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Abstract

Key events in New York’s rapid territorial expansion across
Iroquois country are described from a native perspective. An Iroquois
view is unusually well documented thanks to an extensive statement on
the subject by an important Oneida leader in 1792. Drawing on that
and other Oneida-derived sources, the article details a saga of
duplicity and skulduggery.

Early in 1792, a delegation of Iroquois leaders visited the
federal capital, Philadelphia, as guests of the young United States
(1) . One of them, an Oneida called “Good Peter,” took time out from
the public festivities to speak privately with government official
Timothy Pickering. The Oneida told what might have seemed an unlikely
tale -- how his country, beset by con men and land jobbers, had been
absorbed almost entirely by the State of New York within three years.

Pickering, wrote it down: an eloquent, chronologically structured
narrative explaining what a native person believed was occurring as
his people apparently signed away their land (2). Constructed around
quotes from Peter’s account, this article offers historical commentary
on it. Peter’s statement on the subject was the most extensive but
other Oneida comments were recorded in council proceedings, in
letters, and in notes from conversations. Such sources are interwoven
throughout. Together, these Oneida voices provide an unusually
complete native perspective on how land was lost to American
expansionists in the late eighteenth century.

Pickering had a particular interest in the conversation and he
may have requested it. In addition to being Postmaster General, he
served as President Washington’s special emissary to the Iroquois
(Clarfield 1980; Phillips 1966). That appointment made Pickering
responsible for administering such federal legislation as the Trade
and Intercourse Act of 1790. As Washington had explained it to the
Iroquois two years earlier:

The General Government only has the Power to treat with the Indian
Nations, and any Treaty formed and held without its Authority will
not be binding. Here, then, is the Security for the Remainder of
your Lands. No State, nor Person, can purchase your Lands, unless
at a general treaty, held under the Authority of the United
States. (Hough 1861 1: 166)



Pickering knew that New York also claimed the prerogative to obtain
Indian land. A public servant monitoring federal law might well
regard Peter’s narrative as a useful background briefing.

Good Peter was an authoritative source. His real name was
Agwerondongwas (variously rendered), translated as “Breaking of the
Twigs” or “Pulling out small trees or shrubs” (Stone 1851 [1838]1: 63;
Moses Schuyler to Draper, 7 January 1860[?], Draper: 258-59).

Probably in his seventies, he had been known to whites as a Christian
by 1760 (Blodgett 1935: 54), hence the nicknames they bestowed on him
including Domine Peter and Petrus the Minister. Peter was a chief
warrior, meaning that his leadership standing was achieved rather than
inherited as a sachem title, one of the traditional offices of the
ancient Iroquois League. His oratorical skills brought him to
prominence in meetings of the League and in national councils of the
Oneida. Indeed, his fame was such that the artist John Trumbull
rendered his likeness for a history painting depicting great men of
the Revolution (Figure 1). More than an observer in the events he
described to Pickering, Peter was a leading actor and most often the
Oneida spokesman of record.

To Good Peter, the narrative of explanation was implicitly a
request for help from his brothers, the Americans of the federal
government. As he spoke with Pickering throughout several spring
evenings, Peter initiated a quest for justice from the United States
which would continue over two centuries to this day (3).

Oneidas quoted here described the events of a few tumultuous
years following the Revolutionary War during which New York reduced
them from a state of political separateness to one of reservation
helplessness. Peter told of the machinations of land speculators such
as John Harper and John Livingston, and how the Oneida were
consistently betrayed in their land dealings by their most trusted
agents, including Colonel Louis Cook. Most of all, Peter and other
Oneidas bore witness to the loss of their country in the New York-
Oneida treaties of 1785 and 1788.

New York was personified in George Clinton, Governor of the state
throughout the 1780s. Clinton was an immensely powerful politician
who headed a coalition -- in outlook populist, democratic, and
egalitarian by the lights of the day -- which controlled the state
legislature during these years (Taylor 1996 [1995]: 157; Countryman
1989 [1981]: 288; Young 1967). Although only one of the state-
appointed Indian commissioners, he personally conducted the state’s
treaties and delivered New York’s speeches. No one else did as much
as he to set Indian policy, to define its specifics, and then to see
those terms through the legislature to formal enactment.

