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The European explorers who ‘discovered’ the Americas in the
15th Century came to a land already inhabited by a diverse and
substantial indigenous population. According to Aboriginal creation
stories, their ancestors had lived here forever. According to archaeolo-
gists, human beings had been living in what is now Canada for at least
12,000 years and probably much longer.

The indigenous peoples in this land were divided into
a number of nations, which ethnologists classify on the
basis of cultural and linguistic characteristics. In the
east, from the Atlantic coast to the Great Lakes area,
Algonquian and Iroquoian peoples mingled and divided
the available resources in the sub-Arctic boreal forest
and north-eastern deciduous woodlands. The former
were generally nomadic, living by hunting, gathering
and fishing. Generally, the Beothuk in Newfoundland,
the Mi’kmaq, Abenaki and Malecite in the Maritimes,
and the Algonquin, Attikamekw, Naskapi, Montagnais
(now known as Innu), Odahwah, Nipissing, Ojibway
and Cree in Quebec and Ontario all gathered in summer
at sites of major fisheries to socialize, trade and make
alliances. In the fall, they would disperse into kin-based
hunting bands for the winter. On the other hand, the

nations that spoke Iroquoian languages were much more

Mohawk Warrior from Tyendinaga, Autumn 1813

sedentary. The Five Nations (also known as the Iroquois
or Hodenosaunee), as well as the Huron, the Neutral,
the Petun and the Erie, lived in villages of as many as
2,000 people in the area around Lake Ontario, Lake Erie
and Lake Huron. Their homes were 10-30 metre-long
‘longhouses’ made of wood and covered with bark that
each housed three to five families. They enjoyed a milder
climate than most of their Algonquian neighbours that
permitted the most northerly extension of indigenous
agriculture in North America, growing corn, squash,

beans, sunflowers and tobacco.

In the northern Plains, the Assiniboine and Blackfoot
lived a nomadic pedestrian existence. They survived
mainly by hunting bison, which were abundant at the
time and met nearly all their needs, providing not only

food but also hides for clothing and lodge coverings, as

The warriors from the small Mohawk community at Tyendinaga near Kingston, although few
in numbers, participated in much fighting during the War of 1812, seeing action at Sacketts
Harbor and in the Niagara peninsula in 1813. Their most prominent service was rendered at
the battle for Crysler’s Farm in November,1813 where they played a role disproportional of
their numbers. This warrior is depicted as he may have appeared at Crysler’s Farm.

Painting by Ron Volstad [Department of National Defence]
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well as horn and bones for tools and weapons. In the
sub-arctic forests that stretched from northern Manitoba
through the Northwest Territories to the Yukon lived
highly mobile Athapascan speaking nations, including
the Chipewyan, Slavey, Sekani, Dogrib, Beaver, Sarcee
and Hare among others. They had a lifestyle similar to
that of the Algonquian nations and subsisted mainly by
hunting moose and caribou. On the other side of the
Rockies were the peoples of the cordillera and Pacific
Coast. Those nations in the mountainous interior
included the Kootenay, as well as various Interior
Salish and Athapascan speakers, who lived a varied
hunting and gathering existence. In the linguistically
diverse coastal region, Haida, Kwakwaka’wakw, Nuu
chah nulth, Cowichan, Tlingit, Tsimshian, and others
lived a lifestyle built around salmon and cedar. The rich
subsistence economy of the region enabled some of the
densest and most complex hierarchical societies found
amongst hunter-gatherers anywhere in the world. The
semi-sedentary patterns combined with the wealth of
the coastal rain forest to enable highly elaborate artistic
traditions to develop in wood carving, which they used
to build homes and make canoes, utensils and various
ceremonial and religious objects. The nations of this
region were the last to come into contact with Europeans,
when Russian, Spanish and British explorers arrived in

the mid-to-late 18th Century.

ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

Finally, the Thule and their cultural and biological
descendants, the Inuit, whom the French generally called
‘Esquimaux,’ lived in the arctic north of the tree line.
Their ingenious technologies, from snowhouses to
kayaks, allowed them to live in an unaccomodating
environment, where they necessarily relied on animal
resources to survive. For most groups, the sea provided
the most important resources: for example, seals pro-
vided food for humans and dogs, oil to heat homes and
cook food, and hides which could be made into boots,
summer clothing, tents, harpoon lines and dog harnesses.
On land, caribou was their most important prey, provid-
ing meat, hides and sinew for clothing, and antler for
tools. The Inuit seasonal cycle, like those followed by
other indigenous peoples in northern North America, was

well adapted to the characteristics of their homeland.

Warfare in Aboriginal societies

Despite the myth that Aboriginals lived in happy har-
mony before the arrival of Europeans, war was central
to the way of life of many First Nation cultures. Indeed,
war was a persistent reality in all regions though, as
Tom Holm has argued, it varied in intensity, frequency
and decisiveness. The causes were complex and often
interrelated, springing from both individual and collec-
tive motivations and needs. At a personal level, young
males often had strong incentives to participate in mili-

tary operations, as brave exploits were a source of great



Hochelaga around 1535
Library and Archives Canada (C-10489)

prestige in most Aboriginal cultures. According to one
Jesuit account from the 18th Century, ‘The only way to
attract respect and public veneration among the Illinois
is, as among the other Savages, to acquire a reputation
as a skilful hunter, and particularly as a good warrior ...
it is what they call being a true man.” Among west coast
societies, the material goods and slaves acquired through

raiding were important avenues to build up sufficient

wealth to host potlatches and other give-away ceremo-
nies. At a community level, warfare played a multifac-
eted role, and was waged for different reasons. Some
conflicts were waged for economic and political goals,
such as gaining access to resources or territory, exacting
tribute from another nation or controlling trade routes.
Revenge was a consistent motivating factor across

North America, a factor that could lead to recurrent
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cycles of violence, often low intensity, which could last
generations. Among the Iroquoian nations in the north-
east, ‘mourning wars’ were practiced. Such conflicts
involved raiding with the intent to capture prisoners,
who were then adopted by bereaved families to replace
family members who had died prematurely due to

illness or war.

Archaeological evidence confirms the prominent role of
warfare in indigenous societies well before the arrival of
permanent European settlers. As early as the year 1000,
for example, Huron, Neutral, Petun and Iroquois vil-
lages were increasingly fortified by a timber palisade that
could be nearly 10 metres in height, sometimes villages
built a second or even third ring to protect them against
attacks by enemy nations. Craig Keener has described
how these structures became larger and more elaborate
through to the 1500s, with logs as large as 24 inches
in diameter being used to construct the multi-layered
defences, an enormous investment in communal labour
that the villagers would not have made had it not been
deemed necessary. Sieges and assaults on such fortified
villages therefore must have occurred before Europeans
arrived, and were certainly evident in the 17th and 18th
Centuries. War also fuelled the development of highly
complex political systems among these Iroquoian
nations. The great confederacies, such as the Iroquois
Confederation of Five Nations and the Huron Confed-

eracy, probably created in the late 16th Century, grew out

ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

of their members’ desire to stem the fratricidal wars that
had been ravaging their societies for hundreds of years.
They were organized around the Confederacy Council,
which ruled on inter-tribal disputes in order to settle dif-
ferences without bloodshed. The Councils also discussed
matters of foreign policy, such as the organization of

military expeditions and the creation of alliances.

Traditional military practices

Warfare prior to European colonisation varied by
region, and much of the discussion below focuses on
the northeast woodlands, but some patterns were com-
monly in evidence. In areas where large war parties could
come together, formal battles occurred that were often
highly ritualised and conducted in ways that limited
the casualties. For instance, fur trader David Thompson
recorded the following description by the Peigen elder,
Saukamappee, of a battle with the Shoshone in the Eagle
Hills region of Saskatchewan when he was a youth, long

before the arrival of European guns and horses.

After some singing and dancing, they sat down
on the ground, and placed their large shields
before them, which covered them. We did the
same, but our shields were not so many, and
some of our shields had to shelter two men.
Theirs were all placed touching each other;
their bowswere not so long asours, but of better
wood, and the back was covered with the sinews
of the bisons which made themvery elastic, and



their arrowswent along way and whizzed about
usasballsdofromguns...on both sides, several
werewounded, but nonelay on the ground; and
the night put an end to the battle without a scalp
being taken on either side, and in those days
such was the result unless one side was more
numerous than the other.

