Living History of Illinois and Chicago®
Living History of Illinois and Chicago® – Facebook Group.
Digital Research Library of Illinois History®
Living History of Illinois Gazette - The Free Daily Illinois Newspaper.
Illinois History Store® – Vintage Illinois and Chicago logo products.

The Black Hawk War and Illinois’ Role
(April to August 1832)
Black Hawk War, brief but bloody war from April to
August 1832 between the United States and
Native Americans led by Black Hawk (Ma-ka-taime-she-kia-kiak), a 65-year-old Sauk warrior who
in early April led some 1,000 Sauk, Fox, and
Kickapoo men, women, and children, including
about 500 warriors, across the Mississippi River to
reclaim land in Illinois that tribal spokesmen had
surrendered to the U.S. in 1804. The band’s
crossing back into Illinois spurred fear and anger
among white settlers, and eventually a force of
some 7,000 mobilized against them - including
members of the U.S. Army, state militias, and
warriors from various other Indian peoples. Some
450–600 Indians and 70 soldiers and settlers were
killed during the war. By 1837 all surrounding
tribes had fled to the West, leaving most of the
former Northwest Territory to white settlement.
Among those who participated in various roles
during the war were a number of men who would
figure prominently in U.S. history, including future
U.S. presidents Abraham Lincoln and Zachary Taylor, longtime military leader and
presidential candidate Winfield Scott, and Jefferson Davis, who would become
president of the Confederate States of America.

Background: The Treaty of 1804 and White Settlement of the
Northwest Territory
At the center of the Black Hawk War was a treaty between the Sauk and Fox peoples
and the United States that had been signed in St. Louis in November 1804, by which
the Indians agreed to cede to the United States all of their lands east of the Mississippi
and some claims west of it. In exchange they were to receive $1,000 cash ($15,928
today) and goods from the United States every year. From the U.S. perspective, the
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Treaty of 1804 (also known as the Treaty of St.
Louis) was binding and legal. It had been
negotiated by William Henry Harrison, the
governor of Indiana Territory (which included
Illinois in 1804), and was formally ratified by the
U.S. Senate in January 1805. The Sauk and
Fox, on the other hand, argued that the treaty
had been negotiated and signed not by
important chiefs but by four men who had not
been authorized by the Sauk and Fox tribal
councils to cede any land. What the U.S.
government saw as a valid treaty, the Sauk and
Fox viewed as the invalid result of either an
honest misunderstanding or a deliberate fraud.
When the U.S. insisted on the validity of the
treaty, it strained an already tense relationship.
Indeed, many Sauk and Fox, who had not been
pleased when the Americans replaced the
Spanish in Louisiana in early 1804, fought for
the British in the War of 1812. Nevertheless,
under the terms of the treaty, the Indians could
remain on their land as long as it was in the
possession of the U.S. government - that is,
until private settlers purchased it.
The first three decades of the 19th century were a period of tremendous population
growth in Illinois, which became a state in 1818. In 1800 there were so few non-Native
American residents in what would become Illinois that federal census takers did not
even bother counting them, but the end of the War of 1812 brought a huge influx of
settlers. By 1820 the non-Native American population of Illinois had reached 55,000.
Ten years later it had nearly tripled, topping 157,000. As American settlers swept north
and west across the states of the Northwest Territory, more and more native groups
abandoned their villages and farms for new lands west of the Mississippi. By the late
1820s the Sauk and Fox villages in the northwestern corner of the state comprised the
last significant area of native settlement in Illinois.
In addition to cheap fertile farmland, settlers were drawn to the region by the presence
of lead, which the Sauk and Fox had mined for decades, both for their own purposes
and to trade. On the eve of the War of 1812, American miners had tried to take over the
Fox peoples’ lead mines west of the river (near what is now Dubuque, Iowa) but were
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driven off by the Fox. After the war the federal government issued leases to lead miners
for lands claimed by the Sauk and Fox. The Indians protested strongly, but the U.S.
government supported the miners. Despite the ongoing tension between the American
and Native American miners that occasionally erupted into violence during the 1820s,
Americans flocked to the region.
This new, mostly white population viewed the Native American population with great
concern. Some, including Presidents George Washington and Thomas Jefferson,
believed that Native Americans would adopt the culture of white Americans (in their
thinking, become “civilized”) and merge into white society, but, like the majority of
western settlers, most Illinoisans rejected this belief and saw Indians as not only
permanently inferior but dangerous. Settlers of isolated farms and villages worried about
Native American raids, and their fears were not entirely unjustified. It had not been long
since Illinois tribes had attacked frontier settlements and federal forts during the War of
1812. Moreover, personal violence between natives and whites (as well as among
natives and among whites) was common at the time.

