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In 1976, even boxes of fried chicken celebrated the American Revolution. Covered in stars and stripes, they proclaimed with cheer: Happy Birthday America. The form and face of George Washington—the colonies’ leading American general and the first U.S. president—appeared in the shape of whiskey bottles and flower-scented Avon soaps set on crystal dishes.

The bicentennial commemoration of the American Revolution loomed large for Americans—including four-year-old me in pigtails and sneakers (like the girl on this page). Bouncing around in our pumpkin-colored station wagon in Del Mar, California (no car seats then), I gazed up at spinning blue and orange balls declaring Shell gasoline to contain “the Spirit of ’76,” seemingly part of the celebration. No one gave me a Barbie doll dressed in an eighteenth-century-style red and blue dress, with militiamen marching across the skirt, but if they had, I would have played with it. At my preschool, I cut up red, white, and blue paper. With tongue out of the side of my mouth in concentration, I glued them into the stars and stripes of the American flag and shook glitter on them with a heavy hand. In 1976, 1776 smelled floral and glistened marvelous.



[image: A rectangular Kentucky Fried Chicken takeout box printed with patriotic bicentennial graphics: the front panel shows the years “1776” and “1976” flanking a circular ring of stars around Colonel Sanders’s portrait, with vertical star spangled stripes along the sides and the slogan “HAPPY BIRTHDAY AMERICA” along the bottom edge.]



This Kentucky Fried Chicken box commemorated the bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence in 1976.






[image: John Rusk dressed as Uncle Sam in a star-spangled vest, striped trousers, and tall top hat, standing outside the National Museum of History and Technology in Washington, D.C., holding hands with a small girl in a gingham dress who is holding a long striped cane, with the Washington Monument rising in the hazy distance and visitors walking along the museum plaza.]



At the National Museum of History and Technology (now the National Museum of American History) in Washington, D.C., Uncle Sam (John Rusk) and an unnamed child celebrate the bicentennial.



A few years later, in my fifth-grade history class, we spent an entire semester summarizing pamphlets about twenty-six American Revolutionary heroes (probably an activity that had been on repeat since 1976). All twenty-six were to be assembled into a folder with an artistic cover, submitted in a crescendo of industriousness, patriotism, and colored pencils. I found writing these deferential summations so dull that I completed only three (and I never much liked decorating anything). My history report card that semester was underwhelming. I’m not proud of this behavior, but now I understand it a bit better. These Great Patriots (no Loyalists, of course) all lived Back East, most of them in places I had never even seen, like Philadelphia, some three thousand miles and two hundred years distant. I can recall only one woman: Betsy Ross, who, in her dainty little mobcap, supposedly crafted the first stars and stripes. In my dirty sneakers, racing the boys, I was not about to sew any flags. This did not seem like my world.

I am as surprised as anyone that I have written a history of the American Revolution. After teaching this material for decades, I ended up crafting the book that I wanted to read, one that covers the whole set of events—from Pontiac’s War to the Constitution—and puts that American Revolution in a much richer international context. Moving beyond simple hero worship or propaganda, this capacious history aims to celebrate principles and to acknowledge complications while connecting the U.S. story with people and places all over the world. A lot has changed since 1976, more than I could have imagined, yet I still think there is a place for a new account of the American Revolution. In tumultuous times, a complex and colorful history of global resistance to tyranny has much to teach us.

These days, few of us are recognized descendants of the Sons and Daughters of the American Revolution. However, many of us would like to believe that we are Friends of Liberty, as supporters of the Revolution called themselves. Amid imperfections and intolerance, we dream of better worlds and labor in all kinds of different ways to make them a reality. This work has only become more urgent since 1976. Here, then, is my wonky celebration of the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, a grown-up version of my glittery glued-together stars and stripes. Happy Birthday America.
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			Introduction

			
				It was a thing of beauty, though it carried death.[1] The soldier wore it into battle, close to his fast-beating heart. This 1777 powder horn was an inexpensive funnel on a strap, designed to keep gunpowder dry and at the ready to pour into a musket. European soldiers carried modern powder cartridges, as did most North American soldiers after 1777. Before then, though, striking horns like this one were crafted in their hundreds in North America from the 1740s to the 1770s.[2] Made of cattle horn, its smooth waterproof surface made it a good space for artistry. Its creator could not resist this bony canvas, carving intricate, fanciful depictions of the natural world.

			A bird, wings outstretched, skims across the surface of the horn. A wide-eyed sun stares, agog, next to a regal stag and an evergreen tree. The all-seeing eye of God circles the edges, embedded in geometric designs on both ends. This creativity transformed a weapon of war into remarkable American folk art.[3] It also connected this American horn with a wider world. The artist worked in European symbols with designs found in women’s embroidery and on gravestones. The patterns also evoked Native American and African motifs from pottery.[4] Other powder horns feature Indigenous warriors with feathers on their heads, great-masted ships, maps, mermaids, and even a Māori war party canoe copied from a British magazine.[5]

			Words, too, marked this horn. Liberty read a banner clutched in the bird’s beak. Other such items warned: “Steel not this Horn for Fear of Shame / For on it Is the owners Name.”[6] This one read in beautiful script: “Prince Simbo his horn made at Glastenbury [Connecticut] Nov 17 AD 1777.” Simbo was a Black soldier in the Continental Army. Although some have assumed that Simbo carved the horn himself, in fact, its motifs suggest that a specialist artisan, active in the Connecticut River Valley, made it. Still, these words asserted possession and pride. Whether Simbo was enslaved or not (it is unclear), he lived in a world where every American colony included enslaved people. He carried a powder horn and a musket when many Black people were not allowed to possess firearms.[7]

			What did that banner of liberty signify for Prince Simbo? He was fighting in the American Revolutionary War. Liberty had become a keyword for soldiers in that conflict in 1775. Many horns carved in 1775–77 included it.[8] It became part of a rallying cry: Liberty or death![9] This powder horn was by Simbo’s side when he was stationed at Valley Forge in the dismal winter of 1777–78, when he also received a blanket.[10] Yet for a man who may have been enslaved—and very possibly had an enslaved wife or children or parents or friends or all of the above—the word had further connotations. Liberty mattered for Simbo and others because slavery was so palpable, oppressive, and ubiquitous. Flying above him like that bird, freedom was an aspiration, a fluttering dream in the distance.

