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“Conquered into Liberty provides an illuminating account of America’s early struggles in the northeast border region from one of our nation’s foremost experts on military affairs. Insightful and penetrating in its analysis, this is not just a remarkable work of history; it traces the roots of the institutions and culture that continue to shape America’s armed forces in our own time.”


—Condoleezza Rice, Professor of Political Economy,
Stanford University, and sixty-sixth Secretary of State of the United States


“Eliot Cohen is the David McCullough of the American frontier. He has written a fascinating history of heroes, rogues, and rugged individualists who almost united Canada and America. Cohen captivates the reader by recounting the battles and dissecting the ‘what if?’s of history that determined the courses both of America and Canada. A rich, page-turning tale of war and survival, of ambition and empire, of men who sought adventure and refused defeat.”


—Bing West, bestselling author of 
The Village, The Strongest Tribe, and The Wrong War


“Eliot Cohen has written a brilliant account of a little-known, but important, period in our country’s history. It is a riveting work that masterfully describes how pre– Revolutionary War events shaped our nation’s approach to war. It is a must-read for all Americans.”


—General Anthony C. Zinni, USMC (Ret.)


“Conquered into Liberty is a powerful and ingenious history. Cohen’s account at once explains an important period of American history and puts today’s wars in proper context.”


—LTG (Ret.) Jim Dubik, Senior Fellow, Institute for the Study of War, 
and former Commanding General of Multi-National Security Transition 
Command and NATO Training Mission, Iraq, 2007–2008


“Master strategist Eliot Cohen analyzes nearly three centuries of conflict, recounting battles both familiar (Ticonderoga, Fort William Henry) and perhaps obscure (Schenectady, St. Johns, Hubbardton). His account, at once both sweeping and fresh, offers strategic ‘lessons learned’ over three centuries on the Great Warpath that coalesced into the American way of war and peace.” 


—Nicholas Westbrook, Director Emeritus, Fort Ticonderoga


“This fascinating book reminds us of the long history of antagonism in North America and how it could so easily have been different. The values, self belief, and dynamism of the United States have been shaped by this story, so often one of war. Eliot Cohen is exceptionally well qualified to make clear the relevance for today.”


—Sir John Scarlett, Chief MI6, 2004–2009







Americans often think of the Civil War as the conflict that consolidated the United States, including its military values and practices.

But there was another, earlier, and more protracted struggle between “North” and “South,” beginning in the 1600s and lasting for more than two centuries, that shaped American geopolitics and military culture. Here, Eliot A. Cohen explains how the American way of war emerged from a lengthy struggle with an

unlikely enemy: Canada. 


In Conquered into Liberty, Cohen describes how five peoples—the British, French, Americans, Canadians, and Indians—fought over the key to the North American continent: the corridor running from Albany to Montreal dominated by the Champlain valley and known to Native Americans as the “Great Warpath.” He reveals how conflict along these two hundred miles of lake, river, and woodland shaped the country’s military values, practices, and institutions.


Through a vivid narration of a series of fights— woodland skirmishes and massacres, bloody frontal assaults and fleet actions, rear-guard battles and shadowy  covert  actions—Cohen  explores  how a distinctively American approach to war developed along the Great Warpath. He weaves together tactics and strategy, battle narratives, and statecraft, introducing readers to such fascinating but little-known figures as Justus Sherwood, loyalist spy; Jeduthan 


Baldwin, self-taught engineer; and La Corne St. Luc, ruthless partisan leader. And he reintroduces characters we thought we knew—an admirable Benedict Arnold, a traitorous Ethan Allen, and a devious George Washington. A gripping read grounded in serious  scholarship, Conquered  into  Liberty will enchant and inform readers for decades to come.
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ELIOT A. COHEN is Robert E. Osgood Professor of Strategic Studies at the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at the Johns Hopkins  University  and  founding  director  of  the Philip Merrill Center for Strategic Studies there. From 2007 to 2009 he was Counselor to the U.S. Department of State, serving as Secretary Condoleezza Rice’s senior adviser on strategic issues. He lives in Maryland.
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Dramatis Personae


Captain James Abercrombie, British officer who served during the assault on Fort Carillon in 1758, killed at Bunker Hill in 1775


Major General James Abercromby, British commander at Carillon in 1758


John Quincy Adams, American diplomat and politician, chief negotiator of the Peace of Ghent in 1814


Ethan Allen, American agitator, philosopher, hero, and possibly traitor, founder of Vermont


Ira Allen, brother of Ethan, also a founder of Vermont; if anything, wilier


Lord Jeffery Amherst, British commander in North America during the final years of the Seven Years’ (French and Indian) War and conqueror of Canada


John Armstrong, American aide to Major General Horatio Gates during the war of American independence, perceptive but incapable secretary of war during the War of 1812


Major General Benedict Arnold, brilliant American officer; key leader in the invasion of and retreat from Canada and the battles of Valcour Island, and Saratoga; traitor


Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin, Massachusetts farmer, self-taught engineer, service at Fort William Henry during the Seven Years’ War, and engineer of the northern army during the campaigns of 1776 and 1777


Brigadier General Jacob Bayley, American general on the northern frontier in 1778–80


Colonel Timothy Bedel, incompetent American commander at the Cedars in 1776; inveterate enemy of Benedict Arnold


Judah P. Benjamin, Confederate secretary of state, head of the Confederate secret service, responsible together with Secretary of War James Seddon for plots originating from Canada in 1864


François Bigot, venal but capable civilian administrator of Canada during the end of the French period


Louis Antoine de Bougainville, aide to Montcalm at Carillon in 1758; scientist, explorer, and commander of a French naval squadron in North America during the war of American independence


Colonel John Bradstreet, British (North American–born) logistician and commander during the Seven Years’ War


Colonel John Brown, American lawyer and soldier during the northern campaigns, 1775–77


Noah and Adam Brown, builders of the American fleet on Lake Champlain, 1814


Lieutenant General John Fox Burgoyne, illegitimate son of Major General John Burgoyne, chief engineer of the British army and defense planner during the American Civil War


Major General John Burgoyne, commander of British forces in the campaign along the Great Warpath, 1777


Louis-Hector de Callières, French soldier and governor of Canada, architect of the Great Peace of Montreal in 1701


Major General John Campbell, Earl of Loudoun, British commander in North America, 1757


Major Christopher Carleton, commander of British light forces operating in the Lake Champlain region at the end of the war of American independence


Major General Sir Guy Carleton, governor and successful defender of Canada in 1775–76, returned as commander in chief in North America at the end of the war of American independence


Charles Carroll, Marylander, colleague of Benjamin Franklin on his trip to Canada, 1776


John Carroll, American Catholic priest, cousin of Charles, also companion of Benjamin Franklin


Thomas Chittenden, governor of Vermont during the war of American independence; collaborator in the secret negotiations with Lieutenant General Frédéric Haldimand


Clement Claiborne Clay, Confederate commissioner in Canada, responsible for covert operations into the United States


Lieutenant Matthew Clerk, junior engineer under British General James Abercromby


George Clinton, governor of New York during the war of American independence


Cadwallader Colden, scholar and statesman, lieutenant governor of New York for much of the late colonial period


Richard Coote, Earl of Bellomont, colonial governor of New York


Charles-Joseph Coursol, Canadian magistrate responsible for freeing Confederate raiders in 1864


Jacques-René de Denonville, governor of Canada in the 1680s


Baron Jean-Armand Dieskau, French commander at the battle of Lake George, 1755


Captain George Downie, British naval commander, Battle of Plattsburgh, 1814


Colonel James Easton, Massachusetts militia commander, enemy of Benedict Arnold


Colonel William Eyre, British engineer and commander during the Seven Years’ War, architect of Fort William Henry


Jonas Fay, son of the owner of the Catamount Tavern, member of the Green Mountain Boys, Vermont official


Joseph Fay, Jonas’s younger brother, negotiator with Justis Sherwood for the return of Vermont prisoners


Hugh Finlay, British bureaucrat and observer of revolutionary New England


Benjamin Franklin, American diplomat, who aspired to incorporate Canada into the new United States


Major General Simon Fraser, British commander at the Battle of Hubbardton, 1777


Louis Buade de Frontenac, twice governor of Canada and architect of the strategy of frontier terror, to include the attack on Schenectady in 1690


Lieutenant General Thomas Gage, British military innovator, schemer, and unsuccessful commander in chief in North America; veteran of the Seven Years’ War


Major General Horatio Gates, commander of American forces at the battle of Saratoga in 1777


Lord George Germain, architect of British strategy during the war of American independence


Joseph-Louis Gill, adopted Indian of ambiguous loyalties


Lieutenant General Frédéric Haldimand, Swiss soldier, veteran of the Great Warpath in both the Seven Years’ War and the war of American independence, governor of Canada during the negotiations for an independent Vermont


Chief Hendrick (Theyanoguin), Mohawk ally of Sir William Johnson


George Augustus, Lord Howe, founder of the British light infantry; killed at Carillon, 1758


Major General George Izard, American commander on the northern frontier during the War of 1812


Colonel William Jervois, British engineer and spy, author of important estimates on Canada’s ability to defend itself against the United States during the Civil War


