
Happy 
325th

Birthday
PEORIA



The roots of Colonial Illinois run deep at the City of 
Peoria, Illinois.  On the shore of Lake Peoria Native and 
European peoples established a settlement that celebrates 
its 325th birthday this year.

The founding of the Native and French settlement that 
became Peoria dates to 1691 when French soldiers, traders, 
and missionaries, joined several thousand Illinois Indians as 
they moved from the Starved Rock area, 65 miles upriver.



The Illinois tribes called this location Pimiteoui 
which translates as 

                     IT BURNS PAST IT 

and probably refers to fires of the large 
bottomland prairies along the two lakes. 
But the French came to call the location 
Au Pe (at the Peorias), which gradually 
became just Peoria.



At the core of this settlement was a French fort and mission, 
constructed in 1691 as the main administrative center of the 
Illinois Country. The location of the fort was described as 
on the northwest shore of Lake Peoria about a mile and a 
half above the outlet (in the immediate vicinity of today’s 
Detweiller Marina).

The adjacent Indian village was composed of over 
300 longhouses, each one home to a number of families.  
At the time, this was the principal village of the entire 
Illinois tribe, and stretched an unknown distance along the 
lake shore. 

The Mission of the Immaculate Conception was built by the 
Jesuits to serve this village, and the locale also became home to 
French traders and soldiers. Many Canadian traders married Il-
linois Indians creating a multi-cultural community known today 
as a Metis community. The Peoria of the 1690s was home to at 
least several thousand people.



This pattern of large Native populations hosting small 
French colonial populations continued after the founding of 
Peoria. 

After living all together in the tumultuous 1680s in the upper 
Illinois River Valley The Illinois Tribe (consisting of the Peoria, 
Coiracoetnaton, Maroa, Kaskaskia, Tapouara, and 
Moingwena, Cahokia, and Tamaroa) along with the Wea and 
Piankashaw divisions of the Miami Tribe, subsequently created 
a number of new settlements across the Illinois Country.

These became additional French forts, trading 
These attracted French settlements and missions, which in turn 
became colonial and American towns.  Some of these towns 
still exist today, but none are as old as Peoria.





What Happened at Peoria? 
Historical Events before the American era



A long and complex array of historical events unfolded along the Peoria waterfront 
between 1691 and the 1820s.  For example, there were between four and seven forts and 
stockades along the city’s waterfront during the 130 years prior to the arrival of the first 
American settlers in 1819.  Alongside these were one or more missions and uncounted 

home sites and meeting places. The Peoria waterfront was a remarkably busy 
place for a very long time.

1691-1700 1700-1750s

The Grand Village of the Illinois Tribe (home 
to thousands of Native residents), Fort St. 
Louis (serving as the administrative center 
for the French military and traders, and the 
Mission of the Immaculate Conception 
(continuing the work begun by Father 
Jacques Marquette in 1673).

A sequence of two or three additional 
forts, supporting trade along the river, 
alongside a succession of Native villages 
principally occupied by the Peoria as well 
as probable Metis families.

click on picture to view or download map

https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/1-Peoria1691Franke-p19-edited.pdf


1760s-1800 1770s-1812

The Old French Village consisted of 
French settlers and was located near 
Detweiller Marina. portions of the old 
properties and lot lines were recorded by 
the American government in the 1820s.

The New French Village (or La Ville de Maillet), 
located along the river in modern-day 
downtown Peoria. This substantial trading village 
was the site of Maillet’s fort and then an American 
Fur Company post.  The town was burned out by 
Americans soldiers in 1812 and the Americans built 
their own fort (Fort Clark) the following year.

click on picture to view or download map
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https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/3a-LaVille-de-Maillet-reconstruction-sketch.pdf
https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/2-PeoriaGLO.pdf


1830s1770s-1812

click on picture to view or download map

cl
ic

k 
on

 p
ic

tu
re

 to
 v

ie
w

 o
r d

ow
nl

oa
d 

m
ap

https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/3c-Reconstruction-drawing-fort-clark-2.pdf
https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/3b-FtClark-1819-Daniel-Smith-Treaty-Edwardsville.pdf


Where is the archaeology for all this history?

And Under Peoria?



Archaeological remains have been found 
to be remarkably durable in urban settings, 
particularly if they are protected by deep 
fill, rail yards, or other forms of 
development that did not dig deeply into 
the old subsoil. For instance, French house 
remains have recently been found beneath 
deep fill in downtown St. Louis.  



At East St. Louis, the Illinois State 
Archaeological Survey recently 
uncovered an entire 1000 year old 
prehistoric city, including 1200 houses 
and over 5000 storage pits-all 
preserved beneath over 3 to 6 feet 
of fill, rubble, and building foundations. 

click on picture to view or download map

https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/4-MRB%2520fill%2520and%2520results_Page_2.pdf
https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/4-MRB-fill-and-results.pdf


2001

at Peoria’s Old French Village: the footprint of an 
18th century post-in-earth dwelling was excavated 
by ISAS near the corner of Adams and Mary streets. 
It was located in the front yard of a late 19th 
century building, and was preserved only 1 foot 
below the modern surface.  The rest of the Old 
French Village has yet to be found.

French Peoria and the Illinois Country, 1673-1846, by Judith A. Frank 

At Home in the Illinois Country: French Colonial Domestic Site Archaeolgy 
in the Midwest 1730-1800, by Robert Mazrim

Click on book icons for 
books about 

French Peoria

http://www.museum.state.il.us/publications/catalog_by_categories/27/0
https://shop.inrs.illinois.edu/isas-studies.html
https://shop.inrs.illinois.edu/isas-studies.html


2004

At Peoria’s New French Village:  Buried remnants 
of this late 18th century town were discovered in 
2004, and many more remains are probably present.