			What did freedom mean to other people in this era? Around the world, many people invoked it—or its opposite, slavery. In 1753, the nawab (ruler) of Bengal lamented that the British plundered the country and forced a “great number…of both sexes into slavery.”[11] In 1754, Antiguans in the Caribbean condemned the impressment of men as sailors on warships as “inconsistent with Civil Liberty, and the Natural Rights of Mankind.”[12] In 1762, one New England woman, pert in her anger, informed her husband: “if I am your Wife, I am not your Slave.”[13] “You do not speak to us any more like brothers, but like masters, and you treat us as we treat our slaves,” complained the Odawa leader, Pontiac, to settlers in the Great Lakes area in 1763.[14] In 1765, Canadian merchants grew “very uneasy with the Beginning of their Slavery.”[15] That same year, at the end of a protest against the Stamp Act in Newport, Rhode Island, enslaved people and enslavers alike joined together to sing: “Britannia’s Sons despise Slavery, / And dare to be nobly free!” In 1766, in the British colony of West Florida, an official fretted over “the spirit of what is…called Liberty” blossoming amid its white sands.[16] In 1770, a West African slave trader proclaimed himself “a friend to Liberty…tho I live in the Midst of Slaves & Slavery.”[17] In 1771, a grieving father—devastated by the killing of his son by soldiers at a London protest meeting—pleaded with Parliament to cease “bringing destruction and slavery upon his fellow subjects.”[18] In 1773, a woman transported from West Africa in chains as a girl prayed that Americans need no longer “dread the iron chain…meant t’enslave the land.”[19] A year later, another woman in New England warned a friend that North America faced “the Same Thralldom” confronting Asians.[20] In 1775, Dubliners in Ireland toasted: “May the gates of Temple-bar be decorated with the heads of those who [employed] military force to enslave our fellow subjects in America.”[21]

			In other words, a refusal to be treated “like a slave”—a type of person familiar to most by then—seemed across many distinct locations to be an effective way to make a case for better treatment. The American Revolution did not provoke this shift. Rather, these demands for liberty emerged out of a wider world, sparking changes too often attributed to the political revolution in thirteen North American colonies. Of course, global claims of freedom were not new either; they had roots in classical and biblical worlds. However, they took on novel resonance in a period of accelerating rates of especially Atlantic slavery, as Prince Simbo well knew. Pulling back to view the wider world—and the range of women and men who invoked slavery and freedom—helps to clarify the meanings and purposes of those words as well as the realities behind them.
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				Patriots in the United States have loved to quote from Thomas Paine’s 1776 independence-inspiring pamphlet Common Sense that the new nation would become “an asylum for mankind.” They are less likely to include the section that came before it: “Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the Globe.”[22] He meant that freedom was hunted down—and destroyed. Yet freedom was also hunted in the sense that people all over the world searched for it. Consciously or not, Paine was echoing an earlier wartime ode to the new empire of Britannia, with its jingoistic claim that “round the globe her conquests run.”[23] Liberty and conquest were more closely linked than some liked to believe. After all, some prerogatives—to “settle” land already inhabited or to enslave people—depended on diminishing the freedom of others, a conundrum that one historian has called “freedom’s dominion.”[24]

			Was the United States exceptional? Yes, but not necessarily in the ways people usually assume. North Americans in the thirteen colonies were not the first or only people in this era to lament their slavery or even to launch a full-scale rebellion. Plenty of other people—from rebels in Tacky’s War in Jamaica in 1760 to those in the Dutch colony of Surinam in 1763 to those in St. Vincents in the early 1770s—had done so.[25] The St. Vincents insurrection resulted in the recognition of Indigenous sovereignty over part of that Caribbean island. Plenty of others around the world protested British policies, including Indigenous Americans such as Pontiac, who led a remarkably successful “war of independence against the British Empire” in the 1760s.[26]

			Still, the 1776 settler rebellion ignited a flame that burned bright across many places. That it went as far as it did was astonishing, even to people at the time. What was notable was less an impulse toward resistance (shared with many) than the fact that it blossomed into a full-scale revolution; that a whole set of colonies united to declare their independence; that this event became a world war; and that rebels succeeded in starting a new nation. This process was a surprising and complicated one.

			A global perspective reveals larger international movements yet also the particularities of the local. The new nation took the shape it did because of these unfolding and complex dynamics between the global and the local. One thing is clear: Rebels could never have achieved these accomplishments without the involvement of other countries. This nation may have been conceived in liberty, but it was born with the help of many midwives.

			The American Revolutionary War was in fact a Russian doll of a war, with conflicts nested in other ones, far beyond the thirteen colonies. It started as an anti-imperial insurrection. It grew into “just another imperial war” (as one historian has phrased it) as well as a set of civil wars, a world war, a series of wars of settler conquest.[27] It overlapped with other conflicts: what one historian of the United States has termed the “Long War for the West” and another has called “a war for the North American continent” as well as anticolonial fights such as the First and Second Anglo-Mysore wars, led by the South Asian leaders Haidar Ali and his son, Tipu Sultan.[28] In 1780, they trounced the British in Pollilur, thanks to 26,000 cavalry and 6,000 infantry soldiers, more than the 20,000 American, French, and allied forces who succeeded at Yorktown in 1781.[29] Yet few Americans know about the help they got from the South Asian fighters who drew away British resources. If the Seven Years’ War is called, rightly, the first world war, then the American Revolutionary War might be called a kind of second world war, as in 1778, an American rebellion became a global conflict. In a nod to the Seven Years’ War, it might also be called the Nine Years’ War (1775–84). The protean character of this war—and how and why the trajectory of the “thirteen colonies” went as it did—can be understood only across a wider canvas.

			The global environment, too, shaped outcomes. Mosquitoes and viruses traveled in lethal silence over borders and boundaries, injecting the vulnerable bodies of soldiers and civilians alike with diseases like smallpox, which alone killed more than did all of the battles of the American Revolution in these same years.[30] Mexican burial records, Lakota winter counts, and agonized letters dipped in vinegar (believed to be a disinfectant) in Boston reveal the terrifying force of a smallpox pandemic in these years.[31] Hurricanes hurled wind and water over islands and mainland, destroying ships and buildings and crops and animals and people. A single hurricane in October 1780—the deadliest in recorded history and one of three that month—killed twenty-two to thirty thousand people in the Caribbean, likely more than died altogether on the American side from battles (6,800) and diseases (17,000).[32] Environmental factors mattered.[33]

			The American Revolution was also bound up with modernizing processes occurring around the world, shifts in terms of cultural encounters, capitalism, communication, material lives, and what has been called the Enlightenment. Those global trends influenced its ideas, origins, and progress, a central argument here. The new nation took the shape it did because of these dynamics as well as better-known local forces.[34]

			The emphasis here is on the effect of the world on the American Revolution, not the reverse (by far the more common treatment). Each chapter of this book begins outside the thirteen colonies for several reasons. First, each location holds different clues to what this meta-event of the American Revolution was, illuminating general and particular trajectories as well as graceful ideals and grim limitations. Second, this approach corrects exceptionalism, embedding the American trajectory within a larger set of transformations. Finally, starting in this way revitalizes the all-too-familiar story of the Founding Fathers—and the Declaration of Independence.

			The United States commemorates the publication of the Declaration of Independence in 1776 as the founding event. For 250 years, people all over the world have looked to that document as an inspiration and a guide.[35] Yet what makes this event of such world historical importance is not the Declaration itself. What makes the American Revolution worth celebrating are the positive principles that informed the Declaration of Independence, including liberty. As Prince Simbo’s powder horn shows us, these ideals were not restricted to Founding Fathers, to elite men in thirteen British colonies. They were not even confined to those thirteen colonies.
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				“How did we get here, Dr. Pearsall?” demanded my student, her face blotchy and tear-stained. I was teaching at Cambridge University. It was 2016, a year of divisive elections in both the United States and Great Britain. Since so many students expressed similar distress to me, I decided that it was time to teach a class on the origins of the United States. Like the nation it brought into the world, the American Revolution is big, beautiful, vexing, and shot through with contradictions. The Revolution celebrated the power of the people even while advancing the interests of a limited number of elite men. Its proponents included small-minded thugs as well as liberating heroes. In moments of its greatest drama, slaveholders argued for liberty and equality. Its war threatened the sovereignty of various Native American nations even as it proved their enduring power. Revolutionary thinking liberated women, yet it seemed to do little of a practical nature for them. Its events were at once local and global. I had a hunch that its global nature could help to untangle these paradoxes, or at least to illuminate them. I decided to teach a course with this larger perspective.