Guy Johnson, cousin of Sir William Johnson, Indian agent on behalf of the British


Sir John Johnson, only legitimate son of Sir William Johnson


Sir William Johnson, Anglo-Irish adventurer and feudal overlord of the Mohawk valley, dominant figure in Anglo-Indian relations from the 1750s through the early 1770s


Peter Kalm, Swedish scientist, visitor to the Great Warpath in the middle of the eighteenth century


Major General Henry Knox, George Washington’s artillerist, commander of the “noble train of artillery” hauled to the siege of Boston in the winter of 1775–76


Colonel Thaddeus Kosciuszko, Polish patriot and engineer, volunteer in American service during the war of independence


La Corne St. Luc, French Canadian partisan leader, businessman, diplomat, and plotter; active leading Indians against the British, and later the Americans in three wars


Marquis de Lafayette, French volunteer with American forces in the war of independence, who failed to achieve his dearest objective, the liberation of Canada from British rule


Levrault de Langis, French Canadian partisan leader during the Seven Years’ War


Jacob Leisler, seventeenth-century businessman, politician, and rebel in New York


François-Gaston de Lévis, deputy to Montcalm, one of the ablest commanders in North America during the Seven Years’ War


John A. MacDonald, father of Canadian confederation


Commander Thomas Macdonough, commander of American naval forces at the battle of Plattsburgh Bay, 1814


William Lyon Mackenzie, Canadian revolutionary agitator during the 1830s


Colonel Allan Maclean, Scottish emigrant turned loyal soldier of the British Crown; defender of Quebec, 1775


Major General Alexander Macomb, commander of U.S. land forces at Plattsburgh in 1814, subsequently general in chief of the U.S. Army


Joseph Marin de la Malgue, French partisan leader in the Carillon area, 1750s


Jane McCrea, American victim of Burgoyne’s Indians; her death became a major American propaganda triumph


Colonel George Monro, British defender of Fort William Henry, 1757


Marquis Louis Joseph de Montcalm, French commander in North America during the second half of the Seven Years’ War


Brigadier General Richard Montgomery, British officer turned American patriot, led operations along the Great Warpath, killed during the assault on Quebec in 1775


Brigadier General Richard Prescott, British officer in Canada, 1775


Lieutenant General Sir George Prevost, governor of Canada during the War of 1812


Major General Friederich Adolphus von Riedesel, commander of Burgoyne’s German forces


Colonel Beverly Robinson, loyalist colonel, liaison with Ethan Allen for the purposes of negotiating Vermont’s return to the British Crown


Brigadier General Matthias Alexis de Roche Fermoy, French officer in American service at Ticonderoga, 1777


Major Robert Rogers, American founder of the ranger unit named after him during the Seven Years’ War


Peter Schuyler, mayor of Albany at the time of the Schenectady massacre


James A. Seddon, Confederate secretary of war; authority for the St. Albans raid


Captain Justus Sherwood, American founder of the Green Mountain Boys, loyalist officer, and spy


Philip Skene, British officer during the Seven Years’ War, founder of Skenesborough (Whitehall, New York)


Major General Arthur St. Clair, American officer in command at Fort Ticonderoga, 1777


Colonel Barry St. Leger, British officer commanding forces on the Mohawk in 1777 and the northern frontier to the end of the war of American independence


Brigadier General John Stark, officer under Robert Rogers, commander during the war of American independence, victor of Bennington, 1777


Daniel Tompkins, energetic governor of New York during the War of 1812


Major General Joseph G. Totten, American designer of the land defenses of Plattsburgh in 1814, later of Fort Montgomery, and then chief engineer of the U.S. Army during the Civil War


Colonel John Trumbull, son of Jonathan Trumbull, aide to George Washington, American officer at Fort Ticonderoga in 1776, artist


Jonathan Trumbull, governor of Connecticut during the war of American independence


Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil de Cavaignal, last French governor of Canada, whose father had held the same position


François-Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil, partisan leader, brother of Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil


Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes, French foreign minister during the war of American independence


Samuel Vetch, Scottish adventurer and military leader, planner of two abortive invasions of Canada at the beginning of the eighteenth century


Thomas Walker, Montreal businessman, American sympathizer, and later exile during the war of American independence


Seth Warner, leader of the Green Mountain Boys, Vermont politician and military commander


Brigadier General David Waterbury, Benedict Arnold’s deputy at the battle of Valcour Island


Brigadier General Anthony Wayne, American commander at Fort Ticonderoga during the winter of 1776–77


Major General Daniel Webb, British commander at Fort Edward during the siege of Fort William Henry, 1757


Major Benjamin Whitcomb, American ranger and scout during the war of American independence


Major General John Wool, American commander of regulars at Plattsburgh, 1814, inspector general of the U.S. Army; Eastern District commander during the Civil War


Brigadier General David Wooster, American veteran of three wars in North America, disastrous successor to Benedict Arnold at the siege of Quebec


Captain Sir James Yeo, British naval commander on the American lakes during the War of 1812


Captain Bennett Young, Confederate leader of the St. Albans raid





Author’s Note


My parents’ generation fought and won the great war against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, so World War II was very much a living memory as I grew up. As a graduate student I studied America’s Cold War—then at a peak of intensity—with the vast Soviet empire, believing (as did most sober observers) that it would last decades into the future. In the new century, as a senior government official I advised the secretary of state and interagency colleagues about our wars with Iraqi insurgents, the Taliban, Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps, and Al Qaeda, and spent a good deal of time visiting battlefields in the Middle East and Afghanistan as well as shaping strategy in Washington. But when I left government service in 2009 I eagerly resumed work on this book, which deals with America’s most durable, and in many ways most effective and important enemy of all.


Canada.


For well over a century, from the colonial period through American independence, the military struggle with what is now Canada was America’s central strategic fact. For at least a half century beyond that war between the United States and British-ruled Canada was a very real possibility. This contest powerfully influenced American military institutions, strategic thought, and military culture. This book deals with the central front in that conflict: what natives called the Great Warpath, the great water route between New York City and Montreal, along the Hudson and most particularly along Lakes George and Champlain. This book is a historical exploration through a careful examination of selected battles real and, in some cases, potential. Not decisive battles, necessarily, for few can accurately be termed such, but rather revealing battles—contests that illuminated both the larger conflict and some enduring features of an American way of war that it engendered.


A word about how I, a professional scholar of strategy and contemporary security policy, came to study the Great Warpath.


In the early 1960s, just before the United States plunged into a decade of urban riot, fruitless war, and more than a little historical nihilism, I visited Fort Ticonderoga, and was entranced. The stones and palisades, the eighteenth-century guns, the mountains, and the lake were, and remain, magical. I had grown up in Boston, where colonial history had surrounded me, and a bookish precocity had led me to take refuge from the turmoil of the times in Francis Parkman’s depiction of Rogers’ rangers, gliding in canoes “under the silent moon or in the languid glare of a breathless August day” or in the winter moving on snow shoes “in the tomb-like silence of the winter forest.”1 My parents, who had grown up in New England during the Depression, recommended to me an author of their youth, Kenneth Roberts. I succumbed to his portraits of fictional and real figures from the past: Cap Huff and Steve Nason were as alive to me as Daniel Morgan and Benedict Arnold, and all far more interesting than the baffled politicians and soldiers of my own day.


My field of study as an undergraduate and graduate student drifted toward contemporary military and strategic affairs, however, and as an academic my studies drew me to the present. I taught at Harvard, the Naval War College, and starting in 1990 at Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies, a graduate school that included in its programs an executive education program conducted for the Department of Defense. Thus, in 1995 I came back to Fort Ticonderoga, where I planned to take a group of generals for a staff ride—a kind of historical case study in leadership used for executive education. The director of the fort, Nicholas Westbrook, who had also been enchanted with the place as a boy and had now secured the job of his dreams, took me into a vault. To my great delight, he put in my hands the original manuscript of one of Kenneth Roberts’s best-known novels, Rabble in Arms, set largely in the vicinity of the fort. I was hooked all over again, and determined to find a way, as a scholar and writer, to revisit those woods and ancient battlefields. And the more I did so, the more interesting and significant I thought them. I freely confess, therefore, a return to boyhood fascinations in this book. And by a curious coincidence, at a time when, once again, the outside world seems caught up in obscure and violent struggles, I am drawn to the same topics.


Readers may or may not wish to know the source of an author’s interest in his topic; they deserve, however, to know what he or she has to offer them. In my case, it is the perspective that has come from some thirty years of thinking, teaching, writing, and occasionally offering counsel about contemporary military issues. My students and interlocutors have included college freshmen and admirals, journalists and colonels of infantry, foreign diplomats and assistant secretaries of defense. My subjects have ranged from the uses of air power in modern war to the transformation of combat organizations by high technology, from civil-military relations to counterinsurgency doctrine. The more I have reflected upon warfare along the Great Warpath, the more it occurred to me that a student of contemporary conflict has much to learn from, and even something to say about, this particular swath of history set in a well-defined geographical area.


No historian escapes his or her time, nor should they attempt to do so, at least so far as the posing of questions is concerned. What follows explores, among other topics, the troubles that conventional armies have in coping with irregular opponents, the relationship between professional soldier and democratic politician, and the power of symbols to distort strategic judgment. The title of the book—Conquered into Liberty—comes from the opening sentence of a subversive pamphlet American revolutionaries spread about in advance of the invasion of Canada in 1775. It captures a paradoxical notion in which not only they, but many of their descendants to this day, have believed.


