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French and Indians of the Illinois River was written by Nehemiah Matson (1816-1873) who 

collected tales from English and French speaking settlers and traders or their descendants. 

This early accounting gives some creditability to the stories, although as noted by other 

early historians, errors can be evident. Here I make some notes of interest from this book 

as they pertain to the Maillet family. I am attempting to put together the lines to discover 

just who are my Mayotte (Maillet) ancestors. To do so, I am learning about the early 

families and local history.  There are so few of them in this area of the Cahokia and St. 

Louis that surely one of them must be my ancestral line. 

 

Regardless of whether or not this is my Mayotte ancestral line, the Illinois Indians are my 

line and this is their history. Some of my ancestors could have been at these events, but I 

will never know. 

  

In 1669, Father Jacques Marquette gained experience with the Indians and six different 

Indian dialects, the language, at Lake Huron and Sault de Sainte Marie near Lake Superior. 

  

In 1669, LaSalle (Robert Cavalier, born 1643) built a vessel on Niagara River and named 

it the Griffin. Father Hennepin preached to the Indians from the deck of the Griffin. In 

LaSalle's party was an Italian officer named Tonti and three Jesuit priests, Louis Hennepin, 

Gabriel Rebourde, and Zenobe Membre. The Griffin made a trip into Lake Erie and Lake 

St. Clair, returning to Mackinaw. Then it started back to Niagara but was never heard of 

afterwards. LaSalle believe the crew stole furs and pelts and then burned the vessel. There 

are other theories about the vessel. 

  

On May 17, 1673, Louis Joliet (government officer) and Father Jacques Marquette (a 

Jesuit priest), 5 oarsmen, and 2 Indian interpreters began journey down Mississippi River. 
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This is a map of their trip down the Mississippi, back up, and up the Illinois River. 

  

In September 1673, they arrived at LaVantum, near present site of Utica, Illinois; Joliet 

took possession “in the name of and by the authority of the most high Christian King of 

France, Louis XIV.” The enemy of the Illinois Indians was the Iroquois and Joliet promised 

to protect them. Marquette converted many. Some believe LaVantum was near Buffalo 

Rock or Little Vermillion, but the conclusive decision is Utica. 
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On return, near Lake Michigan at the mouth of the Chicago River, they separated. Joliet 

took 3 to Canada to make a report. Marquette took 2 to Green Bay to convert more 

Indians. Joliet near the rapids of the St. Lawrence River near Montreal upset his canoe and 

his journal and valuables were lost. 
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Starved Rock became a noted landmark to French explorers and was called LeRocher. It 

is 8 miles below Ottawa.  LaSalle built a fort on its summit. LaSalle and Peru are 

flourishing cities. 

  

The Illinois Indians were of the Algonquin family and consisted of 5 distinct bands. First 3 

had villages bearing their name which are familiar today. The last 2 were near Peoria Lake. 

1. Kaskaskias, 

2. Cahokias; 

3. Peorias; 

4. Tamaroas; 

5. Mickgamies. 
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This map shows the relationship of Starved Rock and Utica to Peoria. 
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This map adds Cahokia across from St. Louis and Kaskaskia further south. 

  

The Illinois Indians were not warlike people, but they would war to defend others 

encroaching upon their rights. The Iroquois from the east would raid and destroy their 
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villages, killing squaws and pappooses, carrying away pelts and furs to sell to French and 

English traders. The Iroquois had guns and the Illinois only bows and arrows. Frequent 

raids reduced the numbers of the Illinois Indians. 

  

In the fall of 1674, Marquette was on his way back to Chicago, although his real 

destination was to the Kaskaskia Indians living near what is now Utica. Marquette had bad 

health and wintered in Chicago before arriving in LaVantum (Utica). Chassagoac was the 

head chief who Marquette had baptized the year before. The Indians called Jesus Christ 

"the great French Manito." The Catholic Church that was built was called The Immaculate 

Conception, which was the same name Marquette had called the Mississippi River the 

year before. After Easter Marquette got back in his canoe and left. Traveling around the 

head of Lake Michigan, Marquette died near the mouth of the St. Joseph River. Three 

years after his death, Mackinaw Indians traveled to Lake Michigan, opened the grave, and 

took up his remains, taking them to the chapel in St. Ignace. 

   

In November 1678, LaSalle left Mackinaw in four canoes accompanied by 14 people. Lake 

Michigan's gale winds were rough. When they reached the mouth of St. Joseph River, they 

waited for Henri de Tonti (1649-1704) to arrive with his party of 35 people in canoes. He 

traveled to the head waters of Kankakee where after an alarming disappearance and 

return of LaSalle, they floated downstream to the Illinois river to LaVantum (Utica). The 

town was deserted they having gone on a winter hunt. Soon was New Year, 1680, and 

Father Hennepin placed an alter in the woods for worship. 