Similarly, in 1609, the French explorer Samuel de Cham-
plain fought a battle against the Iroquois, alongside his
Innu (Montagnais) allies. According to his detailed
account of the encounter, the military practices were
highly ritualistic and governed by strict rules. For
example, when the two groups met on the shores of
Lake Champlain, they negotiated the time at which the
battle would take place. They decided to ‘wait until day
to recognize each other and as soon as the sun rose’ they
would wage battle. ‘The entire night was spent in
dancing and singing,’ reports Champlain, with the two
camps shouting ‘an infinite number of insults’ and
threats at each other. When the sun rose, the armies,
each made up of more than 200 warriors, faced each
other in close ranks and approached calmly and slowly,
preparing to join combat. All the warriors were armed
with bows and arrows, and wore armour made of wood
and bark woven with cotton. When Champlain and two
other French soldiers opened fire with their arquebuses,

Attack on Aboriginal fort

they killed the three main Iroquois chiefs and the Attack on a fort during a battle between two Aboriginal nations.
. Library and Archives Canada (C-92245
enemy retreated. Finally, hand-to-hand combat was Y ( )

engaged and the allies of the French captured 10 or 12 prisoners.

INTRODUCTION 7
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Iroquois Warrior with musket, c. 1730

This man wears Aboriginal clothing but is armed with a French
military musket, acquired either through combat or trade, a war
axe with an iron blade and a small scalping knife hung around his
neck. Note the bayonet on the musket - although Aboriginal
warriors adopted European weapons, they did not adopt
European tactics and were more likely to engage in hit and run
ambushes than in stand-up, close quarter fighting.

Library and Archives Canada (C-003163)
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Most Europeans were derisive of such relatively blood-
less sport. It was “more of a pastime than to conquer or
subdue enemies,” Captain John Underhill of Mas-
sachusetts Bay concluded after observing one such
engagement. However, Europeans were less likely to
witness the more common and more deadly raiding and
ambushes that characterised the indigenous way of war
across the continent. In the northeast woodlands and
elsewhere, the advent of European firearms would quick-
ly render such open field combat too costly according to
indigenous cultural norms of war. After 1609, most
observers reported that Aboriginal people did ‘not know
how to fight in open country,” and accounts of Aboriginal
warfare usually described hit and run military techniques,
which the French called ‘la petite guerre’ This was es-
sentially a form of guerrilla warfare, the primary goal of
which was to inflict casualties, capture prisoners and take
scalps, while suffering as few losses as possible. To do so,
the warriors generally moved in small groups and took
pains to catch the enemy unaware or encircle them,
while eluding the same tactics by the other side. They
took advantage of the terrain to remain concealed and
ambush the enemy, or slipped into a camp by night to
surprise the occupants in their sleep. Once they had
achieved their objective, the warriors retreated before a

counter-attack could be mounted.

While it suited conditions in the forests of North Amer-

ica, Aboriginal guerrilla warfare was far removed from



European methods of the time. To Europeans, who
believed that rigid discipline was essential to produce
a soldier capable of producing maximum fire through
massed formation in the open, the Aboriginal warriors
generally seemed to be undisciplined fighters without
any sense of tactics. Moreover, “skulking” behind trees
was viewed as cowardly, and actually aiming, particu-
larly at officers, was unsporting and barbaric. Writing
in 1715, the renowned French officer Louis Laporte de

Louvigny described Aboriginal warriors as

without order or discipline, with customs op-
posed to our own, who make promises they do
not keep, follow aslong asthey wish, and return
to their villages, readily abandoning the best
planned enter prise on account of a mere dream,
some superstition or some small unexpected
accident .... Their fighting was limited to killing
some man, taking the spoils, and when they are
fortunate enough to destroy a French canoe or
to find war munitions and clothes to wear, these

are immense riches for them.

However, Aboriginal warriors had a high regard for their
own tactics, and were themselves often dismissive of
Europeans modes of combat, which they considered
courageous folly. For example, Makataimeshekiakiak
(Black Sparrowhawk), a Sauk war chief who fought in
the War of 1812, wrote:

Instead of taking every opportunity to kill the
enemy and preserve the lives of their own men
(which among usis considered sound policy for
a war chief), they advance in the open and fight,
with no regard for the number of warriorsthey
may lose! When the battleis over, they withdraw
to celebrate and drink wine, as if nothing had
happened, after which they set down a written
declaration on what they have done, each side
claiming victory! And neither of the two records
half the dead in his own camp. They all fought
bravely but would be no match for us at war.
Our maximis‘kill the enemy and save our own
men.’ These [white ] chiefs are fine for paddling
a canoe but not for steering it.

Native-Newcomer contact brought two distinct military
systems into interaction in North America, and initiated

a process of mutual learning and borrowing.

Warriors and Raids

While women played an important social and political
role in indigenous societies, military activities were, like
hunting, usually reserved for men. From a young age,
boys were initiated into the use of weapons and were
taught how to kill both animals and humans. The inter-
relationships between war and hunting were so close
that warriors going to battle would sometimes say they

were going ‘hunting for men.’ The warriors spent much

INTRODUCTION
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of'their lives training and thereby developed remarkable
skills. They were known for their dexterity in handling
weapons and their ability to avoid the enemy’s arrows. It
was said of some warriors that they ‘let fly [their arrows]
so skilfully and so quickly that they barely give those
who have rifles time to take aim.’” They were also inured
to the hardships of life in the outdoors or going without
food for days if need be. One contemporary commenta-
tor wrote of the Iroquois: ‘They often stay behind their
trees for two or three days without eating, waiting for a

favourable opportunity to kill an enemy.’

A great feast involving the entire community, at which
time those who wanted to join the expedition danced and
sang their ‘war song’, generally preceded major military
expeditions. They then prepared themselves spiritually
and physically for the warpath, in some instances paint-
ing their faces red (the colour of blood and of war) to
keep the enemy from detecting ‘any appearance of pallor
or fear on their faces.” Sometimes, warriors would
array themselves with other accoutrements to distin-
guish themselves from each other. For example, Iroquois
chiefs wore elaborate headdresses as a sign of rank and
the warriors decorated their shields and weapons with

heraldic and spiritual symbols.

The warriors were often away for long periods. According
to some contemporary European witnesses, they might
travel as far as ‘three to four hundred leagues [1,200 to

1,600 km] to slay a person and take a scalp,’ though this

10 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

was an extreme example. In the 18th Century, Iroquois
living in the St. Lawrence Valley would travel as far as
Carolina to wage war against the nations they called the
Flatheads (a generic term that included the Chickasaw,
Choctaw and Cherokee). Covering such distances, they
had to travel light. The warriors carried only their weap-
ons and sometimes provisions of corn; they hunted along
the way for other food. In summer, bark canoes carried
them rapidly along the many waterways that crisscrossed
the land. In winter, they travelled by snowshoe. Once they
arrived in enemy territory, the warriors travelled only by
night to avoid being seen. Often, they even stopped hunt-
ing, ‘for fear that an animal that was only wounded would
flee with the arrow in its body and alert their enemies to

prepare to defend themselves.’

When the Europeans arrived, the main offensive weapon
of a warrior in north-eastern America, was the bow and
arrow. The arrowhead was usually made of bone or flaked
stone. When they attacked a village, the warriors some-
times used burning arrows and some nations, such as
the Erie, were even known to use poisoned arrows. The
bow was slightly less than two metres long and power-
ful enough to propel an arrow more than 120 metres.
However, the bow and arrow was most effective at short
distances. In 1606, an arrow that passed through the dog
he was holding in his arms killed a French sailor. Warriors
were therefore taught to approach the enemy and let
fly a volley of arrows before the adversary had time

to react. The hatchet, better known by the Algonquin



name ‘tomahawk,” and the war club (a bludgeon of
approximately 60 cm usually made of a very hard wood
and ending in a large ball) were used in hand-to-hand
combat to knock down the opponent, who was then often
finished off with a knife.

Aboriginal peoples quickly adopted European firearms.
While the early arquebuses were less effective than the
bow and arrow, since they were ‘too cumbersome and
too slow,’ they had the advantage of emitting a thunder-
ous noise when fired, frightening the enemy and making
him more vulnerable. While a few Aboriginal peoples
did manage to get their hands on firearms in the early
17th Century, it was not until the 1640s that they began
acquiring them on a large scale. They quickly mastered
the new technology and became more skilful in handling
the weapons than their European counterparts. Indeed,
Patrick Malone has argued that the Algonquian speaking
tribes of New England also became keen judges of the
technology. They quickly recognised the disadvantages
of matchlock muskets, and began demanding the more
expensive flintlocks, which better suited their hunting
and ‘skulking way of war.” Use of the bow and arrow
continued for many years, especially in surprise attacks
in which the sound of a gun firing would have alerted
the enemy, but by the early 18th Century, most north-
eastern First Nation were using the musket for hunting

and combat.

Scalping, torture and cannibalism

Some aspects of indigenous warfare shocked the Euro-
pean settlers. For example, the custom of scalping the
enemy, which consisted in removing his hair by cutting
off his scalp, scandalized many European observers.
While some scholars have suggested that the Europeans
themselves during first contact introduced this practice,
it now appears certain that scalping existed well before
colonization. In 1535, the explorer Jacques Cartier saw
five scalps displayed in the village of Hochelaga. But
while they acted indignant about the practice, the whites
encouraged their allies to engage in it. In the 1630s,
the British began offering a reward for the scalps of
their enemies, the French followed suit in the 1680s.
According to ethno-historians James Axtell and William
Sturtevant, it was the Europeans (particularly the British
settlers) who adopted the practice of scalping after con-
tact with the Aboriginal peoples, prompted by the often

attractive rewards paid by the colonial authorities.

