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The Battle of Frenchtown (Raisin River) War of 1812. 

 January 18 and 22
nd

, 1813. 

 
The Battle of Frenchtown (now Munroe, Michigan) is often called the Battle of the River 

Raisin, because of its proximity to the River Raisin. This battle was a major defeat for the 

Americans and was one of the bloodiest engagements during the War of 1812. The 

engagement may be divided into the First Battle of the River Raisin (January 18) and the 

Second Battle of the River Raisin (January 22). The name River Raisin Massacre is used 

for January 23, one day after the official surrender, when pro-British Native Americans 

murdered dozens of wounded Kentucky volunteers who were too injured to march as 

prisoners. 

 

The Metis participants of this battle were: 

• John Frederick Richardson (nephew of John Askin Sr.)
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• Jean Baptiste Askin (translator for Brigadier General Henry Procter) 

• George Bluejacket 

• James Bluejacket 

• Captain William Elliot 

• Alexandre Saunders 

• Captain Billy Caldwell (leader of Caldwell’s Western Rangers made up of 

Ojibwa, Wyandotte and Pottawatomi) 

• Samuel Te-Zhau-Taah Rankin 
 

 
 

                                                 
1
 During the War of 1812 John Askin Sr. had four sons, two sons-in-law, and ten grandchildren fighting for 

the British and one son-in-law for the Americans. His daughter Madeleine would marry fur trader John 

Richardson and their son, John Jr. was involved in the War of 1812. John Askin Jr., is reported at Fond Du 

Lac, Minnesota, recruiting Ojibwa warriors in May of 1812. 
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Brigadier General James Winchester, second in command of the US Army of the 

Northwest sent Lieutenant Colonel William Lewis and his detachment across the frozen 

Maumee River and up the coast of Lake Erie to the River Raisin. This detachment 

consisted of 667 Kentuckians and nearly 100 Frenchmen. On January 18, 1813, Lewis 

and his detachment charged across the frozen River Raisin toward the British and Native 

American camp, which contained 63 soldiers of the Essex Militia, including a 3-pounder 

cannon, and 200 Potawatomie and Metis. A brief conflict ensued before the Americans 

forced the British and Native Americans to retreat. The Canadians reportedly charged the 

American lines several times without losing their gun, while admirably covered by the 

Indian and Metis warriors. Fighting continued for several hours, during which Lewis 

cleared the area of Frenchtown of opposition. This minor skirmish would later be known 

as the First Battle of the River Raisin. 

On hearing of the American recapture of Frenchtown, Brigadier General Henry Procter, 

commanding the British troops around Detroit, gathered his troops from Fort Malden and 

crossed the Detroit River from Upper Canada. His forces consisted of 597 regulars from 

the 41
st
 Regiment of Foot and royal Newfoundland Fencibles, and 800 Indian and Metis 

warriors. While the Shawnee leader Tecumseh was in the area and leading an alliance of 

Native tribes fighting alongside the British, he was not present at the Battle of 

Frenchtown. He left command of the Native American forces to Wyandot chiefs 

Roundhead and Walk-in-the-Water. The Native American forces consisted of a mix of 

Shawnee, Potawatomi, Ottawa, Chippewa, Delaware, Miami, Winnebago, Creek, Sauk, 

and Fox tribes. Procter's force also included six light 3-pounder guns drawn on sledges. 

Procter's troops and the Native Americans halted about 5 miles (8.0 km) north of the 

Raisin River to organize on January 21.  

While the Americans were on guard that night for a suspected counterattack, the British 

and Native Americans sneaked down from the north and surprised the American before 

sunrise on January 22. Canadian Metis volunteer John Richardson, serving with the 41st 

Regiment of Foot, later said of this surprise attack, “On the 22nd, before daybreak, came 

within sight of the enemy... such was their security and negligence that... our line was 

actually half formed within musket shot of their defenses before they were even aware of 

our presence.”  

General Winchester was awakened by the sound of artillery fire and rushed to the 

battlefield. He was quickly captured by Native Americans. Chief Roundhead stripped 

him of his clothing before handing him to the British, which led to the legend that he was 

captured in his nightshirt. The American forces were largely scattered and out of position. 

The 17 U.S. Infantry, caught in the open, eventually broke and fled. Their Colonel, 

William Allen was killed and scalped. Dozens of American soldiers tried to surrender and 

laid down their weapons, only to be shot or tomahawked by the Aboriginal warriors. 

Other unprepared Americans tried to retreat but were chased down and killed. Some 

Americans removed their shoes and ran through the snow in their stockings to leave 

deceptive footprints and managed to escape. The British commanders were occupying a 

large barn in the vicinity, but the barn was set on fire by William Butler, who narrowly 

escaped death and forced them from their holdout.  
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The Kentucky Rifle Regiment held out in the town. They had shot down many British 

artillerymen and infantry, but they were running short of ammunition. Winchester was 

urged by Procter to order his remaining forces to surrender, or they would eventually all 

be killed and Frenchtown burned to the ground. Procter originally demanded an 

unconditional surrender and refused Winchester's counter-proposals of terms since 

Winchester was already a captive. However, American Major George Madison, still 

active on the battlefield, convinced Procter to allow a surrender on the condition that all 

surviving Americans would be protected as prisoners of war.  

On January 22, 1813, Proctor departed for Fort Malden with the British regulars, 

Canadian militia, and American prisoners who were able to walk. There were not enough 

sleighs to carry all of the American wounded, so many were left behind in the care of 

several volunteers and two surgeons. A Captain William Elliott and three interpreters 

were also to remain and guard the wounded, but all four left before the night ended.  

On the morning of January 23rd approximately 200 Indians entered Frenchtown, 

invading buildings and stripping the wounded of their belongings. Some who could walk 

were taken captive. Buildings housing the seriously wounded were burned. Persons able 

to crawl to safety were tomahawked. The massacre continued until mid afternoon, when 

the Indians and captured wounded left for Fort Malden. Prisoners unable to keep up were 

killed. 

The British reported that only 24 men were killed and 161 wounded, but the Native 

American casualties were not documented. US official counts list 397 Americans killed 

and 27 wounded during the January 22 conflict. Also, figures of those that were killed 

during the subsequent River Raisin Massacre are also unknown but estimates are as high 

as 100 killed. Two weeks after the battle, Brigadier General James Winchester reported 

that 547 of his men were taken as prisoners and only 33 completely escaped the 

battlefield. 

At 10:00 a.m. on January 23rd approximately 200 Indians entered Frenchtown, invading  
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and stripping the wounded of their belongings. Some who could walk were taken captive. 

Buildings housing the seriously wounded were burned. Persons able to crawl to safety 

were tomahawked at the door. 
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The massacre continued until mid afternoon, when the Indians and captured wounded left 

for Fort Malden. Prisoners unable to keep up were brutally killed 

 


