . . . [her] on board the steam boat America” and sell her “down the river 

out of the boundaries of this state for the purpose of preventing. . . [Aspasia] from 

instituting suit for and obtaining her freedom.”13 Like scores of other men and women, 

when Aspasia approached the brink of freedom, she fell into established networks of 

slavery and deportation. 

Over time, these nascent kidnapping networks matured. Illinois masters 

developed ties with slave traders in St. Louis. These commercial relationships spanning 

the Mississippi facilitated African Americans’ removal from Illinois. In one such 

instance, the former Illinois lieutenant governor, Pierre Menard, sent his slave Agatha to 

a slave trader in St. Louis. Agatha had been born around 1812 in Illinois. The 1807 “Act 

                                                
11 Ibid., 5.  
12 Mathilda, a woman of color v. Elijah Mitchell, July term, 1832, Case 47, p. 1 

Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-
St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 
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13 Aspasia a woman of color v. Francois Choteau, July term, 1827, Case 24, p. 7, 
Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State Archives-
St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu  (February 
2011)] . 
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Concerning Negroes” entitled her to freedom when she reached the age of twenty-eight. 

In 1835, as her term neared its completion, Menard illegally sold Agatha to a slave trader 

in St. Louis. Her new owner intended to “run her out of this state” and “dispose of her as 

a slave.”14 Agatha appealed to a local attorney who filed suit to prevent her removal—but 

the outcome of the case is not known, perhaps because her master succeeded in selling 

her. By sending her to Missouri, Menard, like so many other masters, had skillfully 

protected his human chattel. In another such case, a “negro trader” kidnapped Michael 

Edwards, a free African American who resided in Kaskaskia, with the intent to “sell him 

as a slave in one of the more Southern States.”15  

Known slave merchants created a regular trade with Illinois masters and, over 

time, accelerated their commerce in human cargo. Time and again, a diverse cast of 

slaves brought the same masters and slave merchants into court. In one instance, an 

enslaved man named George Relfe initiated a suit after falling into one of these forced 

migration networks. His master had brought him to Illinois from Virginia and waited 

several months before signing him to an indenture. When Relfe attempted to escape 

slavery by suing, his master shipped him out of Illinois “to be sold to Scott and [illegible] 

of St. Louis, who were to put him on board one of their steam boats.”16 In another case, 

the same merchant, Scott, arranged for a servant from Illinois named Tenor Washington 

                                                
14 Agnis, also known as Agathe, v. Pierre Menard, November term, 1835, Case 3, 

p.1, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, Missouri State 
Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State [http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu 
(February 2011)]. 

15 Ibid. 
16 George Relfe, a man of color v. Thompson H. Ficklin, July term, 1828, Case 64, 
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to leave St. Louis. Washington had been an indentured servant in Illinois, but as her term 

expired she was sold to Scott. While in St. Louis, her new owner imprisoned her as a 

slave. She attempted to escape and brought a freedom suit, but the trader would not wait 

for “the case . . . [to be] decided.” Instead, he chose to “send her down the river 

forthwith.” Her attorney confirmed that he “believes said Scott will do so unless 

restrained.”17 The case abruptly ended without a verdict—suggesting that Washington 

entered the networks of human trafficking in the Mississippi River Valley.  

As mid-century approached, kidnappers expanded their targets from slaves 

attempting to escape bondage to Illinois’s free black population. Gangs of kidnappers 

grew more aggressive, roaming the countryside and terrorizing freed men and women. 

The specter of these kidnappers became part of life in freedom for countless African 

Americans. In an 1845 case, “a gang of kidnappers” struck one of the state’s free black 

towns and abducted “two colored persons who were furnished by courts of this State with 

papers of freedom.” These “bloodhounds” seized an “inoffending man” named Randall 

and another un-identified freeman. Randall’s captors snatched him from an “abolition 

settlement” and in Missouri put him up “sale the same week.” Before taking these victims 

into slave country, the gang rested at John Logan’s house near Jacksonville. While there, 

these kidnappers hoped to abduct “another named Henry, now at Belleville.” However, 

Henry managed to escape by some means. According to the press account, this gang 

contained professionals which had targeted at least “forty-four” free blacks  “which they 

                                                
17 Tenor Washington, a woman of color v. Henry Scott and John Emerson, July 

term, 1832, Case 18, p.1, Circuit Court Case Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk-St. Louis, 
Missouri State Archives-St. Louis Office of the Secretary of State 
[http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu (February 2011)]. 
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would have taken out of this state.”18 One abolitionist newspaper reported “it is no 

unusual occurrence for free colored persons in the Free states to be kidnapped and 

consigned to perpetual slavery.”19 

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 further alarmed free black and white residents of 

the state. In the wake of a decade-and-a-half of escalating kidnapping, countless residents 

feared an onslaught of human trafficking. The law, passed as part of a larger regional 

compromise in 1850, gave slave catchers federal authority to pursue runaways into the 

North. It also established a new federal bureaucracy by commissioning officials to 

oversee the extradition of fugitives. Most significantly to abolitionists, African 

Americans were barred from testifying in their defense and masters did not have to 

provide written proof that the captured person was their slave. Moreover, the federal 

commissioners earned a ten dollar fee per head if the runaway was returned to his or her 

owner. If, however, a slave catcher wrongly detained a free African American as a 

runaway, the catcher would only earn a federal commission of five dollars per head. 

