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Acclaim for Alan Taylor’s
The Divided Ground
“A comprehensive account of [the Indians] from the Revolutionary period to the first years of the nineteenth century in what is now western New York, Pennsylvania and Ontario.” —The Nation
“Powerful and poignant, The Divided Ground treats Indians as vital players and not just as victimized pawns in the post-Revolutionary struggles to establish borders and grab property.” —Stephen Aron, author of American Confluence
“Readable and erudite. . . . Taylor captures the essence of this transient frontier. Here we have native Indians seeking to preserve their own autonomy, while accepting the incoming whites as a reality.” — The Decatur Daily
“The story is a poignant one. . . . Taylor is a prodigious researcher and he has investigated, it seems, nearly all of the documentary record as it relates to the late-eighteenth-century Iroquois.” —The New York Review of Books
“Illuminating and even-handed. . . . A grand tale of mutual need and mutual suspicion.” —Kirkus Reviews
“Alan Taylor’s magisterial The Divided Ground offers exciting new perspectives on the history and legacies of the American Revolution. . . . A magnificent achievement.” —Peter S. Onuf, author of 
Jefferson’s Empire
“A rich, sprawling history . . . told by a master of the trade.” —Publishers Weekly
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Wheelock’s School
JOSEPH BRANT first met Samuel Kirkland in the summer of 1761. Although raised in radically different cultures, they were both students at a colonial boarding school run by Rev. Eleazar Wheelock in Lebanon, Connecticut. Brant was an eighteen-year-old Mohawk Indian from Canajoharie, a village in the Mohawk Valley, on the northwestern frontier of New York. Originally named Thayendenegea, he became Joseph Brant after his Christian baptism—a double identity common for Mohawks who lived among growing numbers of settlers. A year older, Kirkland felt far more at home at the school because he came from the nearby town of Norwich and was the son of a minister.1
Wheelock’s controversial school trained colonial and Indian boys to become schoolteachers and missionaries for posting in Indian country. Pious and immensely ambitious, Wheelock pursued a “Grand Design”: the conversion of all Indians to Protestant Christianity and to the economic culture of colonial America. The Mohawks were critical to the plan, for they were widely considered the most important and influential natives on the frontier of British colonial America. Success with the Mohawks would, Wheelock anticipated, unlock the minds and souls of all the other Indians deep within the continent. But swaying the Mohawks hinged upon converting and training Brant, Wheelock’s first student from that people. In 1761, Wheelock paired Brant with Kirkland for training as an elite missionary team. Brant taught Mohawk to Kirkland, who helped Brant to master English.2
SIX NATIONS
Brant enjoyed the patronage of Sir William Johnson, the most famous and powerful colonist on the American frontier of the British Empire. An Irish immigrant of immense charm, cunning, and ambition, Johnson had settled in the Mohawk Valley during the late 1730s. He became wealthy and influential by cultivating the support of Mohawk chiefs and the patronage of royal governors. In 1756, that combination secured his appointment as the king’s superintendent for Indian affairs in the northern colonies. Given the importance of the Indians to frontier peace, Johnson held the most difficult and the most powerful position in British America.3
By assisting the British conquest of Canada, Johnson enhanced the security and the value of his personal domain of 50,000 acres located on the north side of the Mohawk River. To clear and cultivate that land, Johnson recruited settlers who paid rent as tenants. To honor his royal patron, Johnson named his estate Kingsborough. To flatter himself, Johnson founded a new town called Johnstown, and he built a grand mansion known as Johnson Hall. Befriending the Mohawks had enriched Sir William.4
Although only about 400 people, the Mohawks derived extra clout from belonging to a broader Iroquois confederacy known as the Six Nations, which also included (from east to west) Oneidas, Tuscaroras, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas. Especially numerous, the Senecas composed about half of the Iroquois total of 10,000 people. Culturally similar, the Six Nations spoke kindred languages of the Iroquoian family, with the greatest affinities between the Mohawk and Oneida tongues. Their aggregate homeland—“Iroquoia”—extended westward from the Hudson Valley to Lake Erie, and from Lake Ontario and the Adirondack Mountains on the north, into Pennsylvania to the south.5 
The Mohawks occupied two villages—Canajoharie and Tiononderoge (Fort Hunter)—in the Mohawk Valley, while the Oneidas and Tuscaroras shared the country around Oneida Lake and in the upper Susquehanna Valley. Farther west, the Cayugas and Onondagas held the confederation’s heartland around the Finger Lakes. At the western edge of Iroquoia, the Senecas dwelled beside Seneca and Canandaigua lakes and in the valleys of the Genesee and Allegheny rivers.
The Iroquois nations occupied different points on a spectrum of colonial influence, with the eastern villages facing the greatest pressure from settlers. By 1761, the Mohawks were a shrinking minority surrounded by thriving settlements. The Oneidas and Tuscaroras were not yet enveloped, but they lived on the western margins of colonial settlement. To the west, the Cayugas, Onondagas, and Senecas enjoyed greater independence and security because they retained large homelands beyond the colonists—for the time being.6
The colonists coveted the Iroquois as allies because they occupied the most strategic position in northeastern North America: along the waterways through the Appalachian Mountains between New York and French Canada, to the north, and between New York and the Great Lakes, to the west. Given the impossibility of moving armies with cannon through dense woods and across mountains, British officers needed to control the waterways—at least to defend New York and at best to attack Canada. As raiding enemies, the Iroquois might devastate the colonial frontier, but as allies they could provide an invaluable screen against attacks by more distant Indians allied with the French. The Iroquois location “next to our portages & Frontier Settlements,” Sir William Johnson explained, “qualifies them for acting the part of our best friends, or most dangerous enemies.” 7
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The Iroquois compounded the power of their position by their formidable reputation as warriors and scouts, as the masters of a forest warfare of sudden raids and deadly ambushes. Indian warriors terrified both by their silent mobility in advance—and by their sudden sound and fury in attack. Their distinctive, piercing screams chilled all but the most hardened foes. An Iroquois warrior also cultivated a formidable appearance by stripping naked except for a loincloth and moccasins; by shaving his head but for a central ridge of hair known as a scalp lock; by tattooing his body with pins and gunpowder to symbolize his kills and captures in combat; by painting his face in some personalized medley of red, black, and blue; and by mutilating his ear-lobes, weighted with ornaments to drape onto both shoulders. 8
Warriors intimidated far beyond the proportion of their limited numbers. Veteran British commanders considered 300 Indians more than a match for 1,000 soldiers “in the Woods.” Trained from youth in handling firearms, and adept as hunters, the warriors were better shots than almost all colonists or Britons. In hand-to-hand combat, warriors’ knives and tomahawks made short work of wounded foes. Most colonists fought only under duress in part-time militias, but for Indian men, war was essential to their survival and their identity. Guy Johnson observed, “As their Natural Genius inclines them to War, and that they consider their happiness as depending on their Military Skill, they use [all] Methods & all things to preserve that Spirit.”9
During the mid eighteenth century, the New Yorkers and the Iroquois sustained an ambivalent relationship of mutual need and mutual suspicion. During imperial wars, colonial leaders anxiously wooed the Iroquois with presents, flattery, and some limits on settler expansion. During peace, however, those same leaders coveted and finagled the fertile land of Iroquoia, anticipating immense profits from clearing the forest to make thousands of new farms. By 1760, that pressure by land speculators and settlers had already cost the Mohawks most of their land and had taken some from the Oneidas. 10
Fearing settler expansion, the Six Nations wanted to prolong their valuable position between the British and the French settlements, a position that solicited concessions and presents from both empires. In 1754, a British officer observed, “To preserve the balance between us and the French is the great ruling principle of the modern Indian politics.” During the years 1759 to 1761, however, the British routed the French, conquered Canada, and occupied French forts along the Great Lakes. Surprised by the rapid French collapse, the Iroquois feared that their alliance had become redundant to the victorious British, who seemed poised to unleash settlers throughout the continent.11
