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British Indian policy pefore 1775

For much of the colonial period the individual colonies
exercised a considerable amount of independence in relations with
the Indians, but as the settlements grew in numbers and in area the
lack of common centralized policies caused severe problems. Settler
encroachment on Indian lands in one area, or the mismanagement of
trade with the Indians, often led to difficulties that spread far
beyond the bounds of any one colony. To the British, local misman-

agement of relations with the Indians became particularly serious in

the course of the eighteenth century as Great Britain began to con-
tend with France for the control of the fur trade, and ultimately
the land, of the eastern half of the Mississippi Valley. The
British government came to realize that the acts of one colony or
its inhabitants could jeopardize the safety of the whole frontier,
and help send the Indians to the support of the French.

Even before the outbreak of the French and Indian war in 1754
the British began to indicate that they were moving toward a new,
more centralized policy in regard to the acquisition of Indian-lands
and the maintenance of boundaries between settlers and Indians. In
September 1753 the Lords of Trade, the British administrators re-

sponsible for the day to day supervision of the colonies, wrote to

LR WA " T - o
ST L e T R ST NG R Y

PR TG



Sir Danvers Osborne, the governor of New York, and told him that he
should be particularly careful not to confirm private purchases of
lands from the Indians ---"when the Indians are disposed to sell any
of their lands the purchase ought to be made in His Majesty's name 4
and at the publick charge."

With the outbreak of the French and Indian War in 1754, a
unified Indian policy became even more essential, and in the early
years of the war the British appointed two superintendents of Indian
affairs to help coordinate Indian policy in departments north and
south of the Ohio, and to have charge of political relations with
the tribes. During the French and Indian War, in which most of the
tribes threw their support to the French, the British began to move
toward the decision that the only effective way of conducting rela-
tions with the Indians in North America would be to have a general
system, shaped by the British authorities, and carried out by their
representatives. Ultimately, in the years after the French and
Indian War, the British were to attempt to control land purchases
from the Indians, the resulting boundaries, and the fur trade. This
attempt was not completely successful -- speculators still tried to
deal privately with the Indians, individual settlers violated
boundaries established under British authority, and it proved
impossible to keep any central control over individual fur traders
-- but the British in the 1760s made it quite clear that purchases
from the Indians, and the establishment of boundaries between

Indians and settlers had to be carried out under British authority.



The British began to move toward this policy in the last years
of the French and Indian War. They reached the€ decision that in the
interests of peace, economy, and good relations with the Indian
tribes, widespread encroachment on Indian lands would have to be
stopped. On December 2, 1761, the Lords of Trade sent to the King
drafts of an instruction to the governors of the royal colonies
"forbidding them to pass Grants of or encourage settlements upon any
lands within the said Colonies which may interfere with the Indians
bordering thereon." 3 Two years later, on October 7, 1763, the
policies that had been foreshadowed in the 1750s and early 1760s
were given a general expression in the Proclamation of 1763. The
British government had decided that while it devised permanent
policies to deal with the lands obtained from the French in the
treaty of Paris in 1763 American settlement would be held at the
crest of the Appalachians. Settlers were forbidden to encroach on
the lands of the Indians, and all land purchases from the Indians
would be under royal authority. There was no time to wait for
negotiations to establish a detailed line along the whole American
frontier, for news had arrived of Pontiac's Rebellion and widespread
Indian warfare. An arbitrary line along the crest of the Appala-
chians would theoretically separate settlers and Indians. In the
following years the British government continued its policy of
attempting to centralize Indian affairs under royal control. In
July 1764 a comprehensive plan tried to expand the authority of the
two British superintendents of Indian Affairs, and attempted a close