Torturing prisoners was not uncommon among some
indigenous cultures. According to an 18th Century
account by the Jesuit Claude Allouez, who lived among

the Illinois:

Itistheheight of glory [for awarrior] when he
takes prisoners and brings them back alive. As
soon ashearrives, the entirevillage gathersand
lines up along the path the captives will take.

PO PPN H2gI)00) <24 1Y y/%w
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The prisoners receive a cruel welcome: some
tear out their fingernails, others cut off their

fingers or ears, others beat them with sticks.

The torture was however highly ritualized and appar-
ently its purpose was to calm the souls of people who
had died violently. The prisoner was usually tied to a
post and his fingernails were pulled out and various parts
of his body were burned, often with a brand or red-hot
metal tools. The idea was to prolong the agony for as
long as possible so the captive could prove his courage
and endurance. The torment usually ended at the stake,
where the prisoner was finally immolated. In some cases,
the victors ate the heart or part of the body of a prisoner
they considered particularly courageous. The Jesuit Jean
de Brébeuf, who lived among the Huron in the 1630s,
explained the ritualised cannibalism in these terms: ‘if
[the prisoner] was valiant, they tore out his heart, grilled
it on coals and distributed pieces to the youths; they

believe it gives them courage.’

12 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

Not all captives were tortured and put to death. Women
and young boys were generally spared and given to
bereaved families to replace the deceased. When a pris-
oner was adopted in this manner, he or she took on the
name, character, role and responsibilities of the person
he or she was replacing and was treated with great affec-
tion. If he had been tortured, he was cared for and healed.
Pierre-Esprit Radisson, a young French adventurer who
was captured and tortured by the Iroquois in the 1650s,
reported: ‘My [adoptive] mother treated my wounds
and injuries ... and in less than 15 days the wounds had
healed.” War, therefore, occupied an important place in
Aboriginal societies. Consequently, their relations with
the Europeans were frequently of a military nature, either

as allies or as enemies.
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French harquebusier

French harquebusier in Canada, between 1610 and 1620.
Reconstitution by Michel Pétard [Department of National Defence]
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When Europeans began colonizing North America, they encountered
warring Aboriginal nations. The pre-existing conflicts helped shape the
networks of alliances that formed between the newcomers and the
Aboriginal peoples, and had a significant impact on colonial wars up

to the end of the 17th Century.

First contacts

As far as we know, the Norse (Vikings) were the first
Europeans to reach North America, sailing from their
settlements in Iceland and Greenland. The Viking sagas
relate that after several exploratory trips along the coast
of Newfoundland and Labrador, a small settlement was
established circa 1003 or 1004 in ‘Vinland’ (somewhere
along the north-eastern coast). The expedition that
founded the settlement at Leifsbudir (now L’ Anse-aux-
Meadows) near the Burin Peninsula consisted of about
65 people as well as domestic animals. The small com-
munity lived mainly by hunting, fishing and picking
wild grapes. The first relations between the Vikings and
the indigenous population, whom they called skradings
(probably Dorset Inuit or Beothuk), were fairly peace-
ful, revolving around trading. In the second year, how-
ever, some accounts suggest that a conflict broke out
between the two groups when the Vikings refused to sell

the skradings weapons. Aboriginal warriors were armed

Eastern Woodland Warriors ¢.1600

with bows and clubs that would have been as effective as
Norse bows and axes in fighting small skirmishes, their
canoes were easier to manoeuvre than Viking boats, and
they were in a familiar environment. Being too few in
number to sustain a war, the Vikings abandoned their
settlement after only two years. It is possible that a
second settlement was established briefly, at about the
same time, near the current site of St. Paul’s Bay, but
the documents are contradictory on this point and
archaeologists have yet to find any trace of it. The Vikings
continued travelling to the Labrador coast up to the mid
14th Century, bringing boatloads of timber back to their
barren settlements in Greenland. These expeditions were
interrupted in the 1350s, however, when the Inuit drove

these European settlers out of Greenland.

This painting by David Rickman shows three Eastern Woodland warriors with
a variety of clothing and weapons. The figure in the center represents a war
chief wearing wood lathe armour and carrying a war club. On the left is an
archer in winter dress and on the right is a watrrior in summer dress armed with
a bow and a war club and equipped with a wooden shield.

Painting by David Rickman [Department of National Defence PMRC-92-605]
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In the late 15th Century, English, French, and Portuguese
navigators resumed exploration of Canada’s Atlantic
coast, seeking a route to Asia and its legendary wealth in
spices, silk and precious metals. In 1497, John Cabot took
possession of Newfoundland (or Cape Breton Island) for
England and in 1534 Jacques Cartier explored the Gulf
of St. Lawrence in the name of the King of France. In
Chaleur Bay, Cartier’s men met a group of Mi’kmag,
with whom they traded iron goods for furs. They then
came to the Gaspé Peninsula, where they planted a cross
to take possession of the land and encountered a group of
Iroquoians from the Quebec City area (the Stadaconans).
Cartier set an unfortunate precedent by kidnapping the
two sons of their chief, Donnacona, and taking them

back to France.

16 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

Cartier came back the following year with his two pris-
oners and, despite resistance from Donnacona and the
Stadaconans, travelled up the river as far as Hochelaga
(Montreal). Before leaving, he kidnapped Donnacona
himself to be his guide on future trips. Since the
Aboriginal chief died in captivity, Cartier’s conduct was
not conducive to subsequent harmonious relations with
the Stadaconans. French attempts to establish a perma-
nent settlement at Quebec City in 1541-1543 failed due
to the harsh climate, an outbreak of scurvy and, most
importantly, the hostility of the Iroquoian peoples, who
killed approximately 35 of the French. Other explorers
met with a similar fate. In 1577-1578, for example, the
Englishman Martin Frobisher had several skirmishes
with the Inuit while navigating along the coast of Baffin

Island searching for the Northwest Passage.

The wave of European exploration and colonization was
only beginning. In the second half of the 16th Century,
Basque, British and French fishers, drawn by the fish
stocks of Newfoundland’s Grand Banks, established
seasonal outposts on the coasts of Labrador, the Island
of Newfoundland, Acadia and the Gulf of St. Lawrence.
Alongside their fishing and fish preservation activities,
they developed trading relations with the Aboriginal
peoples. Copper cauldrons, iron knives, axes and
arrowheads, glass beads, mirrors and clothing were
traded in exchange for the Aboriginal peoples’ beaver

pelts, which were used in Europe to make felt hats.

French Crossbowman

French crossbowman around 1541-42, wearing the white
and black livery of the members of the Cartier and Roberval
expedition to Canada.

Reconstitution by Michel Pétard (Department of National
Defence)
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Saint-Malo merchants were soon attracted by this new In 1608, Champlain founded the first permanent French
economy and, in the late 16th Century, men such as settlement in the St. Lawrence valley at Quebec City.

Frangois du Pont-Gravé and Pierre du Gua de Monts  Qver the next two decades, England, Holland and Swe-
launched purely commercial expeditions to the region.

oz o o o

den also established settlements along the Atlantic coast.
In 1604, having been granted a Crown monopoly on the

fur trade, de Monts began trying to establish trading
posts in the Bay of Fundy and at Quebec City. He hired

For the European powers, the lucrative fur trade and the
establishment of settlements gradually superseded the

quest for the Northwest Passage.
the geographer Samuel de Champlain for the purpose.
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Alliance-building

French relations with the Aboriginal peoples in the early
17th Century were largely determined by pre-existing
intertribal conflicts. At the time Champlain established
his settlement at Quebec City, no Aboriginal nation was
permanently occupying the St. Lawrence Valley. The
Iroquoians that Cartier had encountered some 50 years
earlier were no longer there. It would appear they had
been decimated by a long war with the Five Nations (the
Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga and Seneca) — who
occupied the land between the Hudson River and the
Genesee River in what is now New York State — and
perhaps by epidemics of European origin. In the early
1600s, therefore, the shores of the St. Lawrence were
only a summer gathering place for Algonquin, Innu
(Montagnais) and other Algonquian nations. They
spent the rest of the year hunting in the interior. These
nomadic nations were at war with the Iroquois, who
apparently wanted to secure access to the emerging
trade network in the St. Lawrence Valley. To establish
solid trading relations with the Algonquin speakers
surrounding Quebec, Champlain chose to ally himself

with them and take sides in the conflict.

