CHIEF’S HOUSE AND
MIAMI INTERPRETATION

PORCH

In 1831 Richardville moved the capitol of the Miami Nation to the Forks of the Wabash to avoid
encroaching white civilization. Evidence suggests that the house was built in 1833 on the land of
Chief Richardville, the principal chief of the Miami Indian Nation, in preparations for the 1834
treaty negotiations to be held on the property. The house was built on the land granted to
Richardville’s mother, Tacumwah, then later owned by Richardville himself. This was the first
framed house in what is now Huntington Coungy and one of the oldest remaining in northern

Indiana.

The house was built across the street from its present location, but because of expansion of US 24
the house was moved during the winter of 1991 and 1992.

While Chief Richardville used this house for Miami business, his primary residence was in
Kekionga (Fort Wayne) on the St. Mary’s River. This house still stands today.

Three treaties were signed on the grounds of the Forks of the Wabash. All three treaties ceded
land from the Miami to the American government. The following is a list of the major portions of
the treaties. In 1834, the American government paid the Miami annuities in exchange for their
land. The 1838 treaty agreed to the moving of the Miami west of the Mississippi River. The
1840 treaty set the removal within five years; cessions again diminished their land holdings. Both
Chief Richardville and Chief Lafontaine participated in these negotiations.

After the death of Chief Richardville in 1841, his daughter Catherine and her husband Chief
Francis Lafontaine began living in the house, where they raised seven children. The house is
interpreted as it may have looked in 1846, the time when Chief Lafontaine lived in the house.
Only the three portraits are original to the house; the remaining furnishings are of the time period.
Several items are close to the family (Kilsoquah’s cupboard and Roche’s bed).

THE PARLOR

The wall paper and the window coverings are adaptations of historic styles. Both Chief
Richardville and Lafontaine were both extremely wealthy and filled their home with lush
furnishings. They were able to import items from the east coast or even Europe because of the
canal which came through Huntington starting in 1834.

The house was decorated with red Turkish carpets and silk damask (a heavy brocade material)
. drapes with white dimity (sheer with a pattern) under curtains. The woodwork in this room is
made from a variety of woods including walnut, cherry, and poplar. Woodgraining was used to



decorate the woodwork. Original wood graining was discovered during the restoration and
original examples can be found over the foyer closet and to the left of the fireplace, under the

mantle piece.

The original portraits were painted around 1845 and then restored in late 1990s. They are of
Chief Francis Lafontaine, his wife Catherine, and their son John.

Chief Lafontaine’s rocking chair is a replica of the original, which remains with the family.
Lafontaine is said to have weighed about 350 pounds when the rocker was made for him.

FOYER

In the foyer can be seen the interior of the wall structure. The wood pieces are called “laths.” A
brown coat of plaster containing straw and fibrous material was put between and over the laths.
Another coat of white plaster was then applied. Laths are one way to date the house. Hand split
laths, as we see here, were not used much after 1850.

The banister and newel post are original to the house.

UPSTAIRS LANDING
As you ascend the staircase notice the height of the banister. We have no explanation as to why
the banister is so short.

NURSERY
The small room off the landing may have been a private office by Chief Richardville and later as a

nursery by the Lafontaines.

CHIEFS’ BEDROOM

The tiger maple bed belonged to the business partner of Chief Lafontaine. In the 1840s a state
law was passed which said that an Indian could not be in business without a white man as a
partner. Chief Lafontaine chose John Roche to be his partner. The bed ordinally had a canopy.
Notice the rope bed and feather tick on the bed. Also notice the tiger maple wood in the chest of
drawers.

In the 1840s, Notre Dame was having financial problems and one of the priests requested help
from Chief Lafontaine. Lafontaine loaned the school approximately $2,000 to keep the school
financially stable and in return held a mortgage on the land which is now Notre Dame University.
In partial repayment of the loan Lafontaine’s sons were educated at Notre Dame. The letter on
the mantle comes from John Lafontaine to his sister Esther in 1849 from Notre Dame University.
The original was discovered behind the mantle as restoration work was being done.

















