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Introduction 

Fort Ontario State Historic Site (Site) is situated within the City ofOswego, New York overlooking the 
confluence of the Oswego River and Lake Ontario (fig. 0.1 and see fig. 0.2, p. 2). The Site is owned by the State 
ofNew York and is under the jurisdiction of the New York State Office ofParks, Recreation and Historic 
Preservation (OPRHP). It is an approximately 40-acre property that has been the location of four different forts. 
The first three forts were constructed by the British c. 1755- l 756, c. 1759-1763 and in 1782. French forces 
destroyed the first fort in 1756; American forces destroyed the second fort in 1779; and, British forces destroyed 
the third fort in 1814. The fourth fort was constructed in 1839 by the United States Army and was used for the 
greater part of the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1902 it was decided that the fort and land associated 
with the fort, known collectively as the Fort Ontario Military Reservation (Reservation), would no longer serve 
as a defensive post but would be used as a training installation. From 1903 to 1905 the majority of nineteenth 
century structures, buildings and circulation systems surrounding the fort and within the boundaries of the 
Reservation were removed, and new ones constructed. From 1905 to 1946 many features were added to the 
Reservation. In 1946, the Reservation was turned over to the State ofNew York and in 1949 a portion of that 
land was used to create Fort Ontario State Historic Site. From 1949 to 2002, the Site has remained under the 
jurisdiction of the State of New York (see fig. 0.3, p. 3). 
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I. Management Summary 

The purpose of this report is to identify landscape features, characteristics, values, and associations that make 
the Site historically significant. In addition, the report will also serve as a comprehensive management document. 
The Site is currently managed with the intent to recreate an appearance that reflects the time period of 1868 to 
1872. This particular period of time, referred to as the period of interpretation, was selected by the New York 
State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation in 1986 based upon the artifacts remaining on the 
Site. 1 Progress towards this interpretation has been achieved by returning some of the buildings on the Site to 
their 1868-1872 appearance and by re-introducing small-scale features and plant material that had existed from 
1868 to I 872 but had been removed. 

II. Historical Summary 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the importance of the fur industry led to numerous conflicts 
between the English and the French for control of the various river systems within the interior of the New World. 
One key river system was the Mohawk-Oneida-Oswego river system. Control of this system required control ofa 
key entry point located at the confluence of the Oswego River and Lake Ontario. As such, the battle for control 
of this location resulted in the construction of a fort on the plateau overlooking the confluence. This fort was 
constructed by the British in 1755. During its construction, the plateau was cleared of trees and brush and 
rudimentary outer earthworks were built around the fort. Disturbed by the prospect of the British controlling this 
key location, the French destroyed the fort in August 1756. 

In 1759, the British began construction of a second more substantial Fort Ontario near the site of the first Fort 
Ontario. From 1759 to 1763, additional land surrounding the fort was cleared of timber and brush and a more 
extensive system ofouter earthworks was constructed. When almost complete, work on the second fort ceased as 
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Fig. 0.3. View of Fort Ontario and Portal of Entry looking northwest from visitor's walkway. Photograph by R. Hetzler, SUNY ESF, 2002. 
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a treaty was signed between the French and English. This treaty subsequently relinquished control oflarge 
portions of the New World, including the area around the mouth of the Oswego River, to the English. The treaty 
lessened the need to defend the Mohawk-Oneida-Oswego river systems which resulted in a general decline in the 
importance of the fort. The garrison at the fort was gradually reduced and the fort was sometimes abandoned 
altogether during the 1760s and I 770s. 

With the outbreak of the Revolutionary War in 1775, the location once again took on military significance and 
the British periodically used the fort as a base for meetings and sorties against rebel settlements. In 1777, the 
fort and site upon which it was located was used as a staging area for a British attack on American forces at Fort 
Stanwix and in the Hudson River Valley. In 1779, patriot forces burned the buildings and portions of the 
ramparts associated with the fort in an effort to discourage the British from using the site. Towards the end of the 
war, the British sent a garrison to rebuild the fort. From 1782 to 1796 the British occupied Fort Ontario and 
forbid Americans from settling within one mile of the fort. In 1796, the British evacuated the fort and ceremoni
ally turned control ofit over to American forces. 

The Americans occupied the fort from 1796 until c. 1804. Circa 1804 the fort was essentially abandoned, but 
periodically occupied as the War of 1812 approached. As the war drew nearer, Fort Ontario was garrisoned by 
different bodies of the New York militia. In 1814, the British attacked the fort and forced the American defend
ers to retreat. The British then destroyed any buildings and some of the defensive structures associated with the 
fort and then returned to British-Canada. As the fort lay in ruins, the small settlements surrounding the mouth of 
the Oswego River, known as West Oswego ( est. 1796) and East Oswego ( est. 1814 ), grew in size, commercial 
activity and population. 

Fort Ontario remained in ruins and the site abandoned until 1839. That year, the United States Army began 
construction on a fourth Fort Ontario. This was done in order to monitor the activities ofAmerican citizens 
supporting a rebellion in British-Canada and to offer protection for the Mohawk-Oneida-Oswego waterway 
against British attack. The construction on the fort lasted until 1844 and like the second fort was built of earth 
and timber with an extensive system of outer earthworks. In addition, a number of buildings were constructed 
south of the fort to provide for the assistance and maintenance needs of the garrison. From I 863 to I 872 a 
quarry was opened on the site east of the fort where stone was mined for the improvement of the defenses. In 
1872, Congress determined the fort obsolete as a defensive installation and work on the improvements came to 
an end. From 1872 to 190 I the fort was periodically used as a training and staging area for troops enroute to 
foreign wars. In 1901 the fourth Fort Ontario was decommissioned. In 1902 it was decided that the Fort Ontario 
Military Reservation would again be used for military purposes and plans were produced to convert the site to a 
training installation. 

During the conversion of the site many features ofthe old Reservation were removed and new features added. 
From 1903 to 1905 the outer earthworks were removed, and the majority of the nineteenth century buildings 
constructed outside the Core Fortification were demolished. To accommodate the soldiers and officers assigned 
to the Reservation, twenty-one brick buildings were constructed to the east and south of the fort; many were 
constructed near the edge of a large Parade Ground located east of the fort. As the number of individuals and 
training activities increased, additional buildings were constructed c. 1917. In 1928, the buildings within the 
Core Fortification were repaired and altered, and used to house additional military staff and personnel and to 
provide for other military services. From 1940 to 1941 sixty new buildings were constructed on the Reservation 
when the training activities were expanded with imminent onset of World War II. The Reservation remained a 
training installation until 1944 when the fort was decommissioned. However, following its decommission it was 
decided that the Reservation would serve as a site to house World War II European halocaust refugees. The 
refugees arrived in 1944 and stayed until 1946. Following their departure, the Reservation was turned over to the 
State ofNew York. 

Once in state ownership, many of the buildings constructed during the twentieth century were gradually demol
ished and efforts were undertaken to create a historic site. In 1946, most of the buildings constructed c. 1941 
were demolished and the brick buildings constructed c. I 903-1905 were converted into apartments for returning 
war veterans and their families. In 1949, a portion of the old Reservation was transferred to the State Education 
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Department to be developed into a state historic site. The parcel contained the fort and land surrounding the fort, 
which included the cemetery. In 1954 the historic site was enlarged when an additional parcel ofthe old Reserva
tion was added to the original historic site. Since 1954 work has been undertaken to stabilize the existing 
features on the Site and to make it easily accessible to visitors. In 1986, a plan was developed to recreate the 
appearance of the fort to its 1868 to 1872 appearance. Since that date work has occurred on reconstructing 
revetments, adding vegetation and adding small-scale features. 

III. Scope of Work and Methodology 

The goal of this Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) is to identify features and characteristics associated with the 
history of the landscape and to provide a management document for the Site. This section of the introduction is 
divided into two parts: "Research Methodology" and "Organization ofReport." Research Methodology dis
cusses the level ofresearch conducted for the report and the methods used for researching and compiling each of 
the three sections contained in the report. Organization of Report discusses the overall layout of the report and 
the fonnat ofeach of its sections. 

