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​King William's War: How the First Colonial Conflict Changed America Forever

King William's War, fought between 1689 and 1697, was the first major conflict between French and English colonists in North America, yet it remains largely forgotten in American historical memory. This comprehensive history reveals how this brutal nine-year struggle established patterns that would define colonial warfare for seventy years until the British conquest of New France in 1763. Through meticulous research and vivid storytelling, the book chronicles devastating frontier raids like the Schenectady Massacre, the catastrophic Quebec expedition, and Pierre Le Moyne d'Iberville's campaigns in Newfoundland and Hudson Bay. It explores the sophisticated diplomacy of indigenous peoples, particularly the Iroquois Confederacy's revolutionary pursuit of neutrality through the Great Peace of Montreal. The book demonstrates connections between frontier trauma and the Salem witch trials, examines how warfare transformed colonial society through refugee crises and captivity experiences, and analyzes why European peace treaties consistently failed to resolve North American disputes. By recovering this forgotten conflict, the book illuminates the violence inherent in colonization, the remarkable agency of indigenous peoples, and the human costs of imperial ambitions. King William's War deserves recognition as the opening movement in the long struggle that determined North America's political future.
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​Chapter One: The Architecture of Empire—New France and New England on the Eve of Conflict
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​Two Cities, Two Worlds: A Morning in 1687

The sun rose over Boston Harbor on a crisp October morning in 1687, illuminating a town that had grown into something its Puritan founders might have found both gratifying and troubling. From the deck of an incoming merchant vessel, a visitor would have seen a densely packed settlement of perhaps seven thousand souls, their wooden houses clustered along narrow, winding streets that climbed the three hills dominating the Shawmut Peninsula. Church steeples punctuated the skyline—not the soaring Gothic structures of European Catholicism, but the severe, unadorned meeting houses that embodied Protestant simplicity. The wharves bustled with activity as stevedores unloaded barrels of West Indian molasses and hogsheads of English manufactured goods, while other workers prepared holds to receive the products of New England's economy: timber, fish, grain, and livestock. The air carried the mingled scents of salt water, tar, sawdust, and the smokehouse fires that preserved cod for transatlantic export. Boston in 1687 was a commercial hub, its merchants grown wealthy on maritime trade, its population expanding inexorably outward as new settlements pushed into the interior forests of Massachusetts Bay.

That same morning, nearly four hundred miles to the north and west, Montreal awakened to a very different rhythm. Situated on an island at the confluence of the St. Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers, the settlement housed perhaps fifteen hundred inhabitants within wooden palisades designed more to reassure than to genuinely fortify. The town's visual centerpiece was not a meeting house but the massive stone structure of the Hôtel-Dieu, the hospital run by the Religious Hospitallers of St. Joseph, and the imposing edifice of the Sulpician seminary. Where Boston's morning sounds were the cries of merchants and the rumble of cart wheels on cobblestones, Montreal's dawn chorus included the bells calling the faithful to mass, the shouts of voyageurs preparing their canoes for journeys into the interior, and the multilingual negotiations between French traders and indigenous peoples who had traveled from the Great Lakes and beyond to exchange beaver pelts for European manufactures. The town existed as a nexus point in a continental trading network, a place where French, indigenous, and mixed-race peoples mingled in ways that would have scandalized Boston's authorities. While Boston looked eastward across the Atlantic to England and the wider world of international commerce, Montreal looked westward into a vast hinterland of rivers, forests, and lakes that the French understood not as a wilderness to be conquered and cleared but as an economic resource to be harvested and a human landscape to be navigated through alliance and adaptation.

These two morning scenes capture in miniature the profound differences between New France and New England on the eve of King William's War. The conflict that would engulf both colonies after 1688 was not simply a war between France and England transplanted to North American soil, nor was it merely a struggle over territorial boundaries or economic competition. It was a collision between two fundamentally incompatible visions of what European presence in North America should mean, two different answers to the question of how Europeans and indigenous peoples should relate to one another, and two contrasting models of colonial society that could not peacefully coexist on the same continent. Understanding this war requires first understanding these differences—the architecture of these two empires and why the structures they built were destined to clash.


​The Demographic Paradox: Numbers Without Power, Power Without Numbers

Perhaps no single fact about King William's War seems more puzzling at first glance than the demographic disparity between the combatants. In 1689, when war erupted, the English colonies from Maine to the Carolinas housed approximately two hundred thousand European settlers, with New England alone accounting for roughly one hundred and fifty-four thousand. New France, by contrast, contained perhaps twelve thousand French inhabitants scattered along the St. Lawrence River and its immediate tributaries, with a few hundred more in the distant outpost of Acadia. The English outnumbered the French by more than twelve to one. By every conventional measure of colonial strength—population, agricultural output, the number of potential militiamen—the English colonies should have been able to overwhelm New France through sheer weight of numbers. Yet the war would demonstrate repeatedly that New France, despite its demographic weakness, possessed a military effectiveness that belied its small population. The French would raid English settlements with apparent impunity, threaten major English towns, and maintain control over a vast geographic area that dwarfed English territorial claims. How could such a small population project such significant power?

The answer lies in understanding that population numbers measured different things in these two colonial systems. In New England, the one hundred and fifty-four thousand colonists represented farmers, fishermen, merchants, artisans, and their families—people who had come to North America to establish permanent agricultural communities and who were, by 1687, overwhelmingly native-born. They lived in hundreds of separate towns scattered across Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Plymouth Colony, each with its own local government, its own militia, and its own particular interests that might or might not align with those of neighboring towns. These settlements were expressions of what historians call "settler colonialism"—the permanent displacement of indigenous peoples to make room for European agricultural communities that replicated, as much as the environment allowed, the social structures of rural England. The population was broad but shallow, spread across territory in dispersed farming communities that were difficult to coordinate and defend.

New France's twelve thousand inhabitants, by contrast, were arranged in a system designed not for agricultural expansion but for the exploitation of natural resources through trade networks that stretched thousands of miles into the continental interior. The bulk of the French population lived in a narrow ribbon of settlement along the St. Lawrence River, concentrated in three main centers: Quebec, the administrative and religious capital; Montreal, the fur-trading hub; and Trois-Rivières, positioned between them. This concentration made coordination far easier. More importantly, the French population was supplemented by a complex network of indigenous alliances that multiplied French power far beyond what population numbers suggested. The French had spent seven decades cultivating relationships with indigenous nations through trade, intermarriage, religious conversion, and mutual military support. When French authorities needed military force, they could call upon not just their own militia but also warriors from allied indigenous nations who knew the terrain intimately, traveled with a speed and stealth that European-trained soldiers could not match, and fought with tactics adapted to North American conditions. A French raiding party of fifty men might include fifteen French regulars or militia, ten coureurs de bois—frontiersmen who had adopted indigenous ways of living and fighting—and twenty-five indigenous warriors from mission communities or allied tribes. Such a force could travel hundreds of miles through wilderness, strike an English settlement with devastating effect, and vanish back into the forest before English militia could organize a response.

The demographic disparity, then, measured populations but not power. New England's numerical advantage was offset by fragmentation, lack of coordination, and a military system based on defensive garrisons and slow-moving militia forces ill-suited to frontier warfare. New France's demographic weakness was compensated by centralized command, indigenous alliances, and a military culture adapted to North American conditions. The war would be decided not by population totals but by the effectiveness with which each side could mobilize and project power across vast distances in difficult terrain.


​New France: The Logic of the Fur Trade Empire

To understand New France on the eve of war, one must begin with the beaver. The remarkable properties of beaver fur—particularly the dense, soft underfur that could be processed into felt for hat-making—had created a European market of extraordinary value by the seventeenth century. Beaver felt hats were not merely fashion items but markers of social status, required wear for gentlemen across Europe. The demand seemed inexhaustible, and the profits available to those who could supply European markets with quality pelts were substantial. New France existed, above all else, to harvest this resource and channel it toward France through the merchants of Quebec and Montreal.

