THE INDIAN FRONTIER OF 1763
WILBUR R. JACOBS

T HE YEAR 1763, long recognized as a significant turning point in the
history of the American west, was marked by raging war and de-
structive violence along the Indian frontier. During the summer of
1763 the tempest of Indian warfare broke upon the thin system of
British fortifications, isolated from the nearest colonial settlements by
vasts forests and mountain ridges. These settlements on the frontier of
1763 generally followed a highly irregular line which connected Ger-
man Flats on the Mohawk; Carlisle, Pennsylvania; Winchester, Virginia;
Wachovia (now Winston Salem, North Carolina); and Augusta,
Georgia.! Closely paralleling this encroaching edge of white settlement
was the retreating frontier of the Indian.2 Almost two hundred miles
west of these parallel frontiers was Fort Pitt, the stronghold of the
British fortification system, located at the forks of the Ohio. Fort Detroit,
the other bulwark of British defense, was situated in the heart of a great
wilderness over two hundred miles northwest of Fort Pitt.

Occupying the expanse of primeval forest was a race of hunters
who Indian superintendent Sir William Johnson declared were “the
most formidable of any uncivilized body of people in World.”® The
superintendent further observed that “hunting and war” were the sole
occupations of these warriors, and one occupation qualified them in
skill for the other. Such a people could not be held in subjection by a
mere line of attenuated fortifications in the North American wilderness.

By 1763 the forces of civilization had not appreciably decimated
the native population of the great eastern linguistic families.® The far-
flung Algonquian family was scattered throughout much of Canada,
the Great Lakes region, and the northeastern Mississippi Valley. One
reliable report listed 4,000 fighting men in the powerful Ottawa
confederacy alone. The most feared of all the Indian families, however,
were not the Algonquian but the Iroquois. A glance at the famous John
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Mitchell map of North America in 1755 ¢reveals that nation after nation
of the aborigines had either been “extirpated” or “subdued” by the proud
Six Nations. It appears that only the Cherokee in the South and the
bison hunters of the Great Plains were able to resist these conquerors.?
Although the Mohawk, often regarded by contemporary colonial officials
as leaders of the Iroquois confederacy, had dwindled to a mere 160
fighting men by 1763, there still remained almost 2,000 of the fiercest
warriors in North America in the Six Nations.® Over half of these were
Seneca tribesmen, and the leaders of this nation had an abiding hatred
for the British.?

Despite the fact that the Iroquois and the Algonquian were indeed
a redoubtable barrier to western emigration in 1763, still large numbers
of the so-called Indian “gun men” lived in close proximity to the South-
ern colonies. 1 Superintendent John Stuart estimated that the total war-
tior population in the Southern district was almost 14,000 as compared
with Sir William Johnson’s calculation that about 12,000!2 tribesmen
were located in the Northern department. These enumerations make
a total of some 22,000 fighting men who, in 1763, might well have been
organized into a carefully devised and secret plan for the annihilation of
the English frontier settlements.

Such a plan was conceived by the Seneca in 1761 according to a
recently discovered George Croghan diary, and in the Indian scheme of
attack the Northern and Southern tribes were to be joined by an invad-
ing French army which had been promised by the Canadians. Detroit
and Fort Pitt were to be the key points for the assault while the smaller
outposts like Presqu’Isle, Le Boeuf, and Venango were to be overwhelm-
ed and the traders murdered.’® Although this conspiracy was uncovered
by British agents before it could be put into effect, the strategy of the
plan is important for two reasons. First it shows that the Seneca were
willing to fight side by side with their inveterate enemies, the Chero-
kee;!* and second, the details of the plan help to buttress Francis Park-
man'’s weakly-documented thesis that an extensive conspiracy under the
leadership of Pontiac did take place.!® Parkman held that the genius of
the great Ottawa chief furnished logic and guidance to the secret
machinations of the Seneca, the only member of the Six Nations which
fought the British in the uprising of 1763.16

It is understandable today why this confederacy, as a unit, failed to
seize the leadership of the war from the Ottawa. The Iroquois had long
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since given up their position as a balance of power between the French
and the English, and in 1759 they publicly abandoned their traditional
policy of neutrality in giving whole-hearted support to the British forces
under Sir Jeffery Amherst.!” After the conquest of Canada in 1760,
most of the proud chiefs of the Six Nations had fallen under the influ-
ence of that master of Indian diplomacy, Sir William Johnson. But the
Seneca, who had always been lukewarm in their acceptance of British
presents, became more and more incensed with the burden of British
power. They missed the courtship of French emissaries like the Joncaire
brothers and yearned to drive the encroaching British back, even into the
sea.!®