Indian Removal and Growing Tensions in Illinois
In the mid-1820s some southern and western states demanded that the national
government take a larger role in Native American affairs. This process began in
Georgia, where the governor and the state legislature tried to pressure Pres. John
Quincy Adams to remove Creek and Cherokee populations from the state. By the fall of
1827, Illinois Gov. Ninian Edwards had also begun calling on the Adams administration
to remove the remaining Indians from his state. Because tribes in Illinois had signed
treaties ceding their land within the state decades earlier, Edwards needed only to ask
the administration to enforce already existing treaties, not to negotiate new ones. In July
1828 U.S. Secretary of War Peter Porter informed Edwards that the remaining Native
Americans had agreed to leave the state by the end of May 1829.
Andrew Jackson, who succeeded Adams as president in March 1829, already had a
long history of challenging federal Indian policy - as both a general and a commissioner
charged with negotiating land cessions. He believed strongly that it was in the interest of
both Native Americans and whites that any eastern Indians who wanted to remain a
member of a tribe and practice a native culture should move beyond the Mississippi.
Although it met with widespread criticism from the press, the public, and many in
Congress, the bill advocated by Jackson that became the Indian Removal Act passed
both houses of Congress in May 1830, empowering the president to send
commissioners to negotiate removal treaties. Jackson’s administration did not believe,
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however, that a new treaty with the Sauk and Fox was needed. The two tribes had
already committed to relocate west of the Mississippi under old treaties (the treaty of
1804 was reaffirmed in 1816 by the Fox and some Sauk), and John Reynolds, the new
governor of Illinois, felt confident of federal support for his request that the Sauk and
Fox be forced to comply with those old treaties.
In 1828 the agent of the Sauk and Fox, Thomas Forsyth, informed the tribal chiefs that
they should begin preparing to abandon their villages and farms east of the Mississippi.
The chiefs responded by denying ever having ceded this land, thereby straining
relations with both the federal government, which wanted to start selling the land on the
Rock River, and the state government.
As pressure mounted from William Clark, the former explorer turned federal
superintendent of Indian affairs in St. Louis, tensions emerged among the Sauk and
Fox. By the spring of 1829, Black Hawk had become a forceful spokesman for the view
that the tribes had never knowingly ceded their Illinois lands. Others, notably Black
Hawk’s main rival, Keokuk, concluded that because the Sauk and Fox could not
possibly resist the United States by force, removal was necessary, if undesirable. In the
fall of 1829, Keokuk and his people abandoned their principal settlement, Saukenuk
(near modern-day Rock Island, Illinois), and crossed the Mississippi, vowing never to
return.
Despite warnings from Keokuk that the tribal council would not support them, Black
Hawk and other Sauk and Fox warriors and families returned from their winter quarters
in Iowa to Saukenuk in the spring of 1830. The few hundred who returned again in 1831
realized that the white settlers had come to stay but refused to leave the sacred home
of their ancestors without being removed by force. Black Hawk’s band also tried to use
the 1804 treaty to their advantage, saying that they were entitled to return to the land
because it was as yet unsold.
Reynolds, who saw the return of Black Hawk’s band in the spring of 1831 as an
invasion, called out a mounted militia of 700 men. Gen. Edward Gaines, commander of
the Western Division of the U.S. Army, met in Saukenuk with the Sauk and Fox chiefs
but refused to allow them to remain even long enough to harvest their corn. This
development, coupled with Gaines’s acceptance of Keokuk’s proposal that the
government provide the Sauk and Fox with corn for the winter, led many families to
recross the Mississippi. By mid-June, with many of the Sauk and Fox about to leave or
already gone, Black Hawk sought support from nearby Kickapoo, Potawatomi, and HoChunk (Winnebago), including a Ho-Chunk prophet, White Cloud.
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After Gaines was reinforced by 1,400 Illinois militiamen in late June, the remaining Sauk
and Fox recrossed the Mississippi. On June 30 Black Hawk and the chiefs of the “British
Band” (so called because they had fought with the British during the War of 1812 and
remained on friendly terms with them) were forced to sign “Articles of Agreement and
Capitulation.” Under those terms the humiliated Black Hawk agreed not only to remain
west of the Mississippi but also to stop visiting British posts in Canada and “to submit to
the authority of the friendly Chiefs and Braves,” including Keokuk. Nevertheless, Black
Hawk later recalled that when he signed this agreement, he “was determined to live in
peace.”
In the summer and fall of 1831, frustrated because the government had failed to provide
enough corn for them to survive the winter, a few Sauk and Fox men recrossed the river
to harvest whatever corn, beans, and squash they could from their old fields. When
combined with the anti-Indian sentiment that had swept the West in 1831, Reynolds’s
continuing animosity ensured that any new dispute would end in bloodshed. In July
1831 he wrote, “If I am again compelled to call on the Militia of this State, I will place in
the field such a force as will exterminate all Indians, who will not let us alone.”

