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This is the first of three loosely related books. Unfolding in three different centuries and telling the stories of people with no direct connection to each other, they are linked only by a set of shared concerns. Broadly speaking, those concerns are with the creation of a modern mythology. I want to explore some of the circumstances that gave rise to America’s myth of itself, and the part played by one particular culture – that of Ireland – in its creation.


At the start of the twenty-first century, the big issue for people around the world is the process of globalisation. In cultural terms, globalisation is really a fancy name for Americanisation. When the marketing arms of great corporations dream of a world in which the same products and the same advertisements can carry the same freight of meaning and emotion across the globe, what they imagine is a universal America. Much of the power that America enjoys is based on the hard facts of economic and military might. But much of it, too, derives from the potency of the American epic: the conquest of a New World; the triumph of ‘civilisation’ over ‘savagery’; the vestigial glamour of the defeated indigenous peoples; the invention of the ‘white race’; the allure of heroic, individualist violence.


There are obvious ways to deal with the overwhelming force of these myths. One is to go with the flow, to accept that these American stories have simply replaced the older narratives that used to underlie other cultures. The other is to retreat into a defensive redoubt of atavism and nostalgia, or, in the extreme, to construct a counter-myth from the materials of an anti-modernist and anti-American backlash. Neither of these options seems to me a good one.


There is a third possibility, though: to remember that the American myth was created by people from a wide variety of other cultures. The vivid rainbow that now spans the globe is made up of colours borrowed from many different palettes. Almost every culture on earth can unweave the rainbow in its own way. The stories that formed the basis for American mythology can be retold from any number of perspectives and, in a sense, be reclaimed by many other countries. The most powerful retellings come from the points of view of Native Americans and of African Americans; but most Asian and European cultures – Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, Indian, Jewish, Polish, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Scandinavian, French, Dutch, Scottish, Welsh, English, German – can follow their own threads, too, and, in the process, help to unravel the myths.


I make no special claims for an Irish perspective, though it does have some advantages. The Irish involvement in the shaping of modern America goes back almost to the beginning of the story, making it possible to take a long view. And that involvement has often had to do with mediating between other cultures. The ambivalence of the Irish situation as colonised people who became colonisers, as ‘savages’ who came to see themselves as civilisers, and as white people who often appeared to official Anglo-American eyes as virtual blacks, has tended to place the Irish at some interesting crossroads. Remembering how some of them behaved at these intersections may help to unravel, not just some American myths, but some Irish ones too.
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Tears, Throat, Heart
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One thing leads to another. Causes have their effects. But the wind blowing on one continent may ultimately be caused by a tiny shift in the air over another. The fall and rise of the wave may be influenced by the unperceived motion of a fish. Events may be connected by broken threads whose traces form strange, irrational patterns. Otherwise, the lives of an old Irishman and a young American Indian woman could not intersect in a way that would be, to both of them, inexplicable.


In January 1763 an obscure old Catholic man died on a quiet farm twenty miles west of Dublin and was buried amid the sonorous cadences of Latin prayers, the opulent aroma of incense and a haze of smoke from guttering candles wafting around his coffin. Christopher Johnson had lived for seventy-nine years in the lush pastures of County Meath, most of them as a tenant of his wife’s family.1 His public insignificance was not entirely a matter of choice. Throughout his adult life, people like him – idolaters and potential traitors who looked kindly on the claims of exiled pretenders to the throne of Britain and Ireland – were barred by law from public life, the professions and the armed forces. If he had ever aspired to glory, he had soon learned that such foolish dreams were incompatible with his place in history.


When he was still a child, his class of people – the respectable, well-to-do native Catholics of Ireland – had imagined for a while that their hour had come again, that the accession to the throne of Great Britain and Ireland of their co-religionist King James II heralded their resurrection. In what had seemed an almost miraculous deliverance, a Catholic king had been crowned and their hopes of being saved from oppression had been made flesh. They thought they would rise again and reclaim the lands and status that had been taken from them by the Protestant British colonists who had come to power in Ireland over the course of the seventeenth century. And then James had been deposed in a British coup and replaced by his impeccably Protestant daughter Mary and her husband William of Orange. For the last time, two men who had been crowned King of Britain fought a civil war for the throne, and this time Ireland was the battlefield.


As a little boy, Christopher Johnson had watched his older kinsmen ride out in all their pride and hope to fight in grand battles for King James, one of them on the River Boyne near his home. He had watched them ride back again in tatters from bloody disasters or from captivity, and the Jacobite cause gradually subside into a broken dream. He had learned how to live with the slow death of a defeated culture, how to keep his head down, how to hold his tongue, how to move amid undercurrents, how to survive. That he died at such a late age, and in such comfortable obscurity, was a testament to his mastery of those lessons.


Christopher Johnson’s death was of no concern to anyone in Ireland beyond his family and his neighbours; but 2,000 miles away, across the vast Atlantic and through the dense forests of upstate New York, the word spread and was heard with great solemnity. It eventually reached Oneida Lake, about twenty miles north of present-day Syracuse, and the Tuscarora village at Oquaga, which was off the usual track along which messages travelled through the territories of the Iroquois nations.


In early June 1763, after a journey eastwards of about 100 miles, six young warriors from the village arrived at the grand new house of Christopher Johnson’s son William about halfway between Albany and Utica, in the present-day city of Johnstown. They were gauche and nervous, hoping that they could remember the proper ceremony that would convey their condolences on the death of Christopher Johnson. Having fortified themselves with a dram of rum and a pipe of tobacco, they formally addressed William Johnson and asked for his forgiveness, ‘as we are but Youngsters’, for ‘any mistakes which for want of knowledge we may make’.2


They spoke the Three Bare Words which banished the pall of grief from the son’s body: ‘Tears, throat, heart.’ In their foundation myth, these were the words first spoken by the legendary Mohawk chief Ayonhwathah (Hiawatha) when he was stricken with grief at the death of his three daughters. The waters of a lake had then magically risen up, revealing the sacred shell beads that the Indians would call ‘wampum’. The prophet Deganawidah had taken the shells, strung them together and performed a ritual to clear Ayonhwathah’s mind of grief.3


These stories and rituals recapitulated the process by which five Iroquoian-speaking nations – the Mohawks, the Oneidas, the Onondagas, the Cayugas and the Senecas – came together in the Great League of Peace. (In late 1722 or early 1723, the Five Nations became the Six Nations when the Tuscaroras of North Carolina, who had fled northward into New York under intolerable pressure from European settlement were formally adopted into the league.) The confederacy was founded some time between 1450 and 1500, when, according to the myth, Deganawidah (‘the Peacemaker’, in colloquial usage), disturbed by the internecine wars between the nations, set out to preach peace. He converted Ayonhwathah from cannibalism, and then together with him confronted the wicked Onondaga wizard Thadodaho and transformed him into a humane chief whose people would be the ‘fire-keepers’ of the new order. Having created rituals of condolence and gift-giving through which the dead could be appeased symbolically rather than through blood-feuds, Deganawidah instructed the Five Nations to form a grand council under the Tree of Great Peace at Onondaga, which thus became the symbolic centre of Iroquois life.


The confederacy itself was likened in the orally transmitted Great Law of Peace to a longhouse, the typical common dwelling house of the Iroquois peoples. The Mohawks guarded the eastern door, the Senecas the western, and the Onondagas the fireplace in the middle, with the Oneidas and Cayugas securely housed under the roof. The confederacy was also imagined as a tree, the Great White Pine, whose branches sheltered the Five Nations and whose roots spread out to all peoples, regardless of their origins.


The Tuscarora boys, struggling to remember the right formula, now re-enacted for Christopher Johnson’s son the same rites of condolence that Deganawidah had taught to Ayonhwathah. They wiped a string of sacred wampum beads over his face to brush the tears from his eyes so that he might look cheerfully and with friendship on his brother Indians again. They placed another string of wampum on his throat to clear the obstructions which might otherwise prevent him from speaking freely and in the tones of a brother. A third string stripped Christopher Johnson’s death bed and wiped the blood from the dead man’s eyes so that his spirit would rest and cause them no harm. With a white belt, they covered his grave so that he would bring his son no more grief. With another they collected all the bones of William’s dead relatives and buried them deep in the earth so that they would be out of his sight for ever. ‘As you now sit in darkness,’ they said, ‘we remove all the heavy clouds which surround you that you may again behold the light and sunshine.’ Then they poured the clearest water into his body to cleanse his breast and remove the disturbance from his mind.4


These anxious youngsters from the west were followed in late July by twenty of their chiefs, or sachems, who repeated the ritual. They were the last in a line of Indians that had come to Johnson’s house through that summer of 1763 to perform the rites of condolence for his father. On 12 May two chief warriors of the Onondaga nation from near what is now Syracuse, two of the Cayugas, from the area roughly north and south of what is now Auburn, and two of the Mohawks, who lived near him in the area drained by the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers, came to Johnson’s house. Representing the entire Six Nations of the Iroquois confederacy, they had wiped his tears, cleared his throat and heart, covered his father’s grave and buried the bones of his ancestors. A week later, a larger body of Iroquois, including several representatives of the largest and most westerly nation, the Senecas, from the region east of Lake Erie and south of Lake Ontario, had repeated the ceremony.


The repercussions of Christopher Johnson’s death continued to resonate in the forests, swamps and hills of north-eastern America into the spring of the following year. In early March 1764, a party of Iroquois and allied warriors surprised a group of forty-one Delaware Indians on the Northern branch of the Susquehanna River, far to the south-west of Johnson’s home.5 Among the captives they took was a young Delaware woman. They brought her north to the Mohawk valley and gave her to William Johnson as a replacement for his dead father.


They did this to lay Christopher Johnson to rest once and for all by filling the hole in the fabric of tribal and family life that had been left by his demise. It was an old custom. As the Jesuit missionaries who were among the first Europeans to penetrate Iroquois society had written in 1647: ‘These Barbarians are accustomed to give prisoners, whom they do not choose to put to death, to the families who have lost their relatives in war. These prisoners take the place of the deceased, and are incorporated into that family, which alone has the right to kill them or let them live.’6 But, however venerable the custom, it would have been hard to explain to that young Delaware woman why she was now the spiritual substitute for an old Irish farmer who had died so far away and with such little fuss.


William Johnson, on the other hand, understood these rituals very well. He knew how to greet the Indians who came to condole his loss and how to respond to their performances. He was well aware of what an important compliment had been paid to him in the presentation to him of the young Delaware woman. He had acted out these rituals himself.


