Bicentennial essay

“A Question of History
– A timely topic in a state approaching its bicentennial”
By Debra Reid, Historical
Administration Graduate Program,
Eastern Illinois University, now at the
Ford Museum, Dearborn, Michigan

W

hat are the essential
ingredients required to
commemorate a state
bicentennial? Would the concoction
resemble a pound cake? One pound
of butter, one pound of sugar, mix in
10 eggs, add leavening agents to one
pound of flour; mix all together. Add a
sprinkling of mace and some zest of
lemon (and some stir in ½ cup of
brandy!). Bake until done. This combination of butter (state organizations),
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sugar (grassroots organizations), flour
(the history), and eggs (enthusiasts and
citizens) usually turns out a wonderful
golden cake. But the oven in Illinois
is slow to warm to the potential of
commemorating the Prairie State’s
bicentennial.
Faculty and students in the
Historical Administration Graduate
Program at Eastern Illinois University
hope to turn up the heat with the
newly opened exhibition, “A Question
of History: Public History in Illinois.”
The project began during fall 2015
when, in anticipation of the commemoration, HA faculty began the discussion. By spring 2016, they had agreed

llinois State Archives director David Joens and Illinois
State Historian Sam Wheeler (top row, left) with
students and faculty of Eastern Illinois University’s
Historical Administration Graduate Program at the opening of the exhibit, “A Question of History: Public History
In Illinois.” The exhibit is a partnership among EIU, the
University of Illinois Springfield, the Abraham Lincoln
Presidential Library and Museum, the Lincoln Home
National Historic Site, the Illinois State Museum, the
African-American History Museum of Central Illinois, and
the Illinois State Historical Society.
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on a partnership with EIU’s accredited
Booth Library to explore the history of
commemorating state history. During
July, faculty met with William Furry,
director of the Illinois State Historical
Society, and Devin Hunter, associate
professor in the public history program
at the University of Illinois-Springfield.
In mid-August 2016 EIU faculty and
students met with staff at the Illinois
State Museum, the Abraham Lincoln
Presidential Library and Museum, the
Central Illinois African-American
Museum and Cultural Center, and the
Lincoln Home National Historic Site.
They had supper with Furry and
Hunter, and plunged full steam ahead

“A Question of History” introduces audiences to public agencies created by state legislative action and funded
with state appropriations and vested with responsibility for
collecting, preserving, and interpreting Illinois history. It
indicates the ways that the general public-led efforts to
document history not covered by public agency mandates,
particularly relevant to minority history and county and
local history. In combination, the public mandates and the
citizen-based efforts affirmed the need to document and
interpret state history as a part of the process of understanding resources, natural as well as cultural.
For more information about the exhibit, visit the EIU
Historical Administration Graduate Program’s website.

into researching, designing, and
constructing “A Question of History.”
Many grassroots efforts such as “A
Question of History” began in the
months before current Illinois
Governor Bruce Rauner signed
Executive Order 2016-11, on
September 20, 2016.
A press release describing the
order indicated that it rescinded
Executive Order 2014-07, signed by
former Governor Patrick Quinn, and
the Bicentennial Commission created
by Quinn. Instead, Rauner indicated
that the new Governor’s Office of the
Illinois Bicentennial “will develop the
strategic vision for the bicentennial
celebration and work with the public
and private sectors to implement that
vision.”

T

he lack of centralized dissemination of information causes
some to worry, and others to
explain that, when the time is right,
private support will materialize. Kevin
Beese, a reporter with Chronicle
Media, summarized these viewpoints
in August 2016. Breese interviewed
Indiana’s executive director of the
2016 Indiana Bicentennial Commission, Perry Hammock. That
commission met every six weeks for
more than four years. The result –
1,200 projects all around the state,
many supported with private funding.
Why start so early? Hammock
explained that the Indiana Commission
decided “that the celebration would be
grass-roots, not from the state capital
[sic].” It takes time to raise private
money. Ultimately, Hammock
explained that “we wanted to make
sure our 6.5 million Hooziers were
offered activities close to where they
live, close to where they work.” 6.5
million. That’s a lot of eggs.
Illinois has 12.8 residents. Eggs,
however, do not ensure that a pound
cake, nee state bicentennial, will rise.
Enthusiasts and citizens can forge
ahead through tough economic times,
building alliances and seeking broadbased private support. They can tell
local stories to local audiences. Isn’t
local history good for economic development? The New Deal policy of the

