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Preface 

 

 For clarification in the use of certain words within the paper, this preface covers those 

terms. Throughout, the use of „Patriots‟ will always be representative of the colonists in uprising, 

or Americans. „Loyalists‟ represent those colonists that sided with the British and fought against 

the Patriots during the war, which is why the American Revolution is sometimes referred to as 

the United States‟ first civil war.  

When referring to the general American Indian population of North America, „Indians,‟ 

„Indigenous Peoples,‟ „Native Americans‟ and „Native Peoples‟ will be used. When describing 

the political organizations of Native Americans at the time of the Revolution, the word „nation‟ 

will replace any use of the term „tribe,‟ but „tribe‟ will still be utilized when Native Americans 

are described in primary sources so that the effectiveness of the Revolutionary War participant‟s 

voice is unchanged. There will also be reference to the „villages‟ of Native American nations 

throughout the paper. The use of „villages‟ in this paper alludes to individual Indian 

communities, or towns, that comprise a „nation. 

I would like to thank Dr. Richard St. Germaine, Dr. Mary Ellen Alea, Dr. James W. 

Oberly, Mr. David Bisonette, Ms. Sarah „Peach‟ Nienow, Mrs. Nichole Ray, Mr. Odawa White, 

and my fellow undergrad thesis writers from Dr. Oberly‟s Spring 2007 History 489 class for all 

of their commentary, critique, and support for this paper. A special thanks should also be given 

to family and friends who supported me throughout this long journey. 
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He (King George III) has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to 

bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages whose known rule of 

warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions... 
 

-Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence, 1776 

July 4, 1776: the one date in history that has been etched into the hearts and minds 

of all Americans. But what most Americans do not know is that on this same day, the 

future United States embarked on a campaign of dehumanizing and exterminating the 

independence of the country‟s first inhabitants. Few Americans today know of the role 

that Native Americans played during the Revolution as allies of the Patriots. Historians, 

both knowledgeable and sympathetic toward Native American cultures, attribute the 

Patriot‟s view of „merciless Indian Savages‟ as reinforcing a national myth that all 

American Indian nations sided with the British during the Revolutionary War, a fiction 

constructed following the conclusion of peace in 1783 that was allowed to flourish for 

nearly two hundred years due to the “inevitable” clash of white and Indian cultures in the 

name of expansion, progress, and civilization. This myth allowed a fledgling United 

States to condemn the actions taken by nations allied with the British, which gave 

Americans an excuse to venture into a centuries long process of terminating tribal land 

claims, Indian cultures, and even Native Peoples. Only in the past few decades have there 

been any serious analysis and/or redress of the accusations that all Native Americans 

were the enemies of the United States during the Revolution. Colin G. Calloway, one of 

the foremost historians on American Indian history during the colonial and Revolutionary 

eras, states that the United States “national mythology accords Indians a minimal and 

negative role in the story of the Revolution.”
1
 Some historians, such as the editors of the 

resource study African American and American Indian Patriots of the Revolutionary 

War, have tried to remain optimistic of the part that Native Americans played in the 

Revolution, writing that “...today, there is an awareness of the role played by Blacks and 

Indians in establishing the independence of the United States.”
1
 While the editors would 

have been correct if they had written that there is a growing awareness of minority 

                                                           
1 
Colin G. Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country: Crisis and Diversity in Native 

American Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), xiii. 
1
 Elisabeth Whitman Schmidt, “Blacks and Indians of New Hampshire and Vermont in the American 

Revolution,” in African American and American Indian Patriots of the Revolutionary War, ed. Eric G. 

Grundset (Washington D.C.: National Society Daughters of the American Revolution, 2001), 20. 
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participation in the Revolution, there has been significantly less research conducted on 

Native Americans compared to that of African American involvement during the war, 

which is why America‟s „national mythology‟ concerning Native Americans has 

prevailed over time.  

Did all Native Peoples ally themselves with the British during the War of 

Independence, or has the American public been deceived to the actual role that Native 

Americans played in achieving American independence? In the first year of the war, the 

Continental Congress recognized the importance of the role that the original inhabitants 

would play during the conflict. Meeting in July 1775, the Continental Congress recorded 

in its journals that “the securing and preserving the friendship of the Indian Nations, 

appears to be a subject of the utmost moment to these colonies,” for Congress feared that 

the British would “spare no pains to excite the several Nations of Indians to take up arms 

against these colonies...”
3
 Also on this same day, the Continental Congress created three 

Indian Departments: the Northern Department, Southern Department, and Middle 

Department. The Northern Department‟s jurisdiction would “extend so far south as to 

include the whole of the Indians known by the name of the Six Nations [Cayuga, 

Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, Tuscarora], and all the Indians northward of those 

nations [Canadian and eastern United States nations].” The Southern Department 

authority would “...extend so far north as to include the Cherokees, and all the Indians 

that may be to the southward of them [Chickasaw, Creek, Choctaw, Seminole, and 

others].” And the Middle Department was responsible for all negotiations with the Indian 

nations “that lie between the other two departments [primarily the Delaware and 

Shawnee].”
4
 The three Indian Departments, and the Indian Commissioners that ran them, 

were given the power to “treat with the Indians...on behalf of the united colonies, in order 

to preserve peace and friendship...”
5
  

Throughout 1775 and into early 1776, both the British and Americans leaned 

toward a policy of keeping Indian nations within the territory of the three Departments 

neutral, citing that the Revolution was more a “family quarrel” between Great Britain and 

                                                           
3 
U.S. Continental Congress, 12 July 1775, in Journals of the Continental Congress 1774-1789, ed. 

Worthington Chauncey Ford, vol. 2 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1905), 174. 
4 
Ibid., 175. 

5 
Ibid., 174. 



 6 

the colonies rather than a conflict that would engulf the American Indian nations.
6
 But 

already, Native Americans were involved on the front lines of the fighting. After the 

engagements at Lexington and Concord, British forces returning to Boston came under 

constant fire, sniped at by „minutemen,‟ colonial guerillas, in what became known as 

Battle Road. Among the „minutemen‟ were eight Mohegan, one Tunxis, one Pequot, 

three Mashpee, two Hassanamisco, and two other unidentified Native Americans. These 

individuals would later serve at Boston in 1776 under the command of George 

Washington and were stationed atop Bunker (Breed‟s) Hill during the British assault, 

where Samuel Ashbow (Mohegan) was shot, the “first Native American killed in the 

Revolutionary War.”
7
  

Also present for the duration of the Boston siege were the Stockbridge-Mohican. 

A conglomeration of New England Algonquian Indians (Mahican, Houstatonic, and 

Wappinger) that had settled in Massachusetts that had been both „civilized‟ and 

„Christianized‟ by over a century‟s worth of interaction with Europeans, the Stockbridge-

Mohicans had previously fought for Great Britain during the Great Imperial Wars: King 

William‟s War (1690-1697), Queen Anne‟s War (1702-1713), King George‟s War (1744-

1748), and the French and Indian War (1754-1763). The Stockbridge also served as 

diplomats to western nations (Delaware, Ottawa, Shawnee, Potawatomi, Ojibwe, Mingo, 

Seneca, Wyandot [Huron], and others) for the British during Pontiac‟s uprising in 1763 

and then became the “first minutemen” of the Revolutionary War in 1774.
8
 Mainly due to 

the involvement of Stockbridge-Mohican warriors in the fighting at Boston, British 

General Thomas Gage reported to Lord Dartmouth on June 12, 1775 that “we need not be 

tender of calling on the savages, as the rebels have shewn us the Example by bringing as 

many Indians down against us here as they could collect...”
9
 In August, General Gage 

                                                           
6 
Barbara Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 

1972), 72; U.S. Continental Congress, 13 July 1775, Journals of the Continental Congress 1774-1789, vol. 

2, 182. 
7 
George Quintal Jr., Patriots of Color: African Americans and Native Americans at Battle Road & 

Bunker Hill (Boston: National Park Service, 2002), 44. 
8 
Patrick Frazer, The Mohicans of Stockbridge (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 70-81; 

144; 193-199; Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 85; Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch 

of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 67-76. 
9 
General Thomas Gage to Earl of Dartmouth, 12 June 1775, in The Correspondence of General 

Thomas Gage, ed. Clarence Edwin Carter, vol. 1 (Yale University Press: Archon Books, 1969), 403-404; 

George F. Scheer and Hugh F. Rankin, Rebels and Redcoats: The American Revolution Through the Eyes 

of Those Who Fought and Lived It (New York: Da Capo Press, 1957), 344; Benjamin Franklin, in the 
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received a reply from the Earl of Dartmouth requesting Gage not “to hesitate upon the 

propriety of our pursuing the same Measure [as the Patriots]” and asking Gage to send 

along “a Letter to Colonel [Guy] Johnson, containing His Majesty‟s Commands for 

engaging a Body of Indians...”
10

 With this, Native Americans had been drawn into war.  

By the summer of 1776, the British and Patriots were actively pursuing Native 

support. The British attempted to draw the Iroquois Six Nations, Canadian Indians, and 

southern nations as Patriot Indian commissioners struggled to counteract British efforts. 

The following example is a speech by the Patriot Ethan Allen delivered to Lower 

Canadian nations by a Stockbridge-Mohican messenger: 

 I know how to shute and ambush just like the Indian and want your Warriors to come and see me 

and help me fight Regulars. You know they Stand all along close Together Rank and file and my 

men fight so as Indians Do. I want your Warriors to Join with me and my Warriors like Brothers 

and Ambush the Regulars, if you will I will Give you Money Blankets Knives and Paint and the 

Like as much as you say because they first killed our men when it was peace time.
11 

 

While the Patriots had relatively little success in counteracting these British alliances 

with many of the Indian nations, most notably the Iroquois and Cherokee, they were 

successful in attaining their own allies. The first official commitment to employing 

Native Americans by Congress was on May 25, 1776 when it resolved “That the 

Commander in Chief be authorised and instructed to employ in the Continental Armies a 

number of Indians not exceeding _______” (the number to be employed was agreed upon 

in June 1776 when Congress set the number “not exceeding two thousand men”).
12

 

Following the call for allies, Congress relied upon the “New England Indians, [who] 

supported their colonial neighbors,” such as the Penobscot, Nova Scotia, Mashantucket, 

Pequot, Brotherton, and St. Johns.
13

 On July 8, 1776 Congress resolved that Washington 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Papers of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 22. ed. William B. Willcox (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 

40; Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution, 80; Hazel Fuller Kreinheder, “Blacks and Indians 

of Massachusetts in the American Revolution,” in African American and American Indian Patriots of the 

Revolutionary War, ed. Eric G. Grundset (Washington D.C.: National Society Daughters of the American 

Revolution, 2001), 30. 
10 

Earl of Dartmouth to General Thomas Gage, 2 August 1775, in The Correspondences of General 

Thomas Gage, ed. Clarence Edwin Carter, vol. 2 (Yale University Press: Archon Books, 1969), 204. 
11 

Graymont, Iroquois in the American Revolution, 68; Wilcomb E. Washburn, “Indians and the 

American Revolution,” presentation at Riverside, California as Director of American Studies at the 

Smithsonian Institution, http://www.americanrevolution.org/archives.html (accessed 24 July 2006). 
12 

U. S. Continental Congress, 25 May 1776, Journals of the Continental Congress, vol. 4, 395. 
13 

Colin G. Calloway, “American Indians and the American Revolution,”  

http://www.americanrevolution.com/AmericanIndiansintheRevolution.htm (accessed 2 August 2006); 

Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 285-287. 

http://www.americanrevolution.org/archives.html
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had permission “to call to our Aid so many of...” these New England Indians.
14

 Patriot 

Indian Departments also tried to court the Canadian nations. The Caughnawaga, St. 

Francis Abenaki, St. Regis, Lake of Two Mountains, Micmac, and Passamaquody entered 

into treaties/compacts of neutrality and/or alliance with the Patriots and several of their 

warriors served on the front lines in Canada (mainly the 1776 expedition led by General 

Richard Montgomery and Benedict Arnold). Among the Iroquois Six Nations, a majority 

of the Oneida Indian sachems, or „chiefs,‟ steered their respective villages to the Patriot 

side. But the other Iroquois nations, such as the Cayuga, Mohawk, and Seneca, mostly 

sided with the British while the Tuscarora and Onondaga were left deeply divided 

between the two sides. Although the number of Indian villages that joined either the 

British or Patriot side cannot be exactly known, a general consensus has been determined 

by looking at the testimonies of surviving Native American participants from the 

Revolutionary War (most notably Blacksnake, Hendrick Aupaumut, ect.) as well as the 

records, journals, correspondences, and other written works of American, British, 

Spanish, and French participants. These writings give historians a general estimate 

regarding the number of Native American allies for both the Patriots and British and also 

from what villages these Indian warriors belonged to.  

Other major allies of the Patriots were the Delaware and Catawba. Minor allies 

included the Kickapoo, Potawatomi, Maliseats, Pigwachets, Mascuten, Mashpee, Huron, 

Sewanockett, and Cherokee.  

While at the onset of war most Indian nations tried to remain neutral, “As 

provocations increase[d], neutrality became increasingly precarious, even impossible, 

forcing Indians to choose sides. Neutrality was not a viable option...”
15

 Many of the 

Indian nations were forced to pick sides and even then, no single nation was ever fully 

committed to the Patriots or British. As both sides would discover, each Indian nation 

was divided in its alliances. Take for example the Onondaga, whose population was 

comprised of a number of villages. Not every village would ally itself with the British. In 

fact, a few of the Onondaga towns declared their neutrality during the Revolution while 

                                                           
14 

George Washington to The Massachusetts Legislature or, in its Recess, The Committee of Safety, 11 

July 1776, in The Writings of George Washington 1745-1799, ed. John C. Fitzpatrick, vol. 5 (Washington: 

United States Government Printing Office, 1931-1944), 261. 
15 

Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 31. 
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an even smaller number actually sided with Patriot forces. This was the same for all 

Native populations. No single nation was ever fully committed to either the British or 

Patriots, merely the villages of these Indian nations. One must keep this very important 

point in mind. A lack of total commitment by Native Americans has never been fully 

understood by the Revolutionary War participants and future historians. 