regulation of the fur trade.
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Although the detailed Plan of 1764 was never formally adoptec
and the attempt to maintain a centralized control of the fur trac
was a failure, the centralized supervision of land purchases was
fairly effective. One of the main tasks of the superintendents o
Indian Affairs was to transform the arbitrary Proclamation of 1786
into a detailed line demarking the boundaries between the settler
and the Indians. In the years after 1764, the details of the lin
were worked out in a series of negotiations with the Indians carr
on under royal authority. By 1768 a detailed line extended along
the length of the American frontier, although settlers and specul
tors induced the British to move the line further west in the yea
before the Revolution. There were also widespread illegal encroa
ments on Indian lands, as well as illegal private land purchases
speculators from the Indians. The British government remained
convinced, however, that its goals of peace and economy could onl
be accomplished if encroachments on Indian lands were prevented.
The Lords of Trade made it clear that such encroachments had been
prime motivation in the establishment of a centralized direction
Indian affairs. o In the years from 1763 the British government
tried to insist that cessions from the Indians should only be
obtained under royal authority and that boundaries should not be
violated. In practice, they found that the restraint of land-hun
frontiersmen was an impossible task.

The British feared a rapid expansion of American colonists in:

the interior. They thought that it would bring about costly Indi:
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wars, and that it would detach the colonists still further f rom

British control. Thus, the British government continued to searct
for a policy that wéuld enable it to exercise some general contro]
over westward expansion. On the eve of the Revolution, in 1774, °
British in the Quebec Act attached the whole area from the Ohio t«
the Mississippi to the province of Quebec which had been obtained
from the French in 1763. In this way the British hoped to block
expansion of the American colonists into the interior, and provid
for a more careful regulation of the fur trade.

In trying to shape policies regarding Indian lands, Indian
trade, and expansion into the interior the British government me t
severe resistance from two main groups of colonials -- the fur
traders and the land speculators. For different reasons both of
these groups resisted close, central supervision of their actions
Many fur traders resented governmental efforts to protect the
Indians from illicit dealings and to direct the trade through
certain posts. They wanted to trade with the Indians on their ov
terms, regardless of the effect this might have on Indian rela-
tions. In the years before the Revolution, many fur traders igne
government efforts at regulation and acted as they wanted in Ind
country.

The land speculators presented a major challenge to British
policies for the interior, and later became an important factor
the shaping of western and Indian policies by the new American

government. The speculators were often influential colonials wh
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made a determined effort to shape British western policies in these
years. In the decades before the Revolution land companies were
formed which hoped to establish large new colonies in the trans-
Appalachian West. T6 accomplish this, they wanted to persuade the
British government to open the trans-Appalachian West for settle-
ment, and to confirm private land grants they had obtained from the
Indians. Companies such as the Indiana, the Vandalia, and the
[llinois-Wabash lobbied vigorously in the years before the Revolu-
tion. They failed to achieve their objectives, but were to make
determined efforts to achieve their ends under the new circumstance
created by the American Revolution. These efforts were to cause
considerable complications when the new United States attempted to
shape Indian and land policies.
Conclusion

In the twelve years before the American Revolution, the British
government tried to maintain the principie that land purchases from
the Indians should be made only under royal authority, and for a
time it also tried to place the fur trade under direct supervision.
The government had developed this centralized policy because of a
realization that encroachments on Indian lands and illiecit trading
could cause costly problems along the whole frontier. Yet, while
the principle of centralized authority was inaugurated and defended
by British authorities, it met with considerable practical resist-
ance. Fur traders ignored efforts to supervize them, frontiersmen

violated established boundary lines, and large-scale land specula-
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tors obtained lands from the Indians which they hoped would even-
tually become legitimate holdings by confirmation from the British
Crown. Such confirmation was not given before 1775, but the exist-
ing land companies hoped to take advantage of the new situation

created by the Revolution.

The Continental Congress and Indian Relations, 1775-1776

When in the spring of 1775 hostilities broke out in Massachu-
setts between the British and the colonists, it was quickly realized
by the Continental Congress that the Indians would be of major im-
portance in any future war. Thus, even before the Declaration of
Independence, the Continental Congress began to take steps in an
effort to ensure Indian neutrality. It was feared, with good reason
thay many Indians were likely to join the British in waging war
against the American frontier. As early as June 16, 1775, a com-
mittee of Congress was appointed to report steps to be taken for
"securing and preserving the friendship of the Indian nations."