Eight years earlier, Johnson had led one of the most elaborate condolence ceremonies of the period. It was a time of death, when the British and French empires and their respective Indian allies were struggling for control of the porous frontiers between New York and Quebec and ultimately of the entire continent of North America. The leading Onondaga sachem, Kakhswenthioni, known to the British as ‘Red Head’, had died. William Johnson journeyed to the neighbouring nation of Oneida to join the side of the Clear-minded, those whose place it was to commiserate with the Mourners. In this case, tradition demanded that two of the confederated nations, the Oneidas and Cayugas, would play the part of the Clear-minded, while the Mohawks, Senecas and Onondagas would be the Mourners. At Oneida he and the sachems prepared their wampum belts and their speeches and reminded themselves of their parts.


Five miles from Onondaga, they were joined by the Cayugas. In accordance with custom, they stopped for two hours to settle the formalities. Then William Johnson led them along the road again, singing out the song that recalled the ancestors who had founded the Iroquois confederacy and laid down the Great Law that governed it:








Ha-i ha-i-i ha-i ha-i ha-i ha-i ha-i ha-i ha-i ha-i-i


Ke ya da we des Ke na wero ne’I …







[Now then hear us


You who established it


The Great Law


tears, throat, heart





It has grown old


It is overgrown with brush


Hail, grandfather.]











When they came within sight of the Onondaga village, the Mourners came out and sat in a semi-circle ‘in profound silence’ at the edge of the woods.7 Johnson and the Clear-minded stopped their song, and the Mourners sang theirs:








Oneh weni serah deh


Waga dyene goh wa


desa mena wera de


nege deyo ho do







[Now today


I noticed your voice


Coming this way


Over the forest.]











For the next hour, the two sides exchanged the Three Bare Words, wiping each other’s tears and clearing each other’s throats and hearts. At the end of this ceremony, the Onondaga sachem Rozinoghyata and the other headmen stood and took Johnson by the hand to lead him into the village. As they followed, the Clear-minded again took up the song of the Great Law. Their hosts greeted them as they entered the village with a fusillade and they returned the salute by themselves firing into the air. They were conducted to a ‘green bower’ erected for the council beside Red Head’s house. Johnson, as the head of the Clear-minded, waited outside while the others took up their places opposite each other on either side of the council fire. Then he was formally invited to enter the bower and greeted again with the Three Bare Words. This completed the day’s ceremonies.


The next day, the Mohawk sachem Abraham acted as Johnson’s spokesman, presenting in turn five belts of wampum to cover Red Head’s grave, to comfort the Mourners, to admonish the survivors to stick to their old alliances, to dispel clouds and restore the sun, and, since it was now night, to restore the moon and stars. These words were reinforced with fourteen more strings or belts of wampum. The ceremony culminated in the presentation of an enemy scalp as a spiritual replacement for the dead man, and a glass of rum to wash down grief.


These fifteen concluding gestures – the presentation of the fourteen strings or belts of wampum and the scalp – symbolised the fifteen stages of the full speech of condolence. To wipe away tears. To unplug the ears. To unblock the throat. To restore the disturbed organs of the body. To wipe the blood from the mat. To dispel the darkness and bring the light. To make the sky beautiful. To bring the sun back into the sky. To level the earth over the grave. To bind the bones together. To gather the scattered firebrands and rekindle the fire. To raise up the minds of women and warriors. To dispel the insanity of grief. To put back in its place the torch that had been carried through the longhouse to announce the death. To restore the chief by raising him up again in the form of another man.8


On the following day, the Mourners performed the ritual replies and Johnson then led the Clear-minded away the prescribed distance of five miles. Over the next week, various diplomatic negotiations were concluded, but the condolence ceremonies did not culminate until ten days after they had begun. The scalp had replaced Red Head as a man, but he still had to be replaced as a chief in the ranks of Onondaga sachems. To do so, Johnson hung a medal around the neck of the unnamed Onondaga speaker who had carried their part of the ceremony, symbolising his elevation as a new sachem and marking the end of mourning for Red Head, who now formally joined the ancestors.


Even when he had left Onondaga, Johnson’s journey home retained its ritual significance. He called at a village of the Tuscarora nation, and presented the scalps of two Frenchmen to a warrior, who grabbed them and carried them round the longhouses, singing the war song.9 That same evening, the Oneida sachems came out to meet Johnson to tell him that their chief had just lost his nephew. The condolence ceremony for the edge of the woods had to be performed again, and the appropriate songs exchanged. He then entered the Oneida village in the same way as before and took part in the same ceremonies to wipe away grief.


It was these ritual journeys and solemn performances that the Indians who came from near and far to mourn the death of Christopher Johnson in 1763 were reciprocating. In doing so, they were acknowledging that William Johnson had become a master of the living, the dead, and the dangerous borderlands that divided them.


In the world of the Iroquois, grief was a terrible force that must be appeased. The dead wished to take the living with them, to keep them in the grip of pain and loss so that their derangement would threaten the order that was necessary for survival. Grief created paralysis, an inability to function. The bereaved covered their faces and clothes with ashes. They lay in the dark, unable to prepare food or hunt or tend children or go to war. Their senses became weak and their inner organs were poisoned and polluted. The rituals were necessary ‘to dispel the insanity of grief’. Without them, in a culture that had known so much grief, it would be impossible to survive. Death would have its way.


William Johnson knew about grief and about the need to let it go. He owed his ability to understand and perform the Iroquois rituals of death to the fact that they were not entirely alien to the world of his youth. He, like the Iroquois, had grown up in a culture that felt itself in danger of extinction, and that responded with a system of ritual in which each individual death had to be treated as a moment of immense danger for the entire society. Just as the mourning half of an Iroquois village chanted death songs, the Irish Catholic culture of Johnson’s childhood had a formal system of elaborate lamentation. The Iroquois had the all-female institution of O’gi’weoa’no’ – the Chanters of the Dead – whose job it was to sing the songs that would release the earth-bound spirits of those who had died and allow them to depart from this world.10 The Irish had the similar all-female institution of keening.


As late as the beginning of the twentieth century, the nearest large town to William Johnson’s home, Navan in County Meath, still had professional keeners – women who performed a display of woeful desolation on behalf of the bereaved community:




The lamentation was weird and frightful. The keeners (all women) went ahead of the funeral – that is before the corpse which in those days was carried all the way. When the cortège came in sight of the churchyard the lament began, first in a low murmuring chant and then rising to a mournful piercing wail. On entering the churchyard, it rose to the highest pitch of wailing – the writhing bodies and waving arms of the keeners keeping time with the lament. Usually when the funeral rites were over, the keeners and the relatives of the departed were in a state of collapse and had to be revived with drinks of water or mouthfuls of whiskey.11





Coming from such a culture, William Johnson had been able to understand the Indian death ceremonies well enough to know that when they came to lift his grief at the death of his father in Ireland, the Iroquois leaders and warriors were acknowledging their fear that he would succumb to the terrible paralysis of sorrow. He had performed the ceremonies so well himself that it made sense to think that he would need them. Yet in that very assumption there was an acknowledgement too that this was a man with an extraordinary capacity to adapt and survive. They needed him to throw off the burden of grief because, in the way he had escaped the death of his own world, he had become necessary to their own survival.
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Spectres and Apparitions
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On the evening of 24 April 1710, at the Queen’s Theatre in Haymarket, London, the Irish actor Richard Wilks appeared as Macbeth. The audience did not come, however, to see Wilks as the Scottish regicide. The advertisement in the Daily Courant had announced that this particular staging of Shakespeare’s tragedy would be ‘for the Entertainment of the Four INDIAN KINGS lately arrived’. Four sachems of the Mohawk people, one of the Iroquois nations whose favour was being courted by the British empire, had met five days earlier with Queen Anne in Buckingham Palace. Then, from their base at the Two Crowns and Cushions, an upholsterer’s shop in King Street, they had journeyed out to see the exotic natives.


The four men were not in fact kings, for the Mohawks had no time for such a strange anachronism as monarchy. They were leading men – speakers, counsellors, rhetoricians, diplomats. Sa Ga Yean Qua Prah Ton, known to the English and Dutch as Brant, and Oh Nee Yeath Ton No Prow, whom they called John, were both members of the Wolf clan and signed themselves with a representation of that animal. Elow Oh Kaom, christened Nicholas, was a Mohican who had been adopted into the Mohawks, but was regarded by the English as ‘King of the River Nation’ – the remnants of the Algonquians of the Hudson River basin.


Yet the youngest of the four was also clearly the most influential. Tee Yee Neen Ha Ga Row, whom the English imagined as ‘the Emperour of the Six Nations’, was no older than thirty. He was also known as Tiyanoga, and by the name the Dutch had given him – Hendrick Peters, or simply Hendrick. It was he who had delivered the Mohawks’ speech to Queen Anne, reminding her that the alliance which her government sought for a war against France had to serve the interests of the Mohawks by securing their ‘Free hunting’ and ‘Great Trade with our Great Queen’s Children’.


The English visit of these four Mohawks had been conceived from the start as a publicity stunt. Peter Schuyler, the Mayor of Albany, a frontier trading town 150 miles north of New York City on the Hudson River, was a successful merchant and one of the few diplomats then trusted by the Mohawks. He was concerned that the affairs of New York and the competition with the French for influence with the Iroquois had a low priority in overall imperial policy-making. He conceived the idea of an Indian delegation to London, chose its members and stage-managed its public and private appearances.1 The delegation was in fact much less authoritative than Schuyler pretended: only the Mohawks and the River Indians were represented, and only Hendrick had any real internal standing. Even then, the name he assumed for the trip – Teyohninhohakara:wehn, which the English heard as Tee-Yih-Neen-Ho-Ga-Row – was a pretence. It was the hereditary title of one of the chiefs of the Iroquois league, and was reserved for a sachem of the Seneca nation.2 It was, in Indian terms, just as much of an assumed identity, as ‘Emperour of the Six Nations’.


After their formal encounter with the Queen, Hendrick and his companions embarked on a grand tour. They dined with the Duke of Ormond at his estate near Richmond. They sailed on the royal barge up to the Royal Observatory in Greenwich. They reviewed the Life Guards in Hyde Park. They went to see the dockyards at Woolwich, and St Paul’s cathedral. On one of their perambulations, one of the sachems allowed a poor woman to kiss his hand and gave her half a guinea to buy blankets.


And everywhere they went they were sights as well as sightseers. That night, at the performance of Macbeth at the Haymarket, after three of them took their seats in the front box, the audience expressed its anger. They had paid their money, not to see the play, but to see the Indian Kings. Now, only their backs were in view. Chants of ‘The kings we will have!’ drowned out the performance. Eventually Wilks asked the Mohawks to sit on the stage, and they graciously complied.