A. Research Methodology 

A comprehensive CLR consists of the following parts: 

Introduction 
Part I: Site History, Existing Conditions, and Analysis and Evaluation 
Part 2: Treatment Plan 
Part 3: Record ofTreatment 
Appendices, Bibliography and lndex2 

Due to the limited scope of this project, this document contains only Part I ofa comprehensive CLR and 
does not contain Parts 2 and 3. Parts 2 and 3 will need to completed at a time when funding for those works 
has been secured. 

Listed in "A Guide to Cultural Landscape Reports" published by the National Park Service are three levels 
ofresearch that can be carried out when compiling a CLR. They are referred to as limited, thorough and 
exhaustive.3 A "limited" research involves a cursory review ofall documentation and notes the further 
investigation needed in the narrative discussion. A "thorough" research is one that collects, reviews and 
integrates a large body ofdocuments but does not seek to obtain all infonnation archived on the resource. An 
"exhaustive" research is one which seeks to collect, review and integrate all known infonnation on a re
source. For this report a "thorough" research was done. 

The methods employed for each section of this report (Site History, Existing Conditions, and Analysis and 
Evaluation) differed. For Site History, a traditional literary search ofprimary, secondary and tertiary materi
als was conducted ofdocuments archived at the Site, the Central Region office of the OPRHP in Jamesville, 
New York, and the Bureau of Historic Sites office of the OPRHP in Waterford, New York. The material 
contained at these locations had been gathered from such places as the National Archives in Washington, 
D.C., the Public Archives of Canada in Ottawa, and the British Archives in London, England. This material 
included maps, drawings, photographs and various written records and accounts. Also housed at these 
locations were documents produced by the State Education Department, Conservation Department and the 
OPRHP during their stewardship of the property. The research also included evaluation of photographs, 
plans and maps and literary material located at the Oswego Historic Association, Oswego County Historian, 
Oswego County Clerk office and the Penfield Library at the State University ofNew York, Oswego, New 
York. Interviews were also conducted with the cooperation ofcurrent and past members of the Site staff. As 
new information was procured during the evolution of this report the corresponding text and graphic images 
were amended. 

For Existing Conditions, a field survey was conducted and supported by interviews of current and past 
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Landscape Characteristics 
Period I 
Pre-1796 

Period 2 
1796-1839 

Period 3 
1839-1903 

Period 4 
1903-1946 

Period 5 
1946-2002 

Natural Svstems/Features * * * * * 
Soatial Oreanization * * * * * Land Use 0 0 0 0 0 

Cultural Traditions 0 0 0 0 0 

Cluster Arrangements 0 0 0 0 0 

Circulation * * * * * Topography * * * * * 
Veeetation * * * * * 

Buildings and Structures * * * * * 
Views and Vistas * * * * * 

Constr. Water Features X X X X X 

Small-Scale Features * * * * * 
Archeological Sites * * * * X 

Key: * = Information Sought/Found x = No Information Found o = No Information Sought 

Fig. 0.4. Table of research results organized by landscape characteristics. Table produced by R. Hetzler, SUNY 
ESF, 2003. 

members of the Site staff and information gathered during the Site History section of this report. It also 
includes the review and evaluation ofcontemporary maps and professional evaluations either by the author or 
by the author with the assistance of the project director and steering committee members. 

The Analysis and Evaluation section involves a brief synopsis of the history of each feature, its existing 
condition, and an analysis of the historic and existing conditions of each feature to determine their integrity 
and significance to the Site. The analysis required a professional assesment by the author or by the author, 
the project director and steering committee members. Figure 0.4 summarizes landscape characteristics that 
were researched and discussed in each of the chapters. 

B. Organization of Report 

The report is divided into three sections and consists of two volumes. It has been created in accordance with 
the guidelines laid out by the National Park Service in "A Guide to Cultural Landscape Reports: Contents, 
Process, and Techniques." A brief description of the three sections (Site History, Existing Conditions, and 
Analysis and Evaluation) is provided below along with a description of the associated subheadings for each 
section. 

l. Site History 

The Site History section is divided into five parts or historic periods: I) Pre-History to 1796, 2) 1796 to 
1839, 3) 1839 to 1903, 4) 1903 to 1949, and 5) 1949 to 2002. The first historic period, Pre-History to 
1796, discusses the evolution of the area within New York State and in particular the area around the 
mouth of the Oswego River. It includes a narrative of the battle for the control of the lucrative North 
American fur trade between the French, Dutch, English and Iroquois, which was so instrumental to the 
establishment of the first fort, and discusses the construction of the first three Fort Ontarios and the 
military, political and geographical influences that occurred during the second half of the eighteenth 
century. The period ends when American forces are given possession of the third fort by the British in 
1796. The second historic period, 1796 to 1839, discusses the destruction of the third Fort Ontario by 
British forces in 1814 and the growth of the communities and ultimately villages of East and West 
Oswego. The third historic period, 1839 to 1903, discusses the construction of the fourth Fort Ontario and 
the growth of the City ofOswego and its associated fresh-water port. The fourth historic period, 1903 to 
1949, discusses the transformation of the Reservation from a defensive installation to a training installa
tion and the numerous changes that occurred to the Reservation during the period. The fifth and final 
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historic period, 1949 to 2002, discusses the creation of the state historic site which has been used to teach 
the general population about the history of Fort Ontario and the surrounding area. 

Each historic period of the Site History contains the following subheadings: Historic Context, Site 
Narrative and Landscape Characteristics. 

l. Historic Context 

The Historic Context discussion explains the various contexts affecting the development of the Site. 
These contexts include military developments, economic developments, settlement developments and 
political developments. 

IL Site Narrative 

The Site Narrative discussion is divided into three subheadings that provide a comprehensive history of 
the development of the Site and the land surrounding it. The three subheadings are Landscape Context, 
Site Development and Site Boundaries. 

A. Landscape Context discusses the evolution and development ofthe land and water features 
adjacent to the Site. 

8. Site Development discusses the evolution of the Site within the boundaries that existed for the 
particular historic period. 

C. Site Boundaries discusses the evolution of the boundaries for the Site. 

Ill. Landscape Characteristics 

Landscape Characteristics are general categories under which specific landscape features are grouped. A 
desription of each feature is then provided complete with the date of its introduction to the Site, its 
removal from the Site when applicable, and any alterations that occurred to the feature during each 
specific historic period. 

The National Park Service recognizes thirteen landscape characteristics in its 1998 publication, "A 
Guide to Cultural Landscape Reports: Contents, Process, and Techniques." For this report, four of the 
characteristics are not listed: three because they do not appear within the Site at any time during its 
history (Cultural Traditions, Cluster Arrangements and Constructed Water Features) and the fourth, 
Land Use, because the land use of the Site, military, remained unchanged for a large part of the Site 
history of this report. The remaining nine characterisitics are listed below. 

A. Natural Systems and Features: Natural aspects that often influence the development and resultant 
form ofa landscape. 

B. Spatial Organization: Arrangement of elements creating the ground, vertical, and overhead planes 
that defines and creates spaces. 

C. Circulation: Spaces, features, and materials that constitute systems ofmovement. 

D. Topography: Three-dimensional configuration ofthe landscape surface characterized by features 
and orientation. 

E. Vegetation: Indigenous or introduced trees, shrubs, vines, ground covers, and herbaceous materi
als. 

7 



Introduction 

F. Buildings and Structures: Three-dimensional constructs such as houses, barns, garages, stables, 
bridges, and memorials. 

G. Views and Vistas: Features that create or allow a range ofvision that can be natural or designed 
and controlled. 

H. Small-Scale Features: Elements that provide details and diversity combined with function and 
aesthetics. 

I. Archeological Sites: Sites containing surface and subsurface remnants related to historic or 
prehistoric land use. 

2. Existing Conditions 

The Existing Conditions is organized slightly differently in order to address current Site management 
issues. A clear distinction is made between the landscape characteristics and associated features that are 
located within the Site and under the jurisdiction of OPRHP, and those that are located adjacent to or near 
the Site, not under the jurisdiciton of the OPRHP, but influence it none the less. This section is organized 
according to the following format: 

I. Landscape Context 

This section discusses those landscape characteristics surrounding and adjacent to the Site that are not 
under the jurisdiction of OPRHP, but which are important to the history and setting of the Site. These 
include the natural systems and features ofthe locale and the adjoining properties, and in some case a 
brief description offeatures viewed as important in the history of the Site. 