It is important to note that the Seneca, as well as all the other tribes
who participated in the Indian war of 1763, had justifiable complaints
against the British government, the colonists, and more particularly the
fur traders. The Indian grievances against the white man were just as
genuine as were the grievances of the American colonists against
England at the time of the American Revolution. Yet we do not refer
to our War of Independence as a “conspiracy,” although some British
leaders regarded it in that light. The word conspiracy usually implies the
plotting of persons for a sinister or unlawful purpose. If Pontiac and his
confederate chiefs had aroused the Indians to fighting frenzy and then
launched a secret attack without the background of grievances, the word
conspiracy might be more acceptable. When Francis Parkman used this
word conspiracy, an intriguing word for a title, he did not do justice to
tribal aspirations for self-determination. Thus Pontiac provided the lead-
ership for a war of Indian independence, not a “conspiracy.”® This in-
terpretation generally agrees with the conclusions of Howard H. Peck-
ham, the author of a recent book on Pontiac.20

The grievances that promoted native discontent and thus caused
this war for Indian independence were multiple. A basic reason for the
uprising was the encroachment upon Indian lands, and contemporary
newspapers in England regarded this factor as the most fundamental
issue of the war.?* The tribesmen were angered, moreover, by other fac-
tors which were equally important to them.

Sir Jeffery Amherst’s tightfisted policy of economy after the French
and Indian War was responsible for the discontinuance of what had for-
merly been a liberal policy of giving presents to the Indians. Gifts of
munitions, food, jewelry, war paint, and fancy clothes embellished with
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lace and tinsel were highly prized by the tribesmen.?? The Seneca were
loud in their protests against the interruption of presents of guns and
powder, maintaining that these items were essential for hunting pur-
poses.2® The Ottawa, as another example, were deeply resentful over
the loss of French gifts and also of the English policy of withholding
munitions which could be turned against their very benefactors instead
of being used for hunting.?4

The occupation of the western posts by the British army was viewed
by Indian leaders in an unhappy light. Arrogant officers and soldiers in-
sulted the proud warriors, and they demanded, under Amherst’s orders,
that the tribesmen hunt for a living instead of expecting free supplies.
When the warriors did follow this advice and brought their pelts and
skins to the forts, they found a stiff trading schedule posted at such
places as Fort Pitt. For a cheap stroud blanket made of woolen rags a
hunter was obliged to give in trade two good beaver pelts or three buck
skins.?® Eventually, however, the warriors found that they could not
even hunt because of a lack of ammunition. Sullen discontent was the
result—the smouldering fire of rebellion. George Croghan, Johnson’s
deputy Indian agent, saw the handwriting on the wall. He tried to
pacify the embittered warriors around Fort Pitt by giving them presents
from his own pocket which amounted to as much as a year’s salary.26

Added to this unsatisfactory situation was the rumor spread by the
French that the British intended to reduce the Indians to slavery. Un-
doubtedly Sir Jeffery Amherst wanted to see the Indians hunt for a liv-
ing. He once went so far as to declare that they should be exterminated,
even advocating resort to smallpox in germ warfare;?? but he did not
have slavery as an objective in his Indian policy. The more important
fact remains, however, that the Indians believed such rumors. Even Pon-
tiac gullibly accepted the story that a great French army would join him
to drive the British out of North America.?8

So thoroughly had the simple life of the Indians been disrupted by
European civilization’s westward march, that in many instances the
tribesmen were reduced to what they called “nakedness” and “starva-
tion.” The evil effects of smallpox and rum, coupled with the almost un-
speakable abuses of the renegade fur traders, had all done their work.2

When a prophet arose among the Delaware with a message from
the Great Spirit, the bewildered Indians eagerly grasped at this ray of
hope in an effort to forestall the complete disintegration of their old life.
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This prophet, or impostor as he was sometimes called by the white men,
emphasized the values of the primitive culture of the Indian and de-
nounced the ways of civilization. He pointed out the evils of such prac-
tices as polygamy, but he did not advocate military resistance against the
British.30 It remained for Pontiac to revive and revise this message from
the “Master of Life.” The Ottawa leader cleverly interpreted this proph-
ecy as a signal for a holy war against the British, and much of the tenac-
ity of the warriors during the uprising may be attributed to religious
zeal 3!