 

Seven years after (in 1680) Joliet and Marquette discovered the upper Mississippi, LaSalle 

(Robert Cavalier) obtained a patent from the king of France authorizing him to explore 

and take possession of the country west of the great lakes. 

  

On January 3, 1680, Indians of a village near Peoria Lake were surprised to see 8 canoes 

filled with armed men opposite their town. Amid the panic, LaSalle sprang to shore and 

presented them the calumet (token of friendship) and Father Hennepin soothed the 

children's fears. The French pitched their tent in the Indian village and remained for some 

days, but fearing treachery of the Indians, left for greater security. A fort was built and 

called Creve Coeur Fort, which in French means "broken heart." The exact location is not 

known but thought to be 3 miles below the outlet of the lake.  

  

On February 1, 1680, Father Hennepin and 2 companions left the fort on a voyage of 

discovery to the mouth of the Illinois River and up the Mississippi River to the falls of St. 
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Anthony where he was made a prisoner by the Indians for several months, later making it 

to the safety of Canada. He returned to France and published a book about his travels. 

  

In the Spring 1680, LaSalle returned to Canada for more men and supplies leaving Tonti 

in command of the fort. The men deserted Tonti returning to Lake Michigan, leaving only 

Tonti, Father Gabriel and Father Zenobe, and 3 soldiers, who went up the river as far as 

LaVantum. The abandoned Creve Coeur Fort was never occupied again. On his return 

LaSalle stopped at Starved Rock as a natural fortress and stopped to visit it, giving the 

first account given in history. From Canada LaSalle wrote Tonti commands to fortify this 

rock as it was more desirable than Fort Creve Ceour. Circumstances prevented Tonti from 

obeying and Fort St. Louis at Starved Rock was not built until 1682. 

  

In August 1680, the Iroquois were marching against the town of LaVantum (Utica). Tonti 

was caught by the hair of his head and a tomahawk was raised to split his skull, but a 

friendly chief caught the savage’s arm, and his life was spared. The older Indians unable 

to bear arms, and the squaws and pappooses, were taken down river by canoe about 3 

leagues to a large marshy island and left with 60 warriors for their protection. This island 

is situated between the river and Lake Depue. There were only about 500 warriors at 

LaVantum with Chief Chassagoac because a large number had gone to Cahokia for a 

religious feast. These warriors at Cahokia met the enemy by ambush near Vermilion. The 

Iroquois fled from the field. Tonti attempted to mediate with Iroquois warriors collected 

around him in a threatening manner. He was stabbed once and then a chief seeing he 

was a white man stopped the assault. In the end the Illinois whose force was inferior were 

overpowered and driven from the field. The remnant fled to the town where the Iroquois 

attacked, setting fire to lodges and fortifications. The few who escaped with their lives 

went down river. Upon victory, the Iroquois bound prisoners by hand and foot, and 

commenced torturing them to reveal the hiding place of their squaws and pappooses. 

The Iroquois headed down river and discovered them and all of them were slain because 

the 60 warriors left to guard them fled on the approach of the enemy. The next day the 

torture continued, and Tonti and the two priests as prisoners themselves were engaged 

in baptizing the victims. Two days later the French were set at liberty. When stopped to 

repair a canoe Father Gabriel went missing and it was ascertained that he was taken 

prisoner by Indians. 

  

In November 1680, LaSalle returned with 12 companions from Canada. Their eyes 

directed to Starved Rock they expected to find Tonti within his fortification. Two miles 

downriver they were surprised to find that the great town of the west had disappeared. 
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The scene was horrifying. They traveled down river and found the remains of the squaws 

and pappooses. 

  

In 1721, 39 years after Fort St. Louis was built, Charlevoix, a Jesuit priest, visited and wrote 

journals. It is believed that Fort St. Louis was built on Buffalo Rock, but traditions and 

historical accounts make it evident that it stood on Starved Rock.  Fort St. Louis, Rock 

Fort, and LeRocher are the same place. Fort St. Louis was on the south side of the river 

and Buffalo Rock was on the north side. Le Fort des Miames was at Buffalo Rock. 

Charlevoix said LaSalle built a fort at LeRocher. 

  

In the fall of 1682, LaSalle with about 40 soldiers started to build a fort at Starved Rock. 

The fort was named St. Louis or Rock Fort. Father Zenobe dedicated it. Six thousand 

Indians had returned. Emigrants from Canada came and settled near the fort engaged in 

trading with the Indians. Some married the squaws. The colony was named Louisiana in 

honor of the king of France. A trading post was established at Cahokia. 