II. Landscape Characteristics 

This section addresses the nine landscape characteristics and their associated features that are found on 
the Site. A detailed discussion of the physical attributes of the landscape context and landscape 
characteristics as exists in the year 2002. It also includes an assessment ofthe physical condition of 
each landscape feature according to the following four categories: 

A. Good: Indicates the landscape feature shows no clear evidence ofmajor negative disturbances and 
deterioration by natural and/or human forces. No immediate corrective action is required to maintain 
its current condition. 

B. Fair: Indicates the landscape feature shows clear evidence ofminor disturbances and deterioration 
by natural and/or human force, and some degree ofcorrective action is needed within three to five 
years to prevent further harm. The cumulative effect ofthe deterioration ofmany ofthe significant 
characteristics ofthe feature, ifleft to continue without the appropriate corrective measure, will cause 
the feature to degrade to a poor condition. 

C. Poor: Indicates the landscape feature shows clear evidence ofmajor disturbances and rapid 
deterioration by natural and/or human force. Immediate corrective action is required. 

D. Unknown: Indicates that not enough information is available to make an evaluation.4 

3. Analysis and Evaluation 

The first part of this section is the Statement of Significance, which includes a review ofexisting National 
Register documentation. The second part is the Site Analysis, in which individual existing landscape 
features relevant to the landscape context and landscape characteristics are analyzed. This analysis and 
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evaluation is organized for each feature according to the following fonnat: 

Historic Condition: A brief synopsis of the history of the feature as documented in the site history 
section of the CLR up until the end of the period of significance in 1954. 

Existing Condition: A brief description of the feature as it has changed from the end ofthe period of 
significance to the present. 

Analysis: A statement as to whether the feature is extant and a detennination as to whether it contrib
utes to the historic significance of the Site based on a comparison of its historic condition and its 
existing condition. Features are detennined to be "contributing" ifthey were present during the period 
of significance, possess historic integrity to that period, and are related to the areas of historic signifi
cance. Features are detennined to be "non-contributing" if they were not present during the period of 
significance, were present but no longer possess historic integrity, or are unrelated to the areas of 
historic significance. The historic integrity ofeach feature is evaluated against the seven aspects 
established by the National Register: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
association. 

IV. Site Boundaries 

Throughout the Site History section of this report, the evaluation oflandscape features mainly focused on 
those contained within the historic boundaries ofeach period. However, a particular emphasis was placed on 
those features contained within the Site boundaries of the Fort Ontario State Historic Site in 2002. Those 
features are discussed in detail in both the Existing Conditions and the Analysis and Evaluation sections of 
this report. In 2002, the boundaries for the Site were located along the base of the bluff to the north and west; 
abutting property owned by the Port ofOswego Authority and property owned by the City ofOswego to the 
south and east (see fig. 0. 5). 

0 
0 

current 
Site boundaries 

Fig. 0.5. Site boundaries in 2002. Graphic produced by R. Hetzler, SUNY 
ESF, 2003. 
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In addition to the evaluation offeatures located within the boundaries of the Site for each historic period, 
attention was also given to the development ofthe area immediately around the mouth ofthe Oswego River 
which included the construction of Forts George and Oswego on the west side of the river in 1755 and 1756, 
the development ofthe communities and villages ofEast and West Oswego from 1796 to 1838, and the 
development and history of the City ofOswego from 1838 to 2002. 

V. Summary of Findings 

The Fort Ontario State Historic Site is a historically significant resource because of the presence and condition 
of the structure known as Fort Ontario, which was constructed from c. 1839-1844 and followed military and 
engineering principles established during the seventeenth century; its association with the Patriots War in 1839 
and the housing of Holocaust Refugees from 1944 to 1946; and because it has yielded and has the potential to 
yield further information regarding the history of this country. The Site retains a high degree of integrity through 
its natural systems and features, existing vegetation, circulation systems, buildings and structures, and views. 
Included in this list of features and characterisitcs are the bluff, boundary cottonwoods, picnic space cotton
woods, Parade drive, the buildings located within the fort, the Site Manager's House and views ofLake Ontario, 
the Oswego River and the City ofOswego from the fort and plateau. 
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Chapter 1 - Battle for Fort Ontario (Pre-History-1796) 

Introduction 

During this historic period the plateau overlooking the confluence of the Oswego River and Lake Ontario was 
transformed from a natural, pristine landscape to a military enclave, to defend a strategic river route and rich 
resources ofa developing colony and nation.' Originally claimed by the Onondaga Indians, ownership of the site 
was gradually relinquished to the British and then the Americans. The military fortifications constructed on the 
site quickly evolved from a frontier style fortification employing simple palisade walls and hastily constructed 
outer defenses to a highly engineered fortress ascribing to contemporary European warfare technology. The 
importance of the site constantly changed as the development of the North American continent progressed and 
the points of conflicts and interests between competing nations shifted. 

I. HISTORIC CONTEXT 

A. Native American Ownership and Influences 

Arriving as early as 7000 B.C., the Paleo-Indian hunters were the first group of Indians to explore the region 
ofNew York State.2 A nomadic people, these hunters followed the interglacial herds in their constant search 
for food. As these people incorporated a greater use of plants and animals into their daily activities and diet, 
and discovered ways to grind and polish weapons they advanced into a stage ofdevelopment referred to by 
paleontologists as the Archaic Stage. Less nomadic, the Archaics occupied New York State from 3500 B.C. to 
1000 B.C.3 The Archaic Stage of development ended and a new stage began with the introduction of pottery, 
stone cooking vessels, and the establishment of villages and an agrarian subsistence. Known as the Woodland 
Stage, the Indians of this new period also made advances in decorative detailing and political and commercial 
institutions. The Algonquin, the first major group of Woodland Indians to inhabit the North Atlantic region, 
usually selected Sites for their villages along rivers and creeks.4 They controlled the North Atlantic region for 
more than 300 years but were gradually displaced from a large portion ofpresent-day New York State when 
small bands of the Iroquois Indians began migrating to the region during the thirteenth and fourteenth century. 

Originating from the mid-Mississippi region some of these Iroquois bands sequentially migrated to western 
New York by way of the Ohio and Allegheny Rivers.5 Known as the Seneca and Cayuga Indians, they settled 
between the Genesee River and Skaneateles Lake of western and central New York (see fig. I. I, p. 12). 
Another Iroquois band, the Huron, entered the Canadian territory north of Lake Erie and settled in the 
Georgian Bay-Lake Simcoe District ofOntario, Canada. 6 Spreading eastward, the Huron pushed deeper into 
Algonquin territory north of Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River. Increased resistance from the 
Algonquin forced some groups of Iroquois southward into central and eastern New York.7 One of these 
groups emerged as the Onondaga, who settled in the hills west ofCazenovia Lake. Calling themselves the 
people of the hills, tradition suggests that the Onondaga entered their new territory by way of the Oswego 
River. The Mohawk, a later group oflroquois displaced from the area north of the St. Lawrence, settled in the 
valley now bearing their name. 8 The Oneida, later separating from the Mohawks, established villages between 
the Mohawk and Onondaga. The cultural affinity of these five nations, the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, 
Cayuga and Seneca, provided a foundation for the creation of a confederacy.9 The founding of this confed
eracy occurred sometime during the fifteenth or sixteenth century with Iroquois tradition looking towards the 
earlier date. 10 Tradition also holds the founders as Deganawalda, a Huron Indian adopted by the Mohawk, and 
Hiawatha, his Onondaga spokesman who had also been adopted by the Mohawk. 11 It was Hiawatha who 
persuaded Atotarho, a chief of the Onondaga, to bring his tribe into the confederacy. As recompense for 
joining the confederacy, the Onondagas were made Keepers of the Wampum and Council Fire and one of their 
sachems was allowed to be the Council leader.' 2 The Europeans referred to this confederacy as the Five 
Nations. Family, clan and community values formed the basis of this political union, which, in concept, 
formed a Ionghouse the Indians called Ganonsyoni; meaning "the lodge extended lengthwise."13 Fifty sachems 
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Fig. I.I. Locations of Iroquois territories. Reproduced from Clayton Mau's book Tlze Developme11t ofCentral 
and Western New fork (Rochester, NY: The Du Bois Press. I 944), 3. Annotated by R. Hetzler, SUNY ESF, 
2003. 

ruled the Confederacy with eight to fourteen sachem drawn from each tribe. 14 The fifty sachems known 
collectively as the Grand Council met at the main village of the Onondaga, located near present-day Syracuse, 
New York, to address economical, political and social issues. Within each tribe, this political system was 
reflected in kind. Individual members of the Confederacy were called People of the Longhouse and all the 
individuals and tribes were considered part ofone family symbolically living within one dwelling. 