Clinton and his associates were ardent state expansionists,



"sometimes ruthless” in their acquisition of Indian land (Spaulding
1938: 148). Even conceding that'Clintonian land policy “had no room
for justice towards the Indians” (Countryman 1989 [1981]: 288), few
people conversant with early state history will recognize the
villainous governor described by Good Peter. Clinton and Clintonian
Indian dealings, a major part of the New York State story, still await
scholarly study (4).

In enunciating and interpreting the Oneida perspective, the
commentary often focuses on what I infer the Oneidas implied. Good
Peter’s account, especially, hints at shady deals and double crosses
never fully explained. Researching such allusions must be something
like police work: one rounds up the usual suspects and lays out the
circumstantial evidence of cupidity.

Operating in the realm of the implicit is one thing; arguing from
the absence of evidence is another. Yet, I believe an Oneida
viewpoint cannot be understood without reference to what was not said.
Accompanying Good Peter to his first meeting with Pickering was
Presbyterian missionary Samuel Kirkland. Kirkland first preached
among the Oneidas in 1766 and maintained close ties with them until
his death in 1808. Kirkland must have been present throughout Peter’s
statement (extending over four days), and he probably framed Peter’s
words as we have them in English. Since Kirkland also played a major
part in the events Peter described, he may have exerted more than
linguistic influence on Peter’s statement. I think Kirkland’s
presence affected what Peter chose to discuss and, more importantly,
what Peter decided was best left unsaid. At any rate, Kirkland plays
one of the starring roles in the commentary.

Good Peter:

Bro[ther] Con[neh-sau-ty (5)] repl[resentative] of the G[reat?]
Clongress?]. of the 13 US to confer with us on our present crisis--
ylet?] continue to listen to my words. From the beginning of your
troubles, in the late revolution, to the time you publicly declared
yourselves a free and independent people, I, my nation, were a
constant spectator-- not only a constant spectator-- but our minds
united with yours in that final declaration; as all hopes of a
reconciliation were then passed. The frequent & repeated declarations
of the King, that the Amer.s with all who joined them, would be
reduced to wretchedness, had no effect upon the minds of my nation.
And on the other hand, his promises of a rich reward, on condition of
our adhering to his councils, did not excite covetous desires in us;
but the love of peace, and the love of our land which gave us birth,
supported our resolution.

Bro. I did not then expect that [we should] be reduced to our
present situation. We then thought we should be the sole proprietors
of our own land; and that our disposal of it should be optional with



us, in case of a successful issue.

The Iroquois Confederacy divided during the Revolutionary War,
its council fire covered so that individual nations could make their
own hard choices. Most Mohawks, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas ended
up on the British side. Most Oneidas, with their younger brothers the
Tuscaroras who resided in Oneida country, took up the American cause,
serving it with fidelity and effectiveness from 1777 onward. After
their principal village was burned by Tory Iroquois in the summer of
1780, Oneidas subsisted as refugees in the Schenectady-Saratoga area
for three years during which they continued to fight.

Oneidas returned to their homeland in 1783-84, impoverished and
greatly reduced by war, disease, and hunger. They had every reason to
feel optimistic, however. Unlike other Iroquois, they came home as
victors, confident their land and sovereignty were forever secured to
them by their grateful allies, New York and the United States (6). 1In
early 1788, the Oneidas recalled these sentiments in a message to the
New York legislature:

Brothers. We are your Allies, we are a free People...

Brothers. In your late War with the People on the other Side of
the great Water, and at a Period when thick Darkness overspread
this Country, your Brothers the Oneidas stepped forth, and
uninvited took up the Hatchet in your defense; we fought by your
Side, our Blood flowed together, and the Bones of our Warriors
mingled with yours; you appeared grateful for our Attachment, and
gave us repeated Assurances, that should the Great Spirit give you
Success, we should be made to rejoice. The Event of the War was
favorable; we returned to our Country where Ruin and Desolation
had spread over our Fields and Villages; we rejoiced however that
we could return in Peace, and pleased ourselves with the Hopes of
the peaceable and quiet Enjoyment of our Country, for which we had
fought and bled, in the common Cause together with you. (Hough
1861 1: 124)

All of the Iroquois were pressured to part with their lands after
the Revolution and probably all were cheated. To all, the word
“treaty” meant little more than forced land cession. The special
Oneida tragedy was that they “who had suffered most severely for their
steadfast loyalty to the Americans during the war...would be the first
to fall before the land greed of their former allies” (Graymont 1976:
455) .