In 1603, when he spent the summer in Tadoussac, Cham-
plain formed a trading and military alliance with the Al-
gonquin, Innu (Montagnais) and Malecite nations. He
promised to send forces to help them defeat the Iroquois

but also offered to help them make peace with their
enemies. Like

18 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

all administrators of New France after him, Champlain
believed that establishing a general peace among all the
Aboriginal peoples was the best way to promote trade
and to peacefully settle the land. The Aboriginal response
was clear: while they were prepared for the French to
‘people their land,’ they refused to make peace with
the Iroquois and preferred that Champlain make war on
their enemies. When he returned in 1608, Champlain
renewed the alliance and was soon called upon to honour
his promises and become involved in his allies’ war.
In 1609, 1610 and 1615, he took part in raids against
the Iroquois, along with several French soldiers and
Algonquin, Innu (Montagnais) and Huron warriors.
Then, in 1616, missionaries and soldiers were sent to
Huronia to establish the first mission there and, most

importantly, to cement the Franco-Huron alliance.

During the following 15 years, there were no major
clashes between the Iroquois and the allies of the French,
though occasional raids still took place. The two sides
concluded a peace treaty in 1624. During the Iull in the
fighting, a flourishing trade network developed in New
France, in which the Huron, an Iroquoian confederacy
concentrated in the area between Georgian Bay and Lake
Simcoe in what is now the province of Ontario, played a
vital role as middlemen. Because of their strategic geo-
graphic location, the Huron were able to funnel towards
Quebec City large quantities of furs that they obtained

from other nations in the Great Lakes region.



Meanwhile, in 1609, the Dutch began frequenting the
shores of the Hudson River. In 1614, they established a
trading post called Fort Orange near Iroquois territory, on
the current site of the city of Albany. This development
played a significant role in the period of relative calm
between the Iroquois and the allies of the French, which
lasted from 1615 until about 1630, since the Iroquois
were busy fighting the Mohegan, an Algonquian nation
that was blocking their access to the Dutch trading posts.
Once the Mohegan had been driven from their land, the
Iroquois made an alliance with the Dutch giving them
direct access to European goods. Two major networks
of alliances were now established in north-eastern North
America and they would govern military relations for

the next 150 years.

The Iroquois Wars

In 1629, the Kirke brothers, who were in the service of
England, drove the French out of the St. Lawrence Val-
ley. When they retook possession of New France in 1632,
the French found that the war between their old allies
and the Iroquois had resumed. However, the situation had
changed and it was now the Iroquois who were carrying
out raids in the valley of the St. Lawrence. It is difficult
to determine the precise causes of these ‘Iroquois Wars,’
which flared repeatedly for much of the next 70 years.
It appears that economic, cultural and political factors

were all involved.

The fur trade was likely a factor in these conflicts. The
territory of the Iroquois Five Nations was not particularly
rich in beaver, and their geographic location not ideally
suited to capitalise on the burgeoning fur trade. This
argument has been articulated by a number of scholars
beginning with Francis Parkman and elaborated upon by
Harold Innis and George Hunt. Essentially they believed
the Iroquois were seeking, by means of war, to increase
their sources of supply of pelts so they could obtain Euro-
pean goods, and eliminate their rivals to gain dominance
of'the trade. To secure these goals, three courses of action
were available to them: to become middlemen between
the Europeans and Aboriginal nations, to conquer new
hunting grounds, or to lie in wait along the riverbanks in
order to ambush and rob Aboriginal convoys travelling to
the French trading posts. Under this interpretation, the Iro-

quois Wars came to be understood as the ‘Beaver Wars.’

More recently, scholars such as Daniel Richter, George
Sioui and José Antdnio Brandao have sought to challenge
or refine the Beaver War interpretation, arguing for the
importance of the mourning war as a collective motiva-
tion underlying Iroquois aggression. The introduction of
infectious diseases against which the indigenous peoples
had no antibodies powerfully affected many Aboriginal
societies, including the Iroquois. Estimates suggest that
up to one half of the population of the St. Lawrence
Valley and the Great Lakes region was decimated by
epidemics of European origin in the first half of the 17th
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Century alone. In response to this unprecedented wave of
deaths, it seems plausible that the Iroquois engaged in a
massively amplified ‘mourning wars’ in order to replace
their dead, sometimes capturing more than a thousand

captives in a single raid.

The Iroquois’ desire to capture entire groups was ap-
parently motivated not only by the need to replace their
dead, but also by broader political goals: hegemonic
ambitions, the quest for power over other nations. These
ambitions are clearly expressed in the myth of the foun-
dation of the Iroquois League, which was essentially its
Constitution. It stipulated that, in addition to establishing
an alliance among the Five Nations, the League would
extend peace, by diplomacy or by force, to all the nations
neighbouring on the land of the Iroquois. A vast alli-
ance would be developed, within which the Iroquois saw
themselves exercising a degree of authority by virtue of
their key role as mediators among the other nations. The
Iroquois frequently asserted throughout the 17th Century
that they hoped to become ‘one people’ with all the na-
tions in north-eastern America, contemporary European
writers noted. For example, Denis Raudot, Intendant of
New France, made the following observations about the

Iroquois policy in the early 18th Century:

They devoted all their energiesto inducing the
other nationsto surrender and give themselves
to them. They sent them presents and the most

20 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

skilful people of their nation to lecturethemand
tell themthat if they did not give themselves up,
they would be unable to avoid destruction, and
those who fell into their hands would suffer the
cruellest torments; but if on the contrary they
wished to surrender and dispersetotheir cabins,
they would become the masters of other men.

It would be futile to attempt to single out, from among
these factors, a sole cause for the Iroquois wars. It is
highly probable that all of these factors played a decisive
role at one point or another and to varying degrees. It
is clear, however, that the wars waged by the Iroquois
against the Aboriginal nations of the St. Lawrence Val-
ley and the Great Lakes region were a serious threat
to the fur trade in New France and to attempts by the
French authorities to establish a general peace among
the Aboriginal peoples. The French therefore became

increasingly involved in the conflict.

When he returned to the colony in 1632, Champlain
decided to settle the Iroquois problem once and for all
by destroying the League of Five Nations. He renewed
his alliance with the Algonquin, the Innu (Montagnais)
and the Huron and again pledged to support them
against their enemies. However, the colony had serious
financial problems at the time and Champlain was never

able to get France to provide the soldiers he needed to

carry out his plans. He had to settle for supplying his allies



with weaponry such as iron arrowheads and knives. The
economic difficulties continued after Champlain’s death
in 1635 and the French were never able to properly sup-

port their allies until the 1660s.

Despite the modest support from the French, the allies
managed to continue the war and to inflict heavy losses
on the Iroquois up to the late 1630s. In 1636, for ex-
ample, Algonquin warriors organized a raid into Mo-
hawk territory during which they killed 28 Iroquois and
captured a number of others, five of whom were brought
back alive to Quebec City to be tortured. In 1638, the
Huron also succeeded in capturing more than a hundred

Iroquois and killing many others.

In the 1640s, the tide gradually turned against the Franco-
Aboriginal alliance. For one thing, the Iroquois changed

their military tactics, as a Jesuit account testifies:

In previous years, the Iroquois came in fairly
large contingents at certain times during the
summer and then left theriver free, but thisyear
they have changed their purpose and divided
into small detachments of 20, 30, 50 or 100
at most, along all the passages and places on
the river, and when one group leaves another
takes its place. They are small, well-armed
contingents that are constantly moving so as
to occupy the entireriver and prepare ambushes

everywhere, emerging unexpectedly and attack-
ing Montagnais, Algonquin, Huron and French
indiscriminately.

The Iroquois also sought to split the Franco-Aboriginal
alliance and tried to negotiate a separate peace with the
French excluding the other Aboriginal nations. Two
attempts were made, one in 1641 and the other in 1645.
Though these efforts were in direct contradiction with
the French desire to establish a general peace among
the Aboriginal nations, they ultimately led to a Franco-
Iroquois treaty, which was ratified in 1645. In a secret
agreement with the French, the Iroquois succeeded in
excluding from the treaty all Aboriginal peoples who
had not converted to Christianity. While the peace lasted
only a year, it did have the effect of undermining the

Franco-Aboriginal alliance.

The decisive factor in the sudden shift in the balance of
power between the Iroquois and the allies of the French
was that the Iroquois had obtained firearms. In 1639,
the Dutch ended the monopoly on the fur trade at Fort
Orange. Merchants therefore flocked to the trading post
and, despite repeated government prohibitions, began
selling firearms to the Iroquois. By 1643, the Mohawk
were equipped with nearly 300 muskets, while the
Huron, Innu (Montagnais) and Algonquin had very few

because the French, fearing that the weapons would

some day be used against them, restricted the sale of
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firearms to Aboriginal people who agreed to convert to
Catholicism. The Jesuits reported that ‘since they have no
arquebuses, the Huron, if they are encountered [by the
Iroquois], as commonly occurs, have no defence other
than flight, and if they are taken captive they allow

themselves to be tied and massacred like sheep.’