  George Washington wrote in a letter to the Commissioners of Indian Affairs that 

after “Divesting them [Indians] of the Savage customs exercised in their Wars against 

each other, I think they may be made of excellent use, as scouts and light troops...”
16

 

Primarily and most importantly employed as scouts, Native Americans moved in advance 

of the main body of the Army for they had “an uncanny knowledge of the wilderness,” 

could “move silently and quickly through the most difficult terrain,” and… 

could travel hundreds of leagues through unbroken forest, scarcely deviating from a straight 

course, using trees, leaves, streams, and other natural features as guideposts. They could tell a 

man‟s nationality from his footprints and follow a trail through underbrush in the dark by their 

acute sense of smell. These skills made them incomparable scouts, serving as the army‟s eyes and 

ears...
17 

 

Native Americans also “served in the military, assisted the American forces as guides, 

spies, and messengers and provided Patriot support to the cause.”
18

 Patriot allied Indians 

were also recruited as “gatherers of intelligence,” a role that the Oneida nation played for 

the Patriots in combating British, Loyalist, and English-allied tribal raiding parties.
19

 

Individuals of Native American ancestry who were not affiliated with an Indian nation 

who had either “distinct Indian names or with names no different from their colonial 

comrades, joined up in other colonies, [while] still others may have enlisted with their 

Indian identity unrecorded.”
20

 Indian allies also proved exceptional at enforcing military 

discipline for Patriot leaders. In a letter to the President of the Continental Congress in 

                                                           
16 

George Washington to Commissioners of Indian Affairs, 13 March 1778, in The Writings of George 

Washington 1745-1799, vol. 11, 76. 
17 

Richard M. Ketchum, Saratoga: Turning Point of America’s Revolutionary War (New York: Henry 

Holt and Company, 1997), 98. 
18 

Hazel Fuller Kreinheder, “Minority Revolutionary War Service Pennsylvania and the Ohio Frontier 

1775-1783,” in African American and American Indian Patriots of the Revolutionary War, ed. Eric G. 

Grundset (Washington D.C.: National Society Daughters of the American Revolution, 2001), 107; 

Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 4. 
19 

Hazel Fuller Kreinheder, “Minority Revolutionary War Service in New York 1775-1783,” in 

African American and American Indian Patriots of the Revolutionary War, ed. Eric G. Grundset 

(Washington D.C.: National Society Daughters of the American Revolution, 2001), 87-89. 
20 

Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 28. 
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1780, George Washington related the pursuit “by Lieut. Hardenberg with a part of the 

Oneidas called in and detached for the purpose [of tracking down deserters]” who caught 

up to sixteen fleeing soldiers when  “A fire was immediately commenced by the whole 

party against Mr. Hardenberg, who found himself under the necessity of returning it, by 

which thirteen of the sixteen...were killed.”
21

 As one can see, Native Americans served 

numerous roles for the Continental Army as scouts, spies, messengers, sharpshooters, 

rangers, guides, diplomats, military police, and regulars. 

Native Americans allied with Patriot forces found themselves deployed in three 

separate campaigns during the war. The Stockbridge-Mohican experience, which began 

at the siege of Boston in 1775, is the best example of Indian action in the north. Also in 

late 1775, the Stockbridge served alongside their St. Francis Abenaki, Penobscot, and 

Sewanockett allies in Richard Montgomery and Benedict Arnold‟s failed invasion of 

Canada. The Stockbridge later joined the Patriot defense of Fort Ticonderoga in 1777, 

fought with General Horatio Gates‟ army throughout the battles at Saratoga also in 1777, 

and was assigned to Major General John Sullivan‟s expedition into the Iroquois 

homelands in 1779. After the Sullivan expedition, the Stockbridge-Mohican Indians 

defended the New York frontier against British/Loyalist raiding parties and acted as 

diplomats on behalf of the Patriots to the Iroquois, Canadian, and western (Shawnee and 

Delaware) nations. One tragic event involving the Stockbridge-Mohican Indians took 

place near White Plains in 1778 where a contingent of Stockbridge was cut to pieces by 

British, Loyalist, and Hessian forces. Throughout the war, the Stockbridge-Mohican 

Indians continually “impress[-ed] Patriots as dogged and reliable fighters...”
22

  

The Oneida, one of the six nations of the Iroquois League, were another valued 

ally of the Patriots. Their actions during the war, when combined with the Stockbridge-

Mohicans, provide a general picture of the involvement of Native Americans in the 

northern campaign. Initially the Oneida remained neutral in order to preserve peace 

among the other Iroquois. But on August 6, 1777 Patriot and British forces collided at 

Oriskany, New York, which signaled the beginning of a devastating civil war among the 

Iroquois. At the Battle of Oriskany, the British and Loyalist army marched with Mohawk, 

                                                           
21 

Ibid, 37. 
22 

Alan Taylor, The Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers, and the Northern Borderland of the American 

Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 146. 
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Seneca, Cayuga, and Onondaga allies against Patriot-held Fort Schuyler and ambushed 

the Tyron county militia led by General Herkimer that included both Oneida and 

Tuscarora warriors. By the end of the battle, dozens of Iroquois on both sides lay dead as 

civil war engulfed the Six Nations. The Oneida and Tuscarora “manifested the strongest 

attachment” of any Indian nation to the United States after Oriskany.
23

 The Oneida nation 

then sent their warriors to the Continental Army camp at Valley Forge with essential food 

and supplies in 1777, acted as scouts in the Marquis de Lafayette‟s Light Infantry at 

Barren Hill, defeated British/Loyalist forces at Unadilla, fought gallantly at the Battle of 

Saratoga (Freeman‟s Farm), and skirmished along the western frontier against Joseph 

Brant‟s Volunteers throughout the war.
24

 Oneida sachems/chiefs pledged their service to 

the French King Louis XVI through the Comte de Rochambeau at Newport, Rhode Island 

in August of 1778 and were also present for Lord Charles Cornwallis‟ surrender at 

Yorktown, Virginia in October 1781.
25

 But both the Stockbridge-Mohican and Oneida 

Indians‟ unwavering support and sacrifices were soon „forgotten‟ by the United States, a 

common theme for Patriot allied Indian nations after the conclusion of peace in 1783.  

On the southern front, the Patriots were sorely in need of allies. A majority of the 

Cherokee, Chickasaw, Creek, Chickamauga, Choctaw, and Seminole villages sided with 

the British, but the Catawba of South Carolina did not. The Catawba, who had been 

British scouts during the French and Indian War, “fought in battles throughout the 

southeast and supplied rebel [Patriot] forces with food from time to time...[which] made 

the Catawbas heroes and laid a foundation for their popular [local] renown as staunch 

patriots.”
26

 Serving alongside Patriot militias, the Catawba primarily fought as scouts 

against the Cherokee in December 1775 during the „Snow Campaign,‟ later joined Patriot 

forces during the Cherokee War of 1776, and fought at the battles of Sullivan‟s Island, 

                                                           
23 

George Washington to Commissioners of Indian Affairs, 13 March, 1778, in The Writings of George 

Washington 1745-1799, vol. 11, 76. 
24 

Joseph T. Glaathaar and James Kirby Martin, Forgotten Allies: The Oneida Indians and the 

American Revolution (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 170-285; Taylor, The Divided Ground, 82-102, 

17, 205-207; Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 108-128. 
25 

Glaathaar and Martin, Forgotten Allies, 279-280. 
26 

James H. Merrell, “The Indians‟ New World: The Catawba Experience,” William and Mary 

Quarterly, 3
rd

 Series, vol. 41 (October 1984), 560-561. 
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Stono, Waxhaws, Rocky Mount, Hanging Rock, and Camden.
27

 But by late 1779 when 

the British concentrated their forces in the southern colonies, the Catawba were forced to 

relocate until the conclusion of the Battle of Guildford Courthouse. While the Cherokee 

and Chickasaw sued for peace by 1780, the Creek, Chickamauga, Choctaw, and Seminole 

would carry on the war against Patriot forces along the Georgia, Carolina, and Virginia 

frontiers and later against Spanish expeditions in Florida until 1783.
28

   

The western campaign was an entirely different kind of war than that of the north 

and south. Largely concentrated in the Great Lakes region, the present-day Midwest, and 

the territory that consists of present-day Kentucky and Ohio, Patriot “backcountry 

settlers...lumped all Indians together and the results proved disastrous for Indian policy. 

Indian haters killed...the very men who were willing to act as alliance chiefs” as “murder 

gradually and inexorably became the dominant Indian policy” in the west.
29

 Setting aside 

George Rogers Clark‟s „brutal‟ expedition into the present-day mid-west, the brutality of 

the war between American frontiersmen and Native Americans dominated the west.
30

 

The Delaware and Shawnee, Indian nations whose villages were divided between the 

English and Patriots, eventually joined the British side because “American officials could 

not control backcountry settlers either within or outside the militia” as frontiersmen 

murdered two prominent chiefs: Cornstalk (Shawnee), whose murder became the “most 

famous [in the] backcountry” and the Patriot-allied leader Captain George White Eyes 

(Delaware), whose death was attributed to smallpox by the Continental Congress even 

though the colonial Indian Commissioner George Morgan reported that “American 

militiamen murdered him.”
31

 There was also the infamous „Squaw Campaign‟ of 1777, 

“the first United States expedition into the Indian country,” launched by a later disgusted 

General Edward Hand.
32

 Composed of 500 militia that “paid little or no attention to their 

                                                           
27 

Douglas Brown, Catawba Indians: The People of the River (Columbia: University of South Carolina 

Press, 1966), 260-271. 
28 

Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 182-271. 
29 

Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 

1650-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 384; Scheer and Rankin, Rebels and Redcoats, 

344-350. 
30 

Scheer and Rankin, Rebels and Redcoats, 350. 
31 

White, The Middle Ground, 384-385. 
32 
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Morrow and Company, 1962), 132. 
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officers,” the expedition assaulted several neutral Delaware camps and slaughtered men, 

women, and children, taking several prisoners, and further pushing Delaware villages to 

the British camp.
33

 The final straw came in 1782 when Patriot forces marched into the 

Moravian Christian Delaware village of Gnadenhutten. According to David Zeisberger, a 

Gnadenhutten missionary, the Delaware could only “sing hymns and spoke words of 

encouragement and consolation one to another until they were all slain.”
34

 Historian 

Richard Write writes that “The [Patriot] militia dragged the Indians two or three at a time 

into two slaughterhouses and killed them with a cooper‟s mallet. They then set the houses 

on fire. More than ninety Indians died, the majority women and children.”
35

 While 

western Indian nations were not above such senseless murder (Crawford expedition), 

American frontiersmen refused to distinguish between allied and enemy Indians, 

continually frustrating the efforts of the Congress and other Patriot leaders to find allies 

among the western Indian nations.  

 By identifying the various ways Patriots recruited American Indian nations, my 

hope is to present a comprehensive collection of these techniques, an aspect of the 

Revolution relatively ignored by historians. And by examining these techniques, one can 

see the relationship that existed between the more coercive measures that the Patriots 

adopted in their employment of Indian nations by late 1777 at the same time the Patriot 

war effort began to crumble. At first, with the outbreak of hostilities in 1775 until late-

1776, the Patriot‟s attempted to secure Native American neutrality and/or friendship 

through rewards and presents, military impressions, treaties/compacts, and individuals of 

influence among Indian villages. But by early 1777, securing rewards and presents for 

Native Americans proved more difficult than previously thought, impressing Native 

Americans with military might was altogether abandoned, Patriot treaties/compacts with 

Indian nations were soon to become exploitive, and the influential individuals previously 

relied upon were either murdered or rendered ineffective as the Patriot war effort began 

to collapse. By mid 1777-early 1778, a sense of desperation had overtaken the Patriot 

                                                           
33 
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leadership due to a lack of major battlefield victories, high levels of desertion and mutiny, 

insufficient amount of necessary supplies, and little monetary support. From late-1777 

until the end of the war, the techniques that had once been used to employ Native 

Americans by Patriot leaders were now used against Indian nations to keep them from 

siding with the British, which reflected the pervading sense of desperation that plagued 

the Patriot war effort. Patriot propaganda targeted the British employment of Native 

Americans to turn public opinion both at home and abroad in Great Britain against the 

use of Native American warriors. Patriot leaders also made threats of violence against 

Indian nations, some of which were acted upon by the Patriot leadership in order to make 

examples out of defeated villages to other British-allied Indian nations. And Native 

American warriors and children were taken hostage by the Patriots to ensure the good 

„disposition‟ of their nations.  

The Patriot relationship with Native Americans had devolved from the attempt to 

secure their neutrality and/or friendship in 1775, to full blown employment during 1776-

1777, but was marked by threats of violence, invasion, hostage-taking, and malicious 

propaganda for the remainder of the war. This violent turn-around to the Patriot‟s 

relationship with Indian nations reflected the desperate times that the Patriot war effort 

faced, which ultimately led to America‟s “national mythology” that generalized all 

Native Americans as the „enemies of Independence,‟ refusing to acknowledge the 

contributions and sacrifices of the many American Indian nations that fought alongside 

the Patriots on the battlefield. 

 

Reasons for Employing American Indian Nations 

George Washington wrote to the President of the Continental Congress in 1776: 

In my opinion it will be impossible to keep them [Indians] in a state of Neutrality, they must, and 

no doubt soon will take an active part either for, or against us...would it not be best immediately to 

engage them on our side, and to use our utmost endeavours to prevent their minds being poisoned 

by Ministerial Emmissaries, which will ever be the case while a Kings Garrison is suffered to 

remain in their Country.
36 

 

Even after the Continental Congress authorized Washington to employ Native 

Americans, they still had to compete with British influence. While a majority of the 
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Stockbridge-Mohican, Oneida, Catawba, and other New England and Lower Canadian 

nations fought for the Patriots, the British were allied with a majority of the Upper 

Canadian, Iroquois, southern, and western Indian nations. American Indian nations 

themselves had suffered for centuries the settlement of colonists on tribal hunting 

grounds and homelands, and this became a motivation for tribal alliances with the British. 