New York State sought title to Iroquois lands within its claimed
boundaries for economic and military reasons. A major source of funds
had been confiscation of Tory holdings but that income was largely
exhausted. 1Its treasury empty, New York formulated an economic
recovery plan based partly on income from sale of Iroquois lands both
directly -- from actual sale -- and indirectly -- from reduction of



debt when veterans accepted land in lieu of pay. Land was collateral
backing the state’s currency and fostering confidence in the state’s
ability to meet its debts. 1In the longer term, the state looked
forward to having western lands inhabited by non-native farmers. Such
citizens would pay taxes and build a productive economic base while
defending the state’s borders from Indians and Englishmen who might
resume hostilities at any time (Geier 1980: 71-72; Kaminski 1993: 196-
97; Kline c. 1973: 1-2; Spaulding 1938: 149; Young 1967: 175,235-36).

New York first had to extinguish “Indian title” to the western
lands quickly because that pre-emptive right was contested by other
polities. According to both the Articles of Confederation (1781) and
the subsequent Constitution (1789), only the federal government had
the right to treat with Indian nations for quitclaims to their lands.
However other states also claimed the authority to extinguish Iroquois
title within the present state of New York. New York officials
especially feared Massachusetts’ claim which, unlike theirs, derived
from royal charter. Thus, before the war was over, New York was
committed to gain possession of Iroquois land before rivals could
advance their cases (Campisi 1984, 1988a, 1988b; Geier 1980: 65-73;
Graymont 1976; Lehman 1990) .

New York appointed an Indian Commission in 1783 to achieve these
ends. Among the legislature’s instructions to the commissioners were
these:

The principal Object of your Commission is to endeavour to
accomplish an Exchange of the District claimed by the Oneidas and
Tuscaroras, for a District of vacant and unappropriated Lands
[meaning western Iroquois lands] within this State.

In the Execution of this Trust, you are to proceed with
Caution and Reserve, so as not to alarm the Oneidas and Tuscaroras
with apprehensions that there is the most remote Intention to
deprive them of the enjoyment of the District belonging to them.
On the contrary you are on all proper Occasions to impress them
with a Confidence that this State will suffer no encroachment to
be made within their Limits nor any Settlement thereon without
their free Consent. (Instructions to the Indian Commissioners, 20
March 1783, Assembly Papers: 5-7)

In 1784, the New Yorkers learned of federal plans to make peace
with the Tory Iroquois at Fort Stanwix (then Fort Schuyler and now
Rome, NY). That fall, New York’s Indian Commissioners arrived there
first hoping to put their instructions into effect independently of
the federal representatives.

The Oneidas, however, had been warned of the New Yorkers’ secret
instructions by Samuel Kirkland (Hough 1861 1: 33-36). Kirkland
probably never converted many Oneidas to the sacraments of his
religion but he was, for a time, an important figure in the Oneida



6

Nation. As one of the few who spoke English and Oneida and could move
easily between those worlds, Kirkland mediated between two cultures
and was indispensable to both. Until the war, the Oneidas admired him
as one who lived among them suffering the same adversities. He was
poor but, in accordance with Oneida values, he freely shared what
little he had. Most unusual of all for a white man, Kirkland publicly
promised never to own a foot of Indian land west of the Hudson
(Patrick 1993: 231).

Their plans exposed, the Indian Commissioners departed empty-
handed. “For Reasons which are obvious,” they noted ruefully, “it was
agreed not to mention anything to those Nations at present with
Respect to the Purchase or Exchange of their Lands” (Hough 1861 1:
39). New York officials did not broach the subject of Oneidas
vacating their lands for some years although Governor Clinton, it was
said, long cherished the hope of Oneida removal (Siles 1978: 44).

The New Yorkers learned that a man named John Harper (7),
claiming to be a representative of the state, was negotiating for
Oneida lands to the south. Harper, they replied, was lying. “He has
done this without our Knowledge and We have not sent him” (Hough 1861
1: 44,58).