This economic foundation shaped everything about French colonial society. Unlike the English colonies, which sought to transplant European agricultural society to North American soil, New France was designed as a commercial enterprise that required extensive indigenous participation and cooperation. The French could not simply trap beavers themselves—the territory was too vast, the fur-bearing regions too distant, and French population too small. Instead, they needed indigenous peoples to do the trapping, to transport the furs to French trading posts, and to provide the geographic and cultural knowledge that made the trade possible. This dependency created a very different relationship between Europeans and indigenous peoples than existed in English colonies.

The French strategy was built on alliance rather than displacement. Beginning with Samuel de Champlain's early seventeenth-century expeditions, French authorities had cultivated relationships with the indigenous nations of the St. Lawrence Valley and the Great Lakes region—particularly the Algonquian-speaking peoples like the Huron, Ottawa, Montagnais, and various groups the French collectively termed the "Upper Indians" or "pays d'en haut" peoples. These alliances were cemented through multiple mechanisms. Trade relationships created mutual economic dependency—indigenous hunters needed European manufactured goods like iron tools, firearms, and cloth, while the French needed the furs that only indigenous knowledge and labor could efficiently provide. Military alliances drew the French into indigenous conflicts, most significantly the long-standing enmity between the Iroquois Confederacy and the northern Algonquian nations, making the French committed enemies of the Iroquois throughout much of the seventeenth century. Intermarriage between French traders and indigenous women created kinship bonds that linked French and indigenous communities, producing a mixed-race population that could navigate both cultural worlds. Finally, religious conversion through Jesuit missionary activity created communities of Catholic indigenous peoples who saw their spiritual destinies as linked to France.

The coureurs de bois—literally "runners of the woods"—embodied New France's adaptive strategy. These were French colonists, often younger sons without prospects for land inheritance, who chose to live much of the year in indigenous communities, learning native languages, adopting indigenous travel methods and survival techniques, and often taking indigenous wives. They were frequently illegal traders, operating without official licenses in defiance of royal regulations that sought to control and tax the fur trade. Colonial authorities simultaneously condemned them as lawbreakers who corrupted indigenous peoples with alcohol and who refused proper French social discipline, yet also depended on them as essential intermediaries and as soldiers when warfare erupted. The coureurs de bois represented cultural hybridity taken to its logical extreme—Frenchmen who had, in many respects, ceased to live as Frenchmen and had instead created a way of life that drew from both European and indigenous sources.

This economic system required a particular form of political organization. New France was a royal colony directly controlled by the French crown, governed by officials appointed from Paris and subject to the same absolutist principles that Louis XIV was imposing on France itself. The Governor-General wielded military authority, the Intendant managed civil administration and justice, and the Bishop of Quebec oversaw religious affairs. These three officials, along with a small appointed council, made all significant decisions for the colony. There was no representative assembly, no tradition of local self-government, no space for the kind of participatory politics that characterized New England. This centralization meant that when decisions needed to be made—particularly military decisions—they could be made quickly and implemented uniformly throughout the colony. When Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac, returned as Governor-General in 1689 and decided to launch raids against English settlements, he could organize and dispatch raiding parties without needing to consult elected assemblies, negotiate with town meetings, or persuade reluctant militia officers. Command ran downward from royal authority, not upward from popular consent.

The Catholic Church played a role in New France that had no parallel in Protestant English colonies. The Church was not simply one institution among many but rather the central organizing force of French colonial culture. The Jesuits, members of the Society of Jesus renowned for their educational and missionary work, had been active in New France since the 1620s. They established missions among indigenous peoples throughout the Great Lakes region and beyond, creating communities of Catholic converts at places like Sault Ste. Marie, Michilimackinac, and closer to Montreal at Kahnawake and Kanesetake. These mission communities served multiple functions. They were, first and foremost, expressions of the Jesuit conviction that converting indigenous peoples to Catholicism was a sacred duty. But they also functioned as military allies for New France, providing warriors who combined indigenous fighting methods with loyalty to the French cause. The Jesuits also gathered intelligence from across a vast territory, as their missionaries traveled with indigenous peoples and observed English activities, information they shared with colonial authorities. The Church also provided essential social services—hospitals, schools, and poor relief—that in English colonies were handled by town governments or private charity.

The seigneurial system, imported from medieval France, organized New France's limited agricultural settlement. The crown granted large tracts of land along the St. Lawrence to seigneurs—landholders who agreed to recruit settlers, establish mills, and maintain order on their lands. These settlers, called habitants, received individual farms from the seigneur in exchange for annual payments and obligations. The system created narrow ribbon farms stretching back from the river, allowing many habitants access to water transportation while maintaining close proximity to neighbors. This settlement pattern facilitated defense and community cohesion but limited agricultural expansion. Most habitants were subsistence farmers who produced enough to feed their families and perhaps a small surplus, unlike New England farmers who produced substantial surpluses for market sale. The habitant population provided the colony's militia, but their primary identification was with their seigneury and their community, not with an abstract concept of colonial defense.

New France in 1687 was thus a society fundamentally organized around extractive commerce rather than settler agriculture, around alliance with indigenous peoples rather than their displacement, around centralized royal authority rather than local self-government, and around Catholic universalism rather than Protestant localism. It was a thin network stretched across an enormous territory, powerful not because of the size of its French population but because of its ability to mobilize indigenous allies, adapt European institutions to North American conditions, and project power through mobile military forces operating along the continent's waterways.


​New England: The Puritan Commonwealth Transformed

If New France looked westward into the continental interior, New England looked both inward to its own expanding agricultural settlements and outward across the Atlantic to England and the wider world of international trade. By 1687, New England comprised several distinct colonies—Massachusetts Bay (which included the areas that would become Maine), Plymouth, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire—each with its own government and charter, yet all sharing fundamental cultural and economic characteristics that distinguished them from New France and from other English colonies.

New England's origins lay in the Great Migration of the 1630s, when thousands of English Puritans, seeking to escape what they viewed as the corruption and false worship of the Church of England, crossed the Atlantic to establish godly communities in the New World. These founders envisioned their settlements as "cities upon a hill"—model Christian societies that would demonstrate to the world what reformed Protestantism could achieve when freed from the compromises and corruptions of old England. This founding vision shaped New England's development in profound ways. Unlike the commercially-motivated Virginia colony or the explicitly Catholic project of Maryland, New England was from its inception a religious venture, an attempt to create communities organized around Reformed Protestant theology and practice.

The Puritan vision found its institutional expression in the New England town system. When new areas were opened for settlement, colonial legislatures granted land to groups of proprietors who would establish towns and recruit settlers. Each town was organized around a meeting house that served both as church and as the site for town meetings where male property owners gathered to make collective decisions about local affairs—the distribution of common lands, the hiring of ministers and teachers, the maintenance of roads, and the organization of defense. This system created intensely local identities and a tradition of participatory self-government that had no equivalent in New France. A typical New England town might contain forty to sixty families living on individual farmsteads clustered within a few miles of the meeting house, with additional common lands reserved for future expansion and for grazing livestock. Settlers received varying amounts of land based on wealth, social status, and family size, creating communities that were hierarchical but not as rigidly stratified as European societies. A prosperous farmer might own two hundred acres, while a poorer settler might have only thirty, but both participated in town meetings and both served in the local militia.

This system proved remarkably successful at generating agricultural production. New England's soil was often rocky and its growing season shorter than in Virginia or the Middle Colonies, but its farmers developed mixed agricultural systems that produced reliable surpluses. They raised cattle, pigs, and sheep, grew corn, wheat, and rye, maintained orchards, and harvested timber from their woodlots. These surpluses supported a growing population and also produced exports—salted meat, grain, lumber, barrel staves, and other provisions that found markets in the West Indies, where sugar plantation owners needed to import food for their enslaved workforce. Boston, Salem, and other coastal towns developed thriving maritime economies, with ships carrying these provisions southward and returning with molasses, sugar, and hard currency, or sailing directly to England with timber, furs, and fish.

