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INTRODUCTION

Arkansas Post National Memorial commemorates nearly
three-hundred years of European occupation in the Arkansas
and lower Mississippi valleys. The trading house, fort, and
civilian hamlet--known collectively as Arkansas Post--has
been a strategic military and commercial center as well as
the focal point of numerous encounters between Indians and
Europeans.

Occupied by France, Spain, the United States, and the
Confederacy during the Civil War, Arkansas Post has figured
prominently in the politics of four nations and contributed
significantly to the history of North America. As the first
European settlement in the 1lower Mississippi valley,
Arkansas Post helped establish the claim of France to the
most important waterway on the continent. Under French
ownership, Arkansas Post served as a center of 1Indian
policy; as a port for Mississippi River convoys; and as a
point of embarkation to trade and hunt on the upper Arkansas

River. Adventuresome French explorers eventually reached
Santa Fe and established the Arkansas River as one
transportation 1link to the Spanish southwest. Under the

jurisdiction of Spain, Arkansas Post bolstered the Spanish
barrier and helped prevent English penetration to Spanish
colonies in the southwest. During the American Revolution,
Spain aided the patriots and Arkansas Post served as an
intelligence center and stopping point for American supply
boats. Controlled by the United States, Arkansas Post
became a bustling frontier town; a center of cotton
production; a thriving river port; and the first capital for
the Territory of Arkansas. Arkansas Post enjoyed a new
prosperity interrupted only by the Civil War. For the first
few months of the conflict, a Confederate earthwork at
Arkansas Post guarded the approach to the upriver capital of
Little Rock. In January, 1863, Arkansas Post fell to
Federal troops following a three-day engagement.

The story of Arkansas Post is the story of the river
that flowed past it. Over 1,450 miles long, the Arkansas
River was a major transportation artery. Originating deep
within the heart of Spanish territory, the Arkansas pulsed
through the dominions of numerous native American cultures,
and eventually emptied into the great Mississippi River.
Located at the confluence of both rivers, Arkansas Post
served as a point of entry for trappers and traders bound

for the upper Arkansas. On the return journey, this
riparian highway carried the rich harvest of pelts to New
Orleans and markets abroad. Following the purchase of



Louisiana by the United States, the Arkansas River became
one avenue of westward expansion. Immigrants in search of
cheap land populated the Arkansas floodplain, and the river
that once served the Indian trade helped feed the cotton
hungry textile mills of the east. Ironically, the river
that attracted Europeans to its banks often destroyed their
crops, homes, and forts. Almost annually the temperamental
Arkansas became a raging torrent, spilled over its banks and
consumed the 1land for miles around. No 1location within
thirty miles of the mouth of the river remained dry. To
escape the omnipresent threat of inundation, the flood weary
inhabitants of Arkansas Post changed location several times.
No less than seven different posts have existed in the lower
Arkansas valley.

Numerous difficulties were encountered in this
undertaking. Chief among these were deficiencies in the
historical record. Documents provided only a brief and
incomplete glimpse into the remote history of Arkansas Post.
Key events were often poorly detailed. At other times, the
historical record identified its participants by a single
name as is evident in many of the characterizations herein.
Names nearly always reflected a variety of misspellings
making it necessary to hypothesize continuity between people
and places. Lastly, the various locations and movements of
Arkansas Post have troubled researchers for vyears.
Fortunately for the present study, recent historical and
archeological analyses have resolved this issue.

Three colleagues in the National Park Service have
contributed significantly to The Arkansas Post Story. For
tirelessly critiquing earlier manuscripts, the writer
gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Edwin C. Bearss,
Chief Historian, Washington D.C.; of Melody Webb, Chief
Historian, Southwest Regional Office, Santa Fe; and of
Gregorio S.A. Carrera, Historian at Arkansas Post National
Memorial, Gillette, Arkansas. A special thanks is extended
To Eastern National Parks and Monument Association for
funding this project.




CHAPTER 1
FRENCH COLONIZATION AND ARKANSAS POST

By the mid-seventeenth century, European powers
controlled substantial portions of North America. France
occupied the St. Lawrence valley, Acadia and the Great Lakes
region. England claimed much of the Atlantic Seaboard and
Spain ruled what is now the southwestern and southeastern
United States including the Gulf of Mexico. All three
governments had designs on the wvast unsettled interior of
the continent. Although Spain extended a claim to this
region by Hernando de Soto's expedition, she made no attempt
at colonization. English explorers began to venture west of
the Alleghanies and in 1673, two Virginians reached the
Cherokees on the upper Tennessee River. Eager to compete
with Spain and England for control of the great interior,
the French government sponsored an expedition to this region
in 1673.

Two capable men were chosen to undertake the
expedition: Jacques Marquette, a Jesuit missionary, and

Louis Joliet, a fur trader. On May 17 1673, Marquette,
Joliet, and four other men departed Michilimackinack in two
bark canoes. The tiny flotilla traversed Green Bay and the

Fox River, portaged to the Wisconsin River, and, one month
after initiating their journey, entered the "Great Father of
Waters" described by Indians.

On March 15, 1674, Marquette and Joliet 1landed their
bark canoes at the Quapaw Indian village of Kappa. The
Quapaw were bewildered and perhaps frightened at the sight
of these white-faced, bearded strangers--the first Europeans
to come among them. To indicate his good intentions,
Marquette smoked the calumet, the traditional pipe of peace,
with tribal leaders.!

The Quapaw numbered about 2,500 individuals residing in
four towns. Kappa and Tongigua were situated on the
Mississippi River north of the mouth of the Arkansas River.
Tourima and Osotouy were farther inland on the banks of the
Arkansas River. Marquette and later travelers described the
Quapaw as "strong, well made" and attractive in appearance,
and dubbed them the beaux hommes or handsome men. The
French found the Quapaw quite unlike northern Indians and
characterized them as "civil, liberal, and of a gay humor.?

