Much ado about nothing: The Royal
Proclamation on the edge of empire

On October 7, 1763, only months
after signing the Treaty of Paris
and ending the Seven Years’ War, Brit-
ain sought to confirm sovereignty over
its newly acquired territories in North
America through a Royal Proclamation.
“The Royal Proclamation”—as it is now
known—was a document designed to
address the challenges born of con-
quest. The exigencies of an expanded
empire necessitated imperial directives
to bring new peoples and lands into
the British imperial fold. In short, the
Royal Proclamation prescribed a ser-
ies of changes that attempted to rede-
fine North America.

A PIVOTAL MOMENT IN THE
HISTORY OF NORTH AMERICA

For many historians, the Proclamation
has become a crucial turning point
where broader continental discussions
of empires, colonies, and peoples give
way to national discourses.! In Canada,
there has been an overwhelming focus
on one particular aspect of the Proc-
lamation, the creation of the colony of
Quebec. The new colony signalled an
end to French North America and the
beginning of two national historiogra-
phies—one for Canada and one for Que-
bec. American historiography, on the
other hand, has focused primarily on
the creation of Indian Territory in the
trans-Appalachian West as part and par-
cel of the growing tensions that led to
the American Revolution. Much like
their English Canadian counterparts,
American historians see French North
America as having disappeared after
1763. It was replaced by a westward-
marching American Frontier.?

A VIEW TO THE WEST:
THE PAYS DES ILLINOIS

Looking at French settlements in the
[llinois Country offers an alternative
point of reference from which to under-
stand the effects of the Royal Procla-
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mation and the consequences of impe-
rial change in North America. While
Quebec and Indian Territory received
considerable attention from British
authorities, the villages of the Illinois
Country were mostly forgotten. In fact,
the Illinois Country was not mentioned
at all in the Proclamation. Yet at the
western edge of the new Indian Terri-
tory, a group of five villages dotted the
east bank of the Mississippi between
the Ohio and Illinois rivers. Together
they made up the most concentrated
French settlement in what had been
known during the French Regime as
the pays des lllinois.> Here, on the
periphery of the British Empire, the
effect of the Royal Proclamation was
negligible.

It took nearly two years following
the 1763 Treaty of Paris for the British
to claim this newly acquired territory.
When Captain Thomas Stirling and his
men finally arrived on the banks of the
Mississippi at Fort de Chartres in 1765,
they found Louis St. Ange de Bellerive
governing a French-speaking popula-

tion as if nothing had changed. The
Royal Proclamation’s directive to extend
British law to the colony of Quebec did
not apply to French settlements further
west. General Thomas Gage’s address—
delivered to the inhabitants of the Illi-
nois Country by Captain Stirling in 1765—
made no mention of the rule of British
law, the creation of a civil government,
or the maintenance of a military regime.
It simply reiterated the protections
afforded under the Treaty of Paris, such
as freedom of religion, the right to relo-
cate, and a provision for an oath of
allegiance. Thus, French law continued
to reign despite British imperial rule.
British attempts to handle local disputes
and establish English courts were under-
mined by a revolving door of comman-
dants and resistance from French set-
tlers and merchants. In many ways, day-
to-day life in the [llinois Country remained
unchanged.*

THE ROYAL
PROCLAMATION’S LIMITS

French settlements in the Illinois Coun-
try undermined the Royal Proclama-
tion. Established French settlements
dispelled the myth of Indian Territory
as a settler-free zone with limited and
tightly controlled trade. Moreover, Can-
adiens continued to migrate to the Illi-
nois Country and marry into established
families, which served to maintain the
French character of many of the vil-
lages.® Trade between the Illinois Coun-
try and Canada persisted, thanks in
large part to lllinois merchants with ties
to Aboriginal nations throughout the
interior of North America and traders
at Michilimackinac, Detroit, and Mont-
real. The British trade licence system
initially slowed the southern fur trade,
but it ultimately failed to stem the flow
of goods and people to the Illinois Coun-
try. Hundreds of fur trade voyageur con-
tracts signed in Montreal confirmed the
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MUCh ado about nOthing continued from page 23

re-emergence of robust trade with the
lllinois Country in the years following
the Proclamation.® Merchants travelled
back and forth between the St. Law-
rence and Mississippi and helped fam-
ilies keep in touch with loved ones and
settle business over long distances.”
The Royal Proclamation may have
redrawn the imperial map, but it did
not, in one fell swoop, break the his-
toric French socio-economic linkages
between the Illinois Country and Can-
ada.® Nor did it effectively assert Brit-
ish control over new subjects at the
edge of empire. The Proclamation pro-
jected a new vision of empire with which
colonial administrators and subjects
were left to grapple. Examining the Illi-
nois Country and French colonial con-
tinuity provides an opportunity to break
away from our narrow national dis-
courses, broaden our historical gaze,
and ask new questions about the rela-
tionship between imperial directives
and colonial historical realities. ¥
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