1930s appropriated funds that state’s
used to build tourism attractions,
including Lincoln’s New Salem and
Lincoln Log Cabin State Historic Site.
Other projects put men and women to
work building parks and recreation
areas. These attractions
became popular tourist
destinations.
Comparable
national support
for local history
does not exist at
the moment, but
those 12.8 million
eggs and the sugar
and flour that joins
them
in the mix could generate grassroots enthusiasm.
What role does the state (the butter) play? The Rauner Commission
includes five staff who work out of
Chicago, a webpage, and a Facebook
page [Illinois200]. Commission members and support staff coordinate activities, including identifying
private-sector partners to fund state
bicentennial events. Staff working for
the Abraham Lincoln Presidential
Library and Museum and the Illinois
Department of Commerce and
Economic Opportunity assist in maintaining the clearinghouse of events
envisioned by the Commission. Thus
far, the Commission has had
one meeting during January 2017. To
date (26 February 2017), the Illinois
Bicentennial Celebration webpage lists
(in this order): “The Bicentennial
Birthday Gala” in Chicago on
December 3, 2018, and “Statewide
Bicentennial Events TBD,” scheduled
on August 26, 2018, to “celebrate
the 200th Birthday of Illinois’ first
constitution.” The official website
also features the Illinois Bicentennial
Official Logo.
Special interest groups have forged
ahead, but evidence of their work can
be hard to find. Devin Hunter summarized plans undertaken by enthusiasts
and grassroots organizations, organized
as the “Illinois Bicentennial Coordinating Committee of Springfield.”
[LIVE LINK: https://www.facebook.
com/Illinois-Bicentennial-

Coordinatin…/] The group includes 25
volunteers who meet regularly. The
local historians and community
members encourage bicentennialrelated programming and work to
coordinate and publicize the events.
The Springfield group also develops programs. An example
includes 10 topical public
programs planned around
the theme, “Past,
Present, and Future.”
Community partners
help develop the topics,
and the venue will
rotate between host sites.
For example, the topic on
“Newcomers” might include
a historian talking about early
migration and immigration to
Springfield, someone from a
community organization working with
current immigrants, and an open-comment portion from the audience about
what they would like to see happen in
the future. Hunter is also collaborating
with the Sangamon Valley Historical
Collection at the Springfield Public
Library on a bicentennial-related
exhibit for spring 2018. The exhibit
may travel, and students
in Hunter’s Introduction to Public
History graduate class will likely
participate in planning, research,
design, and implementation.

