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Prologue

 


The American
Revolution was a rebellion that started with minor protests over
taxation in the spring of 1773 and erupted into a full-scale civil
war in the summer of 1775.  It took place in churches,
taverns, town halls, giant ships, and forts of all sizes. It
simmered and boiled over deep in the forests of the new world, and
it grew stronger in the vibrant city of New York.  The war
ebbed and flowed across the colonies. 

On one side
were the Red Coats of Great Britain.  They were loyal to the
king and to the system of governance imposed on the
colonists.  Polished generals led troops with Red Coats,
drilled in tight formations.  At sea, the British fleet was a
dominant force with hundreds of warships carrying thousands of
cannons.

On the other
side were the Rebels, who called themselves Americans. They fought
for freedom from the British. American Rebels, for the most part,
included farmers, small landowners, and craftsmen.  They
refused to pay taxes levied by the British.

Caught in the
middle of this conflict were the Indians.   The Indians
were a valuable resource – both Red Coats and Rebels sought help
from Indian warriors and scouts to benefit from their local
knowledge.   In an effort to buy the Indian’s loyalty and
land, both sides plied them with trinkets, guns, and rum, paid
homage, and gave gifts. The Indians came under increasing pressure
to join in the battles with both sides and turn over control of the
various Indian villages to white traders.

Conflicting
ideologies between the Indians and white men created added tensions
to the already churning Revolution.

The Indians had
a fundamentally different view of the land from the white
people.  For centuries, they hunted and farmed the fertile
soil in the valleys, never claiming ownership of the property. The
Indians were puzzled by the white people’s insistence that they
“owned” the land after giving trinkets to the leaders of the
tribes.

Similarly, the
Indians had a different view of alliances.  Indian tribes
often fought on both sides or promised help they would never
provide to obtain the gifts and tribute that they required for
survival.  The Indians played one side against the other until
they could no longer avoid fighting. The Indians were as divided as
the white people, but not based on ideology. 

Many books have
been written about this war, and most are well-done scholarly
works.  This book gives voice to the characters and life to
their stories. Though the characters are actual historical figures,
I have, by studying journals, histories, and battle accounts,
created a story about what might have taken place – added narrative
where there isn’t one in any formal historical record. I have taken
liberties with specific events – blending multiple clashes into
single battles and changing the names of many forts and villages –
to relay my understanding and vision about the times and a
particular character’s inner battles, conflicts, love, and
determination. What I have not changed is the historic framework or
the personalities of the characters and the perspectives of their
daily lives.    

This story
features Joseph Brant, a Mohawk war chief and leader, who supported
the Red Coats, as had his brother-in-law, Sir William Johnson, a
British lord who spent many years in the Americas representing
the British crown.  Sir William developed a long and devoted
relationship with Joseph Brant’s half-sister, Molly, with whom he
shared seven children and a regal manor house.  Joseph, who
was much younger than his sister, spent much of his youth under the
tutelage and heavy influence of Sir William, who sent Joseph to a
Christian school where he learned to read and write English. 
As Joseph reached maturity and gathered a following as a leader and
orator, Sir William and his British friends gathered funds and sent
Joseph to Britain for a year to solidify his ties to the British
crown.  

As this story
begins, Joseph arrives home to New York on a British ship,
returning from his long stay in London, accompanied by his good
friend, Gilbert Tice, a British second son anxiously seeking his
fortune in the new world.  Joseph is eager to share his
support of the British with the tribes and confident that a war
will be short-lived. He had seen the Red Coats marching in perfect
order and thought it implausible that the Rebels could stand up to
such a formidable force. Joseph endeavors to convince the tribes
that they will best be served by joining the British and send their
young men into battle against the Rebels. Now his mission is to
share his beliefs with his people and solidify his aspirations for
the best future of the Mohawks alongside the British. 

Joseph finds
this undertaking to be more difficult than he had anticipated.
Despite Joseph’s exceptional skills as a charismatic orator who
dresses in bead covered buckskins with eagle feathers lodged in his
hair, many chiefs believe the tribe’s immediate needs are more
important and demand weapons and food for their people as the cost
of their temporary loyalties. 