In a council held by the British at Detroit in June 1778 that was attended by Miami, 

Kickapoo, Shawnee, Delaware, Mingo, Huron, Chippewa, and other western nations; the 

British played upon the Indian‟s growing resentment over the „settler invasion,‟ asking 

them to push Patriot forces “...a great distance from your hunting grounds and far from 

suffering them to take possession of your lands.”
37

  

Historian Alan Taylor writes that some Patriot leaders viewed alliances between 

the British and Native Americans as “an unjust impediment to settler expansion.”
38

 

Patriot General Benjamin Lincoln expressed that “civilized and uncivilized people cannot 

live in the same territory, or even in the same neighborhood.”
39 

It was Patriot leaders like 

Lincoln whose rationale paved the way for the United States‟ dispossession of Native 

American homelands. This hunger for tribal lands was a constant source of strife for the 

Patriot Indian commissioners who had to combat both the „settler invasion‟ and the 

mentality of the colonial states like New York, Virginia, and Georgia who wished to fight 

“an expansionist war” against Native Americans because they “coveted their [Indian] 

lands.”
40

 By the end of the Revolution, some Indian nations were forced to cede a great 

deal of their lands that they inhabited before the outbreak of hostilities. This is why some 

historians, such as Max M. Mintz in his book Seeds of Empire: The American 

Revolutionary Conquest of the Iroquois, argue that the Patriot war against the American 

Indian nations, or even the employment of allied Native Americans, was done so out of a 

greed for Indian lands. The Sullivan expedition into Iroquois homelands in 1779 is one 

such example, which has also been covered extensively by Mintz. He argues that Patriot 

soldiers coming home from the Sullivan expedition had seen the fertile lands of the 
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Iroquois and spread the word throughout the Continental Army and the thirteen colonies 

so when peace had been declared in 1783, former soldiers and other settlers flocked to the 

Iroquois homelands in yet another „settler invasion.‟ The state of New York would later 

expand its borders through several treaties, which would include much of pre-

Revolutionary War Iroquois territory. The Iroquois, including the Oneida, were stripped 

of much of their original territory and were confined to small reservations of land. 

Historian Colin G. Calloway agrees that the Revolution was in part, a war of expansion 

for a new nation that regarded the Revolutionary War as a blessing in disguise, especially 

for Patriot settlers and “debtor-planters [like Washington]” because the “revolution would 

provide both unrestricted access to western land [Indian territories] and an escape from 

London creditors.”
41

 
 

The Patriots were unable to compete diplomatically with the advantages of the 

British, especially when it came to the power of gift-giving and rewarding allied Native 

Americans. Because of this, the Patriots not only tried to acquire Native American 

military support and/or neutrality, but also sought to keep them from joining the English. 

In a less than optimistic observation made by Major General Philip Schuyler in June 1776 

when requested by Washington to raise two thousand Indians for service on the Canadian 

front, Schuyler asked Washington rhetorically where these Indians were to be found and 

that he “thought that if they could be prevented from joining the enemy it was more than 

could be expected.”
42

 On July 4, 1776 Washington suggested to the President of the 

Continental Congress that the employment of the St. John‟s, Nova Scotia, and Penobscot 

Indians “will prevent our Enemies from securing their friendship” as these Native 

Americans will provide “infinite service in annoying and harassing...”
43

 The Patriots 

would also try to employ Native Americans to secure a peaceful frontier for colonial 

settlers, which would also free up the Continental Army so that Washington could focus 

primarily on combating the British Army instead of worrying about the protection of the 

frontier from English, Loyalist, and Indian raids. Washington wrote to Governor [of New 

York] George Clinton in 1778 from Valley Forge, that entering into alliance with the 
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Iroquois Six Nations would “keep them from falling upon our Frontiers...[so that] we 

may not only then employ nearly the whole of the Continental Force wherever Sr. Henry 

Clinton‟s movements require it...”
44

 Again, Washington wrote in 1780 that they should 

enter into alliance with as many of the Indian nations as they could to get “rid of a 

dangerous and distressing Foe [which they certainly are]...” in order for the Continental 

Army to harass strained British forces in the south.
45 

Patriot leaders also attempted to gain the favor of American Indian nations to 

exploit their diplomatic ties to Indian villages allied with the British. If the Patriots were 

able to tap into these diplomatic channels, they could possibly negate British influence 

among several Indian nations. For example, Congress would attempt to gain the 

friendship of the Creek nation in the early years of the war to gain access to the Creek‟s 

diplomatic ties with other southern villages that were allying themselves with the British 

by December of 1777. The Creek, along with the Chickasaw, also held diplomatic 

channels to the Iroquois Six Nations. Congress, using these tribal ties of the Creek and 

Chickasaw, attempted to “convince them [the Iroquois] that the Creeks [and Chickasaw] 

are at peace with the United States” to gain the favor, and possibly support, of the Six 

Nations.
46

 If Congress could cultivate the friendship of the Iroquois, they could then tap 

into the diplomatic channels that existed between the Six Nations and western nations 

like the Delaware, Shawnee, Ottawa, Chippewa, Wyandot, and Mingo. The primary 

reason for Patriot failure to acquire access to Iroquois diplomacy was the consistent use 

of threats (like the following): “it was „high time‟ to disengage, not only „for the sake of 

their wives and children‟ but before they lost everything of value in their lives.”
47

  

The Stockbridge-Mohican Indians also served as diplomatic envoys to the 

Iroquois, Lower Canadian, and western nations for the Patriots. With the outbreak of war 

in 1775, the Stockbridge-Mohicans were sought by the Patriots for their “long-standing 

ties with western Indians, particularly Miamis, Delawares, and Shawnees, [which] 

accounted in part for the Massachusetts Leader‟s interest in securing Mahican 
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allegiance.”
48

 It was also noted by Congress in November 1776 that the Stockbridge 

Indians, who had “taken an active part in our favor...,” had “sent presents of belts of 

wampum by their messengers to the Six Nations, to the Canadian Indians, and to the 

Shauwaunese [Shawnee] on the Ohio, addressing in such terms as they judged would 

have the greatest tendency to attach them to the interests of the United States.”
49

 The 

Stockbridge-Mohican Indians were more than willing to put their diplomatic prowess to 

use for the Patriot war effort and met with relative success during the early years of the 

war as they were able to recruit Native Americans such as the Caughnawaga, St. Johns, 

St. Francis, and Penobscot.  

 Several reasons exist for Patriot employment of Native Americans that go beyond 

simple military support, but also include: counteracting British efforts and advantages in 

securing Indian allies, securing the peaceful frontier for settlers and a Continental Army 

that was fighting on multiple fronts against multiple foes, securing the expansion of a 

new nation by opening up the homelands and hunting grounds of Indians for settlement, 

and gaining access to the diplomatic ties of Indian nations with neutral or British allied 

villages. All of these reasons contributed to the Patriot‟s attempts to secure alliances with 

American Indian nations, but it would take more than just words and promises of 

friendship to do so. Several techniques were devised or, in some cases, adopted from 

European powers to gain the support of Native Americans. Not all of the following 

techniques were conducted with civility as the Patriots proved they would do everything 

in their power to keep the British from engaging Native Americans to fall upon the 

colonial frontiers while also pursuing their own alliances. 

Patriot techniques for employing Indian nations were many. One method included 

the promise of monetary reward such as gifts, bounties, and bribes even though the 

British would have a superior supply of these items. Patriot leaders would also try to 

impress upon Indian chiefs the strength of the Continental Army to show them that 

Patriot forces could hold their own against the English. Treaties, or compacts, were 

another tool of the Patriots in securing either the neutrality or friendship of Native 
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Americans. Currying favor among individuals, like Chief Louis of the Caughnawaga, 

Colonel Gist and his influence among the Cherokee, Captain George White Eyes of the 

Delaware, and Tobacco‟s Son of the Piankashaw, would also serve to acquire allies. But 

the Patriots were not above using more malicious methods such as taking Indian warriors 

and children hostage in order to guarantee the good disposition of the Indian nations. The 

Americans also issued threats of violence consistently against Native Americans to 

intimidate them into accepting neutrality or friendship. Patriot leaders then tried to 

exploit the rivalries of neighboring nations through treaty/contract to ferment conflicts 

that would distract the British and their Indian allies. The Patriots would also use 

propaganda in an effort to not employ Native Americans, but to turn public opinion in the 

colonies and in Great Britain against the British employment of Native Americans by 

using the notorious murder of Jane McCrea. 

 

Reasons for Native American Participation in the Revolutionary War 

While modern history textbooks have tried to simplify Native American reasons 

for entrance into the Revolution as a response to the encroachment of colonists on their 

lands, this fails to paint an accurate picture of the assault by Europeans and Americans on 

Indian identity and authority that had begun well before the time of the Revolution. This 

assault on American Indian cultures consisted of more than just colonial encroachment on 

Indian homelands and traditional hunting grounds, but included the dependency of Indian 

nations on European trade goods and supplies, the influence of alcohol, the impact of 

Christianity and missionary‟s attempts at assimilation, European arrogance, the loss of 

„Modern Indian Politics,‟ and the erosion of traditional tribal authority, all of which 

played a part in the decision of Native Americans to defend themselves against this 

assault by joining either side, a decision that hinged on whichever side posed a lesser 

danger to individual Indian nations. 

In the years leading up to the Revolutionary War, Native Americans vocally 

vented their frustrations of British and American invasions onto their lands. In January 

1776, Mohawk war leader Joseph Brant said that “it is very hard when we have let the 

King‟s subjects have so much of our lands for so little value, they should want to cheat us 

in this manner of the small spots we have left for our women and children to live on. We 
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are tired out in making complaints & getting no redress.”
51

 In the fall of 1776, Patriot 

allied Stockbridge-Mohican leader Hendrick Aupaumut complained that the English 

“abused us, sold us, & gave our Lands to those who would conquer us...”
52

 Western 

nations were of the same opinion. Shawnee chief Cornstalk scolded the British and the 

American colonists in November 1776: “We live by Hunting & cannot subsist in any 

other way – That was our hunting Country & you have taken it from us. This is what sits 

heavy upon our Hearts & on the Hearts of all Nations, and it is impossible for us to think 

as we ought to do whilst we are thus oppressed...”
53

 Southern chiefs argued the same 

point. During the period of time after the French and Indian War and before the 

Revolution, Creek leader Speckled Snake remarked that his village had heard “many 

talks from our Great Father [British]. But they always began and ended in this – Get a 

little farther, you are too near me.”
54

 Cherokee warrior Dragging Canoe expressed in 

early 1776 to the British Indian agent Henry Stuart that the Cherokee “were almost 

surrounded by White People, that they had but a small spot of ground left for them to 

stand upon and that it seemed to be the Intention of the White People to destroy them 

from being a people.”
55

 Even the colonies admitted to the taking of Indian lands. An 

essayist in the Virginia Gazette wrote in 1773 that “Not even a second Chinese wall, 

unless guarded by millions of soldiers, could prevent the settlement of the [Indian] 

lands...”
56

 This encroachment onto Indian territory was only one factor in the assault of 

Europeans and Americans on Native American cultures leading to war. 

By the outbreak of hostilities in 1775, Native Americans had become vitally 

dependent on European goods for their subsistence. The prophetic words of the Ottawa 

chief Pontiac, known for the 1763 uprising named after him, put this dependency of 

Native Americans on European goods best: 

It is important...my brothers, that we exterminate from our lands this nation which seeks only to 

destroy us. You see as well as I that we can no longer supply our needs, as we have done, from our 
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brothers, the French. The English sell us goods twice as dear as the French do, and their goods do 

not last. Scarcely have be brought a blanket or something else to cover ourselves with before we 

must think of getting another...
57 

 

Native Americans were no longer able to hunt, clothe, and feed their families as they had 

done previous to European contact. The fur trade and trade alliances with European 

nations had deprived Native Americans of their traditions, customs, and skills for 

subsistence. A Cherokee chief Skiagunsta captured this dependency on European goods 

in 1753 when addressing the governor of South Carolina: “The Cloathes we wear, we 

cannot make ourselves, they are made to us. We use their [European] Ammunition with 

which we kill Dear...We cannot make our Guns, they are made to us. Every necessary 

Thing in Life we must have from the white People.”
58

 The trade dependency of Indians 

forced many to the British side, who had a larger quantity of supplies and could supply 

nations with better quality items. The Oneida expressed to their Patriot allies during the 

war that while British allied Iroquois “are wallowing in plenty,” the Oneida were un-

furnished with supplies necessary for their continued survival in the harsh winters, for the 

Patriots were nearly unable to supply their own troops at this point, which left the Oneida 

and other Patriot allied Native Americans with little to nothing for the goods and supplies 

that their villages had come to depend on.
59

 A contemporary assessment by Hopi scholar 

Wendy Rose attributes the trade dependency of Indian nations to European intentions 

geared toward turning a profit. Rose asserts that she “must remember that all of this death 

was for money” and Native Americans stood to be exploited by European motives.
60 

 

Two Choctaw witnesses, describing their towns by 1779, remarked that rum 

“pours upon our nation Like a great Sea from Mobile [Louisiana] and from all the 

Plantations and Settlements round about,” for “young and old run out to meet them 

[traders] Joyfully crying Rum Rum; they get Drunk, Distruction Mischief Confusion and 

Disorder are the Consequences and this the Ruin of our Nation.”
61

 Alcohol‟s effects on 

American Indian nations disrupted tribal order and authority, which further entrenched a 
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dependency for European goods. This third aspect of the assault on Native cultures 

proved so much a problem among the Stockbridge-Mohican that they brought their case 

in 1773 to the General Court of Massachusetts where they expressed “the Utmost 

Dificulty & Distress by Reason of the Traders who have setled Among & Near us as well 

as other Designing People who aim at Geting Away All that The Indians are possessed 

of...”
62

 And the Patriot-allied Catawba chief, known as “King Haglar,” expressed the 

effects of alcohol on his village to North Carolina officials:
 

You sell it [liquor] to our young men and give it [to] them, many times; they get very drunk with it 

[and] this is the very cause that they oftentimes commit these crimes that is offended to you and us 

all through the effect of that drink. It is also very bad for our people, for it rots their guts and 

causes our men to get very sick and many of our people has lately died by the effects of that strong 

drink, and I heartily wish you would do something to prevent your people from daring to sell or 

give them any of that strong drink...for that will be a great means of our being free from being 

accused of those crimes that is committed by our young men and will prevent many of the abuses 

that is done by them through the effects of that strong drink.
63 

 

The „crimes‟ the Catawba chief mentions were usually the result of drunken conflicts 

between Indian warriors and colonial settlers that oftentimes resulted in death for both 

sides, which then led to Native Americans being jailed or even executed for murder in 

extreme cases. The deaths of Native Americans that have been attributed to alcohol is 

best expressed by the Iroquois to the British where they described “You may find grave 

upon graves along the lake...all which misfortunes are occasion‟d by Selling Rum to our 

Brethren.”
64

 The impact of alcohol on Indian nations is yet another example of the 

European and American assault on Native Americans that paved the way for their 

participation in the Revolutionary War and for which Native Americans still suffer from 

its impact today. 