			This California girl came to see the American Revolution in the world through my students’ eyes, as they blinked in wonder at its strangeness and drama and pain. These bright, curious young people from around the world had many questions. Where, even, was Boston? And what did Bostonians have against tea? They puzzled over the hero veneration surrounding men like Thomas Jefferson, of whom some of them had never heard. For them, the American Revolution seemed naturally to be a story bigger than the thirteen colonies (which they could never list anyway). Together, we discovered extraordinary global connections far beyond what I had anticipated. Their sense of adventure inspired me to write this book.
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			Despite rich scholarship, popular understanding of the American Revolution too often remains trapped in events named for their settings: the Boston Massacre, the Battles of Lexington and Concord, the Yorktown surrender, the Philadelphia Convention. There are good reasons for this limited orientation. The first is pretty obvious. The American Revolution’s very name presupposes that it had local relevance, having laid the foundations for the United States of America. Its victors by and large wrote the history. At the same time, scholars of the American Revolution even as late as the twentieth century tended to conceive “colonial America” narrowly, as the story of the thirteen British colonies on the eastern seaboard, with New England as the archetypal U.S. locale. In the last few decades, however, “colonial America” has burst these bounds in all kinds of ways, yet accounts of the American Revolution have not entirely caught up with this expanded geography.

			As my bleary-eyed students could tell you, the history of the American Revolution is hardly an undertreated topic. There is a daunting amount of excellent work on it, much reaching beyond those thirteen colonies. Yet none of it did quite what we needed in my course. Numerous books have attended to the global dimensions of war and diplomacy.[36] Others have offered an Atlantic view considering an Anglophone empire, or the contributions of other European nations, notably France and Spain.[37] However, these books have focused on high politics and diplomacy, not necessarily accounting for a wide array of people. Historians have also narrated how the American Revolution provoked global movements of liberty, led to the migration of tens of thousands of refugees, or entrenched the workings of empire (usually related to events in France, Haiti, Latin America, or the British Empire).[38] In recent years, there has been an important and welcome move to attend to a fuller continental narrative centering Indigenous nations and mainland locations (Florida, Canada) beyond the thirteen colonies.[39] Yet few books bring all these perspectives together.

			I often begin my course (now taught at Johns Hopkins) by asking students how many colonies Britain possessed in 1765. A few teenagers look at me with pity (I’m used to it) and tell me that everyone knows there were thirteen colonies. I cock my eyebrow and say: Really? Since my students are quite clever, they quickly realize that the answer is probably not the one they think it is. As I let the uncomfortable silence linger, a student might pipe up: “Canada?” In a good year, another gingerly inquires, “Weren’t there colonies in, like, the Caribbean?” Yes, there were!

			It has been all too easy to forget that in 1765, Britain possessed double the famous thirteen colonies in North America alone, in the Greater Caribbean (including East and West Florida) and Canada. Many other nations, Indigenous and European, vied for supremacy on the mainland continent—and elsewhere including Africa and Asia. Captain James Cook led Pacific voyages in the 1760s that fired imaginations (evident on the powder horn with the Māori warriors) and upended lives. There were also sovereign Indigenous nations near the colonies: nations, not simply tribes or groups awaiting removal.[40] Critical actors, their leaders engaged in international diplomacy with the British and others. In sum, as one British politician declared, “Ministers in this country, where every part of the World affects us…should consider the whole Globe.”[41]

			Like British politicians, the leaders of the American Revolution did consider the whole Globe, what they called “the powers of the earth.” They wondered about their place in it, and whether and how they might deserve its plaudits. Those Founding Fathers, the statesmen and generals, were far from provincial or rigidly nationalistic. They cared a great deal how people in other countries judged them. As both a clever strategy and an aspiration, they transformed a narrow dispute over imperial taxation into a set of universal claims to liberty, equality, and happiness. The Declaration of Independence reveals this process. It also demonstrates that these men had a healthy and “decent Respect to the Opinions of Mankind.”

			
				
				
					
						[image: A map shows British North American colonies around 1775. From north to south they are as follows. Labrador and Newfoundland; Nova Scotia, Canada; Massachusetts; New Hampshire; New York; Rhode Island; Connecticut; Pennsylvania; New Jersey; Delaware; Maryland; Virginia; North Carolina; South Carolina; Georgia; and West Florida on the Gulf coast and East Florida on the Atlantic coast. Between Lakes Erie and Ontario in the east and lakes Michigan and Huron in the west is the Province of Canada; its northern border, north of the Great Lakes, is Rupert’s Land (Hudson’s Bay Company), and its southern border is the Mississippi River. West of the Mississippi River is Spanish Louisiana. Central America is labeled New Spain, with the Bay of Honduras (Belize) and the Mosquito Shore (Nicaragua) shown as British colonies. Also shown as colonies are Bermuda; the Leeward Islands; the islands of Dominica, St. Vincent, Barbados, Grenada, and Jamaica.]
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			The Declaration of Independence, then, enshrines worthy universal principles. In my class on the American Revolution, we read it aloud as a group—each of us taking a section—because I have discovered that it is fatally easy for people to avoid reading it for themselves (I am sure you are not one of them, but…). Few need telling that the Declaration of Independence is a significant document, but actually to read it: Um, no, thank you. In its favor: its easy availability (online) and its brevity (under 1,400 words). Against it: its long sentences (“He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants only”); its eighteenth-century diction (“Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes”); and its ill-tempered list of George III’s crimes against the colonies (“He has erected a multitude of new Officers, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our people, and eat out their substance”). Also alienating are its disturbing references to “merciless Indian savages.” If we have a mental image of the people behind the Declaration, it’s the elite men who signed it—many of whom were enslavers—captured in a much later portrait for the U.S. Capitol (by John Trumbull in 1819). In other words, it seems like the consummate product of a group of grumpy old men: “Get off ye olde lawn.”

			Or is it? Admittedly, the Declaration of Independence pulsates with disgruntlement. It enumerates the terrible actions of a tyrant to illustrate his willingness to subvert law to political expediency. It thus makes a case for “the Right of the People to alter or abolish” a bad system and “to institute Government,” one “most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.” In so doing, it shimmers with positive values. A wide range of people—what was called then “the people out of doors”—lived out those ideals.[42] They were not in the room—or even necessarily in the colonies—where it happened, but they were around: fighting, prodding, hoping, dreaming.