Forest in
Flames follows Joseph over the next eighteen months or so through
battle wins and losses, negotiations, and clashes with other Indian
leaders and with his own peers. I hope to leave readers with a
better understanding of the life and conflicts of an Indian during
the American Revolution, finding his way and future in a
dramatically changing world.  




Chapter 1

 


 


Huge waves
smashed against the wooden ship, sending spray into the air and
soaking weary British sailors. Swells lifted the bow and pulled it
tightly against the anchor chain. The captain leaned over the side
and stared. It was safe for a while—time enough to dispatch the
passengers and sail away from this savage place.

“There!” the
captain shouted, pointing. Onshore, sailors pushed a small boat
into the surf and rowed to the ship. “Those are our people. Get
ready to bring them aboard.” He hurried toward the bow. “Be set to
go,” he said. “We must expect the Americans to patrol these
waters.”

Aboard the
ship, while the sailors waited with rope ladders for the
approaching skiff, the passengers stood at the rail with luggage
and briefcases wrapped in oilskins and bulging with papers. Most of
the passengers were dressed as British officers, though one man
stood apart. Joseph Brant, a thirty-three-year-old Indian, was a
Mohawk war leader with braided black hair reaching his shoulders, a
rock-hard body radiating strength and good health. Silver rings
shone from the lobes of his ears, and a silver chain spanned his
chest.

Brant stood
amongst red-coated Loyalist delegates returning from a strategy
meeting in London. They all carried plans for a massive attack that
would split the American Rebel forces.

Joseph and
British officer, Gilbert Tice, would part ways with the loyalists
here, including Sir John Johnson, heir to Sir William Johnson’s
vast estates, and Guy Johnson, Sir William’s nephew, who would
remain on the ship when it left this place to sail north, reaching
the St. Lawrence River and their final destination: Montreal.

Joseph and
Gilbert would take to the land now and work together, building
support for the British among the Indian tribes as they journeyed
to Niagara. After reaching Niagara, Gilbert would go north to
contact General Burgoyne. The general’s love of the ladies and the
bottle could be a hindrance in his ability to fight a war. It would
be up to Tice to keep him on track. Gilbert was well suited for
this assignment. Joseph knew of Gilbert’s love of married women,
his large gambling debts, and the numerous fights he was involved
in. As the youngest son in a noble family, he stood little chance
of inheriting anything. He must make his mark and his fortune here
in the new world, and that need was a powerful motivator.

Joseph watched
as the skiff reached the side of the boat, and the sailors threw
ropes to the approaching crew. A fancily dressed heavyset man stood
precariously by his bench seat on the skiff, gripping his lapel and
calling out to the waiting passenger for attention as he attempted
unsuccessfully to look regal in the tossing surf. A courier of
sorts, Joseph thought.

“Gentlemen,”
Joseph heard the courier call out in a grating, high-pitched voice.
“My name is Arthur Jones. I have been directed, your honors, to
provide you with the latest information on rebel activity. Much has
happened since you left for England. Much is to happen now.”

“Come aboard
and tell us your news, Sir,” said Joseph.

And then, as
the man struggled up the ladder, “First tell me of my wife and my
sister,” Joseph commanded, standing against the railing near the
ladder.

The courier
frowned as he settled onto the ship’s larger deck, followed by a
small group of British Soldiers. Chief Joseph knew the nature of
this frown, having seen it many times before. This man probably
would like nothing more than to tell the savage to shut up so he
could go on with his report.

But Joseph
watched as Arthur Jones checked and buried his haughtiness and
frustration. He remembers that I met with the King in London and
have powerful allies in America. Jones’ eyelids twitched
nervously as he scanned slowly through the passengers, across the
loyalists and Gilbert, and then rested, finally, on Joseph. The
man’s thoughts of, “My God, the man is a savage,” painted
his face in an ugly scowl. The courier strained to get his report
back in order, then he said, “Your wife stayed at Oquaga while you
were in London. She left word that if endangered, she would travel
to friends in Canada. Your sister, Mrs. Molly, remains at Johnson
Hall. She feels it would dishonor Sir William’s memory if she fled
and let the Americans take over her land and home.”