Within this symbolic longhouse extending across eastern, central and western New York State, the centrally 
located main Onondaga village was considered the capital of the confederacy. Since the Onondaga maintained 
the Council Fire they were called the Fire Keepers. 15 The strategic location of the Mohawk and Seneca tribes 
at either end of the symbolic longhouse distinguished them as the Keepers of the Eastern Door and Keepers of 
the Western Door respectively. The smaller tribes of the Cayuga and Oneida were called the Little Brothers. 
Regardless of the member tribe's size, equal voice was granted to each within the Grand Council. 16 Ideally, the 
Confederacy was to act in unison, but local interests often prevailed. This unity and efficiency of the Confed
eracy became the concern ofneighboring tribes and the main resistance to European expansion. By the early 
sixteenth century, the Iroquois of the Confederacy were located west of the Schoharie Creek near present-day 
Albany, New York to the Genesee Valley near present-day Rochester, New York. 
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The villages of the Iroquois were usually located on high, defensible terrain and at times surrounded by a 
stockade. Elaborate in design, the stockade could measure fifteen to twenty feet in height, with up to four 
staggered layers oflog palisades. Galleries were built along the palisade, and sometimes a ditch surrounded 
the entire defense. Cornfields surrounded the stockade or village and extended to the dense woods beyond. By 
1,600, the Iroquois did not require elaborate palisade defenses around many of their interior villages; their 
reputation and prowess secured their borders. Within, Iroquois villages could consist of more than 120 
longhouses, each approximately sixty feet long by eighteen feet wide and eighteen feet high. 17 Often accom
modating two or more families, these houses sometimes had arched roofs covered entirely by bark shingles and 
were constructed of saplings and small trees. Entrances to the longhouses were located at either end, cooking 
fires were situated down the center of the dwelling, and bunks were placed on the interior Jong sides of the 
houses. 

Of the daily tasks, men were involved with hunting and fishing; performing these tasks either on their own or 
in unison with others for protection and efficiency. The hunting season lasted from fall to midwinter with an 
additional period in spring. Fishing occurred in every season but winter. Oratory, hunting and warfare were 
highly valued masculine skills within the Iroquois society. 18 The oratory skills were used in the dissemination 
of tribal myths and legends and as a tool for repeating treaties and agreements between various factions. The 
men would also help with the initial clearing of fields, but it was the women who cultivated the fields and 
prepared the food. Any available time beyond that performed in the above tasks was spent making tools and 
implements from bone, clay and stone. Some of the items made included nets for fishing, pottery for cooking 
and storage, and arrows for hunting and defense. 19 Seasonal ceremonies celebrated by the Iroquois included 
Thanks to the Maple, Planting Festival, Strawberry Festival, Green Com Festival, Harvest Festival, and New 
Year's Jubilee. These celebrations could last from one to seven days. 

The settled way of life of the Iroquois provided an opportunity for the creation of excess goods. From this 
excess an extensive trading network was developed with neighboring tribes. Trade items often included flints, 
dried fish, birch canoes, tobacco, furs and skins.10 The longevity of this trade, as well as intem1ittent warfare, 
created well-worn paths across the New York terrain.21 The Iroquois relocated their villages about every ten to 
twenty years as local resources were depleted. This process of relocating and rebuilding their villages trans
ferred the necessary skills for constructing huts, Ionghouses and stockades from one generation to the next. In 
1682, a Jesuit missionary, Father Lamberville, recorded such an activity at an Onondaga village in the area of 
present-day Central New York State. 

On my arrival, I found the Iroquois of this village occupied in transporting their corn, their effects, 
and their cabins to a place two leagues distant from their former residence, where they had dwelt 
for 19 years. They make this change in order to have firewood in convenient proximity, and to 
secure fields more fertile than those they were abandoning. This is not done without difficulty: for, 
in as much as carts are not used here, and the country is very hilly, the labor of the men and 
women, who carry their goods on their backs, is consequently harder and oflonger duration. To 
supply the Jack of horses, the inhabitants of the forests render reciprocal aid to one another, so that 
a single family will hire sometime 80 or I 00 persons; and they are, in tum, obliged to render the 
same service to those who may request it from them, or they are freed from that obligation by 
giving food to those whom they employed.22 

The greatest challenge to the Confederacy's unity and survival of the various Iroquois nations occurred with 
the arrival of the Europeans in the early seventeenth century. The arrival of the Europeans initially served to 
increase, then check and ultimately eliminate Iroquois dominance of the present-day New York State region. In 
1624, the construction of Fort Orange at present-day Albany by the Dutch provided the Iroquois, especially 
the Mohawk, an easy opportunity to trade North American furs for European goods. European interest in the 
lucrative fur trade and the Iroquois fascination with European goods initially created a mutually beneficial 
relationship. However, as the Iroquois gradually became dependent on the acquisition of European goods for 
their welfare, they lost the knowledge passed from one generation to the next necessary to produce their own 
tools and weapons. What were once considered European luxury items obtained through the simple exchange 
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of furs, were now considered necessities only guaranteed by a continued supply of fur. In addition to the 
simple needles, kettles and farming tools obtained from the Europeans, the Iroquois traders were also able to 
barter for firearms and alcohol. The firearms initially increased their prowess, but their intemperance towards 
alcohol reeked havoc within the nation's social fabric. The dependence of the Iroquois on the European 
blacksmiths to repair their metallic tools and firearms further increased the influence and power exerted by the 
Europeans over the Iroquois. In order to maintain their new way oflife, the Iroquois were required to challenge 
any tribe gaining access to or encroaching upon the ever-shrinking supply of furs within the vicinity of 
present-day New York State. This decreasing supply also created a tenuous relationship between the Iroquois 
and the French who competed for the furs supplied by the northern Great Lakes Indians.23 

The Iroquois exhausted their supply of furs within present-day New York State sometime after 1640.24 

Looking for new sources, they turned towards neighboring tribes in a hostile fashion. Their attacks began with 
the defeat of the Neutrals living west ofNiagara Falls in 1643 and then focused on the Huron north of Lake 
Ontario in 1647-1649.25 The Huron, who commanded the St. Lawrence River region, had successfully formed 
trading ventures with the northern Great Lakes Indians which diverted a large share ofthe western fur trade 
away from the Iroquois. After the Iroquois failed to convince the Huron to divert some of this trade towards 
the Confederacy, they retaliated by raiding Huron brigades carrying furs down the Ottawa and St. Lawrence 
Rivers to Montreal.26 The French, who had begun to settle along the upper St. Lawrence River as early as 
1615 and were now allies of the Huron, unsuccessfully tried to end Iroquois aggression through diplomacy. In 
I 649, a thousand Mohawk and Seneca braves laid waste to the Huron villages ofHuronia located north of 
Lake Erie. Around 1670, the final domination of the Huron and the Adirondack Indians provided the Iroquois 
sovereignty over new territory extending from Lakes Huron, Erie and Ontario to the Ottawa River near 
Montrea!Y The Iroquois' success in positioning themselves between the Indians of the northern Great Lakes 
Indians and the French, Dutch and English to the east temporarily increased the wealth and power of the 
Confederacy significantly.28 

