THE FOUNDING of the English Settle-
. ment in Illinois by Morris Birkbeck and
George Flower has been cited as an event
of far greater significance for the state
than the number of persons involved
ht indicate. The persuasive power of
irkbeck’s books and the controversy they
erated undoubtedly attracted many
ettlers—as well as a horde of English
avelers who publicized the under-
king. The Englishmen’s grand attempt
) capitalize prairie farming hastened the
gnition that cultivation of grasslands
as possible. Finally, the indefatigable pen
f Birkbeck and the leadership of both
n in opposition to the 1824 referendum
a constitutional convention contributed
ificantly to keeping Illinois a free-soil
e. These achievements have long been
wn.

Ann Salter began her study of Morris Birkbeck and
nglish Settlement in a Knox College course funded
e National Endowment for the Humanities and has
 continued her research as a personal project. She
ved the B.A. degree in journalism from the

ity of Oklahoma.
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George Flower Comes to the Illinois Country

A New Look at Motivations

MARY ANN SALTER

In recent years, a collection of private
papers, including letters written to Eng-
land by George Hower during his tour of
the United Statesin 1816-1817, has been
deposited in the manuscript eollections of
the Illinois Stare Historical Library.
Though net the originas, the letters were
copied by hand into a book that thus be-
camearecord of the young man’s tiavels.
The letters, together with the journal kept
during the same time, are especidly vahi-
ablefor what they tell us about hismetiva-
tions and hisimpressions on that original
trip; the documents dso give us insight
into the relationship between Hower and
Birkbeck in the enterprise they subse-
quently undertook together, In particular,
thelettersand journal clearly show that it
wes Birkbeck who chase to pioneer in the
Wedt, and that Flower’s predilection for
the South was so strong that it nearly
overcame hisantipathy to slavery.

Flower’s departure from England was
not, as has sometimes been assumed, on
commission to investigate possible sites for
settlement. Neither he nor Birkbeck had
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fully decided to emigrate when he em-
barked from Liverpool aboard the Robert
Burnson June 12, 1816.! Grim times they
were for English farmers. " To persons o
fastidious politica teastes”” Hower re-
marked, “the United States of North
Americaseemed to bethe onlv countryv left
for emigration,™ but the journey "was un-
dertaken from mixed motives.”* An un-
happy marriage had become unbearable
for Flower and his wife, or for one o
them, and Flower sought a change of
scene.' Histwo young sonswere left in the
cared hissister Mary Catherine, to whom
hewrotealmostimmediately on arrivingin
New York on August 3. That this ar-
rangement was a temporary one seems
probablefrom a letter written January 18,
1817. to afriend. At the time. Flower wes
tentatively planning to return to England
in late March or April.®

Though my gtay in England will be short, yet it
isnecessary that | Should return once moreto
make some family arrangements, which noth-
ing but the embarrassedfeelingsunder which |
left my native country will excuse my leaving
undone.’

However turbulent his emotions may
have been, the milieu of anew country —its
politica ingtitutions so congenial to his
own republican tastes, its devel oping dem-
ocratic society so nove and at times dis-
concerting—was exciting to explore, and
his discoveries were communicated with
the enthusiasm of one who enjoys travel-
ing and conversation. As he toured New
York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, he gath-
ered information on the state of agricul-
tureand commerce, which he reported to
his father.® To his brother William he de-
scribed business opportunitiesand hisown
enthusiasm for the United States? and to
Edward, hisyoungest brother, he wrote of
the adventure of riding through the
forestsdf Ohio, where he was often in the
company d backwoodsmen."” But to his
mother heconfessed,"” The State of Ohiois
amost too democratic for me | mean for
me to enjoy mysdf in." He was uncom-
fortable with the familiarity of "ignorant
upstart dovely fdlows. . . nevertheless |
would not have the Sysem encroach'd
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upon in the least the Advantages d re-
publicanism are too striking." Hower sad
that he was more favorably impressed with
the state & Kentucky, which he toured in
October. He reiterated his growing con-
viction that Americaweas where he wished
to be.

If it was not for my parentsand my children I
should never return to England again, for
without doubt the meansof procuring a living
iSso easy to what it isin our old country, that
there can be no hesitation about Choice."

