Conflicting Concepts of Justice

A Winnebago Murder Trial on the Illinois Frontier

MARTIN ZANGER

“I came heve to see justice, but I find none.” CarimMani, 1821"

Indians of the Great Lakes region sub-
scribed to a kinship-centered system of jus-
tice. In the case of murder, the victim's fam-
ily was obligated to retaliate in kind against
the perpetrator’s family unless the presen-
tation of a suitable gift could be arranged to
“cover the dead,” that is, assuage the ag-
grieved relatives. Similar customs applied
as well to intertribal killings, and quite nat-
urally Indians expected to continue their
practice of justice in whatever conflicts
would arise with white settlers. In doing
so, they were frustrated by the Anglo-
American legal system, in which the state,
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rather than the family, administered jus-
tice. One such confrontation in frontier Il
linois cccurred when Winnebago Indians
attempted to assert their ethos in coping
with the intrusion of whites into the upper
Mississippt Valley.

The Winnebagos were a Siouan-speaking
people encountered by the French in the
Green Bay vicinity in the early 1600s. Over
the next two centuries, members of the
tribe pursued the fur trade throughout
south-central Wisconsin and northwestern
Illinois along the Rock River and its
tributaries. In the War of 1812, anumber of
Winnebago bands fought alongside the
British and their allies, Tecumseh and the
Shawnee Prophet. Later, leaders of the
bands were upset when they learned that
their British allies had made peace with the

1The Iilinois Intelligencer (Vandalia) of May 15,
1821 {p. 3, cols. 2-3), guoted Carimani, an aged Win-
nebago chief who attended the 1821 murder trial of
two of his warriors.