The British home government was not unaware of the problems
that the Indians faced. The Board of Trade, taking a farsighted view,
came to the conclusion as early as November, 1761, that the “open vio-
lation” of land contracts was a grave injustice to the Indians.3? This fact
was pointed out to the Privy Council but no immediate action was taken.

At Fort Pitt, meantime, Colonel Henry Bouquet sought to quell In-
dian dissatisfaction by issuing a proclamation on October 13, 1761,
against those he termed “outlaws” who were occupying Indian lands
west of the mountains.®® When the lieutenant governor of Virginia,
Francis Fauquier, complained to Amherst regarding Bouquet’s actions,
the bewildered frontier commander retorted that he did not know which
he was supposed to “oppress,” the settlers or the Indians.3* If he pro-
tected the Indians, he offended the settlers and vice versa. Such was the
state of indecision in 1761-1762 regarding native lands. It was only after
the Indian uprising had swept the frontier that the Lords of Trade in
August, 1763, made known that they would recommend a proclamation
line separating white settlement from Indian territory.

During this year the Board of Trade also moved toward a solution
in regulating the fur trade.35 It was indeed evident that something had
to be done to control the outrageous conduct of the Indian traders. The
delay of the home government in issuing the famous proclamation of
October 7 and in regulating the fur trade was due in part to indecision
regarding policy toward the colonies in general. Indian problems were
only a part of larger issues rising out of the Treaty of Paris, signed in
February, 1763.38.

The difficulties that faced the British government in dealing with
native politics on the Northern frontier were in many respects similar to
those faced on the Southern frontier. The long arm of the British mili-
tary was felt lightly on the shoulders of the alert Jobn Stuart who suc-
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ceeded Edmond Atkin as Southern superintendent in 1762. Had Sir
William Johnson been as free from military interference as was his coun-
terpart in the South, the story of the Indian frontier of 1763 might have
been considerably different. Although Johnson heartily disagreed with
Ambherst’s policy of frugality, he was obliged to carry out the orders of
his commander-in-chief. Stuart, on the other hand, acted more inde-
pendently of Sir Jeffery, and to spike rumors of rebellion among the
Southern tribes the Southern superintendent in June, 1763, invited all
of these tribes to attend a great conference to be held at Augusta, Geor-
gia. Expensive presents were to be allotted to please the voracious appe-
tites of the Southern warriors for gifts. And as a result of this strategic
maneuver, representatives of almost all the Southern tribes responded to
Stuart’s invitation. Even the truculent Creek warriors were represented
despite the intrigues of an able Upper Creek chieftain, called “The
Mortar,”®” which had put many of the warriors in an ugly mood.3®

The mystery of this change in British Indian policy may be traced
to the Secretary of State for the Southern Department, Lord Egremont.3
He sponsored Amherst’s program for economy in the north, and at the
same time in March, 1763, he ordered Stuart to hold the Augusta con-
gress in cooperation with the Southern governors to soothe the fears of
the excited Southern chiefs. The germ of the idea for this conference
did not belong to Egremont. Credit for this farsighted measure belongs
to the astute Governor Henry Ellis of Georgia who according to the late
Professor Clarence W. Alvord exerted a considerable influence upon the
Secretary of State in determining Indian policy.4?

That Lord Egremont’s conciliatory action toward the Southern con-
federacies was a wise move in preventing the outbreak of hostilities
among these 13,000 tribesmen there can be little doubt. Yet one cannot
help but be amazed that such an inconsistency of policy should exist.
When the conscientious Colonel Henry Bouquet proposed an identical
type of conference for all of the Northern Indians, Sir Jeffery Amherst
rebelled against the idea because of the expense involved.4! Apparently
the home government had little conception of the actual conditions on
the Northern Indian frontier. It is known that as a result of Pontiac’s
- uprising Sir Jeffery Amherst’s reputation as an authority on Indians
suffered considerably when he arrived home in England.