And as for the charm of the subject, if this book prompts those who read it to explore for themselves some of the places it describes I will be glad. They will discover, as I did, that with an attentive ear, a modicum of imagination, and a wholesome curiosity about the past, one can still hear the echoes of musket and cannon shot, the shouts of command, the flap of canvas and creaking of oars, and even—with some effort—the near-silent padding of moccasin-shod feet.


Note to readers: I have, in most cases, modernized seventeenth- and eighteenth-century spelling. I have, however, used primarily contemporary maps, to help retain the atmosphere of the times in which these battles were fought—and knowing that modern cartographers rely heavily on them in any case.




Conquered
into
Liberty
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The Great Warpath. Courtesy, Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division
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PROLOGUE


The Great Warpath
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Stern hills, lonely lakes, and venerable woods
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Nearly two centuries ago, a writer scrambled through the ruins of a tumbledown fort. It was a picturesque spot, framed by the pine trees of the great woods of northern New York, the crags of Mount Defiance, and the placid waters of Lake Champlain. Scattered about lay remains of burned timbers and soldiers’ graffiti on the fragments of plastered walls; and all around “stern hills, lonely lakes, and venerable woods.”1 The writer had a guide, a bright young lieutenant of engineers, who expertly pointed out scarp and counterscarp, angles of fire and avenues of approach. The writer, impressed but unmoved, thought that the young officer’s interpretation had “a good deal to do with mathematics but nothing at all to do with poetry.” The author came back alone, and conjured up in his imagination the soldiers who had passed through Fort Ticonderoga—Canadian voyageurs, Indian war parties, gallant French aristocrats, the dour Scottish soldiers of His Majesty’s forces, Ethan Allen bawling at the sleep-befuddled commander to surrender “in the name of the great Jehovah and the Continental Congress.” But the reality of the present returned, and as he gazed at the pine forests that had swelled over the ruins, he mused that “the last garrison marched out, to return no more, or only at some dreamer’s summons, gliding from the twilight past to vanish among realities.”


The writer, Nathaniel Hawthorne, was not quite correct in imagining this the end of the romance of Fort Ticonderoga, however, for that scientific young soldier may have been none other than Robert E. Lee, and author and soldier alike were to find their own enduring places in the American story.2 And they were by no means the last public men to fall under the spell of the fort on its lonely peninsula.


In the nearly two centuries that have passed since Hawthorne’s visit, the Lake Champlain region has retained its fascination for visitors hoping to catch the echoes of drum, trumpet, and war cry. To be sure, in many places the reverberations are so faint as to be nearly inaudible. Ghastly constructions of asphalt, concrete, and plastic logs at which hawkers sell rubber tomahawks and toy muskets muffle the sounds even as they blight the view. Careening speedboats and cheap motels named after long forgotten soldiers make it hard to remember the menacing gloom of primeval woods. The conveniences of summer tourism—soft ice cream shops, package stores, and quaint bed and breakfasts—cause one to forget how grim a place this was in an age when food moved by boat, wagon, or on the backs of living things.


But with only a little exertion the traveler who desires to catch those echoes will hear them even today along the two-hundred-mile stretch from Albany to Montreal, which native Americans once called the Great Warpath. The ruined fortifications of Crown Point, much vaster than the neatly reconstructed fort at Ticonderoga, loom by the lake, watching over the ruins of an even older French fort; the lonely little battlefield of Hubbardton, Vermont, looks very much as it did in the eighteenth century, and in Canada the reconstructed strong point of Chambly or the mass grave of the United States’ soldiers who succumbed to smallpox at Isle aux Noix bring one back to the days when this was the most bitterly contested piece of land in the world.


The Great Warpath, which runs from Albany to Montreal, is approximately two hundred miles as the crow flies, and not all that much longer by water and wilderness path. It is the central portion of a great arc of water that runs from New York City to Quebec, and beyond, to the mouth of the St. Lawrence Seaway. At the southern end, on the American side, New York lies about 130 miles from Albany on a route navigable by the Hudson River. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Hudson itself was accessible (other than when ice-bound) to substantial ships, including warships, well beyond West Point, and it formed a natural artery of commerce for most of the year.


On the Canadian side, navigational problems were more difficult. The St. Lawrence iced over earlier, and in the vicinity of Quebec strong tides made for tricky navigation, as English warships were to discover on at least one occasion. On the looming hulk of Cap Diamant—so named after the diamonds that French explorers mistakenly thought they had discovered there—stood the citadel of Quebec, and beneath it the lower town with its docks and wharves. Properly fortified, Quebec was a formidable obstacle for any fleet, which would have to deal with batteries as well as treacherous currents in assaulting the city. The journey between Quebec and Montreal, on the other hand, was relatively easy, some 160 miles by the broad St. Lawrence River. The Richelieu River, with its source at Rouse’s Point on Lake Champlain and its mouth at Sorel, some 113 miles southwest of Quebec and 75 miles northeast of Montreal, connected the St. Lawrence with the Great Warpath.


The rivers, lakes, and lands between Albany and Montreal constitute the Great Warpath, but neither city was, in colonial times, a terminus. Rather, each was a point of departure to, on the one hand, the great West, and on the other, the seaboard cities that in turn were linked to the Atlantic system of trade and politics. The Warpath was just that—a military corridor more than a route for commerce; unlike the Danube, or the Rhine, or later, the Mississippi, it was not suited for much in the way of business traffic. But it was a convenient path for raiders and usable—although not easily so—for substantial armies.


Rivers and lakes were the true highways, and oceans the great commons of the New World until the advent of the railroad, the internal combustion engine, and the airplane. Particularly in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century North America, water dictated movement, for commercial and military purposes alike. Along the riverways traveled the Indian and European traders with bundles of furs, cloth, and tools, the heart of the economy of Indian country in the seventeenth century. Without water, armies simply could not move the mass of supplies they needed, or could do so only with the greatest difficulty. In the wilderness, in particular, roads were often muddy, stump-strewn pathways through the wilderness; carts carried far less than a boat, and required the services of oxen or horses, which in turn needed regular supplies of fodder not normally available in the woods. And—an important point for eighteenth-century armies—carts meant teamsters, civilian contractors who could prove highly unreliable under fire, and unscrupulous in their business dealings at other times.


The preferred mode of transport for American Indians and light troops of France and Great Britain was the bark (birch or elm) canoe—a vessel manufactured from the materials readily found in the North American woodlands. Some of these, used for trade, could carry up to a dozen people and a cargo of over a ton. European and colonial armies, however, depended on the bateau, a double-ended flat-bottomed boat, up to fifty feet long and little more than six feet wide that was the workhorse of eighteenth-century warfare as much as the two-and-a-half-ton truck would later be for the soldiers of World War II. But because the Great Warpath was not simply a continuous water route, armies hoping to move in the wilderness required wagons and ox carts to get around parts of the rivers that were not navigable, or across tongues of land, particularly that separating the southern ends of Lake George and Lake Champlain from the Hudson River.


Access to the oceans made North America part of the Atlantic world. Where today’s Americans think of the ocean as dividing them from the Old World, the truth is that it connected them. To be sure, journeys to and from Europe could take months in either direction. But from the very beginning the oceans tied the economy of North America to that of the greater European world. Fishing fleets off the Grand Banks provided protein-rich cod for the growing urban centers of Europe; the forests supplied masts and other ship-building materials for navies and merchant fleets; furs fed the fashions of Paris and London, while the colonies in turn drew not only manufactured goods but even staples from Europe. Conversely, European goods including cloth and basic tools (knives, fishhooks, and the like) quickly became essential to Indian life deep in the continent. The oceans made the New World part of the European state and strategic system. Until the end of the eighteenth century, without access to the Atlantic, no one in North America could live anything but the most primitive existence. The woodland Indians, no less than the colonists, came to depend upon the goods of European civilization—knives, needles, pots, beads, clothes, and, of course, firearms. These Indians, like the European colonists with whom they traded, were thus linked in an intricate web of commerce and communication. And the easiest, indeed, often the only way for all of them to communicate lay along the waterways of the New World.


Four cities and one collection of villages shaped the Great Warpath: New York, Albany, Onondaga, Montreal, and Quebec. Although Giovanni da Verrazano had blundered into New York’s harbor as early as 1524, it took a full century for the Dutch to found New Amsterdam at the tip of Manhattan Island. Even in its early days, New York had a mixed population, including Swedes, blacks, Indians, and even a small Jewish community. In 1664 the town fell to the English, but it retained a substantial Dutch population, and a Dutch feel, for at least another half century and beyond. Its society remained polyglot, and turbulent enough to include an uprising in 1689 by merchant Jacob Leisler against King James’s governor; Leisler, after a tumultuous reign, was eventually overthrown and hanged, but the legacy of upheaval remained, and the politics of New York remained rough and occasionally violent for decades thereafter. In 1690, however, it was a city of 8,000 in a province that numbered perhaps 20,000 in all. It was, in any event, primarily a commercial capital, looking out on the Atlantic world.3


Quite different in outlook was the town of Albany. The Dutch established a trading post called Fort Orange in 1624, later abandoned for nearby Albany. The latter town had a population of some 500 by 1700, in a compact area surrounded by a wooden stockade.4 It grew and thrived on the trade with Native American hunters, who brought pelts from the West down the Mohawk River. After the fall of New Netherlands in 1664 the town continued to grow, still under the domination of the leading Dutch families who had originally settled there, and whose large estates surrounded the area. It had 2,000 inhabitants by 1750, and expanded still further during the war for empire, now not so much as a trading town but as a military hub and a gateway to settlement in western New York and north to Indian country and Canada. Albany was, like most commercial towns, more interested in money than politics, and more than once during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, officials in New York would suspect its inhabitants of preferring a profitable trade with the enemy to a dutiful support of a war.