Increasingly he felt drawn to the South.
Kentucky seemed headlthier than Ohio,
and itssociety more congenial than that of
Ohio or Pennsylvania. After visiting Ten-
nessee, he turned eastward and hurried to
reach Virginia before winter came to the
mountains. General Lafayette, whom he
and Birkbeck had met in Francein 1814,
had given him a letter of introduction to
Thomas Jefferson,'* and Flower now pre-
sented himsdf at Poplar Forest, a new
plantation the former President had pur-
chased near Lynchburg. Hower wes re-
ceived with "the greatest hospitality and
spent amost delightful day of Rest after [a]
. . . fatiguing journey." Hower's descrip-
tion df Jefferson is an affectionateone:

In person he is tall and thin and tho near 80
yearsold, as active asa Boy. A person of such
sure acquriments [?] & abilities | never met

'Thisdate istakenfrom theletters. In his History of -
the English Settlement in Edwards County, Illinois (Chi-
cago: Fergus PrintingCo., 1882, p. 30), Flower later
wrote,"| sailed from Liverpool in April 1816:” The
history wascomposed at least forty yearslater, and in
thisdetail probably indicatesthe fallibility of an old
man'smemory of hisyouth.

Ibid., pp. 27-28.

"Ibid., p. 30.

'William Faux, Memorable Days In America (Lon-
don: W. Simpkin and R. Marshall, 1823), p. 291.

'The letter of Flower to hissister Mary was started
July 6 at sea and completed when he" arrived at New
Yok Aug. 3, 1816; Copybook of Flower Letters,
1816-1817, MS, lllinois State Historical Library,
Springfield. All letter shereinafter cited are from this
copybook.

'George Flower to [Morris Birkbeck], Dec. 15,
1816. ’

George Flower to [Mr. Gurney], Jan. 18, 1817.
The Gurneys werea prominent Quaker family, and
several were active in the fight against slavery. The



with, both in his dress and House there is the
reatest plainness and simplicity. He wears a
coarse Cloth Coat with large steel Buttons and
in our old fashion a red plush Waistcoat and a
pair of dark brown corderoy Breeches with

rney and Flower families wererelated by marriage
t least two generations. See Robert Birkbeck, The
becks of Westmoreland ([London:] Mitchell &
ghes, 1900).
George Flower to his father, Richard, Aug. 12,
6

George Flower to his brother William, Oct. 1,
6

'George Flower to his brother Edward, Oct. 14,
1816.
!IGeorge Flower to his mother, Elizabeth, Oct. 24,
16. (Errors in punctuationand capitalizationin the
lers should probably be ascribed to careless copy-
. All are not jn the same handwriting, and some
 more carefully done than others. The lettersare
sented here as they appear in the copybook.)
“Flower, pp. 31-32.
orge Flower to s father, Richard, Dec. 20,

Fiower, p- 43.
George Flower to his cousin [probably Elias Pym
Fordham], Jan. 12, 1817.

Slaves at work on a cotton plantation

colored worsted Stockings. in his appearance
like a respectable old english Gardener . regular
iN his habits methodical in his actions, temper-
atein living, affable in and polite in his Marner
accessable to the modt illitterate person, and a
companion for persons of the pollish’'d Man-
ners & the greatest litterary Attainments."

Jefferson gave Flower letters of intro-
duection and invited him to visit Monticello
in a few days. From Poplar Forest, Flower
went to the home of Colonel John Coles,
father of Edward Coles, who later became
governor of Hlinois.* The charm o Vir-
ginia hospitality and aristocratic republi-
cans enhanced Flower's affinity for the
South. Even the detestable institution of
davery seemed less cruel and oppressive
than hehad expected. And the presence of
servants made living more graciois, more
comfortable, more comparable to life in
England. In Virginiaand Kentucky, soci-
ety was better, there were more gentle-
men.”" There “is just enough of aristoc-
racy left, to let an old country man down
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easy amongst republicans,” he wrote to a
friend."