Good Peter:

Bro. While peace was negociating and our nation were quartered
at Schenectady, colonel John Harper it seems, had agreed for a piece
of our land, near Ononquaga-- 4 miles on one side of the river, and 2
on the other, back from each shore of the river, from the mouth of
Unadilla downward to the line of Pennsylvania. Soon after our nation
returned to their dwelling place, Oneida, this agreement of colonel
Harper came to the knowledge of the governor of N. York. Upon which
he immediately arose, and kindled a Council Fire at the German Flats,
to which he called the whole nation. When we arrived there, he told
us we had lost so much of our land as colonel Harper had proposed to
purchase. He told us that that man would cheat us; and that in the
end it would be all loss, and no gain. He then told us that he would
negociate with us for that land; and that he would do us justice. We
replied, that we were not willing to part with it, now that our whole
nation were collected together. And truly we had all agreed, before
we left our town, not to sell that land. But the gov.r persisted to
press the matter upon us; and told us it would be for our advantage.
Still we utterly refused it. The Gov.r then produced a heap of money,
& told some of our nation to take up a handful; but they could not
consent to do this: it was too heavy. He then himself grasped a few
handfuls, and gave to one and another, (tho' perhaps not to more than
three or four persons) and said, all this shall be yours, on condition
that you follow my advice. He then shewed a large pile of goods, for



the same purpose.

Harper headed a list of associates claiming to have purchased
about twenty-four square miles anchored at the confluence of the
Unadilla and Susquehanna Rivers (Hough 1861 1: 73-74). He had
attempted to acquire the same land as early as 1767 (Johnson Papers
1957: 259-60). When Harper tried again in 1782, Oneidas declared they
would never sell an inch of their country (Calloway 1994: 89).

Now, in 1785, New York insisted that its own constitution (1777)
granted to itself the sole right to extinguish Indian title.
Rejecting Harper'’s transaction as illegal, New York then moved to
acquire the lands before another competitor became interested.

The New York Commissioners and the Oneidas met at Fort Herkimer
(present Herkimer) in the Mohawk Valley in late June 1785. The treaty
minutes indicate the New Yorkers wanted to buy a tract exceeding
Harper’s purchase. In reply, Oneidas offered some other land which
New York regarded as “not worth purchasing” (Hough 1861 1: 89). The
Oneida refused to sell anything else.

Yet, the Oneida parted with most of what New York demanded. 1In a
treaty of 28 June 1785, the Oneidas ceded close to 300,000 acres in
what are now Chenango and Broome Counties in exchange for $11,500 in
goods and money (Figure 2) (Special Committee Report 1889: 234-35).

Good Peter’s is the only eyewitness account describing how the
Oneidas could have been induced to reverse their position. Samuel
Kirkland, present at the treaty and possibly assisting in translation,
remarked enigmatically: “This purchase was made, not without great
opposition. The Indians made two public, absolute refusals- but
finally the governour prevailed” (Kirkland to Samuel Phillips, 15
August 1785, Kirkland Papers 96a). Equally uninformative are New
York’s treaty minutes. Public speeches in which the Oneidas decline
to sell are followed by an evening “spent in private Conference with
several Chiefs and Warriors and in preparing a Speech, which however
from the favourable turn the Business took, it became unnecessary to
deliver” (Hough 1861 1: 102). The next morning, an Oneida speaker
agreed to sell and the treaty was soon concluded.

Good Peter indicated the Harper sale was not universally agreed
among the Oneidas, a point he made more forcefully at the treaty:
“Brothers! Respecting the Lands which our friend John Harper had been
purchasing, this was in the Course of the War, and Part of the Tribe
had only consented to it. The Property is joint and all must consent”
(ibid. 1: 101). Good Peter’s son, Capt. Peter, later confirmed this
view:

At the close of the last war some of your people spoke to us for
purchasing our lands. Your People are very wise, we are not half



so wise. You know how to get hold of us. Those persons first
engaged one of us and then Another for you know how to soften our
minds, and thus have we been induced to Sell our lands. Your
Government discovered that we were in treaty for disposing of our
lands, and then interfered; you told us that you would take the
lands yourselves and pay us, but it seems you did not disaprove of
the Conduct, for you desired to have twenty miles more than they
had agreed for. These are the circumstances of the sales to you
at the German Flatts. (John Cantine and Simeon DeWitt to Gov.
George Clinton, c. November 1793, Assembly Papers: 123-24)

Good Peter also implied that not everyone consented to the 1785
New York agreement. This too was confirmed by another Oneida account,
that of Capt. John:

Brother. There was a council-fire kindled at Tioga (on the Mohawk
River) requesting land of us...