Black Hawk’s Intentions in 1832
If Black Hawk had known Reynolds’s intentions, he might not have led some 800 Sauk
and Fox, along with about 200 Kickapoo, back across the Mississippi nine months later,
in 1832. He did not want war. He was, however, prepared to defend his people. He also
clearly hated the idea of submitting to the authority of Keokuk and the tribal chiefs who
had abandoned their homelands without a fight. Black Hawk, White Cloud, and Napope
(the most important of the younger but relatively inexperienced rebellious chiefs) led a
group of the dissident Sauk and Fox, Kickapoo, and Ho-Chunk that formed what was
effectively a separate tribe.
White Cloud invited them to settle permanently at his village on the Rock River (now
Prophetstown, Illinois). Napope, who had visited the British at Fort Malden in the
summer of 1831, returned with invented pledges of British support - including men,
guns, powder, and shot. Moreover, in the spring of 1832, White Cloud told Black Hawk
that, if the Americans attacked the Sauk and Fox, they would be joined by other tribes
and by a British force that would come down Lake Michigan. With all of this in mind, in
April 1832 Black Hawk hoped to return his people to their homes, or at least to lands on
the Rock River, and to restore his honor as a warrior. And he believed that he could
force the Americans to accept the justice of Sauk and Fox claims.
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The War Begins