Not on the Warpath, but near it and powerfully influential were the villages of Onondaga, not quite the capital of the Iroquois confederacy, but something like it. The founding of the Iroquois confederacy remains, of necessity, shrouded in the obscurity that must accompany a people who did not leave a contemporary written record of their activities. At some time, however, between 1400 and 1600 five tribes—the Senecas, Cayugas, Onondagas, Oneidas, and Mohawks—came together to form a confederacy in the area of what is now upstate New York. From the Senecas in the west to the Mohawks in the east, they dominated northern New York, and, importantly, any of the fur trade that would flow from the west, south of the Great Lakes.5


The Iroquois were never large in number, and rarely more than twenty-five hundred warriors in total, but they dominated the trade routes, were exceptional fighters, and had a sophisticated political culture. The confederacy’s tribes were not always united, but they developed traditions of negotiation and debate that made them a formidable power on the North American continent. Like many other Indians, the Iroquois were on the whole a fairly settled people, not nomads. Their “castles,” as the colonists described them, were palisaded towns, inhabited during the hunting and warring seasons by women who exercised remarkable influence on the selection of chiefs and on the culture of warfare. The capital of the confederacy, such as it was, lay with the centrally located Onondaga, who maintained the council fire and presided over the deliberations of the Five Nations (who became six with the absorption of the southern Tuscaroras in the early eighteenth century).


Where Dutch merchants had founded New York and what became Albany, and Indian sachems had made Onondaga, Montreal owed its founding to the French Catholic Church. Founded in 1642 by missionaries from the Société de Notre Dame pour la Conversion des Sauvages, the town became a rival to Albany as a gateway to the West, to the Indians of the Pays d’en Haut or “High Country,” the upper Midwest of today. But Montreal differed from Albany in important ways, in the domination of the Church (which retained seignorial rights to the island in midcentury), and in the degree of control exercised by a centralized government. Montreal served as a kind of alternative capital for the colony of New France, as a base for the extension of French power into the hinterland of North America, and as a military base. Secured in part by its site on an island in the middle of the St. Lawrence, its outskirts lay within easy reach of Iroquois raiders, who alternated between war and uneasy negotiations with the French.


At the end of the water arc was Quebec, the citadel of Canada, its capital, and the strong point whose capture was the focus of British efforts for over a century. Founded in 1608 by Samuel de Champlain, it occupies a peninsula jutting out into the St. Lawrence, and dominating it from the mass of Cap Diamant, upon which rested fortifications that would be developed over a period of two and a half centuries. Under both French and British rule, geography required yet a further maritime outpost—the fortress cities of Louisbourg under the former and Halifax under the latter, in what is now Nova Scotia. But Quebec dominated Canada well into the nineteenth century. It was the largest city under both French and English rule, a political capital, and the gateway to the entire province. To lose it permanently meant Canada’s isolation from the Atlantic; small wonder that British and later American strategists focused on seizing it from their enemies.


At the heart of America’s Warpath lie two substantial lakes, George (called by the French Lac St-Sacrement) and Champlain, both running on a rough north-south axis. The southern ends of each are some twenty or thirty miles, depending on the route, from Fort Edward, the last navigable spot on the Hudson. Fort Edward, in turn, is just under fifty miles north of Albany. Flowing into the Hudson less than ten miles north of Albany is the Mohawk River, vitally important as a corridor of commerce and because its valley provided some of the better farmland in upstate New York. The town of Schenectady, though today part of the greater Albany area, was once a major settlement in its own right along the Mohawk.


Lake George is the smaller of the two lakes, only a mile or two wide for most of its thirty-three-mile length. Bordering it are rugged hills and rocky shores, thickly forested with pine. Lake George meets the much larger Lake Champlain (120 miles from north to south) at a tongue of land, several miles long, where the Chute River feeds from the former into the latter. The Chute’s three-mile length includes five waterfalls and a drop of 220 feet, which forced eighteenth-century travelers to portage, or carry their canoes and boats, to the site of the fort the French would call Carillon, and the Americans and British Ticonderoga. South of this point, Lake Champlain—barely a mile wide—narrows to a river, Wood Creek, before ending at modern Whitehall, earlier Skenesborough, New York.


Lake Champlain itself is a much more substantial body of water than George, its sister to the southwest. Indeed, Champlain’s admirers wistfully claim it as the sixth, albeit the smallest of the Great Lakes. Although bordered by the Adirondacks on the west and the Green Mountains on the east, it abuts rather more arable land, particularly on its eastern shore, the farther north one goes. About twelve miles north of Ticonderoga, after the choke point of the peninsula that was the site of the French Fort St. Frédéric and the British Crown Point, Champlain broadens out to a width of some forty miles at its northern end. It is liberally sprinkled with small islands, and its shores on both sides abound in little coves suitable for the hiding of small craft seeking shelter from the prevailing northerly winds. The lake is about twenty-two miles from its southernmost tip (Skenesborough, now Whitehall) to Ticonderoga. A stretch of narrows in the southern lake lies between Ticonderoga and Crown Point, the last waters. From there it is something over thirty miles to what is now Burlington, Vermont, and the broadest part of the lake.


At the very north of Lake Champlain begins Canada, with the French fort of Chambly and the town of St. Johns. These towns, along the rapid-strewn Richelieu River, are little more than twenty miles overland from Montreal, a hard day’s march, perhaps. By boat, however, the distance is almost five times as great, because one must travel north along the Richelieu to the town of Sorel on the St. Lawrence, and then backtrack an equal distance, and against the current, to Montreal.


Most of the land bordering the Warpath, though well watered, was not very well suited to farming. It had, however, abundant timber and pine products, all valuable for the construction of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century sailing vessels. The harsh winters—the snow and freezing season lasts from November through the end of April—made it far less appealing to farmers than the middle colonies, or even southern New England. For eighteenth-century men and women unprepared for it, a North Country winter was a brutal thing. In January 1760 Colonel William Haviland reported to Major General Jeffery Amherst that his garrison at Crown Point was suffering cruelly. “I have the misfortune to tell you that almost every man was frost bit.” The surgeon, he reported, “was obliged to take off above one hundred toes this day and must more tomorrow.”6 The heavy snowfall of winter (which froze the lakes with a crust that could bear the weight of cannon) limited the mobility of conventional forces, but not of raiding parties, even large ones composed of hundreds of men. Snowshoes, skates, and sledges, all familiar to woodsmen of the eighteenth century, made movement over and along the lakes easier, in some respects, than slogging along the muddy, swampy roads of the North Country spring. But it was easier to move men than supplies, and no force beyond a raiding party numbering in the dozens could hope to supply itself with game from an area that had been well hunted even by the eighteenth century. As we shall see, in the North Country, as to a certain measure farther south, warfare was a four-season business, and hence quite different from the usual pattern of European campaigning, which usually came to a halt over the winter.
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It was a very sad song


The European contest for North America began eighty years before the first battle we shall describe in detail, the French raid on Schenectady in 1690. Before that, no single Indian tribe had dominated the Albany-Montreal area: Iroquois, Abenaki, and Mahican peoples clashed along it. For Native Americans, this was a route, and also a hunting ground for wide-ranging parties of Indians. But it was a battleground, too, of sorts, as tribes clashed with one another in the combats of societies that valued individual warrior prowess as demonstrated in combat, and in which Indian groups competed for power, the resources of the forest, and slaves.


The competition, however, took a different and more murderous turn with the arrival of the white men. Here were people armed with powerful weapons—the gun, of course, but also edged weapons—who were willing to trade some of these, as well as more mundane but no less valuable goods such as caldrons and fishhooks, for the fur, in particular beaver fur, in which the land abounded. The weapons made Indian warfare more deadly; the prospects of trade made the stakes higher; and perhaps most important of all, the diseases of the white man disrupted Indian society by causing mass deaths. Historians vary in their estimates of just how much havoc was wrought by diseases like smallpox and measles, to which the Indians were acutely vulnerable, but surely hundreds of thousands perished. As tribes lost much and in some cases most of their population, the politics of Indian country became more turbulent, as tribes melted in to one another, were absorbed, or attempted to absorb others. Furthermore, the militarily powerful white man was a disruptive presence, a potential ally who could make all the difference in intertribal warfare.