Joseph turned
toward the surf. It had been a year since he’d seen Susanna. His
nights were filled with dreams of her dressed in soft deer skins,
her black hair glistening, her arms decorated with silver. He shook
his head and faced the courier again. “How long since you knew of
their whereabouts?”

“Almost two
months, directly from runners who had just returned.”

The battles
taking place all over the colonies had not yet set fire to the
Mohawk Valley. But soon, the war would rip the quiet countryside.
Joseph and his kin would be in the middle. Susanna and Molly could
handle hardships and take care of themselves. They would know when
it was time to head out and away from the rebels.

With a wave,
the courier led the British officers, who had arrived with him, the
loyalist passengers, and Joseph to the ship’s stern, where he
spread a map.

“Four weeks
ago, at a meeting in Philadelphia, the colonists declared their
independence,” Arthur Jones said. “They think they can do this with
impunity. God help us if the world has come to that.”

Joseph looked
over the map. “Let them think what they wish. The King will send
soldiers and ships. Their declaration will rot. That is what the
Boston people will learn.” He looked at the courier, who clearly
was irritated by the interruption. “Move on. The rebels will be
here soon enough.”

Gilbert spoke
up. “Joseph and I must convince many tribes to fight on the side of
the King. The Oneida will be the most difficult. But the Seneca,
the best fighters, should be less so. I am confident the Mohawks
will follow Joseph. The Onondaga are neutral, but we will change
their minds.”

Joseph looked
pleased. Gilbert had learned his lessons well.

What was the
courier’s smug smile saying now? Perhaps, Joseph was an arrogant
savage who led other arrogant savages? Or did the courier think
Joseph would be of little help to the King’s armies? Was there
hatred in his eyes? “The rebels are hunting you,” Jones said. “They
know you were in London, and they want to know where you stand.
They believe you can bring three thousand Mohawks to the
battlefield. Both sides know this. We think the rebels plan to take
you prisoner when this ship rounds Cape Cod or sooner.”

“No one will
stop this ship,” the captain said, looking out to sea.

“Gilbert and I
will be off by then,” Joseph explained to the British officers. “We
will go ashore here and journey to visit our Iroquois friends at
villages on the rivers. And we will meet these fine gentlemen,”
gesturing to the loyalists, “in Niagara late this fall.”

Arthur Jones
coughed and traced the shoreline on the map. “Our army will soon
take command of New York. General Washington will be forced to move
his fighters north on the Jersey side of Hudson’s River.”

Joseph focused
on the courier. “Are you sure of this?” he asked

“There are
hundreds of ships nearby with thousands of troops on board.
Brooklyn will be attacked first, and then we will follow the rebels
wherever they run. They will certainly fall before the great skill
of our General Howe.”

Brant turned to
the loyalists he had traveled with to say his goodbyes. “I will
meet you again in Niagara,” he said. “Gilbert and I will see to
everything. If we can, we will rejoin our families at Niagara, and
we will sit down with the King’s men.

“We will go
now. Our path will be to the Delaware and to the Susquehanna
rivers. On our way, I will visit our Iroquois brethren and bring
them the promises made by the King.”

“Sail!” shouted
a lookout. He pointed southeast. “Headed our way.”

Brant clasped
hands with his friends and then walked rapidly down the stairs to
his quarters. He reached under the bunk and pulled out a bible. The
paper covering it was crowded with Mohawk symbols.

This bible had
traveled far with him. He carefully placed it and the papers into a
deerskin case. He pulled off his British pants and threw them in a
corner, hopped on one foot to pull on buckskin trousers, and
stretched a shirt over his head.

Reaching again
under the bunk, he retrieved a tomahawk and hung it from his belt.
After a short search, he found a bow and some arrows. He put them
in his bedroll and tied it tightly. Lastly, he picked up a long
rifle. Up the stairs he raced, and once on deck, he sought out
those who had helped him.