The audience could now see their majestic figures, clad in black waistcoats and breeches, scarlet blankets and yellow moccasins, ‘well-formed, being of a stature neither too high nor too low, but all within an inch or two of six Foot. Their habits are robust, and their Limbs muscular and well-shap’d; they are of brown Complexions, their Hair black and long, their visages … very awful and majestick, and their features regular enough, though something of the austere and sullen.’3


The desire of audiences to see Hendrick and his fellow sachems was such that almost every showman in London began to advertise his performances as ‘for the entertainment of the Four Indian Kings’. On a handbill advertising a puppet show at Punch’s Theatre under this rubric, there is a rough portrait of them, with Hendrick described as ‘The Emperor Tee Yee Neen Ho Ga Row’, which suggests one aspect of their appeal. With their long cloaks, crowns and dark faces, they are made to look somewhat like the familiar images of the Three Kings of Orient who visit the infant Christ in the Christmas story. Their awful majesty is thus rendered benign and warm, unthreatening.


Hendrick could also be regarded virtually as a European of an older, more courtly, time. A portrait of him which Queen Anne commissioned from John Verelst, shows him as something close to a medieval European gentleman in scarlet cloak and buckled shoes, brandishing nothing more warlike than a belt of wampum. His tomahawk lies quietly at his feet like a sleeping dog that will not bark at his British friends. Widely distributed in prints throughout England and the colonies, this is the most benevolent, and least menacing, image of the Noble Savage.


Hendrick created such an impression, indeed, that his imaginary voice could be used to mock English society. A year after his departure, the great essayist Joseph Addison, in The Spectator, claimed that he had obtained a ‘little bundle of papers’ Hendrick had accidentally left behind at the Two Crowns and Cushions. In these papers, which were serialised in The Spectator, ‘Hendrick’ comments on the supposed civility of England. ‘Reasons’, he notes, ‘… make us think that the natives of this country had formerly among them some sort of worship; for they set apart every seventh day as sacred; but upon my going into one of these Holy houses on that day, I could not observe any circumstance of devotion in their behaviour … They were most of them bowing and curtsying to one another, and a considerable number of them fast asleep.’


Hendrick is disgusted to see ‘young lusty rawboned fellows carried up and down the streets in little covered rooms’. He finds English dress ‘likewise very barbarous, for they almost strangle themselves about the neck’ and instead of sporting ‘Beautiful feathers’ on their heads they buy ‘a monstrous bush of hair … with which they walk up and down the streets, and are as proud of it as if it were their own growth’. As for the visit to Macbeth, it was a grave disappointment. When he and his fellow kings were invited to a public entertainment, he had hoped to see the great men chasing a stag or performing other feats that would reveal the true abilities of the natives. Instead, ‘They conveyed us into a huge room lighted up with abundance of candles, where this lazy people sat still above three hours to see several feats of ingenuity performed by others, who it seems were paid for it.’


Addison used Hendrick’s imaginary reflections on England to make a plea for tolerance. By showing that English normality might look strange and foolish to someone unaccustomed to its conventions, he suggested that the apparently universal truths of Christian civilisation were not absolute: ‘We are all guilty of this narrow way of thinking, which we meet with in this abstract of the Indian journal, when we fancy the customs, dresses, and manners of other countries are ridiculous and extravagant, if they do not resemble those of our own.’4 Gentle and playful as it was, Addison’s essay had important implications for British colonial policy in North America. It hinted at an alliance with the Mohawks based, not on their assimilation to a superior civilisation, but on a mediation between different, equally valid, cultures.


Within a year, however, there was a sudden strange shift in the English meaning of the term ‘Mohock’ (Mohawk), as if somehow its benign associations could not easily inhabit the prevailing mindset in which ‘Mohock’ was more comfortably affiliated with savagery and paganism. A gang calling itself the Mohocks became the terror of London, and wild stories of its alleged depravities spread through fashionable society. Lady Wentworth, for example, wrote in March 1712: ‘I am very much frighted with the fyer, but much more with a gang of Devils that call themselves Mohocks; they put an old woman into a hogshead, and rooled her down a hill, they cut soms nosis, others hands and several barbarass tricks, without any provocation.’5 Jonathan Swift complained of ‘this race of rakes’ that ‘Play the devil about this town every night’ and John Gay wrote about their attacks on innocent gentlefolk.


The significance of this terrible gang is that it did not exist. It was simply the shape assumed by a nameless anxiety. The Spectator noted in April 1712 that this alarm was similar in character to earlier fears that Irish Catholics were plotting to murder the denizens of Protestant England in their beds:




The Terror which spread itself over the whole Nation some Years since on account of the Irish, is still fresh in most People’s Memories, tho’ it afterwards appeared there was not the least ground for that general Consternation. The late Pannick Fear was, in the Opinion of many deep and penetrating Persons, of the same Nature. These will have it, that the Mohocks are like those Spectres and Apparitions which frighten several Towns and Villages in Her Majesty’s Dominions, tho’ they were never seen by any of the Inhabitants. Others are apt to think that these Mohocks are a kind of Bull-Beggars, first invented by prudent married Men, and Masters of families, in order to deter their Wives and Daughters from taking the Air at unseasonable Hours; and that they will tell them the Mohocks will catch them, it is a caution of the same Nature with that of our Fore-fathers, when they bid their Children have a care of Raw-Head and Bloody-bones.6





The Spectator went on, though, to publish another purported letter from Hendrick, in which he both condemned ‘several Outrages committed on the Legs, Arms, Noses and other parts of the good People of England by such as have stiled themselves our Subjects’ and claimed that the attacks were merely meant to punish ‘Persons of loose and dissolute Lives’. Hendrick thus instructs his supposed followers that they should come out only at night and attack those who are in need of Mohawk-style correction in order to be reformed. He also warns husbands, fathers and ‘Masters of Families’ to ‘repair themselves to their respective Habitations at early and seasonal Hours’; but also to ‘keep their Wives and Daughters, Sons, Servants and Apprentices, from appearing in the Streets at those Times and Seasons which may expose them to Military Discipline, as it is practised by [my] good Subjects the Mohocks’.


In this way, Hendrick and his nation came to inspire at the heart of the empire feelings of wonder, admiration, excitement, dread, panic. They were noble and majestic, austere and sceptical – a moral rebuke to English dissolution. They were also savage creatures of the night, lurking in the dark with designs of irrational and unprovoked violence, bogeymen with which to frighten children and wives into good behaviour.


The real Hendrick probably knew nothing of what was being written in his name, but he did understand the complex, ambivalent and continually shifting nature of English attitudes to his people. He was a sophisticated man, an experienced go-between. Hendrick had been an active Iroquois diplomat since the late 1690s, when he was still in his late teens, and by the 1740s he was the most widely recognised Indian leader in the northern colonies. In the portrait made of him when he again visited London in 1740, he wears English court dress: a blue dress coat trimmed in lace, a ruffled shirt with florid cuffs, a cocked hat and a cravat. He also holds a tomahawk in one hand and a string of wampum in the other, so that his image combines English gentility with exotic barbarity.


His family was at least partly Christian. His brother Abraham was said in 1749 to ‘have read Prayers for several Years past to the Indians in their several Castles’. His nephew Petrus Paulus ‘has made it his Study to teach the Mohawk Children to read’.7 Whereas other Iroquois sachems signed deeds and treaties with their clan marks, he used a stylised version of his initials: HP.8 This cultural ambiguity was important to his diplomatic career. For the Mohawks, Hendrick’s adoption of some English clothes established his status as a mediator between themselves and the colonisers. For the English, his retention of an Iroquois identity gave him the representative status that they needed in a diplomat.9


Successful go-betweens, however, need partners. They need to deal with people like themselves, people who are useful to their own side precisely because they have become a little like the other. Hendrick needed, from the British Empire, someone who would imagine him and his fellow-Indians, not as savage bogey-men, but merely as human beings with different notions. As an Indian who had become partly European, he required a European who could become partly Indian. He needed a counterpart who could match his own ability to be at home simultaneously in different cultures. In confident, expansionist, triumphal England it was hard to find such people. In Ireland, on the other hand, they were thick on the ground.
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Charles Reilly’s old school friend William Fitzsymons from the Irish village of the Athboy, in County Meath, Ireland, was married to William Johnson’s sister Ellis. Charles Reilly’s brother had been best man at Johnson’s brother’s wedding. He had heard the Johnsons boast of how well their son William was doing in the wilds of America, how the local boy had become a rich trader, a colonel in the New York militia and an intimate acquaintance of powerful men like the governor, Charles Clinton, and the colonial politician and administrator Cadwallader Colden.


So when Charles Reilly himself took the boat to America to work as a schoolmaster in the New York town of Goshen, he hoped to avail himself of the old ties of ethnic and local solidarity. By August 1749 his teaching contract was due to expire in two months and he had no immediate offers of more work. He had some indication through a third party that Johnson remembered him and might be willing to help. So he thought very carefully about the letter he sent in to ‘Collonel William Johnston at his house at ye Mohawk Castle’, on the ragged and contested borderlands between two Empires, the British and French, who disputed control of North America with sporadic but ferocious violence.


He needed to be at once ingratiating and impressive, intimate but respectful. He had to distinguish himself from the normal run of needy flatterers, the swarm of supplicants whose steady hum was the background music of societies that worked on patronage. He was trying to exert what the Irish called ‘pull’, to conjure up the spirit of mutual obligation through which a community under pressure reinforced and sustained itself. He needed to bring into play certain common but unspoken assumptions that would, in this strange world of exile, quietly remind the powerful man that he and the humble schoolmaster, for all their differences of station and fortune, belonged together.


So Charles Reilly dipped his pen in the inkwell and began to write:




Domine,


Adducar ut credam te interesse doctos, hac causa hoc more Scribo, nuncio tuo misso Carolo Clinto Armigero decorabar, Responsoque, notum facio atque tibi affirmo ut gratia amicitiae egregiae subsistitur inter nostros Parentes, atque respectus teneo ulli ducenti originem a Patre tuo Domino Christophero Johnston habitante propre Dunshaughlin, ut mangopere guaderem si capax essem benefacere aut utilem esse tibi qua in re.




 





[Sir,


Being led to believe that men of learning interest you, I write to you in this manner, having been honoured by your message sent to Charles Clinton Esquire; and in response I inform and assure you that the pleasure of a rare friendship exists between our parents, and I respect anyone who is descended from your father Mister Christopher Johnston from near Dunshaughlin, and that I should greatly rejoice if I had the capacity to serve you or to be useful to you in any way.]