Better armed than their enemies, the [roquois undertook
the systematic destruction of Huronia in the late 1640s. In
1647 and subsequent years, several Huron villages were
moved following repeated Iroquois attacks. In 1648, the
village of Saint-Joseph was overwhelmed with a loss of
some 700 Huron, mostly taken captive, according to the
Jesuits. In the following year, nearly a thousand Iroquois
attacked and destroyed the villages of Saint-Louis and
Saint-Ignace, burning Gabriel Lallemand and Jean de
Brébeuf, the two Jesuits in charge of the missions, on the
spot. According to accounts by survivors, the Iroquois

won an easy victory at Saint-Ignace:

The enemy burst in at the break of day, but so
secretly and suddenly that they were masters of
the place before we could put up a defence, since
everyone was sound asleep and had no chance
to realize what was occurring. Therefore, the
town was taken almost without resistance, with
only 10 Iroquoiskilled, and all the men, women
and children were either massacred on the spot
or taken captive and doomed to cruelty more
terrible than death.

22  ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

These repeated hammer blows by the Iroquois, coupled
with divisions within Huron society and despair of epi-
demic diseases, shattered Huron morale. The remaining
population decided to abandon the land, burn their villag-
es and disperse. Many decided to surrender and join the
League of Five Nations, others took refuge among their
Petun, Neutral and Erie neighbours, while still others
fled to St. Joseph Island in Georgian Bay. Unfortunately,
the island was too small to provide for the needs of the
thousands of Huron who took refuge there, and during
the following winter several hundred died in a major
famine. In 1650, a group of several hundred Christian
Huron decided to settle at Quebec City, in the French
colony, while the rest of the nation dispersed westward
as refugees. The former group originally settled on ile
d’Orléans and moved frequently in the following years,
finally settling at Lorette (Wendake) in the 1690s.

The Huron were not the only indigenous peoples to feel
the power of the Iroquois in the wars that followed. In
1649, the Petun, a nation living south of Georgian Bay,
which had supported the Huron against the Iroquois and
sheltered many of their refugees, were also attacked. The
village of Saint-Jean, where several Jesuits had been
living for about 10 years, was besieged and destroyed.
Rather than suffer the same fate, the other eight vil-
lages in the confederacy decided to flee westward and
found refuge on the shores of Green Bay, west of Lake
Michigan. The Iroquois then turned their assaults against

the Neutral, who as their name suggests had remained



neutral in the conflict between the Huron and the
Iroquois. Armies of 1,200 to 1,500 Iroquois warriors
destroyed one village in the fall of 1650 and then
another in the following winter. Like the Petun, the
Neutral survivors preferred to disperse westward
rather than risk being massacred and tortured by the
Iroquois. Between 1653 and 1657, the Iroquois
attacked the Erie, further south, who they also
dispersed. Even in the St. Lawrence Valley, the
Iroquois achieved significant success. In 1651, the
Jesuits reported that Iroquois warriors had travelled up
the St. Maurice River and attacked the Attikamekw in
their own territory, which had appeared to be virtually

inaccessible, and destroyed entire encampments.

The string of Iroquois victories had serious
consequences for New France. In military terms, the
French found themselves totally isolated: not only
were they deprived of the assistance of the Huron —
who had previously exerted constant pressure on the
western part of Iroquois territory — but also that of
their Algonquian allies in the Laurentian region
(Algonquin, Attikamekw and Montagnais), who no
longer dared frequent the colony for fear of being
ambushed by the Iroquois. The defenceless French
settlements became a favourite target of the Iroquois.
Between 1650 and 1653, they struck everywhere
between Montreal and Quebec City, sparing neither
settlers who ventured into the woods to hunt nor those
working the fields. ‘The Iroquois have wreaked such

havoc in these quarters that for a time we believed we

would have to return to France,” wrote Sister Marie de
I'Incarnation in 1650. The colony was also in a
precarious position economically. Since Aboriginal
traders no longer dared travel to the St. Lawrence
Valley, the fur returns declined sharply after 1650.
Without the revenues from the trade, which by itself
had been almost enough to provide for the colony's
needs, New France was no longer able to defend itself

against Iroquois incursions.

In 1653, the Iroquois took advantage of the favourable
circumstances to negotiate a peace with the French on
their own terms. They demanded that French soldiers
move into their villages to defend them against their

enemies and that the Jesuits build a residence within
their lands. As a result, a French outpost was established
in 1655 at Onondaga, the capital of the Iroquois League.
For three years, peace reigned between the French and
the Iroquois. But in 1658, the French changed their
policy towards the Five Nations, abandoned their new
mission and returned to the colony, determined to con-
front the Iroquois and impose a peace, by force of arms

if necessary.

When Louis XIV ascended to the throne of France, the
situation in New France changed considerably. In 1663,
the young king decided to take matters in hand, declared
New France a Crown colony and sent the Carignan-
Saliéres Regiment, composed of 1,500 regular soldiers

under the command of Alexandre de Prouville, Marquis
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Canadian on snowshoes

Canadian on snowshoes going to war over the snow at the end of the
17th century. This is the only known contemporary illustration of a Canadian
militaman.

Library and Archives Canada (C-113193)
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de Tracy, to secure peace with the Iroquois. They landed
at Quebec City in the summer of 1665 and began build-
ing a series of forts on the Richelieu River, the Iroquois’
main route to the St. Lawrence Valley. They also orga-
nized two major expeditions against the Iroquois. The
first, consisting of 300 men from the regiment and 200
volunteers from the French colonies, left Quebec City
on 9 January 1666. The results were disastrous. The
soldiers were ill equipped for a winter campaign: most
had no snowshoes or did not know how to use them,
and were poorly dressed for ‘a cold that greatly exceeds
the severity of the harshest European winter.” In addi-
tion, the army set out hastily, without waiting for its
Algonquin guides, who arrived late at the meeting place.
This mistake was fatal for the troops, who had to take
unknown routes and constantly went off course. The
soldiers quickly lost their way. After wandering around
the Lake Champlain area for three weeks, they finally
arrived at the Dutch village of Schenectady and were
happy to receive assistance from the local merchants.
During the five-week expedition, nearly 400 soldiers

died of hypothermia, hunger and disease.

After this catastrophic campaign, the French realized
how dependent they were on their Aboriginal allies to
wage war in North America. In October 1666, a second
expedition was launched against Iroquois villages, and
this time a hundred Aboriginal men were present along

with 600 French soldiers and 600 French-Canadian



volunteers. These Aboriginal allies served as guides and
also hunted to provide provisions for the troops. This
expedition, better prepared than the first, finally reached
the Mohawk villages after marching for two weeks. To
the dismay of the French, however, the villages were
deserted. The Mohawk opted to retreat rather than con-
front the large French army. The French had to content
themselves with setting fire to their villages and crops,

before returning to Quebec City.

The French had been engaged in peace talks with four
of the Iroquois Five Nations (the Oneida, Onondaga,
Cayuga and Seneca) since 1663. The arrival of the
Carignan-Saliéres Regiment spurred the negotiations
and treaties were ratified by each of the four nations in
1665 and 1666. But the outright refusal of the Mohawk
to take part in the discussions opened by the rest of the
League prompted the French to continue their incursions
into Mohawk territory. When the Mohawk realized that
the French were capable of attacking them on their own
lands, in their villages, they decided to yield and finally
ratified the peace treaty in Quebec City in July 1667.
At the time, the Iroquois were at war with the Andaste,
an Iroquoian nation in Pennsylvania. Signing the treaty
with the French meant they would not have to fight on

two fronts at once.

The Treaty of 1667: Rebuilding the
Franco-Aboriginal alliance

The Franco-Iroquois peace lasted 15 years. It was a
period of growth for New France. The French succeeded
in re-establishing their system of alliances in the Great
Lakes region. Since the destruction of Huronia by the
Iroquois in 1650, only a few intrepid coureurs de bois
such as Pierre-Esprit Radisson and Médart Chouard des
Groseillers had dared venture into the region to seek
new trading partners. After the 1667 treaty, the route
to the Great Lakes became much safer and it was not
long before French travellers appeared in the region. The
Jesuits also set out to conquer the area, looking for new
souls to convert. Beginning in 1665, they established a
series of missions in the ‘Pays d’en Haut.’ The first was
called Saint-Esprit and was located at Chagouamigon

on Lake Superior.

The nations the French encountered around Lake
Superior and Lake Michigan were almost all at war with
the Iroquois Five Nations, and occasionally each other.
Most of them had fled their lands in the 1650s and 1660s
and had taken refuge from the Iroquois further west.
They welcomed the arrival of the French as an external
arbiter, who had powerful weapons and could protect
them. When the adventurer Cavelier de La Salle visited
the Potawatomi for the first time in the 1670s, they

expressed their reasons for forming an alliance with the
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French in these words: “You are one of the first spirits
for you make iron. You are the one who must rule and
protect all men. Praised be the Sun that lights you and

has brought you to our land.’