Since the sixteenth century, Christian missionaries had attempted to supplant 

Native cultures and religions, representing another aspect of the assault by Europeans and 

Americans on Native Americans‟ way of life. A few years prior to the outbreak of 

hostilities in 1775, a Seneca Indian described the presence of Samuel Kirkland, 

missionary to the Oneida nation, as “distructive to the nation,” which helped “overthrow 

all the traditions & usages of their Forefathers...”
65

 Continually throughout the previous 
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Imperial wars and into the Revolution, Christian missionaries continued to express a 

desire to save the „savage,‟ „heathen‟ Indian from the wilderness of the New World. To 

do so, Native Americans had to be stripped of their languages, traditions, customs, and 

essentially their way of life. For centuries, assimilation had been experimented with by 

several European religious sects from the Old World that included Jesuit, Puritan, 

Quaker, and other Christian denominations. Stripping away tribal identity, or assimilation 

into mainstream colonial society, was described by a Seneca war chief in 1765: “The 

spirit of the brave Warrior & the good hunter will no more be discovered among us. We 

shall be sunk so low as to hoe corn & squashes in the field, chop wood, stoop down & 

milk cows like negroes among the dutch people.”
66

 But Native Americans continued to 

resist the assault on their tribal identity, captured best by Iroquois chiefs: “We are 

Indians...and don‟t wish to be transformed into white men. The English are our Brothers, 

but we never promise to become what they are. As little as we desire the preacher to 

become Indian, so little ought he to desire the Indians to become preachers.”
67

 Even 

though Christianity and its assimilationist practices were successful among eastern 

Algonquian nations like the Stockbridge-Mohican, its influence was confined by most 

other Indian nations to a small number of their population. While acting as another 

example of the assault on Native cultures, many American Indian nations resisted, 

captured by an unidentified Indian chief: “Cease then, while these practices continue 

among you, to call yourselves Christians, lest you publish to the world your hypocrisy. 

Cease to call other nations savage, while you are tenfold more the children of cruelty, 

than they.”
68 

European arrogance and expressions of cultural superiority often led to frustration 

among Native Americans, which contributed to the assault on Native cultures. A 

Delaware Indian explained to Benjamin Franklin the differences in manners between 

Native Americans and colonists: “If a white man in traveling through our country enters 

one of our cabins...We dry him if he is wet, we warm him if he is cold...But if I go into a 
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white man‟s house in Albany and ask for victuals and drink, they say, „Get Out‟...”
69

 The 

Christian missionary John Brainerd relayed the displeasure and frustration of Wyoming 

Indians who declared that “the white people ought not to think themselves better than the 

Indian.”
70

 Shawnee chiefs were enraged by the treatment that they received by British 

army officers who “tell us that they regard us as dogs, that they are masters of all the 

land, that they have overthrown our French father and they regard him as a dog...”
71

 

While British and colonial arrogance cannot be accused of directly contributing to Indian 

villages picking sides during the war, it was yet another aspect of the assault on Indian 

culture that would culminate in the taking up of arms. 

A British official once remarked that “To preserve the Ballance between us and 

the French...is the great ruling Principle of the Modern Indian Politics.”
72

 From the 

sixteenth century up until the conclusion of the French and Indian War in 1763, Indian 

nations had played off, or balanced, alliances between mainly the French and English, but 

for a time also the Dutch and Spanish. These alliances brought trade goods, military 

support against traditional enemies, economic benefit, and other advantages to Indian 

nations. But rarely did Europeans successfully exploit this political maneuvering of 

Native Americans for their own gain, mostly playing into the „Principle of the Modern 

Indian Politics.‟ But with the expulsion of the French from the continent in 1763 and the 

severely declining influence of the Spanish and Dutch, the British became the dominant 

European force in the New World, destroying many Native American‟s politics of 

playing off the European powers against one another. With the beginning of the 

Revolution, few nations still held to this balancing act as the Patriots were far less 

capable of presenting advantages for Indians over that of the English. Most Native 

Americans, in the years leading up to the Revolution, asked for neutrality as they were 

caught between both sides. The Wyandot leader, the Half-King, remarked to Moravian 

Delaware Indians in 1780 that they were “sitting between two powerful, angry gods, who, 
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with their mouths wide open, were most ferociously looking at each other!”
73

 This loss of 

the „Modern Indian Politics‟ for many nations would force an allegiance to the English 

King in order to receive necessary supplies and goods. A British general, whose remarks 

drip with arrogance, does manage to capture the aftermath of Native American‟s loss of 

playing off European powers against one another: “They [Indians] saw us sole Masters of 

the Country, the balance of Power broke, and their own Consequence at an End. Instead 

of being courted by two Nations, a Profusion of Presents made by both, and two Markets 

to trade at, they now depended upon one Power.
74

 Deprived of the presence of other 

European powers to counterbalance the influence of the British, many American Indian 

nations were forced to resort to other diplomatic options and eventually participation in 

the war as they lost several century‟s worth of political maneuvering. 

The erosion of authority within the villages themselves also played a role in the 

assault on Native cultures. With the growth of a market economy based off of the fur 

trade and the dependency of Native Americans on European powers, a divide was erected 

between young warriors who sought power and leadership separate from that of the older 

chiefs/sachems that held traditional authority. This usurpation of power by the warriors 

often drove villages to one side or the other during the war as these younger Indians 

exerted control over war parties, one such example being Dragging Canoe who led 

Cherokee raids against Patriot forces continually throughout the Revolution in opposition 

to Cherokee headmen who expressed the desire to remain neutral. In the north, Mohawk 

sachems expressed to Philip Schuyler that their village‟s “warriors stood ready to take to 

their arms...There are some among us of different minds, as there are among you...it is 

not in our powers to rule them as we please.”
75

 Also, Seneca warriors expressed to 

William Johnson during the French and Indian War that they had “the power & Ability to 

settle Matters,” not the sachems who were “a parcell of Old People who say Much, but 

who mean or Act very little.”
76

 On the other side of the coin, an Onondaga sachem 

remarked that “Formerly the Warriors were governed by the wisdom of their uncles the 

Sachems...but now they take their own way & dispose of themselves without consulting 
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their uncles the sachems.”
77

 In the west, a Shawnee chief expressed the same sentiment, 

for his village‟s warriors “will not listen to me – when I speak to them they will attend for 

a Moment & sit still whilst they are within my Sight – at night they steal with Blankets & 

run off to where the evil Spirit leads them.”
78

 Even Oneida leaders expressed that “We 

Sachems have nothing to say to the Warriors. We have given them up for the field. They 

must act as they think wise.”
79

 This factional split between the young warriors and older 

sachems served to undermine traditional tribal authority, further pushing Indian nations 

down the road to war as young warriors fought on the battlefield to prove and distinguish 

themselves from older leaders that had previously exerted control of the village‟s actions. 

Encroachment on Native American homelands and hunting grounds, the 

dependence on necessary European goods and supplies, the impact of alcohol, 

Christianity and its assimilationist approach to Indian relations, European arrogance, the 

loss of Indian nation‟s „Modern Indian Politics,‟ and the erosion of tribal authority 

between young warriors and older sachems all contributed collectively to an assault on 

American Indian cultures by Europeans and Americans. While this assault on Indian 

cultures, lands, and identity through economics, religion, and politics were not the sole 

reasons behind Native American participation in the Revolutionary War (other reasons 

include disease, frontier warfare, and etc.), they formed the main foundation for Native 

American resistance that led American Indian nations to war. 

 

Patriot Techniques in Employing American Indian Nations: Rewards and Presents 

A Creek leader remarked to his British allies during the war that “we have been 

used so long to wrap our Children up as soon as they are born in Goods procured from 

the White people that we cannot do without...”
80

 This dependency of Native Americans 

upon European goods was generated through the Dutch, French, and British trade 

networks established with Indian nations beginning in the late sixteenth-early seventeenth 

century. By the time of the Revolution, Native Americans had become so dependent on 
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Europeans and their supplies that they could no longer live without them. Many nations, 

such as the Abenaki, would become “friends or foes [which] largely depended on 

availability of life supporting supplies.”
81

 This system of Indian dependency would be 

further exploited by Europeans during the four Imperials Wars fought in North America. 

Both the British and French sought alliances through gift-giving and trade that Native 

Americans had become so dependent on. Taking a cue from the European powers, 

Patriots would also adopt this gift-giving practice in direct competition with the English 

as historian Colin G. Calloway writes that “Giving and receiving gifts could restore 

relationships and turn enemies into friends.”
82

 The Continental Congress expressly stated 

that Native Americans had become dependent “on the Colonists for arms, ammunition, 

and cloathing, which are become necessary to their subsistance” and because of this, 

Congress sought to exploit this dependency with monetary rewards and gifts to secure 

neutrality and later support.
83

  

The first recorded use of presents as rewards for Indian allies by Patriot forces 

was conducted by the Continental Congress in October 1775 when “Several Indian 

Chiefs of the St. Francis, Penobscot, Stock[-ridge] and St. John‟s Tribes...” were 

“dismiss‟d with Presents,” which Congress “Agreed That these Indian‟s or others may be 

called on in Case of real Necessity and that the giving them presents is both suitable and 

proper.”
84

 To secure “Friendship and Service,” Washington wrote in June 1776 that they 

should offer bounties to produce: 

a powerful Inducement to engage the Indians in our Service, and their Endeavours to make 

Prisoners of all the Kings Troops they possibly can. You will use every Methods you shall judge 

necessary, to conciliate their Favour, and to this End, are authorised to promise them a punctual 

Payment, of the Allowance Congress have determined on for such Officers and Privates belonging 

to the King‟s Army, as they may captivate and deliver us.
85 
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These bounties or rewards consisted of a hundred dollars for every British commissioned 

officer captured, plus thirty dollars for every English or German private.
86

 The 

Continental Congress also presented gifts to the Shawnee and Delaware in a speech in 

late 1776 that also provided tens of thousands of dollars for each of the three Indian 

departments in order to purchase “Indian goods...in such manner as they shall judge most 

conducive to cultivate the peace and friendship.”
87

  

But as early as late-1776, securing the presents and rewards once promised to 

allied Indian nations proved more difficult than Patriot leaders had imagined. Washington 

wrote to the General Assembly of Massachusetts in October 1776 that he had “not the 

most distant prospect of supplying them [Penobscots] with those Necessities [clothes and 

woolen blankets] here, and it is so much to be feared, that any Disappointment would 

make the most unfavorable Impressions on their Minds...”
88

 The Continental Congress 

was also unable to furnish Native American allies with the necessary goods promised to 

them. When the Marquis de Lafayette‟s asked of the President of the Continental 

Congress, Henry Laurens, in mid-1778 for the “present [-s] to our Indian‟s of vermillion, 

looking glasses, pipes, cloathes, and etc...[that] would have a fine effect,” Laurens replied 

that Congress was unable to furnish Lafayette with what he required because the Patriots 

could barely afford to supply the Continental Army.
89 

The Patriot war effort was in dire 

straits and no one realized this better than George Washington. Washington was not a 

stupid man; he realized that if the Patriots were unable to supply American Indian nations 

with the goods and provisions that they had come to depend upon whereas the British 

could, then there would be a danger that many villages would flock to the English flag 

instead. Washington even admitted in a letter to the President of the Continental Congress 

on May 3, 1778 that the British had the “advantage...in having the means of making 

presents, much more liberally than we can, [it] has made a strong impression upon their 
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[Indian‟s] Minds, and seems to be more than a counterballance, for any arguments we can 

offer to conciliate their attachments.”
90

 Resorting to the use of bribes, Patriot leaders 

offered symbolic commissions in the Continental Army to entice Native American 

warriors to bring their respective villages to the Patriot side. In April 1779, Congress 

ordered that twelve blank army commissions could be filled “up with the names of 

faithful chiefs of the Oneida and Tuscarora, giving them such ranks as the said 

commissioners shall judge they merit.”
91

 Other rewards and presents that were meant to 

“have a happy influence on their [Indian] actions and Disposition” to “secure their 

friendship, or at least neutrality” were few and far in-between by April 1779.
92

 By July of 

that same year, Washington ordered Colonel Daniel Brodhead to supply “with some 

articles to reward the Indians” who joined the Patriot expedition against the Muncy and 

Seneca Indian towns in 1779 that was conducted in conjunction with Major General John 

Sullivan‟s expedition into Iroquois territory.
93

 Washington had to remind both Brodhead 

and Sullivan of the “necessity of supplying the friendly Indians with provisions” even 

though Patriot resources were severely strained at this point and because of this, the 

Patriot allied Oneida and Stockbridge-Mohicans sent only a small number of scouts to 

join the invasion of the Iroquois homelands.
94

 

Even with France‟s entrance into the war, the old gift-giving and rewards system 

that had existed previous to French expulsion in 1763 was just as ineffective as the 

Patriots earlier attempts. In the journal of Jean-Baptiste Antoine de Verger, a Frenchman 

serving with the Comte de Rochambeau, it is written that the French presented medals, 

“swords, shirt, blankets, and rouge” to their Indian allies in order to „revive‟ their love for 

the French King.
95

 The Marquis de Lafayette returned to France in the middle of the war 
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to procure money, troops, naval vessels, and also provisions for their Native American 

allies to help support the faltering Patriot war effort. During his quest, the Marquis 

recorded a list of the items that he would return from France with aboard the ship the 