Abolitionists argued the trials for enslaved people were not fair and that the law provided 

a financial incentive for kidnapping because establishing an African American’s freedom 

meant sacrificing half the commission. The statistics confirm much of this impression: 

only a tiny minority of people escaped their apprehension.20  

                                                
18 Chicago Western Citizen, February 20, 1845, CHM.  
19 Chicago Western Citizen, May 12, 1841, CHM.  
20 On the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, see Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding 

Republic: An Account of the United States Government Relations to Slavery (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), chap. 8; and Stephen Kantrowitz, More than Freedom: 
Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White Republic (New York: Penguin, 2012), chaps. 5-
6. On the risk of kidnapping, see also Tomas P. Slaughter, Bloody Dawn: The Christiana 
Riot and Racial Violence in the Antebellum North (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994), chap. 3.  
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In the wake of the Fugitive Slave Act, professional kidnappers fanned out across 

the state and exercised unfettered power to seize and traffic the state’s free black 

population into slave country. During the 1850s, a spike in kidnapping indictments 

appeared across the state.21 Moreover, African Americans from the center of the state and 

farther north increasingly fell victim to kidnapping. For instance in 1851, a jury indicted 

Ephrian Snider for kidnapping a “colored child” name Mathilda out of Williamson 

County, near present-day Carbondale in the south central portion of the state. Mathilda’s 

case represented the first recorded kidnapping in this county. In the wake of the new law 

other jurisdictions also confronted kidnapping for the first time.22 Two kidnappings 

occurred in 1851 in Pulaski County, and a few years later Massac County recorded its 

first kidnapping indictment.23  

Amid this black deportment, re-enslaved people took their legal culture and 

resources with them to the South and continued working toward emancipation. Like 

countless other enslaved men and women in Illinois, they assembled freedom networks, 

turned to the courts, and relied on legal knowledge to escape slavery. In one such case, 

enslaved African Americans named Charles and Betsy had been freed by their master and 

resided in Kaskaskia. They were in “the enjoyment of their freedom” as “residents of the 

                                                
21 In addition to those listed in the rest of this paragraph, see Alexander County 

Circuit Court Book B, p. 488, and Alexander County Circuit Court Book C, p. 51, Office 
of the Circuit Clerk, Cairo, Illinois, and Gallatin County Order Book M, p. 51, Office of 
the Circuit Clerk, Shawneetown, Illinois.  

22 People v. Ephraim Snider, CR—040—1851, Records of the Circuit Clerk, 
Williamson County Historical Society, Marion, Illinois.  

23 For instance see October 7, 1851, People v. Marchus Burtin and William Brien, 
Pulaski County Order Book, Office of the Circuit Clerk, Mound City, Illinois; see also 
People v. Henry Edwards and Asa Bungardner, 1857—CF—008 and People v. Jacob 
Gates and Benjamin Davis 1859—CF—015, Office of the Circuit Clerk, Massac County, 
Metropolis, Illiinois; and Alexander County Circuit Court Book C, p. 239, Office of the 
Circuit Clerk, Cairo, Illinois.  
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State of Illinois.” However, when their former master relocated to New Orleans, he 

forced Charles and Betsy back into slavery, taking them south with him. In Louisiana 

Charles and Betsy initiated a lawsuit for their freedom. The enslaved couple identified 

witnesses to testify to their kidnapping. During the trial, their allies in Illinois submitted 

depositions and confirmed that Charles and Betsy once had resided in “Prarie du Rocher 

in the state of Illinois.” These social connections proved critical as the jury in the Natchez 

District freed them and awarded the couple $600 in damages.24  

For decades, free African Americans lived on the margins of slavery just as they 

resided on the borders of slave states. Faced with an onslaught from their former masters, 

black men and women struck back and attracted support from a growing white 

constituency hoping to defend black freedom. African Americans and their allies waged a 

protracted battle against kidnapping. Abolitionist newspaper editors organized press 

campaigns to raise awareness, and this growing chorus shaped political responses to 

kidnappings. White anti-slavery allies organized search parties and attempted to recover 

free African Americans before they were removed from the state. Local juries indicted 

kidnappers and sought to imprison them. And on rare occasion, kidnapped people were 

returned to their homes in Illinois. Despite this groundswell of support, there were limits 

to what black and white anti-slavery organizers could accomplish. There is no extant 

evidence that any kidnapper was ever convicted. Family members of kidnapped victims 

often found that once their case faded from the headlines, few in the community 

                                                
24 Charles and Betsy v. Rocheblane [sic], Records of the Fourth Judicial Court, 

Case 1387, Office of the Circuit Clerk of Iberville Parish, Plaquemine, Louisiana.  I 
would like to thank Professor Kimberly Welch for calling this document to my attention.  
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continued their efforts to seek justice. And the vast majority of kidnapped African 

Americans never made it home—even when powerful allies came to their aid.  

In 1842, a major trial began after a gang seized Maria Adams and her family. The 

trial animated abolitionists and pro-slavery advocates alike, inspired a paper war as the 

local press aired divisions in the community, and shaped the politics of the state when the 

case reached the governor’s desk. Since the 1810s, Maria and her husband Charles 

Adams had lived in Illinois, first as unfree and then as free workers. In 1818, former 

governor Ninian Edwards signed Maria and Charles to an indenture contract for sixteen 

and twenty years respectively.25 During the 1820s, Governor Edwards sold these servants 

to James Wright in Gallatin County. In 1835, when Charles and Maria Adams exited their 

contracts, they secured freedom papers and recorded them at the Gallatin County 

courthouse. In 1842, John Crenshaw, however, kidnapped and sold a group of African 

Americans from Gallatin County who were “free by the law of the land.”26 Within this 

group, Crenshaw delivered nine members of the Adams family to a trader named Simon 

Kuykendall who in turn sold them into slavery for $2,000.27  

The state’s press sounded the alarm and covered this case in great detail. 