His decision to write in Latin was in part a compliment to both himself and William Johnson. In the eighteenth century, classical allusions and quotations were a code that bound educated gentlemen together and excluded the vulgar masses. Reilly was indicating that he knew Johnson was a gentleman, while also implicitly claiming the same status for himself. But in the context of a compliment to Johnson’s family origins, it also indicated something else. As the language of the Mass and the priesthood, Latin had deep importance to the Irish adherents of an outlawed church.


After the defeat of the Jacobites, the Catholics of Ireland had been made subject to a series of penal laws, banishing their bishops and regular clergy, severely restricting their rights to own or lease land, excluding them from parliament and the professions, depriving them of the right to vote. By 1703 Catholics, a substantial majority of the Irish population, owned just 14 per cent of the land; by the early 1750s, this would fall yet further to just five per cent.1 Yet Catholic allegiance remained strong. As part of the resistance to the new order, Latin was kept alive by informal teachers. It expressed, not just a continuing link to the faith and learning of the past, but a high-flown pride, a defiance of the new social hierarchies in which dispossessed Catholics had lost their status.


Reilly’s letter to Johnson continued in Latin, explaining his own situation and his accomplishments as a teacher, musician and carriage-maker, and politely wondering if he might visit Johnson. He then added two postscripts. The first, again in Latin, explained his connections to Johnson’s family and sent his regards to four named men ‘omnibusque alteris hibernicus in illo loco’ (‘and all the other Irishmen in that place’). The second, adding information on the mechanics of reaching him with a reply, was in polite and formal English. He signed off with a master-stroke, a finishing touch in which the artfulness of his begging letter was fully revealed: ‘Banaght Lath gu veke, meh, hu’.


Here was a third language, neither Latin nor English, but a private signal whose apparently casual nature in fact drew attention to its profound undertones. The phrase is in Gaelic, the language of a defeated indigenous Ireland: ‘beannacht leat go bhfeice me thu’ – a blessing on you till I see you. Reilly wrote it, though, using a phonetic spelling that was peculiar to a small strand of the Irish population. This way of writing Gaelic, using English orthography to represent its particular sounds, belonged to Protestant missionaries who were trying to convert the Catholic population. It had been invented in the early eighteenth century for a Protestant Gaelic-language catechism, and was then used in the Protestant charter schools established to teach and convert Catholic children.2


With this final stitch in his trilingual tapestry, Reilly was hinting at something that he and William Johnson shared beyond the friendship of their parents and their mutual acquaintances. He understood, and wished Johnson to know that he understood, that they both belonged to the largely silent subculture of the convert. Reilly was a Protestant (otherwise he could not have been a schoolmaster in a colony where Catholicism was repressed by law). So was Johnson. But such a bald statement of identity came nowhere near the complex reality of men who had abandoned a very old allegiance and chosen to accommodate themselves to the demands of a new order. In that little blessing, Reilly was evoking for Johnson a shared memory of another culture and a common experience of the painful and never quite total adoption of a new personality. One man who lived between worlds was calling out to another.


Like all the most high-class performances of its time, Reilly’s letter came with a musical accompaniment, an imaginary soundtrack that underlined its content. In his Latin postscript, he suddenly switched into a dreamy description of the added pleasure he could bring to Johnson’s wilderness home: ‘Thank God, I can practice various arts … with which I amuse myself in solitude … at any time I am fatigued, with playing various musical instruments, now the bagpipes, now the German flute, then the hautboy, then the violin which with other things, when I engage in recreation, I relax my mind.’ To emphasise the importance of this accomplishment, he appended to his letter a note in English: ‘I’ll also if you please bring with me all my musical instruments Fiddle German flute Hautboy & Bagpipes.’3


The repetition of this list of instruments was another statement of his mastery of different cultures. He was conjuring up for Johnson what he imagined would be a congenial range of forms. Johnson’s hours of relaxation, too, could be filled with the sprightly civility and baroque refrains of polite European chamber music. But they could also be punctuated with the dark chant of the Irish uileann pipes, whose warped notes and swirling drones blared out the slow laments honed by repeated defeats and the fast jigs that induced a heady forgetfulness.


Charles Reilly’s letter opens a small window into the mental world in which William Johnson had been formed. It was, of its nature, a murky and secretive place whose inhabitants had every reason not to advertise their inner thoughts; a world of fluidity and compromise, of abandoned loyalties and assumed allegiances, of swallowed pride and subtle strategies; a culture that had faced the truth that it is ruled by forces it cannot master; a world whose deepest currents would have been familiar to the Mohawk sachem Hendrick.




*





William Johnson was born in Smithstown, the name given to a group of fields in the rich pasture-lands of County Meath, about 20 miles north-west of Dublin, around 17154 – just a quarter of a century after the last of Catholic Ireland’s last stands. It is a place where the vibrant green of the fields is broken by damp ditches and thick hedgerows and sheltered by rolling ridges and gentle folds topped by old ash, lime and oak trees. His family’s farm was part of the small estate of Warrenstown,5 whose lush fields and neat copses were drained by a stream, the Skane. It ran into the River Boyne on whose banks, in 1690, William of Orange had defeated the army of King James II in whose ranks his ancestors had fought.


The Johnsons were tied through marriage and a vestigial feudal hierarchy to some of the grand dignitaries of Irish Catholicism. They were tenants of the Warrens, who in turn were tenants of the Plunketts, Earls of Fingal, who held about 20,000 acres in 1727. William Johnson’s maternal grandmother Catherine, before her marriage to Michael Warren, had been the wife of Sir Nicholas Plunkett. She herself was the daughter of Sir Christopher Aylmer, baronet of Balrath, a prominent member of the Catholic gentry, and the granddaughter of Lord Mathew Plunkett, fifth Earl of Louth.6


These men and women belonged to a caste that was known, rather misleadingly, as the ‘Old English’ – a wealthy elite whose origins in Ireland went back, in the case of the Warrens, to the Norman conquest of the twelfth century. Absorbed into the native gentry, they remained staunchly Catholic after the Reformation and tended to resent the newer Protestant English colonists. They saw themselves, and were largely accepted, as the natural leaders of the Catholic Gaelic-speaking majority.


Thus, even though the Warrens had come down in the world, young Johnson knew that through his grandmother – who was still alive during the first decade of his life – he was connected to what had until recently been one of the most powerful Catholic family networks in Ireland. The Plunkett name had a particular resonance: Archbishop Oliver Plunkett, Primate of All Ireland, had been beheaded in London in 1681 for high treason, becoming in the process a venerated martyr and later a saint.


Along with the Tyrrells, another related family7 to whom young Johnson was particularly close, this web of Old English Catholic families in County Meath had been extraordinarily adept at holding on to its lands through the Reformation and the subsequent wars. In 1640, 85 per cent of the land in Meath was held by the Old English, the vast majority of them described as ‘Papists’. Even after the upheavals and expropriations of the 1640s, when Oliver Cromwell’s Puritan army defeated the Royalist and Catholic forces in Ireland, Oliver Plunkett himself had reported to the Vatican in 1675: ‘The Catholics in this diocese [Meath] have more property than all the other dioceses’ in Ireland.8


The Warrens, though, had a narrow escape. Their 320 acres of land had been forfeited in the Cromwellian settlement of the 1650s as belonging to traitors who had taken part in the bloody Catholic rebellion of 1641, a conflict that left deep but selective memories of atrocities against civilians on both sides. Johnson’s great-grandfather Oliver Warren got the land back in 1662 under the restored Stuart monarchy of Charles II. This experience of dispossession and repossession undoubtedly welded the Warrens and their wider family network to the Stuart cause, especially when the succession passed to the Catholic James II. In the civil war which followed the overthrow of James by the Protestant William of Orange, in 1688, the Warrens rallied to the Jacobite cause.


Johnson’s maternal grandfather Michael Warren served as a captain in the King’s Royal Regiment of Infantry in the army of James II. Michael’s brothers James and Peter also served in the Jacobite forces, as did another brother or cousin Oliver Warren. John and Thomas Warren, also listed as ‘of Warrenstowne’ and presumably cousins, were outlawed as Jacobite traitors. Cousins of the Warrens, the Aylmers of Balrath, who served in James’s forces, were placed in the same category.


On his father’s side, William Johnson’s ancestors had lived through a similar history of dispossession, repossession, and Jacobitism. The Johnsons had their own notions of a grand past, but it was somewhat different from the Warren family’s self-image as the descendants of Norman knights. Their name sounds English, but Christopher Johnson seems to have been the first to style himself exclusively in this fashion. His father, William, seems originally to have called himself MacShane – a Gaelic name that translates simply as John’s son – hence ‘Johnson’. His father in turn was Thomas McShane, whose father was Sean or John O’Neill (hence ‘son of John’) from Dungannon in County Tyrone – heartland of the greatest of all the Gaelic aristocratic families of Ireland.9


Johnson’s ancestors were not from the main line of the O’Neill family, but from an intriguing branch.10 The O’Neills of the Fews, from whom he was directly descended, were, as far back as the sixteenth century, a frontier tribe. They had broken away from the main O’Neill dynasty of Tyrone to further their own interests in the hills and valleys of the Fews area of South Armagh. Like most similar sub-chieftains, they saw some advantages in the new English system of land ownership and sought to balance the benefits of English recognition of their dubious titles against the threat of English domination. Their stronghold of Glassdrumman Castle, on the southern edge of County Armagh, marked the border between a semi-autonomous Gaelic lordship and the increasingly assertive influence of the English-ruled area of the east coast of Ireland known as the Pale. Literally and metaphorically, the O’Neills of the Fews were just a little beyond the pale.


As part of the English effort to colonise Ireland, the Fews area had been granted in 1571 to Captain Thomas Chatterton, a native of Wiltshire, in England, but his attempts at planting a British Protestant colony on his lands failed and his grant was revoked. An aggrieved Sir Turlough McHenry O’Neill took part in the great revolt of the Gaelic chiefs against Elizabeth I in the 1590s, but changed sides at an opportune time in the 1602, received a pardon, and was re-granted 9,900 acres of the Fews, the rest being allocated for colonisation by Scottish Protestants. Sir Turlough’s accommodation with the new order was so thorough that he even settled some British tenants on his own lands.


Sir Turlough’s son Sir Henry (Christopher Johnson’s great-great-grandfather) cannily avoided involvement with the next great Catholic uprising in 1641. His caution did not save him, however. Since all of his children and most of his kin took part in the rising, and since the Catholic armies had been supplied from O’Neill lands, he lost all of his estates in Armagh. In Oliver Cromwell’s infamous policy of sending the rebellious Irish ‘to Hell or Connacht’, he was promised land in County Mayo, but most of it was never delivered.11


This family history would undoubtedly have been well-known to the later generations of the O’Neills. The disruptions and dispossessions of the sixteenth century, far from breaking the continuity of family memory, made it, among the Gaelic upper classes, something of an obsession.