The first and most famous clash of white men and red along the Great Warpath took place on July 30, 1609.7 The great explorer and colonizer of Canada, Samuel de Champlain, had forged an alliance with Montagnais, Algonquin, and Huron Indians. With two French companions, he accompanied a band of these warriors looking for their Iroquois foe, the warriors of the Five Nations. The band of three hundred warriors shrank to sixty as they left the Richelieu River (known, ominously perhaps, as the River of the Iroquois) and proceeded south on the lake to which Champlain would give his name. The group encountered several hundred Mohawks camped on the site of what is now Fort Ticonderoga.


The battle that ensued began with a ritual exchange of challenges, war chants, and insults—a pattern that predated the arrival of the Europeans in North America.8 But when the Mohawks stood to repel the advance of the Montaignais and Hurons they were stunned by something entirely unexpected. Champlain and his French comrades fired their arquebuses (matchlock firearms) directly at the Mohawk chiefs, killing two and wounding one. The Mohawks fled, and the grateful Hurons provided Champlain with the head of one of the slain, even as the Frenchman squirmed at the prolonged ritual torture to the death of the Iroquois prisoners, who were required to sing during their evisceration by their captors. Unsurprisingly, “it was a very sad song,” Champlain recalled.9


The consequence of this clash, like so much of the history of the Warpath, has been distorted in popular myth, which holds that Champlain’s volley cost New France nearly a century of bitter struggle with the Iroquois. This was not the case, because the Iroquois did not make war simply over grudges, and indeed, they would later conclude truces and even alliances with the French. The Iroquois thought and acted strategically, understanding their interests well. They had the human appetite for revenge, but this did not make them unique; rather, they hoped to make the French dependent on them for access to the interior, and they desired to destroy their traditional enemies, the Hurons.


Nor had Champlain stumbled naively into a fight with incalculable long-term consequences. The French had chosen an alliance with the powerful Hurons, and were quite willing to accept war with the Iroquois as a consequence. But it would be just as true to say that the Indians had chosen the French as allies.10 In any case, the French understood that they could never gain access to the furs of the West, or to the (mythical) passages to the Asian sea without Indian aid. No early seventeenth-century European power could bull its way beyond the coast of North America without native allies. The upshot in this case was a series of brutal wars between the Franco-Huron alliance, on the one hand, and the Iroquois, on the other, which lasted through much of the middle of the seventeenth century.


The Indians were no match for the French in open warfare: European firearms, armor, edged weapons, and above all discipline saw to that. But the Indian way of war, ambuscade and raid, made it impossible to spread out and farm land even in the immediate vicinity of Montreal with any hope of security. And without peace, the French could never hope to engage in the lucrative fur trade that alone could support the Quebec colony once it had become clear that New France was neither rife with diamonds, nor the route for an easy passage to Asia.


The colony of New France struggled for existence, until the turning point came in the form of twelve hundred regular soldiers dispatched from France, chiefly men of the Carignan-Salières regiment, who arrived in 1665. They attacked Mohawk villages, and despite some occasionally disastrous blundering in the woods by these conventional soldiers of France, they overawed an exhausted Iroquois population, which had, at the same time, been fighting a no less bitter war against their Susquehannock enemies as far south as what are today the mid-Atlantic states. At the same time, however, New France’s Huron allies had virtually disintegrated under the impact of disease. With both Indian allies and enemies exhausted, the French had the opportunity to make a deal that would buy the colony time to take root. By 1667 the Iroquois were ready to negotiate a peace that gave New France a window of sixteen years in which to develop and establish itself. Nor did the French confine themselves to simple negotiations: Catholic missions to the Iroquois followed in the wake of French soldiers, and by the end of the 1660s the Jesuits had missions established with all of the Five Nations. Champlain’s fight had not doomed France to perpetual hostility with the Iroquois.


The myth of the consequences of Champlain’s fight—the notion that it created an enduring hostility between France and the Five Nations—deserves a closer look. It reflects a view of the Indians as passive victims of European technology and military prowess. They were, no doubt, victims of European disease, but the Indians were remarkably adaptable in taking on European arms, which Dutch merchants in Albany were quite happy to supply. Confronted with firearms, the Indians abandoned the use of light armor and mass ritual displays on the battlefield, adopting instead what disconcerted white men later called “a skulking way of war.”


More important, even at this early stage, the fighting along the Great Warpath showed a mixture of motives and behavior. There was, no doubt, blood feud and score settling, and ritual forms of behavior, including torture, that made little sense to European sensibilities. But there was also strategic behavior and choice, by Amerindian and European alike. Both groups faced multiple enemies, native and European. Both groups had leaders who made purposive choices, and both stumbled when confronted by the power of European technology on the one hand, and the realities of wilderness warfare on the other. The process of learning continued for a century.


The Indians could not eject the Europeans from the continent even had they so wished. Divided among themselves, with populations reduced in some cases by an order of magnitude through disease, and, no less important, unable to fully master the military technologies of the Europeans (there seem to have been few if any Indian gunsmiths, for example), they were overwhelmed by the less wood-crafty, but more rigidly disciplined, better-armed, increasingly more numerous Europeans. In 1609 Champlain needed Indian allies if he was to hope to achieve anything, indeed to survive; by the end of that century, the Indians needed European allies for the same purpose.


For the most part, the mid and late seventeenth century was a time during which the European powers solidified their initially precarious hold in North America. Early colonial ventures were harrowing exercises in mere survival, as colonies suffered the ravages of scurvy and starvation during long winters, ailments made worse by the initial motivation of European settlement—the desire to make fortunes rather than to establish new societies. The numbers that settled and maintained themselves were scanty—as late as 1650 even the two largest English colonies, Massachusetts and Virginia, had populations of only 14,000 and 18,000 respectively. By 1690, however, those numbers had climbed to well over 50,000 each. The English colonists now outnumbered the native populations by a considerable margin and, more important, had created a viable economic base for continued growth and expansion.


From the beginning the wars of old Europe had echoed in the colonies. The English, for example, seized New Amsterdam from its Dutch founders, and briefly wrested Acadia and Quebec itself from the French in 1628. These were, however, mere skirmishes along the fringes of what the Europeans viewed as unexplored wilderness. The real contest for North America only began once the Europeans had carved out for themselves relatively secure bases in the New World, had established towns that would not starve in the winter, and did not have to fear Indian raiding parties as a threat to their existence. It took until the end of the seventeenth century for the main cities of Montreal, New York, Quebec, Boston, and the like to become sturdy towns, and not mere clusters of beleaguered cabins. The counterpart to Canada’s desperate struggles with the Iroquois was King Philip’s War, named after the Wampanoag chief, son of Massasoit, who had welcomed the Pilgrims in the 1620s. In a desperate struggle from 1675 to 1676, the Indians of New England fought a war that probably cost them three thousand killed, while a dozen English towns were destroyed, and perhaps half of the rest suffered some kind of damage.11 For a time it seemed to threaten the very existence of New England, and the damage was not fully repaired for several decades. In the end, however, it marked the destruction of native power in New England, although the Abenaki tribes of northern New England maintained a stubborn—and French-supported—resistance through much of the eighteenth century. Still, by the last quarter of the seventeenth century neither French nor English colonies in the New World faced threats to their survival from the Indians.


Having established themselves along the coasts and at key points inland, maintaining populations that had begun a course of natural growth and (in the case of the English colonies) substantial immigration, the colonies of England and France now became mutual antagonists on their own terms. The wars of Europe, driven by the ambitions of Louis xiv and the determination of other states, including Protestant England and Holland, to thwart them, had their echoes and reflections across the Atlantic. The war that began in November 1688 and lasted through October 1697—called by the French the War of the League of Augsburg, and by others the Nine Years’ War (in the English colonies in North America, King William’s War)—was the first in a series of struggles between France and a variety of opponents, always including and usually led by England, that lasted for a century and a quarter. These were world wars that brought battles in North America, the Caribbean, South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. They reflected the tremendous military potential of France, whose able public servants included soldiers like the master of siege warfare and fortification Vauban, ambitious colonizers like Colbert, and skilled military organizers like Louvois. Beginning as a duel between William III of the Netherlands and Louis xiv, it became, following the Glorious Revolution in Great Britain that replaced the pro-French James II with the Dutch prince, a contest between coalitions led by England and France. It was a contest at once of religious faith, Protestant against Catholic, and of national interest, in which the Catholic emperor of Austria—beset by the Turks at one end of his kingdom—threw his weight in against France.


In this, as in succeeding wars, battles in Europe reverberated in the New World. In particular, the naval contests between the French and English fleets (with a varying cast of supporting naval allies) on the European side of the Atlantic had a direct bearing on the ability of New France to sustain itself against naval assault. From the point of land warfare, of course, the contests in North America were risible skirmishes between small bands of irregulars stiffened with a sprinkling of regular troops. The stakes in the Sugar Islands of the Caribbean were much larger: In the 1680s, for example, the value of British imports from the West Indies (almost all of it sugar) was roughly £330,000; from North America it was perhaps £200,000.12 Small wonder that British and French alike were willing to expend considerable resources in taking and holding the islands that yielded such a profitable crop, which could be turned into rum and traded, in turn, for slaves.