At that troubled moment, Brant traveled eastward to join Wheelock’s school in New England, the most populous and expansive region of British America. Called “Yankees” by the Indians, most of the New England colonists descended from seventeenth-century Puritans, religious dissidents who had fled from the mother country to escape the king’s official faith, the Church of England. Endowed with a powerful cultural unity and an aggressive sense of religious mission, they felt driven to dominate and transform their new land. By 1761, the 450,000 Yankees had overwhelmed New England’s Algonquian Indians, confining the survivors to small enclaves in a landscape of colonial farms and commercial seaports. Sobered by that Algonquian fate, the Iroquois resolved to defend their independence by preserving their strategic position beside, rather than within, the colonial settlements.12
BORDERS
At Wheelock’s school, Brant and Kirkland began a long and intense relationship that would redefine North America. For nearly fifty years, their lives intertwined, initially as close collaborators but later as bitter foes. By narrating their lives, this book examines the making of twin borders that constituted the new United States: the boundaries between natives and Indians and between the British Empire and the American Republic. To achieve power at their core, new nations must define and control their peripheries. By asserting and displaying political difference at a boundary, regimes consolidate the allegiance and identity of their citizens or subjects within. Loose borders make for weak nations or empires. But attempts to make and to control borders inevitably invite resistance by local people who resent restrictions.13
Border-making was especially tangled in North America during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when contending empires projected their ambitions onto the lands of Indians who defended their autonomy and their mobility. By asserting boundaries that overlapped, the rival empires invited natives to seek concessions from both—as the Six Nations did with the British and the French. The Iroquois defended an alternative vision of political space where natives persisted in autonomy between settler regimes, rather than divided and absorbed by them. After the American Revolution the victors worked to pin Indians down, creating reservations within as a key step to consolidating the larger boundaries of the new nation.14 
The historians Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron distinguish between “borderlands” and “borders.” They argue that North America’s native peoples defended broad and porous borderlands—until forcibly confined within the borders of Mexico, Canada, and the United States. This book examines the transition of one borderland—Iroquoia—into two bordered lands: the state of New York in the American Republic and the province of Upper Canada in the British Empire. In particular, I will focus on Brant’s Mohawks and on the Oneidas who hosted Kirkland’s mission. 15
As a borderland history, this book explores both sides—Canadian and American—of the revolution’s contested boundary in search of insights lost by the standard nationalist approach that tells only the American half of the story. American historians often follow Frederick Jackson Turner to narrate the conquest of North America in terms of “the frontier,” where American settlement inexorably advanced as Indians rapidly receded. Treating settler expansion and the creation of the United States as natural and inevitable, Turner neglected the creative efforts by Indians to frame alternatives to their dispossession. In his history, both natives and Britons were modest speed bumps in the frontier pursuit of American destiny. 16
If we treat that American triumph as inevitable, we obscure the fluid contingency of the 1780s and 1790s, when Brant promoted an alternative vision of an enduring Indian confederacy between the empire and the republic. To frustrate American border-making, he championed an earlier boundary that ran from north to south to distinguish an Indian country on the west from the colonial settlements to the east. Sir William Johnson and the Iroquois chiefs framed that alternative boundary in a treaty council at Fort Stanwix in 1768. By drawing a line on a map and surveying it on the land, Johnson hoped to resolve frontier frictions between settlers and natives. He also sought greater power for himself, and his imperial overlords, as the keepers of a defined border between Indians and colonists. But imperial control irritated colonial settlers and land speculators, who wanted a free sway in western expansion. Their irritation fed the American Revolution, which created an independent republic dedicated to facilitating white settlement and Indian dispossession.17
To stem the American advance westward during the 1780s and early 1790s, Indians defended a borderland between the new revolutionary line and Johnson’s older line.
In contrast to Johnson’s line, the revolutionary border separated north from south, distinguishing the new American republic from the lingering British empire in Canada. By pinning the British in Canada, the Americans sought freely and rapidly to expand westward. They insisted that the new border nullified the British network of Indian alliances that stretched south of the Great Lakes into Iroquoia and the Ohio Valley.
By clinging to their British allies, however, Indians defied the new border and the American expansion that it invited. Emboldened by that Indian resistance, the British broke the peace treaty by retaining border forts on the southern shores of the Great Lakes. That retention strengthened native defiance and sustained a cold war between the republic and the empire. To overcome Indian and British resistance to the new border, the Americans worked to divide and separate Indian peoples by isolating their villages on reservations surrounded by settlements.
The new national boundary was the grandest of three types of interdependent lines: property lines, reservation lines, and the border. At the most local and fundamental level, settler society wove a web of property lines to demarcate thousands of farms privately owned. An American state or a British colony derived revenue and power by surveying those lines and selling sovereign title to the enclosed parcels. The recipients returned allegiance to the government that issued their land titles. A state or a colony claimed a sovereign monopoly within to sell land to its supporters—primarily speculators who retailed farms to settlers. Spreading westward, those supporters consolidated a state’s sovereignty to the limits of the asserted boundary. In eighteenth-century parlance, a state or colony needed to capture “the interest” of its inhabitants in the security of their property. To understand the development of American (and Canadian) society, we need to examine their foundation: the contested process of acquiring Indian land to make private property. 18
Once broad, contiguous, and overlapping, during the 1780s and 1790s the Iroquois domains became compact, finite, and distinct—separated and surrounded by settler farms. Restricted by reservation lines, Indians became dependent on state annuities and thereby lost the capacity to flee or to fight. Then the Americans could push forward to claim their boundary along the Great Lakes from the reluctant Britons. Alarmed and inspired by that American consolidation, the British sought enhanced security by tightening their control over the Indians on the Canadian side of the border. Border competition drove both powers to control Indians on reservations, giving meaning to the postrevolutionary boundary between the republic and the empire. 19
The Iroquois resisted their entanglement within those three interacting layers of lines. Rejecting division and confinement by the peace treaty line, the Iroquois defended their traditional position as autonomous keepers of a perpetual and open-ended borderland, a region of exchange and interdependence. By exploiting the rivalry between the republic and the empire, they hoped to remain intermediate and autonomous. The natives conceived of their borderland as porous for information, trade, and people. The Seneca chief Red Jacket reminded the Americans, “[We] do not give ourselves entirely up to them [the British], nor lean altogether upon you. We mean to stand upright as we live between both.” As gatekeepers of a borderland, the Six Nations enjoyed a leverage that would be lost if divided and confined by an artificial border where two Euro-American powers met directly and asserted control over all inhabitants—native and settler—within their respective bounds.20
Their most prescient leaders, including Brant, recognized the power of property lines in weaving a settler society. Rather than resisting all settlement, they tried to regulate the creation of new farms to serve Indian ends. They hoped to choose their new neighbors, favoring those who treated Indians generously. They also preferred to lease rather than to sell land. As lessors (rather than sellers), Indians could reap annual rents that would grow as settler labor enhanced land values. As landlords, Indians would also retain sovereign title to the land, preserving their independence.21 
Of course, native leasing schemes appalled the leaders of New York and Canada as dangerous obstacles to their own power. By asserting a supposed “preemption right,” state and colonial leaders declared imminent and inevitable their acquisition of Indian land, diminishing aboriginal title to a temporary possession. By asserting a monopoly to buy Indian land, they reduced the price that Indians could receive for their dispossession. The doctrine of preemption barred Indians from seeking individual buyers or (better still) renters willing to pay market value for aboriginal title. Instead, both New York and Upper Canada bought Indian lands at depressed prices for reallocation to favored land speculators. That reallocation doubly benefited a regime by generating revenue and by securing the “interest” of the powerful and prominent men who speculated in frontier acres by the thousands. And a lower price paid to Indians ensured their poverty and dependence in a settler world.