By mid-April, just days after Black Hawk’s band entered Illinois, both the U.S. Army and
the state militia had mobilized and begun their pursuit. By happenstance, a detachment
of federal troops commanded by Gen. Henry Atkinson was already en route to Rock
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Island on a mission to prevent the Sauk and Fox from warring with the Menominee and
Sioux. After arriving on April 12, Atkinson met with “friendly” Sauk and Fox chiefs whose
refusal to help convinced him that Black Hawk’s intentions were hostile. Even though
Black Hawk and his warriors were still near the mouth of the Rock River, Atkinson
decided not to use his small force to try to stop them. As a result, Black Hawk’s band
continued farther up the Rock and deeper into Illinois.
Informed by Atkinson that his force was
inadequate to pursue Black Hawk,
Reynolds issued a call for 1,200 militia
and, on April 17, wrote to Secretary of
War Lewis Cass reporting that the state
was “in imminent danger.” Additional
federal troops were sent to
northwestern Illinois. Eventually nearly
one-third of the U.S. Army was
committed to the conflict, along with
militia companies from the states of
Illinois (which made up the majority of
the force arrayed against Black Hawk),
Indiana, and Missouri and the territories
of Wisconsin and Michigan, as well as
warriors from the Menominee, Sioux,
Ho-Chunk, and Potawatomi peoples.
The militia companies were made up of
men from all levels of society (including
the 23-year-old store clerk Abraham
Lincoln).
As federal and state troops organized
against them, Black Hawk’s band
proceeded to White Cloud’s Ho-Chunk
village. There Black Hawk’s hopes of living along the Rock in peace collapsed when on,
April 26, two Sauk chiefs sent by Atkinson emphasized that the government would not
allow Black Hawk’s band to remain east of the Mississippi. Black Hawk also learned that
no British assistance would be coming. Moreover, fearful of exposure to army attack,
the Ho-Chunk were unwilling to allow Black Hawk’s band to settle in their village.
Sometime in early May, Black Hawk’s band left White Cloud’s village and continued up
the Rock River, hoping that the Potawatomi would provide the food and support that the
Ho-Chunk had refused them. At the Kishwaukee River (near modern Rockford, Illinois),
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however, Black Hawk learned from Potawatomi chiefs that he could expect little from
them. With no provisions and no allies, Black Hawk decided in mid-May that the band
should return peacefully down the Rock to the Mississippi. But, before they could leave,
on May 14, word came that 200–300 Illinois militiamen were less than 10 miles (16 km)
away. Black Hawk sent three warriors under a flag of truce to attempt to arrange a
meeting that would negotiate the band’s safe return down the Rock. However, none of
the militiamen spoke Sauk, and they seized the emissaries and pursued the other
warriors who had accompanied them.
They launched an attack on Black Hawk’s main camp, but the attack was sufficiently
disorganized that it was easily repulsed. Relatively few - about a dozen militiamen and a
handful of Black Hawk’s warriors - were killed in the so-called Battle of Stillman’s Run.
This first encounter of the Black Hawk War destroyed any hope of peace. Governor
Reynolds responded by calling out another 2,000 militiamen. Despite his amazement at
how easily a few of his warriors had driven off nearly 10 times as many soldiers, Black
Hawk decided that the band could not return down the Rock but would have to continue
north to avoid its pursuers before negotiating peace or turning west.

Raids and Retreat
During the next two months, Black Hawk’s band moved north into the swampy region
known as the “trembling lands” around Lake Koshkonong in southern Wisconsin. There
Black Hawk hoped to find food for his starving people and at least temporary relief from
the pursuers. However, from their bases at Dixon’s Ferry and Galena, Illinois,
respectively, General Atkinson and Col. Henry Dodge continued to send out troops in
search of Black Hawk. Neither Atkinson nor Black Hawk attempted to negotiate peace.
Throughout this period, loosely supervised armed groups, Indian and white, tangled with
each other across northern Illinois and southern Wisconsin. Some of these clashes
involved as many as a couple of hundred men on each side, others as few as a dozen.
Within a week after the Battle of Stillman’s Run, a group of Potawatomi, who may not
have been connected with Black Hawk’s band, attacked a settlement at Indian Creek in
Illinois on May 20. In the resulting Indian Creek Massacre, 15 whites were killed,
scalped, and mutilated. Two teenage girls were taken captive and then later ransomed.
Another early encounter was the Battle of the Pecatonica in southwestern Wisconsin.
Eleven Kickapoo who had attacked a group of settlers on June 14 and ambushed
another settler on June 16 were trapped, killed, and scalped that day at a bend in
Pecatonica River by soldiers. Also on June 16 six Sauk warriors and three Illinois
militiamen were killed in a battle at Kellogg’s Grove, near present-day Kent, Illinois.

8

Living History of Illinois and Chicago®
Living History of Illinois and Chicago® – Facebook Group.
Digital Research Library of Illinois History®
Living History of Illinois Gazette - The Free Daily Illinois Newspaper.
Illinois History Store® – Vintage Illinois and Chicago logo products.