According to the local paper, the Shawneetown Illinois Republican, Crenshaw and 

Kuykendall had seized “seven or eight children, along with their mother Maria [who] 

were kidnapped and carried to Texas.”28 The journalist reported, the “Negroes . . . were 

                                                
25 Rebecca Schmook ed., Gallatin County, Illinois Slave Register, 1815-1839, 

(Equality, Il: Saline County Genealogical Society, 1994), 61.  
26 “Negrophobia,” Shawneetown Illinois Republican, April 9, 1842, ALPLM.  
27 A. Cronk saw the Negroes Delivered, [n.d.], box 2, Henry Eddy Papers, 

ALPLM.  
28 “Negrophobia,” Shawneetown Illinois Republican, April 9, 1842, ALPLM. It 

should be noted that this local paper was Democratic in its partisan leanings.  
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stopped and kept in confinement several days . . .  [and] handcuffed, or tied and put in a 

wagon.” The press speculated “if it had been an honest and legal transaction” would the 

purchaser “come in the Night? Would the negroes have been tied, for the purpose of 

taking them a few miles?”29 Another paper published in Springfield concluded that these 

“negroes were shipped for the lower country, probably to be sold in perpetual slavery.”30 

This case concerned white opponents of slavery in Gallatin County and one of them 

wrote a prominent attorney, hoping to use his considerable legal skills to aid the whole 

family who had been “run off to Texas.”31  

The case quickly became a local flashpoint. Sympathizers with the Adams family 

sprang into action and worked to rescue this family from bondage. Quickly, a grand jury 

in Gallatin County indicted both Crenshaw and Kuykendall for kidnapping and their trials 

began.32 The judge wanted to see the accused stand trial. He took the unusual step of 

issuing a bench order that the case be referred to the proper offices “to make a requisition 

on the Governor of Texas” to extradite Kuykendall from Texas.33 While this order 

worked its way through the proper legal channels, the local attorney began prosecuting 

John Crenshaw, who remained in Illinois. Lawyers, judges, newspaper editors, and 

members of the Adams family that were still in Illinois remained cautiously optimistic 

that they could undo this wrong. 

                                                
29 Ibid. 
30 Springfield Sangamo Journal, April 22, 1842, ALPLM.     
31 John Marshall to Henry Eddy, January 10, 1847, Henry Eddy File, James 

Cornelius Papers, Illinois History and Lincoln Collection.  
32 Gallatin County Order Book M, p.8-9, Office of the Circuit Clerk, 

Shawneetown, Illinois.  
33 Ibid.  
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Amid this broad base of support, the Adams family that remained in Gallatin 

County took extraordinary steps to locate Maria Adams in Texas. Growing impatient 

with the slow machinations of the judicial system, Maria’s husband and her brother took 

it upon themselves to recover her from slavery. Trying desperately to glean any 

information regarding Maria’s whereabouts, Crenshaw was “assaulted by a brother of 

those he had sold.” Charles and Nelson Adams, Maria’s husband and brother, were not 

satisfied with the information the kidnapper provided, and the stakes escalated when “a 

day or two before Crenshaw’s trial his steam mill at Cypress was burnt down.” But 

Charles and Nelson soon discovered local sympathy for the Adams cause had its limits. 

Their actions alienated the white community and support for the Adams family vanished. 

Crenshaw’s defenders in turn struck back against free blacks in Gallatin County. Calling 

themselves the “regulators,” gangs of white men indiscriminately accosted free blacks. 

The day after Crenshaw’s mill burned, one of Crenshaw’s local allies stormed into the 

house of an “unoffending old negro” and began “whipping him.”34 While Crenshaw 

stood trial, racial violence spread across Gallatin County.  

Amid this turmoil, the grand jury indicted the Charles and Nelson for assault and 

battery and the local attorney continued to prosecute Crenshaw. The outcomes of these 

two criminal proceedings exposed the constraints on black freedom and the handicaps 

African Americans faced in local courts. Kuykendall never stood trial in Gallatin County, 

and authorities in Texas did little to track down Maria Adams. The jury acquitted John 

Crenshaw despite the evidence against him. The editor of the Shawneetown Illinois 

Republican reported that it was “believed by many” that Crenshaw “connived at this 

                                                
34 “Negrophobia,” Shawneetown Illinois Republican, April 8, 1842, ALPLM. 
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abduction.”35 Meanwhile, a second jury convicted Charles and Nelson Adams for 

assaulting Crenshaw. As the local attorney Henry Eddy later pointed out, their defense 

lawyer “was an old school-master who had once been licensed to practice law.” Eddy, 

bluntly stated, “of course the defense was weak and inefficient.”36As Crenshaw left the 

courthouse a free man, the judge sentenced Charles and Nelson Adams to prison. All the 

while, Maria and her children remained in slavery.  

Four years passed, and tensions cooled. As the case slipped from memory, several 

prominent citizens began a concerted effort to convince the governor to pardon the 

Adams brothers. Benjamin and Ninian Wirt Edwards—children of the former governor 

who knew Charles and Maria from when their father owned them—wrote the sitting 

governor urging clemency. The Edwards brothers asserted that Charles and Nelson 

Adams were “proper subjects for executive clemency” and declared that they would view 

a pardon as “a great personal favor.”37 Local townspeople added their efforts to this 

cause. Some wrote the governor and explained that a pardon would enable the Adams 

brothers to work to bring Maria and her children back from Texas where they were 

“made slaves for life.”38 In 1845, Governor Thomas Ford acquiesced. On his final day in 

office, the Adams brothers won executive clemency. The next year, Henry Eddy gathered 

the necessary documents from the local court and provided certified copies to the family 

                                                
35 Ibid.  
36 Henry Eddy to Thomas Ford, December 8, 1846, Charles Adams Executive 

Clemency Files (1846), Illinois State Archives, Springfield, Illinois. Hereafter ISA.  
37 To His Excellency the Governor, [n.d.], Charles Adams Executive Clemency 

Files (1846), ISA. 
38 Ibid. 
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members so that there would be “proof of Charles Adams’ freedom.”39 Adams no doubt 

clung to these documents out of fear that Crenshaw would target him next.  