The fishing industry deserves particular attention, as it linked New England to the same North Atlantic economy that sustained much of New France's value to France. New England fishing vessels sailed to the Grand Banks off Newfoundland, where they caught cod in enormous quantities. Some of the catch was dried and salted to create a high-quality product for European markets, while lesser-quality fish went to Caribbean plantation owners as cheap protein for enslaved laborers. This fishing economy employed thousands of men, built fortunes for merchants, and created one of New England's few points of direct economic competition with New France, as both colonial systems sought to dominate the North Atlantic fisheries.

By 1687, New England's population had been transformed by two generations of American birth. While the founding generation had been English immigrants, most New Englanders by the 1680s had been born in America and knew England only through family stories and transatlantic correspondence. This American-born population had developed its own identity, shaped by the land they worked and the communities they inhabited. They still considered themselves English subjects and were proud of their English heritage, but they had also developed a distinctly New England character—more independent, more accustomed to self-government, and less deferential to external authority than their English cousins.

The Puritan religious vision, however, had begun to face serious challenges by 1687. The founding generation's intense piety had never fully transferred to their children and grandchildren. Many second and third-generation New Englanders attended church regularly and adhered to moral codes, but they lacked the conversion experiences—the personal encounters with God's grace—that Puritan theology required for full church membership. This created a crisis for churches, which needed members to survive but whose theology made membership conditional on evidence of election by God. The Half-Way Covenant of 1662 had attempted to address this by allowing baptized but unconverted colonists to have their own children baptized, creating a middle category of partial membership. This compromise satisfied few, and by the 1680s many ministers worried that their communities were losing their spiritual foundation and becoming merely commercial societies concerned with profit rather than godliness.

Religious uniformity had also broken down as new groups challenged Puritan orthodoxy. Baptists rejected infant baptism and insisted on believer's baptism instead, a position that Massachusetts authorities viewed as threatening to social order. Quakers, with their doctrine of the Inner Light and their refusal to show deference to magistrates, had been actively persecuted in the 1650s and 1660s, with several executed as heretics. By 1687, however, growing religious diversity within England itself made such persecution increasingly difficult to sustain. The crown was moving toward greater religious toleration, a position that many New Englanders viewed with alarm, fearing it would undermine the godly communities their grandparents had sacrificed to create.

Economic changes had also transformed New England society in ways that troubled those committed to the founders' vision. Wealth had become more concentrated, with successful merchants in Boston, Salem, and other ports amassing fortunes that allowed them to live in a style reminiscent of English gentry. Land scarcity in older towns forced many younger sons to migrate to frontier settlements, fragmenting families and communities. Commercial values—the pursuit of profit, the accumulation of wealth—seemed to be displacing the communal and religious values that had originally defined New England. Ministers preached jeremiad sermons warning that God would punish New England for abandoning its covenant, citing droughts, crop failures, and indigenous attacks as evidence of divine displeasure.

King Philip's War, fought between 1675 and 1678, had devastated New England both materially and psychologically. This conflict, in which indigenous peoples led by the Wampanoag sachem Metacom (called King Philip by the English) had risen against English expansion, had resulted in the destruction of numerous towns, the death of roughly one in ten military-age English men, and the near-collapse of several colonies' finances. The war had ended with English victory and the virtual elimination of indigenous power in southern New England, but it had left deep scars. Veterans returned traumatized by the brutality they had witnessed and committed. Refugees from destroyed towns strained the resources of communities that had received them. The war's costs left colonial governments deeply in debt. Perhaps most significantly, the war had shattered the complacent assumption that God would protect his chosen people without requiring great sacrifice. If New England truly was God's new Israel, why had He allowed such devastation?

The governmental structure of New England reflected both its origins in chartered corporations and its evolution toward more complex political organization. Massachusetts Bay had been founded under a royal charter that granted the Massachusetts Bay Company the right to govern its own territory. Over decades, this commercial charter had been transformed into a quasi-republican government, with a governor and magistrates elected by freemen—adult male church members in good standing. Connecticut and Rhode Island had similar chartered governments. Plymouth Colony, founded before Massachusetts Bay and never possessing a royal charter, governed itself through agreement among its members. This system created a tradition of elected government and representative assemblies that made New England colonists accustomed to having a voice in their own governance, a tradition that would become significant when royal authorities attempted to assert more direct control.

The town militia system provided for defense, with every able-bodied man between sixteen and sixty required to possess weapons and to muster for regular training. Each town's militia elected its own officers, though colony-wide command fell to officers appointed by the colonial government. This system could mobilize large numbers of men for defense, but it was oriented toward protecting specific communities rather than projecting power over long distances. Militiamen served for short periods, expected to return to their farms for planting and harvest. They lacked the training, supplies, and organization for sustained offensive campaigns. Most crucially, they fought in European-style formations—lines of men firing volleys and then advancing with bayonets—tactics that proved ill-suited to fighting indigenous warriors who used forest cover, ambush, and rapid movement to devastating effect.

New England in 1687 was thus a society of dispersed agricultural communities, tied together by common English identity and Protestant faith but lacking the centralized command structure of New France. Its strength lay in its large population, its agricultural productivity, its maritime economy, and its tradition of self-government. Its weaknesses included the fragmentation of authority among multiple colonies and hundreds of towns, the lack of military forces trained for frontier warfare, and the absence of sustained alliances with indigenous peoples. It was a society that had grown prosperous through agriculture and trade but that had, in many ways, moved away from the founders' vision of godly commonwealth. Most significantly for the approaching war, it was a society that viewed indigenous peoples primarily as obstacles to English expansion rather than as potential allies or trading partners, a view that would leave New England diplomatically isolated in ways that New France was not.


​Systems in Collision: Why Peaceful Coexistence Was Impossible

The fundamental differences between New France and New England meant that their relationship could not remain one of peaceful coexistence indefinitely. Each colonial system generated expansion—New France through the logic of the fur trade, New England through agricultural settlement—and these expansions were on a collision course.

The fur trade required New France to maintain access to the Great Lakes region and beyond, the source of the furs that justified the colony's existence. This meant maintaining alliances with indigenous peoples throughout this vast territory and preventing English traders from intercepting furs before they reached Montreal. The trade also required keeping the Iroquois Confederacy from blocking French access to the interior or from diverting furs to English markets in Albany. Yet New England's growth, particularly the expansion of New York (though technically not part of New England, it was an English colony whose interests aligned with New England's), threatened both requirements. New York's fur trade through Albany offered indigenous trappers an alternative market, often with better prices and more desired goods than Montreal could provide. English agricultural expansion into the Connecticut Valley and toward the Great Lakes threatened to physically cut French trade routes and to create English settlements in territory the French considered essential to their commercial system.

New England's agricultural expansion, meanwhile, generated constant pressure on indigenous lands. As each generation of New Englanders came of age, they needed farms of their own. This meant either dividing existing farms into ever-smaller parcels—an unsustainable strategy—or establishing new towns on new lands. These new lands often came from purchases (sometimes fraudulent or coerced) from indigenous peoples or from colonial governments simply asserting sovereignty over territories and granting them to settlers regardless of indigenous claims. The result was a steadily advancing frontier of English settlement that displaced indigenous communities, cleared forests for fields, and established permanent English presence in areas that indigenous peoples had considered their own.

These incompatible expansions might have been managed through clear boundaries and mutual agreement to respect each other's spheres of influence. But such boundaries did not exist and could not be negotiated because the two colonial systems understood territory and sovereignty differently. New France claimed sovereignty over vast territories based on exploration and indigenous alliances—the entire Great Lakes region, the Mississippi Valley, and Acadia were French in this understanding. But French control was thin, consisting of scattered trading posts, mission communities, and indigenous allies who might or might not follow French direction. New England understood sovereignty in terms of English common law—land was either privately owned through clear title or it was crown land that could be granted for settlement. Where French authorities saw allied indigenous nations living on French territory, English authorities saw vacant lands or lands held by "savages" who lacked proper sovereignty and whose claims could be superseded by Christian European settlement.