Alliance, which included: 

Presents for the savages – It is very advantageous to take on board a lot of unrefined vermilion, 

striped woolen blankets, feathers, silver bracelets, and medallions with the king‟s portrait and the 

arms of France. These presents will service to revive the savages‟ love for the French, a sentiment 

that we must maintain among them. We must add to these items some clubs, scalping knives, 

munitions, and rifles. All these supplies must be familiar to those in the naval offices, and some of 

them will be put aboard the Alliance immediately. They say that clothing and arms for the savages 

will be found at Rochefort.
96 

 

But as Colin G. Calloway points out, even “long-standing French influence could not 

outweigh American failure to match promise with performance when it came to 

supplying their Indian allies.”
97

 Although the Patriots had adopted the European system 

of gift-giving/rewards and now had French support, the Americans would be hard-

pressed to compete with British supplies as early as 1777, and by 1779 the Continental 

Congress was struggling to find new ways to entice Indian nations to the Patriot side. By 

1780, frustrated Patriot leaders such as Major General Philip Schuyler wrote to the 

Continental Congress that he was unable to provide clothing to their Native American 

allies. Schuyler expressed that allied Oneida scouts were unable to be furnished with the 

necessary provisions for survival during the winter of 1780 because his own “Troops are 

extremely inadequate to their wants.”
98

 By early 1781, the Patriot war effort was nearly at 

an end as mutiny, desertion, disease, few victories, and a lack of monetary funds brought 

Patriot forces to their knees. In a report on March 15, 1781 Congress remarked that they 

had to forbid “any measures being taken for supplies to the Indians to any great amount, 

and until we are in a condition better to support them it should seem that it will not be 

prudent to give large promises, a failure in which will only tend to exasperate instead of 

conciliating their affections.
99
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 Yet for most of the Revolution, the British were able to continue supplying Native 

Americans with provisions and goods. Lafayette cursed the British: 

all the Indians were bribed, and, under the protection of British parties, the Hurons and the 

Iroquois devastated the frontier. A few baubles or a barrel of rum put war clubs in their [Indians] 

hands, and, falling upon villages, they burned houses, destroyed crops, and massacred everyone, 

without regard to age or sex.
100 

 

But in the final years of the war, even the British were unable to continue the system of 

gift-giving and rewarding Indian allies. While the Native Americans “experienced a great 

boom in rum, guns, ammunition, cloth, clothing, hatchets, hoes, mirrors, and jewelry” as 

well as a flood of other gifts, “the soaring costs of supplying the Indians alarmed the 

imperial overlords in London” where British expenditures were “Extravagant, 

Wounderfull & fictitious.”
101

 By war‟s end in 1783, the English system of gift-giving and 

rewarding Native American allies was so drastically reduced that British forces in North 

America feared retaliatory violence from former Indian allies. 

 

Patriot Techniques in Employing American Indian Nations: Impressions 

           A second employment method of the Patriots was to leave strong impressions of 

their military strength upon Indian nations in an effort to convince them that the 

Continental Army could hold its own against the English, dispelling propaganda that 

American forces were unable to fight a prolonged conflict. As early as September 1775 

Washington invited the Reverend Samuel Kirkland and the Oneida warrior Skenandoah 

to tour the army camp outside of Boston due to Skenandoah‟s “important Consequence to 

the public Interest, I [Washington] have Studiously endeavour‟d to make his Visit 

agreeable...by Civility and some small Presents.”
102

 After giving up attempts to keep 

Native Americans neutral by 1776, Patriot forces hoped to employ Indian warriors or at 

least keep them out of the war and would do so by hosting tribal leaders in Philadelphia 

and/or drilling the Continental Army in front of native delegations. Washington hosted 

his first group of Native Peoples, the Caughnawaga, at Cambridge in January 1776. 

Washington confided to Major General Philip Schuyler that he would “try to make 
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suitable Provisions for them during their Stay, and use every Means in my Power to 

confirm their favourable Disposition towards us. They will not, I am fearful, have such 

Ideas of our Strength, as I could wish. This, however, shall be strongly inculcataed.”
103

 

John Adams wrote in his journal that he dined on January 24, 1776 with Washington, 

General Horatio Gates, and “half a dozen sachems [„chiefs‟] and warriors of the French 

Caughnawaga tribe...It was a savage feast, carnivorous animals devouring their prey, yet 

they were wondrously polite.”
104

 Washington met again with more members of the 

Caughnawaga in October 1776 at Harlem Heights where he: 

shewed them every Civility in my power and presented them with such Necessaries as our barren 

Stores afford, and they were pleased to take. I also had them shewn all our Works upon this Island, 

which I had manned to give‟em an Idea of our force and to do away the false notions they might 

have embibed, from the Tales which had been propagated among‟em. They seemed to think we 

were amazingly strong and said they had seen enough, without going to our posts in jersey or the 

other side of Harlem River. They took their departure Yesterday morning and I hope with no 

unfavourable impressions.
105 

 

This display of military strength served the dual purpose of exhibiting the Continental 

Army‟s power while counteracting British/Tory propaganda that portrayed an American 

army incapable of resisting English forces. Washington would also host a delegation of 

unidentified Native Americans at Philadelphia also in 1776 and felt that they went “home 

with very favorable Ideas of our strength and resources...A lucky circumstance if it will 

gain either their Friendship or secure their Neutrality.”
106

 Major General Philip Schuyler 

wrote to Washington that he himself hosted over 260 Iroquois warriors at Albany, New 

York and had ordered a military review to be held for the Iroquois by a General Sullivan 

and his Brigade. The military review left the Indians “greatly pleased with the order and 

regularity of the Troops and supprized at their Number which the Tories had 

industriously propogated consisted only of 3 Companies and that they were kept always 

walking the Streets to induce them to believe their Number was much greater than it 
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really was.”
107

 Again, the Patriots were staging military reviews to display military 

strength to Native Americans to convince them that when war encompassed the Indian 

nations, the Continental Army would be able to fight at the same level as their British 

counterparts. The Patriots would also try to convince Indian nations of their military 

strength through the heavy fortification of their forts. Philip Schuyler ordered during the 

summer of 1776 that Fort Stanwix be reconstructed and its defenses improved to 

“impress on the Indians an idea that we are capable of acting with vigour, and that we do 

not mean to be trifled with.”
108

 Again, Patriot forces attempted to exhibit military might 

in hopes of convincing Indians to take up their cause. 

But as the Patriot war effort began to falter in 1777, displays of military strength 

were abandoned altogether. Not until 1780 would the use of strong impressions in an 

attempt to convince American Indian nations to side against the English be resurrected by 

French forces. A delegation of Oneida, Tuscarora, and Caughnawaga chiefs were hosted 

by the commander of the French army, Comte de Rochambeau, at Newport, Rhode Island 

in late August 1780. The three Indian nations had been sent by Major General Philip 

Schuyler from New York in his hopes to dispel rumors of “great Industry [that] have 

taught to believe that France was not in alliance with us, and never intended to afford us 

any assistance, and that whatever I had said on the subject was mere forgery and only 

calculated to prevent them [Indians] from attacking her [Great Britain].”
109

 In Jean-

Baptiste Antoine de Verger‟s journal, he wrote that “the M. de Rochambeau paraded his 

army before these savages, but nothing pleased them so much as our pioneers with their 

axes. We drilled, then fired our muskets to the accompaniment of cannon fire, which 

alarmed them no end.”
110

 Rochambeau described the Indian‟s visit to Washington in a 

letter:  

Before Yesterday [August 30, 1780], I received a Deputation composed of 19. Indians of Different 

Nations...I received them most heartily, I shewed them yesterday the French Troops mixed with 

the American. I put some regiments a manoeuvring before them, with field pieces and firing. They 

were overjoyed at what they saw and heard. The huzzars of Lauzun [French commander] have 

surprized them, in camp, as did likewise great Lobsters [British red coats] of which they laughed 
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very heartily at Table. They Drank the King of France, The United States, and the Indian nations, 

who are allied to us.
111 

 

Both Patriot and French forces used visits by Native delegations to impress with army 

reviews and social dinners to display military strength, to counteract British propaganda, 

and to convince neutral or enemy American Indian nations to change allegiances. But 

Patriot leaders abandoned this technique early on in the war as the Continental Army 

began to reel from continuous defeats on the battlefield that further decreased the morale 

of Patriot forces. Even after the victory at Saratoga in late 1777, which was then followed 

by a string of lost engagements, Patriot leaders refused to continue the technique of 

impressing Indian nations through military display, marches, banquets, and/or the 

fortification of forts.  

 

 

Patriot Techniques in Employing American Indian Nations: Treaties/Compacts 

In the early years of the war, securing allies among the American Indian nations 

was difficult for the Patriots, especially among the Iroquois in the north. Washington 

wrote a letter to Philip Schuyler in August 1776 that “reports made by the emissaries, 

who have been among the Indian Nations [Iroquois], appear not so promising” and 

because of this, a treaty was concluded by the Patriots and Iroquois in hopes that “their 

[Iroquois] views are Friendly, and tho‟ they may not consent to take an Active part, that 

they will not arm against us.”
112

 Before continuing, one must understand that the Patriot‟s 

use of treaties during the war were not the land cession treaties that one thinks of today. 

With the exception of a treaty concluded between the Continental Congress and the 

Delaware nation on September 17, 1778 (considered the United States‟ first official treaty 

with Native Americans), the use of treaties by the Patriots should be thought of in terms 

of compacts or agreements of friendship and/or alliance. Patriot treaties did not involve 

the cessation of land, but the transfer of trade goods, clothing, guns and ammo, and other 

economic necessities to Native Americans in exchange for their friendship toward Patriot 

forces. Post-Revolutionary War treaties that were concluded between American Indian 

nations and the federal government generally dealt with the cessation of land and/or 
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creation of the reservation system. It must also be noted that as the war dragged on after 

1777, the crumbling Patriot war effort produced a number of coercive „treaties,‟ which 

Indian nations accused the Patriots of taking advantage of their members during 

negotiations and/or violating the terms originally agreed to by both parties.  

One of the first compacts between Patriot forces and Native Americans was in 

January 1776 with the Caughnawaga Indians. A “Treaty of Neutrality” conducted by 

Schuyler in Albany, the Caughnawaga expressed the desire to take “up Arms in Behalf of 

the United Colonies.”
113

 Yet the same Caughnawaga were treated in a way to “get 

decently rid of their offer...[as Schuyler and Washington] prefer it to employing them.”
114

 

One must remember that the Patriots and English had not yet strayed from the portrayal 

of the Revolution as a „family quarrel‟ to Indian nations; therefore, a treaty of neutrality 

and not alliance was more in the interests of the Patriots at that time. But the Patriots 

changed their mind by mid-1776 when Schuyler treated with the Iroquois Six Nations at 

German Flats, New York in August of that same year. Considered an urgent matter by 

Washington, the conference at German Flats was so hastily arranged that Washington did 

not have time to confer with the Continental Congress and ask for their permission to 

treat with the Iroquois nations. Washington felt that he had: 

to engage them [Iroquois] in our Interest, upon the best Terms he [Schuyler] and his Colleagues in 

commission can procure, and, I trust the Urgency of the Occasion will justify my Proceedings to 

the Congress. The necessity for decision and dispatch in all our Measures, in my Opinion, 

becomes every day more and more apparent.
115 

 

Washington realized that British and Patriot efforts to keep the Indian nations neutral was 

falling apart and that the role the Iroquois would play in the Revolution was too big to be 

ignored. Unfortunately, the treaty at German Flats failed to include all of the six Iroquois 

nations. In fact, the Indian delegation was mostly composed of Oneida chiefs and the 

conference ended with a renewed pledge of Iroquois neutrality instead of friendship or 

alliance. 

Eventually, Patriot forces secured allies among Native Americans. The 

Stockbridge-Mohican, Penobscot, Nova Scotia, Caughnawaga, Catawba, St. Johns, St. 
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Francis Abenaki, Pequot, Micmac, and several other Indian nations expressed an interest 

in the Patriot cause. Several treaties of friendship and/or alliance were concluded by the 

Patriots with their Indian allies. One example of such a treaty was concluded in 

December 1776 with the Passamaquoddy and St. John‟s Indians. Washington addressed 

both as “Brothers” and commended their acceptance of “the chain of friendship...that you 

are determined to keep it bright and unbroken.”
116

 In payment for this „treaty of peace,‟ 

Washington pledged to provide provisions to the Passamaquoddy and St. John‟s Indians 

and to take good care of their warriors who would serve in the army. 

But by early 1778, Patriot leaders utilized these treaties/compacts for ulterior 

motives as the pleasantries that had been afforded in previous years was abandoned. The 

treaties/compacts from 1778-1783 reflect the dire straits of the Patriot war effort and 

were used as devices for exploiting the rivalries and jealousies of Native Americans to 

distract those Indian nations allied with the English. For example, Washington ordered 

Schuyler and Volkert Pieterse Douw [Indian commissioners in the Northern Department] 

to treat with the Onondaga nation in late May 1779. Washington wrote that “I think it 

will be adviseable to conclude a treaty with them [the Onondagas, of which a majority 

“retain[-ed] their inclination for peace”] on the best terms we can and to endeavour to 

employ them against their neighbours;” the Cayuga, Mohawk, Seneca, and isolated bands 

of Tuscarora.
117

 Instead of requesting neutrality or friendship, Patriot forces now 

attempted to subvert English allied nations into clashing with neighboring Indian villages 

to keep their warriors from supporting the British war effort. General Thomas Gage had 
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once petitioned King George III to use this same technique when facing Indian resistance 

in late 1766, but a letter from Lord Shelburne expressed “the King‟s order...that He by no 

means approves the Policy of fomenting Wars among the several Indian nations...”
118

 The 

Patriots were beginning to exhibit a malicious tendency that even the enemy „tyrant‟ had 

refused to condone, which again is a reflection of the desperation that pervaded the 

Patriot war effort after 1777. By exploiting the rivalries and jealousies of Indian nations, 

the Patriots sought to distract and detract Indian support for the British. In a letter to the 

President of the Continental Congress in May 1779, Washington wrote of his 

consideration for an invasion into Iroquois territory [Sullivan expedition] that aimed at 

punishing the Iroquois that sided with the British and targeted colonial settlements... 

severely for what has past; and by an example of rigor intimidate them in future. But by confining 

this to those nations who are most formidable and mischievous the end will be answered... [for] 

we lessen the force we have to combat, add perhaps to our own...This is a measure, I have all 

along dreaded, and to prevent it, if possible, have employed every artifice I could think of to excite 

jealousies of an invasion of Canada, and induce the Enemy there to keep their force at home.
119 

 

Washington, before writing this letter, had made the effort to „excite‟ the jealousies of the 

Canadian and Iroquois nations against one another in an attempt to shake English 

alliances with American Indian nations, but his actions proved exceedingly unsuccessful. 