Confronting the reality that no one was safe from kidnappers and that legal 

proceedings seldom won justice, the state’s antislavery networks initiated a press 

campaign to expose the threat within their borders. In one newspaper article after another, 

writers decried the “monarchy” of “the oppressor’s arm” that reached into Illinois as 

residents from neighboring states kidnapped Illinois’s free black residents. They 

lamented how time and again the “blood-hound of the slaveholder . . . without process or 

charge of a crime, save a colored skin” crossed into Illinois, seized free blacks, and 

dragged them into slave country.40 The press also remained vigilant and publicized 

kidnappings to make its point about slaveholders’ lingering power in Illinois. To cite one 

example of many, the press erupted when a boy named Gabriel was “decoyed away from 

Peoria” in the center of the state and taken by a man traveling to “Morgan County, 

Alabama.”41 Likewise an issue of William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator discussed similar 

instances of kidnapping out of Gallatin County. It reported that “four free negro children” 

between eighteen and five years of age “were kidnapped and carried off from Gallatin 

County.” The account continued that “the Father . . . was tied while the children were 

taken away.” The article concluded, “the kidnapping . . . is regularly organized and is 

increasing.” 42  

                                                
39 Eddy to Ford, December 8, 1846, Charles Adams Executive Clemency Files 

(1846), ISA.  
40 Chicago Western Citizen, August 22, 1844, CHM.  
41 Chicago Western Citizen, August 24, 1846, CHM.  
42 Boston Liberator, May 18, 1849, DLC.  
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As kidnappers struck against free African Americans, gangs of liberators 

organized to pursue slave catchers and liberate kidnapped people. In Ottawa, Illinois, in 

the north central portion of the state, “a free negro man” and his wife and children were 

“overtaken by a Missouri man-hunter, who took forcible possession of the woman and 

children as his property.” The slave-catcher had the family declared runaways and 

“lodged in a jail” and “without trial . . . in irons they were put into a stage coach . . . 

guarded to keep off the abolitionists and were taken away.” White residents in Ottawa 

mobilized to spare this family the fate so many others faced. “Some legal proceedings 

were attempted to set the man free” and “the kidnapper was arrested.”43 Using the courts 

to protect black freedom, white residents in Ottawa spared the African American family 

from the auction block.  

Liberation groups like the one in Ottawa mounted the only obstacle between 

African Americans’ movement from freedom to slavery. In one instance, George Calvert, 

a “notorious kidnapper” and professional bounty hunter who purportedly had “stolen 

negroes even from Canada,” led a group of kidnappers that accosted Lucinda Lea despite 

the fact she had “obtained her freedom.” 44 One afternoon Lea travelled from her home in 

Jacksonville to a neighboring farm and stopped “at a house for a short time” when “three 

men rode by.” One of the men “took her hand and hauled her out” of the house “calling 

her his property.” The house descended into chaos as its members scrambled to save her, 

but the kidnappers beat them back. They hauled Lea across the state, but her friends 

“gave notice to the friends of human rights of the affair.” Immediately, local residents 
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1841, ALPLM.  
44 Chicago Western Citizen, August 12, 1843, CHM.  
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organized a search party. “Four or five individuals were engaged and supplied with 

horses” and pursued this professional bounty man.45 They suspected Calvert would 

follow familiar routes out of the state “going to St. Louis by the way of Carlinville and 

Edwardsville.” Hot on Calvert’s trail, they managed to catch him, but he was “armed 

with an eight barreled pistol and two bowie knives.” A struggle ensued, and they arrested 

the bounty hunter, returning Lea to her home at Jacksonville.  

As the public campaign against kidnapping mounted, legal authorities arrested 

and imprisoned kidnapers as part of the state’s response to this growing threat. In June 

1848, a free black man “in the field at work” in Randolph County was encountered by 

two men “from Missouri by the by the name of Cook and Sims,” who “seized and tried to 

manacle him.” They then “dragged” him across the field. But the African American man 

“proved too strong for them both.” With some struggle, “he loosed their hold and made 

for home.” A passerby “happened to be in sight at the time of the scuffle, and soon 

notified the villagers,” who attempted to “rescue the man.” Sims and Cook insisted that 

“he was a runaway” and they intended to collect the reward of “four hundred dollars.”  

When a town person replied that “he could prove that he was born in this State and the 

they knew him to be free.” Cook produced a “double barreled shot gun” and the two 

made their escape. The villagers summoned the local authorities to ensure that “such an 

audacious outrage should not go unrebuked: “a warrant was issued” and Cook and Sims 

were arrested “for kidnapping.”46 The press campaigns had their intended effect: 

communities rallied to defend free African Americans and courts began to prosecute 

kidnappers with increasing regularity.  

                                                
45 Ibid.  
46 Chicago Western Citizen, Chicago, June 2, 1848, CHM.  
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Despite a groundswell against human trafficking in local districts across the state, 

sobering limits to community action curtailed efforts to protect black freedom. Amid 

swelling docket books and frequent indictments for kidnapping, at trial the prosecution 

commonly failed to secure convictions. Time and again, in counties that spanned the state 

prosecutions faltered. In 1848, a jury indicted John Stewart for kidnapping, and the judge 

proceeded to issue a warrant for his arrest because he failed to appear at his trial.47 

Stewart had presumably taken them out of the state and therefore could not be brought to 

trial. Other cases stumbled due to a lack of acceptable legal evidence. In one case, Union 

County jury indicted a man named Hampton Johnson for kidnapping an African 

American man.48 On the opposite side of the state in Gallatin County, a prosecutor 

secured an indictment for Ron Arrington on a count of kidnapping.49 Neither indictment 

ended with a conviction at trial. As one abolitionist journal concluded, in many cases, the 

kidnappers “are well known but they cannot be punished, on account of the 

disqualification of negroes as witnesses.”50  

Indicted parties relied on black and white allies to mount their defense, further 

frustrating prosecutors in search of justice. In several cases, white witnesses testified that 

a kidnapped person was in fact a runaway slave—something virtually impossible to 

disprove. In one case of many, a jury in Pope County indicted William Sharp for 

kidnapping “a colored man named Clem” and trafficking him into Kentucky. The 
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prosecution called witnesses to its case, but the defense contended that Clem had run 

away from his master in Tennessee and Sharp simply returned him. They submitted a 

series of affidavits stating that David Fowler, a Tennessee slaveholder, had lost “a black 

boy, a slave” named Clem,and had “advertised” his absence “in a public newspaper.”51 

