
Chicago: Historic Metis Settlement  

During the War of 1812 most Chicago Potawatomis favored the British, and on August 

15, 1812, when federal troops abandoned Fort Dearborn, hostile Potawatomis led by 

Siggenauk and Mad Sturgeon attacked the garrison. More than 50 Americans and about 

15 Indians were killed in the lakefront battle, which took place near modern Burnham 

Park. Some of the American prisoners were rescued by friendly Potawatomis, including 

Black Partridge and Métis Alexander Robinson, who later relinquished the captives to 

British or American officials. Following the attack, many of the Chicago Potawatomis 

joined Tecumseh and the British on the Detroit frontier, or sporadically raided American 

settlements, but in 1813, after American officials built Fort Clark at Lake Peoria, 

Potawatomi attacks upon southern Illinois diminished. By late 1814 most of the 

Potawatomis at Chicago had abandoned the British and sought peace with the United 

States.  

Following the War of 1812, the Potawatomis at Chicago were joined by significant 

numbers of Ottawas, Chippewas (Ojibwas), and Métis leaders assumed a more important 

role. Particularly prominent was Billy Caldwell, a Métis elected as justice of the peace at 

Chicago in 1825. Many of the Métis were merchants who played key roles in the region's 

fur trade.  

Numerous biracial fur trade families, including Métis, Indian, and Euro-American 

members, were among the first families of Chicago. Between the 1790s and 1812, Billy 

Caldwell, Alexander Robinson, and members of the Beaubien, Ouilmette, Chevalier, 

Bourassa, Mirandeau, and LaFramboise families established Chicago as a fur trade center 

along with the Anglo Kinzie family and the African American Jean Baptiste Point 

DuSable. After the War of 1812, however, English-speaking settlers from the eastern 

United States began to migrate into northern Illinois, and by the 1830s this stream of 

migration increased to the point where the old French-speaking Métis and other Creole 

residents became a minority in their own town. 

The marriages produced significant numbers of Métis children, who served as 

ambassadors of the middle ground, often negotiating political, economic, or social 

differences among tribal peoples, Europeans, and, later, Americans. The Langlade family, 

Métis-Ottawa residents of the Mackinac region, exercised considerable influence in the 

Chicago region during the French period, while Billy Caldwell, Alexander Robinson, and 

Madore Beaubien provided leadership for the Potawatomis at Chicago while also serving 

the interests of the American government. Their ethnic identities were mutable: 

sometimes they acted in consort with and were identified as part of the Native American 

community, at other times they identified as Europeans or Americans. 

A young Victoire Mirandeau Porthier lived near Fort Dearborn in 1812, but left for 

Milwaukee before the massacre. She described herself in 1883: "My mother was an 

Ottawa woman; my father was a French-man. He was a good scholar, a very handsome 

man, and had many books. He taught us children to speak French, and We all learned to 

speak Indian. . . ." 



Reference: 

 

The Encyclopedia of Chicago: http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org 

 

 

 
Compiled by Lawrence Barkwell 

Coordinator of Metis Heritage and History Research 

Louis Riel Institute 

 