In view o hislater undoubted commit-
ment to the antidavery cause and hisaso-
ciation with efforts to ameliorate the con-
ditionof both davesand free Negroes, the
initial wavering of his attitude is surpris-
ing, yet understandable. On the planta-
tionsof men like Jefferson and Coles, the
inhumanity of the system would not have
been apparent, for there was no flagrant
cruelty. Having in mind the wretchedness
of English laborers, who were suffering
greatly in thewake df the NapoleonicWars
and thedidocationsadf the industrial revo-
lution, Flower did not find the situation of
well-fed, well-cared-for daves to be so un-
fortunate. After visiting Monticello, he
wrotealongletter to hisfather in which he
gave his observations d the situation
there, where daves were numerous. Nei-
ther Jefferson nor his son-in-law had "a
free man belonging to them," except for
the overseers, who in Howe's view cor-
responded to the English bailiff.

Now | have touched on the subject o davery |
must give some account of the daves. . . . As
men have becomemore enlightened the Rigour
of Slavery hasabated, and the Statedf the Save
hasbeen improved up to the present time. It is
rare to find an inhumane master on many es-
tablishments a blow has not been struck for
years. and all babarous usage is spoken o with
horror and detestation.

Noting the ample provison o food and
clothing, he continued:

Thustreated and under agood Master their lot
would be envied by many off our distres’d
labourers in England.”

I n Kentucky, wherehe had first seen daves
and masters, he had writtenin his journal :

Savery in Kentucky is mild, and the unfortu-
nate people who are condemned to perpetual
inferiority are treated with kindness. They are
in general wdl fed and wdl clothed, their tasks
are light and their cheerful countenances be-
speak a presencedt happinessthat frequently is
denied to their more anxious masters. Al-
though some advantage is obtained by the la-
bour of the negro yet the general evil of Savery
isas sensbly felt by the Inhabitants of thisstate
as by those who view it from adistanceand are
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loud in their condemnation without being
awared thedifficultiesthat present themselves
in itsremoval.'™

FHower was convinced that real effortswere
being made towards eventual emancipa-
tion, particularly in Virginia, Maryland,
Delaware, and Kentucky. Virginia statutes
impeded thefreeing o davesby requiring
that freed Negroesbesent out of the stete,
an inhumane provisionin itself. But alter-
natives were being sought. Lettersto his
father and to a Mr. Gurney contain con-
siderable information about an attempt to
establish in Sierra Leone a colony for
"those free people of colour that wander
about the union in a state of degradation
between liberty and davery.”

If this succeedsit will open a door to emanci-
pation, that will not close until davery cesses to
exist."

In Richmond, Virginia, in the latter part
of December, 1816, Flower received a let-
ter from his father informing him that
Morris Birkbeck had decided to emigrate.
Fower then wrote his friend his thoughts
on locations for settlement. Pennsylvania
he had ruled out as being too cold—as well
as uncongenial for gentlemen such as
himself and Birkbeck. There were many
German landowners who worked “with
their own hands," but too few ‘laborers for -
hire. In Ohio, aso, the scarcity o workers
would not alow farming on a large scale.
Kentucky wes far from markets, but it
supplied most of the cattle in the United
States, and society there was much bett
than in Ohio. Of all the citizens in t
West, he preferred “the Kentuckyans.”
Tennessee had both social and agricultural
drawbacks, being too coadl for cotton, too:
warm for tobacco and wheat, and less con=
genia then Kentucky for gentlemen. In

“George Flower to [Mr. Gurney], Jan. 18, 1817.

"George Flower to his father, Richard, Jan. 1l
1817

"“Flower "Journal," Tuesday, Oct. 13, 1816,
IllinoisState Historical Library. (Datesin thiscopy
not agree with those in the Flower “Diaries,” M
Chicago Historical Society, where the quotation
pears in Vol. II, p. 126.