			Still, how could I connect those people out of doors and even beyond the thirteen colonies with this made-in-America document? I had to learn how to write a different kind of history, one that connected ideas—like liberty—with the lived experience of many individuals—like Prince Simbo.[43] Those ideas were greater than that lone document, bigger even than the brilliant, eloquent, occasionally cantankerous men who wrote and edited and signed it. Even men of this era recognized that fact. In 1775, a young Alexander Hamilton proclaimed: “The sacred rights of mankind are not to be rummaged for, among old parchments, or musty records. They are written, as with a sunbeam, in the whole volume of human nature, by the hand of the divinity itself.”[44]

			To shape this complicated narrative, I plucked a positive keyword from the Declaration of Independence for each chapter and set out to show how each value prompted behavior among all kinds of people. I followed those sunbeams to words that inspire, not ones that castigate or denigrate. As definitions changed over time, people sometimes clashed over meanings, offering another avenue to understanding the period better. These keywords give us a fine entry to specific contexts of the eighteenth century, but they also point us to constructive universal ideals still capable of stirring us.

			Welling out of rage and despair, these ideals celebrating liberty and equality traced out a rousing set of possibilities for people confronting oppression. In 1800, in Hartford, Connecticut, one anti-slavery speaker demanded: “Declaration of Independence! Where art thou now?”[45] In 1852, in Rochester, New York, the brilliant abolitionist orator Frederick Douglass drew “encouragement from ‘the Declaration of Independence,’ the great principles it contains.”[46] In 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee, the civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., implored his fellow citizens in his last speech: “All we say to America is, ‘Be true to what you said on paper.’ ”[47]

			I still have a creased paper printout of the Declaration of Independence. Its date stamp reads June 16, 2020, a strange moment of lockdown and contemplation. Underlines, brackets, question marks, and scrawled marginalia mark the pages in the hues of different pens over many months. For each chapter, I had to figure out the right keyword. Sometimes I chose it, began writing, and realized that it was not working. The words of the people at the time—the primary sources—guided me. When I hit on the right ideal for a chapter, I often started to see it—or versions of it—over and over in what I was reading. Then I knew I was on the right track.

			Life, liberty, and happiness were obvious candidates. Others required more thought. The thirteen ideals—and places—I have chosen are not the only relevant ones, simply those that made the most sense to me in navigating the abundant, sometimes overwhelming, wealth of sources. I am not asserting that these notions were uniquely American; indeed, I am arguing the opposite. When one takes a wider view, the specific American trajectory emerges with greater clarity. Taken together, these keywords and locations furnish an argument for the importance of certain values and events.

			The fireworks set off in 1776 sparked bright, boomed loud, and awed people around the world. This book lets freedom ring in unexpected ways, to unleash the wild, beautiful syncopation of global transformation and revolutionary ideals. The people climbing out of the pages here may surprise you, though some (George Washington) are familiar. A few sport wampum, glinting medals, and silken robes. They speak many languages. Even for the well-known leaders, wigs are a bit askew, breeches a little grubby. This drama reveals the origins and progress of the United States of America while it illuminates, too, the enduring challenges and laudable courage of Friends of Liberty round the whole Globe—including those on a river deep in the center of the North American continent.
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			Chapter 1

			A Gallows in Bkejwanong

			[image: Drawing of a long, curved banner ribbon with pointed ends, containing the single word “UNITY” in capital letters at its center.]

			
				As her world tilted and disappeared, the last buildings she would have seen were the church, the bakery, the artillery magazine, and a few houses along Rue St. Antoine. She would also have seen the crowd. For an enslaved woman who had probably spent much of her life shrinking into the background, trying to avoid attention—a scold or a slap from a mistress, a master’s unwelcome hand (or worse) in places she did not want it—it must have been disconcerting to be thrust into the spotlight. There were so many faces turned toward her. There were women like her—some Indigenous and some African—looking sorrowful in their coarse linen shifts, huddling together. Their masters stood nearby, traders in thick mantle coats with handkerchiefs wrapped round their heads, smoking and chatting in French. Red-coated soldiers, stiff and solemn, called out orders in English. The fathers, faces ruddy, prayed in Latin for her soul, black robes flapping in the wind. Mothers with babies on their backs set down their heavy baskets for a bit, soothing their children with soft words in Potawatomi. A few of the little ones chased the chickens wandering around. No one wanted to stand behind the commanding warriors, draped in blankets and furs, brass hoops in their earlobes, medals and wampum on their strong chests, silver armbands glinting in the light. The feathers on their shaved heads made them even taller, blocking the view. They probably clustered at the back, speaking low in Odawa, glowering at the dogs clothed in red.[1]

			Those red-coated officials hanged the woman, but they didn’t bother to record her name. That was British imperial justice in 1763. She had at least one name, probably more, but we don’t know them, and probably never will. She was a daughter, likely a sister—among people for whom siblings mattered a great deal—and perhaps a mother. Yet she lacked the protection of family because her kin ties had already been broken. She was what they called a “Panis” Indian, which meant, more or less, a slave. Her fellow accused Panis had already made his escape “to the Illinois,” leaving her to face the scaffold on her own. The two of them had been convicted of murdering their master, John Clapham, whose headless corpse was found floating in the river. Records include none of her words. If she gave a last dying speech, if she cried out loudly or sealed her lips tightly, it all floated away, down the straits. Yet her death helped to provoke a war that helped usher in a revolution.

			The place where this hanging took place had not one but multiple names. Its Anishinaabe inhabitants called it Bkejwanong. The French had named it for the strait (détroit) below. The British pronounced that silent French t at the end: Detroit. There were many names, and just as many distinct visions of what constituted justice. Why did that death in Bkejwanong, and the murder that preceded it, matter so much? This woman’s choices, and those of other Indigenous people, were interconnected. She and others of this place refused to accept coercion, making defiant bids for autonomy. They were willing to risk death for liberty.

			Here is a different kind of murder mystery. What do the killing of a trader, the execution of a woman, and the war that followed have to do with the American Revolution? Solving this puzzle illuminates the central theme here: how and why diverse people forged unity in critical ways, as well as how events west of the thirteen colonies influenced the course of events elsewhere. Wars—and peace—shaped unity, pushing people together—and apart—in a complex choreography. These events in Detroit reveal an increasingly burdensome system of empire and slavery, which caused many to push back against it.

			There was power in unity. Indigenous people understood this point; so did the authors of the Declaration of Independence. They called themselves the “United Colonies” and also, of course, the “thirteen united States of America” in the document’s very first line. Indigenous citizens of many distinct nations, too, crafted a relatively expansive vision of unity, one nurtured by kinship, diplomacy, and religion. Anishinaabe was a designation like “European” that included many nations (such as Ojibwe and Odawa). Anishinaabe emphasis on unity and autonomy became more important as some settlers developed an increasingly narrow vision of solidarity, one excluding Indigenous people and even British and colonial officials. Both trends, stemming from wars in the 1760s, would shape the dynamics of the 1770s in profound and abiding ways.