By repetition in documents and by subsequent historians, the supposed sovereign right of preemption has been naturalized: taken for granted as if it were real. In fact, preemption was imposed to benefit the regimes that invaded Indian country. The dual process of dispossessing Indians and creating private property constructed the state of New York, the United States, and the British Empire in Canada. Their success depended on defeating the Iroquois alternative of keeping a borderland by enlisting settlers as their tenants.22
The Divided Ground plays with the title of Richard White’s great work The Middle Ground, to which I am immensely indebted. The common ground is the struggle by native peoples to adapt creatively to the transforming power of intruding empires. The substitution of “divided” for “middle” reflects variations in geographic and temporal emphasis. The Middle Ground deals primarily with the Algonquian peoples of the Great Lakes and Ohio Valley during the century and a half prior to the American Revolution.  The Divided Ground tells a later and more eastern story by focusing on the legacies of that revolution for the Iroquois Six Nations of New York and Upper Canada. White reveals an earlier period of mutual accommodations where neither natives nor colonizers could dominate the other, but instead had to craft new customs and rhetoric to deal with each other as equals.  The Divided Ground, however, attends to the later efforts by natives to cope with an invasion of settlers, coming in great and growing numbers to divide the land into farms, reservations, and nations.
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Joseph Brant (Thayendenegea), by George Romney, 1776. (Courtesy of Library & Archives Canada; C-011092.)
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Samuel Kirkland, by Augustus Rockwell. (Courtesy of the Emerson Gallery, Hamilton College.)
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PART ONE
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REVOLUTION
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Detail from the Death of General Montgomery in the Attack on Quebec, 31 December 1775, by John Trumbull. The Indian with raised tomahawk represents Colonel Louis, a Kahnawake Mohawk who supported the Patriots and subsequently joined the Oneidas. (Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery.)
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View of Fort Niagara from the west, by James Peachey, ca. 1785. At the outlet of the Niagara River into Lake Ontario, the fort occupies the bluff on the east bank, above a riverside cluster of taverns and stores, known as the Bottom. The British employed sailing schooners and ships on Lake Ontario. (Courtesy of the Old Fort Niagara Association, Inc., Youngstown, N.Y.)
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View of Fort Niagara from the south, by James Peachey, ca. 1785. (Courtesy of the William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan.)
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Property
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Sir William Johnson, by Matthew Pratt, ca. 1770. (Courtesy of the Johnson Hall State Historic Site, Johnstown, N.Y., and the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation; JH. 1971.309.a.)
IN JULY 1761, as Joseph Brant traveled east to join Wheelock’s school, Sir William Johnson headed west, ascending the Mohawk River into the country of the Six Nations. His five boats hauled thirty-eight soldiers, their equipment, and presents for the Indians. The traveling party also included his nineteen-year-old son, John, and their cousin and secretary, Guy Johnson. In high spirits, the Johnsons anticipated a victory tour in Indian country to consolidate the recent British conquest of French Canada. With the French banished from North America, British officials expected easily to control the Indians.1 
Instead, Johnson found pervasive Indian dread and disgust, even among the nearby Mohawks, who had so long cooperated with him. As British allies, the Mohawks had lost about 100 warriors, half of their men, during the recent war with the French. In return for that heavy sacrifice, the Mohawks expected Johnson to protect their villages against conniving land speculators and encroaching settlers. Frustrated in that expectation, the Mohawks complained bitterly to Johnson, who reported that they felt in “danger of being made slaves, and having their lands taken from them at pleasure, which they added would confirm what the French have often told the Six Nations.”2
Preaching patience, Johnson promised justice to the Mohawks—but New York’s leaders and settlers kept breaking his every promise. Fed up, the Mohawks threatened to move away deeper within Indian country. That possibility delighted settlers and speculators who lusted after Mohawk land, but alarmed Johnson, who relied on his special Mohawk connection to influence the Six Nations. Without nearby and content Mohawks as allies, his superintendency would become impotent.3
Proceeding upriver beyond the Mohawk country, Johnson reached German Flats, colonial New York’s westernmost settlement. There, Johnson met Oneidas, who also bitterly complained of encroaching settlers. The chief Conoghquieson warned Johnson that the Oneida settlers would fight rather than lose their lands. Instead of consolidating British power over the Indians, the conquest of Canada threatened to unravel the alliance with the Six Nations that was essential to frontier security.4
In helping the British to attack Canada, the Iroquois had miscalculated, for they had never expected such a rapid and complete collapse by the French forces. No longer could the Indians play off the French against the British to maintain Iroquois independence, to maximize their presents, and to ensure trade competition. A British general explained, “They saw us sole Masters of the Country, the Balance of Power broke, and their own Consequence at an End. Instead of being courted by two Nations, a Profusion of Presents made by both, and two Markets to trade at, they now depend upon one Power.” That dependence exposed Iroquoia to land-hungry colonists.5
THE SIX NATIONS
The Iroquois pursued a mixed subsistence strategy combining horticulture, gathering, fishing, and hunting. In fields of fertile, alluvial soil, they cultivated mounds of maize topped by climbing beans and surrounded by low-lying squashes and pumpkins. After the fall harvest, the natives dispersed into the hills, occupying many small camps, tended by women, while the men pursued bear, deer, and beaver for meat and pelts. Returning to their villages, they spent the early spring collecting maple sap to make a brown sugar. After planting their crops in May, the Iroquois spent June and July in fishing camps strung along the lakes and streams. Having exhausted the previous year’s harvest, the people sought relief by catching eels, salmon, trout, and whitefish. During that hungry season, the women and children also gathered wild onions, followed by strawberries, raspberries, whortleberries, and blackberries. From the forest floor, they also harvested ginseng for sale to colonial merchants.6
This mobile, but seasonally patterned, way of life conserved most of the forest and streams—and their wild things—over the generations. Native use contrasted with the colonists’ drive to clear most of the forest to provide pastures for cattle and fields for grain. Compared to the colonists, the Iroquois used land extensively rather than intensively. The natives did clear and cultivate compact fields near their villages, but they kept most of their domain as a forest to sustain wild plants and animals. To colonial eyes, the Iroquois peoples wasted their land by keeping a wilderness; but the Indians exploited their domain in ways that the colonists did not understand. 7
Most colonists disdained the Iroquois as improvident, living from hand to mouth for want of incentives for accumulating private property. Indeed, the Iroquois considered it foolish and demeaning to labor beyond what they needed to subsist. Sir William noted, “The Indians are a Lazy people, & naturally Enemies to Labour.” But colonial charges of Indian indolence focused on men seen during the warm months in their villages or on visits to colonial towns: periods and places of male inactivity and heavy drinking. Colonial observers rarely saw Indian men during their strenuous winter hunts, when they endured severe hardships pursuing game for miles over rugged terrain in bitter weather. The colonial view also discounted the evident industry of native women in cultivating and gathering, which the colonists treated as exploitation by lazy husbands and fathers.8