“Your great
skill has brought us here safely,” Brant said to the captain. “Some
of the waves seemed as high as mountains. But you seemed unafraid.
As for me, I will welcome solid ground. We will see you again when
the rebels are broken.”

Joseph climbed
down the rope ladder, following the courier and the British
Soldiers, handing his bedroll to one of the men in the boat.
Gilbert followed, with one of the sailors helping him climb down.
The oarsmen pushed off and began a steady stroke that carried them
toward the shore. Brant waved to his friends on the ship. It had
been a long journey.

Behind Joseph,
Captain Ward urged his men to pull up the anchor and turn the ship
toward the retreating skiff. It slowed a bit, and then turned and
nearly stopped. Suddenly, he saw a white puff of smoke and a flash
of fire from the side of the ship, soon after, came the loud boom
of a cannon. Overhead, a shot sizzled and hit the water. Joseph
flinched and squeezed the side of the boat. As he looked on, the
British ship’s sails popped. Wind jolted the ship, and it sailed
hard away from the sandy shore. The British flag ran up the mast as
the American ship fell farther in her wake, turning away.

As the British
ship put on more sail and headed for the open sea, Joseph wondered
how he and Gilbert would change the course of the war that was
looming. The Iroquois Nation had made many agreements with the
white people. Most of them were ignored. This must stop, Joseph
thought.

He pondered
what was ahead. Chief among the issues were boundaries. If they
were honored, it would lead to the settlement of lands in the
Mohawk and Ohio Valleys. The white settlers had moved into areas
that had been the Iroquois Nation’s hunting grounds for centuries,
and they killed Indians without being penalized.

With the
dispute between the British and the rebels coming to a head, now
was the time for the Iroquois Nation and its six members to decide
which side it was on. There were no agreements now. Several
councils had been held, many speeches had been made, and many
promises had been offered. The old way, some of the members
maintained, was to stay neutral. Let the white men offer their
presents and stay out of fighting. But the old way was
disappearing, and Joseph worried.


Chapter 2

 


 


Joseph heard
the boat scrape bottom as it slid toward the beach.

The sailors
jumped into the surf and dragged the boat onto the shore. The
courier waited until he could step out without getting wet.

“We will leave
you now,” Gilbert said to the sailors, the British Officers, and
the courier. “We thank you for your help.”

They walked
toward the west, planning to find a trail through the pine forest.
“That courier struck me as a dangerous man,” Gilbert said, looking
back over his shoulder. “He shared information with us
reluctantly.”

As Joseph
watched, the men pulled the boat farther up on the beach and walked
into the pine forest, waving to one another as the sailors and the
British Officers parted ways. He waved Gilbert into a thick stand
of pine and stopped. Joseph gestured for Gilbert to be silent and
listened intently for sounds other than surf and gulls. Hearing
nothing, they carefully walked out again, using trees as
shields.

Joseph stopped
and primed his rifle. He carried it with a strap over his shoulder
so he could swing it up for ready use. Just as he lifted it, a shot
sounded, and the ball whipped past his head. He dove for the
ground, rolled, and lay flat. “Gilbert, are you all right?” Joseph
whispered. “Can you see where the shot came from?”

“I’m not hit.
Puff of smoke out near that large pine,” Gilbert replied softly.
“Too eager to kill us.” Two more shots went over their heads.

Joseph fired
back. “Stay and watch behind us. They may think they can trap us.”
He took off his bedroll, placed his rifle on it, and pulled out his
bow and arrow. He left the bedroll against a tree and crawled
slowly toward a giant pine, stopping to study where his attackers
might hide. Joseph listened to the muffled sound of several people
talking. Soon he spotted a man moving away from the big tree,
looking for a way to circle behind Joseph and Gilbert.

Leaving that
man for Gilbert, Joseph crawled forward. Soon he found a high mound
of sand and made his way slowly to the top. He peered down and
recognized the men below as the courier, Arthur Jones, and the
sailors who had transported him ashore.

