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By Lorna Hainesworth 
 
For most people who live along the eastern seaboard of the 
United States, especially in the Baltimore—Washington 
corridor as I do, mentioning the War of 1812 conjures up 

images of the Battle of Baltimore (you know Fort McHenry, Francis Scott 
Key, the Star Spangled Banner and all that), the burning of Washington and 
perhaps the Battle of New Orleans.  After a bit of thought, a few may add the 
Battle of Bladensburg and the Battle of North Point.  Given that all of these 
battles occurred in 1814 or early 1815, I’ve often wondered, “Why is it called 
the War of 1812?”  I learned about an earlier battle during April 2007 when I 
had occasion to travel from my home in Baltimore County, Maryland to Monroe, Michigan.  Here I was 

introduced to the Battle of the River Raisin where in January 
1813, the British defeated the Americans in a battle that was 
one of the worst in American military history.  Of the 934 
Americans garrisoned in what was then called Frenchtown, 
only 33 escaped.  More than 96% of the American soldiers 
were either killed or captured in the Battle of the River Raisin.  
Out of the battle came one of the great American rallying cries 
for the War of 1812, “Remember the Raisin!”  Annually in 
January, Monroe commemorates the battle through a memorial 
service held on the battlefield.  Recognition is given to the 
service of Americans, Muskrat French, British and Canadians.  

Of particular importance is the recognition given to the several Indian tribes who fought at the River 
Raisin.  The Battlefield Visitor Center contains displays of original weapons, a diorama and artifacts 
from the battle.  Additionally a fiber-optic map graphically presents the 
maneuvers on each side. 
 

The town of Monroe (named for President James Monroe who visited the area 
in 1817) and the surrounding area is jammed/crammed with all sorts of 

interesting historical 
sites.  This is 
evidenced by the fact 
that over one hundred 
historical markers 
have been erected in 
and around the town.  
Starting at the River 
Raisin Battlefield 
Visitor Center on the 
east end of town and 
continuing to the 
outskirts at the west end, the visitor will find 
more that two dozen places of historical 
interest.  These include the Navarre-Anderson 

Trading Post, which is the location of the oldest wooden structure still standing in the State of Michigan.  
Closer to town is the site of St-Antoine’s church and cemetery where some of the casualties of the Battle 



are buried and farther into town is a monument to the Kentuckians who 
died at the River Raisin.  Monroe boasts of an equestrian statue 
depicting General George Armstrong Custer along with the First 

Presbyterian Church where 
Custer and Elizabeth “Libby” 
Clift Bacon were married in 
1864.  An historical marker that 
identifies Tecumseh’s 
Headquarters is one of the 
many such signs dotted in and 
around the town where the Monroe County Historical Museum 
is located in a classic old Post Office building at 126 South 
Monroe Street.  The museum houses the largest collection of 

Civil 
War 

artifacts 
of any 

museum in the state. 
 
The “Foremost Custer Living Historian,” (as 
seen here with the author), Steve Alexander 
makes his home in Monroe and has acquired 
national recognition as a Custer interpreter.  As 

if that weren’t 
enough, Monroe is 
also the home of 
the La-z-boy 
recliner and the 
home of Elizabeth 
Upham McWebb.  
Better known as Aunt Bett, a bronze statue of her literary creation, the 

“Little Brown Bear” is located in front of the Dorsch Memorial Branch Library across from which is a 
park containing a lovely gazebo.  Along the River Raisin is Veterans Memorial Park, which 
commemorates Monroe County veterans from various United States wars 
including each World War, Korea, Persian Gulf and the War on Terror.  A 
Vietnam veteran’s memorial is located on North Dixie Highway in Heck 
Park. The River Raisin empties into Lake Erie making Monroe the only 

Michigan port on this great lake.  Just south of Monroe along 
Lake Erie is a charming marina called Bolles Harbor with a 
beautiful view of LaPlaisance (meaning Pleasant) Bay.   
 
These are but a few of the sites awaiting the visitor in Monroe 
Michigan.  My sightseeing was greatly aided by a set of 
driving tours I obtained from http://www.co.monroe.mi.us/. Delighted with the four days I 
spent in Monroe, Michigan, I plan to return soon and visit with all the friendly folks I met 
during my stay.  Not only that, but while in Monroe I learned why the community reveres 
and celebrates the lowly muskrat in statue and cuisine.  The more I study the War of 1812 
in preparation for its bicentennial that actually starts in 2011, the more I learn about the 

significant events occurring in and around the Great Lakes which preceded the events more readily 
known to east coast inhabitants. 