  

In 1684, LaSalle left Tonti in command and returned to Canada and then sailed to France. 

He sailed 3 ships of emigrants to the Gulf of Mexico for the purpose of establishing a 

colony at the mouth of the Mississippi River. The enterprise failed and LaSalle was 

assassinated by some of his own men. LaSalle's colony at Fort St. Louis continued to grow 

under the command of Tonti and LaFrost for 18 years.  

  

In 1686, about 2,000 Iroquois attacked LaVantum (Utica), which was in the plains of Fort 

St. Louis, and 50 French soldiers and 100 Indian allies put the besiegers to flight. Those in 

the town had fled to the fort and when the Iroquois arrived, they found not one living 

soul. The Iroquois attacked the fort and held it siege for six days. When at close range, 

guns killed many and the Iroquois fled. The Iroquois never were seen in the vicinity 

afterwards and never did they make another raid. 

  

In 1687, Tonti and 50 French soldier and 200 Illinois warriors went to Canada to join the 

army for victory in an expedition against the Indians south of Lake Ontario. Tonti and his 

allies returned to Illinois accompanied by a number of emigrant families. 

  

In 1684, LaBarre, Governor of Canada, sent Captain DeBougis to Fort St. Louis to take 

command from Tonti. A few months later DeBougis realized he had taken command 

without authority and gave it back to Tonti.  Captain Richard Pilette made an appearance 

at the garrison indicating authorization to take command, but Tonti denied the power 

indicating that the fort was private property being built and maintained by LaSalle, so 
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Pilette and 18 Frenchmen built a fort at Buffalo Rock.  Pilette married a squaw and raised 

a family. One of his grandson's, Louis Pilette, was a claimant for the land on which Peoria 

is built. His granddaughter, Hypolite Pilette, is in possession of Father Buche's 

manuscript which gives a story of searching for gold. 

  

On September 14, 1688, LaSalle's brother, Father Cavelier, a Jesuit priest, and 5 

companions made it up the Mississippi to Fort St. Louis. Tonti was absent on a mission of 

peace in Winnebago country, so Cavelier was received by lieutenant Bellefountain. Upon 

Tonti's return, Cavelier concealed his brother's death and used his brother's name to take 

Tonti to Quebec and on to France. 

  

The Illinois were divided into clans named of animals. A warrior was not allowed to take a 

wife of his own clan. The chieftainship was hereditary, but not always in a direct line. The 

son of the chief's daughter is always preferred. Chiefs were buried in a favorite spot and 

a mound was raised over them. The Illinois believed in a great spirit called Manito that 

lived in the skies and governed the heaven and earth. Smaller spirits resided in rocks or 

caves and would appear in the form of a fairy or big bird, or rabbit or fawn. Warriors would 

paint their faces, cover their heads with elk or coon skin, and fast for two days and nights 

praying to Manito until a spirit appeared.  Whatever form the good spirit manifested itself 

(i.e., bird, animal), an idol was always carried. Each warrior put his protector, called Totem, 

in a medicine bag carried by the priest or the medicine man. Demons were called 'Barses.' 

Although taught by the priests otherwise, the Indians held to their belief that after death 

they would be conducted by a good spirit to the happy hunting grounds to join their 

friends who had gone before them. The Illinois would decorate themselves with crosses 

and tokens of Christianity to represent their religion and dried fingers of their enemy to 

represent their patriotism. 

  

In 1702, Tonti was disgraced by the power of the governor claiming that trading on Lake 

Michigan forfeited his rights and Fort St. Louis was taken possession of by Canada. Tonti 

joined D'Iberville on the lower Mississippi where he stayed for 16 years. 

  

In 1711, Father Marest, a Jesuit priest from Canada, preached to the Indians at Cahokia. 

  

In 1714, the great chief Chassagoac fell dead while standing at the entrance of his abode 

at LaVantum. All attended his Christian burial. 

  

In 1718, in bad health, Tonti employed two Indians to take him to Fort St. Louis. News 

traveled and French, half-breeds, and Indians came to see him. Tonti died at Fort St. Louis. 
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In 1718, Captain LaMott was in command of the fort which has turned toward 

unscrupulous marriages and relations. Jero was chief who burned all the buildings to the 

ground, destroying Fort St. Louis, which had stood 36 years. The colony broke up, the 

traders returned to Canada, other settled in Cahokia, and a great number settled near 

Peoria Lake. 

 

LaVantum (Utica) had a bottom prairie in 1751-1768 and neighboring Indian villages 

would come here to raise corn. The French occupied this place for 33 years and lived in 

the town with the Indians. There was a lake about 9 leagues west of the great bend in 

the Illinois River called Lake Weno where the Indians went each winter to collect furs. 