By the end of the seventeenth century, then, European strategists may not have cared deeply about North America, but colonists cared deeply about European battles. Having driven back or subjugated the Indians as independent forces, the colonists of New France and of the English colonies of North America embarked on some seventy-five years of constant warfare, fighting that persisted even during periods of nominal peace in Europe. In these struggles the Indians were essential auxiliaries to sides engaged in a struggle whose logic pointed to a contest for mastery of an entire continent. And before King William’s War was more than a year old, a French nobleman in the New World ensured that along the Great Warpath it would be waged by terror.
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Schenectady, as rebuilt shortly after the raid.
Courtesy, University of Nebraska–Lincoln Libraries
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CHAPTER ONE


The Schenectady Raid, 1690
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They dreamed that while the deep snow of winter continued, they were safe enough
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At five o’clock in the morning on February 9, 1690, a bleeding man on a wounded horse staggered into the fortified, winter-bound Dutch town of Albany. Despite the bullet in his thigh, Symon Schermerhoorn had ridden nearly twenty miles in six hours from Schenectady to Albany through knee-deep snow. The mayor, Peter Schuyler, hastily convened a meeting of the aldermen to hear the exhausted Schermerhoorn’s grim news. Just before midnight on the eighth, a party of French and Indians had stormed Schenectady, killing most of the inhabitants, carrying off others, and setting its houses on fire. In the following days some fifty survivors of the Schenectady massacre, many suffering from frostbite, trudged their way to Albany. They and their horrified hosts eventually pieced together what had happened.


There had been more Europeans than Indians in the war party—116 Frenchmen and Canadians and 92 Indians from an assortment of tribes—and together they slightly outnumbered the civilian population of the town they attacked. They had spent three weeks journeying south along the Great Warpath from Montreal, camping some six miles from the town and gathering last-minute intelligence from four Indian women they found there. The raiders had initially considered attacking Albany, but the Indians, believing the latter too well defended, pressed for Schenectady as an alternative target, and the French acquiesced.


The raiders had silently circled the town, hoping to attack simultaneously through the two gates in the palisade. In the snow and dark, however, they found only one open, and they quietly assembled opposite it. It was enough. The attackers slipped in through the north gate, dividing into parties of five or six to storm each house. With a sudden chorus of war whoops they broke into the homes, capturing or killing the inhabitants and setting the dwellings on fire. A larger body attacked the settlement’s sole blockhouse, which contained some two dozen drowsy militiamen from Connecticut, sent to reinforce the New Yorkers.


The war party did not kill everyone they found in Schenectady. Shrewdly, they spared the few Mohawks in the town, partly because Mohawk converts in the raiding party had no desire to launch civil war in their own tribe, partly as a matter of policy. This forbearance, the French thought, might help wean the Iroquois from their English sponsors. And there was some genuine humanity as well. After a standoff at his fortified house, the French spared the mayor of Schenectady, who had earlier saved French prisoners from their Indian captors.


Nonetheless, when the English and Dutch relief force came to the smoking ruins two days after the raid to bury the dead, they found horrifying sights. “The cruelties committed at said place no pen can write nor tongue express,” the Albany officials wrote to their colleagues in Connecticut. “Women big with child ripped up and the children alive thrown in to the flames and their heads dashed in pieces against the doors and windows.”1 The rescuers from Albany included Connecticut militia. In the ruins of the blockhouse at the corner of the palisade they found all but three of their comrades’ remains, mutilated and charred by fire. The raiders had killed sixty civilians, including the town’s minister, and had begun making their way back to Canada, carrying with them twenty-seven civilians.2


The Albany council, which deplored Schenectady’s lack of watchfulness, spread the alarm. “Gentlemen, it would not be amiss if you should send post to all our towns to be upon their guard that they may not be surprised,” Mayor Schuyler wrote to colleagues in New England. The officials passed the word, but not all acted on it. Cotton Mather, Boston divine and the first historian of colonial New England, somberly described the mood in the New England towns. “They dreamed that while the deep snow of winter continued, they were safe enough; but this proved as vain as a dream of a dry summer.”3 A month later Salmon Falls, New Hampshire, suffered the same fate as Schenectady.
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This is the beginning of your war


The Schenectady raid was the culmination of a broader development in French strategy in North America. For years the French had waged war against the Iroquois, the extraordinarily formidable Five Nations (Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, Oneida, and Mohawk) whose disciplined ferocity had terrified enemies as far off as what is now Pennsylvania and Ohio. In the 1650s, for example, the Seneca, the westernmost of the Iroquois nations, had attacked a village of the Miami Indians who lived in what is now the Midwest, carrying off many of their enemies’ children. Knowing that they would be followed by Miami war parties as they withdrew to their own lands, at each of their daily campsites the Seneca left the head of a Miami child impaled on a stick, looking in the direction of the pursuing Miami fathers who had arrived too late.4 The calculated cruelty of the Iroquois turned on the French as well. Not because of Champlain’s battle half a century before, but because of Iroquois desire to control the fur trade, to establish hegemony, and to gain glory, the Five (later the Six) Nations harassed and slashed at the French colony in Canada, which attempted, by turns, to appease, divide, and when unavoidable, confront them.5


In the second half of the 1680s Governor Jacques-René de Brisay de Denonville, a capable soldier, had reformed, strengthened, and militarized the colony in what is now the province of Quebec.6 He began, among other practices, the commissioning of young Canadians as officers in the king’s forces. After a careful survey of the situation he concluded that the previous policy of accommodating the Iroquois would fail and decided to wage war more aggressively against them. He also saw the long-term threat posed by the English and Dutch of New York, who traded with and armed the Iroquois. In 1687 he protested the French policy of friendship with England that tied his hands in the New World. “The King orders me to observe great moderation towards the English. But, My Lord, can any one wage war more openly against us than M. Dongan [governor of New York] has done, when he admits that he aids and abets our enemies with whatever ammunition is necessary to operate against us?”7


In 1687 Denonville launched a conventional offensive against the Iroquois, striking the Senecas in the west and the Mohawks in the east, attempting to crush the Five Nations and secure relief for New France’s Indian allies to the west. Having massed a force of over eight hundred regulars, nine hundred militia, and four hundred Indians, he left first for Fort Frontenac (today’s Kingston, Ontario) and then the land of the Senecas, the westernmost of the Iroquois tribes. His campaign ended as many had done before and would later, with the destruction of Seneca villages, storehouses, and crops, but without a decisive blow against the braves themselves.


Despite these inconclusive results, Denonville considered New France’s best strategic hope to lie in the offensive, if it could receive adequate resources. In 1689 he communicated to the French crown a new campaign plan drafted by his deputy, Louis-Hector de Callières, governor of Montreal, that called for an attack along the Great Warpath with some fourteen hundred soldiers and six hundred militia, plus Indian auxiliaries.8 He assumed the worst about English intentions: The English, he declared, intended to raise the Indians against Canada, ruin her trade, and then “burn and sack our settlements.”9 The strategic object was bold: Subjugate and disarm the Iroquois and shatter their ability to block or coerce New France’s western Indian allies by depriving them of their Dutch and English sources of arms and trade.


The operational concept for implementing this strategy was even bolder: The French army of two thousand regulars and militia would take Albany—then a town with less than a fifth that many men to defend her. From there the army would advance along the Hudson and seize New York City, in conjunction with a naval force dispatched from France.10 He planned to occupy and disarm the city of New York itself, treating the inhabitants mildly (or most of them—a revised version of the plan provided that Huguenots would be shipped back to France), but shattering English and Dutch ability to support the Iroquois.


It was a plan probably beyond the capabilities of the French in Canada at the time, and one that expected too much by way of naval and military coordination. And indeed, the outbreak of war between Britain and France kept Paris preoccupied with continental affairs. Absent the resources required for this bold scheme, Denonville attempted to negotiate a settlement with the Iroquois—a path opposed by France’s Huron allies, who promptly ambushed a group of Iroquois ambassadors with a view to disrupting the talks. For their part, the Iroquois, backed by the English, were quite capable of fighting while talking. Still resenting the French raids of 1687, they launched a devastating stroke of their own. In August 1689 a huge Iroquois war party struck the French town of Lachine on the outskirts of Montreal. Fifteen hundred warriors killed or took prisoner over a hundred Frenchmen, and burned fifty-six of seventy-seven homes—a severe psychological blow to a French Canada composed of scarcely ten thousand souls already racked by disease and war. Denonville returned to France exhausted and depressed. His replacement would have to figure out a way of coping with both the Iroquois and the English.


On October 12, 1689, Louis de Buade de Frontenac stepped off a French warship at Quebec, returning to a colony that he had governed, erratically and often arbitrarily, for a decade from 1672 to 1682.11 Although treated in the Canadian national myth as the great founder of New France, he was, in fact, a complicated and problematic figure. An aspiring nobleman and soldier who habitually lived beyond his means, and whose vanity and imperiousness made him more than the usual number of enemies common to viceroys in Quebec, he had used his influence at court to obtain his initial appointment as governor of New France in order to escape his debtors. He returned, however, to save a colony imperiled by Iroquois attacks (Fort Frontenac, named after him in 1673, had been abandoned), English colonial expeditions (including a rumored naval attack on Quebec itself from New England), and the larger turmoil consequent upon the first of the global wars between Britain and France.