William Johnson’s father Christopher was too young to fight in the Jacobite war, since he was around eight years old when James was finally defeated.12 There is no doubt, though, that his wider family was heavily implicated. His maternal grandfather, James FitzSimons of Tullynally, County Westmeath, was outlawed for high treason, along with the latter’s uncle Gerald FitzSimons. Kinsmen of his grandmother, Frances Fay of Derrynagarragh, also in County Westmeath, were also declared traitors.13 The Dease family, with whom the Johnsons remained closely allied in the next generation, were themselves deeply embroiled.


From both sides of his family, therefore, William Johnson inherited defeat. The new order into which he had been born was one in which all civil and political power was reserved, under the Penal Laws, to members of the Protestant state religion, the Church of Ireland. Both Catholics and dissenting Protestants were excluded from the armed forces and most professions. Catholics faced, in law at least, severe restrictions on the practice of their faith, their access to education and their property rights.


For the poor, who never enjoyed such rights anyway, the consequences of defeat were felt most sharply as an alienation from cultural and religious power. For the very rich, like the Plunketts, there were always ways and means of holding on to a position of privilege. Hardest hit, though, were those in the middle, like the Warrens and the Johnsons, with high notions of their own place in the world but without the means to sustain them. They needed to be able to pass their land on to their heirs. They needed enough money to allow their daughters to marry well. They needed to be able to turn the advantages of education and connections into military, ecclesiastical or professional careers for their younger sons.


All of these necessities were threatened by laws that barred Catholics from universities, the legal profession and military commissions, outlawed the old church institutions with their ranks of parish priests, abbots, bishops and provincials, and limited Catholic opportunities to buy or lease land. Yet all of these problems could be solved by the simple expedient of becoming Protestant. On one side there was a sense of ethnic and religious identity that had been forged over centuries and tempered in the violent struggles of the seventeenth century. On the other was a sense of pride in family status, and of horror at the thought of being pushed downwards into the undifferentiated mass of the Catholic poor.


Between these fierce imperatives, there was the tempting escape hatch of God’s infinite mercy. Perhaps God, who could see into the darkest depths of the soul, didn’t really care about how things looked on the outside. Did it really matter to the Almighty if one went through the necessary forms of Protestant faith while remaining true to Catholicism in private prayer? – especially if, in preserving oneself, one was also preserving the one true faith from destruction. Many Catholics with land managed to persuade themselves that God was more understanding than the British Crown. As one Irish ‘convert’, Ignatius Gahagan, put it in 1757, ‘I would rather at any time entrust God with my soul than the laws of Ireland with my lands.’14


The lands of Warrenstown, where William Johnson grew up, were at risk, not just from the laws of Ireland, but from the effects of half a century of conflict in which, for those who were repeatedly involved on the losing side, the steady accumulation of wealth had been impossible. These lands were again declared forfeit in 1690 and again returned under the terms of the capitulation of the Jacobites at Limerick in 1691. Like the rest of the Jacobite officer corps, Johnson’s grandfather Michael Warren was offered the choice of either surrendering his estates and going into exile in France, or submitting to King William and retaining them. He chose to stay and submit.


The seizures and disruptions had undermined the family’s fortunes. In 1673 Oliver Warren had been forced to take out a mortgage of £500 on the estate. By the time Michael Warren died in 1712, the debt stood at £1,850. In 1723, when William Johnson was still a child, half of the Warrenstown lands were sold for £2,100, and there was still a mortgage of £400 on the remainder.15 It was perhaps a mark of decline in itself that Michael Warren’s daughter Anne had married Christopher Johnson.


Christopher Johnson was not, admittedly, poor. As well as renting land from the Warrens, he leased nearly 200 acres of adjoining land at Smithstown directly from the Earl of Fingal. It is not clear how long he had farmed this latter property: when the lease was renewed in 1736, it was described as ‘then in the possession of the said Christopher Johnson’, making it likely that there was a previous lease going back to the early years of the century.16 Catholics were limited to short leases, however, and the Johnsons’ longer-term security still depended on their relationship with the Warrens, for whom they acted as both tenants and agents, collecting their rents from others. The Warrenstown rent roll of 1735 shows the Johnsons as the second-largest tenants of the estate, with an annual rent of £30/12/-. The favourable position they enjoyed is clear, however, from the rent roll of 1741. In the intervening six years, the rent of the larger tenants, the Gaffneys, had risen from £60 to £70/10/-. That of the Johnsons remained unchanged.17


This privileged position also created a strong degree of dependency. While even the smaller tenants, James Brady and James Rooney, had leases, Christopher Johnson held his land ‘at pleasure’ – essentially for as long as the Warrens let them have it. While the ties of marriage and business may have made it extremely unlikely that the Johnsons would be evicted, their lack of legal security must also have been a constant reminder of their subordinate position. Gratitude was the intangible part of the Johnsons’ rent.


These family histories and the high notions to which they gave rise ought to have made the rational choice of conformity to the new order and conversion to Protestantism relatively easy. The Warrens, Johnsons and their wider network of kith and kin could claim that they had done their best for the old cause in the 1640s and 1690s and been honourably defeated. The threat of ruin, moreover, was now an immediate pressure. By 1717, when William Johnson was two years old, the Warrenstown estate was mortgaged to the tune of £2,376. Michael Warren’s wife had been left just £3 to buy a mourning ring in his will. Johnson’s mother, and her brothers and sisters, got nothing. The decision was therefore made that her youngest brother Peter, now around thirteen, and with no money or prospects, should be raised as a Protestant so that he could join the Royal Navy.


This decision was not abstract. Matthew Aylmer, who was Anne Johnson and Peter Warren’s uncle, had converted as far back as 1674 and joined the navy. The result had been a spectacular success. By 1716 he was Admiral of the Fleet and Governor of the Royal Hospital at Greenwich. Two years later he was raised to the Irish peerage as Lord Aylmer of Balrath. With such a powerful patron to look out for their interests and such a stellar example of the advantages of conformity, the idea of embarking on a naval career was both obvious and infinitely promising. Both the eldest and youngest of the Warren children, Oliver and Peter, set out on this hopeful voyage. Peter, when he joined the navy in Dublin as an ordinary seaman, in April 1716, was no more than thirteen years old. His career would profoundly affect the life of his infant nephew William Johnson.


The subsequent scale of Peter Warren’s success, the world-shaping impact that would stamp his name on the streetscapes of New York, London, Charleston and Louisbourg and on an ugly monument in the east transept of Westminster Abbey, would make him an icon of Protestant Britain. His naval victories, would be commemorated in the Warren Streets of London and Greenwich Village in New York and in the towns of Warren, Rhode Island and Warren, New Hampshire. His rise would make him fabulously wealthy and in his genteel retirement on his Hampshire estate, he would play the role of Protestant philanthropist, making large donations to English hospitals, and contributing to the building of Anglican churches in Boston and New York and, in Ireland, to the Society for Promoting Protestant Working Schools. Nothing would be more obvious than his firm and sincere devotion to the established Church. He seemed to epitomise a simple but complete transformation of the Warren and Johnson families from diehard Catholic rebels to loyal Protestant subjects. The reality, however, was much more ambiguous.


The Protestant establishment in Ireland in the early eighteenth century was well aware that Catholic landowners would be tempted to declare their allegiance to the established Church, gain access to the privileges of conformity and yet remain effectively Catholic. For this reason, an act of 1703 ‘to prevent the further growth of popery’ made it obligatory on converts to provide public proof of their adherence to the new orthodoxy. Converts were required first to sign a form abjuring all allegiance to the Church of Rome and the Stuart pretenders to the British Crown. They then had to read this statement in public at a Protestant service, and be formally received into the Church. When the clergyman who officiated at this ceremony reported it to the ecclesiastical authorities, the local bishop then issued a certificate of conformity to the convert.18


There is no doubt that Peter Warren went through these prescribed forms. What is significant, though, is the date of his formal conversion. He was not certified as a convert until 9 July 1752, and enrolled on the convert list five days later.19 He therefore completed the formalities of conversion thirty-six years after he joined the navy. He did so, moreover, at a time when he probably knew he was in danger of death. He died in Dublin after a short illness and just fifteen days after he was enrolled as a Protestant. This suggests that the reason for going through the formalities was primarily to ensure that there were no legal problems with the handing on of his substantial estate.


This is not to suggest that Peter Warren did not think of himself as a Protestant. He was, as an adolescent boy, thrown into the dangerous and demanding world of the naval service and, in the fierce struggle to survive and succeed, old religious loyalties were probably the least of his worries. The more prominent and powerful he became, and the longer he was away from Ireland, the easier it would have been to settle into the established Anglican order of things. The reluctance to make a public recantation of the Catholic and Jacobite heritage of his childhood is nevertheless a reminder that he, and his younger protégé William Johnson had a silent hinterland beyond their public selves.


In Johnson’s extended family, Protestantism was a means to an end, but the continuity of the old Catholic culture was an end in itself. For those who had to leave, Protestantism was a necessary passport for the journey into the power structures of the British Empire. For those who could stay, Catholicism still mapped the local world.


However many laws were passed to penalise papists and encourage the established church, there was little real change in the affiliations of those who lived in County Meath. In the 1732 census, the county had 1,448 Protestant and 13,180 Catholic families, and these figures understate the scale of the Catholic majority, who tended to have larger families.20 Most Protestant parishes in the county remained small and isolated. Jonathan Swift, who was Church of Ireland vicar at Laracor, in Meath, in the early eighteenth century, was reputed to have so small a congregation that he began his sermons, ‘Dearly beloved Roger’, referring to the parish clerk, who was his only auditor. In Warrenstown, the local Protestant church of Knockmark was poor and neglected, even by Meath standards. A statement on the ‘State of the Diocese of Meath’ drawn up for Bishop Welbore Ellis around 1733, when Johnson was in his late teens, notes the sparse nature of the accoutrements: ‘no Communion table, nor place railed in for it, nor raised, no linen or carpet, nor flagon; there is a chalice of pewter’.21 Clearly, the surrounding Protestant population was small and the local landowners had little interest in subsidising the Church of Ireland.


It is likely that whatever limited generosity the Warrens had to bestow would have continued to go to the Catholic Church. When the eldest son Oliver Warren, who had converted on joining the navy, died unmarried in 1724, the Warrenstown lands passed to the next son Christopher, who was still Catholic. He sold them to Peter, who was now becoming wealthy on the spoils of licensed naval piracy, in 1730. Even if this made the lands officially Protestant again, most of the occupants, including the Johnsons, were still Catholic.