Now they were
armed and waiting for him. They must have stashed the weapons and
waited to trap us. As Joseph watched, the British sailors split up
and moved around the mound. One man headed for him but kept looking
back on the path.

Joseph waited
until the sailor was close, drew his bow, and shot. The man
screamed and fell, clawing at the arrow in his neck. His sailor
friend raced back to help, and another arrow buried itself in the
man’s chest.

Behind him,
Joseph heard a shot and returned cautiously to where he had left
Gilbert. Lying on the ground was the courier, Jones, and he had a
bloody hole in his hip. “Help me,” he said weakly. “Have you
something to stem this bleeding?”

Joseph ignored
the man’s plea and stood over him.

“Why did you
shoot at us? You just brought us the news of the British army’s
soon to be victory.”

“There is a
bounty for you,” the courier said with difficulty. “It is offered
by the rebels. It seemed a simple thing to kill you and collect the
money. We could have sailed the body to any rebel outpost and
collected.” He coughed loudly and attempted to stand only to fall
flat.

“Go check the
others,” Joseph said to Gilbert. “Make sure they are dead. We will
dig a pit for them and move on.”

Joseph watched
Gilbert move backward along the path. “There’s one here who is
still alive,” Gilbert said. “What will we do with him?”

Joseph walked
toward Gilbert, took a knife from his belt, grabbed the injured man
by his hair, bent his head back, and slashed his neck. “We will put
him where they expected to put us.”

He dragged the
sailor’s body to a pit and threw him in. Gilbert dragged another
dead soldier forward and dumped him alongside his friend and some
sand and dirt. Joseph smoothed the soil around the site and
sprinkled brush over it. It would be difficult to find.

“Let us go,”
Gilbert said nervously. He looked around. “Now, it is time to get
away from here. There might be more involved.” He stared at Joseph.
“Did we need to kill that last soldier?”

Joseph wrapped
his bow and thought how best to answer. “Yes. He deserved to die.
And it would have been difficult for us to take him along.” Joseph
walked back to the shoreline and looked up and down the coast. “Our
shots might bring rebels,” he said. “So, we will head west until we
reach the Delaware’s river and then go north.”

Gilbert stopped
in place as Joseph, who was walking back purposefully toward their
last living prisoner, noticed his stillness and turned to him.
Gilbert said, “I think we should spare the courier. He is wounded
and can do us no harm. Let him live if he can and let him spread
the word of the fighting skills of Chief Joseph.”

“I will let him
go if that is your wish,” Joseph said. “But you should realize you
might be facing him in battle, and he will kill you as soon as he
can.”

The ship’s
sails could be seen far off and pushing south. Up the beach, small
seals rested in a pile, barking before plunging into the surf.

Joseph slung
the bedroll over his shoulder, clutched a rifle, and started off
toward their original path. Gilbert followed, carrying a rifle on
his shoulder and a pack on his back. They did not see the courier
stagger to his feet and walk north along the shore. The wind and
the waves washed away his footprints.


Chapter 3

 


 


The young
Oneida man cautiously crawled behind a large dune. Thin lines of
black were painted on his face. He was an exclusive member of his
tribe, someone who would be a war leader at a young age. As he
situated himself behind the dune, the string of beads he wore on
his chest, an eagle claw at their center, caught on a root,
reminding him of the special test the elders had proposed him, a
simple live or die test. He was to walk into the forest without
clothing or weapon and return to his village with both at the time
of the first frost.

“You must
become one with the creatures of the forest,” an elder had said.
“You must live with this world as a part of it rather than an enemy
of it.”

The young
warrior recalled making a fire, rubbing dry sticks together, and
catching a spark in dry pieces of bark. Hunger led him to the edge
of a stream, and he fed on fish after stabbing them with a strong,
sharp spear. He killed a fawn with his spear and found some sharp
stones to use as knives. He scraped the deerskin and made
moccasins, trimmed the skin into string.