"“George Flower to [Mr. Gurney], Jan. 18, 18

™George Flower to [Morris Birkbeck], Dec.



 the final reckoning, Virginia seemed to
have the most advantages. Society and
manners weighed heavily in his prefer-
ences, and the men of Virginia were
“Gentleman farmers.” Lands were poor, it
“was true, but the existing farming was
- poorly done, giving scope for the talents of
enlightened English farmers. The wisest
thing for a European to do, he believed,
was to rent a farm with a comfortable
house and slaves until he could decide on a
place for permanent settlement. As to
avery:

Our principles are right but our notions as to
‘the misery of their lives are very erroneous.
Their condition has been ameliorated greatly
within these 20 years. . . . The public opinion
favourable to emancipation Slavery is felt as
evil, but there are many difficulties enough.

rging his fr come, he said, “You
 well known in America and would be

iend to

6. The date of this letter, written from Richmond,
apparently in error. The “Diaries,” III, Chicago
orical Society, indicate Flower was at Monticello
Dec. 12 to 16 and arrived in Richmond on Dec.
A postscript on a letter sent that day from Rich-
ond to his father, Richard Flower, indicatesthat he
d just received the news of Birkbeck’s decision to
migrate.

“'George Flower to his father, Richard, Jan, 11,
17 (quotations are from separate paragraphs).

“Separating a Mother from Her Child,” an illustration from an 1839 abolitionist journal

received with the most sincre congratula-
tions of friendship.”™"

In early January, Flower undertook a
short tour through northwestern Virginia.
In the same letter to his father in which he
revealed his moderating attitude toward
slavery, he described farming methods,
distinguishing between planters (who grew
tobacco, corn, and cotton) and farmers
(who produced small grain, hay, and grass,
and kept sheep and oxen). Of the former
he wrote:

He cutsdown timber to procurehim fresh land
every year which he impoverishes and aban-
dons until he has gone over his estate (which)
he then sells at a low price. Wheat and clover
improve this land with good ploughing and
when it is farmed a few years it doubles and
trebles in Value.

| should bevery strongly tempted topurchasea
farm of from 5 to 800 acres, if | knew Mr.
Birkbecks mind upon this subject.

For | should be sorry that we should separate
far from each other in this country. It would be
desirable as a home a point to come to at once
and would save a deal of expense in living in
Cities and Towns, [which] fortunately for the
farmer is extravagant in this country. Let me
hear from you and Mr. B.__*'

Both to his father and to his cousin he
indicated a preference for settling east of
the mountains, where markets were



nearby, the climate healthful and pleasant,
and society and manners most similar to
those of England.?

It was not until February 7 that two
long-delayed letters from Birkbeck findly

reached Flower. Meanwhile, he had
bought a farm in Campbell County, Vir-
ginia, ten milesfrom Lynchburg. For $10
per acre, he had acquired an abandoned
plantation of 752 acres, 300 of which were
cleared. On the property was a smal but
comfortablehouse. Writingto Birkbeck on
February 10, 1817, Flower conveyed this
news and his intention of returning to
England in April unless he heard that
Birkbeck was arriving near the scheduled
departuredate. In that case Flower would
delay his own departure. The lettersfrom
Birkbeck had been written in June and
September, 1816, and apparently indi-
cated an intention on his part to settle on
the frontier. FHower responded, "You
seem to be driving to the West with such
vengiance that | despair of catching you in
an Atlantic State till you rebound from the

George Flower

rocky ridges.” Flower, to whom the
thought of pioneering must have been ap-
paling, invited Birkbeck to inspect his
farm and take possesson if He cared to,
should be arrive after FHower's departure
for England. Savery, he knew, would be
an objection.

But when you have seen it in this state you will
have very different feeling on the subject. In-
deed | am nut sure that you would not give a
preference to seitling in a country where Slav-
ery exhibitsitsdf in aform as mild as it does in
Virginia, seeing that you may be of essential
service toa dasslow in political existence but by
N0 means the most miserable. I would not ask
you to an encreasing evil, Or to one you must
augment by your support, but to this you may
grant your full share of mitigation therefore I
have no scruples. The System (for systematic

HGeorge Flower to hiscousin [probably Elias Pym
Fordham], Jan. 12, 1817.

“George Flower to [Morris Birkbeck], Feb. 10,
1817.

“'‘Morris Birkbeck, Notes on a Journey in America
(London: Janes Ridgway, 1818), p. 21.

“Ibid., pp. 22, 28.




Eliza Julia Andrews Hower

slavery however disguised must be wicked) ori-
" ginated in violent injustice was for a time con-
tinued with cruel oppression, but encreasing
' goodness has altered its obnexious features.
* There is nothing left to shock: humanity and
very little to disgust.”