However, the Ottawa Indians further to the north continued to bypass the Iroquois by directing furs towards 
Montreal by way of the St. Lawrence. The Iroquois expressed their rage by laying siege to French-held 
Montreal. In retaliation to this and other raids, the French invaded the Confederacy territory and subsequently 
secured a treaty with the Iroquois in 1666. This treaty provided the French an opportunity to establish forts 
westward along Lake Erie, the northern Great Lakes and the Mississippi River and also allowed them to send 
Jesuit missionaries among the nations of the Confederacy. The zest with which the French established forts 
and encroached on Iroquois trade and their life style alarmed the Confederacy, which responded in 1680 with a 
renewed bid to regain control of the northwestern fur trade. Iroquois assaults against the nations of the Illinois 
country resulted in the French once again invading the Iroquois lands of present-day New York State in 1684 
and 1687. These raids had little success in subduing the Confederacy, but the French missionaries who had 
begun to live among the Onondaga and Oneida nations were winning converts, thus, challenging the unity and 
power of the Iroquois.29 

Interested in maintaining the Iroquois as a barrier from French advances, the English, who had usurped 
possession of the New York province from the Dutch in 1664, had formed alliances with the Iroquois in 1679 
and 1684.30 In 1689, the Iroquois, with the aid of their new English allies, executed a devastating raid against 
the French settlement ofLachine, located a few miles north ofMontreal.31 Seeking to end the Iroquois threat, 
Governor Louis Buade, Comte de Frontenac, sent French troops against the Mohawk villages in 1692 and the 
Onondaga and Oneida villages in 1696.32 These successful raids ended the dominance of the Confederacy in 
the frontier lands of present-day New York State. With the Confederacy substantially weakened, English 
efforts to challenge the French now required greater participation of their own forces. In 1701, no longer self
assured in their ability to prevail against rival nations, the Iroquois made peace with the 13 nations of the 
northern Great Lakes Indians. 33 This treaty also confirmed Iroquois neutrality in the event ofany future 
colonial wars between France and England and marked the end of the great Iroquois resistance to French 
westward expansion.34 

In 1704, the English sent the first Anglican missionary, Thoroughgood Moore, to live among the Mohawk in 
an effort to win converts and exert greater influence over the Iroquois. The success of Moore and succeeding 
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missionaries played a significant role in developing an enduring relationship between the British and Mohawk 
tribe.35 While the power of the Iroquois had diminished, they still exerted considerable influence; both the 
English and French fervently sought their loyalty. Through the adroit diplomatic measures of the 
Confederacy's leaders, the Iroquois were able to maintain their neutrality during the majority of the first half 
ofthe eighteenth century. 

In 1744, a young Irishman named William Johnson began making his mark on Indian affairs in the New York 
Province. William Johnson had come to America at the age of23 to manage the estates ofhis uncle, Admiral 
Peter Warren, located south of the Mohawk River. Once there, Johnson learned the customs and language of 
the Mohawk and took a series ofMohawk wives. In 1746, Johnson was made Commissary for Indian Affairs 
and Colonel of the Forces to be raised out of the Six Nations.36 Around 1753, he met and courted Mary 
Brandt, granddaughter of the Mohawk chief, Chief Hendrick. It was through her and her family connections, 
coupled with the respect he had earned among the Mohawk, that Johnson was able to manage the Confederacy 
so successfully in subsequent years and keep the Mohawk either neutral or allied to British causes against the 
French and later the Patriot forces of the Revolutionary War. 

In 1755, appointed Superintendent oflndian affairs by British Commander-in-Chief General Braddock, 
William Johnson succeeded in overcoming Mohawk reluctance in aiding an English expedition against French 
held Lake George.37 British victories following the Lake George expedition helped sway the remainder of the 
Iroquois nations to support a British attack on French held Niagara in 1758.38 The support of the Iroquois 
during the French and Indian War (I 754-1763) was one of the factors leading to the end ofFrench control of 
the St. Lawrence River and Great Lakes when the war terminated. In 1762, sensing strife between the Ameri
can colonies and Great Britain, Sir William Johnson held a convention with the Confederacy to reaffirm their 
Covenant Chain insuring their loyalty to the British Crown.39 While the Seneca violated the agreement shortly 
afterwards, Johnson was once again able to renew the covenant and gain Iroquois loyalty to the British Crown. 
Upon Sir William Johnson's death in 1774, his nephew Guy Johnson succeeded him as Superintendent of 
Indian Affairs. 

When tensions increased between the patriots and loyalists after the events at Lexington and Concord in I775, 
intense pressure came to bear upon the Iroquois for their pledge of neutrality or allegiance. On I7 June 1775, 
Guy Johnson, accompanied by Joseph Brant Chiefof the Mohawk, assembled an Indian congress consisting of 
1,458, men, women and children of the various Iroquois nations at Fort Ontario, at the confluence of the 
Oswego River and Lake Ontario.40 The Oneida, who had stronger inclinations toward the patriot cause, 
refused to attend the meeting.41 The congress ended on 8 July 1775 and Johnson, with a contingent of 
Mohawk warriors departed for Niagara on 11 July 1775.42 Following the Fort Ontario gathering, Johnson 
reported that during the congress the Indians present had "agreed to defend the communication, and assist his 
Majesty's Troops in their operations."43 

Later that same year the patriots held a conference addressing Indian loyalties at German Flats.44 After a 
lengthy deliberation, Little Abraham, chiefof the Mohawk castle, agreed to neutrality and continued friend
ship with all their white brethren.4

$ The patriot forces at the conference also assured the Iroquois that no 
pressure would be brought against them to join their cause. 

On 2 July 1776 the first Continental Congress declared war with Great Britain. With the strategic importance 
of the Mohawk Valley and the waterway running through it to the Great Lakes, the Iroquois found themselves 
geographically entwined in a war they wished to avoid. As the Iroquois struggled to maintain their neutrality, 
coercion by both the English and the patriots led to the eventual involvement of the Confederacy in the 
conflict for American colonial independence. In 1777, at the Battle ofOriskany near present-day Rome, New 
York, Tory, Mohawk and Seneca warriors ambushed patriot forces and Oneida warriors marching with General 
Nicholas Herkimer to relieve Fort Stanwix. This important event marked the first time since the Confederacy 
was formed that member nations had fought each other. 

In 1779, in response to British and Iroquois raids upon patriot settlements in Cherry Valley of the New York 
Province and Wyoming Valley in Pennsylvania Province, General George Washington ordered Generals John 
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Sullivan and James Clinton to rid the New York Province of these terrorists.46 After defeating the Indian 
warriors and British troops at Newtown, near present-day Elmira, New York, the Sullivan-Clinton expedition 
continued westward destroying the villages and food stores of the Onondaga, Cayuga and Seneca Indian, and 
laying waste to their fields and orchards. Without shelter and a means to sustain themselves through the 
coming winter, the remaining members of these three nations migrated westward in search offood and shelter. 
From this point forward the Iroquois ceased ;o be a serious threat to the patriot forces during the Revolution
ary War. From 1784 to 1790, a series of treaties between the nations of the disbanded Iroquois Confederacy 
and the State ofNew York slowly removed the vast majority of territory claimed by the former.47 

1. The Onondaga Indians 

The Onondaga laid claim to the land comprising the site of Fort Ontario and a large portion ofpresent
day central and northern New York as early as the fourteenth or fifteenth (see fig. 1.1, p. 12).48 Other than 
Champlain's account of a supposedly Onondaga stockade village near Oneida Lake in I 6 I 5, there were 
not any European accounts of fortified Onondaga villages. However, the Onondaga did establish their 
villages in pairs and the two-village pattern existed by the mid-fifteenth century and extended to the end 
of the Revolutionary War.49 An account from 1677 records the existence of two settlements, referred to 
individually as a town and a village, believed to be those of Indian Hill and Indian Castle. 

