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GUIDE TO THE PRINCIPAL NATIVE AMERICAN GROUPS DURING THE REVOLUTIONARY ERA, GROUPED BY REGION

SOUTHERN INDIAN GROUPS

Cherokees. While there is debate as to when exactly the Cherokees arrived in the southeast, most scholars agree that they were originally Iroquoian speakers who migrated to the area from the Great Lakes region. Regardless, the introduction of eastern flint maize during the Mississippian culture period (800 to 1500 CE) provided the basis for their development into one of the largest and most powerful Indian polities in North America by the dawn of the 18th century.

At that time, the Cherokees had organized themselves into two primary semiautonomous divisions. The Overhill Cherokees lived in villages along the lower Little Tennessee, lower Tellico, and lower Hiwassee rivers in what is today the state of Tennessee, while the Lower Town Cherokees were located on the upper Savannah River in present-day South Carolina and Georgia.

Having been staunch allies of the English since 1715, the Seven Years’ War opened fissures in the Anglo-Cherokee friendship that would ultimately spark an open war between the two in 1759. The settlement of this war in which older Cherokee political leaders bought peace by ceding large amounts of territory to the English created deep divisions among the Cherokee which the outbreak of the American Revolution would ultimately widen to the point of Civil War.

Creeks. Unlike the Cherokees, the Creeks, who presently refer to themselves as the Muskogee in recognition of the language family to which they belong, represent the direct descendants of the Mississippian mound building culture, which dominated the southeastern region until the eve of the arrival of Europeans in the area.

In the chaos of both the breakup of Mississippian society and the disease epidemics initiated by the European invasion in the 16th century, surviving groups of Muskogean peoples began to reorganize themselves into what eventually became the Creek Confederacy. By the beginning of the 18th century, the Creeks had organized themselves into a very large and powerful polity, but one which operated in a very decentralized fashion. Unlike Europeans and many of their other Indian counterparts, individual towns and clans constituted the primary units of political and social organization among the Creeks.

Despite this, the Creeks were grouped into two geographic divisions, which often served as the primary nodes of contact for European traders and diplomats. The Upper Creeks occupied territory in central Alabama along the Coosa, Alabama, and Tallapoosa rivers, while the Lower Creek villages were located along the lower Chattahoochee, Ocmulgee, and Flint rivers in southwestern Georgia. Having maintained a policy of neutrality since 1718 in the imperial wars fought by the British, Spanish, and French, the removal of the latter from North America as a result of their defeat in the Seven Years’ War made it impossible for the Creeks to continue playing the English and French off against one another as they had for decades. Additionally, the growing encroachments of British colonists from Georgia and South Carolina, hungry for Creek land, combined with the new reality of British control of most of North America to create an extremely uncertain future in Creek country.

Choctaws. Having come together as a distinct people during the 17th century, the Choctaws were descended from both the Hopewell, a northerly located mound building culture, as well as from the Mississippians. By the 18th century, the Choctaw homeland was located between the Yazoo River in the north and the Natchez Bluffs to the south in present-day Mississippi.

Located at a strategic crossroads in relation to the French in Louisiana, the Spanish in Florida, and other native groups such as the Chickasaws to the north, three separate semiautonomous geographic divisions eventually developed among the Choctaws all headed by a principal chief. The Western division of the Choctaws, located near present-day Vicksburg; the Eastern division near the upper Chickasawhay River and lower Tombigbee River watersheds along the lower Alabama-Mississippi border; and the Southern or “Six Towns” division located in southeast Mississippi all at different times favored trade with all three of the colonizing powers, although prior to the Seven Years’ War the entire group tended to associate with the French more than the other two.

When the French were defeated in the war and forced to abandon their American possessions, the Choctaws were forced into a much closer relationship with the British; however, intertribal warfare, internal division, and their previous support of the French complicated their relationship with their new British allies. The growing dispute between Great Britain and her American colonies further complicated these matters.

Chickasaws. Much like the Choctaws, the Chickasaws also formed into a distinct cultural and political entity sometime during the 17th century out of migrants from western regions who had recently congregated east of the Mississippi River in present-day northeast Mississippi. By 1670, the Chickasaws were trading with British colonists in Carolina. Increasingly, they became an important provider of Indian slaves whom they captured in raids on their traditional enemies and then delivered to traders in Charleston in return for guns.