It 1s not difficult to understand Birk-
s beck’s rejection of both his friend's invita-
‘tion and his attitude. Almost immediately
on arrivinig in Richmond, he witnessed a
slave auction, which brought tears to his
leyes as he observed the grief of Negro
; omen being separated from their chil-
dren.** Strong principles and great deter-
‘mination on his part precluded the kind of
compromise with slavery suggested by
Flower. Birkbeck seemed almost to be di-
rectly refuting his friend's rationalizations
when he wrote:

It has also been confidently alledged that the
dition of slaves in Virginia, under the mild
atment they are said to experience, is pref-
ble to that of our English labourers. I know
vd lament the degraded state of dependent

poverty, to which the latter have been gradually
reduced. I know aso, that many daves
pass their lives in comparative ease and
that the mogt wretchedof our paupers might envy
the allotment o the hgopy negro: this is not,
however, instituting afair comparison, to bring
the opposite extremes o the two classes into
competition.

Hethen pointed out a number of inherent
advantages of the free laborer over the
dave, especidly in terms of rights under
law.>

In view of Flower's actual purchase of
property in Virginiaand his opinions con-
cerning the comparative advantages of
West and South—formed through per-
sonal observation—it is difficult to under-
stand why he was finally persuaded to ac-
company his friend west. In his letters to
Birkbeck, Flower pointed out succinctly
the chief obstacles that ultimately pre-
vented their personal success. lack of
labor, low prices, and distancefrom mar-
kets. It is true that early in his tour the
advantage of a joint land purchase had
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This ck’s journey
from Virginia, (0 the “Prairie
Settle
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occurred to him. Indeed, the idea of an
English Settlement may originaly have
been his.

If farming is the object a stout party from
England settling near to each other in a healthy
and fertile situationcould not fail of successfor
the value of that part of theland which might
be improved at the end o 5 years would be
doubled tripled or quadrupled by the im-
provement on the other part.%

But these observationswere madein rela-
tion to conditionsin Pennsylvaniaand the
eastern edge of Ohio, and both those
states, he later wrote, lacked the supply of
labor necessary for large-scale farming.
When he learned that Birkbeck was intent
on locating in the West, Flower advised:

I n the Western States there is much rich land,
high wages, low prices and distant from markit
precludesfarming on alargescale. The liability
to diseases and a total change o habits weigh
more with me. There are notwithstanding as
many reasons to urge, an American westward
as to induce an European to stop short. His
method of cultivatingthe Earth compelshim to
amodeof labour for which heiswdl qualified.
We must not rush forward into the foremost
rank. tofell trees hunt Bearsand fight Indians.
Our Policy isto let pioneersdo the heavy work
for uswhile we content ourselvesupon their old
plantations and endeavor to apply our skill
after their labour.™

Writing to a friend in England on the
relative advantages of the East and the
West, Flower maintained that for Europe-
ans, the Atlantic states would be more de-
sirable because of the greater similarity of
manners and the facility of communica-
tions with Europe. This was precisaly the
position William Cobbett was to takein his
bitter attack on the English Settlement in
his Letter to Morris Birkbeck, published in
1818.%

Flower's perennial concern for “good
society” could not have been easily allayed,
and the comforts of civilized living were
obvioudy of importance to him. Shortly
after writing to Birkbeck, he wrote a
whimsica letter to hissistersdescribing the
"manner of living" in Pennsylvania and
Virginia
I n Pensy —— the femaleaof the house must be a
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bustling managing working dame ready to
makesauce herself, or takeit from her servent.

In Virginia, on the other hand:

The Lady presides at the table as in England,
and every Lady in the family has her waiting
maid.

When | seeyou againyou must tell mein which
you had rather live.*

There is no doubt that Birkbeck was a
persuasive man, and his Notes on a Journey
in America contains arguments that he also
may have used to win over his young col-
league. By surrounding themselves with
likeminded people from England, they
would create their own society;" and in
offeringan escaperoute for the oppressed
poor of England, they would provide their
own source of labor.* On the Illinois
prairie they would be five hundred miles
nearer than Cincinnati to the markets of
New Orleans.” What better prospects, he
might have asked, could one expect?