The judge instructed the jury that they needed evidence the indicted party had “felonious 

intent” to kidnap Clem. Lacking authoritative proof of either the defendant’s intent or 

how Clem arrived in Illinois, the jury acquitted Sharp.52  

Adding anguish to these acquittals, prosecutors and judges only rarely tracked 

down kidnapping victims and returned them to their homes and families. One of the few 

successful reunions highlights how free African Americans led the community responses 

to kidnappings and were instrumental in coordinating anti-kidnapping activities. Free 

blacks took out newspaper advertisements asking for witnesses to come forward. They 

signed petitions calling for human traffickers to be brought to justice and they worked 

with local attorneys to gather evidence for the prosecution.53 They also filed civil suits 

against captors to try and harness anti-slavery networks to reunite their families torn 

asunder. In several cases, free African Americans animated the state’s anti-slavery 

constituency and freed re-enslaved people even though the kidnappers won acquittals on 

their charges.  

Elijah Morris’s response to his family’s kidnapping was an exemplary case that 

illuminates how communities at times rallied behind the families of kidnapped African 
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53 See, for instance, the prosecution of Jacob Solomon in which local citizens 

petitioned for justice. To His Excellency the Governor of Illinois, September 3, 1835, 
Governors’ Correspondence, September-December 1835, RG 101.006, ISA 



 207 

Americas and won their return from slavery. In 1841, Morris relocated to Pope County 

after gaining his freedom in Tennessee. With his wife and ten children he became a free 

landholder in the county. This free black family resided outside of Golconda, not far from 

the free black settlement at Miller Grove. They had lived there for a little over a year until 

“some daring scoundrels entered” Morris’s house and stole $600 in cash and kidnapped 

four of his children: Katherine, Martha, David, and James. 54  The assailants  proceeded to 

“forcibly steal and take” each of them “into the State of Missouri.”55 Later investigations 

reveal that the gang took the children to Cape Girardeau on the west bank of the 

Mississippi River before carrying them into the Deep South.56  

 Immediately, Morris bought a newspaper advertisement pleading for 

information identifying the perpetrators. Several months later, he took a second 

advertisement and offered a $300 reward “for such information as will lead to the 

recovery of said children or to the conviction of the offenders.”57 Seventeen white allies 

signed his plea for assistance—including John Raum, the county Judge. The press 

campaign had their intended affect. The following year, a jury indicted William Vaughn 

for kidnapping these four children and the next year six other members of his gang faced 

criminal indictments.58  
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Before the trial commenced, Morris repeatedly pressed Vaughn for information 

about his children’s whereabouts. According to a local history, Vaughn disclosed that the 

four children had been sold in St. Louis and then taken to Mississippi.59 Elijah Morris 

traveled to the Deep South, located his children and returned them Pope County. His 

family’s return no doubt heartened Elijah Morris. But he also knew that the kidnappers’ 

fate still hung in the balance and their allies could strike again at any time. Compounding 

this fear, there is no record the jury convicted Vaughn. Morris’s heroic efforts to find his 

four children reflect that local communities occasionally restore people to their 

freedom—but they only did so rarely and through considerable effort. With a press 

campaign, ties with powerful white allies, and substantial money put toward rewards, 

Morris found his children and reclaimed them from bondage.  

Even with the strongest political allies, kidnapped African Americans rarely won 

return to their homes. Certain extraordinary human trafficking cases came to the attention 

of the state’s governors. These cases mobilized powerful political leaders to defend free 

African Americans, but even the state’s leaders failed to make headway against the 

forced black exodus. In 1848, three men kidnapped Wade, a slave from Cairo, and 

trafficked him to Cape Girardeau County, on the west bank of the Mississippi.60 Cairo 

bordered both Kentucky and Missouri at the southern tip of the state, nestled between the 

Ohio and Mississippi rivers. Outraged at this crime, local prosecutors indicted the three 
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men in the Alexander County Circuit Court.61 Following their indictment Governor 

Agustus C. French of Illinois made a request to Governor Austin King of Missouri “that 

said individuals shall be arrested.”62 Governor French insisted upon their arrest and 

extradition because “kidnapping has been carried to a disgraceful extent in this state.”63 

Although this appeared to be a simple case, Governor King denied the request. For the 

next three years, the two governors of Illinois and Missouri remained deadlocked over the 

extradition. Wade’s kidnapping and the conflict it inspired led to important political 

changes: Governor French acted to protect black freedom in the state. However, it also 

exposed the limits of that action—it took three years of acrimonious struggle to make 

even a little headway toward Wade’s return.   

At first, King declined to arrest the parties pending more information. Although 

the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 compelled extradition in such cases, King replied that it 

“was asserted by some citizens of this state . . . said man Wade was a slave.”64 Concerned 

that Wade had run away from Missouri and claimed safe haven in Illinois, King 

concluded that he “cannot at this time cause a warrant to issue for their apprehension.” 

He assured Governor French that he would comply with the order of extradition but only 

if the facts convinced him the indicted men had kidnapped Wade. He concluded that he 
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would “be pleased if you can have the facts of this case furnished to me” but that until 

then he “must withhold his warrant for arrest.”65  

 King’s reply shocked Governor French. He first reminded Governor King that he 

had no authority to refuse extraditions and that federal law compelled his acquiescence. 