They cherished the collective security maintained by expecting generosity from the fortunate to the needy. Instead of storing up wealth, prospering chiefs accumulated prestige by gifts to their kin and to the hungry and ragged. These values of hospitality and reciprocity spread resources through the seasons and across a village, sustaining a rough equality. No one starved in an Iroquois village unless all did so. John Heckewelder, a missionary, noted that the Indians disliked the competitive and acquisitive values of the colonists: “They wonder that the white people are striving so much to get rich, and to heap up treasures in this world which they cannot carry with them to the next.”9
If paltry by colonial standards, the material wants of the Iroquois exceeded those of their ancestors. The eighteenth-century Iroquois relied upon traders to provide European manufactured goods that exceeded the Indian technology to make. In return for furs, the Iroquois procured metal knives, hatchets, axes, hoes, and kettles—all vastly better than their stone and wood predecessors. And with cloth, mirrors, glass and silver jewelry, and alcohol, the traders provided new luxuries to the Indians. Above all, they needed guns, gunpowder, and metal shot for hunting and war. Dependence on that imported technology also entailed an Indian reliance on colonial blacksmiths and gunsmiths to repair metal tools and weapons. 10
In personal appearance, the Iroquois conveyed a mix of tradition and adaptation, of America and Europe, of subsistence and commerce, and of ease and pride. Except for moccasins on their feet, the Iroquois donned more British cloth than traditional buckskin. In warm weather, men wore little more than a loose, linen shirt over their shoulders and a loincloth held by a leather belt. Women’s attire consisted of a linen shirt and a cotton petticoat. In colder weather, both men and women wrapped themselves in woolen blankets, while men covered their lower limbs with leather leggings. Both genders delighted in abundant jewelry, especially silver worn as bracelets, gorgets, rings, and earrings. Women and older men wore their hair long, but warriors shaved the sides of their head to leave a scalp lock on top. The young men also plucked their facial hair out by the roots.11
Gender and age, rather than social class, structured Iroquois labor. Assisted by children, women tended the crops and gathered the wild plants, while men fished, hunted, waged war, and conducted diplomacy. Men’s activities took them deep into the forest and far from the villages. Consequently, those villages and their fields belonged to the women, the enduring people of the community. They controlled the harvest and determined the location of their village.12
No land could be forsaken without their consent. In 1763, the Mohawks explained to Johnson that women were “the Truest Owners, being the persons who labour on the Lands.” The Mohawk matrons then assured Johnson that “they would keep their Land, and did not chuse to part with the same to be reduced to make Brooms.” The Mohawks well knew the Algonquian Indians of the Hudson Valley and New England as negative reference points: as native peoples who had lost most of their lands and become the impoverished makers of brooms and baskets for colonial consumers.13

CHIEFS
The Iroquois dispersed and divided political power from a dread of coercion. They understood the world as constantly embroiled in a struggle between the forces of good and evil, of life and death, of peace and war. Because those conflicts raged within every nation, village, and person, all forms of power had to be dispersed and closely watched to preserve the freedom of a people.14
An Iroquois nation was an ethnic and linguistic group divided into several jealous villages and subdivided by internal factions led by rival chiefs. Although one village usually was a bit larger and more prestigious, hosting the council fire of the nation, the chiefs there could only admonish and advise, but never command, their fellow people in other, smaller villages. No nation was united under the rule of a single headman, although one chief might enjoy more honor as the keeper of sacred objects—principally wampum belts—and as the host of public councils. Instead of representing an entire village (much less the collective nation), a chief represented a particular clan, which the Iroquois called “a tribe.” Most Iroquois nations had three clans (or tribes): Bear, Wolf, and Turtle. A clan consisted of several extended families, related through the maternal line: matrilineages. Johnson noted that a chief ’s clout depended on “the number of Warriors under his influence, which are seldom more than his own relations.” 15
The proper chief had been accomplished in war but mellowed by time, becoming eloquent, patient, tactful, dignified, and methodical. The duty of a chief was to keep his head while others were losing theirs. In 1765, Sayenqueraghta, a Seneca, described the ideal chief as “a wise, dispassionate man [who] thinks much & thinks slowly, with great caution & deliberation, before he speaks his whole mind.” A proper chief worked to soothe the discontented, to calm troubles, and to keep the peace by sage advice. Unable to command people, the chief exercised influence through persuasion, which rested upon his prestige, example, and reason. A bullying chief risked his life to assassination by disgruntled warriors. 16
The clan chiefs (or “sachems”) had to share village authority with warriors and matrons. The senior women of the matrilineages chose the chiefs who represented their clan on the village council. Although birth within the proper matrilineage mattered, the clan mothers favored merit and personality in determining their choice. In effect, chiefs were so many male ambassadors, representing matrilineages. Once chosen, a chief ordinarily served for life, but an incompetent could be ousted by the matrons of his clan.17
Chiefs promoted harmony and peace, but they could not always succeed— especially beyond the nation among outsiders without kinship ties to the Iroquois. Consequently, the people also needed to summon the darker powers of their young warriors. They could not, and should not, possess the chiefly virtues of calm forbearance. Instead, warriors needed to be decisive, violent, cruel, and proud—quick to take offense and terrible in seeking vengeance. Without formidable warriors, no people could remain free. In theory, chiefs restrained warriors, but ambitious young men longed for the honors of war to demonstrate their courage and prowess. Bristling under restraint by their chiefs, warriors sometimes forced a war by raiding foes or by killing their emissaries. But women could compel the warriors to make peace by withholding the food needed for long-distance raids. 18
Within their villages, the Iroquois dreaded contention and coercion, preferring the deliberative search for consensus, however elusive. That search led to highly formalized speeches in public council by chiefs closely watched by all the villagers. If those deliberations failed to reach an acceptable consensus, the people agreed to disagree, permitting factions and families to chart varying courses. For example, during the imperial wars, the Oneidas disagreed on a common front, so some helped the French and others the British, while most clung to neutrality.19
If a village majority did commit to a provocative decision, the disgruntled voted with their feet by moving away. Over the years, village populations ebbed and surged as some people moved out and others moved in. Driven by the elusive ideal of consensus, this fission helped to sustain that ideal—if not the reality—by temporarily ridding villages of the most discontented.20