The Warrens, moreover, retained deep connections to the Roman church. Although Catholic clergy were effectively outlawed by the Banishment Act of 1697, many ignored or circumvented the law. In 1704, the Warrenstown area had as one of its registered inhabitants the Reverend Michael White, who had been ordained in Lisbon and was now ‘Popish Priest of Dunshaughlin, Knockmark and Culmullen’.22 He is almost certainly the Michael White who witnessed Michael Warren’s will in 1712.23 That he was also left £8 in that same will suggests that he was close to the Warren family and tended to their spiritual needs.


One of the most intriguing survivals of active Catholicism in this period of official suppression was the Franciscan community at Multyfarnham, which continued to function under a succession of annually appointed Guardians. In 1731, there were eight friars at Multyfarham.24 The Guardian of this friary in 1703, 1705, 1717, 1720 and 1724 was the Reverend Peter Warren. He was a senior Franciscan, a former head of the order’s Irish province, with the titles of Apostolic Notary, Lector Emeritus of Theology and Commissary Visitor of Leinster. He had previously been Guardian of the Franciscan convent at Louvain in Belgium in 1696, which suggests that he had been trained for the priesthood in that city, along with hundreds of other sons of Irish Catholic landowners who escaped to the continent for a theological education that was illegal in Ireland. The Reverend Peter Warren was, almost certainly a brother of the Jacobite Captain Michael Warren, and thus an uncle of William Johnson’s mother.25


Nor was this venerable old Franciscan simply an embarrassing vestige of past allegiances. Johnson’s mother had three brothers and within a year or two of Johnson’s own birth, the oldest and the youngest of them were Protestants making their way as sailors in the service of the British crown. The third brother, Christopher, was also moving up into the officer class of a highly regimented institution. In 1729 the Very Reverend Christopher Warren was appointed Guardian of the Franciscan convent in Kildare.26 There, presumably, he could pray to God and ask him to understand the shifts and subtleties to which the painful necessities of a fallen world had forced his brothers.


What makes sense of these apparent contradictions and places the uncertain structure of family loyalties on solid ground is the ground itself, the land that has always been the ultimate allegiance of Irish farmers. Peter Warren enjoyed an astonishing career as a naval commander, fighting pirates off West Africa, capturing off the West Indies Spanish ships weighed down with gold and silver, founding Greenwich Village and buying a large chunk of Manhattan, laying siege to a French fortress off Nova Scotia and becoming a Knight of the Bath and an admiral. He visited Ireland a few times, but never returned to live there. Yet through all his spectacular adventures, he held on to one imperative: get back the ancestral lands.


As soon as he could afford to do so, Peter Warren bought what remained of Warrenstown. He filed a law suit, claiming that half of the estate, which had been sold by his brother in 1723 to pay off debts, still belonged to the family. He spent twenty years, from February 1730 to March 1750, and far more money than the land was actually worth, getting title to the full estate.27 He also went to the trouble of securing a royal patent for the holding of an annual fair in Warrenstown – the only such licence granted in Ireland in the 1730s.28 It is almost as if Peter Warren’s efforts to add continents to his royal master’s empire were just a means to the greater end of securing Warrenstown for the Warrens. And having won back the land, he left it, in his will, in the hands of a Catholic, William Johnson’s brother John.29


The world in which young William Johnson grew up therefore was one of hidden layers and quiet undercurrents. After the furious battles of the seventeenth century, this was a time for deft evasions. The courage and flamboyance of those who had declared their allegiances to the old faith in battle would now have to be supplemented by the equivocator’s skill of telling people what they wanted to hear. William grew up knowing that, while his family contained both pious Irish friars and dashing British officers, the family itself was neither Catholic nor Protestant. It was amphibious, and those who emerged from it would learn to thrive simultaneously in very different elements.



















4


‘Most Onruly and Streperous’
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In the late autumn of 1755 the French general, Ludwig-August, Baron de Dieskau spent a month in William Johnson’s house in Albany.1 He was not a guest but a prisoner, captured in battle by Johnson’s forces, and suffering from wounds in his leg, his knee, his hip and his bladder. He and Johnson had spent a week and a half after the battle in each other’s company and struck up a remarkably affectionate relationship for men who had been trying to kill each other. Johnson described the Baron as ‘a Man of Quality, a Soldier & a Gentleman’, and gave orders that he was to be protected, not just from harm, but from ‘impertinent curiosity’ of the Albanians and from anything that might ‘retard his cure or offend him’.2 The regard was mutual: Dieskau described Johnson as ‘a brave man, full of honour and feeling’,3 for whom he felt a ‘sincere attachment’.4


Outpourings of fellow-feeling in the aftermath of battle may not be rare, even among enemies, but the relationship between Johnson and Dieskau seems to have been warmer than any temporary emotional disturbance might explain. Johnson lent Dieskau money. Dieskau felt real grief that Johnson’s brother-in-law had been killed by Dieskau’s own men. Johnson, not a man given to effusive outbursts, even told Dieskau: ‘It shall be the Ambition of my Life to manifest to the World in general that I am not unworthy of your Friendship.’5


The bond was formed in the nine days when Johnson and Dieskau, both wounded, lay in a military camp having their wounds dressed, recuperating, and talking. They talked, presumably, of the battle that had just been fought, of the wider war between France and Britain, and of the likely outcome of the conflict. But they probably talked about the past as well, wanting to know about each other and how two Europeans had ended up spilling their blood in the same patch of American forest. They were both well-known men: Dieskau a comrade of the great French commander the Marechal de Saxe, and a veteran of immense European battles; Johnson the colourful commander of Indians. And as they talked they would have discovered some sardonic truths about the strangeness of war and history, the paradox that Dieskau’s conqueror could easily have been his protégé.


In the middle of the eighteenth century, when men of William Johnson’s class in Ireland, the remnants of the defeated Catholic Jacobites, wanted some imaginary compensation for all their defeats, they drank to the Battle of Fontenoy. There, in May 1745, outside Tournai in Flanders, over 100,000 soldiers, the French under Saxe, the British and their allies under George II’s son, the Duke of Cumberland, engaged in a ferocious clash. Dieskau had commanded Saxe’s cavalry. The battle had been turned by a last-ditch charge by the Irish Brigade of the French army, its officers chanting in Gaelic ‘Cuimhnigh ar Limneach agus feall na Sasanaigh’ – ‘Remember Limerick and the treachery of the English’. Their heroic role in the defeat of Cumberland was turned, in the imagination of the Irish Jacobite underground, into revenge for the Battle of the Boyne. Johnson had read about it: he ordered a copy of An Historical Review of the Transactions of Europe from the Commencement of the War with Spain from London in 1750. Now he had an important participant – Dieskau – to describe it to him.


Since Dieskau undoubtedly knew that Johnson was the nephew of the famed naval commander Sir Peter Warren, they probably talked of the other Warrens who had fought with the French at Fontenoy. Prominent in the Irish Brigade that day were two of Johnson’s kinsmen, the brothers John and William Warren from Corduff, about ten miles from Warrenstown on the other side of the Dublin–Meath border. Dieskau would certainly have known their more famous brother Richard Warren, who was, like Dieskau himself, a protégé of the Marechal de Saxe. Richard had missed the Battle of Fontenoy because he was engaged in important negotiations in Paris, helping to plan the last Jacobite invasion of Britain under Charles Edward Stuart – Bonnie Prince Charlie.


These other Warrens provided William Johnson with the sense of an alternative life, in which many similarities were obliterated by one great difference. The Corduff Warrens had started out in the same place and in the same political and economic circumstances; they had been minor Catholic and Jacobite middlemen from the fertile plains west of Dublin; and they had ended up in the same nexus of violent imperial struggle, exile and self-advancement. Yet they had fought on opposite sides in world-shaping conflicts. While Peter Warren and William Johnson had chosen the British Empire as the arena in which they would win back their family’s prestige and wealth, John, William and Richard Warren of Corduff had chosen the French.


John and William Warren were present on the Stuart side at the bloody extinction of the Jacobite cause in the Scottish glen of Culloden in April 1746. William Johnson would name his own summer house in America after their conqueror, the Duke of Cumberland, cursed by the Jacobites as ‘Butcher’ Cumberland. Richard Warren was made a baronet by the Pretender for his daring rescue of Bonnie Prince Charlie from Scotland after the defeat. William Johnson would be made a baronet by the king whom the Pretender had been trying to dethrone. In 1765, as Governor of Belleisle, Richard Warren, by then Marechal-de-Camp Baron de Warren of Corduff, would resettle French refugees driven from North America by a British campaign in which William Johnson was a key figure.6 In his great kindness to Dieskau, Johnson was perhaps honouring a memory of these kinsmen and remembering how easily, in the amphibious culture that shaped him, he could have been their comrade rather than their enemy.


One of the reasons William Johnson took so well to the borderlands between the French and British Empires in North America was that he had grown up along just such a border. Spiritually and culturally, though not literally, the milieu of Johnson’s youth was a Franco-British frontier. Richard Warren was just one of the so-called ‘Wild Geese’, sons of Irish Catholic landowners who continued to stream into the armies of the Catholic powers, especially Spain and France. Service in continental armies was, for them, the alternative to conversion.


These were young men who didn’t want to be kept down on the farm. In the same year as Johnson’s encounter with Dieskau, one of the largest remaining Catholic landowners in Ireland, Lord Kenmare, complained that the lack of improvements on his estate was the fault of the Catholic head tenants and middlemen, who disdained to raise their sons for agriculture. ‘If they have sons, they are all to be priests, physicians, or French officers.’7


Even though Johnson never joined these French officers, he was certainly influenced by their style. In the 1730s, when he was on the brink of manhood, these glamorous figures who came and went, boasting of their exploits on European fields, had an insolent flamboyance that gave them the kind of allure that bandits could acquire for the oppressed in other times and places. Like those outlaws, however, their allure was tragic. The poems and songs in which they were remembered were all laments.


Insolence, objectively speaking, was foolish. Figures like the Irish Brigade veteran and French recruiting officer Morty Og O’Sullivan, murdered in Ireland in 1754, were commemorated in mournful poems that praised their defiant élan but reminded those who listened of what happened to defiance when it collided with power. This tradition culminated in 1773 with the greatest Irish poem of the century – perhaps the greatest poem of the century anywhere – ‘Caoineadh Airt Ui Laoire’ – ‘The Lament for Art O’Leary’.