Religious differences intensified these conflicts. New England Puritans viewed French Catholicism not merely as a different denomination but as a false and idolatrous religion that served Satan's purposes. The Catholic Mass, the veneration of saints, the authority of priests—all of these struck Puritans as corrupt and dangerous. Conversely, French Catholics viewed Protestantism as heresy, a rebellion against the true Church that threatened souls with damnation. These were not differences that could be bridged through toleration or mutual respect. Each side believed that the other was not just mistaken but dangerously wrong, serving evil purposes whether knowingly or unknowingly. When Jesuit missionaries worked among indigenous peoples on the New England frontier, English colonists saw this as a deliberate attempt to turn indigenous peoples against Protestantism and against English settlement, preparing them to serve as soldiers in an eventual French assault on New England. When English traders and missionaries ventured into areas where French influence was strong, French authorities saw this as heretical contamination of Catholic indigenous converts and as preparation for English commercial and territorial takeover.

The treatment of indigenous peoples by each colonial power created further tensions. The French alliance system made sense from New France's perspective—indigenous allies were essential to the fur trade, useful for military purposes, and souls to be saved through Catholic conversion. But from New England's perspective, French missionary activity and alliance-building looked like a deliberate strategy to create indigenous enemies on New England's frontiers. When indigenous peoples who had been exposed to French influence and Jesuit teaching attacked English settlements, New Englanders saw this as proof that the French were cynically manipulating indigenous peoples to do their fighting for them. The fact that indigenous peoples had their own reasons for resisting English expansion—reasons rooted in land loss, treaty violations, and the threat to their own survival as distinct peoples—was generally invisible to English colonists, who preferred to blame French instigation rather than acknowledge that their own behavior might generate legitimate indigenous resistance.

By 1687, the stage was set for violent conflict. The economic systems were incompatible, the territorial claims were contradictory, the religious differences were unbridgeable, and the treatment of indigenous peoples created constant friction. What was needed to transform these underlying tensions into actual warfare was a trigger, a catalyst that would make further avoidance of conflict impossible. That catalyst would come from Europe, where the Glorious Revolution was about to transform England's relationship with France and, consequently, transform the relationship between New France and New England. Two incompatible visions of empire, two fundamentally different colonial systems, were about to collide in a war that would devastate frontiers, kill thousands, and establish patterns of conflict that would persist for three quarters of a century. The morning peace of Boston and Montreal in 1687 was about to be shattered, and neither colonial world would emerge from the coming war unchanged.
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​Chapter Two: The Fur Trade and the Indigenous Middle Ground
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​The Beaver's Crown: Understanding Europe's Obsession

To understand why thousands of men would risk death in North American forests, why empires would spend fortunes on remote trading posts, and why the shape of a beaver's tail could determine the fate of nations, we must first travel to the streets of London, Paris, and Amsterdam in the mid-seventeenth century. There, in the shops of haberdashers and on the heads of gentlemen, sat the source of the obsession: the beaver felt hat.

The beaver hat was not simply a fashion accessory but a symbol of social standing so powerful that a man's place in society could be read from what sat upon his head. These hats possessed qualities that no other material could match. The secret lay in the beaver's dense underfur, a remarkable substance that consisted of thousands of tiny barbed fibers. When processed through a technique called felting—where the fur was shaved from the pelt, treated with mercury compounds, and then pressed and worked until the barbs interlocked—these fibers created a material that was simultaneously water-resistant, warm, durable, and capable of being shaped into elaborate forms that would hold their structure for years. A properly made beaver felt hat could last a lifetime, could be reshaped and refurbished repeatedly, and possessed a luxurious texture that wool felt could never achieve. The hats came in various grades, from relatively affordable styles for middling merchants to elaborate broad-brimmed cavalier hats adorned with plumes and ribbons for aristocrats.

The demand for these hats had grown steadily throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, creating a market that European beaver populations simply could not satisfy. Beavers had been hunted nearly to extinction in much of Western Europe, and what few pelts could be obtained commanded prices that made them luxury goods. Then European fishermen and explorers began returning from North America with stories of rivers so thick with beavers that the animals seemed inexhaustible, of indigenous peoples who wore robes made from beaver pelts and who were willing to trade these pelts for manufactured goods that cost far less to produce than the furs were worth in European markets. The economic logic was irresistible: European manufacturers could produce iron axes, copper kettles, wool cloth, glass beads, and other trade goods for a fraction of what they could sell processed beaver pelts for in European markets. An iron axe that cost perhaps a shilling to manufacture in England might purchase a beaver pelt that, once processed into felt, could be incorporated into a hat selling for ten or twenty times that amount. The profit margins were extraordinary, and they created intense competition among European powers to control access to North American beaver populations.

What made the trade even more valuable was that it required relatively little European presence in North America. Unlike plantation agriculture, which demanded large numbers of European settlers and enslaved laborers to clear land and tend crops, or mining operations that required substantial infrastructure and technical expertise, the fur trade needed only a network of trading posts and the cooperation of indigenous peoples who already possessed the skills, knowledge, and motivation to harvest furs. The beavers lived in North American streams and lakes, indigenous hunters knew where to find them and how to trap them efficiently, and the pelts could be transported by canoe along the continent's river systems to coastal ports for shipment to Europe. From a mercantilist perspective—the dominant economic philosophy of the era, which held that national wealth came from exporting more than one imported—the fur trade was ideal. It extracted valuable raw materials from the New World using minimal European labor and investment, processed those materials in European manufactories using European workers, and sold the finished products at high prices to European consumers. The only requirement was maintaining relationships with indigenous peoples who would continue hunting and trading.

But this requirement—maintaining those relationships—would prove to be the source of endless complexity, negotiation, and eventually violence. The fur trade could not operate through simple conquest or coercion because Europeans lacked the numbers, the geographic knowledge, and the survival skills to harvest furs themselves across the vast North American interior. They needed indigenous partners, and those partners had their own interests, their own political objectives, and their own understanding of what the trade meant and what obligations it created. The result was what the historian Richard White has called "the middle ground"—a cultural and economic space where neither Europeans nor indigenous peoples could impose their will unilaterally, where both sides had to adapt to the other's expectations, and where new forms of relationship and new hybrid practices emerged from the necessity of mutual accommodation.


​The Middle Ground: Where Cultures Met and Made New Worlds

The concept of the middle ground helps us understand the fur trade not as a simple economic transaction—furs exchanged for manufactured goods—but as a complex web of relationships that required constant negotiation, cultural translation, and mutual adaptation. When a French trader arrived at an indigenous village hoping to exchange goods for furs, he could not simply offer a price and expect a straightforward commercial exchange. Instead, he entered into a world of kinship obligations, ritual gift-giving, political alliances, and expectations of mutual support that bore little resemblance to European market relationships.

Indigenous peoples of the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence regions understood trade as embedded within broader social relationships. In their traditional practices, the exchange of goods served to create and maintain kinship bonds, political alliances, and mutual obligations that extended far beyond the specific items exchanged. When an indigenous leader gave furs to a French trader, he understood this not as selling a commodity but as creating a relationship that obligated the French to reciprocate not just with goods but with political support, military assistance, and ongoing friendship. The French had to learn to participate in this system—to engage in lengthy ceremonies before discussing trade, to distribute gifts to village leaders and elders, to demonstrate generosity rather than seeking to maximize profit from each exchange, and to understand that trading partnerships implied political and military obligations that might require French intervention in indigenous conflicts.