The lack of coercive power within the Six Nations frustrated colonial officials who hoped to command the Indians by co-opting their chiefs. Early and often, those chiefs tried to explain their limited influence over hot-headed warriors or over another village. Indeed, a chief lost influence if he did colonial bidding by coercing his own people. Johnson eventually gave up trying to mandate head chiefs for each of the Six Nations, explaining that “the extreme jealousy which the Northern Indians entertain of one another would render a particular choice of any one of them unserviceable; and make his Nation pay no regard to him.” Noting that chiefs had greater power in the past, or at a distance from the settlements, Johnson concluded that colonial meddling had weakened authority in Indian villages. But, of course, Johnson was the consummate meddler.21
The imperial wars diminished the authority of the sachems. Eager to recruit warriors, colonial leaders treated the war chiefs as the real locus of power in an Iroquois village. Consequently, they could drive hard bargains to secure abundant presents including weapons and ammunition. By redistributing this largesse to their followers, war chiefs built their influence at the expense of the sachems. Indeed, warriors and their war chiefs waxed increasingly arrogant. In 1762, the Seneca war chiefs assured Johnson: “We are in fact the People of Consequence for Managing Affairs, Our Sachems being generally a parcell of Old People who say Much, but who Mean or Act very little.”22
From a colonial perspective, the Iroquois lived in virtual anarchy—owing to the crisscrossing interests of chiefs, warriors, and women; the elusive ideal of consensus; and the powerful animus against coercion. And yet, native villages were remarkably harmonious—except when alcohol abounded. Heckewelder noted, “They have no written laws, but they have usages founded on the most strict principles of equity and justice. . . . They are peaceable, sociable, obliging, charitable, and hospitable among themselves.” Their public councils were dignified—in stark contrast to the rancor of colonial politics. Johnson marveled, “All their deliberations are conducted with extraordinary regularity and decorum. They never interrupt him who is speaking, nor use harsh language, whatever may be their thoughts.” 23
Kinship and conversation framed the obligations, duties, and norms of an Indian village. Authority ultimately lay in the constant flow of talk, which regulated reputation through the variations of praise and ridicule, celebration and shaming. The close quarters of Indian villages kept few secrets and enforced moral norms by rendering individuals hypersensitive to their standing in the eyes of kin and neighbors. Humiliated and shunned, a thief or rapist could not endure in an observant, gossiping village. Consequently, theft and rape were virtually unknown among the Iroquois.24
The diffusion of power initially helped to frustrate meddling by colonial officials. Multiple factions linked in varying ways to rival outsiders gave Indians options, especially in war. Only after the American Revolution, when settler numbers surged to envelop the Iroquois, did the diffusion of power become an Indian liability. Thereafter, factionalism provided multiple entry points for state officials to divide and conquer: to secure land cessions by playing off warriors against chiefs, one village against another, women against men, or one chief against another. Once a paradoxical source of strength against outsiders, the dispersion of power later became a grave weakness.25 
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COUNCILS
During the mid eighteenth century, the Six Nations sustained a tenuous alliance with the British colonists of New York. Known as “the Covenant Chain,” the alliance bore different meanings for the two sides. Some wishful officials described the Iroquois as dependent wards who submitted their domains to imperial sovereignty in return for British protection and presents. This view imagined the Covenant Chain as a vertical hierarchy where superior Britons commanded and protected the inferior Indians. The Iroquois, however, insisted upon a horizontal alliance of equal brethren. As they saw it, far from creating an obligation for the Iroquois, the colonial gifts paid a partial recompense for the great advantages that colonists reaped from their Indian allies, who provided a valuable trade in furs and who had long screened Pennsylvania and New York from French attack.26
To maintain the Covenant Chain, the Iroquois attended councils hosted by colonial leaders. Our knowledge of Indian thoughts and motives largely depends on their council speeches recorded in surprising detail by colonial secretaries. But how reliably “Indian” are these English words? Because the officials employed the interpreters and kept the written record, much Indian nuance got lost in colonial translation. Among the Iroquois, only the Mohawks seem to have had an extensive familiarity with English. And the Mohawks shared the Iroquois conviction that ceremonial occasions, including councils, required Indians to speak precisely in an especially formal version of their traditional languages. Indeed, the Indians usually demanded that a colonist act as an interpreter, as a mark of colonial respect, and as a concession to native sensibilities.27
Most colonial interpreters were low-status men who learned a native language either as traders or as adolescents captured and adopted by Indians during war but returned to colonial society in peace. At the Albany council of 1754, a British official complained, “As to the Interpreting, tis most extream bad; at best the Interpreter is a most extream stupid, ignorant & illeterate Person.”28
Despite the problems with translation and the bias in recording, the best council minutes operate in metaphoric tropes and to a repetitive and ritualistic rhythm evidently defined by Indians because so utterly unlike other forms of colonial writing. And comparing speeches from a common native speaker at multiple councils over the years reveals ideas and styles consistent with a distinctive personality. Where Chief Hendrick (a Mohawk) spoke bluntly, Thomas King (an Oneida) proceeded with tactful circumspection. None of this individual variation (but consistency for each) would characterize their voices if the record was no more than a colonial concoction. Moreover, the Indian speeches often conveyed sentiments unpalatable to colonial leaders, including some eloquent rebukes. By keeping such a full—and often inconvenient—record, officials tried to make sense of Indians. Colonial officials often needed to convey to distant superiors the difficulties of Indian diplomacy and, indeed, the impossibility of governing natives by imperial command. If read with care, a council record usually provides revealing approximations of Indian thoughts.29
Indians expected the colonists to respect the natives’ ceremonial forms for intertribal diplomacy. Sticklers for tradition, the Indians resented and resisted deviations pressed by hasty officials. Far from feeling inferior in the colonial presence, the Iroquois conveyed utter assurance in their public bearing. One astonished colonist grumbled, “It is really surprizeing to see what an assuming behaviour those Savages put on whilst in Council. . . . smoaking with such a confident air of Dignity & Superiority as if they were above all other beings mad[e] and their Authority extended over the whole Earth.” A council was their stage.30
In contrast to impatient officials, who wanted quickly to get to their point and who stressed a concluding document—the treaty—the Iroquois emphasized the slow process of discussion. From an oral culture, the Iroquois recognized but distrusted the power of written documents. Much harsh experience taught them that colonial writing misrepresented their agreements and stole their lands. To impress memories, Indians preferred the methodical and rhythmic repetition of shared sentiments and histories expressed through prolonged rituals and speeches.31
Discounting the power of any document to sustain an alliance, the Indians instead insisted upon orally exchanging the proper words within a ceremonial format to renew a mutual frame of mind. To sustain a peaceful understanding, Indians wanted frequent councils with their British allies, as Johnson noted:
It is highly necessary to convene them in order to repeat their engagements and recommend their observance. This practice, so necessary amongst people who have no letters, is strictly observed by them with one another, and the neglect of it is always considered by them as a disregard to the Treatys themselves.
