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42 THE IROQUOIS

ken word to pass down their history,
traditions, and rituals. This required
prodigious feats of memory, for many
of the major legends were extremely
lengthy, running to 75,000 words or
more. The ritualists and archivists of the
Five Nations who possessed this large
store of essential knowledge were the
intellectuals of their communities,
equivalent in status to any learned Eu-
ropean priests and professors.

As an aid to memory, the Iroquois
in later years used shells and shell
beads. The Europeans called the beads
wampum, from wampumpeag, a word
used by Indians in the area who spoke
Algonquian languages. According to
the Iroquois tradition, Hayenwatha was
the originator of wampum, but archae-
ological evidence shows that shell
beads were in widespread use by the
Iroquois and other Indians long before
the formation of the Five Nations Con-
federacy. However, the more elaborate
wampum “belts,” with figures or de-
signs on them, made for use in treaty
negotiations and as historical records,
seem to have been a later development
among the Iroquois.

The type of wampum most com-
monly used in historic times was bead
wampum. It was laboriously cut from
various seashells, ground and polished,
and then bored through the center with
a small hand drill. Most wampum was
made from the quahog, or large hard-
shell clam. The Indians of Long Island,
in southern New York, were the chief
producers of wampum and paid huge

quantities of it in tribute, showing that
they accepted the superior power of the
Iroquois.

The Iroquois strung the beads and
wove them into broad multirowed
straps or belts for use in various cere-
monies and in diplomacy. Strings of
mourning wampum were used in con-
dolence ceremonies to remove the grief
from those who had lost a family mem-
ber. Chiefs possessed wampum as a
sign of their office. Strings and belts of
wampum were used to convey mes-
sages in diplomatic relations and to rep-
resent the articles of treaties. A
messenger who did not present wam-
pum as a pledge of the truth of his
words would not be taken seriously.
Belts were also used to record great
events in Iroquois history. The beads,
purple and white, were arranged in de-
signs to represent the event the belt was
commemorating. %, '

Certain elders were designated to

memorize the various events and treaty -

articles that the belts represented.
Those men could “read” the belts and
reproduce their contents with great ac-
curacy. These important belts were
stored at Onondaga, the capital of the
confederacy, in the care of a designated
wampum keeper.

Life was good to the people of the
Five Nations for generations after the
confederation. They continued to pros-
per and generally to enjoy the blessings
of nature. Nature was generous and the
people were industrious. Iroquois cul-
ture was vigorous and dynamic.
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The Wing or Dust Fan wampum belt, held by the council of the confederacy and displayed
whenever the League’s constitution was recited. Purple beads form the ever-growing pine tree,
symbolic of the life of the League. This is the widest wampum belt known.

The confederacy was a remarkable
creation, formed by an early people,
showing their great political and social
sophistication. They were kindly and
reverent, affectionate and loyal toward
their families, considerate and tender
toward their friends. They had pro-
vided within their League a means for
extending the house and admitting
other peoples into their peaceful way of
life. In later years, other Indian tribes
would accept this offer and take shelter
beneath the Tree of the Great Long

Leaves. The Five Nations prospered as
a result of their unity. Unfortunately,
the surrounding nations did not also
benefit from the Great Peace. The Iro-
quois felt no security on their borders
when neighboring nations rejected the
confederacy or thwarted their interests.
Even after the formation of the League,
intermittent raids on the fringes of its
borders continued. In later years, these
conflicts often became furious beyond
belief as the League sought to extend
its peace by means of warfare. 4




Joseph Brant, painted by Gilbert Stuart in 1786. The Mohawk leader
whose Indian name was Thayendanegea fought against the
Americans in the Revolutionary War.
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During their brief interlude of peace
with the Iroquois, the French mission-
aries had been remarkably successful in
making converts. In 1667 and 1668, a
small group of Oneidas established
themselves along the St. Lawrence
River, near the French settlement of
Montreal. These Oneidas became the
nucleus of a rapidly growing village of
Catholic Iroquois. Onondagas, Hurons,
and especially Mohawks swelled the
population of the village, which took
the name Caughnawaga (At the Rap-
ids).

The Caughnawagas became firm al-
lies of the French, even joining with
them in military expeditions against the
Iroquois in their old homeland south of
Lake Ontario. Throughout the century
of conflict between the French and En-
glish for predominance in North Amer-
ica, the Caughnawagas continued to
support the French.

The Iroquois attacks on the tribes of
the western Great Lakes region in the
late 17th century gradually merged with
the European wars between the French
and the English that had spilled over to
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the North American continent. The
French intervention against the Iro-
quois in support of their own Indian
allies would prove to be a serious ob-
stacle to Iroquois ambitions.

The Iroquois did gain, at least in the
short run, from their alliance with the
English. When Edmund Andros be-
came governor of the colony of New
York in 1674, he proceeded immedi-
ately to renew and strengthen English
alliances with all the Algonquian and
Iroquois groups within New York's bor-
ders. In the earliest Dutch period, the
Indians and Dutch had used the met-
aphor of “chains” to describe their al-
liances: “We are brothers and are joined
together by chains.” The implication
was that nothing could break this “Cov-
enant Chain” and disrupt the friend-
ship. Governor Andros expanded this
Covenant Chain tradition to attach the
Iroquois more firmly to the English and
to promote the interests of his New
York colony. He forbade other English
colonies to make any treaties with New
York’s Indian tribes unless sponsored
by the New York government. In 1667,
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76 THE IROQUOIS

he permitted delegates from Maryland
and Virginia to come to Albany, New
York, to conduct peace negotiations
with the Five Nations, whose warriors
had recently been attacking the Indian
tribes in those two colonies to the
south. As a result of these negotiations,
the Five Nations took Maryland and
Virginia into the Covenant Chain. This
enhanced the prestige and power of the
colony of New York, securing English
friendship for the Iroquois. It also en-
hanced the power of their confederacy
by enabling them to incorporate other
formerly hostile Indian tribes into the
Extended Lodge.