He built a
shelter by leaning poles against a rock ledge and covering it with
thick, green pine branches. Each day found him working on ways to
find food and clothing. Soon he hardly knew hunger, and the deer
skins helped keep him warm. He called himself Eagle Claw after he’d
killed a huge white-headed bird, plucked its feathers, and ate its
flesh.

Now, he waited
until Gilbert and Joseph moved out of sight and then stood and
walked toward the place where the men were buried. He looked around
again, kneeled, and started digging. The sand was loose, and soon
he dragged a body from the hole and then another. Working rapidly,
he scalped each of the men, threw their bodies back in the hole and
covered them up.

He had come
close enough to see Joseph Brant kill the white man, and he did not
wish to clash with Brant. That would happen soon enough.

Eagle Claw’s
tribe, the Oneida, leaned toward fighting on the side of the
Americans. They were promised many presents, and the young warriors
sometimes fought against the rebels one time and the British the
next.

Eagle Claw
wondered about the white man who fought alongside Brant. Who was
he? Why did Brant allow him to travel with him? Such things would
be valuable to know. He could imagine his friends sitting in their
lodges, spellbound by the tales of Eagle Claw.

He moved along
with great care, muscles rippling his back and legs. It would not
be surprising if Brant decided to set an ambush behind him. He was
known as a great fighting man and driven to bring all the Indians
under one house. Eagle Claw knew this and decided to find another
path to the west, one without Joseph Brant.

 


* * *

 


The day was
warm with clear blue skies as Joseph looked down the beach. As far
as he could see, vast forests of stunted pine grew nearly to the
dunes. Shells piled up on the water’s edge, and footprints of deer
and bear led away from the water. Joseph started West.

Soon Joseph
followed a trail through the small pines, walking for hours on the
sandy soil until it gave way to an ancient forest of elm and oak,
chestnut and maple, and birch and hemlock. The trees created a
canopy of green. Now and then, he and Gilbert saw a deer bound, its
white tail flashing signals to others in the herd.

Joseph and
Gilbert infrequently stopped to chew some dried beef and hard
bread. They talked little, and only in whispers.

Suddenly,
Joseph heard faint footsteps. He motioned to Gilbert to follow and
dove into a pit formed by a fallen Oak. Through the wilting leaves,
they spotted three white men dressed in buckskins, greasy with
dirt, their long hair hanging to their shoulders. They carried
guns, axes, and knives. Did he know them? He was not sure. They
were alert, studying the ground before them, and glancing into the
forest.

Joseph kept his
head down and waited while the three passed. The last stopped
abruptly and swung around. His eyes searched both sides of the path
and stopped at the downed tree. He moved toward it but halted by a
quiet whistle from ahead. His companions waved for him to move
along. He rejoined the group.

Joseph waited
until he could hear them no more and then stepped out on the trail.
He was alert to sounds, careful to step cautiously. His eyes
shifted to movement, watching tiny birds gliding from tree to tree.
The green leaves and the brown branches darkened the forest. Only
here and there, bright rays of sunshine sent shafts of light to the
ground.

He was not in a
hurry. Speed here could lead to disaster.

“Gilbert,” he
whispered. “We must be careful. There may be more of them, and they
look ready for a fight."

Gilbert nodded,
and they set out.

Joseph was at
peace in this great forest, and with all the need for vigilance, he
felt joy in leaving the ocean behind. The trip from London required
months to complete. The tight confinement on the ship had worn on
him. Yet, he had learned much about England and its great King.

He had seen the
great ships docked in London, their sides dotted with cannons,
their crews armed with knives, pikes, swords, and pistols. He had
seen the giant castles filled with royalty decked out in fine
clothes. And he had seen armies march in review for the King. Who
could stand against this? How could the rebels, a disorganized army
of farmers, fight against the King’s army?

He knew they
could not. Now with certainty, he knew that the future wellbeing of
the tribes rested in their alliance with the British. Now he had to
convince his people.

The path Joseph
and Gilbert followed wove its way along small streams and around
hills. It traced the edges of a vast swamp of thick undergrowth and
shallow water. Joseph avoided it. But small streams within the
swamp could be traveled by light canoes. Some of the rebels knew
the swamp. They used it as a shield to stop the British with their
heavy wagons and cannon. Better for the red coats to avoid this
watery barricade.