By exploiting these „jealousies,‟ Washington hoped to dismantle the British-Iroquois 

alliance, but because he failed to do so, Washington ordered a three-prong invasion into 

Iroquois territory led by Major General John Sullivan, Colonel Daniel Brodhead, and 

Colonel Goose Van Schaik. Less than two months later, Washington would again use the 

strategy of exciting rivalries of neighboring nations in a letter to Colonel Daniel 

Brodhead on June 23, 1779 where Washington approved Brodhead‟s... 

idea of inflaming the rivalship which said to subsist between the Wyandots and Mingoes [who 

were both allied tribes of the British], and I shall be glad it may be in your power to induce the 

former to aid you in some decisive stroke against the latter. If it can be done with a good prospect 

of success, the attempt ought to be made. Besides the happy influence it would have on the Indians 

you have more immediately to do with, by encouraging your friends and intimidating your 

enemies; it would operate as an useful diversion in favour of the expedition under General 

Sullivan.
120 
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Not only was Washington trying to exploit the „jealousies‟ of two British allied Indian 

nations, but he was also providing a diversion for the Sullivan expedition into Iroquois 

territory. Washington also suggested that „inflaming‟ this rivalry between the Wyandot 

and Mingo would produce an alliance between the Mingo and Patriots, which would have 

a „happy influence‟ upon villages already allied with the Patriots while „intimidating‟ 

English Indian nations.  

Patriot leaders would be convinced throughout the war that exploiting the rivalries 

among Indian nations through treaty/compact was an effective endeavor even though 

there is no record of this being successful. Even by 1781, Washington believed that “It is 

to be wished that we had means of retaining the affections of those Indians who appear 

friendly or of engaging those to take part with us who are otherwise, but as that is not the 

case, it will be a most desirable object to foment differences among themselves...”
121 

As 

these treaties/compacts began to exploit Native Americans, which reflected the instability 

of the Patriot war effort, Indian nations responded by accusing American leaders of 

nefarious schemes when conducting treaty negotiations. In compacts agreed to by the 

Patriots with the Delaware nation from 1778 and up until the end of the war, the 

Delaware “complained they had been deceived into taking up the hatchet for the United 

States,” a claim supported by Patriot Indian commissioner George Morgan who described 

these treaties “as „villainously conducted.‟”
122

 Coupled with future events that included 

Edward Hand‟s „Squaw Campaign,‟ the murder of Captain George White Eyes, a 

massacre of Moravian Delaware at Gnaddenhutten in 1782, and the influence of 

Delaware leader Captain Pipe, these treaties/compacts alienated the powerful Delaware 

nation‟s support. As the Patriot war effort continued to diminish, the reliance upon unfair 

treaty negotiations that were „villainously conducted‟ by the Patriots would continue, 

even after the war was over in 1783 when the newly created United States of America 

embarked on its century-long treaty relationship with American Indian nations. These 

treaties often involved the use of coercive means that left Native Americans with only the 

broken promises of a government that refused to acknowledge many of the rights 

guaranteed to them under these treaties.
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Patriot Techniques in Employing American Indian Nations: Individuals 

Patriot forces would also use influential individuals to establish a foothold within 

Indian nations. One reason that the Caughnawaga became allies was due to „Chief Louis.‟ 

Washington wrote to the President of the Continental Congress that a “Chief of the 

Cagnewaga Tribe [Chief Louis], who lives within 6 miles from Montreal, came in here 

[Cambridge]...” to express to Washington:  

His Accounts of the Temper and Disposition of the Indians are very favourable; He says they have 

been strongly sollicited by Governor Carlton [Guy Carleton, British governor of Canada and 

future commander in chief of British forces in America] to engage against us: But his Nation is 

totally averse; that Threats as well as Intreaties have been used without Effect; That the Canadians 

are well disposed to the English Colonies and if any Expedition is meditated against Canada, the 

Indians in that Quarter will give all their assistance. I have endeavoured to cherish those favorable 

Dispositions and recommended to him [Chief Louis] to cultivate them on his return. What I have 

said, I enforced with a Present, which I understood would be agreeable and as he is represented to 

be a man of weight and consequence in his own Tribe, I flatter myself his visit will have a good 

Effect.
123

 

 

Chief Louis, commissioned by Washington as a colonel in the Continental Army, arrived 

with more Caughnawaga warriors at Cambridge in January 1776, who were treated by 

Washington and John Adams to social dinners and military reviews of Continental 

troops. Washington felt that Colonel Louis “Honored” him with this second visit as 

„Chief Louis‟ proved a motivating figure behind the Caughnawaga support of the 

Patriots.
124

 But Chief Louis of the Caughnawaga should not be confused with Chief 

Joseph Louis Gill of the St. Francis Abenaki. A white man born to Abenaki captives, Gill 

was adopted, married “the daughter of one of the principal chiefs,” fought with the 

French during the Seven Years‟ War, and lost much of his Abenaki family during the 

famed Roger‟s Rangers raid of the Abenaki village St. Francis.
125

 Early in the 

Revolution, Gill “emerged as the leader of a pro-rebel faction” for which Washington and 

Congress thanked Gill for the “fidelity and good services of this Chief, and those of his 

Tribe” and for his services, Washington felt that Chief Joseph Louis Gill deserved “a 

command, with liberty to engage such a number of his Tribe as are willing to take a part 
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with him. These people will not only be really useful, but there is policy in the measure, 

as they will in a manner, ensure the neutrality of those of their Allies who remain in 

Canada.”
126

 While Chief Joseph Louis Gill and his pro-rebel Abenaki supported the 

Patriots, they were only able to survive “the maelstrom of the Revolutionary war by 

placing a tentative foot in either [British or Patriot] camp,” a feat that “not every tribe, 

community or individual embroiled in the conflict was able to adopt.”
127

 

Although Patriot forces battled the Cherokee nation from 1775 up until 1780, 

there were a small number of Cherokee warriors that defected from the British camp. 

This was due mainly to the efforts of Nathaniel Gist, a colonial trader who had lived 

among the Cherokee before the French and Indian War and who was called into service 

by a then British Lieutenant Colonel George Washington who had suggested to Virginia 

Governor Dinwiddie to send Gist “to beg for Cherokee assistance in fighting the 

Shawnees, allies of the French.”
128

 Gist was successful in enlisting the aid of several 

Cherokee villages for the British during the war, even though a number of Cherokee were 

murdered by allied Virginia frontiersmen who upheld the frontier mentality that refused 

to distinguish between allied and enemy Indians. After 1763, Gist married a Cherokee 

woman and together had several children (including Sequoya, who adapted the Cherokee 

language to written form with the creation of a Cherokee alphabet), which provided Gist 

with further influence among the Cherokee.
129 

With the outbreak of the Revolution in 

1775, Gist was once again employed by Washington who requested that Gist be 

commissioned a colonel in the army. Charged with securing Cherokee troops, Gist 

secured “seventeen Cherokees with him to serve as scouts under General George 

Washington,” ultimately pitting “Cherokees on both sides of the war” in civil war that 
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“would not be their last.”
130

 In a 1778 letter to the Commissioners of Indian Affairs from 

Valley Forge, Washington once again tried “to employ a body of four hundred Indians...I 

propose to raise about one half the number among the Southern [nations]...I have sent 

Colo Nathl. Gist, who is well acquainted with the Cherokees and their Allies, to bring as 

many as he can from thence.”
131

 Official instructions for Gist were dictated by the 

Continental Congress on March 7, 1778: 

Sir: You, being designated by his excellency General Washington, to go with a talk to the Indian 

nations, on the borders of Virginia and the Carolinas, with a view to secure them in the interest of 

these states, are hereby authorized and empowered to proceed therewith, and to engage in the 

service of these states, for the next campaign, any number of Indians, not exceeding two 

hundred...In order to fulfill your promises to, and satisfy the reasonable expectations of the 

seventeen Indians employed last summer on the eastern shore of Maryland, you are hereby 

empowered to purchase and deliver to each of them, such articles of cloathing, &c. as you shall 

judge indispensably necessary.
132 

 

But as evidenced by 1778 with the declining Patriot war effort, Colonel Nathaniel Gist 

was unable to recruit a single Cherokee warrior for service in the Continental forces. Gist 

spent the remainder of the war working with southern Indian nations, especially the 

Cherokee, trying to secure warriors for Patriot service, even though he was continually 

accused of setting into motion a civil war that engulfed the Cherokee nation. 

Another individual the Patriots attempted to cultivate the friendship of was 

Captain George White Eyes of the Delaware. Congress addressed White Eyes in 

December 1775: 

We have heard of your friendship for your Brethren, the white people, and how useful you have 

been in preserving peace and harmony between your nation and us, and we thank you for those 

services...We shall be happy in improving every opportunity that shall offer for convincing your 

nation, and all the other nations of Indians, of our friendly dispositions towards them.
133 

 

White Eyes and Chief John Killbuck convinced the Delaware nation to remain neutral 

even as British diplomats threatened White Eyes at a Detroit council in June 1778 with 

the Ottawa, Ojibwe, Huron, Delaware, Shawnee, Miami, Mingo, Mohawk, Potawatomi, 

Seneca, Saguinan, and Ouoshtanon. Lieutenant Governor Henry Hamilton accused the 
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Delaware of blocking up “the Path of the Warriors against the Rebels” and specifically 

targeted White Eyes when he offered to “give them [Delaware] my hand which I refused 

to White Eyes.”
134

 This was not the only instance that White Eyes was singled out by the 

British for advocating neutrality and later for his support of the Patriot cause. But in 1778 

Captain George White Eyes, one of the Patriot‟s staunchest supporters, was dead. While 

the Continental Congress reported White Eyes had succumbed to smallpox, Patriot Indian 

Commissioner George Morgan wrote in his journals that White Eyes had actually been 

slain by a Patriot militia comprised of colonial frontiersmen. The murder of White Eyes, 

coupled with frontiersmen attacks on Delaware villages, proved to undermine the 

Patriot‟s friendship with the Delaware nation. The majority of the Delaware, led by 

Captain Pipe, renounced their neutrality and/or friendship and sided with the English 

although a small minority of Delaware, led by John Killbuck, continued to support the 

Patriots. If White Eyes had not been murdered, the Delaware may have remained vital 

allies of the Patriots and the bloodshed shed between Patriot forces and the Delaware 

nation that lasted from 1778 until the end of the war could possibly have been averted. 

George Rogers Clark, famed Indian fighter, un-officially led the Patriot war effort 

into the west against the British and their Native American allies. Operating with a small 

army, Clark‟s goal was to take Detroit, a staging base for English forces and Joseph 

Brant‟s Volunteers. Along the way, Clark captured British posts at Kaskaskia, Cahokia, 

and Vincennes and during these raids it was said that Clark impressed many of the 

Wabash and Illinois nations whose neutrality Clark would have to secure in order to pass 

through their lands un-harassed. Instead of using diplomatic channels, Clark wrote in his 

memoirs that he used “fear,” talked like a “warrior,” and made threats upon the western 

Indian nation‟s livelihood to intimidate them into friendship, which he proved with brutal 

“search and destroy missions” that razed entire Indian villages to the ground.
135

 Clark 

also wrote in his memoirs that he could not have successfully guaranteed the neutrality of 

the Native Americans without the help of Tobacco‟s Son, a Piankashaw Indian, who 

Clark discovered that “to win him was an object of great importance” because of his 
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considerable influence.
136

 While Clark exaggerates his exploits in his memoirs and 

historians remain skeptical of what he writes, if only half the words Clark uses to 

describe Tobacco‟s Son influence is true, then the Piankashaw leader was vital in 

securing western tribal neutrality. According to Clark, Tobacco‟s Son responded to 

Clark‟s overtures for peace and friendship with the western Indian nations as... 

He jumped up, struck his breast; called himself a man and a warrior; said that he was now a big 

knife [Patriot]...In a short time, almost the whole of the various tribes of the different nations on 

the Wabash, as high as the Ouiatenan, came to St. Vincennes and followed to example of their 

grand chief...The British interest daily lost ground in this quarter, and in a short time our influence 

reached the Indians on the river St. Joseph and the border of lake Michigan.
137 

 

 All of these individuals played a vital role for the Patriots in convincing British-

allied villages to change allegiances, keeping Indian nations neutral, and/or employing 

Native Americans for military service. But by 1778, the use of influential individuals as a 

technique to employ Native Americans was rendered ineffective as the desperation that 

plagued Patriot leaders failed to produce any such more relationships. Also by 1778, both 

Chief Louis of the Caughnawaga and Chief Joseph Louis Gill of the St. Francis Abenaki 

refused to actively support the Patriots any longer as they struggled to find a balance 

between competing British and Patriot interests that threatened their village‟s survival. 

Colonel Nathaniel Gist was unable to recruit any more Cherokee warriors by 1778 as he 

was accused of setting in motion the civil war that tore numerous Cherokee villages 

apart. Also in 1778, the influential Captain George White Eyes was murdered by Patriot 

frontiersmen, sealing the fate of a Delaware-British alliance. And while the relationship 

that existed between George Rogers Clark and Tobacco‟s Son secured the neutrality of 

the Illinois and Wabash nations, it did little else to help the main Patriot war effort in the 

northern and southern campaigns. By 1778, the Patriot‟s use of influential individuals in 

convincing Indian nations to join the Patriot cause was abandoned.  