O’Leary, a twenty-six-year-old Catholic who had served as a cavalry officer on the continent, epitomises the dilemma of Johnson’s class in the eighteenth century. The poem describes in loving detail his uppity array: a silver-hilted sword, five-ply stockings, riding boots to the knee, a black beaver hat in winter and in summer a gold-banded Caroline hat edged with lace, gloves, a brooch, a cambric shirt and an immaculate suit. His slim, high-strung horse has a menacing prance.8 But his pride was the death of him. Under the penal laws, a Catholic was obliged to sell any horse to a Protestant who offered him five guineas. O’Leary was shot dead by a Protestant when he refused to sell his. The poem, written collectively by the keening women who helped to bury him, is narrated in the voice of his widow.


This kind of doomed glamour was an option for the young Johnson growing up around Warrenstown. He had the temperament for it. There is a glimpse of him aged eleven in Peter Warren’s diary in May 1726: ‘William is a Spritely Boy, well grown, of good parts, Keen Wit but most Onruly and Streperous.’ He also had, or at least acquired, the taste for elegant display. Even if the tilt towards Protestant conformity that had been taken by his two Warren uncles made a career in the Wild Geese impossible, the cultural style of the class from which he came shaped his personality in crucial ways.


The depressed Catholic gentry had a curious relationship with their poor co-religionists. The general rule that the more minor the gentry, the greater its obsession with social distinctions did not really apply. People like the Warrens and the Johnsons needed their poor neighbours because they were the only ones who remembered, or recognised, their former status as important people. Those neighbours, in turn, needed their gentry to uphold the oppressed honour of the tribe in the face of ethnic and religious insult. They indulged them with a residual respect, provided they played their part as local champions.


A young man like William Johnson therefore had to learn a kind of balancing act if, though merely the son of a head tenant and middleman, he was to be regarded as a gentleman. He had to be proud and elegant, with some of the swagger of an Irish Brigade officer. He also had to be familiar and accessible, a good sport, willing to join in the games and preferably to win, to dance with the girls and, when he was old enough, to drink with the lads. In 1740, shortly after Johnson came to manhood, Laurence Whyte described these young Catholic gentlemen in his poem ‘The Parting Cup’:




They seldom did refuse a summons


to play at football or at commons,


to vault or take a ditch or hedge


at leisure hours to unfold a riddle,


or play the bagpipes, harp or fiddle.9





Johnson learned to be a pre-eminent exponent of this style, an adaptable social creature who could mix familiarly with all sorts of people, drink with a peasant or amuse a lord, knock out a fiddle tune or play a game of football, and yet retain a commanding air of reserve. What was unusual about him was that instead of drifting away into a dreamy dilettantism or hardening into a doomed defiance, these qualities in him became, by an accident of circumstance, internationally significant.


This adaptability was fostered by a society that, for all its rural localism, was already multicultural. The old Gaelic culture was still alive, its artists dependent now on an impoverished gentry and forced to consort with the common people. About two-thirds of the Irish population still spoke Gaelic, and Johnson, dealing every day with the local community, would have needed at least a working knowledge of the language. In his youth, one of the last of the old Gaelic bards, Seamas Dall Mac Cuarta, was still active in the Boyne valley. The great blind harper and composer Turlough O’Carolan, a Meath man, was still moving around the country, playing in the bigger houses that welcomed him. Johnson’s later intense interest in this Gaelic harp tradition suggests that he may have heard Carolan play, or at least encountered some of his less famous contemporaries.


As well as Gaelic, and the Latin that he also mastered, there was, of course, English. With very few Gaelic books available, English was the language of literacy and education. Long before Johnson’s birth, the Warrens were fluently anglophone, and the shift in name from MacShane suggests that the Johnsons had been so for at least two generations as well. With the language went English notions of civility in manners, dress and social aspirations, and since even a restoration of the Stuart monarchy would leave intact Ireland’s political ties to England, the fulfilment of those aspirations would always require an ease with English ways. Especially as Peter Warren’s career in the Royal Navy began to flower, there would have been no doubt that young Johnson’s future lay, in one form or another, within an essentially English culture.


The likelihood is that his early education took place at home. An Act of 1695 outlawed Catholics who taught at school, but prosecutions seem to have been rare, and many Catholics continued to work as informal schoolmasters. In the early 1690s Anthony Dopping, the Protestant Bishop of Meath, listed thirty-four ‘Popish schoolmasters’ in the diocese, including one in Navan called Warren, who may have been related to Johnson’s family. A report in 1731 by his successor Ralph Lambert records that there were then forty-one Catholic schools in the diocese, as well as ‘several Popish tutors whose numbers cannot be exactly returned’.10


It is probable that young William had the benefit of one of these private ‘Popish tutors’ and then went on to one of the higher-class schoolmasters whose curricula included Latin and philosophy. There were at least three such masters operating in Meath in the 1690s and this informal educational network continued to operate during Johnson’s youth. Since his uncle Peter Warren, rising all the time in the naval hierarchy, was watching out for his welfare from an early age, he may well have contributed to his schooling. By 1726, when Johnson was eleven, Warren was a senior lieutenant. The following year, he was given command of his own vessel, the seventy-gun Grafton. In 1730, Peter acquired what was left of the family’s Warrenstown lands and was trying to recover the rest.


By the time William Johnson was fifteen, Peter Warren was obviously the great hope of the extended family. He was making himself a small fortune, both by illicit trade in wines, spirits and slaves, and by a very favourable marriage. He was posted to New York in 1730 as commander of the Solebay. The following year, he married Susannah De Lancey, daughter of a wealthy and well-connected New York fur trader. Stephen De Lancey had gone to America as a Huguenot (French Protestant) refugee, and himself married into the powerful Van Cortlandt family of Dutch merchants there. By marrying into the De Lanceys, Peter Warren acquired a network of connections with the powerful Dutch clans of New York. He also got some serious money. In his complex marriage settlement with Susannah, she got the title to the farm at Warrenstown and to a farm on Manhattan Island that Warren had purchased. He got £3,000 in New York currency, and joint ownership of a £6,000 trust.11 By the age of twenty-six, therefore, Peter Warren had already made his fortune. He would massively add to it throughout the 1730s and 1740s by seizing Spanish and French vessels and claiming prize money. Between 1739 and 1748 alone, he took goods and precious metals worth at least £127,405 sterling from captured ships.12


His uncle’s rise shaped William Johnson’s destiny. His options, as the eldest son of a family of Catholic middle-men and tenants, had been limited. He could eventually succeed to his father’s tenancy. He could go into the French army or the Catholic priesthood. There is some slight evidence that he may have considered studying for the law, which was a subject that interested him throughout his life, but Catholics were debarred from practising law in Ireland and Britain.13


Peter Warren’s wealth and power, however, opened up a new horizon. Warren began to accumulate vast properties in New York. Between 1731 and 1741 he acquired a 300 acre estate in Greenwich Village on Manhattan island. By 1746, he also owned an 11 acre plot bounded by what is now West 21st Street; parts of Pearl Street and Cortland Street; part of the Cortland Manor estate in Westchester, and perhaps the finest private house in New York City, with the resounding address of Number 1 Broadway. For his energetic young nephew, Peter Warren provided both an example of the fabulous possibilities of the New World and the means to make those possibilities his own.


By his early twenties, William Johnson was effectively working for Peter Warren. The captain visited Ireland in 1733, and presumably renewed his acquaintance with his nephew. He clearly liked the look of him. From then on, young Johnson assisted his father in collecting rents for Warren’s Irish lands. There are references to him in Warren’s accounts for 1734 and 1736.14 By 1737, he had decided that it made sense to place his destiny in the hands of his brilliant uncle, who now thought of himself as Johnson’s surrogate father. For his part, Warren was confident that Johnson’s ‘diligence and Application will put him Soon in a good way’.15 The good way he had in mind was probably a vast new interest he had acquired in the wild frontier territory of northern New York, where the tenuous but increasingly insistent claims of the British and French Empires pushed up against each other.


Warren acquired from the widow of the corrupt New York governor William Cosby a huge tract of undeveloped land about 180 miles north of New York City, just south of the Mohawk River, and near its junction with the Schoharie. The purchase price – just £110 for 14,000 acres – was a mark of the difficulty of turning what was mostly primeval forest that had belonged to the Mohawk nation into a commercial land-holding. Warren, however, thought he had the man to do it. In now lost letters, probably written in 1736 or early 1737, he invited the nephew he affectionately called ‘Billy’ to gather a group of willing tenants and colonise the Mohawk lands. From Johnson’s later recollections, it seems that Warren both exerted a persuasive pressure and held out great prospects. ‘It was’, he wrote of Warren, ‘at his particular persuasion and even intreaty that I came to this Country, when he made me very large promises.’16


It seems highly unlikely that William Johnson’s decision to accept the invitation and emigrate was forced on him by his family’s financial circumstances. Christopher Johnson was clearly enjoying a reasonable level of prosperity. In January 1736 he renewed his lease on Smithstown from the Earl of Fingal with a down payment of £209 and at a rent of £70 a year.17 A decade later, he was able to advance a loan of £200 to a local man.18 These were substantial enough sums and do not indicate a family on its uppers. Pride was much more important than money alone, however. For an energetic and ambitious young man like William, a quiet, careful existence like his father’s, staying loyal to the old faith but keeping out of trouble, was not a happy prospect. Peter Warren’s example of daring adventure fabulously rewarded had an irresistible appeal.


Warren clearly offered him more than a job in his service. Though no formal agreement was drawn up, young Johnson was given strong hints that, if he made a success of the settlement, which his uncle was now calling Warrensburgh, most of it would be his. He had ‘great Reason to believe as well by verbal as litteral Authorities from his Uncle’ that the estate was ‘if not entirely, at least a good part of it intended for him’.19 From the prospect of eventually inheriting from his father an insecure short-term lease on a couple of hundred acres in Ireland he now had hopes of being lord of a great American estate.


There was, though, just one obstacle. Johnson’s family was still devoutly Catholic. The pragmatic Peter Warren had no objection to Catholicism, but he was not about to risk his rising status in American colonial society by entrusting a large estate on the sensitive frontier between Catholic France and Protestant Britain to a Catholic. This sensitivity was probably all the greater because the Cosby patent under which Warren had acquired the Mohawk valley lands was both legally dubious and anathema to some Albany families, who claimed an earlier patent to the same lands.20 He was certainly not going to place this potentially valuable property in the hands of a Catholic nephew and allow the disgruntled Albanians to denounce a Papist plot.


