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Feature Article
The Ouilmettes 
in Chicago
Archange and Antoine Ouilmette lived 
on land that would become the Village of 
Wilmette for about nine years, from 1829 
to 1838. While Wilmette ended up bearing 
their family name – and with good reason – 
Archange and Antoine Ouilmette arguably 
were as foundational to the City of Chicago. 
Prior to 1829, they had been one of just a few 
families living in that settlement about 15 
miles south of Wilmette, and they played a 
heroic role in the earliest event to be 
commemorated by a star on the Chicago 
flag.

Jean Baptiste Point du Sable had established 
a home and trading post on the north bank 
of the Chicago River by 1788, making 
Point du Sable the first non-Native settler 
of Chicago. Some accounts place Antoine 
Ouilmette second for having arrived in 
1790. Regardless, he and Archange were 
one of the métis (mixed French and Native 
American) families that, during the last 
decade of the 18th century, made Point du 
Sable’s settlement a small but significant 
outpost.

Antoine and Archange took on a variety 
of tasks during their time in Chicago, but 
Archange may have worked with Antoine 
in his primary employment transporting 
travelers across the portage between the 
Chicago and Des Plaines rivers. In 1803, 
American soldiers arrived to build Fort 
Dearborn across the Chicago River from the 
Ouilmettes and the Point du Sable house, 
which John Kinzie purchased that same 
year. Antoine would work as a fur trader 
for Kinzie and support Fort Dearborn as a 
farmer, supplying livestock and cordwood.

On August 15, 1812, Captain Nathan Heald 
led an evacuation of Fort Dearborn. The U.S. 
anticipated an attack by the Potawatomis, 
who were aligned with the British in the War 
of 1812, and the Americans did not think 
they could defend the fort (which was, at 

the time, strategically remote). Potawatomi 
warriors attacked the retreating soldiers, 
militia men, and families over a mile south 
of the fort, in what has nonetheless come to 
be known as the Battle of Fort Dearborn. 
The Potawatomi victory was swift and deci-
sive, leaving over half of Heald’s group dead 
within an hour.

Those who did not flee Chicago that day 
included Archange Ouilmette and her sister, 
Sheshi Buisson, who was at the Ouilmette 
residence through the retreat and American 
surrender. Ouilmette performed several mer-
ciful and likely life-saving acts that day. She 
gave refuge to Alexander Robinson, a trader 
returning to Chicago from present-day 
Indiana. She also gave shelter and disguise 
to U.S. Army Sergeant William Griffith 
– even as her grandfather Naunongee was 
fighting the retreating Americans to his 
death about a mile away. Three days after 
the battle, more Native warriors arrived in 
Chicago. Fearing for her safety as the wife 
of an American officer, the Potawatomi 
leader Black Partridge disguised John 
Kinzie’s stepdaughter Margaret Helm and 
brought her to the Ouilmette’s house, where 
Archange kept her safe through the attack.

Some past accounts have suggested that 
Archange Ouilmette received the 1,280 
acres of the Ouilmette Reserve as thanks for 
her protection of besieged Euro-Americans 
in the Battle of Fort Dearborn. There is 
insufficient evidence to support such a 
direct correlation. Even so, one could read 
the naming of Wilmette after Archange 
as a memorial to her foundational role in 
Chicago. As Ann Durkin Keating argues, in 
Rising Up from Indian Country: The Battle 
of Fort Dearborn and the Birth of Chicago 
(University of Chicago Press, 2012), the 
shelter and safety Ouilmette provided to 
those fleeing the Battle of Fort Dearborn, 
regardless of allegiance, represent a few of 
the “acts of mercy [that] would provide a 
base for slowly reweaving the settlement at 
Chicago” after the War of 1812.
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Detail of a souvenir serving 
tray from the 1933 World’s Fair, 
showing a map of Chicago 
upon its 1833 incorporation. A 
house labelled “Ouilmette”is 
clearly visible across the river 
from Fort Dearborn, although 
Archange and Antoine had 
relocated to the Ouilmette 
reserve in 1829.