In this dire circumstance Frontenac, though nominally under instructions shaped by the Denonville-Callières plan, decided to drop the idea of a conventional offensive. He reasoned that he would never have enough men to permanently occupy an English town, even assuming he could seize one. Of course, he clamored for more reinforcements, a plea characteristic of French governors in years to come, but he doubted that a large enough French force would ever sail across the Atlantic to definitively defeat the English in North America. From this correct premise he concluded that he should switch to a strategy of frontier raiding by Indian bands reinforced with militia and French regulars, launched from forward fortifications against English villages and towns.


This was a fateful choice. Frontenac sent bands of French, Canadians, and Indians against the English frontier not to hold ground, destroy fortified outposts, or defeat enemy forces but to burn settlements, take captives, and kill civilians. By raiding English settlements he hoped to achieve several objectives, first among them tying down substantial local forces (there were few if any regulars in the colonies) in extended defense of the frontier. Such a dispersion of effort, and the costs it would undoubtedly entail, would prevent the English from launching a direct assault on the French colony itself. Frontenac also correctly calculated that these raids would have a subtler, more political effect. The Indian allies of France would find themselves locked in perpetual conflict with the English. The inevitable losses and retaliations both sides would suffer would preclude a comprehensive Indian reconciliation with the English colonies. This was a strategic logic particularly apt for imperial frontier warfare—the stimulation of feuds and hatreds by low-level violence that would preclude one’s enemies from coming to terms with one another. At the same time, moreover, Frontenac believed that eventually the Iroquois could either be brought into the French fold (overawed, perhaps, by French prowess) or, at some later date, beaten into submission. In the meanwhile, terror would serve as his policy’s chief strategic instrument; hence, Schenectady.


Frontenac launched three raiding expeditions that winter of 1690: against Albany or Schenectady (his instructions with regard to targets were flexible) and against Salmon Falls, New Hampshire, and Casco, Maine. He picked Canadian-born French officers to lead these raids, among them such hardy adventurers as Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville.12


D’Iberville, the founder of Louisiana, was of an intrepid and ruthless type soon to become familiar to English settlers in New York and New England. In a standoff with a small group of English traders in Hudson Bay two years before—during a time of peace between England and France—d’Iberville had prevented the English from hunting for fresh meat (dooming, thereby, some twenty-five of their number to a lingering death from scurvy), kidnapped their surgeon, and brought them as prisoners to Quebec.


Raiding warfare was psychological warfare: a combination of terror and clemency intended to demoralize and split. It did some of the former, but none of the latter. Immediately after the Schenectady raid, for example, at the behest of Peter Schuyler, mayor of Albany, the Mohawks sent a war party of over a hundred braves on the track of the retreating raiders. The French and Indians had lost only one man each in their attack on Schenectady; the pursuing Mohawks killed or took nineteen more, many of them within sight of Montreal.13


Several weeks after the Schenectady raid a delegation of Mohawk chiefs came to Albany not only to condole with its leaders and people, as was the Indian custom, but to put some steel in the white men’s spines. The Mohawks declared that they, too, had suffered from French perfidy. The French “had broken open our house at both ends, formerly in the Senecas’ country, and now here.” But the Indians promised to avenge the dead of Schenectady with their own. “We will beset them so closely, that not a man in Canada shall dare to step out of doors to cut a stick of wood.” The Indians urged the English and Dutch to reoccupy and rebuild their ruined village. Be patient in disaster, they counseled, and—repeating the word several times and with emphasis as they gave a wampum belt in token of their friendship—show courage. “Brethren, be not discouraged, we are strong enough. This is the beginning of your war, and our whole house have their eyes fixed upon you at this time, to observe your behavior.” The Indian leaders reproached the Dutch traders who, in the interest of commerce, had formerly restrained them from waging war against the French. Let no such restraints apply henceforth; “let us now prosecute the war vigorously.”


Narrowly understood, the Schenectady raid had been a substantial French success: Surprise was complete, the settlement shattered, the homes burned (in part, the French claimed, to prevent their Indian allies from looting the liquor stored within). The follow-on attacks were, by the measure of sheer mayhem, equally successful. On March 18, raiders hit Salmon Falls, New Hampshire: Thirty-four inhabitants were killed and fifty-four carried off. And at the end of May it was the turn of Casco (Falmouth), Maine, where twenty were slain and a hundred who had fled to a local fort surrendered and were then butchered.14


But Frontenac’s raids did not, as he had hoped, paralyze the enemy. In the autumn of 1690 Sir William Phips, treasure hunter, military adventurer, and colonial leader, audaciously led a fleet carrying two thousand Massachusetts militia up the St. Lawrence to Quebec. Frontenac and his people had a narrow escape. He had strengthened the city’s defenses, and although the New Englanders landed, they withdrew a week later harassed by the Canadian militia and daunted by the approaching winter. But the New Englanders did manage to seize a foothold in Nova Scotia, at Port Royal. For their part, the Iroquois were not yet demoralized by French success and continued their war on French settlements. New England and New York cooperated in defending the long frontier, and in raising forces for the struggle with Canada.


Far from dividing the northern colonies, Frontenac’s raids had caused them to unite; and rather than diverting them from cooperation with the Iroquois in order to defend themselves, it intensified English efforts to play on Iroquois (and particularly Mohawk) hostility toward the French.15


The opportunistic strike at Schenectady, a fairly innocuous settlement, rather than Albany, the hub of English and Dutch influence over the Iroquois, represented a further failure of strategic judgment. The immediate choice may have reflected the realities of commanders coping with volatile Indian allies, but the raiding strategy more broadly represented a problematic embrace of terror that doomed New France to implacable hostility from its neighbors.16 Inevitably, raiding warfare was brutal, as Indian and Canadian raiding parties slew, captured, and tortured frontier families. No matter what measures the French took to restrain their Indian allies or to redeem captives (and they often did), the result could not be anything other than slaughter and horror. This was, moreover, not mere proxy war—the kind of indirect conflict that states wage against one another with irregular allies, whose excesses they disingenuously disavow. This was, rather, war waged against civilians by Europeans and Indians operating together. As a French prisoner subsequently confessed, it was Frenchmen who had killed the entirely innocuous Dutch minister of Schenectady.17


In setting aside the possibility of a defense interspersed with limited conventional offensives (in this case to destroy Albany) in favor of a strategy of raiding, Frontenac chose a course of action that produced one feature of the American way of war—its quest for annihilating victories against any enemy. A pragmatic determination to finish off an opponent utterly—not so much by extermination of populations as by the dismantling of a state—began to embed itself in the American way of war. The governor of New York groped his way to this conclusion when he wrote to his superiors in England in 1693: “That whereas Canada is the chiefest seat of the enemy; if they were removed, which might be done by a joint supply from all these governments, with order and assistance from England, would at once free these Plantations from further pressure, and would conduce to the advantage and encouragement of all these Provinces in general, as well as the honor of their Majesties in particular.”18 Like Cato the Elder ending every oration to the Roman Senate with the declaration that “Carthage must be destroyed,” colonial leaders, in speech, writing, or simply in their hearts, believed that the French colony in Canada must suffer a like fate.


Frontenac’s strategy assumed that the English colonies were a coherent group; there was no point, therefore, in trying to split them. Actually, he brought them together. Instead of playing on the notorious intercolonial squabbles and differences of opinion, he managed to unite them in several attempts to assault Quebec itself. While that unity often faltered, particularly as Frontenac’s successors modified his policy, it never lapsed entirely, and established an important precedent of colonial unity of effort.


In the short term, then, Frontenac’s strategy failed—the English colonies rallied against the French and threw hard counterpunches against Quebec itself. In the long term it was perilous—the conviction that nothing other than complete victory over the French in North America was acceptable took root among English colonial leaders. In the medium term, however, over a period of decades, Frontenac’s raiding strategy succeeded. French Canadian strokes against civilian targets in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries brought to a culmination a war of attrition that did not cripple the English and Dutch, but did bring unbearable pressure upon the Iroquois. The Five Nations, already stressed by illness and long-standing wars with their Indian neighbors to the west and north, found that even successful frontier warfare caused a drizzle of casualties that they could not afford. The English and Dutch at Albany continued to supply them with guns and powder but provided nothing like the material support and effective leadership that the French did to their Indian clients. Promised expeditions against Canada collapsed, and the Iroquois found themselves bearing the brunt of war against the French and their Indian allies, including a campaign against the Onondaga villages led in person by the doughty seventy-six-year-old Frontenac in 1696. They were ready for a deal.


Frontenac’s strategy helped buy New France decades of existence, despite the colony’s innate weaknesses, which also, curiously, contributed to its strengths. The French did not seek to fill New France with settlers from Europe—and, indeed, for the average French peasant there was little to draw him to the frozen wilderness of Canada. Rather, France sought glory and profit for its leaders, souls for the Church, and strategic advantage for the king in its colony on the St. Lawrence. The English colonies, by way of contrast, developing with only fitful restraint from the English government at home, were filled with adventurers, speculators, and pioneers of all kinds. Although avarice characterized New France as much as it did the English colonies, it took a different form. Whereas French officials sought to carve out lucrative slices of the fur trade, Englishmen looked for land—tens of thousands of acres of it—which could only become profitable if developed and settled. The great disparity in numbers between Canada on the one hand and New England and New York on the other reflected the difference between a colony to which immigration ceased, effectively, by the end of the seventeenth century, and colonies that absorbed, and sought to absorb, waves of immigrants from England and beyond.