So far At Peoria, the remains of the 130 years between the 
1691 settlement and the initial 1819 American settlers have 
only been found in a few areas,  but the precise locations 
of the Illinois/Peoria Indian villages, Jesuit mission, and 
various French forts are still unknown.  The area outside 
the pre-1939 flood levels along the shoreline north and 
south of Detweiller Marina is certainly the prime 
location where such remains can be found.

cl
ic

k 
on

 p
ic

tu
re

 to
 v

ie
w

 o
r d

ow
nl

oa
d 

m
ap

https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/5-probability-peoria.pdf


Peoria was the earliest in a series of 
native/colonial communities in the 

Illinois Country



1691

Peoria, IL

(325 years) Peoria, IL begins with 
the movement of French military, 
traders, and missionaries 
alongside of a very large 
native population.  Although 
there were short periods when 
there were few or no people at 
Peoria through the last three 
centuries Peoria has for the most 
part been occupied continuously 
from 1691 to the present day.

Unfortunately, there are no 
Colonial or Territorial era 
National Register of Historic 
Places, National Historic 
Landmarks, or State Historic sites 
to visit in or near Peoria.  

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

click on picture to view or download map

https://isas.illinois.edu/UserFiles/Servers/Server_260627/File/pdfs/Peoria/6-Illinois-country-french.pdf


1699

Cahokia, IL

(317 years) Cahokia, IL where a 
community of French 
Canadian traders and a 
Catholic Mission was founded 
in a Cahokia/Tamoroa 
Village.  The village has been 
continuously occupied to the 
present day and the Catholic 
parish at Cahokia is the oldest
 operating in Illinois.

There are several Colonial 
and Territorial era National 
Register of Historic Places, 
National Historic Landmark 
and State Historic sites to 
visit in and near Cahokia.  

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cahokia_Courthouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_the_Holy_Family_%28Cahokia%2C_Illinois%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin-Boismenue_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicholas_Jarrot_Mansion


1703

Kaskaskia, IL

(313 years) Kaskaskia, IL, where a 
Kaskaskia Indian village 
originating in Peoria was joined 
in 1703 by Jesuit Missionaries and 
French Colonists. The Colonial 
and American Territorial 
presence here transitioned into 
the first capital of Illinois.  The 
village was mostly destroyed in 
1881 when the Mississippi River 
suddenly changed course.

There are a number of Colonial 
and Territorial era State Historic 
sites, a National Landmark, and a 
French Colonial Historic District 
of old towns with French origins 
to visit in and near the former 
site of Kaskaskia.

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cahokia_Courthouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kaskaskia_Bell_State_Memorial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Kaskaskia_State_Historic_Site
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Menard_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prairie_du_Rocher%2C_Illinois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creole_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Colonial_Historic_District


1717

Ouiatenon, IN

(299 years) Ouiatenon, IN 
founded when the Wea Indians 
who had moved from Starved 
Rock region to Chicago to the 
Wabash River were joined by the 
French military (Sieur de 
Vincennes) and traders.  
This settlement lasted until 
the 1790s.

There are two Colonial/
Territorial era National 
Register, State Historic site, and 
National Historic Landmark 
sites to visit at or near Fort 
Ouiatenon.

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cahokia_Courthouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Ouiatenon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tippecanoe_Battlefield_Park%20%20


1719

Village of Chartres & 
Ft. des Chartres

(297 years) Village of Chartres 
and Ft. des Chartres (Randolph 
County, IL) were founded when the 
French Colonial administrators of 
the new Louisiana Colony picked 
a spot alongside the Michigamea 
Indian tribe as the formative 
capital of their Illinois 
colony.  Other French towns, 
including Prairie du Rocher (1722), 
soon sprang up in this area. 
Occupied until 1780s.

There are several Colonial and 
Territorial era State Historic sites, 
National Historic Landmark, and a 
French Colonial Historic District 
to visit at and near Fort Chartres.

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cahokia_Courthouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_de_Chartres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prairie_du_Rocher%2C_Illinois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creole_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Colonial_Historic_District


1732

Vincennes, IN

(286 years) Vincennes, IN was 
founded when Sieur de Vincennes 
brought French military, Jesuit 
missionaries, traders, and the 
Piankashaw Indians together. 
The Colonial and Territorial 
era governmental functions at 
Vincennes transitioned into 
Indiana’s first state capital and 
the oldest continuously 
occupied town in Indiana. The 
Catholic Parish at St. Francis 
Xavier Cathedral is the oldest
 in Indiana.

There are several Colonial and 
Territorial era National 
Register and state historic sites, 
and a National Historic Park to 
visit at and near Vincennes.  
Vincennes has a sequence of 
forts not unlike those that 
stood at Peoria over time. 

Click on the squares 
for related historic sites to visit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Cahokia_Courthouse
https://www.nps.gov/gero/
http://www.indianamuseum.org/vincennes-state-historic-site
http://www.grouselandfoundation.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Francis_Xavier_Cathedral_and_Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forts_of_Vincennes%2C_Indiana


Information presented by: The Illinois state archaeological Survey

Text and images by: Dr. Duane Esarey & Robert Mazrim

Special Thanks to: Dr. Thomas E. Emerson & Mike Farkas


