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Prairie Albion: An English Settlement In Pioneer Illinois. By Charles
Boewe. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1962.
Pp. ix, 317. Illustrations, bibliography, notes. $10.00.)

Two friends, prosperous, articulate and well-traveled English
farmers, were each discontented with his own circumstances and
mutually concerned about the plight of English farmers in 1816. Ready
to move elsewhere, they selected the United States as the only country
left for immigration. George Flower, the younger of the two, extensively
scouted the newly chosen land, and in Virginia was joined by Morris
Birkbeck’s party early in 1817. From Richmond, this group of ten
novice immigrants traveled overland for the next four months to the
prairies of southern Illinois. Seventy miles north of Shawneetown they
chose 3,000 acres of “beautiful and rich” prairie land as their final
destination. Here on the English Prairie, during the next decade, the
two original proprietors, whose friendship was soon severed, waged
a continuous battle against the frontier and the critics who, in increas-
ing numbers, visited their popular and well-publicized settlement. The
words of the actual participants and observers edited, as the author
certifies, “in the interest of the general reader,” tell the story of Prairie
Albion.

A reader, uninitiated into the cult of the frontier, will particularly
enjoy this desirable addition to the literature of Americana. Interesting
“foreign” observations on the American character, brief discussions of
social issues, hasty peeks at frontier towns, and discerning travel
episodes crowd their way into the narrative. Both the neophyte and
the veteran will find something new in the many vignettes of pioneer
life which spark the accounts of settler and observer alike. That these
tidbits evade ready detection without canvassing much of the book may
be disconcerting to the seasoned arm-chair frontiersman—there is no
index or topical reference.

A frontier “buff” will readily acknowledge the facility with which
the author has bridged the diverse accounts with editorial comments.
He will be grateful too, that the little-known story of this unique
settlement has been added to the annals of the Old Northwest. He
will possibly regret that the contemporary reporters did not write more
about the settlement itself, for too often the reader loses touch with
physical Albion. He will at times lose his sense of chronological location
though the total time encompassed is relatively short. He may even
generally conclude that Prairie Albion is much old wine in a new bottle.

A Hoosier will find his interest sporadically piqued by brief de-
scriptions of early nineteenth-century Princeton and Vincennes and the
Rapp and Owen settlements at Harmony and New Harmony, upon which
the people of Albion depended so much for supplies. He may be
gratified, possibly even envious, to learn that contrary to reports in
England that the early inhabitants of Indiana were “lawless, semi-
barbarous vagabonds, dangerous to live among,” Birkbeck reported that
“the laws are respected and effectual, and the manners of the people
are kind and gentle to each other and to strangers” (p. 36).
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