He did not know “by what title the person charged to have been Kidnapped [Wade] is 

claimed to be held by any citizen of Missouri.”66 He then offered the Missouri governor 

“the most unquestionable evidence that the person charged to have been Kidnapped is not 

a slave.”67 The kidnapped man “was Born in the State of Illinois since the Ordnance [sic] 

of 1787 was made applicable to the ‘North Western Territory.’”68 He continued “he is 

what is usually in this State denominated a ‘French Negro.’”69 Having been born after 

1787 to an enslaved woman held under the French regime, “no claim . . . can be set up to 

the services of this person as a slave.”70 With this reading of Illinois’s laws, the governor 

insisted that refusing to extradite these men would “shield persons from the crime of 

kidnapping” and “reduce free men to Slavery.”71  

Governor French’s plea fell on deaf ears, and the kidnappers never faced arrest. 

King insisted that “facts, incontrovertible in their character” indicated that Wade’s owner 

had moved from Illinois into Missouri in order to keep title to this enslaved man. Wade’s 

owner, then, was similar to other Illinois masters who preempted emancipation through 

migration. But Wade, like several other trafficking victims, returned to Illinois by some 
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68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid.  



 211 

means, possibly to sue for his freedom. King concluded “that those [indicted] men only 

aided him [Wade’s owner] in the exercise of a clear constitutional right to seize and re-

possess his slave.” Governor King continued that “no state has the power to make it a 

felony to do so. It is a positive and unqualified constitutional right.”72 King therefore 

dismissed the extradition request declaring, “I feel it is my duty to refuse.”73  

 Wade never won his freedom. Instead, he joined the legions of other African 

American men and women condemned to toil in the Deep South. His case reflects the 

lingering power that slaveholders exercised over free African Americans. Even as the 

state’s laws, politics, and civic society turned against slavery, former masters struck back 

against the turning tide and carried their workers into bondage in the greater Mississippi 

River Valley. Masters proved astonishingly resilient. In local communities, press 

campaigns, rescue parties, indictments, prosecutions, and civil suits did not deter slave 

catchers and human traffickers. Instead, as midcentury approached, kidnappers only grew 

more sophisticated, more aggressive, and more arrogant. A wide cast of political allies, 

from leaders in local communities, judges and prosecutors, and even the state’s governors 

proved incapable of dismantling this great engine of human commerce. Despite 

coordinated efforts, only a tiny fraction of kidnapped African Americans were returned to 

their homes, and kidnappers virtually never faced conviction or legal consequences for 

their actions. Even as the state embraced emancipation, constraints on black freedom 

multiplied.  

While the state’s political leaders protected some free African Americans and 

hoped to end kidnappings, they also endorsed a series of restrictive black codes. Two sets 
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of laws passed in 1847 and 1853 degraded African Americans’ freedom and pushed them 

to the margins of Illinois society. Under the terms of the 1847 State Constitution, free 

African Americans were forbidden to migrate into Illinois and making permanent 

residence. Those African Americans who already resided in Illinois were permitted to 

stay, but only if they posted a $1,000 bond to ensure they that would not rely on state 

assistance if they fell into poverty. The laws also required all African Americans to carry 

their freedom certificates or be fined and imprisoned. Faced with these onerous 

restrictions, countless African Americans left the state for Wisconsin and Michigan.74  

This fragile terrain of freedom shaped political debates for decades. In addition to 

several governors, national political figures navigated this unsteady ground and drew on 

their experiences in Illinois to shape their stances on national debates over slavery and 

freedom. Several leading national politicians hailed from Illinois, including Lyman 

Trumbull and John A. Logan. But none confronted questions of freedom and slavery as 

senatorial candidates Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas did in their 1858 

debates. Their seven meetings are now famous for elevating Lincoln to national 

prominence. However, their ideas and exchanges are best understood in a local, not a 

national, context. In particular, in an extended discussion about free soil and the Dred 

Scott decision, both politicians likely spoke with Illinois’s long history of extra-legal 

slavery and violent terrain of emancipation in mind.  
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When Lincoln and Douglas met at Freeport, Illinois they tangled over slavery’s 

expansion into the territories. He pressed Douglas to demark the limits of his support for 

popular sovereignty. Douglas, a firm believer that local jurisdictions should decide if they 

wanted to be a slave state or free state, faced tough questions demarking when, if ever, 

the national government could ban or protect slavery in a region. In particular, Lincoln 

asked if Douglas would support local voters who hoped to defy the Dred Scott decision—

which held slavery had to be protected nationally—and ban slavery from their state. 

Douglas answered unequivocally. “It matters not what way the Supreme Court may 

hereafter decide as to the abstract question whether slavery may or may not go into a 

Territory under the Constitution, ” because, “slavery cannot exist a day or an hour 

anywhere, unless it is supported by local police regulations.” Douglas, having spent 

decades living, working, and traveling across southern Illinois knew perfectly well that 

local arrangements, not national laws, would dictate slavery’s survival or destruction. 

“[T]hose police regulations can only be established by the local legislature” he 

concluded. If local citizens support slavery, the “legislation will favor its extension. 

Hence, no matter what the decision of the Supreme Court may be on that abstract 

question, still [it is] the right of the people to make a Slave Territory or a Free 

Territory[.]”75 Douglas knew that two decades after Congress banned slavery from 

Illinois, the territorial legislature had erected a system of contract bondage and that its 

local judges and sheriffs had sanctioned heritable slavery’s place in the state.   

