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Few people have made a greater 
contribution to the French history of 
the Illinois Country/Upper Louisiana 
Territory than Carl Ekberg, and this 
latest work is in many ways an im-
pressive addition to that collection. 
Collaborative efforts can be tricky, 
but co-author Sharon Person’s ar-
chival knowledge and work with St. 
Louis slave records and Indigenous 
baptismal records impressively shows 
through in this well-researched con-
tribution to St. Louis history. 

The authors readily admit that 
their book has a bit of a split per-
sonality.  The first half is primarily 
an examination of the founding and 
early rise of St. Louis through a 
biographical study of Louis St. Ange 
de Bellerive, the last commandant 
of French Upper Louisiana. Details 
concerning the Grotton-St. Ange 
family, their importance to French-
Indigenous diplomacy, and St. Ange’s 
background as commandant of Vin-
cennes provide wonderful context 
for understanding the man who gov-
erned St. Louis during its formative 
years. The focus on St. Ange offers 
a much-needed counterpoint to the 
mythology of the Laclède-Chouteau 
founding of St. Louis in 1764. Moving 
beyond Gregory P. Ames’s recent re-
examination of Auguste Chouteau’s 
journal (Auguste Chouteau’s Journal: 
Memory, Mythmaking & History in 

the Heritage of New France, 2010), 
Ekberg and Person make St. Ange the 
central figure of early St. Louis.  In 
doing so, they provide a fascinating 
early history of the town that differs 
markedly from the recent works of Jay 
Gitlin (The Bourgeois Frontier: French 
Towns, French Traders & American Ex-
pansion, 2010), Fred Fausz (Founding 
St. Louis: First City of the New West, 
2011), or Patricia Cleary (The World, 
the Flesh, and the Devil: A History of 
Colonial St. Louis, 2011). Too early for 
the complete domination of French 
bourgeois interests, far from an idyl-
lic French-Native utopia, and more 
stable than a town living in constant 
fear of attack and destruction, Ekberg 
and Person’s early St. Louis is a man-
aged town under the steady hand of 
St. Ange.  As the authors are quick to 
point out, there is little room for the 
“rogue colonialism” that Shannon Lee 
Dawdy applied to her history of New 
Orleans (Building the Devil’s Empire: 
French Colonial New Orleans, 2008). 

While the book’s first half is very 
insightful, it does favor a French per-
spective. While Indigenous peoples 
are discussed, Ekberg and Person 
occasionally slip into the Pax Gallica 
mentalité of their French protagonist, 
which detracts from the complexity 
of French-Indigenous relations. The 
French colonies were indeed real, but 
Indigenous agency and power were 
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no less real. That nuance appears in 
the footnotes, but is missing at times 
from the narrative. 

The second half of St. Louis Rising 
provides a thematic examination of 
life in early St. Louis, with chapters 
on architecture, civil law, African and 
Indigenous slavery, and the early for-
mation of the St. Louis fur trade. The 
authors provide a concise examination 
of how buildings were designed, built, 
and financed, but it is in their discus-
sion of civil law—la coutume de Paris— 
that the second half of the book shines. 
The authors provide quite possibly the 
clearest explanation to date regarding 
continued use of French civil law after 
the end of the French empire in the 
middle Mississippi Valley, building on 
the work of Margaret Kimball Brown 
(History as They Lived It: A Social His-
tory of Prairie Du Rocher, Ill., 2005), 
and challenging Stuart Banner’s focus 
on unwritten norms (“Written Law 
and Unwritten Norms in Colonial St. 
Louis,” Law and History Review 14, 
no. 1, 1996).

Ekberg and Person’s research on 
slavery offers glimpses into the move-
ment of slaves, legal application of the 
Code Noir, and sexual relations be-
tween French owners and their slaves. 
However, this portion of the work 
ultimately generates more questions 
than answers with little discussion 
of the distinctions between African 
and Indigenous slavery, and a heavy 

focus on African slaves, particularly 
the case of Lorine. Eschewing Brett 
Rushforth’s Bonds of Alliance (2012) 
detracts from their discussion of 
the difficult issues of sexual abuse, 
agency, and broader French concep-
tions of servitude.

Finally, the authors’ examina-
tion of the early fur trade in St. 
Louis provides a balanced approach, 
combining French, Indigenous, and 
African labor in the early emergence 
of Gitlin’s bourgeois frontier. It is a 
much-needed missing link for St. 
Louis fur trade history. 

In sum, this book makes a valu-
able contribution to the history of the 
middle Mississippi Valley. It engages 
with broader early American histori-
ography and presents an impressive 
breadth of archival research. Touching 
on such a wide array of topics means 
that historians and casual readers 
alike will find lots to interest them, 
chew on, and ultimately debate. 
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