The Onondagoes have butt one towne, butt itt is very large; consisting of about 140 houses, 
nott fenced; is situate upon a hill thatt is very large, the banke on each side extending itself 
att least two miles, all cleared land, whereon the come is planted. They have likewise a 
small village about two miles beyond thatt, consisting ofabout 24 houses. They ly to the 
southward ofye west, about 36 miles from the Onyades. The Onondagas are said to be 
about 350 fighting men.~0 

By the mid-eighteenth century, two Onondaga villages had been identified along Onondaga Creek and a 
third village was located a short distance east of the creek.~1 The respective names of these villages were 
Upper Onondaga, Lower Onondaga and Toyadasso (see fig. 1.2, p. 17). Written accounts indicate that 
Upper and Lower Onondaga eventually grew into one extended village. 

The town in its present state is about two or three miles Jong, yet the scattered cabins on 
both sides of the water are not above 40 in number; many of them hold two families, but all 
stand single, and rarely above four or five near one another, so that the whole town is a 
strange mixture of cabins, interspersed with great patches of high grass, bushes and shrubs 
some ofpease, com and squashes.~2 

Throughout the third-quarter of the eighteenth century the Onondaga population declined dramatically. 
Sir William Johnson's ordered survey in 1763 put the number of Onondaga men at 150 and verified the 
location of their villages: "One large village 6 miles from the lake of their name (which is the place of 
Congress for the Confederates) with a smaller at some distance."53 In July of 1788, the Onondaga ceded 
their land in central New York to the state, with the exception of their reservation near Onondaga Lake.54 

In 1793, Onondaga friends ofDavid Zeisberger, a Moravian missionary who had lived among the 
Onondaga in the second half of the eighteenth century, reported to him that only twelve or thirteen 
Onondaga families resided at their larger village identified in William Johnson's survey.55 On 21 January 
1795, a treaty between the United States and the Iroquois of New York State reserved land throughout the 
state for those Indian nations.~6 

8. European Contact and Conquest 

Once the various European powers (Dutch, English and French) had begun to settle the different regions of 
the North American eastern seaboard, they busied themselves with either establishing self-sufficient communi
ties or commercial enterprises, or a combination of both. The Dutch, who had settled in the area ofpresent-day 
New York City, were involved in the trafficking offur and the production of various agricultural products. 
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Fig. 1.2. Seventeenth and eighteenth century Onondaga villages, and their current 
reservation boundaries. Based on map in James Tuck's book Onondaga Iroquois 
Prehisto1J1 (Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. Press, 1971 ), 20. Graphic produced by R. Hetzler, 
SUNY ESF, 2001. 

Along the New England coastline, the English were fishing the North Atlantic Ocean and establishing 
agricultural and commercial communities. To the north, the French were busy along the St. Lawrence River 
exploiting both the abundant wildlife and the North Atlantic fisheries. The major difference bet\veen the 
settlements of the English and that of the Dutch and French was the fonner's ability to attract a steady flow of 
immigrants and continually expanding their population and settlements. As a result, the English settlements 
expanded not only into the domains of the Dutch and French, but into the Native American territory as well. 
This gradual expansion of the English settlements along the eastern seaboard and interior of the coastline 
helped pave the way for the eventual removal of Dutch rule over the New York Province by the English Crown. 
It also led to competition and conflicts between the English, French and Native Americans for control of the 
North American fur trade and possession of its expansive frontiers. 

I. The Dutch and French Settlement 

In 1609, Henry Hudson, an English seafarer employed by the Dutch East India Company, set out to find 
the Northwest Passage through North America to the West Indies. In his search, he discovered two as-of
yet-unknown rivers between the English-held colonies ofNew England and Virginia; the present-day 
Delaware and Hudson Rivers. The Dutch quickly laid claim to the new territory surrounding the rivers and 
established fur trading posts at the entrances of the Connecticut, Delaware and Hudson Rivers. In 1624, 
the Dutch purchased Manhattan Island from the local Indians and there they organized the town ofNew 
Amsterdam. Flemish and Walloon Protestants, fleeing persecution in Europe, were sent over as the first 
colonists ofNew Amsterdam.57 

The Dutch were immediately successful in establishing a viable community due in large part to their 
ability to adapt the proven practices of the Native Indians. Once concern for immediate survival was cast 
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aside, the Dutch were able to place more of their attention on the development of trade and commerce in 
their bid towards dominance of the various North American markets. With their forts protecting the entry 
into the Hudson River, the Dutch were free to venture further north along that river to establish posts and 
colonies that included Kingston and Albany. At Albany, furthest north of the three major Dutch settle
ments ofNew Netherlands, the Dutch built Fort Orange and began trading with the Mohawk Indians of 
the Iroquois Confederacy.58 While the Dutch were starting their colonies along the rivers of the New 
Netherlands colony at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the French were finally experiencing 
success in creating their own permanent settlements further north along the banks of the St. Lawrence 
River. 

The French had begun to explore the northeastern region of the North American continent almost three
quarters ofa century before the Dutch. In 1534, French explorer Jaques Cartier, while searching the North 
America waterways for the Northwest Passage, discovered the mouth of the St. Lawrence River and found 
a number of Iroquois fishing and hunting along its banks. At this time, Cartier entered into trade with the 
Iroquois he met earning himself the distinction of being the first European to record an exchange of 
European goods for Indian furs.59 Returning the following year, Cartier entered the St. Lawrence River 
and traveling as far as present-day Montreal and Quebec; he found and reinitiated contact with the 
Iroquois people he had met the previous year. Unfortunately, French deception and greed marred these 
encounters and began a long relationship ofdistrust and warfare between the two groups. 

On Cartier's second trip in 1535, attempts were made to establish permanent French settlements along the 
St. Lawrence River but were thwarted by the severe winters of the region.60 Towards the end of the 
sixteenth century, private syndicates interested in the burgeoning fur trade along the St. Lawrence River 
sought trading rights in return for establishing pernmnent French settlements along that river. Unsuccess
ful, it was not until 1608 that Samuel de Champlain, the first governor of New France, established the 
first permanent settlement at the present Site of Quebec.hi His fervent patriotism and religious passions 
provided him with the patience and perseverance required for surviving the first harrowing winter. Ofhis 
first group of twenty-seven men, only eight survived to see the following spring.62 Aware of their depen
dence on the native tribes for survival, Champlain fonned alliances with the local Huron and Algonquian 
Indian tribes.63 In 1609, continuing the friction between the French and Iroquois begun with Cartier in 
1534, Champlain joined his new allies in an attack on Iroquois villages in the present-day State of New 
York. Later, in 1615, after participating in a failed assault on a supposed Onondaga village near Oneida 
Lake with the Huron and Algonquian, Champlain serendipitously discovered the confluence of the St. 
Lawrence River and Lake Ontario.64 This discovery generated the possibility for further French expan
sion westward of the St. Lawrence River. In addition, an allegiance of trade given by the Huron and 
Algonquian to the French for their participation in the attack on the Iroquois ultimately accounted for 
two-thirds of the French fur trade by 1620. 

The Dutch and French attempts to expand their existing settlements and develop new settlements were 
fraught with difficulties. The New Netherlands colony was slow to expand in population as a result of 
land distribution policies, Indian conflicts, and the lack of leadership by the Dutch government. To the 
north, the settlement of New France languished because of the lack of interest and leadership showed to 
the new colony by the royal crown in France. 

The land policy established in New Netherlands, known as the patroonship system, was similar to the 
European feudal system ofland ownership. Landlords owning large tracts ofland would rent portions of 
their tracts to tenant farmers accompanied by burdensome stipulations requiring the farmer to surrender to 
the landlord a portion of their seasonal harvests. Lack ofgovernment inducements for the improvement of 
these expansive tracts also left large areas ofarable land inaccessible and unsafe for settlement.bl Conflict 
between the local bands of Algonquian Indians, initiated with Hudson's arrival in 1609, also served to 
hinder settlement within the Dutch colony. Another factor limiting the growth ofNew Netherlands was 
the position this colony held in comparison with other Dutch New World holdings. Viewed as only a 
minor possession, the Dutch government's focus was centered on the extraction of resources from the 
North American continent rather than the development ofpennanent societies. While this resulted in the 
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increase ofeconomic activities at the population centers ofNew Amsterdam, Kingston and Albany, the 
policy did not promote the population growth and establishment of new settlements in the surrounding 
countryside. Offering little opportunity to potential immigrants beyond what they already experienced in 
Europe, few made the dangerous journey to the New World. By 1664, the total population of Europeans 
in New Netherlands was approximately 10,000.66 

To the north, during the early part of the seventeenth century, Champlain had looked to the Catholic 
Church for support in the colonization ofNew France when state and private enterprise proved unrespon
sive.67 With the help of Cardinal Richelieu, Recollet missionaries and the Jesuit order ofmissionaries, 
attempts were made to increase the population of New France through the integration of the native tribes 
into French culture and the transplantation of French from France. The integration of the native tribes was 
approached through religious conversion, interracial marriage and convincing them to adopt a more 
agrarian, settled lifestyle. The process of transplanting 4,000 French immigrants began in 1628 with the 
arrival of400 settlers but quickly ended when the English temporarily claimed sovereignty over the 
fledgling colony in 1629.68 However, New France was quickly returned to the French in 1632 following 
the Treaty of St-Germain-en-Laye, but with the subsequent death ofChamplain in 1635 and the lack of 
interest in the North American colony by the French monarchy, leadership within New France temporarily 
passed to the Catholic Church, in particular the Jesuit missionaries. 