			Killing this woman rattled imperial officials. There is a whiff of anxiety in the letters that Major Henry Gladwin, in charge of the fort, exchanged with General Jeffrey Amherst, his commander, about this execution. The two men knew it hardly reflected glory on crown and country to hang a woman, especially one as powerless and seemingly inconsequential as an enslaved Indigenous woman. The assumption of British men and law in this period was that a woman criminal in a pair was merely an accomplice led astray by the man. Still, since the man had fled, these officials emphasized the necessity of executing her, even as the whole episode whispered even to them of the dangerous vulnerabilities of their colonial situation. Although “I am always Sorry to Consent to the Sending of any Unhappy Wretch out of this World,” sighed Amherst, her crime was “so very heinous…that nothing less than her Life could Atone.”[2] “This Barbarous Act,” he advised, had to be punished “in the most Public Manner, as a Terror to others.”[3]

			British leaders like Amherst and Gladwin sought to bring terror and subjection to Indigenous people; their actions had exactly the opposite effect. Indigenous individuals did not see justice here: quite the reverse. It wouldn’t be the last time that officials misread the American situation and misfired, consequences recoiling on them with devastating effect. As one observer later framed it, “at the very time we were representing the Indians to ourselves as completely subdued and perfectly obedient to our power, they were busy in planning the destruction, not only of our most insignificant and remote forts, but our most important and central settlements.”[4] If British officers saw this “Unhappy Wretch” as dispensable, others did not. Her case, within a nexus of other acts of disrespect, provoked the ire of numerous Indigenous Americans, including one of the better-known of the eighteenth century, Pontiac, an Odawa leader who organized resistance against the British. Determined to assert their own vision of justice, Pontiac and others painted themselves for war, picked up their stockpiled arms, and attacked British forts, just two weeks after this hanging.
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				The French had founded the fort of Détroit in 1701, when they concluded a major peace with Indigenous nations in the area. In the 1730s, its French commandant drew plans of individual villages—Odawa, Potawatomi, and Wendat (or Wyandot/Huron)—clustered around the fort. Each of them had “cabins” or houses with three or four fires and two or three families.[5] Cherished by their elders, children ran free in these orderly, protective spaces. The fields extended outward from the villages. Women tilled those fields, growing the wheat, corn, and plants on which life depended, while men hunted and fished. [6] In 1750, a French missionary found Détroit’s “situation…charming. A beautiful river runs at the foot of the fort; vast plains…extend beyond the sight,” with villages of “Hurons and…Outaouas [Odawa]” across the river from the fort.[7] The Anishinaabe villages were interspersed with the French settlers’ “ribbon farms,” long, narrow holdings extending away from the river, each having a small water frontage for ease of transport. By the 1760s, whitewashed houses lined both sides of the river for five miles from the fort.[8] Soldiers arriving there in the 1760s sent reports of “this delightful spot,” with rich fields of wheat, corn, and garden produce, and orchards of trees heavy in their seasons with apples, pears, and peaches.[9]

			
				
					[image: The Odawa village at Détroit has 30 rectangular longhouses arranged in 2 rows with narrow passages between them. 4 are public buildings. There are 2 shaded perspective views of longhouses: they have arched roofs without chimneys, and a door at the centre of each short side but no windows. A scale shows the longhouses are about 30 French feet wide and 70 French feet long.]
				

				
					Drawn by a French officer, this 1732 plan of the Odawa village at Détroit shows longhouses of several families. Dots indicate public buildings.


				
			
			The Indigenous people who came to Detroit (as the English spelled and pronounced it) for trade identified themselves by clan and kin (and language), but they were identifiable by nation, too: Odawa, Potawatomi, Wendat, Ojibwe, Mississauga, Miami, Kickapoo, Mascouten, Lenni Lenape, Illinois, Shawnee, and even western Seneca. The Indigenous nations arrayed around Detroit had built a world together. It survived for decades. Diplomats exchanged wampum belts—a traditional item of diplomacy made of shells in alternating patterns of light and dark sewn onto leather, often made by women—in ceremonies with eloquent speeches. One Wyandot politician asserted, “All the Indians in this Country are Allies to each other as one People.” While he may have been exaggerating in order to indicate that he was speaking for a group of people larger than his own, a considerable alliance had indeed been forged out of distinct communities. True, it never brought perfect accord; some had been at war with each other in the past. Odawa and Illinois warriors had even sold Fox (Meskwaki) captives to the French at Detroit during wars earlier in the eighteenth century. Pontiac himself was both Odawa and Ojibwe, and this background helped to give him credibility with what the French termed “all the nations of the lakes and rivers of the north.”[10]

			
				
					[image: The map shows La Riviere du Détroit from Lake St. Clair to Lake Erie. with an inset plan titled “Plan du Fort du Détroit”. The fort is on the right, or north, bank of the river with the settlements behind it, just downriver of Lake St. Clair. A scale shows the fort is about 540 French feet by 300 French feet.]
				

				
					A roughly contemporaneous map of settlements at Détroit, their location on the river, and an inset plan of its French fort.


				
			
			Although Anishinaabe people still outnumbered Europeans in the areas around the Great Lakes, by the 1760s, this world was starting to look different. As one diplomat, Benjamin Kokhkewenaunaut, reminded the British in flattering terms in negotiations in 1764, “When the white people came first to this land They were small and we were great and we took them into our bosoms and protected them…. now the white people are become great and filled the land and you our father are a great tree under whom the Indians rest and Shade themselves.”[11] The “white people” generally meant French men (and it was mostly men). The French had been traveling and living in this landscape for decades; they started small, with a few eager missionaries, some hardy settlers, and a range of sojourners called voyageurs and coureurs de bois. This latter group included French traders who exchanged goods like kettles, guns, and cloth for fur.

			The fur trade underpinned the economy of these northern regions, and it brought men eager to make a profit on European demand for American skins. Beaver in particular made desirable hats. Indigenous individuals shaped this trade. Men hunted and traded, while women transformed the ponderous bodies of dead animals into that most marketable commodity: soft warm fur. That process was laborious and slow, as every bit of fat and flesh had to be scraped from the skins. It required community work, since hunting parties brought in many animals at once. The uptick in European demand in the seventeenth century reshaped the economies and societies in the areas around the St. Lawrence River and the Great Lakes, as Native Americans reoriented what had been a trading system within North America into one that could service a global market, since everyone from Dutch merchants to Chinese intellectuals longed for stylish beaver hats.[12]

			Frenchmen in this area knew that Indigenous people had the knowledge and the organizational ability on which they depended. They worked to incorporate themselves into those communities, whether as traders marrying into families and doing business with them or priests baptizing the babies who came from those and other unions. Many Indigenous people converted to Catholicism, but they did not shed their identities as Odawa or Wendat. Indigenous women, used to marrying foreigners, wedded French men, too, and there was a thriving world of Amerindians, French, and what came to be called Métis, or people of shared American and European descent. The French never dominated in terms of numbers, and they often integrated into Indigenous communities. Anishinaabe and French people worked together and accommodated each other’s cultures, religions, and forms of justice.[13] Out of this shared world and its cultural misunderstandings came a “middle ground”—a process, not a place—by which a new kind of world came to be, one with features of both Indigenous and French cultures and politics. Many Anishinaabe people allied with the French against what seemed to be increasing encroachment from the English-speaking settlers who “filled the land” and eyed those rich fields and orchards with envy.