Brother. This was the cause of our minds being apart: some were
for disposing of our lands, and some were against it. Our Head
Chief (Good Peter) who died at Buffaloe Creek, was against
disposing of our lands: but other Chiefs prevailed; so that we
disposed of a large country. (Oneidas to Pickering, c. October
1794, Pickering 60: 219A-220)

Good Peter:

Our Brother, Gov.r of N York, then told us, he meant by his
proposed purchase, to put a final stop to any future purchases of our
lands: but if we did not consent to his present proposed purchase, we
must never thereafter tell him of our being cheated out of any of our
lands; for he would not hear our complaints.

Governor Clinton told the Oneida that, if they refused New York’'s
offer to buy land, New York would not intervene to control its own
unruly and avaricious citizens. He threatened to withhold New York
protection again in 1788 (Hough 1861 1: 97,224-26).

The force of the threat resided in circumstances looming over the
Oneida frontier. A tidal wave of settlers, mostly Yankees streaming
out of infertile New England, was already pouring into Oneida country.
With staggering speed and thoroughness, they transformed a landscape
of forest and meadow into one teeming with farms, roads, schools,
churches, and towns. Within a few years, New York would become the
most populous and dynamic state in the union, an increase occurring
prior to the Erie Canal and mostly west of the Mohawk Valley on land
that was Iroquois in 1784 (Ellis 1951; Henretta 1984: 267; Taylor 1996
[1995]: 4,63).

If the Oneida refused New York’s offer of “protection,” they



faced the prospect of surrendering their identity within a sea of
foreigners, fighting a hopeless war which might result in their
extinction, or fleeing their homeland.

A second form of pressure applied by New York was based on the
extreme poverty of the Oneida. They had been chronically short of
supplies and food since returning to their homeland. Hunger, in fact,
was characteristic of the region throughout the years covered in Good
Peter’s narrative. When Kirkland visited the Oneida in 1785, he
subsisted on an occasional soup of boiled potatoes (Kirkland to
Jerusha Kirkland, 10 September 1785, Kirkland Papers 97b). Food
remained scarce in the summer of 1786 (Clark 1993: 261). 1In 1787, the
crops were frost-bitten, raising the specter of starvation the
following summer (Love 1899: 276). In April of 1789, Kirkland
recorded, “[Tlhis day was visited by a number of the Indians from
several villages. The burden of their song is their poverty, and the
present extreme scarcity of provisions. Their pressing, importunate
applications to me for relief are too much for the feelings of
humanity to remain unmoved” (Pilkington 1980: 164).

New York knew about Oneida hunger in 1785 and 1788 and exploited
it (Lehman 1990: 542). “Our Brother,” Oneidas wrote to Governor
Clinton that summer, “we request of you to assist us if you can...if
not, when you come up you will find some of us dead of hunger” (Hough
1861 1: 154). On the advice of their agent, New York rescheduled the
treaty conference from June to September because the Oneidas would
then “be more anxious to meet the Governor than they appear to be at
present” (ibid. 1 1.45).

Good Peter:

Bro. One thing more I wish to mention, which you may think was a
transgression on our part; after several times mildly declining, and
at length utterly refusing to accede to the Gov.r's proposals-- we
made this proposal to him-- That instead of selling, we would lease
out a tier of townships, on the line of property [8], to any poor
people of his state, who had no lands; and that we would do this on
reasonable terms. To this the Gov.r with his Commissioners, soon made
a reply-- That it was a dishonourable proposal: that he and his Com.rs
were not in the condition of tenants; and that they should be ashamed
to return home with such an account of the negociation.

The Oneida reminded the New York Commissioners that the United
States had guaranteed the security of Oneida land. Rather than
replying directly to this point, Governor Clinton asserted New York'’s
sole and supreme sovereignty over Oneida land as he disdainfully
rejected the Oneidas’ offer to lease (Hough 1861 1: 92,97).

Oneidas vividly recalled Clinton’s scornful retort in a memorial