This day was
ending as long shadows darkened the forest. They left the trail,
climbed uphill, and looked for a safe place to sleep. They found
one under a rock outcropping and used their axes to cut some pine
branches to serve as a shelter.

Joseph made a
fire by using his bow and its string. He spun a dry stick against a
bark board. The board smoldered, and Joseph added more crushed
bark. The fire flickered and grew, and he carefully added more
sticks. He found the fire comforting as it settled into a bank of
hot embers. Joseph searched in his pouch and found some salted
beef. He dangled it on a sharp stick in the fire. This was their
meal. He cleaned his knife with a quick stab into the sandy
soil.

“You know,
Gilbert,” he mused. “I remember the spirit of kindness and love
that we found in our villages as I grew up. And I found that same
spirit while attending a Christian school in Massachusetts. That is
one of the reasons Sir William sent me there. Now that spirit is
leaving us. Hate consumes us. It begins with the flood of rebels,
and they blame us for starting fights. But they are taking our
land.”

Gilbert threw a
small stick into the fire and watched it flare. “Sometimes, your
people are at fault,” he said carefully. “They sell the land to the
white people and then are surprised when they move onto it. The
Indians get drunk and look for fights and then complain when
someone gets hurt. We need to take care to see that all are treated
fairly. And we need help in fighting the rebels if we must fight in
the Mohawk valley.”

“The rebels
fight on land that was once ours,” Joseph said. “So far, it has not
reached the Mohawk Valley. But the people sense the tensions. They
see the arguments. They remain divided but so far prefer to talk
rather than fight. But they steal the land and somehow expect no
trouble.”

They watched
the fire burn down to red embers and listened to the night sounds
of owls calling and coyotes barking.

Gilbert yawned
and said, “Maybe we will see their mood in our visits to the
villages. The tribes who live at Oquaga will join us.”

Joseph nodded
in agreement as he stared up at the bright stars. Gilbert pulled on
his bedroll. “All of the British are depending on you to bring the
Mohawks to our side. We have known you and have depended on you
since you were a very young man.

“Sir William
sent you to a white man’s school, and you speak and read English.
Molly is helping more now that Sir William is dead. Joining us in
battle will be the best way for your people. I will help you in any
way I can,” Gilbert said as he shifted, pushing a folded deer skin
under his head. “Soon, we will know how the tribesmen feel about
this.”

It was clear to
Joseph. He looked at the small fire and thought about the hardships
war would bring to his people. Now, they lived in peace on fertile
ground along the streams. Food was plentiful. The corn they planted
in the spring would soon be pushing golden tassels skyward.
Pumpkins and gourds grew in abundance around the corn, and on the
higher ground, apple trees began to show their crop.

In the past,
late summer would be a time for raiding. The men would go far from
home to attack the villages of other tribes. They would return with
captives and furs. This was how it had been done for years. The
confederacy of the six nations ended most of the raids, and now the
men spent their days trapping and hunting.

Joseph thought
of the white man’s ways. Too often, they were repugnant to him. Far
too many cheated. Why did they not share their good fortune as did
the Iroquois? Why did they always want more when they had
plenty?

The People
brought in skins and negotiated fairly with the white trappers. But
they received little in return. The white men would bring out the
rum, and men and women of the tribe would drink until they passed
out. Sometimes, everyone in the village drank for days. The
children were left hungry.

“The fur
traders are disgusting thieves,” Joseph said. “They ignore all
decent people. Some of the chiefs talked with your white leaders,
asking that they keep the rum out of the villages. This request was
ignored. The white traders now offer little else but rum. And the
men are often too drunk to hunt. The villagers beg for food for
themselves and their children. I will ask our tribesmen to track
the ones who use rum for trade. This was what Chief Pontiac
advocated, a return to a simple life away from the white
people.”

Gilbert spoke
quietly. “Pontiac led successful attacks on white forts but lost
support from Indians, remember? They wanted the trade goods.”