			In 1763, Detroit, like the rest of the region the French called le pays d’en haut, or the Upper Country, was a diverse and sometimes contentious community, one changing due to disease, war, and slavery. Smallpox, measles, and influenza struck with deadly force. Indigenous people died in numbers far greater than did European settlers, who had some immunities. As a French official noted of smallpox in 1756, “The Indians fear nothing so much as this disease…it treats them cruelly.”[14] A Jesuit observed in passing in 1750 that villages of five thousand persons had been reduced to two thousand: “You may judge by this how much they have diminished in the period of sixty years.”[15] Disease and war wrapped around each other in deadly embrace, as population losses drove people to look for captives by going to war, those conflicts then rendering them more vulnerable to hunger, malnutrition, and disease.
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				The Seven Years’ War, as Europeans called it, or the French and Indian War, as colonists called it, had altered the North American landscape—and many other places—by its conclusion in 1763. It was the most significant war between enemies who fought throughout the eighteenth century: the British and the French. It started in 1754 in the British colonies, and then it moved to Europe in 1756 (the Seven Years’ War actually lasted nine years in North America). The British went into debt to fight the French in North America, sending tens of thousands of British troops to join local militias in the fighting. This strategy, while costly, was effective. In September 1759, after years of conflict, the British managed to take Québec in the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. This dramatic victory effectively removed the French as major political players in the Upper Country. The British commander Captain Robert Rogers took Fort Détroit in 1760, which is why Major Henry Gladwin found himself sent there. Other officers, including Richard Montgomery, also served there. This state of affairs was confirmed by the Treaty of Paris in 1763, in which France formally ceded its mainland North American colonies to the British and Spanish. The British, exultant, now possessed an altered and enlarged empire, one technically including new kinds of people such as French Catholics and Indigenous people.

			This victory for the British was costly for the French, but it was even worse for the Indigenous nations allied with them. Men like Pontiac could no longer count on the French for political alliances, though economic and social links remained important. War also devastated communities. As a Wendat leader lamented in 1760, “we are like a lost People, as we have lost many of our principal Men.”[16] Some turned to alcohol to numb the pain of defeat. The demise of leaders who had offered guidance in times of crisis had pernicious effects for larger communities and for individuals left orphaned and widowed. In June 1763, another English fur trader and soldier accompanied Indigeneous people on a canoe trip from Michilimackinac down Lake Huron. Near one of the small islands, at a place of memorial, two women began to keen “to denote their grief.”[17] This war, etching mourning onto the land itself, led to dreams of altering that landscape.

			Slavery also came to dominate this postwar world in ever bleaker ways. Captive-taking in war had a long tradition in many Indigenous nations. Usually incorporated into communities, captives helped to rebuild populations. Their status could shift, and it did not pass on to their children. In the context of eighteenth-century world wars, this older system gave way to new forms of imperial slave trading. Indigenous captives found themselves far from home in North America and the Caribbean, enslaved for life.[18] They labored—sometimes for life—beside people of African descent in places like Detroit.[19] The degradation of the status of captives made Indigenous Americans ever more sensitive to being treated “like slaves.”

			With some justification, Indigenous people feared that the English planned to enslave them, or at least to treat them like slaves. Autonomy and equality were key Anishinaabe values. One Jesuit in the 1750s highlighted “the freedom in which they are reared; respect never makes them timid…all men seem equal to them. An Illinois would speak as boldly to the King of France as to the lowest of his subjects.” To the French, this lack of hierarchy was surprising and discomfiting. This missionary was amazed that Illinois living together in their shared cabins “all live in great peace, which is due, in a great measure, to the fact that each one is allowed to do what he pleases.”[20]
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				To many Indigenous people, the British specialized in preventing them from doing what they pleased. In 1764, Anishinaabe men expressed indignation at being stopped by British soldiers from going to their own hunting grounds.[21] A speech by an Odawa diplomat reported that the Delaware “told us this Spring, that the English sought to become Masters of all, and would put us to Death.”[22] When Gladwin wrote to Amherst in April 1763, he reported that Indians had been protesting: “They say We mean to make Slaves of them.”[23] When Pontiac addressed the French in 1763, he complained, “You do not speak to us any more like brothers, but like masters, and you treat us as we treat our slaves.”[24] One British author and veteran of the Seven Years’ War and Pontiac’s War contended, “No people on the face of the earth are fuller of the idea of liberty than the North-American Indians. The very thoughts of that slavery which they were made to expect under the English, was enough to determine them to enter into every proposal the French could offer.”[25]

			Indigenous people who were not enslaved resented being treated like slaves (colonists felt the same). In the 1760s, several situations arose involving ordinary people navigating coercive authority that restricted mobility and autonomy. In one telling incident, a group of Indigenous women was shot at while traveling by canoe. Even in tense moments of war, a bevy of women usually signaled peaceful intentions. By custom, such women, chatting and paddling their way along the rivers, were to be left alone. The English ignored these unspoken rules. From their position on shore, British soldiers attempted to stop the canoe. In response, the women maneuvered their craft behind some brush, hiding from the soldiers gawping at them from the bank. The officer fired on the canoe, hitting the bow.

			Those shots explode with that whiff of anxiety we have already witnessed, as British officers attempted to show their mastery of a situation in the face of their evident lack of it through violence toward women. The women lodged an official complaint that the British officer “had treated the Indians like Slaves.” Being treated like a slave meant the threat and the reality of coercive violence, and, for women especially, sexual violence. British soldiers exchanged letters from the forts—spaces dominated by men—about Indigenous women, whom they termed “harlots,” assuming easy access to at least some of them. Amherst mentioned one woman at a fort who “had entertained herself so often with the Soldiers that she was almost dying.”[26] “Almost dying” does not sound much like “entertainment.” Was this Indigenous woman injured by forced sex with multiple soldiers, or by their diseases? Either way, behind Amherst’s disconcertingly neutral observation lies a dire situation.

			The reality and threat of sexual violence may help to explain not only the canoe incident, but also the murder of John Clapham. We do not know why he was killed. All we know is that “A Cruel & Inhuman Murder” took place near Detroit in 1762, “Supposed to be Done by Two Panis Slaves…Assisted by some Indians.”[27] It may be that this woman and man killed Clapham to take his goods and gain a better life. After all, the behavior of the Panis man, who made his escape without the woman, suggests that he was not necessarily the most upstanding character. Yet why would a woman have apparently helped to kill and decapitate a man, an act even the hardened Amherst denounced as “so very heinous”? Then, as now, it was rare for women to commit extreme physical violence. Those few who did so were usually desperate, having endured violence themselves. As one scholar of Indigenous slavery has observed, Panis women working for Europeans were “extremely vulnerable,” routinely “made sexually available to” traders.[28] In other words, men like Clapham would have expected more than just the washing of their clothing and the preparation of their food from a Panis woman. The Panis man may have been seeking to protect her. In similar cases, the master had been directing relentless sexual violence against the woman before his death.[29]

			A few women carved their rage onto bodies. After the siege of Detroit began, Gladwin sent soldiers to Niagara to obtain provisions. At daybreak, a group of hostile Wendats and Potawatomis killed and mutilated several British soldiers. One French observer reported, “Even the Indian women took a hand.” The women—and only the women—did two things in particular. First, “they slashed them with knife-cuts, as we do when we want to lard beef”—a chilling description of women’s brutality in a domestic register. Second, “some of the women mutilated them to the point of emasculation,” or, to translate the French more bluntly, “cut off that which makes a man.”[30] As with the murder of Clapham, this kind of symbolic aggression implies rage against British men as men. These same resentments likely erupted in the murder of Clapham and in the solidarity a great many local people felt with the Panis woman.