Black Hawk led attacks on two forts in northwestern Illinois. On June 24 he and roughly
200 Sauk and Fox warriors assaulted a small stockade on the Apple River near modern
Elizabeth, Illinois, and then gathered badly needed provisions from the nearby settlers’
cabins and farms. The next day Black Hawk’s party tried to ambush the soldiers who
had been left to defend the small fort at Kellogg’s Grove, but the party instead found
itself pursued by militia. In the series of clashes that ensued (sometimes referred to as
the Second Battle of Kellogg’s Grove), at least nine of Black Hawk’s warriors died.
Gen. Winfield Scott assumed command of the war effort on June 15 and took 800
soldiers west via the Great Lakes; however, en route they fell victim to a cholera
epidemic, and upon their arrival in Chicago on July 10, fewer than a quarter of the men
remained healthy and were quarantined. In the meantime, Atkinson searched for Black
Hawk’s main camp with a mostly mounted force of about 400 army regulars (under
future president Col. Zachary Taylor) and more than 2,000 Illinois militiamen. In early
July, Atkinson’s scouts found an abandoned camp at Lake Koshkonong but could not
pick up the band’s trail.

The Battle of Wisconsin Heights
On July 18 militiamen discovered a fresh trail, along which they encountered dozens of
starving Sauk and Fox, mostly old people and children. Some of them were already
dead; the rest were quickly killed. Small groups of warriors also stayed behind to try to
slow the progress of their pursuers. Late in the afternoon of July 21, 750 Illinois and
Wisconsin militiamen commanded by Gen. James Henry and Colonel Dodge caught up
to Black Hawk’s rear guard just east of the Wisconsin River (some 20 miles [about 32
km] northwest of modern Madison, Wisconsin). As most of the band crossed the river,
Sauk warriors under Napope and Black Hawk fought the militia in a steady rain. The
militia had a commanding position in the heights above the river, but the Indians found
cover in the ravines below. With the light dimming and their men exhausted, Henry and
Dodge broke off the attack. During the night the remaining Sauk and Fox slipped across
the river.
Even though Black Hawk’s band had made it across the river, the Battle of Wisconsin
Heights had been devastating. Estimates of the Sauk and Fox dead reached as high as
70, whereas the militiamen had suffered only 7 or 8 casualties (including 1 death). Early
the next morning, Napope’s plea that his people be allowed to recross the Mississippi
was lost on the militia, who were unable to translate his peace offering.
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Black Hawk’s band had shrunk steadily over the three months between its peak size of
some 1,000 in late April and the Battle of Wisconsin Heights. Most of the Ho-Chunk and
Potawatomi had returned to their own villages. After his failed effort at peacemaking,
Napope himself deserted the band. As Black Hawk’s force disintegrated, his pursuers
continued to coalesce. On July 27 and 28, almost a week after Black Hawk’s departure
from the site of the Battle of Wisconsin Heights, about 1,300 men under Atkinson
crossed the river at Helena, Wisconsin. Over the next few days Atkinson’s well-fed,
well-rested mounted force fairly quickly closed the gap between themselves and the
exhausted Sauk and Fox.