This relationship with the British led the Chickasaws to fight alongside the English in the Imperial Wars of the 18th century against the French; however, in a series of events experienced by many Native American peoples after the end of the Seven Years’ War, the penetration of American colonists into Chickasaw country threatened their independence. Additionally, unlicensed traders who increasingly ignored British regulations diminished the authority of traditional Chickasaw leaders who to that point had been the only pipeline for the distribution of trade goods. The increasing numbers of mixed-blood individuals who embraced a more Anglicized lifestyle bred additional conflict among Chickasaws on the eve of the American Revolution.

Catawbas. By all credible accounts, the Catawbas have lived near the Catawba River on the present-day border of the states of North and South Carolina for as long as recorded history and anthropological evidence can pinpoint. As early as 1567, they were recorded as living in that area. The effects of years of warfare with the Seneca and Delawares to their north as well as the ravages of colonialism brought on by the increasing settlement of North and South Carolina eventually took their toll on the Catawba’s population. Specifically, a smallpox epidemic which struck their homeland in 1738 severely affected their warrior base and by the end of the Seven Years’ War their numbers had declined to the point that their only recourse lay in allying themselves with the colonies of North and South Carolina. In 1763, the South Carolina legislature granted them a small reservation on both sides of the Catawba River. As the dispute between Great Britain and the colonies widened in the 1760s and 1770s, it was no secret that the Catawbas, who had come to depend upon their relationship with the Carolinas, would support the revolutionaries.

NORTHERN INDIAN GROUPS

Abenakis. One of the many Algonquian-speaking peoples of New England at the time of the arrival of English colonists there in the early part of the 17th century, the Abenakis found themselves increasingly surrounded by the English in Massachusetts on one side and the French province of Quebec on the other. Initially, they allied themselves with the French and even joined King Philip and his Wampanoags against the English colonists of New England in 1675 and further supported their French allies against the English during Queen Anne’s War from 1702 to 1713. After being defeated by the English in the conflict known as Greylock’s War in 1725, many Abenakis moved to Canada, but still others maintained a significant Abenaki presence in New England.

The defeat of their French allies in the Seven Years’ War both deprived the Abenakis of a valuable trading and military partner, but also earned them the enmity of the English government and the settlers of New England. Those colonists long remembered the punishing joint French-Abenaki raids, which often punctuated the peace of the New England frontier in the years of Imperial Warfare during the 18th century. On the eve of the American Revolution, the Abenakis had largely dispersed in an effort to avoid both having to ally themselves officially with the British and confrontation with New England colonists.

Stockbridge. The Stockbridge and other praying Indians of New England were the result of the late 17th century missionary efforts of the Puritan clergy. Praying towns were originally established as communities reserved exclusively for Indian converts and the missionaries who attended them; however, over the course of the approximately 100 years between their establishment and the outbreak of the American Revolution, they had also come to serve as refugee centers for native peoples whose original communities had either been destroyed by warfare or succumbed to disease epidemics. During the 18th century, the various Indian peoples living in the praying towns began to fuse their cultures and traditions together, eventually forging new Indian identities tied to the particular praying town in which they lived.

At the outbreak of the American Revolution, the many years of religious interaction with New Englanders had created, in some cases, close personal relationships between the two groups; therefore, the praying Indians of Stockbridge and other praying towns were all very sympathetic to the colonists in their dispute against the English. At the same time, New England settlers were increasingly violating the rules against settling within the bounds of the praying towns. Drawn there in hopes of obtaining Indian land, settlers and speculators were closing in on the praying towns, taking up the land of peoples such as the Stockbridge at breakneck pace. The decision of the Stockbridge to fight for the Americans during the American Revolution would only exacerbate this situation.

THE SIX NATIONS OF THE IROQUOIS CONFEDERACY

There is considerable debate among scholars as to when the Iroquois League (the forerunner of the Six Nations Confederacy) originally formed. Some scholars place its origins as far back as the 11th or 12th centuries while others cite the mid-15th to 17th centuries as the likely beginning of Iroquois political unity. Regardless, all scholars agree that the League arose to end long-standing enmity between the Iroquoian-speaking Senecas, Mohawks, Cayugas, Onondagas, and Oneidas, the Iroquois Confederacy eventually added a sixth nation when the Tuscarora fled war in North Carolina to join their brethren in New York during the early 1720s. By that time, they had already established themselves as the most powerful Native American group in the northern colonies.

Throughout the 17th century, the Iroquois Confederacy engaged in a series of devastating wars against the French-allied Indians of Canada, the Great Lakes, and the Ohio Valley over control of the lucrative fur trade. Known as the Beaver Wars, these conflicts ended in 1701 through a treaty with the French. After this, the Iroquois remained largely neutral in
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