The French proved more adaptable to these requirements than the English would be, partly because New France's small population and its dependence on indigenous alliances left them little choice but to accommodate indigenous expectations. French traders learned indigenous languages—a necessity since few indigenous peoples initially spoke French. They participated in indigenous diplomatic rituals, smoking the calumet (peace pipe) in ceremonies that established friendship and alliance. They adopted indigenous practices of giving presents to trading partners and village leaders, understanding that these gifts were not bribes or optional courtesies but essential components of maintaining relationships. Most significantly, substantial numbers of French traders married indigenous women, creating kinship bonds that linked French and indigenous communities and producing children of mixed heritage who could navigate both cultural worlds.

These marriages à la façon du pays—"in the manner of the country"—were pragmatic arrangements that served multiple functions. For French traders, marriage to an indigenous woman provided invaluable practical assistance. These women possessed skills essential for survival and success in the fur trade: they knew how to process furs, manufacture the clothing and equipment needed for winter survival, prepare traditional foods, cure skins for leather, make snowshoes and birchbark canoes, and navigate social relationships within indigenous communities. They served as cultural interpreters, teaching their French husbands indigenous languages and explaining the complex protocols of indigenous diplomacy. They also provided legitimacy and access—a French trader married to a chief's daughter gained entry to trading networks and political relationships that would otherwise be closed to him.

For indigenous families, these marriages created valuable connections to French traders and French colonial power. A daughter married to a French trader became a link through which European manufactured goods flowed into indigenous communities, potentially enhancing her family's wealth and status. The marriage also created obligations—under indigenous kinship systems, the French trader became part of his wife's extended family network, obligated to support his indigenous relatives, provide them with gifts, and assist them in conflicts with their enemies. These obligations meant that marriage alliances drew the French into indigenous political and military affairs in ways that French colonial authorities did not always anticipate or desire, but which were essential to maintaining the trade relationships on which New France depended.

The middle ground was thus a space of cultural creativity and adaptation. French traders adopted indigenous clothing and travel methods—they wore moccasins and buckskin, traveled by birchbark canoe, and learned to use snowshoes and toboggans. They consumed indigenous foods like pemmican (dried meat mixed with fat and berries) and sagamité (a corn porridge). They learned indigenous diplomatic protocols and participated in indigenous councils and ceremonies. Yet they remained French in important ways—they were Catholic (or at least nominally so), they maintained connections to French colonial authorities, and they understood themselves as agents of French commercial and imperial interests even as they lived in ways that would have been unrecognizable to Parisians.

Indigenous peoples likewise adapted to European presence while maintaining their own cultural integrity. They incorporated European manufactured goods into their lives, but on their own terms and for their own purposes. Iron axes and knives were superior to stone tools for many purposes, and indigenous peoples eagerly adopted them, but this adoption did not make them dependent or powerless. They remained the experts in traveling through and surviving in North American environments, they controlled access to the furs that Europeans wanted, and they could play French against English when competition between European powers gave them leverage. They converted to Christianity in significant numbers, but often understood Christianity through indigenous cultural frameworks, creating syncretic practices that combined Catholic ritual with traditional indigenous spirituality in ways that troubled Jesuit missionaries even as they counted conversions.

The middle ground was not a utopian space of perfect harmony or equality. It was often characterized by misunderstanding, manipulation, violence, and exploitation. French traders frequently abused their indigenous partners, particularly through the alcohol trade. Indigenous peoples sometimes found themselves drawn into European conflicts that served no indigenous interest. The constant presence of European diseases—smallpox, measles, influenza—devastated indigenous populations, killing far more people than warfare ever did and undermining the demographic and political strength of indigenous nations. Yet for all its problems and asymmetries, the middle ground represented a genuine space of intercultural negotiation where neither side could simply impose its will and where both sides had to find ways to communicate, cooperate, and coexist.

This middle ground was most fully developed in the Great Lakes region and the Upper Mississippi Valley, in areas remote from concentrated European settlement where small numbers of French traders lived among much larger indigenous populations. It was here, in places like Michilimackinac at the straits between Lake Huron and Lake Michigan, at Detroit on the river between Lake Erie and Lake Huron, and at Green Bay on Lake Michigan's western shore, that hybrid communities emerged where French and indigenous peoples lived in close proximity, where intermarriage was common, and where new cultural practices blended European and indigenous elements. These communities became nodes in a vast trading network that stretched from Montreal to the Rocky Mountains, from Hudson Bay to the Gulf of Mexico, connecting indigenous peoples across half a continent to European markets through chains of exchange, alliance, and kinship.


​The Iroquois Advantage: Middlemen and Masters of the Trade

While the French created middle ground relationships in the Great Lakes region, a very different trading system developed in the eastern corridor between the Great Lakes and the Atlantic coast. Here the Iroquois Confederacy—the league of five (later six) nations known as the Haudenosaunee—established themselves as the dominant intermediaries between western fur-producing regions and European markets, creating a commercial empire that made them perhaps the most powerful indigenous political entity in seventeenth-century North America.

The Iroquois Confederacy consisted of five originally independent nations—the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca (the Tuscarora would join in 1722)—who had created a sophisticated political alliance sometime before European contact. The Confederacy possessed a system of collective decision-making that allowed the five nations to coordinate their external relations while maintaining internal autonomy, a constitution recorded in wampum belts that specified the rights and obligations of each nation, and a diplomatic culture that emphasized negotiation and consensus-building. This political sophistication would prove enormously valuable in navigating the complex world of European colonization.

The Iroquois homeland in what is now upstate New York occupied a strategic position. They controlled the Mohawk Valley, the easiest route between the Atlantic coast and the Great Lakes. They lived within reasonable traveling distance of both French settlements along the St. Lawrence and Dutch (later English) settlements along the Hudson River. This geographic position allowed them to act as intermediaries, but it was their own political and military actions that transformed geographic advantage into economic dominance.

Beginning in the 1640s, the Iroquois launched a series of devastating wars against their neighbors, conflicts that historians have termed the Beaver Wars or the Mourning Wars depending on interpretive emphasis. The immediate trigger was the collapse of beaver populations in Iroquoia itself—the Iroquois had hunted out the beavers in their own territory and needed access to new fur sources to maintain their trading relationships with the Dutch at Fort Orange (Albany). The solution was to conquer or disperse the indigenous peoples who controlled access to the fur-rich regions to the north and west. Between 1648 and 1656, Iroquois war parties effectively destroyed Huronia, the territory occupied by the Huron Confederacy north of Lake Ontario, killing thousands of Hurons and dispersing the survivors. Similar campaigns targeted the Tobacco Nation, the Neutral Nation, and the Erie, all of whom occupied territories adjacent to or beyond Iroquoia. Jesuit missionaries among the Hurons recorded the horror of these attacks—villages burned, captives tortured, entire communities destroyed or scattered as refugees.

These wars served multiple purposes. In traditional Iroquois culture, warfare was partly motivated by what anthropologists call mourning wars—conflicts designed to capture prisoners who could be adopted into Iroquois communities to replace deceased clan members, thus maintaining population and allowing families to continue the lineages that had been interrupted by death. The adoption of captives was genuine and thorough—adopted prisoners became full members of Iroquois society, expected to marry within the community and raise children who would be Iroquois. But the Beaver Wars also had a clear economic objective: they eliminated competitors and established Iroquois control over the trade routes from the Great Lakes to Albany. Huron traders who had previously carried furs from the Ottawa and other western nations to Quebec now ceased to exist as an organized force. Western nations that wanted to trade with Europeans increasingly had to negotiate with the Iroquois or face Iroquois war parties.

By the 1660s and 1670s, the Iroquois had established themselves as essential intermediaries in the fur trade. Indigenous trappers from the Great Lakes region and beyond would bring their furs eastward to Iroquois territories, where Iroquois traders would exchange them for European goods obtained from Albany. The Iroquois would then transport these furs to Albany, where Dutch and English merchants would offer manufactured goods in exchange. The Iroquois profited at both ends of this exchange—they obtained furs from western nations at favorable rates and then sold them to Albany merchants at markup, accumulating European goods that enhanced their own material comfort and that could be used to maintain relationships with other indigenous peoples through gift-giving.