The Jesuits fervently set about administering care for the spiritual and social needs of the French and 
Indian alike by establishing missions along the St. Lawrence River and among the Ottawa and Algonquian 
tribes. Their efforts produced Quebec's first college in 1635 and a mission at the junction of the Ottawa 
and St. Lawrence Rivers, which evolved into present-day Montreal. By the 1640s, the population ofNew 
France had increased to about 1,000 under Jesuit guidance.69 In the late 1640s, at the time when the 
Iroquois were raiding Huron trading brigades traveling along the Ottawa River, Jesuit missionaries 
willingly volunteered to live among the Iroquois not only to temper relationships between the French and 
Iroquois but to seek religious converts. One of these priests to visit the Iroquois country at the request of 
the Onondaga chiefs was Father Simon LeMoyne in 1654.70 During his yearlong stay with the Onondaga 
at a village near present-day Syracuse, New York, he secured their approval to allow additional French 
missionaries to return the following year. Upon his departure, he was directed to Lake Ontario by way of 
the Oswego River, a water route leading into the heart of the Onondaga territory.71 

As agreed upon, the following year French missionaries returned to the village of the Onondaga and 
Fathers Joseph Chaumont and Claude Dablon constructed a fort north of the village along the shores of 
Onondaga Lake. 72 On 2 March I 656 Father Dablon returned to Montreal to petition for additional help at 
the growing mission. He returned on I I July 1656 with five Jesuit missionaries and a number of French
men. In the summer of 1657, after the massacre ofa number of Huron who arrived at the Onondaga village 
with visiting Fathers Paul Ragueneau and Francois DuPeron, the amiable relationship between the French 
and Onondaga rapidly deteriorated.73 Father Simon LeMoyne provides a broader understanding of the 
events leading to this fracture: 

They [the Onondaga chiefs] urged for many years with incredible persistence; with evi
dences ofespecial affection and even with threats of rupture and war, if their friendship were 
despised and their demand rejected; they insisted, I say, and solicited that a goodly number 
of French should accompany them into their country ... as a token ofpeace and alliance with 
them. 

The Mohawks desired to thwart this scheme; they fought the one against the other ....Some 
believed that all that was a mere feint, the better to mask their game; but it would seem to me 
not a very pleasant game .... I strongly doubt that Iroquois policy should extend so far as 
that, and that Barbarians who repose but little confidence in each other, should so long 
conceal their intrigues. I believe rather that the Onnontague Iroquois demanded some 
Frenchmen in sincerity, but with views very different. The Chiefs finding themselves 
engaged in heavy wars against a number of nations whom they had provoked, asked for 
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Hurons as reinforcements to their warriors; they wished for the French to obtain firearms 
from them, and to repair those which might be broken. Further, as the Mohawk treated them 
sometimes very ill when passing through their villages to trade with the Dutch, they were 
anxious to rise out of this dependence in opening a trade with the French. This is not all, the 
fate ofarms being fickle, they demanded that our Frenchman should erect a vast fort in their 
country to serve as a retreat for them .... Here are the views of the Iroquois politicians. The 
common people did not penetrate so far ahead .... 

But as soon as the Captains and Chiefs became masters of their enemies, having crushed all 
the Nations who had attacked them; so soon as they believed that nothing could resist their 
arms, the recollection ofthe wrongs they pretended to have formerly experienced from the 
Hurons; the glory of triumphing over Europeans as well as Americans, caused them to take 
the resolution to revenge themselves on the one and destroy the other; so that at the very 
moment they saw the dreaded Cat Nation [the Erie Indian tribe] subjugated by their arms 
and by the power of the Senecas, their allies, they would have massacred all the French at 
Onnontague, were it not that they pretended to make use ofthem as a decoy to attract some 
Hurons and to massacre them as they had already done. And if the influences ofsome of 
their tribe, then resident at Quebec, had not staid them, the path to Onnontague had become 
the tomb to Frenchmen as well as to Hurons, .... From that time forth our people, having 
discovered their conspiracy, and perceived that their death was concluded on, bethought 
them on their retreat. 74 

Father Ragueneau provides further narrative ofthose involved in the nighttime escape and their 
exploits reaching Lake Ontario. 

In these circumstances so precipitous, our fathers and I and a gentleman named Monsieur 
du Puys, who commanded all our Frenchmen and a garrison of soldiers, nine of whom had 
already of themselves resolved to abandon us, concluded that it would be better to 
withdraw.... For that reason it became necessary to depart without breathing a 
syllable ... for the least suspicion that the Iroquois would have had ofour retreat, would 
hurry down on us the disaster we would avoid. 

We had built, in secret, two batteaux .... We had moreover few Algonquin and four 
Iroquois canoes, which were to compose our little fleet of fifty-three Frenchmen. 

Our little lake on which we sailed in the darkness of the night froze according as we 
advanced and caused us to fear being stopt by the ice after having evaded the fires of the 
Iroquois ....after having advanced all night and all the following day through frightful 
precipices and waterfalls, we arrived finally in the evening at the great Lake Ontario, 
twenty leagues from the place ofour departure. 

That having departed on the 2Q1h day of March from our house of Ste. Marie, near 
Onnontague, at eleven o'clock at night... we arrived at Quebec on the 23 rd of the month of 
April. 75 

With the renewal of Iroquois attacks and the transfer of leadership within the New France colony to that 
of the fur trading syndicates, the state ofaffairs in New France was grim.76 

In 1661, the fortunes of New France improved when King Louis XIV and one ofhis chief advisers, Jean
Baptist Colbert, provided new leadership to the developing colony. With a fresh outlook, Louis XIV saw 
the New France colony as a source ofwealth and a symbol of power within his expansionist mind. 
Colbert, a strong believer in mercantilism, saw New France as a source ofraw materials from which a 
balance of trade could be accomplished for the greater good of France. This balance of trade would 
provide self-sufficiency for France, resulting in prosperity during times of peace and stability in times of 
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war. Colbert proposed to develop a compact society along the St. Lawrence that could easily be ruled by 
the central authority in France. Colbert. directly responsible to the King, would oversee the governing of 
the colony through the appointments ofa governor, bishop and intendant, each having their own set of 
responsibilities. These three comprised the Sovereign Council. To secure the St. Lawrence River Valley 
against Iroquois invasion, French and New France colonial forces invaded the Confederacy in I 665. Their 
success resulted in a treaty in 1667 and peace, which lasted for about twenty years.77 Seeking once again 
to increase the population of the frontier colony, French Intendant Jean Talon encouraged French and 
New France colonial soldiers returning from the Iroquois country to settle along the Richelieu and St. 
Lawrence Rivers. Talon also brought over from Normandy and northwestern France, settlers, indentured 
servants and approximately 800 women to aid his cause.78 In 1672, at the end ofhis term, Talon had 
increased the population of New France to approximately 10,000.79 