The Indians understood that the English sought to settle, whereas the French were content to trade, dominate, and convert. The Indians could cope with, indeed benefit from, the latter. The former meant, ultimately, their extinction as free peoples. Immediate rivalries and short-term interests could, of course, overcome this fundamental fact, but until English victory seemed so certain that accommodation looked better than confrontation, Indian self-interest indicated support for New France.


This fundamental consideration of interest does not by itself explain why the French did better with the Indians, for the most part, than did their English counterparts. Rather, superior French cultural understanding of and sympathy with the Indians, a more centrally controlled political system, and more effectively wielded military power played roles as well.19 The French could wield the instruments of national power—war, trade, and propaganda—singly; the English were the creatures of multiple societies, lightly governed, often at cross purposes.


Frontenac’s strategy required that the French beat the English in woodland diplomacy and warfare. They had two classes of leaders qualified to do that. The first were priests seeking to convert the Indians. The Jesuits—learned, pragmatic, dedicated—had plunged fearlessly into the forests of the New World at the very outset of the French experience in Canada, establishing a centrally coordinated influence on the Indians. The Crown and its representatives often mistrusted the “black robes,” as the Indians called them, seeking to balance them with other clerical orders brought to the New World for that purpose, but they made use of them as well.


The second group, the military gentry of New France, was equally fitted to its task. Drawn in part from some of the leading families of France—which, of itself, undermines the notion that Canada was merely a backwater from the point of view of Paris—it found a home in the New World where its combination of martial vocation, diplomatic skill, and desire for glory would serve the interests of national policy. Soldier-trader-diplomats seduced the Iroquois from their English alliance with a mixture of courage, guile, and decisiveness. Take, for example, Louis-Thomas Chabert de Joncaire, captured by the Senecas and adopted by them, who became a trusted figure, an interlocutor for the Indians with the world of Quebec, and an effective agent in cutting off English access. To that end, he could negotiate as well as use more direct means when necessary. For example, after encountering an agent of the New York merchants in Iroquois country, Joncaire offered the unsuspecting New Yorker a convivial smoke. When the Englishman took out a knife to cut off a plug of tobacco, Joncaire generously held out his own, larger knife instead. The agent obligingly gave Joncaire his weapon—which the Frenchman promptly tossed into the underbrush while one of his aides brought a hatchet down on the man’s skull.20


In the early eighteenth century, then, the competition between France and Britain for control of the New World became a far more even contest than a mere comparison of the numbers of inhabitants in the various colonies might suggest. Indeed, during the first half of the eighteenth century, it was the French, more than the English, who were aggressively, self-consciously, and successfully expanding their influence in Indian country. This effort took the form of expeditions exploring the Mississippi and laying claim to its shores and its tributaries, but it took more direct forms as well, as the French continued Frontenac’s policy of placing themselves at the center of the Indian diplomatic system, and making themselves the brokers of peaceful relations among the tribes. They had no end of difficulties managing their turbulent, often mutually antagonistic clients, and they squabbled amongst themselves as only the isolated members of a small colony could, but they flourished.


Even after peace in Europe was signed in 1697 (the Peace of Ryswick), a kind of cold war in the New World persisted, as the French deftly combined a number of tools of influence and pressure to wean the Indians away from their English connection. As the English governor of New York wrote to the Board of Trade in 1699, “If a speedy and effectual course be not taken, we shall lose the Five Nations irrevocably, I foresee it plainly; the French never applied themselves so industriously as they do now, to debauch them from us; and we on our parts have nothing, nor do nothing to keep ’em in good humour and steady to us.”21 Richard Coote, Earl of Bellomont, like his predecessors and successors, had good reason to fear French Indian diplomacy.


The Nine Years’ War from 1688 to 1697 had been fought out largely in Europe, where the protagonists were Louis XIV, king of France, and his great rivals, the Dutch and English, united under the leadership of William of Orange. It had been waged by sea and by land, in the Low Countries, in Germany, Catalonia, Ireland, and Italy as well as in Canada and the Caribbean. At its end the antagonists lapsed into a wary peace, brought about by financial exhaustion and stalemate; a Protestant Dutch king ruled the British isles and, for a time, peace returned to Europe. The war’s end, however, in no way brought to an end the contest in North America. Far from it: The French pursued their diplomacy with the Iroquois, who having suffered exhaustion in their decades-long struggle with Canada, had received precious little support from the English.


The representatives of the English government in the colonies did not take an optimistic view of their predicament vis-à-vis the same Indians, particularly if they should lose control of the exhausted and demoralized Iroquois. Bellomont had come to have a high regard for the martial qualities of the frustrated and increasingly suspicious Five Nations. Indeed, he warned his London superiors, if they swung to the French side they could “drive us quite out of this Continent.” The Indians “laugh at the English and French for exposing their bodies in fight, and call ’em fools,” and he had come to the painful conclusion that Indian skill at woodland warfare made them an indispensable ally in the contest between France and England. Now, he believed, the Indians despised the British, who had failed to maintain a corps of soldiers competent in woodland warfare, sending instead “raw men . . . who by being unacquainted with the Indian way of fighting, contracted such a dread of ’em, that they proved cowardly.22


Bellomont realized that the colonies had not mastered the art of woodland warfare because they could not keep local men on the frontier long enough to do so. Nor were the regulars sent to the colonies in small numbers any better—“a parcel of the vilest fellows that ever wore the King’s livery, the very scum of the army in Ireland and several Irish papists amongst ’em who have stirr’d up a general mutiny among the soldiers . . . I have three fourths of the soldiers prisoners, and will try some of ’em tomorrow, and I am apt to believe we shall hang or shoot ten or a dozen of ’em.”23 Bellomont, an Anglo-Irish nobleman greedy for land and riches, had hoped to reestablish his fortunes in North America, but he attempted to serve larger interests as well. By the end of his tenure, he saw those interests in the greatest jeopardy.


[image: Image]


I gather up again all your hatchets . . . which I place with mine
in a pit so deep that no one can take them


While the English struggled to maintain themselves on the frontier, Frontenac’s successor took an extraordinarily bold tack—nothing less than an attempt to solve the diplomatic dilemma from which Canada had suffered for decades. Already in September 1700 the Iroquois had signed a treaty with the French in which they regained prisoners and secured the right to sell furs at Fort Frontenac at the same price as in Montreal. Building on this success, in 1701 Governor Louis-Hector de Callières, Denonville’s former subordinate, decided to strive for a general peace amongst the Indian tribes of Canada and the West with one another and with the French.


Callières, a scion of the French aristocracy and professional soldier, had served with distinction as governor of Montreal in the 1680s. His biographer describes him as having “the sense of discipline and the habit of command of the career soldier, an inflated feeling of self-importance, and a cantankerous disposition that was not improved by recurring attacks of gout.”24 As with many an acidic soldier before and since, these traits may have had something to do with the predicament in which he had found himself. He had had a trying time defending the outlying settlements of Montreal against the Iroquois who had ravaged settlements and slaughtered their inhabitants. He had helped mastermind Denonville’s 1687 expedition against the Iroquois and had drawn up the abortive plan for an assault on Albany and New York. Suspicious of Iroquois motives, he had disapproved of Frontenac’s overtures to them and advocated Frontenac’s final campaign, which had destroyed their villages, in 1696. Upon becoming acting governor general following Frontenac’s death in 1698, and later as governor of the entire colony, Callières continued a hard line with the Iroquois, who, pressed by their neighbors in the west, exhausted by war, and abandoned by the English in the aftermath of the European peace in 1697, sued for peace. Callières shrewdly made of this overture (complete with the return of thirteen French prisoners) a larger diplomatic stroke in Indian country—possibly the most successful ever. In July of 1700 he announced that a year later he would host a great assembly that would ratify a larger peace. In July 1701, the delegates began to arrive.


Under the eyes of several thousand spectators, the delegates—some thirteen hundred in all, from more than thirty tribes—came to Montreal. Among them were two hundred Iroquois, from all the tribes with the sole exception of the Mohawks, whose hostility to the French was deep to the point of immutability. Dressed in face paint, feathers, and robes, exchanging belts of wampum and other gifts, the best orators of each nation spoke. The conference opened on July 23, 1701, with condolence rituals, as the grand chief of the Senecas, Tekanoet, stood in a canoe and shed tears for the dead. Louis-Thomas Chabert de Joncaire then escorted the eighty-year-old chief to the grand council. There Indian delegates from across North America, Abenakis, Micmacs, Hurons, Potawatomis, Winnebagos, and many others joined them, thirty-nine sovereign nations in all, outnumbering the entire French population of Montreal. The treaty reflected years of patient French diplomacy, as well as the product of missions by the Indians themselves to Montreal and Quebec. The terms of the French version of the treaty were vague (“I gather up again all your hatchets, and all your other instruments of war, which I place with mine in a pit so deep that no one can take them back to disturb the tranquility that I have re-established among my children, and I recommend to you when you meet to treat each other as brothers, and make arrangements for the hunt together . . .”) but the achievements were real.25
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