The English at Albany were willing participants in this system because it spared them the difficulty and expense of establishing their own trading posts in the interior. Unlike the French, who sent traders deep into indigenous territories and established posts at places like Michilimackinac and Detroit, the English could conduct their entire trade at Albany, allowing indigenous peoples to come to them. This was far less expensive and far less risky than maintaining distant posts, and it allowed English merchants to focus on what they did best—commercial exchange and shipping—rather than on diplomacy and intercultural mediation. The Iroquois intermediary role thus suited English commercial preferences perfectly.

But this system created vulnerabilities for the Iroquois even as it generated power. The Iroquois position depended on their ability to control access to furs and to prevent western nations from trading directly with either the French or the English. If western nations could bypass Iroquois intermediaries and trade directly with Europeans, the Iroquois would lose their commercial advantage and the wealth that flowed from it. This made the Iroquois extremely sensitive to French efforts to establish direct trading relationships with western nations, and it made them willing to use military force to disrupt such relationships. When the French established posts in the Great Lakes and began trading directly with the Ottawa, Ojibwa, and Illinois, the Iroquois saw this as an existential threat. French traders bypassing Iroquois territory meant that furs that should have flowed through Iroquois hands to Albany were instead going to Montreal, enriching the French and their indigenous allies while impoverishing the Iroquois.

The Iroquois also faced demographic challenges that complicated their position. The seventeenth century was catastrophic for indigenous populations throughout the Northeast due to European diseases. Smallpox, measles, and other epidemics swept through indigenous communities repeatedly, killing substantial portions of their populations. The Iroquois were not spared—their population declined precipitously, probably falling by half or more between 1630 and 1680. This demographic collapse occurred even as the Iroquois were trying to maintain their position as military and commercial powers, creating an impossible situation where they needed to field warriors to defend their interests but had fewer and fewer men available for war parties. The adoption of captives helped somewhat, but it could not fully compensate for disease losses. By the 1680s, the Iroquois were demographically weakened yet still trying to maintain commitments to their English allies and still trying to control trade networks that required both military force and diplomatic skill to sustain.

The relationship between the Iroquois and the English was formalized in what both sides called the Covenant Chain, a metaphorical description of their alliance that emphasized permanence and mutual obligation. The English understood this relationship primarily in commercial and military terms—the Iroquois provided furs and served as a buffer against French expansion, while the English provided manufactured goods and, theoretically, military support against French attacks. The Iroquois understood the relationship in more complex terms that included commercial exchange but also emphasized the diplomatic protocols of mutual respect, the obligation to provide presents (which the English often saw as tribute but which the Iroquois understood as the price of maintaining relationships), and the expectation of genuine military assistance when needed. These different understandings would create problems during King William's War, when the Iroquois would feel that the English had failed to uphold their obligations, leaving the Iroquois to face French attacks without adequate English support.


​The French Counter-Strategy: Going Around the Gatekeepers

The French viewed the Iroquois intermediary role with alarm and frustration. Every fur that flowed through Iroquois hands to Albany was a fur that did not reach Montreal, and therefore a lost opportunity for French traders and lost revenue for New France's economy. The Iroquois also represented a military threat—their war parties could disrupt French trade routes, attack French allies, and raid French settlements along the St. Lawrence. The fundamental challenge facing French colonial authorities was how to maintain access to the furs of the Great Lakes region when a powerful and hostile indigenous confederacy controlled the most direct routes between the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence.

The French response was to go around the Iroquois by creating direct alliances with the western nations themselves. If the French could not break Iroquois control over the eastern trade routes, they would create alternative routes that bypassed Iroquois territory entirely. This strategy required establishing French presence far into the interior, maintaining trading posts in the Great Lakes region, and convincing indigenous peoples in those areas that trading with the French offered better terms than trading through Iroquois intermediaries.

French exploration and post establishment in the seventeenth century was driven partly by missionary zeal—Jesuits genuinely wanted to bring Christianity to indigenous peoples—and partly by commercial ambition. Louis Joliet and Father Jacques Marquette explored the Mississippi in 1673, opening up knowledge of that vast river system and its potential as a trade route. René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, claimed the Mississippi Valley for France in 1682, imagining a French empire stretching from the St. Lawrence to the Gulf of Mexico. Henri de Tonti established posts in the Illinois country, creating French presence in regions far from Montreal. Daniel Greysolon, Sieur du Lhut, negotiated peace between warring indigenous nations in the Lake Superior region and established French claims in what is now Minnesota. These explorations and posts created a network of French presence across the interior that allowed direct trade with western nations.

The key to making this strategy work was maintaining alliances with those western nations. The French could not simply establish posts and expect indigenous peoples to bring them furs—they had to demonstrate that trading with the French offered advantages over trading through the Iroquois. This meant offering competitive prices, providing reliable supplies of the manufactured goods that indigenous peoples wanted most, treating indigenous trading partners with respect, and providing military support against Iroquois attacks. The French also employed Jesuit missionaries to convert indigenous peoples to Catholicism, a strategy that created religious bonds alongside commercial ones and that gave indigenous Catholic converts reasons to trade with French Catholics rather than Protestant English or their Iroquois intermediaries.

The establishment of posts at places like Michilimackinac illustrates how this system worked. Michilimackinac, situated at the straits connecting Lake Huron and Lake Michigan, was a natural gathering point for indigenous peoples from throughout the Great Lakes region. The French established a post there in the 1670s, creating a place where Ottawa, Ojibwa, Huron-Petun (survivors of the Beaver Wars who had reconstituted themselves as a distinct community), Potawatomi, and other peoples could come to trade directly with French traders. The post included a small garrison of French soldiers, a Jesuit mission, and a growing community of French traders who often lived with indigenous wives and children. During the summer trading season, the post swelled with visitors as indigenous peoples arrived with furs to exchange for manufactured goods. The scene would have been intensely multilingual and multicultural—dozens of different indigenous languages spoken alongside French, people from different nations engaging in trade and diplomacy, French soldiers maintaining a visible but non-threatening presence, Jesuit priests conducting masses and working to maintain and expand their networks of converts.

The practical operation of the fur trade at these interior posts reveals the complexity of the exchange system. Indigenous trappers did not simply arrive with furs and receive an immediate cash payment—the trade operated through a system of credit, debt, and delayed reciprocity that reflected the middle ground's cultural complexity. A trader might advance goods to an indigenous hunter in the fall—ammunition, traps, blankets, and other supplies needed for the winter trapping season—with the expectation that the hunter would return in spring with furs to settle the account. This credit system created ongoing relationships and mutual obligations that extended beyond single transactions. It also created opportunities for exploitation—unscrupulous traders might manipulate accounting or use alcohol to defraud indigenous hunters—but it also created dependencies that ran both ways. A trader who consistently cheated his indigenous partners would find himself without trading partners, as word of his dishonesty spread and hunters took their business elsewhere.

The goods that flowed in each direction reveal what each side valued and needed. Indigenous peoples particularly desired metal tools—axes, knives, awls, and needles that were far more efficient than stone or bone equivalents. They wanted firearms and ammunition, which were superior to bows for both hunting and warfare, though early flintlock muskets were less reliable and harder to maintain than traditional weapons. They valued metal kettles, which were more durable than pottery and could be placed directly over fire. They purchased cloth, particularly wool cloth called stroud that was durable and warm. They bought glass beads, which were incorporated into indigenous artistic traditions, replacing porcupine quills in decorative work. And they purchased alcohol, particularly brandy from the French and rum from the English, despite the devastating social effects alcohol had on many indigenous communities.