Without frequent meetings to manifest goodwill, allies would fall prey to evil, contentious, and jealous thoughts, the work of malign spirits. 32
Colonial officials hosted most of the councils and bore the responsibility of feeding and giving drink to their Indian guests, who usually came by the hundreds—men, women, and children. Given their oral and consensual culture, the Iroquois regarded mass attendance as essential. As witnesses, the warriors and matrons kept chiefs reasonably honest, affirmed their words, and subsequently remembered their collective commitments. Councils also served a didactic function, reiterating key memories and core principles to a younger generation of Indians. A colonial officer explained, “Here they learn the History of their Nation; here they are inflamed with the songs of those who celebrate the Warlike Actions of their Ancestors; and here they are taught what are the interests of their country, & how to pursue them.” An Iroquois nation became manifest in mass attendance at a council, where the Indians reproduced their culture.33
By arriving slowly and prolonging their speeches and intermissions, the Indians set a deliberate pace, to the frustration of colonial officials. A Quaker observer, James Emlen, noted, “Time, the most precious thing in the World, is held with them in little estimation.” Initially impatient, Emlen gradually adjusted, concluding, “Perhaps no people are greater masters of their time, hence in their public transactions we often complain of their being tedious, not considering that they & we estimate time with very different judgments.” But Emlen did not have to pay the mounting council bills. In 1773, Johnson hosted a council that lasted eighteen days at a cost of £538.2.4 (sterling) to feed and clothe 268 Indians.34
Attending Indians ate massive quantities, for they gorged during times of abundance to store calories against periods of scarcity. Officials calculated that at councils an Indian ate twice as much per day as did a colonist. Consuming much food paid Indian respect to colonial productivity, while colonial generosity paid proper tribute to the military importance of their Indian allies. Indians also brought their broken guns and tools to procure repairs at their host’s expense. Given the material benefits, natives tended to prolong the proceedings, testing the patience of their hosts. The generous, patient, and imperturbable host rose in estimation as he confirmed his respect for Indian allies.35
Upon arriving at the council fire, the visitors entered in ceremonial procession. In welcome, the host conducted the “At the Wood’s Edge” ritual, ushering them out of the chaotic world of the forest and into the ordered stability of the council ground. In patient succession, the host cleared eyes, ears, and throats of dust so that the visitors could watch patiently, listen carefully, and speak freely in the coming days. After at least a night’s rest, the formal council began with a condolence ceremony that acknowledged recent losses to death, especially of prominent chiefs or colonial officials. The ceremony metaphorically covered graves, dried tears, and cleansed minds of grief, so that all could think and speak peacefully in the coming days.36
Only after these preliminaries could a polite host propose substantial business, with each proposal accompanied by a string or belt of wampum passed across the council fire to an Indian spokesman. Made of many small seashell or glass tubes strung in patterns of alternating dark and light color, wampum represented the interplay of death and life, of war and peace. As a sacred substance, wampum confirmed the earnest importance of a message. Without accompanying wampum, words were frivolous.37
Devoted to deliberation, the Indians declined any definitive answer to a proposition until at least the next day. No Indian spokesman could make commitments without first consulting his people. Chosen for their eloquence, Iroquois spokesmen were not necessarily the most powerful of their people—although colonists often misunderstood this. Overnight, the attending Iroquois caucused to frame a reply for their spokesman to deliver the following day. Carefully addressing each colonial proposition, the speaker returned the appropriate strings or belts of wampum in proper succession. Only then could the Indian guests introduce their own points, which the colonial hosts were supposed to consider overnight before replying. Such methodical exchanges consumed days and often weeks, for Indians offered polite evasions whenever they could not reach a consensus. Witnessing their deft equivocations, Thomas Pownall remarked, “for the address & management of it, these People, tho we are apt to think them savages & so on, do actually exceed the Europeans.” 38
At the public sessions, colonial officials sat on one side on chairs, with a table for their secretary; the Indians sat on the other, in a big half circle, either on benches or on the ground. Sachems and war chiefs sat in front, with the common warriors and matrons in the back. Colonial speakers ordinarily read from a text while native orators performed more dramatically and extemporaneously, pacing and gesturing while modulating tone and volume. Those skills awed colonial witnesses, astonished at how much they could intuit from an Indian orator’s delivery and manner. They often faulted interpreters for failing to capture the majesty and subtlety of an Indian speech. 39
Both sides employed kinship terms to convey their connection and relative power. Some British officials tried to style themselves “fathers” dictating to Iroquois “children,” but the chiefs insistently called the British their “brothers”—meaning their equals. At most, the Iroquois might call the British their “elder brothers,” which gave a right to advise but not to command. But an elder brother also had an obligation to give more presents than he received. The Iroquois would, however, address the French as “fathers” because the French behaved more generously, by giving more gifts and by demanding less land than did the British. The Iroquois addressed weaker Indian peoples as “nephews,” for in native families the most authoritative man was a mother’s brother—an uncle—rather than the father. No good nephew ignored an uncle’s advice.40
The Iroquois assigned honorific council names to colonial leaders. Attached to roles and invested with symbolic content, these names outlived individuals, passing through the generations. For example, during the 1640s, the Mohawks primarily dealt with a Dutch official, Arent van Curler. Subsequent governors of New Netherland and New York—Dutch and British— became “Corlaer” in councils. Later in that century, the Iroquois met William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania, naming him Onas (their word for a quill pen). His eighteenth-century successors as governor of Pennsylvania also became Onas.41
The Iroquois idealized the original bearer of each name as a paragon of integrity, benevolence, and generosity. By applying such names, and reiterating their glowing reputations, the Iroquois worked to shape the conduct of latter-day governors. This practice expressed the Iroquois sense that history was patterned by repetition. By reiterating names and rituals, they hoped to maintain historical continuity by reproducing its reassuring patterns.42
To clarify meanings and assist memories, the Indians employed (and the officials adopted) a system of metaphors. Now rendered stale on dead pages, or distorted by bad Hollywood movies, this language once impressed colonial listeners as remarkably powerful and eloquent. By burying the hatchet in words and pantomime, speakers made peace, particularly if they rhetorically planted a tree to cover the hole. To clear a path meant restoring peaceful trade, while eating from the same bowl entailed sharing a land’s resources. Bad birds, however, conveyed irresponsible news threatening to a peaceful understanding.43
The strictest decorum usually prevailed during the public sessions, but once a council adjourned for the day, the Indians blew off pent-up steam. Quiet and deliberative at midday, the council grounds became raucous at day’s end, often with considerable encouragement from attending colonists. During lingering daylight, young Indian men engaged in a stick-and-ball game akin to lacrosse. Playing as nations, they competed for pride and for a mound of wampum, bracelets, earrings, and necklaces donated by their women or staked by colonial spectators, who marveled at the speed and agility of the competing warriors. In the evening, the Indians convened around bonfires to sing and dance to the rhythm of a drum augmented by sticks struck against posts. Periodically, an especially bold warrior would interrupt the dance to boast of his exploits in war, which then induced others to try to top him.44
During the night, colonial hosts privately convened smaller groups of influential chiefs to discuss matters more confidentially. Johnson explained that the public sessions were “a very small part of the Debates, Arguments & Discourses at the private Conferences where the principal Subjects are first Agitated & Determined upon.” Private payments greased some cooperation. Thomas Pownall noted that the chiefs “must all be Closetted privately and experience very palpable and solid marks of our friendship for them, or all the Rest we do is doing nothing.” Known as speaking “in the bushes,” these private conclaves produced provisional agreements subject, however, to review by a caucus of the Indians, followed by formal presentation in public council the next day. Unfortunately, the host rarely recorded the private exchanges which were so critical to the results of a council.45