The Quapaw regaled their guests with two days of
dancing and feasting. The Frenchmen learned from their
hosts that the Mississippi River entered the Gulf of Mexico
scarcely 10-days journey from Kappa. Fearing detection by



INDIAN OF THE NORTHWEST OF LOUISIANA

Figure 1. Sauvage du Nord Ouest de 1la Louisiane. An
unsigned, 1741 engraving. The Indian is probably a Quapaw
warrior. He holds a scalp in one hand and a snake totem in
the other.
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Figure 2. Bark houses. The Quapaw lived in dwellings like
these. The Century Magazine, Dec. 1895.




the Spanish, however, the explorers did not follow the river

to its mouth. Before departing the Quapaw, Marquette
erected a great cross in their village as a symbol of
friendship. Four months later the explorers brought news of

their discoveries to Canada.

The Marquette-Joliet expedition fostered dreams of an
all-water route between the Great Lakes and the Gulf of
Mexico. One energetic visionary in particular, Robert
Cavalier Sieur de La Salle, developed an ambitious scheme to
establish a chain of trading posts along the Mississippi
from the lake country to the mouth of the river.3

La Salle was born in the city of Rouen, France, in
1643, to a wealthy burgher. At the age of 23 the young La
Salle decided to seek his fortunes in the new world. In
1666, he traveled to the island of Montreal and obtained a
seignuery or land grant. La Salle settled down to the life
of a farmer, occasionally trading with the Indians. Stories
of the great interior region related to La Salle by the
Indians kindled his adventuresome spirit and awakened a

desire for exploration. La Salle spent the next several
years trading in the Ohio valley where he gained a thorough
knowledge of the wilderness. When the young trader learned

of Marquette's discovery of the Mississippi, he developed
plans to establish a trading empire in the great interior.
La Salle envisioned a chain of posts stretching from the
lake country to the Gulf of Mexico. Each post would be
operated by a trader. Furs obtained by the trader could be
shipped upriver to Quebec or downriver to a town La Salle
hoped to establish on the gulf coast. Of course, La Salle
planned to reap a sizeable personal fortune for his
efforts.*

In 1675, La Salle ventured to France to obtain the
favor of the royal court for his plan. The influential
young Norman managed to obtain a monopoly over the entire
fur trade of the interior, the first step toward
implementing his grand scheme. The following four years
were spent in Canada making additional preparations. In
1678, La Salle was again in France to seek financial backing
for his undertaking. While there he met Henri de Tonti, a
personable young man recently discharged from the French
army.

Henri de Tonti was born in Paris, in 1650. His Italian
father had fled Naples with his family after taking part in

an unsuccessful insurrection. De Tonti entered the French
army at the age of 18, 1losing his right hand in the
explosion of a grenade. The severed member was replaced

with a metal hand that he disguised with a glove. Among the
Indians, De Tonti's metal hand earned him a reputation as



Figure 3. Henri de Tonti, known to the Indians as "Tonti of
the Iron Hand." 1Illinois State Historical Library.



the possessor of powerful magic. Sometimes the willful
explorer used it with great effect against rebellious
Indians; for this he was widely known as "Tonti of the Iron
Hand." De Tonti proved to be a fearless and 1loyal
lieutenant to La Salle. Of De Tonti, La Salle remarked that
"his energy and address make him equal to anything."’®

In 1679, La Salle and his capable lieutenant succeeded
in making alliances with the Illinois tribes and began
construction of trading posts on the upper Illinois River.
Iroquois incursions into the Illinois country, however,
temporarily interrupted their mission. The English
instigated attacks by this eastern confederacy of Indian
tribes in the belief that they could force the Illinois to
trade with England instead of France. The Iroquois totally
demoralized the poorly organized Illinois Indians. In one
raid, the eastern aggressors slaughtered or captured more
than twelve-hundred members of one Illinois tribe. More
than six-hundred were burned at the stake, and their roasted
flesh consumed. Raids continued, and the Illinois abandoned

their homeland, scattering westward for safety. Finally by
1681, La Salle succeeded in gathering many of these Indians
together as a united front against the Iroquois. In August

of that year, the explorer resumed his mission, leading an
expedition down the Mississippi to discover the mouth of the
great river.®

In March 1682, La Salle and his voyageurs arrived among
the Quapaw Indians. Nearing the wvillage of Kappa, the
Frenchmen detected the faint, ominous beat of drums.
Uncertain of the reception they would receive, the party
crossed to the east side of the Mississippi and made camp.
La Salle dispatched two Frenchmen to proceed to the village
to act as hostages in declaration of his peaceable
intentions. A few hours later, a delegation of Quapaw
chiefs crossed the river, presenting the calumet or
ceremonial pipe to La Salle. Now assured of the safety of
his men, the cautious 1leader guided the party to the
opposite shore. According to De Tonti, the Quapaw "regaled
us with the best they had." The explorers received the same
reception at Tongigua and Tourima. With the relationship
between France and the Quapaw tribe thus reconfirmed, La
Salle erected "the arms of the king" at Kappa and the
voyageurs resumed their mission to discover the mouth of the
Mississippi River.’

One month after leaving the Quapaw, the party reached
the Gulf of Mexico. La Salle ceremoniously erected the
"arms of the King," and claimed the entire Mississippi
valley for France, calling it Louisiana in honor of the
French monarch Louis XIV.



Figure 4. La Salle exploring the Mississippi River.



Figure 5. La Salle among the Quapaw at the mouth of the
Arkansas River.
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