 Lincoln also knew about re-enslavement and the brutal struggles for freedom that 

consumed Illinois for decades. As he intoned against slavery’s survival in the nation, he 
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also certainly knew that simply banning the institution would amount to very little. While 

in Jonesboro, in the state’s southernmost region, he articulated a conception of freedom 

rooted in the Illinois’s enduring struggle to protect men and women from re-enslavement 

and extra-legal bondage. Lincoln acknowledged that the United States had clashed over 

the slavery question for its entire history. After recounting those struggles from the 

Constitutional Convention through bleeding Kansas, he asked “what right have we then 

to hope that the trouble will cease, that the agitation will come to an end [?]” Illinois 

provided a laboratory for this thinking: from 1787 to the eve of the civil war, constant, 

violent conflicts over emancipation wracked the state. From local communities, to the 

state’s Supreme Court, and especially in the exchange between Governors French and 

King over the extradition of kidnapped African Americans, Illinois occupied a shifting 

ground between slavery and freedom and neither pro- nor anti- slavery constituencies 

displayed any signs of retreating in battle. In his exchange with Douglas—likely drawing 

on his own knowledge of slavery in Illinois—Lincoln asked rhetorically, “Do you think 

that the nature of man will be changed [?]”76 

 Throughout the debates, Lincoln articulated a vision of freedom that was 

compatible with Illinois’s fraught movement toward emancipation. At Ottawa, Lincoln 

was at pains to say he was no advocate of “perfect social and political equality” between 

the races. He knew that free African Americans faced the constant threat of re-

enslavement and that they would never be his political equals. But he believed the state’s 

leaders could end horrible kidnapping practices while at the same time endorsing black 

codes and choking off any movement for political equality. When Lincoln extolled 
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Illinois as a free state, he was appealing to a vision of freedom that was not predicated on 

equality. Lincoln asserted self-ownership as the only basic right he embraced—“the right 

to eat the bread, without the leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns[.]”77 He 

well knew that slavery could long outlast its abolition and that masters had endless 

resources to degrade African Americans in freedom. Learning from Illinois’s long 

movement toward emancipation, he did not hope to create a society free and equal for all. 

Rather, he hoped to break masters power to own other people, and to empower people to 

control their own labor. He adopted this tactic because at the time he spoke kidnapping 

and re-enslavement spread across the state, casting a long shadow on emancipation.  

 Lincoln needed to look no further than his earlier clients to understand how 

slavery infected a free society. His personal experiences defending Nance from re-

enslavement reveal how he came to his stance defending black freedom, even as he 

disparaged the idea of black equality. Nance had lived her life in bondage and in 1827 

was dragged from her home and family near Springfield and sold to another master. Once 

her harrowing tenure in bondage expired, she was again clapped into chains and again 

threatened with sale. Like virtually every other free African American, she lived 

precariously in freedom and her prospects of being sent to the Deep South only grew over 

time. So long as slavery existed in the nation, northerners like Nance could not be free 

from its threat. In court, Lincoln merely defended Nance’s ability to be left alone in 

freedom: to earn her living and be assured she would not be trafficked out of Springfield 

a second time. He never thought that full political and social equality should necessarily 
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follow for her. What Lincoln wanted for Nance, in time he would want for the whole 

nation.  

 Illinois’s uneven movement to freedom taught men like Lincoln that emancipation 

could only be a long, violent, and contested process. He did not labor under the 

misconception that legal emancipation could eradicate human bondage or necessarily 

protect black freedom. Dismantling slavery required decades of local activism, a robust 

set of freedom networks, and command over the migration patterns in the Mississippi 

River Valley. Even then, the threat of slavery loomed over every free African American.  

Lincoln may have seen in Illinois a poor endorsement for abolition in the United States at 

large. He knew the multiplicity of struggles attending any mass emancipation and that 

they defied any one person’s or community’s command. In light of the ceaseless battles 

that defined Illinois’s movement to freedom, Lincoln’s question to Douglas identifies 

new components to the terrain of freedom: “What right have we then to hope that the 

trouble will cease, that the agitation will come to an end [?] Do you think that the nature 

of man will be changed [?]” 
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Epilogue: Looking out from Freedom 

 

In January 1865, John Jones stood on the brink of winning an important political 

campaign for black freedom. For nearly two decades, he had led the effort to repeal 

Illinois’s “Black Codes,” which placed heavy burdens on the state’s black residents. 

These laws restricted black freedom in countless ways: they forced African Americans to 

post emancipation bonds, carry freedom papers, and, barred their entry into the state.1 

Jones had led the Black Convention Movement for more than two decades—serving as 

co-president with Frederick Douglass—and he turned the movement’s attention on 

Illinois’ laws. When he became the vice-president of the Colored National Convention, 

he used his position to mount an assault on his home state’s restrictive laws.2 Other 

leaders of the convention movement had targeted Black Codes in Ohio and Indiana and 

won their repeal. Jones hoped to build on those victories. As he traveled across the North, 

he assembled a national network that would back his efforts.  

 Jones used his growing influence to launch a press campaign against the Illinois 

Black Codes. During the 1840s and 1850s he penned a series of articles for the Western 

Citizen, the state’s flagship abolitionist newspaper which was published in Chicago. He 

made the case that the state’s Black Laws filled abolitionists with “regret and alarm” 

because they placed heavy financial burdens on “citizens of the United States . . . on 
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account of the color of their skin.”3 This press campaign attracted wide support. In 1856, 

local activists met at the Black Illinois State Convention in Alton and formed a repeal 

association to battle against the Black Codes.4 Yet other issues overshadowed the 

movement. The 1850 Fugitive Slave Law terrified abolitionists, and even Jones likely 

conceded it posed the greatest threat to black freedom in the state. By the 1860s, national 

emancipation and the Civil War again overshadowed Jones’s nascent campaign against 

the Black Laws. By the middle of the decade, Jones may have despaired that the code 

would ever be repealed. But in an instant, a state Supreme Court ruling transformed the 

Black Laws into a flashpoint for activists and Jones dealt a swift blow for black freedom 

in Illinois.  