S

tate agencies such as the Illinois
State Museum and the Abraham
Lincoln Presidential Library and
Museum have exhibits planned. The
Executive Mansion is set to reopen to
the public in 2018, as the Rauners’
‘gift’ to the people of Illinois. The city
demolished a historic YWCA building
next to it, and along with the Governor,
some private actors would like to
create a “Bicentennial Plaza” there.
Several factors conspire against
planning including the ongoing budget
impasse, a threatened strike by state
employees, and one of the most anticipated gubernatorial elections in years.
Some creative grass-roots initiatives
exist, as Devin Hunter explained, and
as EIU graduate students, faculty, and
partner institutions, created with the
exhibition, “A Question of History.”
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and the costs of war, as well as the
The project features the work underprocess of community settlement and
taken by public-history agencies in the
growth, economic development, and
Prairie State over nearly 200 years, and
natural resource utilization. The
the benefits of those projects to providFrench established permanent settleing Illinoisans with a sense of identity.
ments at Cahokia in 1699 (nearly 320
“A Question of History” introduces
years ago) and at
audiences to pubKaskaskia in 1703.
lic agencies creRatification of the Northwest
By 1720, one-third of
ated by state
the
population were
legislative action
Ordinance on July 13, 1787
enslaved
Africans and
and funded with
(230 years ago this year)
people of African
state appropriapaved the way for Illinois
descent working on
tions and vested
the wheat plantations
with responsibility statehood, but the process
along the Mississippi
for collecting,
still took more than 30 years
River.
preserving, and
to complete.
The British
interpreting
secured Illinois
Illinois history. It
Country as part of the peace brokered
indicates the ways that the general
in 1763 (nearly 255 years ago). In
public led efforts to document history
1778 (nearly 240 years ago), Virginia
not covered by public agency manmilitia commander, George Rogers
dates, particularly relevant to minority
Clark, claimed victory over the British
history and county and local history. In
troops at Kaskaskia, and the
combination, the public mandates and
Commonwealth named the area
the citizen-based efforts affirmed the
Illinois County, Virginia. In 1784,
need to document and interpret state
Virginia ceded Illinois County to the
history as a part of the process of
United States.
understanding resources, natural as
Ratification of the Northwest
well as cultural.
Ordinance on July 13, 1787 (230 years
s early as 1827 historicallyago this year) paved the way for Illinois
conscious Illinoisans founded
statehood, but the process still took
the short-lived Antiquarian and
more than 30 years to complete.
Historical Society of Illinois, an ultiDebates over slavery and local over
mately unsuccessful but not insignifinational authority divided elected
cant attempt to promote the state’s
representatives and the general public.
archaeological and historical heritage.
Illinois’ territorial legislature overestiMore than a decade later, in December
mated the state’s population to meet
1842, the Hon. Sidney Breese read a
the minimum requirement for statehistorical essay before the Illinois
hood, and followed a trend in renamSenate, and in January 1843, the
ing slavery “indentured servitude” to
Illinois General Assembly resolved to
preserve property rights of owners.
procure a manuscript copy of the essay
In the twenty years after Illinois
and to bind and deposit a copy in the
became a state, the capitol moved three
Illinois State Library, founded in 1839.
times to ensure that members of the
Breese’s “Early History of Illinois”
General Assembly had a strategic vanfocused on Illinois’ ninety years as a
tage point from which to govern the
colony of France, between 1673 and
state’s affairs. The capitol’s movement
1763. The colonial era remained a
followed the pattern of settlement, away
focus of later historians of the state.
from the French communities in the
Colonial history provides numersouthwest and into the geographic heart
ous topics that help explain decisions
of the state. Private investment in land
made during the process of statehood.
and agricultural businesses drove the
These topics can extend the 200th
state’s economy. Land became a form of
birthday party, and allow conversations
legal tender as veterans sold script they
about colonization, cultural conflict,
received for public service to entrepre-

A

36

I L L I N O I S H E R I TA G E

neurs who accumulated tens of thousands of acres. Public land offices provided some protection to investors. By
1850, generous national appropriations
to private corporations, particularly the
Illinois Central Railroad, created
additional opportunities to trade in
land. The first state funded agencies
to manage information about natural
resources, the Illinois State Geological
Survey, first established in 1851, and
the Illinois Natural History Survey,
established in 1858, began in this
context.

I

t is easy to forget the historical
relationships between state and
national governments without a
clear understanding of the authority
vested in written constitutions and
acted out through the process of statehood. It is impossible to grasp the
importance of national support to the
success of private businesses unless
patterns of early economic development are part of history lessons. It is
difficult to imagine the dynamic nature
of early communities full of people
who spoke different languages, or of
communities created by people who
migrated together from abroad and
cooperated to build churches, schools,
and farm-based communities that
acted as cultural enclaves. It is difficult
to comprehend the risks that settlers
and entrepreneurs took without understanding the role the state government
played in trying to inform them of
resources.
State centennial and bicentennial
commemorations offer unique opportunities to reflect on the process of
statehood. A more expansive awareness
of historic events opens a whole host
of possibilities to investigate, and
affords numerous opportunities for
community engagement. It takes time
and money and purposeful exploration
to learn about the relative value of
public compared to private investment
in studying the past. “A Question of
History” indicates the merit of grassroots history movements. The question
remains, what does it really cost to not
have public support? A pound cake
without flour certainly will not keep.