 In 1756, Captain Stirling commanded at Kaskaskia and sent message to Peoria to notify 

them that they were under British rule. 

  

In 1761, Robert Maillet, a trader from Peoria, built a dwelling 1 1/2 miles below the town 

near the outlet of a lake. 
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From Wikipedia: The settlement became legally British in 1763 after the French & Indian 

War but remained French in practice. By 1778 the village had become part of the territory 

of the new United States, and George Rogers Clark appointed Maillet as military 

commander. Maillet established a new village, 1.5 miles south of the old one. It later 

became known as "La Ville de Maillet" and was on the present-day site of downtown 

Peoria. The new village was considered to be better situated, and by 1796 or 1797, all the 

inhabitants of the old village had moved to the new. 

  

From 1763 to 1766, Pontiac (Ottawa leader) lead the Indians in an armed struggle 

against the British. It followed the British victory in the French and Indian War, the 

American front of the Seven Years' War. Ottawa hunters and Pontiac had been killing 

buffalo about 8 leagues west of LaVantum (Utica). The Illinois warriors attacked them, and 

most were slain. Pontiac was wounded but escaped. The Pottawatomie and Ottawa would 

send war parties to the Illinois country to destroy and kill and then the Illinois would 

retaliate. This continued for a long time. An Indian counsel was called for peace near the 

present site of Joliet. Kineboo, the head chief of the Illinois, stabbed Pontiac in the heart 

and killed him. In avenging Pontiac's death, the Illinois Indians were annihilated. The 

allies against the British, the Pottawattamie of Michigan, Miamis, and Kickapoos, 

combined forces to be the most formidable Indian army ever collected in the west.  They 

attacked villages along the Illinois River. About 10,000 were left (of which 2,000 were 

warriors) at LaVantum (Utica). At the end of summer, they were attacked over and over. 

During a rain, the Illinois crossed the river and ascended Starved Rock. The remnant was 

about 1,200 (of which 300 were warriors). There was a bloody battle on Starved Rock. 

After 12 days on the rock, they began to starve. Allied forces ascended the rock and killed 

all who had survived the famine. One warrior survived who was half-breed with the French 

name of La Bell whose descendants live near Prairie du Rocher. 
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In 1765, a part of French from Peoria believed a story about gold being buried at the fort, 

but no gold was found. This story of gold is also among Indian traditions and a party of 

Pottawatomie from Western Kansas came to search for it. 
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On July 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence was executed, and the United States 

of America was born. 

  

1778-1779 During the Revolutionary War, George Rogers Clark led the Illinois campaign 

(aka Northwestern campaign) to seize control of several British posts in the Illinois Country 

of the Province of Quebec, in what are now Illinois and Indiana in the Midwestern United 

States. The campaign is the best-known action of the western theater of the war and the 

source of Clark's reputation as an early American military hero. 

 

In 1778, General Clark conquered Illinois and took possession of the settlements at 

Kaskaskia and Cahokia. Clark sent 2 French Creoles in a canoe to Peoria to notify people 

that they were no longer under British rule, but citizens of the United States. The 

inhabitants were French half-breeds and Indians, and no one could speak English. 

  

In 1805, a party from Kaskaskia learned that a large about of told had been buried at Fort 

St. Louis and went to search for it. They did not know the location of the fort and instead 

found Buffalo fort. South is a cliff known as Devils' Nose which connects to a bluff from 

an old Indian legend called Maiden's Leap. 
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War of 1812 I found the below story regarding the burning of Peoria by Captain Craig 

Thomas, under Governor Edwards of the Illinois Territory owned by America, fascinating, 

so I am putting the whole story here. It is so brutal to destroy the whole town of village 

of La Ville de Maillet and to leave the women and children in a desolate town to fend for 

themselves. However, most importantly, I find it interesting how the Jean Baptiste Maillet, 

and possibly any family he would have had, could have relocated to Cahokia where my 

ancestors were from.  Although we saw that he visited Cahokia from time to time, this 

would have been reason for him to live there and take up a bride that could be my 

ancestors. On the east side of the lake at Peoria, Black Partridge’s village was destroyed.  

 

In 1813, American soldiers built Fort Clark on the ruins of the old French village of La Ville 

de Maillet. 
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Source: fromthehistoryroom.wordpress.com 
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This diagram-map from S. DeWitt Drown’s “Peoria Directory for 1844” shows the layout 

and land-ownership of the old French-American village of La Ville de Maillet (Peoria) in 

1812, just before it was destroyed by Illinois militia during the War of 1812. Many of the 

residents were slain in the attack, but some escaped while most survivors were taken 

prisoner and carried down to Alton, Ill. 