Another factor that in part accounts for the confusion as to Indian
affairs was the intrigue and struggle for power in English politics during
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this time. While in London to represent Sir William Johnson’s attempt
to free the superintendency from military control and to look after cer-
tain fur trade interests, George Croghan reported to Sir William: “Tho
I have been hear Now a Month Nothing has been Don Respecting
North aMerrica— the pople hear Spend thire Time in Nothing butt
abuseing one aNother & Strieveing who Shall be in power with a view
to Serve themselves & thire frends, and Neglect the publick itt was butt
yesterday that your State of Indian affairs was Read att the Board of
Trade tho I Delivered itt the 13th of Last Month ... . I am Sick of
London & wish to be back in a Merrica & setld on a Litle farm where 1
May forgett the Mockery of pomp & Greatness.”42

Regardless of troubles in England, the Indian congress at Augusta
was a success. The fears of the tribesmen respecting English occupation
of their lands were quelled by promises to the contrary and a tremendous
outlay of beef, rum, and other assorted presents.*® The Cherokee, led by
the amiable Attakullakulla,** agreed to a satisfactory arrangement to con-
trol Indian trade, and the Chickasaw, and their new-found friends the
Choctaw, appeared to be pleased with their share of barley corn beads,
calicoes, and “prettys.”#® The loyal Catawba received reassurance that
their small reservation would not be invaded by settlers, and even the
Lower Creeks who attended the meeting indicated their desire to “hear
the truth” depite the fact that they had “heard bad talks” concerning the
English.#¢ John Stuart won over the Creek leaders to such an extent
that they concurred with the superintendent in placing a boundary line
of white settlement on the frontier of Georgia. This action on Stuart’s
part anticipated the proclamation of October 7, 1763, and the exact de-
lineation of the Augusta treaty line can be seen on the map later drawn
by Joseph Purcell under Stuart’s direction for the Board of Trade.*".

It thus can be seen that the errors of Indian diplomacy in the North
were not repeated in the South. It is not impossible that the Cherokee
would have joined Pontiac despite their losses in the Cherokee War of
1759-1762.48 The Congress of Augusta meanwhile forestalled any im-
mediate outbreak among the Indians in 1763. Only the Upper Creeks
led by their chief, The Mortar, might have given trouble, but the clever
diplomacy of John Stuart divided the loyalty of that heterogeneous con-
federacy to such an extent that The Mortar had little choice but to ac-
cept the British as his brothers.4

Thus a general lack of political cohesion appears to be the main rea-
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son why all the Indians, both North and South, did not join the upris-
ing. Undoubtedly the traditional hatred existing between the Cherokee
and the Iroquois would have been a tremendous obstacle to overcome in
the waging of an all-out war against the whites.5® Everywhere petty
feuds prevented native political cooperation. In the north some basis for
unity among the tribes was established by virtue of the ancient con-
quests of the Six Nations. Most of the Great Lakes and Ohio tribes were
either allies of the Iroquois or subject nations.

The fact remains that enough of the Indians did cooperate with the
result that nine of the frontier forts fell into savage hands. Despite the
determination and persistence of the tribesmen the main bulwarks of de-
fense held out. Detroit and Fort Pitt were finally rescued from a fate
worse even than death.5t

The magnitude of the Indian war of independence should be at-
tributed to the extraordinary abilities of Pontiac. He guided what might
have been a savage explosion of discontent into a long and bitterly-
fought war. The great chief’s thirst for knowledge and his ability to con-
trol his warriors were marks of an exceptional native leader. The docu-
ments indicate that with the aid of French intrigue he was responsible
for organizing the secret attack on the whole Northern frontier, not
merely a local uprising at Detroit.52 This remarkable chieftain, whose
authority was declared to be “absolute” among the tribesmen of the
North American wilderness, engineered a carefully planned assault
which wiped out some 2,000 settlers and threatened the very existence
of British authority west of the Appalachians.’® Contemporaries state
that he “spirited up” the Indians to such an extent that he was a literal
“firebrand.”®* Adored and respected by the warriors, he was also known
for his humanity and intelligence.’s Sir William Johnson, with twenty-
five years of experience in native politics by 1764, declared that the Ot-
tawa were the originators of the war, and Johnson knew that before last-
ing peace was made with the Indians there was one chief above all who
must be pacified. This was Pontiac. As Francis Parkman wrote: “The
American forest had never produced a man more shrewd, politic, and
ambitious.”%6
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