Chapter 4 – Section 3
France and Britain Clash


Narrator: Conflict and exploitation mar the long history between Native Americans and European settlers. But many American cultural and governmental traditions are influenced by the exposure of Colonists to the Iroquois.

The six tribes of the Iroquois nation dominated the Northeastern portion of North America prior to the arrival of Europeans in the New World.

More than three centuries before the birth of the United States and the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, the separate Iroquois tribes formed a confederacy complete with a Constitution; know as the “Gayanashogowa,” or great law of peace.

There is strong evidence that the Iroquois influenced the Founding Fathers in their thinking. Prior to the Revolution, Benjamin Franklin printed advice from Canasetoga, a prominent Iroquois, regarding the Colonists’ growing grievances with England.

In his book Defense of the Constitution of the United States, John Adams pointed to the Iroquois and the value they placed in the separation of powers within government as a role model for America.
Thomas Jefferson, a strong advocate for limited government, was also an admirer of Iroquois traditions. He proudly wrote of the new U.S. Constitution, “The only condition on earth to be compared with ours is that of the Indians, where they still have less law than we.”
In spite of this influence, the Iroquois still found maintaining relations with the Colonials and Britain to be a difficult balancing act.

Among the earliest agreements forged by the Iroquois with the English Colonists was known as the “Covenant Chain.” The 1677 pact, covering trade, land rights and hostilities between Iroquois and settlers was symbolized by a ceremonial wampum belt called the “Guswenta.” On it, two rows of dark beads represented the two nations as separate but equal. 
The Covenant Chain was often tested, but remained intact for decades. In 1754 it helped cement the wartime alliance between the Iroquois and the British against the French and Algonquin in the French and Indian War. With victory came a reward: the Royal Proclamation of 1763, limiting the expansion of white settlers west into Iroquois lands. However, European Colonists quickly ignored the treaty, beginning a westward migration that would permanently alter the Native American way of life. 
The American Revolution also impacted the Iroquois. The six tribes were split, with two siding with the rebelling Colonists and four remaining loyal to Britain.

Early raids by British and Iroquois forces on frontier settlements pressed George Washington in 1779 to issue the order to destroy the British-Iroquois alliance. After the British defeat, their Iroquois allies fled New York State to settle in Canada, where many remain to this day. 
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