			Violence against women provoked outrage among Indigenous women—and men. Men like Pontiac do not seem to have used sexual violence as a weapon in war, which is remarkable. So many others around the world did—and, alas, do. These men considered the loss of control that such behavior implied—an animal urge indulged by weak men lacking the courage to fight other men directly—to be shameful. Their war preparation usually curtailed even healthy sex lives, since sex was considered a dangerous distraction. In short, these Anishinaabe men did not generally use sexual violence as part of their grammar of war. They were not entirely high-minded; torture remained part of their arsenal. Yet settler violation of women registered as a strike on an entire nation. Indigenous men grieved but also fumed when women were attacked.

			Sexual violence was a factor—though far from the only one—in Pontiac’s resistance. One observer noted that Pontiac “under pretext of some fancied insult” from Gladwin had determined that only “members of his own nation ought to occupy this part of the world.” What was the nature of this “insult”? A British soldier had struck an Indigenous man with his gun when the man attempted to protect his cousin from rape.[31] Of course, there are other explanations beyond sexual violence for Clapham’s murder and Pontiac’s anger. Still, this murder emerged from a setting where some people endured violence and slavery at the hands of others. The war, too, grew out of resistance to sexual violence, slavery, and coercion.

			The heavy hand of British executions, offensive to Indigenous notions of reparative justice, also provoked many.[32] Indigenous justice tended to be performative and community-oriented, “covering” losses and making restitution, not instilling terror. The French had behaved differently than the British under Amherst did; the French had played by Indigenous rules. Captives, gift giving, and diplomacy could help remedy a killing that was seen as an act against a community, not just an individual. During the Seven Years’ War, when two Indigenous men had murdered an allied Frenchman, they had to beg forgiveness in a highly staged ritual. They were brought bound, “naked, smeared with black paint, slave sticks in their hands.” Then, performing contrition, “they prostrated themselves at the feet” of the French governor. In his scripted response, he “gave them a white shirt, advising them to have hereafter a heart as white as it was.” They could then take their seats with others, “This ceremony having rehabilitated them.”[33] At times, as there, the French were willing to follow local rules of punishment and rehabilitation; the British were not. Public executions—along with jails and whips, those other symbols of colonial oppression—infuriated Anishinaabe people. As one Frenchman observed, “This is and always will be their excuse for making war.”[34]
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				In 1763, amid whips, chains, and nooses, there arose “a mountain of marvellous whiteness” and a powerful woman. They appeared in the mystical vision of Neolin, a Lenni Lenape leader, the kind of man whom the French called a conjuror, or medicine man. Neolin’s dreams—linking this world and others, connecting with spirit animals, and full of symbolism—seemed to forge a path to a better world. In these moments, Neolin became the Wolf, seeking the Master of Life. The Wolf’s journey began with that hill and the mysterious woman “of radiant beauty” who told him he had to climb it. No fool, the Wolf “was careful to obey the words of the woman.” First, he had to bathe himself. Next, he had to ascend. As the Wolf stood facing that massive pile, “perpendicular, pathless, and smooth as ice,” he “questioned this woman how one should go about climbing up.” She gave him no answers, only encouragement. The Wolf figured out how to ascend; a person just had to think, to show courage, and to work for the goal. He reached villages at the top, at which point he looked down and remembered that, thanks to the bath, he was in fact stark naked.[35]

			Even visionaries could have a sense of humor. Jokes taught lessons too. The Wolf’s nudity could be read as a metaphor for his acceptance of his powerlessness, his willingness to listen with humility, and his purity. Despite his lack of both clothing and confidence, the Wolf eventually found his way to the Master of Life, who was also inspiring but demanding. The Master assured the Wolf of his love for the Wolf’s people, but he also required reform, warning against drunkenness, fighting, polygamy, and adultery. The Master also urged political changes: “This land where you all dwell I have made for you and not for others.” The Master exhorted the Wolf to “drive off your lands those dogs clothed in red who will do you nothing but harm.”[36]

			Pontiac and the people who supported him knew that harm firsthand. Over the nine years of the “Seven Years’ War,” they had lost family members, prospects, and a lot of options. It was hard to keep fighting; the costs of war were high and personal. Still, what man wanted to be a dog, or, even worse, a dog of dogs, forced to live by British rules? Domesticated, dependent, skulking around, snatching whatever food was left unguarded: Here was the miserable future painted by Neolin if the Wolf’s people accepted this colonial order. Pontiac wanted to be like the Wolf: masterful and fierce, making the British cower and flee. He was not alone in this desire. If Anishinaabe could band together, and obtain enough firearms from their old allies the French, they could vanquish those dogs clothed in red. It is hard not to wonder: Was Pontiac using Neolin’s visions to advance his own ambitions, or did he really believe a different world was possible? Both, probably; he wanted to ascend the mountain for himself and for his people. After 1763, Pontiac and many others yearned to create a strong community and to assert the independence of Indigenous nations. For some of them, it was a continuation of an old war, what one historian has called “a war for Native autonomy.”[37] Unity was critical to these aims.

			Donning his war belt and raising the hatchet of war aloft, Pontiac “began to chant a war-song against the English.”[38] Many nations joined the chorus, chanting day after day, indicating their assent. People as diverse and dispersed as the Lenni Lenape on the East Coast and the Odawas on the Great Lakes joined the war song. They found unity, despite histories in some cases of direct conflict, especially between the Odawa and the Wendat.[39] Not everyone agreed, including one Catherine, described as an “old woman chief,” who supposedly revealed Pontiac’s plans to attack Fort Detroit, as well as a northern Odawa leader who “threw away” the war hatchet sent by Pontiac—or so he told the British in 1764.[40] Not everyone loved Pontiac. Yet most supported him, month after month, year after year.

			The attacks Pontiac led in 1763—most of them successful—showed the hopes that thousands of people had to force the British out of their beloved homelands. As in many wars between Indigenous people and Europeans, such as King Philip’s War in seventeenth-century New England, the British gave this war the name of its primary leader. Yet a name like that minimizes the solidarity of several different nations.[41] One account claimed that Pontiac was supported by “the Indians, composed of Chippewas, Potawatamies, Hurons (Wyandots), and in fact all the surrounding tribes…to the number of about three thousand.”[42] That number, though possibly unreliable, suggests the strength of this solidarity. Indigenous forces won the Battle of Bloody Run outside Detroit in 1763, and they succeeded in taking numerous British forts in the Ohio Valley and the Great Lakes. However, they were unable to take the three largest forts: Detroit, Niagara, and Pitt.