Chiefs delighted in procuring colonial presents, especially fine clothing and silver medals bearing the king’s profile. A missionary described one Seneca chief returning from a council: “He was dressed in a scarlet coat turned up with lace, & a high gold laced hat, & made a martial appearance. He had a very sensible countenance & dignity of manners.” In genteel attire, a chief displayed his special ability to extract resources from a colonial patron. And yet that clothing also came at a cost, for the colonial host expected some commitment or concession. In a constant cycle, chiefs sought authority within their village by displaying favors from external power. But every token of that favor also implicated the chief in an imperial system beyond Indian control.46
Ultimately, the colonial host expected the Indians to mark a concluding document—a treaty—that allegedly codified their understanding. These treaties committed them to assist the British in war or to provide the colonists with more land. Serving colonial interests, such treaties rarely captured Indian intentions with precision. In return for the Indian marks, the host gave a concluding feast accompanied by parting presents. The Indians expected sufficient gifts of cloth and clothing, blankets and bells, tools and weapons, pipes and tobacco, alcohol and jewelry, to provide for everyone attending—as well as for their sick and elderly kin left at home. The host also gave food and drink to sustain the Indians for their journey home—lest hungry Indians prey on the cattle and pigs of intervening settlers. Indians took the measure of their importance and of official sincerity in the quantity and quality of their gifts.47
Natives regarded presents as their just deserts for assisting the colonists, but British officials cast those gifts as obligating Indian obedience. In Johnson’s words, presents were “His Majesty’s bounty and Generosity to all those, who shall study to Deserve his Favor.” Unable to agree on a common meaning for presents, the Iroquois and the officials nurtured a creative misunderstanding convenient to both parties.48

COVERING THE GRAVE
At German Flats in July 1761, Johnson met the Oneidas in council to deal with a murder. Three weeks earlier, an Oneida had killed a settler in circumstances that revealed the tense mixing of Indian and colonial cultures on the frontier. On the fatal day, about twenty-five Oneidas came to German Flats, seeking a Protestant minister to perform marriages and to baptize children. In celebration, most of the visitors got drunk on traders’ rum. En route home, they shot and ate a settler’s hog to sate their hunger. The Oneidas believed that the settlers owed them a subsistence in return for Indian lands taken without full payment. But the hog’s owner and his son angrily protested. In the ensuing scuffle, an Oneida killed the son, Gustavus Frank, shot through his throat. 49
The episode expressed the dangerous uncertainty of changing times. So long as the French governed Canada, the German Flats settlers needed Oneida friendship and, so, had to tolerate the occasional pilfered hog. But with Canada conquered, settlers perceived the dead swine as a crime rather than as a price for living in Indian country. They now asked, why should lazy Indians steal the hard-earned fruits of settler labor? In postwar perception, the land and the hogs became completely theirs, rather than partly the Indians’property. Settlers wanted a stricter separation—a clearer demarcation— of their property from Indian claims. But the Oneidas felt betrayed by settlers who had prospered on Indian land and who had been spoiled by military victory over the French. The settlers evidently cared more for their hogs than for their hungry “brethren.” With the old rules of their relationship uncertain, the colonists and Oneidas looked to Sir William Johnson to handle the recent murder.
Because natives and newcomers frequently mingled in frontier settings that combined alcohol and weapons, they occasionally quarreled, fought, and killed. After a cross-cultural killing, the response of native chiefs and colonial officials determined whether the violence would escalate into war. To keep the peace, chiefs and officials needed to communicate that a particular homicide was an isolated, atypical event regretted by the killer’s people. A violent death had to be mutually categorized and demarcated as a murder, lest it become the first casualty of a war. But whose law—colonial or Indian?— should bring closure to a cross-cultural murder?
British officials longed to impose their sovereignty by applying their law when colonists killed, or were killed by, Indians. Under British law, a murder required a formal trial followed upon conviction by a public execution. But nothing so appalled or alarmed Indians as the public hanging of one of their own people. Nothing more viscerally and immediately threatened Indian autonomy as a free people. To defend their sovereignty, Indians clung to their customary alternative: a ceremony known as “covering the grave.” 50
On July 7, 1761, Conoghquieson tried with ceremony and wampum to cover the grave of Gustavus Frank. The Oneida chief addressed Johnson by his Mohawk name, Warraghiyagey, which meant a man who conducts much important business:
Brother Warraghiyagey: We are come hither to wipe away your tears, clear your speech, and condole with you for your late loss, & therefore, with this string, we clear the darkness from your Eyes, that you may see clearly, and look upon us as Brethren
—Gave three Strings of Wampum.
Brother, We are now assembled together to condole with you according to the antient Agreement between us, that whenever a like mischance should befall either of us, the other should condole with them on their loss, take the Axe out of their Heads, and Cover the deceased’s grave so as to bury every thing in an Amicable manner, all [of] which we now perform, and hope it may be understood as we mean it
—Gave a belt of 9 Rows of Wampum.
Brother, We acknowledge ourselves extreamly concerned at the late Murder committed by one of our Nation; wherefore we now dig up that great Tree which reaches to the Clouds, beneath whose root runs a stream in which we will bury the late accident, so as it may never more be remembered, & hope that when you recollect that two of our Nation were some time ago murdered by one of your people, for which we never received any redress, you will be the readier induced to bury it in oblivion
—[Gave] A belt of 9 Rows.
Conoghquieson warned that the Covenant Chain alliance lay in the balance, pending Johnson’s acceptance of the wampum, which would end the controversy, preserving peace.51
The Iroquois customary law offered two alternatives: revenge killings or covering the grave. The Iroquois possessed neither the state apparatus nor the legal culture collectively to arrest, try, convict, and punish murder. They had no police, no courts, no jail, and no gallows. Instead, revenge belonged to the male relatives of the deceased. Those kin lost face as cowards, and suffered enduring anxiety, if they failed to secure blood revenge, for no spirit of the murdered could rest or give his (or her) kin peace until avenged.52
Ideally, the vengeful tracked down and dispatched the actual killer, who might flee but was expected to submit if found. The missionary David McClure saw a confronted Iroquois murderer calmly sit down to sing his death song while the avenger smoked a pipe for twenty minutes before plunging a tomahawk into the singer’s skull. But if the original killer proved elusive, his kin might suffer the revenge. This, however, sparked a bloody cycle of further revenge.53
No chief could try and punish murderers. Indeed, such meddling made a chief a party to the blood feud, which eroded his prestige and persuasion. Rather than execute a murderer, the chiefs sought to restore harmony by persuading the kin of the dead to accept presents from the kin of the killer. Delivered in public ceremony, such gifts “covered the grave,” obscuring the painful memory of the death. Accepting the presents forfeited the right to seek revenge.54
Murders involving a killer and killed from different nations were especially dangerous and called for special exertions by the chiefs of both peoples. Otherwise, the feud between families could escalate into a war between nations. During the fifteenth century, such bloody conflicts had nearly consumed the Iroquois nations, inducing them to form their confederacy, which primarily served to cover graves as an alternative to war.55
Natives insisted that their legal customs should govern their relationship with the colonists. Even when a settler killed an Indian, the chiefs preferred to cover the grave. Averse to capital punishment, they refused to cooperate with judicial process, urging clemency instead. In 1722, Pennsylvania’s governor wanted to execute two colonists for murdering an Indian, but the Iroquois replied that “one life is enough to be lost.” Needing Iroquois goodwill, the governor dropped the prosecution and liberated the killers. 56