Massacre at Bad Axe and Surrender
On August 1 Black Hawk’s band of perhaps 500 men, women, and children reached the
eastern bank of the Mississippi, a few miles downriver from the Bad Axe River in
Wisconsin. Black Hawk and White Cloud suggested breaking up into small groups,
turning north, and hiding out in the Ho-Chunk villages, but most of the Sauk and Fox
wanted to build rafts to cross the river as quickly as possible. Some got across the
Mississippi that day, but these efforts were interrupted by the appearance of the
Warrior, a steamboat bearing artillery and 20 soldiers that was returning southward from
a visit to the Sioux.
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Under a white flag, Black Hawk waded out into the river and tried, once again, to
surrender. As at Stillman’s Run and Wisconsin Heights, however, the soldiers could not
understand him. After 10 or 15 minutes of failed communications, the soldiers on the
Warrior opened fire on the unprepared Sauk and Fox. After a two-hour battle, the
Warrior’s fuel supply was nearly exhausted, and it headed downriver, but not before
nearly two dozen Indians had been killed.
Convinced that safety lay to the north among the Ho-Chunk or Ojibwe villages, rather
than across the river, Black Hawk pleaded with his people, but few were willing to follow
him. Late on August 1 Black Hawk, White Cloud, and 30–40 others left the main band
and headed north. A few more Sauk and Fox crossed the river before darkness made it
too dangerous. Most remained on the eastern bank.
Early on August 2 the Battle of Bad Axe began when Atkinson’s forces encountered the
Sauk rear guard, who were only temporarily successful in leading the soldiers away
from the band’s main camp. The warriors fought to allow time for more women and
children to cross the river. As Atkinson’s troops pushed the warriors toward the river, the
steamboat returned, firing its cannon into the Indians from behind. The slaughter on the
eastern bank of the river continued for eight hours. The soldiers shot at anyone - man,
woman, or child - whether they tried to swim across the river or to surrender. They also
scalped most of the dead bodies.
Of the roughly 400 Indians east of the Mississippi at the time of the battle, most were
killed, some escaped across the river, and a few were taken prisoner. Most of the 150
or so who traversed the Mississippi on August 1 and 2 were tracked down and killed or
captured within a few weeks by Sioux warriors, acting in support of the army.
During the month after the Battle of Bad Axe, U.S. Army officers and soldiers, federal
agents with the different northwestern tribes, and many Native Americans worked to
round up anyone associated, however distantly, with Black Hawk. On August 20 the
“friendly” Sauk and Fox under Keokuk took Napope and a number of other chiefs and
warriors to General Scott at Fort Armstrong on Rock Island. Black Hawk and White
Cloud spent much of the month preparing to surrender. Having fled to the northeast, the
two leaders, abandoned by the last of the warriors who had accompanied them,
traveled to the Ho-Chunk village at La Crosse, Wisconsin, where they rested before
surrendering to the Ho-Chunk agent at Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, on August 27.
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Aftermath and Significance
Prisoners who had been taken by the army at Bad Axe, as well as those brought in by
the Sioux over the next few weeks, were moved to Fort Armstrong on Rock Island.
There, within a few miles of Saukenuk, more than 120 men, women, and children were
held until the end of August, when most of them were released, partly because the
cholera epidemic had reached the fort, and Scott worried that it would spread rapidly
through prisoners and soldiers alike. Eleven men - including Black Hawk, White Cloud,
and Napope - remained in custody after September 1 and were conveyed by Lieut.
Jefferson Davis to confinement in St. Louis.
In the spring five were turned over to Keokuk. In April 1833 Black Hawk, White Cloud,
Napope, and three others were sent to Washington, D.C. After meeting with President
Jackson, they were held in Fort Monroe in Virginia for several weeks before being
returned to Fort Armstrong via a circuitous route through most of the large cities of the
East, where immense crowds clamored to see them. White Cloud and his son were
released in Prairie du Chien in mid-July; in October Keokuk and other Sauk and Fox
leaders took charge of Black Hawk and the others.
It is impossible to know exactly how many Indians died in the Black Hawk War, but
estimates range between 450 and 600. Some were killed in the fighting, and others
were hunted down by Indians fighting on the American side. Many simply died of
starvation. On the other side some 70 soldiers and settlers died in the conflict.
In late September 1832 Scott and Reynolds met with the Sauk and Fox chiefs and
demanded most of eastern Iowa as an indemnity for the war, offering an annual
payment of $20,000 for the next 30 years. As a result of Keokuk’s negotiating, the Fox
and Sauk also received a 400-square-mile reserve. In the end, as a result of the Black
Hawk War, the friendly Sauk and Fox found themselves stripped of valuable and
extensive landholdings and dependent, economically and politically, on the United
States. An equally severe treaty was forced on the Ho-Chunk, some of whom had
joined Black Hawk and some of whom had helped Atkinson.
The Black Hawk War involved a number of men who would go on to important national
political and military careers, not least three future presidents: Abraham Lincoln,
Zachary Taylor, and Jefferson Davis. One important figure who did not benefit from his
role in the Black Hawk War was Atkinson, whose subordinates in the field and superiors
in Washington believed that he had badly mishandled the conflict - first by allowing it to
turn bloody and then by failing to crush it immediately once it did. Following the war, the
official report to Congress papered over Atkinson’s shortcomings, but Taylor later
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argued that Black Hawk’s band could have been “removed back to the West side of the
Mississippi, without there being a gun fired,” if the regular army troops under Atkinson,
rather than the militia, had met them first.
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