The Covenant Chain would be ma-
nipulated by both the Five Nations and
the English to increase their advantage
over their opponents. The English now
had the friendship of the most powerful
Indian confederacy on the continent.
The Iroquois, for their part, had made
a valuable military and economic alli-
ance with the aggressive English and
had secured their borders to the east
and south. To the north and west, how-
ever, were the French and their Indian
allies and trading partners. In these re-
gions, the Iroquois could feel no secu-
rity except through warfare and
conquest.

French copies of Iroquois drawings, 17th century. The top two rows show clan symbols. Third
row center: a hunter killed three deer. Bottom left: a French sketch of warriors returning
with scalps and a prisoner. Bottom center: a war council of the bear and beaver clans.
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Beginning in 1680, the Iroquois car-
ried on a devastating series of wars
against these western Indians. The fur
trade had become as important to the
Iroquois as it was to the Europeans, and
they determined to open new areas of
supply. In one campaign after another
they attacked the Illinois and Miami In-
dians of the Ohio and Illinois region,
destroying their villages and killing or
capturing huge numbers from each
tribe. They alternately threatened and
cajoled the Ottawa Indians north of the
Great Lakes, who supplied the French
with two-thirds of their furs. The
French had a string of forts in the Illi-
nois and upper Great Lakes regions.
Seeing their position dangerously
threatened by repeated Iroquois aggres-
sions, they decided to intervene.

In June of 1687, Jacques-René de Bri-
say Denonville, the governor of New
France, led an invading force of more
than 2,000 French and Indians against
the Senecas, destroying their villages,
their standing crops, and their stored
grain. The next year, the Cayugas,
Onondagas, and Oneidas traveled to
Montreal to negotiate a treaty with De-
nonville. The peace would not last long.
Less than two years later, King Wil-
liam’s War (1689-97) broke out between
France and England. The Iroquois
seized the opportunity and once more
went on the offensive against the
French, attacking the settlement of
Lachine, not far from Montreal.

The French continually retaliated
against the English and their Iroquois
allies during the course of the war. In
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An illustration from an 18th-century French
book recounting a “‘dialogue between baron
de Lahontan and an American savage.”” The
word "‘sauvage” referred to a person who
lived intimately with nature. This was later
considered an ideal state for humanity.

February 1690, the new governor of
New France, Louis de Buade de Fron-
tenac, with a force of 210 French troops
and Caughnawaga Indian allies, at-
tacked and destroyed the English vil-
lage of Schenectady northwest of
Albany. Three years later, in 1693,




el e i i
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Frontenac surprised and destroyed the
three Mohawk villages and took 300
captives. InJuly 1696, with 2,200 French
and Indian troops, he successfully at-
tacked the Oneidas and again the
Onondagas.

In the western Great Lakes region,
the Ojibwas led a coalition of Ottawas
and Potawatomis known as the Council
of the Three Fires. The warriors of the
Three Fires hammered the Iroquois re-
lentlessly and in three fierce battles in
1696 drove them out of the Ontario pen-
insula and claimed it as their own.

The Iroquois suffered an enormous
number of casualties in these western
wars. Instead of achieving their pur-
pose, they who had once been the in-
vincible conquerors of a vast territory
were now themselves defeated. In the
last decade of the 17th century alone
they had lost at least 1,600 and perhaps
as many as 2,000 of their own people.
They had seen their homeland invaded
and destroyed again and again by the
French and their Indian allies. Now
their western landholdings were being
destroyed as well.

The Iroquois decided that the time
had come for a new strategy. In early
1700, they sent out peace feelers to Gov-
ernor Louis-Hector de Calliéere of New
France. The governor responded favor-
ably but insisted that the Indian allies
of the French also be included in the
peace. Both sides promised to return
their prisoners and the Iroquois further
requested the resumption of trade with
the French and access to their smiths,
who could repair their guns and tools.

They reminded the governor that they
were making peace with him despite
English disapproval and so asked for
his protection should the English try to
punish them. Governor Calliere gladly
agreed to all of the Iroquois requests.
Both sides set August 1701 as the date
for a great gathering at Montreal when
the final treaty would be approved by
all the warring parties.

The chief author of this new peace
policy was the Onondaga statesman Te-
ganissorens, pronounced by the En-
glish as Decanesora. He was the
greatest orator of his day. One New
Yorker who was acquainted with him
likened him to the great Roman states-
man Cicero. A man of abundant wis-
dom and ability and a true patriot,
Teganissorens realized that the Iro-
quois’ best interests lay in maintaining
neutrality between the French and the
English, not letting either European na-
tion gain a predominance of power. The
most important task for the Iroquois
was now to preserve their own territory
and their independence.

The new peace policy brought social
and economic benefits to the Iroquois.
Freed from danger from the north and
west, they could now hunt and even
settle in the Ohio region without fear
of attack. They had granted the western
Great Lakes Indians the right to travel
through their territory to trade with
them and with the English. The Iro-
quois profited greatly from this com-
merce, because they received additional
furs from these western Indians in ex-
change for the goods and food they
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supplied to the journeyers. The Iro-
quois could also trade with the French
at Fort Frontenac on the northeastern
shore of Lake Ontario, as well as at the
new small trading post opened by the
French at Irondequoit on the south
shore of Lake Ontario.

When the French established a trad-
ing post at Niagara and a few years later
strengthened it by building a large
stone fort, the Iroquois became alarmed
at such a formidable military presence
in their territory. They therefore per-
mitted the British to build a fort at the