For their part, the French found among Aboriginal
peoples excellent trading partners and new allies in the
defence of the colony. In keeping with their policy of
mediation, they sought to establish peace among all these
nations (often described as enemies) and to form a com-
mercial and military alliance with them. To encourage
these nations to fight the Iroquois, the French began
giving them presents, ingratiating them though the in-
digenous system of gift-giving diplomacy. The French
did not make the same mistake they had with the Huron,
and distributed firearms liberally as gifts to both confirm
their alliance and arm their new allies. The historian
Bacqueville de La Potherie, who stayed in the colony
at the end of the 17th Century, described the formation
of the Franco-Aboriginal alliance: ‘The French ... had
penetrated into their lands imperceptibly ... the union
was cemented on both sides; we took their common
interests and they declared themselves our friends; we
supported them in their wars and they declared them-

selves in our favour.’

The prolonged contact between the French and Aboriginal
peoples in the region had a profound impact on French-

Canadian society, particularly on military practices. In
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the early 1650s, the French settlers began adopting
their allies’ guerrilla tactics to counter more frequent
Iroquois attacks. When they started making regular trips
to the Great Lakes region and trading extensively with
the Aboriginal peoples, the settlers refined those tactics.
According to historian Arnauld Balvay, in the 1680s the
French-Canadians ‘began wearing moccasins, travelled
light in order to be more mobile, and fought running
battles alongside their Aboriginal allies. As a result of this
intermixture, by the end of the 17th Century the
Canadians had become capable practitioners of the
art of la petite guerre.” When the British attacked
Quebec City in 1690, they were beaten back by an
outnumbered French-Canadian militia that, according to
a contemporary chronicler, was able to prevail by using

guerrilla tactics:

[ The French-Canadians] were divided into a
number of small platoons and attacked with
little order, in the manner of the Savages, this
large body [the British] which was in tight
ranks. They made one battalion give way and
forced it to fall back. The shooting lasted more
than an hour as our people flew constantly
about the enemy, from tree to tree, and so the
furious volleys aimed at them disturbed them
little, whereas they fired accurately on people
who were all in one body.



But we should not give credence to the romanticized
image — propagated by some 17th and 18th Century
chroniclers and embraced by more recent historians —
of the French-Canadian militiamen as fierce warriors,
always ready to go off to battle as the mainstay of the
French forces in North America. Historian Jay Cassel
has shown that the French-Canadian militia were often
poorly armed and, aside from a small elite, took part
in French military campaigns only infrequently and in
small numbers. Their importance declined considerably
in the 18th Century, after the creation of the les Compag-
nies franches de la Marine or Troupes de la Marine, a
military corps set up by the French Ministry of the Navy
and Colonies in 1684. Like the militiamen, the Troupes
de la Marine quickly adapted to guerrilla warfare, which
they learned from and practiced alongside their Aborigi-

nal allies when the terrain was suitable.

The Franco-Aboriginal alliance also expanded in the St.
Lawrence Valley. In the hope of cementing the peace, the
Franco-Iroquois treaty of 1667 included a provision for
the Jesuits to set up missions in Iroquois territory. In
exchange, the Iroquois promised to send several families to
settle in the St. Lawrence Valley. Groups of Iroquois
began emigrating to La Prairie-de-la-Magdelaine, a
Jesuit mission not far from Montreal on the south shore
of the St. Lawrence River, in 1667. The pace of emigra-

tion picked up after 1675. Most were former Huron who

the Iroquois had taken captive around 1650 and did not
wish to continue living under their conquerors. Others
were newly converted Catholics who wanted to escape
the tensions created by the practice of their new religion
and the ‘disorders’ produced by alcohol. The French
encouraged the migration, both to weaken the Iroquois

and to make the colony more secure:

Mr. De Courcelle [the Governor], who was
informed of everything, was pleased to see the
Iroquois converts planning to settle among the
French. He understood that as their numbers
increased they might form a tribe and, with time,
could become a barrier against the [Iroquois]

districts themselves if war should break out.

Since the land around Prairie-de-la-Magdelaine was
unsuitable for growing corn, the Iroquois began mov-
ing in the late 1670s and divided into two groups: one
followed the Jesuits to Sault Saint-Louis (Kanawake) and
the other went to the Sulpician mission of La Mon-tagne
(near Mount Royal). The La Montagne mission was
moved to Sault-au-Récollet in 1697 and then to the Lake
of Two Mountains (Kanesatake) in 1721, where it
remains to this day. These ‘mission Iroquois’ became
strategic allies of the French, along with the Huron in the
Quebec City area and the Abenaki, who began arriving in

the Trois-Riviéres area in 1675.
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Other groups also reorganized their network of alliances In the 1620s, however, the geopolitical situation in

after the Franco-Iroquois treaty of 1667. When the Brit-
ish seized control of New Holland in 1664, the Iroquois
were cut off from their political and commercial allies. In
1677, when the Iroquois experienced serious difficulties
in their war with the Andaste, they formed an alliance
with the British similar to their previous pact with the
Dutch. Known as the ‘Covenant Chain,’ it called for
mutual assistance by the two allies in the event of war.
It also guaranteed the Iroquois preferred access to the
British market and a role as intermediaries in Anglo-

Aboriginal relations.

Abenaki Wars, 1675-1678 and 1687-1697
While the Iroquois Wars were shaping the development
of the French colony in the St. Lawrence Valley and
the Great Lakes region, another war was being waged
between the Mi’kmagq and the Abenaki in Acadia. Cham-
plain built the first French settlement in the Maritimes
in 1604 on Ile Sainte-Croix. The following year, it was
moved to Port-Royal (Annapolis Royal), which
became the centre of the Acadian colony. At the time, the
Mi’kmagq, an Algonquian nation that had hostile relations
with the Abenaki who lived in neighbouring Maine and
Massachusetts, inhabited the region. By 1604, the French
had established trading relations with the Mi’kmagq, who
made use of French weaponry such as metal arrowheads,

swords and even firearms to fight the Abenaki.
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Acadia changed quickly. After the 1624 treaty between
the Iroquois and the nations of the St. Lawrence Valley,
the Mi’kmaq and the Abenaki became the targets of
Iroquois raids. This development helped reduce tensions
between the Mi’kmaq and the Abenaki, and it induced
the Abenaki to open negotiations with the French for a
commercial and military alliance. The first overture was
made in 1629, when an Abenaki delegate travelled to
Quebec City to seek Champlain’s aid against the Iroquois
and propose a close friendship between their nations.
Since Champlain was unable to provide the Abenaki
with concrete assistance at that time, nothing came of
the proposed alliance until 1651, when the Jesuit Gabriel
Druillette visited the Abenaki to enlist them into a com-

mon front against the Iroquois.

In 1654, Acadia fell to the British. The French did not
recover the territory until 1670, and they established
a new post in Abenaki territory at the mouth of the
Penobscot River (now Castine, Maine). In the following
years, the Jesuits and the Récollets founded a number
of missions among the Abenaki and the Mi’kmaq, while
a number of the small and largely male population of
French settlers married Aboriginal women. The Franco-
Abenaki alliance, which had been shaky up to that point,

quickly became firmer.



The Baron de Saint-Castin exemplified the close alliance
that developed between the French and the Abenaki dur-
ing this period. A young soldier who came to Canada with
the Carignan-Sali¢res Regiment, Jean-Vincent d’Abadie
de Saint-Castin became the lover of an Aboriginal woman
named Pidianske, who was the daughter of Madock-
awando, an important Abenaki chief of the Penobscot
nation. Initially, relations between Saint-Castin and the
Abenaki were of a purely commercial nature. But after a
few years, the Baron decided to settle among the Abenaki,

where he acquired considerable political power.

In 1675, King Philip’s War (in reference to the English
name of Metacom, the Wampanoeg chief against whom
the Plymouth Puritans initiated hostilities) broke out
between the British colonies of New England and most
of the Algonquin nations on the east coast of North
America, including the Abenaki and the Mi’kmaq. The
cause of the war was the expansion of the British colo-
nies into Aboriginal lands. It ended with the destruction
of most of the Aboriginal nations in Massachusetts and
Connecticut, and the exodus of thousands of Abenaki.
Some took refuge at Pentagoét with Saint-Castin and his
allies, while others travelled to the St. Lawrence Valley
and joined members of their community who had with-
drawn to the Jesuit mission in Sillery in the 1660s, after
the Iroquois wars. The Jesuits recorded the arrival of a

large number of refugees:

When the war that the Abenaki had with the
English began, many of them decided to with-
draw to the land inhabited by the French ....
Two nations principally, namely those called
the Sokoki and the Abenaki, carried out this
plan and set out at the beginning of summer
inthe year 1675. The Sokoki headed for Trois-
Rivieres, wherethey settled, and the Abenaki ...
withdrew to this place called Sllery.