William Johnson’s conversion is not recorded, and he did not go through the public process of renouncing his old faith. That he did convert, however, is clear from a later letter from Peter Warren to Johnson’s younger brother John urging him to ‘see the error of his way’ like himself and William and ‘join the Protestant church’.21 With his eyes on such a prize as Warren was offering, young William Johnson, who never showed any signs of a great religious faith, did what was necessary. The price seems to have been a cooling of his relations with a father, who doted on him. The loss of his eldest boy to a distant continent was hard for Christopher Johnson to take. The possible loss of his soul may have been even harder. A decade later, William’s brother John wrote to him from Dublin to tell him that their father, ‘in all his discourses about you … usually end[s] in tears’.22
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An Outlandish Man
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That the summer days were two hours shorter than in Ireland and the winter days two hours longer. That turkeys abounded and that at times the sky was dark with the flocks of passenger pigeons, their wings slate-blue, their breasts wine-red, their eyes a bloody scarlet, their numbers so immense that you could shoot them for hours and still seem to make no difference. That trout rippled through the river in such abundance that the Indians caught them in baskets. That there were deadly snakes that went into holes in the rock at the onset of winter and came out in April, thin and weak. That ‘The Panther is very Dangerous to be met with, it holloos like a human Creature & is soe Nimble as to leap on One, at above forty yards Distance, & immediately drives his Claws in you.’1


That the cold could be so intense when the wind blew from the north-west that strong hot punch would be covered in a scum of ice within twenty minutes. That ‘Handling Brass or Iron leaves a Blister on the Fingers; & in Bed People are cold even with ten Blankets on.’ That ‘Ink on a table is frozen, before the fire.’ Coming from the lush and temperate plains of County Meath, these were things that a young Irishman would notice amid the forests and rivers of the Mohawk valley – these, and of course the strange peoples and languages.


Above all, there was the scale of things. Johnson was nearly 160 miles north of New York City, and very far indeed from urban civilisation. The Mohawk valley is a huge glacial scar cut between a high plateau to the south and the higher Adirondack Mountains to the north. The broad river, flanked by rich alluvial flats, flowed over steep falls and around craggy islands, forming the only natural connection between the Atlantic seaboard and the vast, barely known continental interior. Before the Europeans arrived, the land in every direction had been covered with an almost continuous forest of beech, birch and maple, scattered with pine and hemlock and, towards the north, with aspen, fir, spruce and cedar. Even now, the cleared lands were patches of cultivation on a vast blanket of wilderness. The land was both forbidding and fruitful, blueberry and bilberry bushes springing from the crags, strawberries carpeting the alluvial flats after the snows thawed, the rapids teeming with pike, eels, perch, sturgeon and catfish. And all of it had, for Europeans, the thrilling and terrifying sense of being up for grabs.


Nature itself seemed to point out the distances that were there to be measured and conquered. Nearly 30,000 miles of streams and brooks emerged from the mountains and forests to feed a thousand miles of powerful Adirondack rivers. Water flowed east from the mountains to Lake Champlain, north-west to the St Lawrence River, west to Lake Ontario, and southward to the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers. The tight, bounded space of the island on which Johnson had lived all of his previous days was transformed here into a dizzying array of trajectories and perspectives.


It took him time to find his bearings. Unused to the extremes of cold, William Johnson nearly died in one of his first New York winters. As he later told his brother, he was ‘very near being perished in a snow squall, coming from Schenectady to his Own House; his Strength was soe Exhausted, as to be obliged to take hold of a big Dog (he had with him) by the Tail, which helped him to a House, very near him; It was late in the Night, & the People could hardly hear him, it blew soe hard’.2


Making himself understood was a problem even in less dramatic circumstances. At first, William Johnson found it very difficult to talk to any of the inhabitants, ‘he [being] an entire Stranger to both Whites and Indians and their Language, there being none but a few Dutch Settlers in his Neighbourhood …’3 The Indians were Mohawks. On the south side of the river, west of Warrensburgh, was the Mohawk village of Canajoharie, home to about 300 people and usually referred to as ‘the Upper Castle’. (Iroquois villages were called ‘castles’ by white settlers because they were usually surrounded by palisade walls.)


Near the mouth of the Schoharie Creek, was the other Mohawk village, Tiononderoga, which had a small colonial garrison, Fort Hunter, and a tiny Anglican church attached to it and which was usually called the Lower Castle. To the east, containing about 300 houses, was the Dutch trading town of Schenectady, which Johnson’s brother would later describe as ‘a dirty little village’.4 Sixteen miles further to the south-east of Schenectady was Albany, the largest town of upstate New York, but, in the eyes of the same brother, ‘A Nasty dirty town’. Both to the east and west of Canajoharie there were small, scattered settlements of German Protestants (often called ‘Dutch’ or ‘High Dutch’ by the English), who had fled the Rhenish Palatinate over a generation before and now lived in isolated farmhouses or in villages like Stone Arabia, Palatine and German Flats.


Johnson sailed from Ireland for Boston, probably in the spring of 1738, with his cousin Mick Tyrrell and twelve Irish Protestant families who were to be the initial tenants. The Fort Hunter minister, Henry Barclay, noted that his congregation had been increased by this influx of ‘very honest, sober, industrious, and religious’ people.5


Peter Warren’s intention was that Johnson, as well as clearing the land and settling the tenants, would begin to trade ‘a little’ with the Indians. Warren sought advice from his father-in-law Stephen De Lancey and wrote to a contact in Schenectady, Major Jacob Glen. In September Warren thanked Glen for his ‘great civility to My nephew Mr Johnson whose welfare I have much at heart’.6 Presumably, Johnson had gone first to Schenectady and consulted with Glen, then made his way twenty miles upriver to the grandly named Warrensburgh, in reality a huge tract of thick woodland with occasional clearings, bounded on the north by the wide, swiftly flowing Mohawk and on the east by the narrower Schoharie. Johnson set about turning this land into something like an Irish estate. He later claimed: ‘Before I set the Examples, no farmer on the Mohock River ever raised so much as a single Load of Hay,’ and ‘The like was the case in regard to sheep, to which they were intire strangers until I introduced them.’7


His early days in Warrensburgh cannot have been easy. His nearest white neighbours were Dutch or Palatine Germans. The Mohawks were interested in trade, selling furs and buying clothes, iron implements, guns and gunpowder. Trading was important for Johnson, not just as a source of income, but as a way of forming relationships with the Mohawks, whose goodwill would be vital to the success or failure of Warren’s estate. Unfortunately, however, Warren’s plans in this regard were seriously askew.


Johnson quickly realised that Warren’s land was on the wrong side of the river for trading. The trade routes for both the Dutch and German settlers and the Indians bringing furs to Schenectady and Albany were on the north side of the Mohawk, and Johnson was stuck on the south. The trade goods with which Warren supplied him, moreover, were either inadequate or laughably inappropriate. One lot of stockings that Warren arranged to have sent to him turned out to be ‘Mostly Moth Eaten, and I fear the Rest will be so if not Already.’ Warren ordered huge amounts of linen from Dublin and some from Scotland to be sent to Johnson, and debited from his account. Yet Indians had little use for linen, which was not suitable for forest life.8


These impositions and Warren’s way of addressing him like a captain dealing with an inexperienced midshipman began to grate on Johnson. Warren sent him unsaleable goods and demanded animal skins, wheat, corn and peas to be sent downriver to New York in return. He gave detailed advice on the management of the estate, even though he knew nothing of the terrain and the conditions. Initially, Johnson thought of his benefactor Warren as ‘the best of friends & only Father in this part of the world’.9 Gradually, he felt the need to assert his independence.


In spite of the difficulties and frustrations, Johnson gradually increased the number of tenants and cleared enough forest that ‘his Farm was the most considerable in the Mohawk country’. The overriding problem was that Warren showed no signs of firming up his promise to hand over much of the estate to Johnson. He seems to have enjoyed the power he got from keeping his nephew in a state of uncertainty. He sent Johnson about £4,000 worth of goods to help establish him as a trader. The arrangement, though, was that Johnson would pay back this money once the goods were sold. Warren made his nephew sign a bond for £5,398, incorporating these and other debts, ‘Chiefly or with a View to make him frugal and Diligent in his Business’, though he privately informed his agent that ‘he did not know whether he would ever Demand the payment of it but chose to have it in his Power’.10


At the same time, however, he was continuing to intimate that ‘William might reasonably Expect to be generously Considered and rewarded’ for his work in developing Warren’s properties. Johnson had from Warren, as he later wrote, ‘constant assurances … ever since he persuaded me over to this country of sharing a part of his very large fortune’.11 His assumption seems to have been that Warren would eventually sign over the Warrensburgh estate to him. On the strength of these promises, Johnson ‘continued slaving himself in Settling of tenants and improving a Spot for his Domain with great Labour, Trouble & many Disappointments, no Undertaking being so difficult & discouraging as the making an Opening & Settlement into so very thick a Forrest or Wood as said estate was’.12 Caught between the high hopes that Warren had encouraged and his desire to be his own man, Johnson tried to please both his uncle and himself.


Within a year of his arrival in the Mohawk valley, therefore, Johnson, while continuing to oversee the development of Warrensburgh, struck out on his own. He realised that with proper management, there was good money to be made in the Indian trade which was then ‘very brisk and lucrative’. So Johnson purchased ‘a House and Small Farm on the north side of the Mohawk River about two miles from his first Settlement’, which he called, as a grandiloquent statement of intent, Mount Johnson. He established a store and a sawmill on the flatter, more open terrain there. He also hired an interpreter and went on a trading expedition to the new Indian town of Oquaqa, far to the west on the banks of Susquehanna River.13


This declaration of independence caused all kinds of trouble. Peter Warren was ‘displeased’. So were the Dutch merchants of Albany. By establishing himself as a trader on the north bank of the Mohawk and by setting up connections with Indians as far west as Oquaqa, Johnson was effectively intercepting some of Albany’s Indian trade. On visits to the town, he was attacked more than once. He later told his brother that ‘the Dutch hate both English and Irish’ and that he was ‘often waylayed by Numbers of them, & had at one Time, at Albany, 8 Lusty dogs of them upon them, of which he got the Better by the assistance only of one Irish man, & almost destroyed them …’14





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/title_image_1_online.png





OEBPS/a00xi_1_online.png
New France, New England s Québec |
and New York W

ston

=5
Atlantic
Ocean

(La Galert)%4 Oswegarchic

l Felevs
Le Pesiaon)

Ft St Frederic

(Crown Point)

(" eatons
(Ticonderoga)

Lake George
(Lac Saint Sakgament

{ William Henry
FeEdward

The Saint Lawrence-Hudson-
Mohawk triangle






OEBPS/9780571319411_cover_epub.jpg
FINTAN O’ TOOLE

WhiteZs
~Savage

William Johnson and
the Invention of/America fi






OEBPS/a001_1_online.png





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