Indians hated the coercive instruments of colonial power—the jail, whip, and gallows—even when exercised on colonists. In 1757, Johnson pressed the Mohawks to reveal a colonist suspected of treasonous speech, but “it was, to no purpose, as they said the Man might be hanged.” He later noted, “The Indians are so universally averse to our modes of Capital punishment that they would never stand to their Information even against an Enemy, much less a secret friend, from an Apprehension that the Parties must Suffer death.” Guy Johnson added, “They are by no means fond of Punishment, and often beg our People, and the soldiers off for offenses committed against them.” A missionary concluded, “The whole system of the laws of the white people appear to all free Indians (those not incorporated among white people) to be intolerable, not to say tyrannical. The very word law is odious to them.”57 
Indians found colonial legal proceedings confusing, pointless, and menacing. Although Indians executed enemies by torture (and killed suspected witches among their own people), they balked at assisting in the formal trial and execution of one of their colonial allies. Surely, the natives reasoned, the offended relatives of the executed man would seek revenge; or perhaps the process was a trick meant to provoke a war. The Indians also anticipated that such executions would enable colonial authorities to demand, as an equivalence, the power to try and execute any Indian who killed a colonist. In 1728 after executing two colonists for murdering natives, the governor of Pennsylvania boasted to an Iroquois delegation: “We & you are as one People; we treat you exactly as we do our own People.” Although meant to reassure, these words appalled Indians who most assuredly did not want to be treated like colonists. In sum, the natives saw nothing to gain and everything to lose if the colonizers substituted executions for covering the grave. 58
The colonists belonged to a more hierarchical culture that invested the government with the exclusive power to investigate, adjudicate, and punish murder. For colonial officials, only another death could bring closure to a murder; only the government could legitimately kill in revenge; and only after a formal, public, and adversarial process known as a trial. A government’s authority became publicly manifest when and where it could try and punish criminals—thereby excluding the operation of private vengeance. The colonists regarded trials and executions as proof that they dwelled in a civilization rather than in savage anarchy. Dismissive of Indian customary law, colonial officials regarded the natives as legal savages.59
By imposing British law in cases of cross-cultural murder, colonial officials asserted their sovereignty over native peoples. But any chief who succumbed to imperial pressure and arrested fellow Indians for colonial execution, became, in native eyes, subject to assassination by the kinsmen of the executed. As a result, colonial demands for the surrender of murderers threatened to rupture Indian societies, obliging them to choose between internal strife and external war. For example, in 1759 the British governor of South Carolina provoked a war with the Cherokees by demanding the surrender of Indians accused of murder.60
In New York, the colonial officials long avoided legal confrontation with their indispensable allies, the Six Nations, lest they rebel to assist the French. Recognizing the limits of their power, the New Yorkers never judicially executed an Iroquois—despite several murders of colonists. Instead, both sides preserved the Covenant Chain by ceremonially covering the graves as Conoghquieson expected on July 7,1761.61
Although Johnson had previously covered graves, this time he rejected Conoghquieson’s wampum. For Johnson had to answer to the British commander in North America, General Jeffrey Amherst, a bullheaded officer with an exaggerated notion of British power. After the conquest of Canada eliminated the French competition, Amherst believed that the Indians had no choice but to accept British dictation. Rejecting Johnson’s advice to cover the grave, Amherst instead ordered him to demand the Oneida suspect: “Had one of the Inhabitants Committed a Murder on one of the Indians, I should be for bringing that Inhabitant to Justice in like manner. This is my way of thinking in which I shall never alter.”62
Johnson explained to the Oneidas that General Amherst did “not understand one Man’s murdering another without suffering death for the same.” The rules had changed—at least publicly. But Johnson was too shrewd to press the matter to a bloody confrontation. The Oneidas agreed in principle to surrender the suspect, but they regretted that he had fled to parts unknown—an obvious dodge. Rather than rupture the Covenant Chain, Johnson dropped the matter, without informing his commanding general.63
But Amherst’s stubbornness soon provoked murder controversies with the powerful Senecas in the Genesee country and with the Ottawas, who dwelled near Detroit. In early 1763, those two nations rallied their far-flung Indian allies around the Great Lakes and in the Ohio Valley to mount a bloody rebellion. Called Pontiac’s Rebellion, after a charismatic Ottawa chief, the uprising destroyed most of the British forts in Indian country and ravaged the frontier settlements of western Pennsylvania and Virginia.64
The rebellion discredited Amherst, who was recalled to England, while Johnson’s reputation soared in imperial circles when his negotiations brought the expensive conflict to an end in 1764–1765. Both rebellion and peace vindicated Johnson’s policies of treating the Indians, and especially the Iroquois, with relative respect and generosity. In making peace, Johnson overtly trumpeted the legal ideology of the British Empire, but he covertly understood the futility of enforcing it on autonomous Indians. He agreed with a British captain who recognized, “If they are hanged, the savages will look upon it as murder in cool blood, & revenge will ensue.” 65
The failure to impose British murder law also reflected settler resistance. The brutal frontier war hardened animosities along racial lines. Outraged by bloody Indian raids, the Pennsylvania settlers treated all natives, regardless of behavior, as violent brutes best exterminated. In the most notorious episode, in December 1763, armed vigilantes known as the Paxton Boys, surprised their peaceful neighbors, the Conestoga Indians, butchering men, women, and children—and burning their village for good measure.66
Johnson’s restoration of peace made little difference to the settlers who continued to murder Indians on the frontiers of Pennsylvania and Virginia. Often the victims were Iroquois venturing south to hunt or to trade. Colonial authorities sometimes arrested the murderers, but they almost always escaped punishment. Either mobs broke open jails, or jailers permitted escapes, or jurors refused to convict, in the belief that killing an Indian should be rewarded rather than punished.67
Unable to hang their own people, British officials could not hang Indians. Obliged to cover Indian graves, officials had to accept Indian wampum to cover the graves of murdered traders in native country. To defuse conflict, Johnson repeatedly crafted resolutions that saved British face and Indian lives. By procuring the surrender of the Indian suspects, he satisfied the majesty of British law, but on a tacit promise that they would be pardoned, fulfilling Indian expectation. As a further inducement, Johnson rewarded cooperative chiefs with presents, after they endured a pompous speech declaring that in the future, “we would punish with death, every Offender.” But that future awaited the next generation.68

ALLIES
By covering graves, Johnson conceded that the Iroquois retained a sovereignty begrudged by other British officials. In August 1765, the attorney general of New York, John Tabor Kempe, assured Johnson that aboriginal sovereignty and land title counted for almost nothing in the English law. Kempe insisted, “Wheresoever the King’s Dominions extend, he is the Fountain of all Property in Lands, and to deny that Right in the Crown in any Place is in Effect denying his Right to rule there.” For Kempe, all of Iroquoia lay within New York, which put the natives entirely within the king’s dominion. By sovereign right, Kempe argued, the king’s officers could grant frontier land to colonists without Indian consent. Only policy and indulgence—rather than law—induced officials to require paying something to the Indians to give up their mere possession.69
In reply, Johnson argued that Iroquoia lay outside of New York’s legal jurisdiction because the Iroquois were sovereign allies, rather than subjected peoples:
I grant it is the policy of our Constitution that Where-so-ever the King’s Dominions extend, he is the fountain of all property in Lands, &c. But how can this be made to Extend to the native rights of a people whose property none of our Kings have claimed a right to invade, & to whom the Laws have never Extended without which Dominion cannot be said to be Exercised[?]
Citing some council records, Kempe retorted that the Iroquois had submitted their lands to British rule, becoming British subjects. But Johnson had attended some of those councils, and he knew that the colonial secretaries had inserted words never spoken by the Iroquois: “It is necessary to observe that no Nation of Indians have any word which can express, or convey the Idea of Subjection.” The British commander, General Thomas Gage, agreed, “As for the Six Nations having acknowledged themselves subjects of the English, that I conclude must be a very gross mistake and am well satisfied were they told so, . . . they would on such an attempt very soon resolve to cut our Throats.” So long as the Iroquois sustained warriors, they clung to their status as allies and resented definition as colonial subjects. 70
Johnson
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