			Still, one British veteran of the Seven Years’ War found it remarkable that this multinational solidarity had endured for so many months. As he phrased it, “It was a thing without precedent, for such a multitude of Indians to keep the field so long.” He attributed this success to Pontiac’s influence and to the ability of Pontiac’s French secretary to secure supplies.[43] The provisioning of warriors suggests, though, the helping hands of Indigenous women, who grew and preserved food. They exhorted their warriors to fight well, to “exert yourselves, and act like Men, and true Brothers.”[44] Indigenous soldiers captured numerous settlers as the British struggled to subdue this mighty alliance. They usually took women and children captive, and they killed men, sometimes torturing them first. In grave moments, they killed captives, too. In war, no one’s hands stay clean.[45]
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				So united and powerful were these Indigenous people that some of their enemies started to get desperate, that whiff of anxiety taking on a sickening stench. For the British in North America, the war begun in 1754 had included a series of defeats, a relentless struggle against people who knew the terrain and who linked arms with the French. Men like Amherst likened the British situation in North America to previous campaigns against hardy, clever, and intractable Indigenous people that had taken centuries: the ancient Roman conquest of Britain, or the English conquest of Ireland. It seemed impossible to make headway. “We must…Use Every Stratagem in our power to Reduce them,” Amherst decreed. The author of an anonymous manual on war found among his papers suggested one strategy: directly kidnapping Indigenous women and children in order to force their men to stop fighting, a tactic that would not have been countenanced against settler women and children. Colonel Henry Bouquet even suggested to Amherst “to make use of the Spanish Method to hunt them with English Dogs [to] extirpate or remove that Vermin.”[46] Yet it was impractical to bring dogs from England to the Great Lakes, Amherst concluded.

			However, British officers did have an even more deadly, if more uncontrollable, weapon at their disposal: smallpox. Amherst and Bouquet both alluded to using smallpox (which could survive for hours on textiles) “to Extirpate this Execrable Race,” as Amherst phrased it. Those who survived smallpox gained a lifelong immunity to it. Therefore, it was dangerous only to those who had never had it: a great many Indigenous people and others too. Still, although this strategy was the most perilous of all, it was the one they chose. When two Lenni Lenape diplomats departed Fort Pitt after discussions, the English gave them two blankets and a handkerchief from “the Small Pox Hospital.”[47]

			Settler frustration underlay this biological warfare. To many settlers, including some from Northern Ireland in what is now western Pennsylvania, Pontiac’s War seemed a continuation of a long, hard struggle against “French and Indian” people. After all, the great conflagration of the Seven Years’ War, which killed more than a million people around the world, had also begun in such a spot. It was easy to imagine that Pontiac’s War could inflame tensions elsewhere. In 1763, one Mohawk youth had planned to attend King’s College (Columbia University) to train as a Christian missionary. His nation had nothing to do with Pontiac’s War. However, he did not go because his friends were concerned that the war would make it difficult for him in New York City “where he can hardly be a Day without hearing his Countrymen…heartily cursed as deserving to be all extirpated…the Boys in the Street will be apt to insult him.”[48]

			All too many Americans did not distinguish between Indigenous allies and enemies, as at Conestoga, Pennsylvania. In 1763, during Pontiac’s War, a group of peaceful allied Indigenous people took refuge there. In December of that year, a group subsequently called the Paxton Boys murdered six individuals there, setting fire to their homes in the early dawn of a snowy day. Another fourteen residents had been away at the time. The murderers followed them to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and proceeded to kill and mutilate them, too. Of the fourteen, eight were children. Killing children in a shelter marks another attempt at “total extirpation.” Yet the Paxton killers were not finished, marching on to Philadelphia in January to threaten other allied Indigenous people there. Although they were halted, no charges were ever filed against them. The killers went back to their farms and families and lived on.

			Not everyone shared their vicious vision. A lot of people in Philadelphia and elsewhere denounced them. The lines drawn were not simply between British officials and frontier vigilantes. Those further east—such as Benjamin Franklin—tended to keep steadier heads and hands. Franklin was an established printer and author, an inventor (most famously of the lightning rod and also of bifocals), promoter of education (including founding the school that became the University of Pennsylvania), and civic institutions (including the Library Company of Philadelphia and the American Philosophical Society). He sympathized with Indigenous allies, producing a narrative condemning the Paxton killers.

			Franklin, a consummate publicist, included the names of several of the murdered people. There was “John Smith,” a Cayuga married to a woman named Peggy. There was “Betty, a harmless old Woman; and her Son Peter, a likely young Lad.” There was “Sally, whose Indian Name was Wyanjoy…esteemed by all that knew her.” He concluded: “Unhappy People! To have lived in such Times, and by such Neighbours!” He painted a vivid picture of their tragic end: “they fell on their Knees…in this Posture they all received the Hatchet! Men, Women and little Children—were every one inhumanly murdered!—in cold Blood!” He lamented: “the Guilt will lie on the whole Land, till Justice is done on the Murderers. The Blood of the Innocent will cry to Heaven for Vengeance.” As he concluded, “Cowards can handle Arms…can wound, mangle and murder; but it belongs to brave Men to spare, and to protect.”[49]

			Ben Franklin took a lot of heat for his brave defense of Indigenous people during the Pennsylvania Assembly elections of 1764. He and members of the pacifist Society of Friends (or Quakers) such as Israel Pemberton who favored accommodation became the subject of political attacks from the kind of individuals who supported the Paxton killers. One satire rendered literal the insult of “Indian lover.” On the right side of the image, Pemberton, labeled “King Wampum,” is fondling the breast, spilling out of her dress, of the Indigenous woman with whom he is dancing. Her hand lingers between his thighs as she steals his watch fob. Using Quaker forms of address, she says: “Thou hast something lovely in thy Fob I must enjoy it.” He replies with a leer: “Thou hast something lovely in thy countenance I must enjoy thee.” On the other side, a Quaker distributes tomahawks to Indigenous men from a barrel marked IP (Israel Pemberton). Another Quaker at the table frets: “The Paxton spirit grows Stronger and Stronger.” Clutching a bag of money in the center, Ben Franklin declares his desire to win the upcoming Assembly election (he did not). War far away affected local politics.

			In the meantime, that war drew to an inconclusive close in 1764. Pontiac and his allies had hoped the French would join, supplying more arms and soldiers. The French, still smarting from the Treaty of Paris, did not. Pontiac and others began negotiations with the British, who had replaced the Indian-hating Jeffrey Amherst with the more even-handed Thomas Gage. His willingness to negotiate ended the war, and gift giving and diplomacy eased the situation.

			Still, distrust remained. The Newport Mercury, back in Rhode Island, reported in 1765 that “Pondiac and the chiefs of the other nations” had made peace with the British, but that one of them had “declared, that they had talked friendly to the English, only from their teeth out, but hated them in their hearts.”[50] The British capitulation infuriated many colonists. Men like the Paxton killers envisioned an American landscape stripped of its Indigenous inhabitants, where settlers could live on their land with their wives and children in peace and prosperity. They wanted their sons and daughters to be able to move west without fear to cultivate richer farms, better lives. They blamed accommodationists like Franklin and Pemberton for tragedies in the west.

			Pontiac’s War also shaped British responses. They started to change tack. Facing the difficulties of managing and organizing a suddenly enlarged global empire, they did not want to launch any kind of total war against Indigenous people, whom they considered, like the French, simply another set of subject peoples, to be managed and assuaged. The British developed a plan for empire in 1764, to be rolled out over the next few years, which would have centralized authority and regulated trade, land boundaries, and justice
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