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Introduction


Pontiac’s War, also known as Pontiac’s Rebellion and Pontiac’s Conspiracy, took place from 1763 to 1766 in the Great Lakes region of North America (present-day Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, as well as the province of Ontario in Canada). It was fought between a coalition of indigenous peoples against the British, who had very recently taken control of the territory from the French, whom they defeated in the French and Indian War. According to the Treaty of Paris, France ceded almost all of its North American colonial holdings east of the Mississippi River to the British, retaining only two small islands.


The conflict was called the French and Indian War not because it was fought between the French and Indians, but because the British fought against the French primarily, and native peoples aligned on both sides of the conflict, fighting with either the British or the French. The native peoples who participated in Pontiac’s War against the British—Huron, Kickapoo, Mascouten, Miami, Ojibwe, Ottawa, Piankashaw, Potawatomi, and Wea (among others)—had, for the most part, sided with the French in this previous conflict.


The decision on the part of so many tribes to take the side of the French was not made arbitrarily or for political reasons. Their decision to ally with the French was strategic and rooted in self-preservation. They had learned from decades of experience that their interests were better served dealing with the French than the British since the French were more open to negotiation when it came to land and gave the Indians fairer trade arrangements.


Ottawa chief Pontiac and his native brethren had inhabited the region for many decades, even centuries, before the arrival of either the French or British. The lives of their people had been greatly influenced and changed since the arrival of the first Europeans in North America. They either witnessed these disruptions themselves or were told by their elders; no aspect of life remained untouched by the encroachment of these foreigners. Native peoples of all tribes adapted to these changes in different ways as they tried to make the best of the situation as it presented itself to them. Again, it is important to understand their decision to fight for the French, in both the French and Indian War and in Pontiac’s War, not as tacit support for French policies but out of self-interest.


While the French and Indian War officially ended in 1763, the British had taken control of the Great Lakes region before that, and during the time between occupation (around 1760) and the outbreak of Pontiac’s War, many of their policies and interactions with the indigenous peoples soured the relationships between the groups. British General Jeffery Amherst instituted several policies that alarmed and outraged the native peoples, who then formed an alliance against the British to drive them from the region. This ensuing conflict was named for one of its most important leaders. Pontiac was a member of the Ottawa and Ojibwe tribes and played an instrumental role in organizing and leading the rebellion, but he was by no means the only leader.


Pontiac’s War was especially brutal. By today’s standards, both sides committed atrocious war crimes, including torture and the killing of civilians. Pontiac’s War even saw an early use of biological warfare when the British intentionally infected native combatants and civilians with smallpox. However, it is important to contextualize these tactics. Warfare in North America, particularly between Europeans and native peoples, was almost always characterized by cruelty. Many factors contributed to the vicious nature of colonial wars, which are detailed throughout this narrative.


In the end, the Indian warriors were unsuccessful in ousting the British from their newly gained territory. However, the British were forced to make major concessions. They reversed or revised many of their policies that led to Pontiac’s War in the first place. King George III, the British monarch at the time, also issued the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which forbade British colonists from settling west of the Appalachian Mountains (and became a cause of the American War of Independence). In this way, the indigenous peoples were successful in Pontiac’s War.


Of course, in the end, the story of the indigenous nations of North America is one of tragedy. In what is almost certainly the world’s most devastating genocide, the vast majority of native peoples were exterminated. Many died from exposure to new diseases, but it was the policies and practices of the Europeans at the time, and later the United States of America, that cemented their fate and prevented many communities from surviving initial contact.




Chapter One


The History of British North America


“There must be a beginning of any great matter, but the continuing unto the end until it be thoroughly finished yields the true glory.”


—Sir Francis Drake, British explorer


When Christopher Columbus stumbled upon the Americas in 1492 while searching for a western route to Asia, he unintentionally set off a period of insatiable exploration, expansion, and exploitation of the western hemisphere by European powers. Within less than 150 years, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, England, France, and nearly a dozen other European nations established (or tried to establish) colonies in the New World.


While the native peoples closer to the coast were the first to be impacted by the arrival of Europeans, their presence soon reverberated further and further inland. First Nations had more contact with one another than historians previously thought, so word of these new people, their strange languages, culture, and religion, and their frightful weapons, more than likely reached the Great Lakes region long before actual Europeans themselves.