 

Patriot Techniques used against American Indian Nations: Propaganda 

With the failure of the Patriots to successfully continue the securing of friendship 

and alliances with Indian nations through rewards and presents, military impressions, 

treaties/compacts, and influential individuals by 1777-1778 due to an exhausted Patriot 
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war effort, Patriot leaders resorted to targeting Indian nations with propaganda and 

threats of violence to intimidate Native Americans out of their alliances with the English.  

Since the beginning of the war, the Patriots had constantly combated British 

propaganda that painted the Continental Army as weak and ill-suited to fight a prolonged 

conflict against English forces. For example, an Oneida delegation accompanied the 

Reverend Samuel Kirkland to Boston in early 1777 strictly to “enquire into the true state 

of matters” as “things were so falsely and variously represented by our Enemies thro their 

Agents, that they [the Oneida] did not know what to depend on,” yet the Oneida 

delegation went home “...well satisfied with what they had seen and that they were 

authorized to tell their Nation, all they had heard from the Enemy was false.”
138

 This is 

just one instance of the British propaganda that pervaded Indian Country during the war, 

threatening both existing and potential Patriot alliances. But the Patriots also used 

propaganda to their advantage. During the early years of the war, Patriot leaders 

employed the Stockbridge-Mohican Indians as subjects in their own propaganda 

experiment. Displaying a fierce devotion to American independence and fighting with 

Patriot forces throughout the war, the Stockbridge-Mohican became “propaganda 

symbols” for the American cause, serving an example to other Indian nations of the 

friendship that existed with the Patriots.
139

 Although the British, especially General 

Thomas Gage, tried to replicate the Patriot‟s use of an Indian nation as „propaganda 

symbols,‟ there was not the same kind of relationship that existed between the Patriots 

and the Stockbridge-Mohican for the British and their American Indian allies. What is 

unique about this relationship is that the Stockbridge were one of the few Indian nations 

that were fully committed to a side. The Stockbridge-Mohican‟s service acted as the 

perfect example of „propaganda symbols‟ for the Patriots, and when coupled with their 

diplomatic ties to the Iroquois, Canadian, and western Indian nations, they served as 

“recruiters” for the Patriot cause.
140

 The effectiveness of Stockbridge recruitment of 

Native Americans is documented in a letter sent from the Reverend John Sergeant, white 

missionary to the Stockbridge-Mohican during the war, to the Continental Congress in 
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November 1776, which mentions the success of the Stockbridge Indian‟s recruitment of 

Indian nations in Canada and the state of Maine [Caughnawaga, St. John‟s, St. Francis, 

Penobscot, and possibly others].
141

 Acting as both „propaganda symbols‟ and „recruiters,‟ 

the Stockbridge served as another Patriot technique in recruiting Native Americans. 

But by late 1777, the Patriot war effort was beginning to crumble as British, 

Loyalist, and Native American forces under the command of General John Burgoyne cut 

a path through Canada and into New York to strike a decisive blow against the 

Americans. Out of desperation, Patriot forces abandoned the use of the Stockbridge-

Mohican as „propaganda symbols‟ and instead concentrated their efforts to paint Native 

Peoples allied with the English as „savage‟ warriors of a British war machine, hoping to 

fuel anti-English sentiment both at home and abroad in Great Britain.  

The main propaganda effort of the Patriots revolved around the infamous murder 

of Jane McCrea, whose story has been captured in the accounts of Patriot, Loyalist, 

British, and Hessian soldiers. Miss McCrea was waiting for her fiancé, a Loyalist officer 

in the English army, to return home to New York with British General John Burgoyne in 

1777. According to an English officer‟s journal, Indian allies “were detached on scouting 

parties, both in our front and on our flanks, and came to the house where she resided; but 

the scene is too tragic for my pen. She fell a sacrifice to the savage passions of these 

blood thirsty monsters...”
142

 General Horatio Gates, who commanded Patriot forces at the 

battles of Saratoga, wrote a letter to General Burgoyne, spinning the murder to the 

Patriot‟s advantage: 

Miss McCrea, a young lady lovely to the sight, of virtuous character and amiable disposition, 

engaged to be married to an officer in your Army, was with other women and children taken out of 

a house near Fort-Edward, carried into the woods, and there scalped and mangled in a most 

shocking manner...The miserable fate of Miss McCrea was particularly aggravated by her being 

dressed to receive her promised husband, but met her murderers employed by you. Upwards of 

one hundred men, women and children have perished by the hands of the ruffians to whom it is 

asserted you have paid the price of blood.
143 

 

Already the Patriot rumor mills had turned the incident to their advantage. 

Burgoyne attempted to defend both his honor and that of his army by replying to General 

Gates... 
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In regard to Miss McCrea, her fate wanted not of the tragic display you [Gates] have labored to 

give it to make it as sincerely abhorred and lamented by me as it can be by the tenderest of her 

friends. The fact was no premeditated barbarity. On the contrary two chiefs who had brought her 

off for the purposes of security, not of violence to her person, disputed which should be her guard; 

and in a fit of savage passion in the one from whose hands she was snatched, the unhappy women 

became the victim...The above instance excepted, your intelligence respecting cruelties of the 

Indians is false.
144 

 

But Burgoyne was unsuccessful in deflecting the backlash that would be unleashed by the 

McCrea affair. While the effects of Patriot propaganda were “not instantaneous,” the 

“romantic circumstances” of McCrea‟s murder brought hundreds of colonists from New 

England who “picked up their muskets to join Schuyler” at Saratoga to oppose General 

Burgoyne and his „savage‟ allies.
145

 Washington Irving, biographer of George 

Washington, wrote that the propaganda following McCrea‟s murder “resounded 

throughout the land, counteracting all the benefit anticipated from the terror of Indian 

hostilities.”
146

 While British officers, like Thomas Anburey, concluded that the murder of 

young Jane McCrea was to be “universally lamented,” he thought it to be “...of little 

moment.”
147

 The British could only have hoped that Anburoy had been right. Historian 

Richard Ketchum writes that the McCrea incident was “extremely effective propaganda” 

because it was “sensational news” that included “gory details” spelled out in soldier‟s 

journals, letters home, and especially Patriot newspapers, making the murder the “chief 

item of conversation” in all of New England.
148

 Colonists like Brockholst Livingston 

believed the murder of Jane McCrea “proved of service to the country” by securing an 

influx of recruits for the Continental Army, but also served to reinforce the images of 

Native American „savagery,‟ who as allies of the British inadvertently damaged the 

English‟s reputation among the colonists on both sides.
149

  It has even been accused by 

soldiers and Patriot newspapers that the murder of Miss McCrea became the “most 

dramatic of the atrocities now being committed almost daily by Burgoyne‟s Indians,” 

which was a purposeful gross exaggeration by the Patriots to turn public opinion against 
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the English employment of Native American warriors.
150

 This incident defined the image 

of American Indians for the duration of the Revolution as Jane McCrea‟s murder was 

captured in soldier‟s writings, colonial newspapers, poetry, song, and paintings that all 

survive today. Jane McCrea‟s murder “fed the fuel of Patriot propaganda,” which was 

successful in amassing a large force of recruits that were now willing to defend their 

homes against Burgoyne and his „savage‟ allies.
151

 Because of this incident, the 

stereotypes, racism, and images of the „brutal‟ and „inhuman‟ American Indian became 

further entrenched in the minds of a new American population.  

The propaganda efforts of the Patriots were first used to employ Native 

Americans with their experimental Stockbridge-Mohican „recruiters‟ during the early 

years of the war. But by 1777, Patriot leaders used propaganda in an effort to turn public 

opinion against the British and their Indian allies as the American war effort began to 

falter. By playing up the savagery of „Burgoyne‟s Indians‟ or portraying enemy Native 

American leaders like Dragging Canoe “as a bloodthirsty leader of a band of outlaw 

Cherokee who simply hated white people,” the Patriots were able to secure the support of 

American colonists who had remained neutral at this point in the war, but alienated 

further support from a number of Indian nations.
152

 The McCrea affair; disgusted many 

Loyalists who revoked their loyalty to Great Britain, convinced members of Parliament in 

London that the use of Indians in the British Army was a stain upon English honor, and 

even rallied support among some Indian nations who wished to combat Burgoyne‟s army 

and/or to curb „bloodthirsty outlaws‟ like Dragging Canoe. Ultimately, the Patriot‟s use 

of propaganda entrenched romantic, yet inaccurate notions of American Indian 

„savagery‟ and „barbarity‟ in the minds of both Americans, which painted “the image of 

Indians as vicious enemies of liberty [that has] become entrenched in the minds of 

generations of white Americans,” which helped convince “most Americans…that Indians 

had backed monarchy and tyranny.” 
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Patriot Techniques used against American Indian Nations: Threats 

As the Patriot war effort began to self-destruct by late 1777, the employment 

techniques of rewards and presents, military displays, treaties/compacts of friendship and 

alliance, and influential individuals that had been used during the first years of the war 

fell victim to the sense of desperation that overwhelmed Patriot leaders. Instead, 

desperate measures such as the use of propaganda and threats of violence became the 

dominant Indian policy for the Patriots. This desperation and its relationship to Patriot 

Indian policy is best captured by a confidential letter from Washington to the President of 

the Continental Congress in May 1779: 

A disposition to peace in these people [Indians, specifically the Iroquois] can only be ascribed to 

an apprehension of danger and would last no longer than till it was over and an opportunity 

offered to resume their hostility with safety and success. This makes it necessary that we should 

endeavour to punish them severely for what has past; and by an example of rigor intimidate them 

in future...
153 

 

 As early as the beginning of 1777, Patriot leaders had used threats of violence in 

an effort to dissuade Native Americans from allying with the British. In a speech to the 

Iroquois, Delaware, and Shawnee, Congress stated that “We think that you must be fully 

convinced that your safety, as nations, depends on preserving peace and friendship with 

the white people of this island.”
154

 Congress would also use subtle threats with the St. 

Johns‟s and Nova Scotia Indians. Giving instructions to the Indian agent Mr. J. Allen, 

Congress remarked that “You will also inform them [the St. John‟s and Nova Scotia 

Indians] of the union that subsists among the people of these States, and the strength 

derived therefrom, to each of them: that viewing us in this light, they may see their own 

safety depending upon their peaceable disposition and behaviour toward us...”
155

 It is not 

known how much of an effect these threats had on eastern nations, but it is known that 

the St. Johns‟ and Nova Scotia Indians became allies of the Patriots during the 

Revolution. George Rogers Clark also used threats against the Wabash and Illinois 

nations in an “opportunity of showing the other Indian‟s the horrid fate of those who 

would dare to make war on the big knives [Patriots], and to excel them in barbarity I 
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knew was, and is, the only way to make war and gain a name among the Indians.”
156

 

Washington, Congress, Clark, and other Patriot leaders used both outright and veiled 

threats in hopes of intimidating Native Americans into either declaring their neutrality or 

to change allegiances. In most cases, violent threats were unsuccessful.  

 But by early 1777, mere threatening gestures by Patriot leaders led to more 

desperate measures that included acting upon issued threats of violence against American 

Indian nations. The use of hostages to ensure the good behavior of American Indian 

nations and to intimidate British allied Native Americans was utilized by the Patriots as a 

means of acting upon threats of violence. For example, the Cherokee nation had been one 

of the first opponents of Patriot forces in the early years of the war. Fighting against the 

Carolina, Georgia, and Virginia militias [and their Catawba Indian allies] in late 1775 and 

into 1776, the Cherokee found their homelands ravaged in an attempt by Patriot forces to 

make an example out of the Cherokee to other southern Indian nations, a warning that the 

same would happen to other nations if they aligned with the English. After the Cherokee 

War of 1776, George Washington felt that the Cherokee could be persuaded to join the 

Patriots. Calling upon Colonel Nathaniel Gist to engage “a Number of Warriors (not 

exceeding in the whole 500) to join the Army under my immediate Command,” 

Washington believed that if the Cherokee could “be procured, they will answer two 

valuable purposes, one as excellent Scouts, the other, that they will be in fact Hostages, 

and will secure the good behaviour of their Nation.”
157

 Washington and Gist were only 

able to recruit seventeen Cherokee warriors. In a speech to the Iroquois in December 

1777, the Continental Congress made reference to the Cherokee War of 1776, whose 

resistance was defeated by colonial militias. Congress told the Iroquois that “The 

Cherokees, like some of you, were prevailed upon to strike our people. We carried the 

war into their country and fought them. They saw their error, they repented, and we 

forgave them.”
158

 After 1778, the Cherokee nation proved Congress wrong when several 

Cherokee warrior bands resumed raiding along the southern frontier. Yet Congress 
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continued to use the Cherokee War of 1776 as an example of the punishment that awaited 

British allied Indian nations. According to historian James H. O‟Donnell III, the 

Cherokee “tribes suffered punishment at the hands of the Americans. So severe was that 

meted out to the Cherokee that the other southern nations, and especially the Creeks, 

were reluctant to commit themselves to arms in support of the king” for “fear of Patriot 

reprisals.”
159

 O‟Donnell also wrote that the Patriots destroyed Chickamauga towns in 

1779 to further intimidate the southern Indian nations, who were apparently already 

“cowed by the expeditions against the Cherokee, leaving the southern tribesmen hesitant 

to act.”
160

 While recent historians, Robert J. Conley and Colin G. Calloway, argue that 

the southern Indians were not as crippled as O‟Donnell has led people to believe, the 

Patriot‟s massive effort to devastate the Cherokee nation in 1776 is just one example of 

how Patriot threats took physical form, another technique to dissuade Indian nations from 

siding with the English.  

 The Patriots would again use this method of hostage-taking in securing the 

neutrality or friendship of Native Americans in carrying out their threats of violence. 