Joseph’s wife,
Susanna, shared Pontiac’s views. “I have tried to have the
villagers throw away the stupid trinkets from the white people,”
she’d said. “But they would give away a fox pelt for a shiny bauble
or a deerskin for sparkling beads.”

The fire was
down to embers. Joseph pushed wood into it. He watched it smoke and
then flame. It was clear to him. The white settlers continued to
come from the east, settling in the hunting grounds. They drove the
game away and left his people to go farther into the forests. Some
of the people had even forgotten the old hunting skills.

“We are going
to war, unlike any of us has seen,” Joseph said. “There is no end
to the farmers who cut the trees, clog the streams, and treat the
people poorly. Neither the rebels nor the British have stopped the
migration, but clearly the King’s men are trying harder.”

Joseph had been
assured by the British in London they would push the rebels east of
the Delaware and the Susquehanna.

Joseph knew a
war was coming. He could not see the rebels and their straggly
armies winning. Those who treated Indians with disdain, those who
ruined the hunting grounds, those who damaged the forests and
streams needed to be dealt with. And he would do it.

Joseph watched
the fire dwindle. Ahead would be a meeting of the tribes. Each had
to decide whom to support. He felt certain he would find all but
the Oneidas ready to join forces with the British. He must work
with them, the keepers of the council fire, and convince them the
future of all the tribes rested with the King.

Near midnight,
Joseph awakened. He did not move but listened. Silence hovered over
the forest. The night birds retreated to thick tree cover, and the
wolves moved closer to their dens. Joseph finally relaxed and
slept.


Chapter 4

 


 


Come dawn,
Joseph and Gilbert were back on the trail, heading west. They
stopped to listen for unusual sounds or silences. Birds, small and
large, sang their tributes to the sun. Joseph listened well. Then
he turned off the trail to reach a pond. Quietly, he tied his
bowstring and tested it, bending the bow and allowing it to come
back without a sound. Joseph crawled toward the water, not moving
tree branches and water plants. Slowly, he searched for the geese
he had heard honking as they landed with noisy splashes.

There they
were—paddling toward him. Joseph waited until a goose was within
thirty feet and then shot it. He waded out, retrieved it, and
killed it with a twist of his wrist.

Minutes later,
a fire burned cleanly with little smoke. Joseph ran a sharp stick
through the goose and hung it over the fire to scorch off feathers.
Soon it was roasted, and he and Gilbert had breakfast. He tore off
pieces of meat and ate with satisfaction. Gilbert took out his
knife and speared some meat. He ate rapidly and then went to the
pond to wash.

Joseph cooked
the remainder and cut out the heart and liver. He wrapped them with
the meat, drank from the pond, and washed his hands. Their day’s
journey began.

By the time the
sun was nearing overhead, they had traveled many miles and came
upon the Delaware River. It flowed south with a strong current.
Here and there, sandbars stretched along the banks, and trees and
brush were pushed into enormous piles by flooding. The trail they
followed was well worn by centuries of use. It followed the banks
of the river, and much of the land was rich soil. The trees were
huge.

There was a
smell of smoke in the air, and a light haze hung in the trees. Some
of the tribes set fires to clear out the brush and provide for
grass and crops to grow in the ashes. But Joseph and Gilbert did
not expect to find this here, too far from the villages.

Joseph moved
along the trail, ready for whatever he found. A clearing ahead was
backed up to rock ledges that often served as a camp for travelers.
Joseph and Gilbert left the trail and circled ahead of the
clearing. They moved silently, stopping to drop off their bedrolls.
Joseph carried his bow and arrow.

The smoke grew
thicker here. They edged closer to where the fire burned. And then
Joseph saw the bodies. They were dead. Each of three Indians had
been shot while getting out of their bedroll. Pulled away from the
fire was the deer carcass that had made their dinner.

Joseph did not
know the men, but he could see from their tattoos that they were of
the Oneida tribe. He studied the bodies, worked on remembering each
prominent scar, each clump of feathers, estimating the age of the
men. He must be able to
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