Following King Philip’s War, the British began encroach-
ing on Abenaki and Mi’kmagq land. Settlers from New
England started fishing off the Acadian coast, seized
Aboriginal hunting grounds, and built forts there for
defence. In 1687, another war — often called King
William’s War — resumed between the British and
Aboriginal groups. During this conflict, the French sup-
plied the Abenaki and the Mi’kmaq with weapons to
fight the British, supported them in some battles, and
continued to take in refugees fleeing the war. The popu-
lation of Sillery grew so rapidly that the mission soon
became overcrowded. One Abenaki group, primarily
from Maine, settled at Sault de la Chaudiére near
Quebec City, and then moved again to the mouth of
the St. Frangois River (Odanak) in 1700. Abenaki from
Vermont (known as the Sokoki) chose to relocate their
village to Bécancour (Wolinak) on the south shore of the
St. Lawrence River. Like the Iroquois missions, these

Abenaki villages served French policy. Father Charlevoix
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reported that ‘the Governor General’s intention, in creat-
ing this settlement, was to fashion a barrier against the
Iroquois, in case those Savages should be persuaded by
the English to resume the war.” They also served Abenaki
interests, providing security from their enemies to the
south while allowing Abenaki warriors to range freely

against English settlers.

In Acadia, Aboriginal hostility to the British persisted
until the end of the French Regime in 1760 and was at
the core of the Franco-Aboriginal alliance that lasted
until that date. In 1697, when the British were seeking
peace with the Abenaki, the latter clearly expressed their
opposition to British colonial expansion and their attach-
ment to the French. The Abenaki chief demanded, as a

condition for peace,

1. That he [the British Governor] begin by
withdrawing the English from their land
forever.

2. That they [the Abenaki] did not see on what
grounds he claimed to be their master, that
neither he nor any of his predecessors had
ever been, that they had given themselves
to the King of France willingly and without
being forced to do so, and they would never
take orders from anyone other than himand
his generals.

30 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THE CANADIAN MILITARY

3. That they would never allow the English to
have habitations on their lands and they had
granted this permission to the French alone.

Resumption of the Iroquois Wars:
1684-1701

After a 15-year lull, hostilities between the French and
the Troquois broke out again in the 1680s, when the Sen-
eca (the League’s westernmost nation) began robbing
French coureurs de bois and attacking the Illinois, a
new ally of the French. It is likely that, as in the 1640s,
the Iroquois resumed the war out of a desire to take
captives and to increase their supply of furs. They were
particularly irritated by the French policy of media-
tion, however, which ran directly counter to Iroquois
hegemonic ambitions. An Iroquois chief’s comments,
reported by the Jesuits in 1670, expressed the extent of

their frustration:

They ask, who does Onontio [the French Gover-
nor] take usfor? Heisangry that we are going
to war: he wants us to lay down our hatchets
andleavehisalliesin peace. Who arehisallies?
How does he expect usto recognize them, when
he claims to take under his protection all the
peoples discovered by those who go to spread
the word of God across all these lands, and
when every day, according to what we hear from

our people who escape the cruel fires, they make



new discoveries and enter into nationsthat have
never been anything but enemies to us?

Meanwhile, thanks to their new alliance with the Brit-
ish, the Iroquois had vanquished the Andaste in the late
1670s. With that pressure removed and with the support
of'the British, the [roquois were now able to resume their

raids against the French and their allies.

In this new phase of the conflict, the Aboriginal allies —
those living at missions in the St. Lawrence Valley and
those in the Great Lakes region — played an important
role. Among other things, they took part in many expedi-
tions organized by the French against Iroquois villages.
In 1684, when the Governor, Le Febvre de La Barre,
launched an attack against the Seneca, 378 “mission In-
dian” warriors, including Iroquois, Abenaki, Algonquin,
Nipissing and Huron men from Lorette, accompanied his
680-man contingent. About 1,000 Aboriginal warriors
from the Great Lakes region were expected to join the
expedition, along with a hundred French coureurs de
bois. The expedition was a failure in the end: suffering
from fever and short of provisions, the French troops
never reached Iroquois territory. La Barre was forced to
sign a peace treaty with the Iroquois that was ‘shameful’

for New France and he abandoned his Illinois allies.

After this failure, La Barre was recalled to France. His

successor, René Brisay de Denonville, a professional

soldier, launched an attack against the Seneca in 1687,
and once again Aboriginal peoples played an important
role in the campaign. This time, at least 300 “mission
Indians” and another 400 from the Great Lakes region
marched alongside 1,800 French soldiers and militiamen.
According to the Baron de Lahontan, who took part in
the expedition, the allied warriors came to the rescue
of the French troops when they fell into an Iroquois

ambush:

Our battalions were quickly split into small
groups, which ran in all directions in a dis-
orderly jumble, not knowing where they were
going. We shot at each other instead of shooting
at thelroquois.... Finally, we were so confused
that the enemy fell upon uswith clubs, when our
Savages, gathered together, pushed them back
and pursued them so zealously to their villages
that they killed more than 80, whose heads
they brought back, not counting the wounded
who escaped.

The Denonville expedition, like that of the Marquis de
Tracy two decades earlier, was only a half-victory for
the French. When they reached the Seneca, the French
troops found the villages abandoned: ‘The only ben-
efit we obtained from this great enterprise was that we
laid waste the entire countryside, which caused a great

famine among the Iroquois and caused many of them to
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perish subsequently.” It was clearer to the French than
ever before that they needed their Aboriginal partners
to wage war in the forests of North America. ‘Since we
cannot destroy the Iroquois with our forces alone,” wrote
Lahontan, ‘we are absolutely forced to have recourse to

our allied Savages.’

The Iroquois, who had avoided directly attacking the
French colony to that point, responded to the Denon-
ville expedition by launching a large-scale raid against
the village of Lachine, close to Montreal, on 5 August
1689. About 1,500 warriors took the French inhabitants
by surprise at dawn, while they were asleep. The casu-
alty figures are contradictory: from 200 French killed
and 120 taken prisoner, to conservative estimates of 24
French dead and 70 prisoners. The Iroquois also set fire
to barns and homes before withdrawing to torture and
burn at the stake some of their captives. In the following
years, numerous small [roquois war parties invaded New
France, armed and encouraged by the British, who were
at war with the French at the time. The Iroquois struck
everywhere — La Chesnaye, ile Jésus, Verchéres —

killing or capturing the inhabitants.

In the hope of putting an end to the raids, the French
struck back by launching more military expeditions into
Iroquois territory. In January 1693, Huron from Lorette,
Abenaki from Sault de la Chaudiére, and Algonquin

and Sokoki from Trois-Rivieres, accompanied French
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soldiers in a raid against the Mohawk. For the first time,
the French did not find deserted villages. They succeeded
in taking three villages by surprise and capturing more
than 300 prisoners. This victory revealed that they had
begun to master guerrilla tactics. In 1696, 500 Aboriginal
warriors and approximately 1,600 French soldiers and
Canadian militiamen mounted a last expedition against
Onondaga and Oneida villages. The Comte de Frontenac,
who was 74 years old and had to be carried through the
woods on a chair, led them. Once again, the Iroquois
withdrew before the arrival of the army and the French
had to content themselves with destroying the crops and

the villages, a practice that had become almost a ritual.

While some Aboriginal nations supported the French
against the Iroquois, they were not unconditional al-
lies and set limits on their involvement in the war. The
Iroquois living at Sault and La Montagne were gener-
ally disinclined to kill their Five Nations cousins, with
whom they preserved cordial relations. After the 1693
expedition against the Mohawk villages, for example,
the French demanded that the 300 prisoners be put to
death, so they should not become a burden on the journey
home. But the several Iroquois from Sault Saint-Louis

who were present were fiercely opposed to the plan:

The Savages argued that they were responsible
for the prisonersand they would never consent
to slay them, although they had promised to do



s0 ... when they left Montreal ... These sorts of
nations do not govern themsel ves as others do.
They readily promise what is asked of them, and
decidelater whether to do it according to what
thelir interests (which they do not always know)
or their whims suggest.

The “mission” Iroquois proved to be much more useful
as diplomatic intermediaries between the French and the

Five Nations, carrying peace proposals back and forth.

The Aboriginal peoples in the Great Lakes region fought
not only because the Iroquois were their traditional
enemies. They also served as allies because the French
sustained their relationship through generous annual
distributions of gifts. According to the French officer
Gédéon de Catalogne, ‘We sent large presents to all the
Odahwah nations to induce them to harass the Iroquois
and divert them from their course.” When the presents
were lacking, these nations, who were increasingly
dependent on these gifts for a steady supply of shot and
powder, were quite dissatisfied and the French west-
ern alliance faltered. In 1697, the Potawatomi chief

Onanguice had complained.

that we generally promised them [the Aborigi-
nal peoples] much more than we apparently
intended to give them; that we had often as-
sured them that we would not |eave them short

of munitions and we had supplied them with
none for more than a year; that the English did
not deal in thismanner with the Iroquois; and if
we continued abandoning themin thisway, they
would no longer be seen at Montreal.