The French received in exchange primarily beaver pelts, though other furs—marten, otter, mink, fox—were also valuable. The quality and value of beaver pelts varied. The most valuable were "coat beaver" or castor gras—pelts that indigenous peoples had worn as robes for a year or more, with the outer guard hairs wearing away and the pelts becoming oily from contact with human skin. These pelts required less processing to produce felt and commanded premium prices. "Parchment beaver" or castor sec—pelts that had been scraped clean and dried but not worn—were less valuable but still worth obtaining. The pelts were packed into large bundles weighing ninety pounds each, transported by canoe down river systems to Montreal, then shipped to France for processing.

The economics of this trade were complex and often disadvantageous to the French. The transportation costs were enormous—moving trade goods from Montreal to Michilimackinac and then moving furs back to Montreal required substantial investments in canoes, paddlers, and provisions for the voyage. A single trade good might pass through multiple hands, with each intermediary taking a markup, before reaching an indigenous consumer. The French crown attempted to control and tax the trade through a licensing system, issuing congés—permits to trade—that traders were supposed to purchase, but enforcement was difficult and probably half of all traders operated illegally. The French also faced competition from English traders who could often offer better prices because their transportation costs were lower and because English manufacturers produced some goods, particularly wool cloth, more cheaply than French manufacturers. Despite these challenges, the trade remained profitable enough to sustain French presence in the interior and to justify the substantial military and administrative costs that New France devoted to maintaining indigenous alliances.


​The Pressure Points: Competition, Conflict, and the Road to War

By the 1680s, the fur trade had created a situation where French and English interests were increasingly incompatible and where the middle ground was becoming a battleground. The French strategy of bypassing the Iroquois through direct alliances with western nations threatened to undermine Iroquois power and prosperity, which in turn threatened English interests since the Iroquois were England's primary indigenous allies and commercial partners. The Iroquois responded to this French competition with military force, launching raids against French-allied indigenous peoples and occasionally against French settlements and traders themselves.

These Iroquois attacks created a security crisis for New France. French traders traveling between Montreal and the Great Lakes faced the constant threat of Iroquois ambush. Indigenous peoples allied with France suffered Iroquois raids that killed their people, destroyed their villages, and disrupted their ability to trap furs. Some indigenous nations, finding themselves caught between French and Iroquois and unable to defend themselves effectively against Iroquois military power, chose to abandon their alliances with France and either make peace with the Iroquois or move farther west beyond the reach of Iroquois war parties. This threatened to collapse the entire system of French western alliances that New France's economy depended upon.

The French responded with military expeditions designed to punish the Iroquois and demonstrate French commitment to defending their indigenous allies. The Marquis de Denonville led a major expedition against the Seneca in 1687, destroying villages and crops but failing to inflict decisive defeat or to deter future Iroquois attacks. This expedition actually made matters worse by provoking the Iroquois without defeating them, leading to intensified Iroquois raids including the devastating attack on Lachine in 1689 that would kill dozens of French colonists and take many more captive.

The situation on the Acadian frontier was equally tense, though the dynamics were somewhat different. Here the competition was less about controlling the fur trade and more about defining boundaries between French and English territory and about the loyalties of the indigenous peoples who lived in the contested borderlands. The Wabanaki peoples—the Abenaki, Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, and Mi'kmaq—had experienced English expansion into their territories for decades and had witnessed how English settlement meant the loss of indigenous lands and the disruption of traditional ways of life. They had also experienced English treachery, as in the case of Major Richard Waldron's betrayal of indigenous leaders during what was supposed to be a peaceful gathering. These experiences had convinced many Wabanaki peoples that alliance with the French offered better prospects for maintaining their lands and lifeways than accommodation with the English could provide.

The French in Acadia encouraged these sentiments through the work of officers like Jean-Vincent d'Abbadie de Saint-Castin, who lived among the Penobscot and served as a bridge between French colonial interests and indigenous resistance to English expansion. The fur trade in Acadia was less economically significant than in the Great Lakes region—there were fewer beavers and the territory was smaller—but it still represented an important source of income for both the French and the indigenous peoples. More importantly, Acadian furs and fishing rights represented French claims to territory that the English increasingly insisted belonged to them or at least was open to English settlement and exploitation.

By 1688, the fur trade had thus created multiple pressure points where French and English interests conflicted, where indigenous peoples were caught between or actively choosing sides, and where economic competition was increasingly shading into military conflict. The trade that had begun as a seemingly simple exchange—furs for manufactured goods—had evolved into a complex system of alliances, dependencies, and rivalries that engaged multiple indigenous nations and two European empires in competition for control over the North American interior. When war broke out in Europe between England and France following the Glorious Revolution, these existing tensions in North America would immediately translate into open warfare. The middle ground that had allowed for negotiated coexistence, however imperfect, would become a battlefield where the stakes included not just commercial advantage but survival itself. The indigenous peoples who had navigated between French and English for decades would be forced to choose sides, knowing that the losing side in this imperial conflict might face destruction. And the fur trade, which had created the relationships and dependencies that structured the North American world, would both motivate the conflict and provide the military means to wage it, as indigenous warriors allied with one European power or the other would become the primary military forces in a war that would devastate frontiers and reshape the political geography of northeastern North America.
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​Chapter Three: The Covenant Chain and the French Alliance System—Competing Models of Indigenous Diplomacy
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​The Metaphors of Alliance: Silver and Iron

In July 1677, representatives of the Iroquois Confederacy and officials from the English colonies of New York, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Plymouth gathered at Albany to formalize a relationship that both sides hoped would bring stability to a region torn by decades of warfare. The Mohawk speaker addressed the assembly using a metaphor that would shape Anglo-Iroquois relations for the next century: "We have now made a Covenant Chain with our Brother Corlaer," he declared, referring to the English governor by a title the Iroquois had adopted from earlier Dutch usage. "This Chain shall be kept bright and clean from rust, and if any rust should appear upon it, we will immediately clean it. We will keep this Chain firm and inviolable." The English representatives responded with their own commitment to maintain this metaphorical chain, to polish it through regular diplomatic meetings, and to honor the obligations of friendship and mutual defense that it represented.

The Covenant Chain metaphor resonated because it captured something essential about how both sides understood the relationship they were creating. A chain connected two parties while allowing each to maintain its own identity and autonomy. It was strong but required maintenance—neglect would allow rust to accumulate, weakening the links. The chain could be lengthened or shortened, could have additional links added, but fundamentally it bound English and Iroquois together in a relationship of mutual interest. For the Iroquois, this metaphor also carried deeper meaning. In their diplomatic tradition, wampum belts woven from shell beads served as both records of agreements and as sacred objects that embodied the commitments made. The Covenant Chain, though described in metallurgical terms, functioned like these wampum belts—it was not merely a treaty but a living relationship that required ritual renewal and constant attention.

Several hundred miles to the north and west, the French were building a very different model of indigenous alliance. When Jesuit missionaries arrived among the Huron in the 1620s and 1630s, they brought with them a vision of creating Catholic indigenous communities that would be spiritually French even if they remained ethnically distinct. The missionary Pierre Chauveau described this vision in a letter to his superiors in Paris: "We seek to make these peoples not French, but Christian; not to change their nature, but to perfect it through grace." Yet in practice, the French alliance system demanded substantial cultural transformation from indigenous peoples. Conversion to Catholicism meant abandoning traditional spiritual practices that the Jesuits condemned as devil worship. It meant accepting French missionaries' authority to judge behavior and impose penance. It meant sending children to French schools where they would learn to read and write French and absorb French cultural values. It meant, increasingly, settling in mission communities near French settlements where Jesuit priests could maintain constant supervision and where indigenous converts would be insulated from the supposedly corrupting influence of their non-Christian relatives.

These two models of alliance—the English Covenant Chain and the French mission system—represented fundamentally different approaches to the problem of how Europeans and indigenous peoples could coexist and cooperate in North America. The English model emphasized political and commercial relations while largely leaving indigenous peoples to maintain their own cultural and spiritual practices. The French model sought deeper cultural integration through religious conversion and the creation of hybrid communities. Neither model operated exactly as its European architects intended, because in both cases indigenous peoples adapted these systems to serve their own interests, reshaped them through their own diplomatic traditions, and played French against English when circumstances made that strategically advantageous. Understanding these alliance systems and how indigenous peoples navigated them is essential for understanding King William's War, because the war would be fought largely by indigenous warriors allied with one European power or the other, and the decisions those indigenous nations made about which side to support or whether to remain neutral would prove more important than the military actions of European soldiers.