 In 1864, the Illinois Supreme Court upheld a verdict that convicted a man for 

violating the Black Codes and sentenced him to bound labor. In 1863 Nelson, an enslaved 

man in Missouri, entered Illinois with his master and was freed. Although trafficked to 

Illinois, his entry into the state violated Illinois’s Black Laws, and he was arrested, 

imprisoned, and charged for immigrating to Illinois. At trial, he was convicted for 

violating an 1853 law that forbade black migration into the state. He was sentenced to 

“punishment by involuntary servitude” and resumed serving his master.5 Nelson quickly 

found an able attorney and appealed his verdict. On appeal, his lawyer argued that 

Illinois’s Black Codes that sanctioned human bondage violated the 1787 Northwest 

Territory Ordinance ban on involuntary servitude. However, the Supreme Court held that 
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Nelson’s conviction “violate[s] no provision of the State or national Constitutions, or any 

enactment of Congress.”6 It reached this conclusion on the grounds that article six of the 

Northwest Territory Ordinance banned slavery and servitude except for “punishment of 

crimes; whereof the party shall have been duly convicted.” 7 Nelson, the court contended, 

had been duly convicted of a crime and, with only one dissenting vote, Nelson’s verdict 

stood. In 1864, masters had found yet another avenue to introduce slavery into Illinois.8  

  The ruling inflamed public opinion in Chicago. Jones’s latent network snapped 

into action. In November 1864, Jones authored a pamphlet, “Appeal to the People of 

Illinois to Repeal the Black Laws of This State” which the Chicago Tribune and other 

leading papers reprinted. In it, he asserted that, “all men are born free and independent” 

but the Black Code of 1853 “denies the colored man equal freedom.”9 He insisted the 

laws appeared to have “been written in the dark ages” and the state should be ashamed 

that “they were approved in the nineteenth century by a Christian Legislature.” After 

detailing the legal oppression imposed by the court, Jones pleaded “in the name of the 

great Republic and all that is dear . . . in this life, erase those nefarious and unnecessary 

laws and give us your protection . . . We ask only evenhanded justice.”10 Jones and his 

followers toured the state urging repeal. In January 1865, Jones met with Governor Yates, 

urging him to rescind the law. However, a greater battle for black freedom was also 

revving up. When the state legislature convened in February 1865, it ratified the 
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Thirteenth Amendment, which would ban slavery throughout the nation. During the same 

session it also repealed the Black Codes. At once, the legislature carved out protections 

for black freedom in Illinois and dealt a decisive blow to slavery nationally. The long 

struggle to make Illinois a free state and the bloody campaign to destroy southern slavery 

advanced hand in hand in the winter of 1865.  Jones’s victory offers an opportunity to 

rethink the conventional wisdom about the Thirteenth Amendment, legal emancipation, 

and the nature of freedom in the United States.  

The tortured history of human bondage and emancipation in the Mississippi River 

Valley offers new perspectives on slavery and freedom. Illinois’s embrace of 

emancipation is only intelligible as a long and contested process, not a moment that 

transpired at any given instant. Adopting a continental perspective, slavery and freedom 

cease to be static categories and become negotiated in society at large. Consequently, the 

divisions between free societies and slave societies do not fall out nicely around legal 

parameters. As Stephen Douglas articulated so forcefully, abolition laws were virtually 

irrelevant without abolition campaigns to enforce them. Rather than seeing the free North 

and slave South as antithetical, Illinois’s history reveals that free labor and slave labor 

easily coexisted. In the transportation industry, or the salt marshes, or among farmers 

with mid-sized estates, white and black workers labored along side one another with 

remarkably little strife. Far from being incompatible, free and bound labor thrived 

alongside one another. It took the efforts of anti-slavery activist, especially African 

Americans, to drive a wedge between these two systems of labor. As migrations out of 

the South propelled leading families to establish black towns across the state, slaves at 

last acquired tools strong enough to shatter the ties that bound them. Only after decades 
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of struggle, some masters retreated and freed their workers—but others or trafficked their 

slaves south. Slavery’s intractable presence in a supposedly free state recasts 

emancipation as a ceaseless process riddle with conflict, not a moment of jubilation. 

Moving Illinois from the margins of history to the center can explain several defining 

features of slavery in the United States. 

Continental perspectives on slavery and emancipation help explain why after 

every nation in the world has abolished slavery, millions remain in bondage. Formal 

emancipation did little to curtail indentureship and human trafficking, just as the world 

over men and women are trapped in a diverse array of slaveries—ranging from debt 

bondage, the sex trade, and domestic workers in affluent urban homes. Continental 

perspectives add another earlier chapter to this saga. By placing the heart of North 

America at the center of a grand narrative, Illinois’ movement from the cusp of a full-

blown slave society to the brink of a society without slavery—but never fully becoming 

either—mirrors much of world history. Continental perspectives replace cataclysmic 

change driven by laws and constitutions with long and enduring battles that activists 

waged to close the gap between the idea of a free society and the reality of a society 

wracked with hierarchies. With an appreciation of those struggles and those 

accomplishments, John Jones assumes a new place in the narrative about slavery and 

emancipation. Far from waging a small but important press campaign against Black 

Codes, Jones and his followers took a crucial and almost-final step toward eradicating 

human trafficking and slavery’s insidious presence in the state. Like countless others, he 

navigated an uneven terrain of freedom nearly a century after slavery was abolished in 

the Northwest Territory. Grasping this reality, it becomes clear he was not the last to 
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walk that torturous path. Holding onto his story explains why, after legal emancipation, 

the U.S. followed in Jones’ example on that rocky road toward a free society. 
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List of Common Abbreviations 

ALPLM   Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum, Springfield, Illinois 
ANC        Archives Nationales, Colonies, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 
CHM       Chicago History Museum, Chicago Illinois 
DAB     Diocesan Archives, Belleville, Illinois 
DLC     Library of Congress, Washington, DC 
IHLC       Illinois History and Lincoln Collection, University of Illinois, Champaign- 

    Urbana 
ISA     Illinois State Archives, Springfield, Illinois.  
NARA     National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC.   
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