These were not empty threats, for the Aboriginal peoples
of the Great Lakes region conducted ongoing secret
negotiations with the Iroquois on ending the war and
joining their Covenant Chain. For example, in 1696
Canadian authorities contended that such negotiations
were under way between the Iroquois, the Huron and

possibly other nations:

Most of the nations[in the Great Lakesregion],

at least the Huron, tired of attending to our

interests, wel comed the Iroquois del egates. The
policy [of the Iroquois], who were not dispir-

ited by the obstacles they encountered in all

their attempts, was so grand that they skilfully
insinuated themselves into the minds of many
of our Allies, who had until then shown great
concern for our interests. They began holding
their Councils in secret without informing the
Commander of Michilimakinak, and they
accepted the Iroquois’ necklaces.

Despite these diplomatic manoeuvrings, the western

allies played an important role in the Franco-Iroquois
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war. According to historian Gilles Havard, they were
the main factor in the defeat of the Iroquois in the late
1690s. They conducted a flurry of raids against the Iro-
quois in parties generally consisting of dozens or even a
hundred warriors. The colonial authorities reported that
in 1692 alone, ‘all the Great Lakes nations ... had more
than 800 men detached in small parties that were at the
gates of the Iroquois villages every day or harassed them
on their hunting grounds.” These tactics ‘disturbed them
more than can be said.” The historian Bacqueville de La
Potherie, who was in the colony in the late 17th Century,

wrote of the nations of the Great Lakes region:

When these nations abandon our interests it
will be a catastrophe for Canada. They areits
support and shield. They are the onesthat rein
in the lroquois on all the hunting expeditions
they must make away fromtheir homesin order
to survive. Moreover, they carry iron and fire

into the heart of Iroquois country.

As aresult of the raids by the Great Lakes nations, along-
side disastrous epidemics, the Iroquois population fell
by half between 1689 and 1697. In addition, when the
Treaty of Ryswick ended the war between the French
and the British in 1697, the Iroquois lost the support
of their British allies in their war against New France.
Isolated, weakened and alarmed by the growing military

might of the French, who had carried the war to most
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of their villages, the Iroquois signed the Great Peace of
Montreal on 4 August 1701. Historians long argued that
the Iroquois were forced to accept conditions dictated
by the French in 1701. Some writers, such as Francis
Jennings and William Eccles, have even described the
Great Peace as an Iroquois surrender. But in fact the
treaty of 1701 was essentially a compromise between
the French and the Iroquois. In the negotiations that led
to the signing of the treaty, which lasted more than five
years, the Iroquois wrested major concessions from the
French. Among other things, they demanded that the
French Governor pledge to defend them if the Aboriginal
peoples from the Great Lakes region continued their
raids against them. The Governor agreed, specifying that
before committing troops to a conflict he would seek to
obtain reasonable satisfaction for the victim of the attack
by diplomatic means. In exchange for this undertaking,
the Iroquois promised to remain neutral in any French-

British conflict.

Fox Wars, 1712-1714 and 1730-1735

Aboriginal wars continued to play a decisive role in
the military history of New France, even during the
periods of peace between France and the British, into
the 18th Century. The Fox War is a good example of
a conflict that helped both reaffirm and threaten the

Franco-Aboriginal alliance.



Expedition against the Iroquois, 1695

Count Frontenac, Governor of New France still active at the age of 74, is seen here carried in a canoe during the
expedition he led against the Iroquois in 1695.

Library and Archives Canada (C-6430)
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The Fox lived southeast of Lake Michigan on the river
that still bears their name. They came into contact with
the French in the late 1660s. At the time, the Fox nation
had hostile relations with many allies of the French. For
some 40 years, however, influential figures, such as the
well-known coureur de boisand fort commander Nicolas
Perrot, were able to step in between these nations and
keep the peace. In 1710, the Fox moved their village
close to the French fort of Detroit, where a heterogeneous
Aboriginal community was already gathered. Ancient
quarrels then resurfaced and were aggravated by the
arrogant attitude of the Fox towards their new neigh-
bours. Tensions between the different nations quickly
mounted and in 1712 a group of Odahwah attacked the
Mascouten, close allies of the Fox. The Mascouten took
refuge at Detroit among the Fox, who defended them
and mounted a counter-attack against the Odahwah.
Most of the nations in the region (Huron, Miami,
[1linois, Potawatomi ...) joined forces with the Odahwah
and laid siege to the Fox and the Mascouten. The latter
asked the French commander at Detroit for assistance
several times but he refused. During the 19-day siege,
nearly 1,000 Fox and Mascouten were killed or taken

prisoner by the allies.

In the following years, France’s Aboriginal allies
frequently asked the Governor, Philippe de Rigaud de
Vaudreuil, to send soldiers westward to help them

‘destroy’ the Fox. Vaudreuil, whose people were at war
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with the British at the time, initially tried to mediate
and to alleviate the conflict, suggesting to his allies that
‘if ... the Fox ask you for peace, I believe it would be
more fitting to grant it than to wage a war that may
last a long time and cause much pain and grief in your
villages.” The Fox, however, soon resumed their raids
against the allies, particularly the Illinois, and against
the French coureurs de bois. The Canadian authorities
were therefore forced to send troops west in the hope
of overawing the recalcitrant Fox. In 1716, some 450
French soldiers and 350 Aboriginal warriors led by Louis
Laporte de Louvigny, an officer of the Troupesdela Ma-
rine, travelled as far as Wisconsin, where they attacked
the main Fox village. Louvigny reported that ‘after three
days of digging trenches under cover of steady fire by
the fusiliers, two canons and a grenade mortar, they [the
Fox] were reduced to suing for peace, although there
were 500 warriors in the fort who were shooting ably

and more than 3,000 women.’

Though Louvigny claimed in 1716 to have ‘left this
country entirely at peace,’ the Fox continued their raids
against the Illinois and the French. Knowing that ‘war
with the Savages [did] not suit [the] colony in its current
state, without troops and without money,” the French
again attempted diplomacy in order to restore peace
in the Great Lakes region. Their efforts consistently
foundered on the Aboriginal refusal to cease hostilities.

Therefore, ‘after having [unsuccessfully] attempted the



gentle approach,’ the French resolved in the 1720s to
‘entirely destroy’ and ‘exterminate’ the Fox. In 1730,
when the Fox were on their way to take refuge among
the Iroquois, they were intercepted by a group of Illinois
warriors, who engaged them in combat and forced them
to hole up in a makeshift fort. The Illinois were soon
joined by Aboriginal people from nearly all the nations
in the Great Lakes region, as well as Iroquois and Huron
living at the missions and the Sauk and Wea, former
allies of the Fox. In all, nearly 1,100 fighters (of whom
only about 100 were French) gathered to lay siege to the
Fox. The Fox attempted to negotiate several times but
the French commander, Robert Groston de Saint-Ange,
refused. After more than one month of siege, the Fox
attempted to sneak out under cover of a stormy night, but
their enemies, who gave them no quarter, quickly inter-
cepted them. At the end of the battle, more than 500 Fox
lay dead and many others had been taken captive, some
of whom were sent to France to be imprisoned while the

others were tortured or adopted by their enemies.

In 1735, a final French campaign was mounted against
the Fox. In the eyes of the western allies, however, the
Fox had been sufficiently punished for their arrogance
and hostility to their neighbours, and the French deter-
mination to annihilate the Fox people was excessive and
deplorable. Most of the nations refused to fight alongside
the French army, preferring to ‘live in peace and hunt to

[feed] their women and children.” The few Aboriginal

warriors who accompanied the 84 French to lowa
(mostly ‘mission’ Iroquois) refused to fight once they
reached their destination, causing the expedition to fail.
In a letter to the Minister of Colonies, the Governor of the
day, Charles de La Boische de Beauharnois, explained

the motives of the Aboriginal people in these terms:

You may well believe, my Lord, that the Savages
have their policies as we have ours, and they
are reluctant to see a nation destroyed for fear
their turnwill come next. They show the French
great eagerness and then behave altogether dif-
ferently. We have recent evidence of this on the
part of the Odahwah, who asked for mercy for
the Sauk, although it was in their interest to
avenge the death of their people and of their
Grand Chief.

The Governor added: ‘The Savages generally fear the
French but they do not like them and nothing of what

they exhibit to the French is sincere.’
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After 1689, imperial rivalries between France and England began exert-
iNng an increasingly significant influence on North American politics. King
William’s War (1689-1697), the War of t