This committee reported on July 12, 1775. It argued that it was of
"the utmost moment" to secure the friendship of the Indian nations,
and that commissioners should be appointed by Congress to superin-
tend Indian affairs. Congress established three departments (nor-
thern, middle, and southern), each with its own commissioners, and
the commissioners were empowered to treat with the Indians "in the
name, and on behalf of the united colonies.” 5 Congress clearly

believed that it was necessary to have some coordinated control of

Indian affairs. The primary object of this at the beginning of the
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Revolution was to secure the friendship of the Indians, and to at-
tempt to resist the efforts of the British to enlist the Indians i
their cause. From Jyne 1775, throughout the Revolution, Indian
affairs formed a regular part of the business of Congress, and fror
the spring of 1776 a standing committee on Indian affairs was esta
lished to deal with what had become a continuous Congressional
concern.7 The initial efforts to maintain the neutrality of the
Indians was somewhat modified in 1776 when it was realized that th
Indians were likely to join the British in large numbers. Given
this situation, it was decided to accept help from the Indians not
simply seek their neutrality.
Conclusion

From June 1775 the Continental Congress assumed that Indian
affairs was one of the areas that would have to come under the
direction of the central government. Even before the Declaration
Independence, the Continental Congress began to assert its authori
in the area of Indian affairs. As in other areas, such as foreign
policy, that were considered of national concern, questions relati
to Indian affairs were first given to ad hoc cormittees, and grad-

ually an attempt was made to work out a more coordinated central

policy.

Adoption of the Articles of Confederation

From early in the Revolution many in Congress realized that th

colonies would have to establish some form of union if they hoped



resist the British effectively. The basic issue in establishing
some form of union was the decision as to which matters should be
under the authority of the central government. It quickly beqame
apparent that while there was general agreement that control of
Indian affairs should be one of the powers given to the central
government, there was considerable argument as to the particular
form this authority should take. This was because the control of
Indian affairs, and particularly land cessions, was interrelated
with the contentious question of the ownership and disposition of
the western lands. Seven of the colonies had disputed and, in som
areas, overlapping claims to land beyond the mountains -- Virginia
North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Massachusetts, and Connec
ticut by virtue of colonial charters; New York because of treaties
with the Six Nations. The most important of these claims was that
of Virginia. Her charter extended her claims in the Mississippi
Valley northward from Kentucky through a large part of the Old
Northwest, and throughout the Revolution Virginia vigorously de-
fended her right of preemption to the whole area enclosed within he
chartered bounds. She was particularly anxious that any private
grants or sales made by the Indians to land companies before the
Revolution should be declared null and void in the area that she
claimed. The land question was complicated not only because of the
clash between Virginia and the private land companies, but also
because the existing state claims to the prans—Appalachian West

overlapped and because six states had no western claims.
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The private land companies nad their main strength in the states

:nat had no claims to western lands, and when claimless Maryland

argued that those statés with western 1and claims should, in the

sational interest, cede them 1O the central govermﬂent, yirginia was

fearful that this would mean that large areas of her western lands

yould simply fall into the hands of the private companies for their
own profit. The desire of Maryland and the states wyithout western

alaims to have the landed states cede their claims to the central

govermnent, and the anxiety of the landed states, particularly Yir~

zinia, tO prevent any of their lands falling into the hands of the

orivate land companies, was to delay ratification of the Articles of

Confederation from 1777 to 1781.

The first plan for Confederation, written DY Benjamin Franklin,

was presented to Congress in July 1775. It proposed that the new

central government should be given extensive powers pertaining to

the Indians: DO ecolony was to engage in offensive warfare without

the consent of Congress (article X); & perpetual alliance was to b

entered into with the Six Nations, their land was not to be en-

croached on, no purchases were to De made from them by a private

person OFT a colony; and with the Indians in general all purchases

were to Dbe made by Congress for the general advantage and benefit

the united colonies (article X1). This proposal DBY Franklin also

contained the provision that the powers of Congress should includ
the authority to settle all disputes petween colony and colony at

limits. 8 This provision, combined with the general power 1O ma
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