Children of neutral or allied Indians served as hostages to ensure the good behavior of 

Indians. The Continental Congress, in “conciliating the friendship of the Canadian 

Indians, or, at least, of preventing hostilities from them in some measure, to assist the 

president of Dartmouth college, in New Hampshire, in maintaining their youth who are 

now there...,” used these Canadian youth as hostages to ensure the good disposition of 

Canadian nations.
161

 While it is not expressly stated that the Indian children were 

considered hostages, the Continental Congress reported that the Indian youth could be 

used to prevent the hostility of the Canadian Indians „in some measure,‟ which implies 

the value of the Indian youth as hostages to keep the Canadian nations from assisting the 

English. Hostages were also taken among the Delaware, who were friends in 1779 but 

wished to “observe strict neutrality in the conflict between the United States and Britain:”  

three Indian youths, who, at the invitation of Congress, were to be educated at Princeton, New 

Jersey. They were George Morgan White Eyes, son of the deceased Chief, and John Killbuck and 

Thomas Killbuck, son and half-brother, respectively, of the Chief. Although Chief Killbuck 
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initially preferred to remain neutral in the struggle between the United States and England, he 

ultimately became a strong ally of the United States. In 1785, George Morgan inferred that the 

three youths had been held as hostages in order to insure the friendship of the Delaware 

nation.
162 

 

In a speech to Delaware chiefs in May 1779, Washington wrote that he and Congress: 

will open the Arms of love to them [Delaware youth], and will look upon them as their own 

Children, and will have them educated accordingly. This is a great mark of your confidence and of 

your desire to preserve the friendship between the Two Nations to the end of time, and to become 

One people with your Brethren of the United States...[addressing the education the youth will 

receive] You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus 

Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people than you are. Congress will do 

everything they can to assist you in this wise intention; and to tie the knot of friendship and union 

so fast, that nothing shall ever be able to loose it.
163 

 

The three Delaware youths served the dual purpose of cementing the alliance between 

both parties while acting as hostages even though Washington or Congress never once 

mentioned the fact. Only through Patriot Indian Commissioner George Morgan‟s diary do 

we discover that the Delaware children were kept to hold the Delaware nation hostage 

rather than as an acknowledgment of friendship.  

And by mid-1779, Patriot leaders had come to the realization that they would 

have to use even more direct actions of violence if they were to stop the influx of 

American Indian villages that allied with the British. Specifically targeting the Iroquois 

nations, Washington threatened the six nations [except the Oneida and Tuscarora 

majority who were attached to the Patriots] with invasion if they did not relinquish their 

support of the English. Washington reported his threats against the Seneca to the 

President of Congress: “if they do not immediately cease Hostilities and become our 

friends or at least neutral, that the moment we are clear of the British Army, I will turn 

our whole force against them and the other Nations, at War with us, [who had taken up 

the Hatchet against us and committed the most horrid barbarities,] and cut them off to a 

man.”
164

 Congress would threaten the Six Nations themselves in a speech delivered in 

December 1779: 
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Much are you to blame, and greatly have you wronged us. Be wise in time. Be sorry for and 

amend your faults...We do not desire to destroy you. Long have we been at peace; and it is still our 

wish to bury the hatchet, and wipe away the blood which some of you have so unjustly shed. Till 

time shall be no more, we wish to smoke with you the calument of friendship around your central 

council fire at Onondaga. But , brothers mark well what we now tell you...If ever again you take 

up the hatchet to strike us; if you join our enemies in battle or council; if you give them 

intelligence, or encourage or permit them to pass through your country to molest or hurt any of our 

people, we shall look upon you as our enemies, and treat you as the worst of enemies, who, under 

a cloak of friendship, cover your bad designs, and, like the concealed adder, only wait for an 

opportunity to wound us, when we are most unprepared.
165

  
 

At this same time, Washington was drawing up invasion plans for Iroquois territory that, 

if successful, would serve as a warning to other British allied Indian nations what 

happened to the Iroquois would also happen to them if they did not renounce their 

alliances with Great Britain. On May 31, 1779 Washington sent his official Instructions 

to Major General John Sullivan: 

Sir: The expedition you are appointed to command is to be directed against the hostile tribes of the 

six nations of Indians, with their associates and adherents. The immediate objects are the total 

distruction and devastation of their settlements and the capture of as many prisoners of every age 

and sex as possible...whence parties should be detached to lay waste all the settlements around, 

with instruction to do it in the most effectual manner; that the country may not be merely overrun 

but destroyed...
166 

 

The object was that “the eyes of the savages will be opened, and that they will be 

convinced, that it will be their true interest and policy, at least, to hold themselves in a 

State of neutrality.”
167

 The three prong invasion of the Iroquois homelands was hoped by 

Washington that the “unexpected and severe strokes, has disconcerted, humbled, and 

distressed the Indians exceedingly, and will, I am perswaded, be productive of great 

good; as they are undeniable proofs to them that Great Britain cannot protect them, and 

that it is in our power to chastise them whenever their hostile conduct deserves it.”
168

 

Through Sullivan‟s expedition, Washington had acted upon the threats that he and 

Congress had delivered earlier in the war; to intimidate the Iroquois into abandoning their 

alliance with the English. Washington also used the invasion as a warning to other Indian 

nations. Washington, in a speech to Delaware chiefs at the end of May 1779, said that:  
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We love our friends, and will be faithful to them, as long as they will be faithful to us. We are sure 

our Good brothers the Delawares will always be so. But we have sworn to take vengeance on our 

Enemies, and on false friends. The other day, a handful of our young men destroyed the settlement 

of the Onondagas. They burnt down all their Houses, destroyed their grain and Horses and Cattle, 

took their Arms away, killed several of their Warriors and brought off many prisoners and obliged 

the rest to fly into the woods. This is but the beginning of the troubles which those Nations, who 

have taken up the Hatchet against us...
169 

 

But Patriot leaders falsely assumed that Sullivan‟s expedition would have the desired 

effect of intimidating the Iroquois. In a letter from James Madison to Thomas Jefferson 

dated June 2, 1780 Madison wrote that the intended outcome “seems by its effects rather 

to have exasperated than to have terrified or disabled them [Iroquois].”
170

 Madison could 

not have been more right. Patriot threats of violence against British allied Indian nations, 

using the Sullivan expedition as concrete proof of carrying out threats, fell flat when the 

Iroquois continued to raid along the Canadian and northern frontiers for the remainder of 

the war. The Sullivan expedition, quite literally, only served to greatly anger the Iroquois 

nations. The Patriot invasion also provided the extra incentive for neutral Iroquois 

villages to join the British. One such example was the destruction of the main Onondaga 

village, which had actually been a neutral site up until the attack. The British Governor 

[of Canada] Haldimand reported that “the People killed and taken at that place [the main 

Onondaga settlement] were chiefly in the Rebel Interest.”
171

 Patriot forces had obliterated 

the “neutral fence” that many Iroquois villages “straddled,” a common theme throughout 

the war that led to the Patriot‟s alienation of possible Native American allies.
172

 Major 

Jeremiah Fogg, who served on the Sullivan expedition, wrote in his journal “The nests 

[Iroquois villages] are destroyed, but the birds [Iroquois] are still on the wing.”
173

 The 

English were elated with the American invasion. Governor Haldimand reported that the 

expedition did “not break their [Iroquois] will” who seemed “still unshaken in their 

attachment to His Majesty‟s cause.”
174

 As historian Alan Taylor puts it best, the Sullivan 
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expedition served “far from breaking the western Iroquois – as the Patriots had expected 

– dispossession and suffering enhanced the survivors‟ grim determination to renew their 

raids in the spring of 1780.”
175

 

 With the desperation of Patriot leaders to carry on the crumbling war effort by 

early 1777, the use of threats and their violent enforcement by Patriot forces became the 

dominant policy in relationships with Indian nations. The Patriot forces, plagued by 

desertion, mutiny, and the lack of funds, supplies, and victories prevalent from 1777 on, 

were in dire straits. Carrying out these threats of violence is one example of the Patriot 

response to the desperation that drove Patriot leaders to no longer employ American 

Indian nations, but to do anything in their power to keep the Indians from allying with the 

English. 

Conclusion 

The Revolution was the defining moment in American history where 

immortalized Patriots shrugged off the „tyrannical‟ control of Great Britain. This also 

proved to be a defining moment in Native American history, but in a vastly different way. 

As Colin G. Calloway writes:  

The American Revolution was a disaster for most American Indians, and the turmoil it generated 

in Indian country continued long after 1783. But by the end of the eighteenth century, Indian 

peoples had had plenty of experience suffering and surviving disasters. They responded to this one 

as they had to others and set about rebuilding what they could of their world. But now they were 

building on quicksand, for the new America had no room for Indians and their world.
176 

 

Even Indian nations who remained steadfast in their friendship to the United States, such 

as the Oneida and Stockbridge-Mohican, would suffer for supporting the victorious 

Patriots. First dispelling the myth that the Americans lacked substantial Indian support 

during the Revolution, a mythology that has been allowed to exist for centuries by the 

war‟s participants and subsequent historians, this paper also documents and supplies 

examples of the techniques that the Patriots employed in their attempts to secure allies in 

Indian Country. This paper took on a life of its own as several of the techniques became 

exploitive of Native Americans from 1777 onward as the Patriot war effort began to 

crumble. These employment techniques proved more harmful than helpful, especially for 

Indian nations allied with the Patriots. While it can be said that the English and their 
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Indian allies also committed „grave injustices‟ during the war, this paper centers on the 

duplicity of the Patriots in their employment of Indian allies and the attempt to disrupt 

alliances with the English. The use of propaganda, threats of violence, and the subsequent 

acts of violence are only a few examples of the coercive techniques that the Patriots 

resorted to. Two of the foremost Indian allies of the Patriots, the Oneida and Stockbridge-

Mohican, were exploited for numerous reasons, such as the use of their warriors as scouts 

and/or tribal diplomatic ties to neutral and enemy Indian nations. These Patriot allied 

Native Americans‟ contributions were forgotten by an indebted United States. Native 

American support during the Revolution was edited out of history books as the American 

Indian became generalized as the enemy of American independence whose role in the 

Revolutionary War was negligible.  

In the aftermath of the American Revolution, Native Americans on both sides of 

the war felt the direct impact of the United States‟ victory over the English. Enemy 

Native Americans, who were already suffering from the loss of their male/warrior 

populations, the destruction of entire villages/homes, and struggling to repair the 

diplomatic, structural, and psychological damage from civil war, lost most of their pre-

Revolutionary War homelands to both the United States and its individual states [like 

New York]. Indian nations allied with the Patriots found their loyal service forgotten by a 

nation that seized tribal homelands and forced the migration of many allied nations 

farther west [like the Stockbridge migration to New York and later Wisconsin]. The 

dispossession of both enemy and allied Indian territories foreshadowed the „Manifest 

Destiny‟ fever that swept the nation in the mid-nineteenth century, in a time when the 

American Indian symbolized the resistance to a „civilized‟ West in the eyes of an ever-

growing, land hungry American public that regarded the conquest of the West and the 

American Indian as one and the same. As Native Americans found their lands gradually 

reduced over a century of treaty-making, they also found themselves deprived of their 

homes and confined to small tracts of lands known as reservations. In a relatively brief 

period of time, Native Americans had gone from the dominant power in the „new world‟ 

at the turn of the seventeenth century, to dependents on a government that refused to 

honor its „trust relationship‟ although required to do so under the terms of treaties.  
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Historians can argue that the reduction of American Indian power began with the 

arrival of Europeans in the „New World,‟ but the ultimate „downfall‟ came at the end of 

the Revolution. The once powerful Iroquois and Cherokee nations were torn apart by 

civil war, other southern nations found themselves abandoned by their British allies in 

1783 and were forced to choose between conflicting Spanish and American interests, 

while western Indian nations continued to battle against the expansion of the United 

States throughout the 1790s that would culminate with Tecumseh‟s confederacy of 

Native nations in the War of 1812. The Revolutionary War gave birth to a new American 

nation, one that American Indian nations were unable to successfully oppose as they had 

done previously with European powers. But Native Peoples did not give up, die out, or 

accept the fate of the „Noble‟ and „Vanishing Savage.‟ The American Indian survived in 

the face of insurmountable odds that manifested itself in governmental policies of 

removal, allotment, relocation, reorganization, and termination; the creation of 

reservations that became America‟s own third-world poverty-stricken countries; the 

federal government‟s „Indian Wars‟ fought from the 1860s that ended at Wounded Knee 

in 1890; the boarding school abuses that destroyed tribal languages, religions, and 

cultures; and other racist policies of a government and its „right hand‟ the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs. The American Indian still thrives today, even after two centuries worth of 

racist abuse, where at the turn of the nineteenth century a fledgling... 

...United States [had] looked forwards to a future without Indians. The Indian‟s participation in the 

Revolution guaranteed their exclusion from the new world born out of the Revolution; their 

determination to survive as Indians guaranteed their ultimate extinction. Artistic depictions of 

Indian people showed them retreating westward, suffused in the heavy imagery of setting suns, as 

they faded from history. Fortunately for us all, Indian people had other ideas...”
177 
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Alliances during the American Revolution 
(The following American Indian Nations are only those included within this paper. There are still a number 

of Indian nations whose contributions are still being researched today) 

 

British-allied Tribes 

 

-Mohawk -Delaware -Onondaga -Cayuga  -Seneca  -Shawnee  

 

-Mingoes -Wyandots -Huron  -Abenaki -Cherokee -Chickasaw 

 

-Choctaw -Creek  -Seminole -Chickamauga -Ottawa  -Ojibwe 

 

-Menominee -Wabash  -Sauk  -Fox  -Santee Sioux -Chugnuts 

 

-Oswegos -Ma[o]hican -Munsee  -Lake of 2 Mtns. -Mississaugas -Nanticokes 

 

-Toderighoes -St. Francis -Conasadaga -St. Regis (Akwesasne) -Tederighroonoes (Tuteloes) 

 

-Caughnawaga -Oneida  -Tuscarora  

 

 

Patriot-allied Tribes 

 

-Oneida  -Tuscarora -Onondaga -Stockbridge -Brothertown -St. Francis 

 

-St. John‟s -St. Regis -Ma[o]hican -Caughnawaga -Catawba -Penobscot 

 

-Micmac -Mashpee -Lake of 2 Mtns. -Huron (Lorette) -Oswegatchie -Peqout/Mohegan 

 

-Abenaki -Delaware -Mascuten -Cherokee 

 

 

Deeply-Divided 

 

-Maliseats -Pigwachets -Potawatomi -Passamaquoddies       -Kickapoos       -Onoquogas 

 

 

 

 

 

 