It seems quite possible, however, that
Flower was persuaded to go to Illinois by
circumstances that had little to do with
reason or argument. When the Birkbecks
arrived in Virginia, Miss Eliza Julia An-
drews was one of the party. She was a
friend of the Flower family and, possibly,
the cause of George FHoower's marital diffi-
culties.® At any rate, Flower accompanied

" George Flower to his brother William, Oct. 1,
1816.

“George Flower to [Morris Birkbeck], Feb. 10,
1817. L

»*William Cobbett, A Year’s Residence in the United
States of America (London: Sherwood, Neely, and
Jones, 1819), pp. 528, 534, 537.

#George Flower to his sisters, Feb. 12, 1817. Flower
had three sisters—Mary Catherine, Martha, and Eliz-
abeth—the last-named may not have been living at
this time. Only Marthaand Mary Catherine came to
[llincisin 1818.

“Birkbeck, p. 160.

"Ibid., p. 141.

*Ibid., p. 150.

" Faux, p. 296.

" Flower, p. 56.

*Laws o 1llinois, 9 G.A., 2 Sess. (Jan. 15; 1836),
pp. 259-60 (italicsadded).

"'Flower, pp. 100-12.

“Faux, pp. 290-97.

" Bid., p. 295.
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his friends west in 1817 and at Vincennes

was married to Miss Andrews. The cere-

mony took place, according to Flower, in
 the house of “Col. LaSalle” and was per-
formed by Elihu Stout, a Justice of the
peace.* In view of that assertion, two doc-
uments of public record in Illinois for the
year 1836 are of great interest. Thefirst, a
private law of January 15, 1836, provides
“that the bands of matrimony be, and the
same are hereby dissolved, between . . .
George Flower and Jane his wife.”

The second document, a photocopy of
which is among the Flower papers in the
Illinois State Historical Library, is a mar-
riage license issued March 18, 1836, and
endorsed by Justin Harlan of Edwards
County Circuit Court, who “this 18 day of
March” married G. Flower and Eliza Julia
Andrews according to the law of the state
of Illinois. The license was returned to the
registrar’s office March 19, 1836, and reg-
istered that day.

Flower’s first marriage was to Jane Daw-
son, his first cousin, and by her he had two
sons, who were with him when he came
back to Illinois in 1818 (he had delayed his
trip to England until the fall of 1817). His
parents, two sisters, and two brothers also
accompanied him from England. Eliza
Flower meanwhile awaited their return at
‘Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, where she
gave birth to a daughter a few weeks be-
fore George arrived to take her back to the
‘West. Whatever domestic arrangements he
‘may have made in England, a divorce,
apparently, wes not among them.* In-
deed, a divorce could only have been ob-
tained in England through achurch court,
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followed by a specid act o Parliament—an
expensive proceeding not hagtily or easly
accomplished. The frontier, he may have
thought, would be a more comfortable
placethan Virginiafor a manin his situa-
tion.

It may not have proved to be so; the
1836 divorce and marriage make more
credible William Faux's account of the
famous quatrel between Birkbeck and
FHower that was s0 devastating to the En-
glish Settlement:**  According to Faux, who
has been dismissed as a gossip, Birkbeck
had learned during the Flowers absencein
1817-1818 that Miss Andrews had been
the cause of separation in George's first
marriage and that the elder Flowers had
placed her in Birkbeck's party for the
purpose o marrying her to their son.
Having been so deceived in an"iniquitous”
scheme, Birkbeck refused to meet the
young couple on their return. Birkbeck
a0 declined to purchase land for the
elder Flowers, who had sent him money
for that purpose from England, and were
living temporarily in Kentucky, Flower,
sad Faux, did not "defend his departure
from law and custom, in this second mar-
riage,” but asserted that "as Mr. Birkbeck
knew hissituation intimately, he would not
have censured him, had he not wished to
marry the lady himsdf."** The truth con-
cerning Miss Andrews’ presence in the
Birkbeck party and Birkbeck's fedlings
towards her may dways remain obscure,
but the supposition seems reasonable that
she, as much as Morris Birkbeck, led
George Hower to a pioneeringlife in -
nois.