​The Covenant Chain: Alliance as Commercial Partnership

The Covenant Chain that the Iroquois and English formalized in 1677 had evolved from earlier relationships between the Iroquois and the Dutch, who had established Fort Orange (later Albany) on the Hudson River in 1624. The Dutch had quickly recognized that the Iroquois, particularly the Mohawk who lived closest to Fort Orange, could serve as invaluable trading partners and intermediaries with indigenous peoples farther west. The relationship that developed was primarily commercial—the Iroquois brought furs to Fort Orange and received manufactured goods in exchange, with both sides benefiting from the trade. When the English conquered New Netherland in 1664 and renamed it New York, they inherited this relationship with the Iroquois and gradually expanded it from a purely commercial arrangement into a political and military alliance.

The English approach to indigenous alliances reflected their broader colonial strategy in North America. Unlike the French, whose small population made them dependent on indigenous military power and whose fur trade economy required extensive indigenous participation, the English colonies had large settler populations that generated wealth primarily through agriculture and maritime commerce. The English needed indigenous peoples primarily as trading partners and as military allies who could serve as a buffer against French expansion from Canada. The English did not generally need indigenous peoples to trap furs for them—they could purchase furs from indigenous traders at Albany without establishing posts in the interior—and they did not need indigenous peoples as laborers in their agricultural economy, which was worked primarily by English farmers and, in southern colonies, enslaved Africans. This relative lack of dependence on indigenous peoples meant that the English could afford to maintain more distance in their relationships with indigenous nations, could demand less cultural adaptation, and could focus the relationship on specific, limited objectives like trade and military cooperation.

The Covenant Chain embodied this approach. The relationship was presented as one between equals, or at least between autonomous peoples with distinct interests who had chosen to ally with one another for mutual benefit. The Iroquois were not expected to become English, to convert to Protestantism, or to fundamentally alter their ways of life. English colonial authorities did not send missionaries to live in Iroquois villages, did not attempt to regulate Iroquois religious practices or social customs, and did not try to impose English law on Iroquois communities. The Iroquois maintained their confederacy government, conducted their internal affairs according to their own traditions, and dealt with the English through their own chosen leaders and according to their own diplomatic protocols. The English, for their part, maintained their colonial governments and their own internal practices, meeting with the Iroquois at Albany for periodic diplomatic conferences but otherwise largely leaving the Iroquois to manage their own affairs.

This apparent equality masked real asymmetries in power and genuine English condescension toward indigenous peoples. English colonial authorities regarded the Iroquois as useful allies but not as true equals. English correspondence about the Iroquois frequently referred to them as "our Indians" or described them as subjects of the English crown, language that implied subordination rather than alliance between equals. English negotiators sometimes treated diplomatic conferences as occasions for issuing instructions rather than negotiating agreements, expecting Iroquois compliance rather than genuine consultation. English settlers expanding into territories that the Iroquois considered part of their domain often ignored Iroquois protests, secure in the assumption that their English identity gave them superior rights to land. The theoretical equality of the Covenant Chain existed in diplomatic metaphor, but the practical reality often involved English assertions of superiority and Iroquois frustration at being treated as junior partners rather than autonomous allies.

Yet the Covenant Chain also gave the Iroquois real advantages that made it worth maintaining despite these tensions. The relationship ensured Iroquois access to English trade goods, particularly firearms and ammunition, which were essential for Iroquois military power and for their role as intermediaries in the fur trade. The alliance theoretically committed the English to provide military support if the Iroquois were attacked, a commitment that the Iroquois would repeatedly invoke when they faced French and indigenous attacks in the 1690s. The Covenant Chain also gave the Iroquois diplomatic leverage with the French—they could threaten to support English military expeditions against New France, giving the French reason to negotiate with them rather than simply attacking Iroquois communities. Most importantly, the relatively hands-off nature of the English alliance allowed the Iroquois to maintain their cultural autonomy and their confederacy political system in ways that the more intrusive French alliance model made more difficult.

The Iroquois understood the Covenant Chain through their own diplomatic traditions and shaped the relationship accordingly. In Iroquois political culture, agreements were sealed through the exchange of wampum belts whose patterns recorded the terms of the agreement and whose presentation created sacred obligations. Diplomatic relationships required regular renewal through councils where gifts were exchanged, speeches were made following prescribed formats, and both parties reaffirmed their commitments. The Iroquois expected the English to participate in these rituals, to provide substantial presents at each diplomatic conference—not as payments or bribes but as demonstrations of respect and commitment—and to conduct negotiations according to Iroquois diplomatic protocols that emphasized consensus-building and face-saving rather than winner-take-all bargaining. When the English failed to provide adequate presents or attempted to shortcut Iroquois diplomatic processes, the Iroquois interpreted this as disrespect or as evidence that the English were not serious about maintaining the alliance.

The Covenant Chain also extended beyond the Iroquois and the English to include other indigenous nations and other English colonies. The Iroquois positioned themselves as the primary indigenous party to the chain, with other indigenous peoples incorporated through Iroquois mediation rather than direct relationship with the English. This gave the Iroquois enormous diplomatic leverage, as they could claim to speak for other indigenous nations and could control access to those nations for English traders and diplomats. The English colonies beyond New York—Massachusetts, Connecticut, Maryland, and even Pennsylvania—were gradually incorporated into the Covenant Chain through agreements negotiated at Albany, creating a multilateral alliance system with the Iroquois at its center. This centrality enhanced Iroquois power and prestige, allowing them to position themselves as indispensable intermediaries between the English colonial world and the indigenous peoples of the interior.

The leadership of the Covenant Chain on the Iroquois side reveals the sophistication of Iroquois diplomacy and the skill with which Iroquois leaders navigated their relationship with the English. Figures like Garacontié, an Onondaga leader who had negotiated with both French and English in the 1660s and 1670s, demonstrated remarkable ability to balance competing pressures and to advance Iroquois interests through diplomatic maneuvering. Garacontié had even converted to Catholicism and maintained friendships with French officials while simultaneously strengthening Iroquois ties to the English, showing how individual Iroquois leaders could operate across cultural boundaries and maintain multiple relationships simultaneously. By the 1680s, leaders like Sadakanahtie and Dekanisora were managing the Covenant Chain relationship, attending conferences at Albany, negotiating the terms of English support, and attempting to hold the English to their commitments while also managing relations with the French and with other indigenous nations.

These leaders understood that the Covenant Chain was a tool for advancing Iroquois interests, not an expression of loyalty or subordination to the English. When the Iroquois believed that the English were living up to their obligations and that the alliance served Iroquois interests, they acted as committed allies, providing military support and intelligence and facilitating English trade. When they believed the English were failing to uphold their commitments or when French offers seemed more attractive, they negotiated with the French, sometimes made separate peace agreements, and generally demonstrated that their loyalty was contingent on reciprocity rather than absolute. This pragmatic approach to alliance was perfectly rational from an Iroquois perspective, but it frequently frustrated English colonial authorities who wanted reliable allies they could command rather than autonomous partners they had to constantly court.


​The French Alliance System: Missions, Kinship, and Cultural Integration

While the English built their indigenous alliances primarily on commercial and political foundations, the French constructed a more complex system that intertwined religious conversion, cultural transformation, military cooperation, and kinship bonds created through intermarriage. This system was more intrusive into indigenous life than the English Covenant Chain, demanding substantial changes in spiritual practice and social organization. Yet it also created deeper connections between French and indigenous communities and produced hybrid cultural spaces where French and indigenous peoples lived together, intermarried, and created new forms of community that were neither purely French nor purely indigenous.
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