2. English and French Competition 

In I 664, France's greatest European rival in the quest for world colonization, England, took possession of 
the Dutch colony ofNew Netherlands. The change in control of the New Netherlands colony, now called 
the Province ofNew York, from Dutch to English rule initially resulted in only minimal change in its day
to-day functioning. The Kingston and Albany populations remained predominantly Dutch, as did the 
physical and economic character ofthe three major settlements. Even the commercial activities at Albany 
remained tightly in the hands of Dutch merchants.80 However, following a briefreturn to Dutch rule in the 
early 1670s, England's Duke of York sent governor-general Edmund Andros to New York to implement 
changes which would provide the British \Vith greater control over their North American assets. Andros 
set out to accomplish this by establishing greater order in the colony through improved infrastructure, 
regulatory policies and enhancement of commercial activities. He was also successful in forming an 
alliance with the powerful Iroquois Confederacy and setting limits on New England expansion into the 
New York Province.81 Through these measures, Andros united the New England, New York and Virginia 
colonies into one coherent British holding.8~ 

As English control over her American colonies improved, New France officials felt an urgent need to 
secure their position in northeastern North America and improve their ability to compete with the English. 
While the French controlled the St. Lawrence River, the river's short season of use, hazardous fog and 
lack of natural harbors hindered commerce and population growth in the New France colony. To remedy 
this situation, Jean-Baptist Colbert began looking for ways to expand westward in search of a year-round 
ice-free harbor.R3 In I 672, French efforts to expand their influence were greatly enhanced with the arrival 
of Louis Buade, Comte de Frontenac, Governor ofNew France. As governor, Frontenac was charged with 
overseeing military affairs and relations with New France's Indian and English neighbors. In 1673, the 
new governor took a bold step by ordering the construction of Fort Frontenac within Iroquois territory 
near present-day Kingston, Ontario. In 1678, he was instrumental in establishing another fort on the 
western end of Lake Ontario called Fort Niagara. Continuing his efforts, by 1680 he had created a chain 
of forts and posts along the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi River.84 

On 14 September I 678, the Onondaga Indians suggested to the mayor and aldermen of the city ofAlbany 
that an English fort should be located at Oswego to facilitate trade with the western Indians.Rs While the 
French had considered Oswego as a locale for a post or fort, they had decided that a fort along the 
Niagara River would be more prudent in their _attempt to isolate the English and monopolize the fur 
trade.R6 The English rejected the Onondaga's proposal and instead, in 1680, began deploying convoys 
from Albany, beyond Oswego, to trade with the northern Great Lakes Indians. These convoys ended when 
in 1686 and 1687 they were attacked by the French.87 In 1688, the Iroquois again invited Governor 
Dongan of the New York Province to locate a fort at Oswego or the mouth of the Salmon River; he never 
accepted their offer.Rs 

In 1684 and I 687, the French invaded the Iroquois territory in retaliation for attacks by the Confederacy 
against the northern Great Lakes Indians. The 1684 invasion was led by then-governor Marquis de la 
Barre into the Onondaga territory, and his successor, Marquis Denonville (and Chevalier De Vaudreil) 
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executed the 1687 invasion into the Seneca lands. The Iroquois responded by raiding Lachine, a few miles 
north ofMontreal, in 1689. The massacres at Lachine created concern ofa similar raid upon the garrison 
at Fort Frontenac resulting in its abandonment and subsequent destruction by the Iroquois. The success of 
the Confederacy raids provided the Iroquois with control ofLake Ontario and severely curtailed New 
France's ability to trade directly with the northern Great Lakes Indians. 

In I 696, the Confederacy was dealt a debilitating defeat under the leadership of a seventy-six year old 
Comte de Frontenac. By way of the Oswego River, the main Onondaga village south ofpresent-day 
Syracuse, New York was destroyed followed by the destruction of the Oneida villages. Without the threat 
of Iroquois retaliation the French were now secure in their northern and mid-western haunts. By the end 
of the seventeenth century, the French had established a virtual monopoly on the fur trade of the Great 
Lakes region. With a chain of forts now located along the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi River the 
French also isolated the English along the eastern coast. The English now worried whether their own 
trade in furs could be profitably maintained and how long they could hold on to their North American 
claims since the French now essentially surrounded their coastal colonies. While some of the Iroquois and 
the northern Great Lakes Indians would travel to Albany for the cheaper priced English goods, the flow of 
traders to Albany was discouraging and the English began to seriously consider constructing a trading 
post closer to the homelands of the northern Great Lakes Indians. 

Shortly before his death in 1702, King William Ill of England authorized the surveying of the Iroquois 
territory for an ideal location for a British trading post. The British Colonel, Wolfgang William Romer, 
his Majesty's ChiefofEngineers in America, was put to the task of surveying the Iroquois lands in the 
year 1700.89 Romer's survey determined that the terminus of the Oswego River, where it emptied into 
Lake Ontario, would be the ideal location for the new trading post. A map drawn by Romer references the 
east side of the river as the exact location proposed for the new fort (see fig. 1.3, p. 23). With the death of 
King William III in 1702, Romer's recommendation for a trading post at the confluence of Lake Ontario 
and the Oswego River was put aside. The extent to which the English had proceeded with their plans for 
the trading post is revealed in the following correspondence ofGovernor Burnet of the Province ofNew 
York. 

My Lord Bellmont formerly intended to build a fort by King William's order near this place, 
and it went so far that even plate and furniture for a chapple there, were sent over from 
England, but the Design was laid by upon his death.90 

In I702, Queen Anne of England along with her European allies, declared war on France after King Louis 
XIV, seeking to subsume Spain with France, installed his grandson Phillip to the throne of Spain follow
ing the death of King Charles II of Spain.91 Known as the War of Spanish Succession in Europe, within a 
year the war had spread to the North American colonies. In the colonies the war was referred to as Queen 
Anne's War(l702-1713). 

As the English sought ways of expanding their settlement and influence beyond the Hudson River Valley 
and Albany region they began questioning the patroonship system of land distribution initiated by the 
Dutch and the slow population growth partially a result of the sporadic English immigration from Great 
Britain. They also began exploring ways to end the French and Indian attacks on frontier settlements that 
hindered English colonization beyond the existing settlements.92 To address these situations they devised 
a new system ofland distribution and looked for a source of immigrants who would settle further west 
along the Mohawk and Schoharie River Valleys. Communities along these river valleys would not only 
help to expand English settlements but also provide a first line ofdefense against any French and Indian 
invasion thus protecting well established settlements. In I709, an influx of immigrants to the Province of 
New York and the issuing ofland patents along the Mohawk River significantly assisted the English in 
their expansion efforts. 

From 1709 to 1710, several thousand Palatine Germans fleeing religious persecution, war, famine and 
other hardships immigrated to Pennsylvania, North Carolina and the New York Province with the assis-
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tance ofQueen Anne ofEngland.93 The largest single European immigrant group to arrive in the Province 
ofNew York during the period of English colonization, some settled at Newburgh, New York while 
successive groups established themselves to either side of the Hudson River north ofpresent-day 
Kingston, New York (fig. 1.4).94 These later settlements became known as Rhinebeck, Germantown and 
Katsbaan. Other groups of Palatines immigrated to portions of the Schoharie Valley.95 As a result of land 
disputes, some of the Palatine settlers of the Schoharie Valley were relocated with the help of the gover
nor of the Province to the Canajoharie district of the Mohawk River Valley and to the area ofGerman 
Flats (Herkimer), New York. The governor hoped that by locating this group along the Mohawk River a 
first line ofdefense would be provided against French or French sponsored incursions into the English 
province. In addition, it was also hoped that the Palatine settlements along the Mohawk River would 
secure that waterway for those other than the Native Indians, thus providing the Albany traders with the 
ability to circumnavigate the Iroquois as middlemen while initiating trade with the northern Great Lakes 
Indians. The opportunity to place a group of people so quickly into a desired area contrasted sharply to 
the slow progression of colonization preceding the Germans' arrival to the Province ofNew York. Their 
willingness to settle in the dangerous frontier lands was instrumental to the English in expanding their 
settlements beyond Albany. However, the security and success ofthe German Palatines would not be 

Canajoharie District of 
Mohawk River Valley 

• I -._~---T~I""
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Schoharie/ 
River and 
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Katsbaan • 
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Fig. 1.4. Eighteenth century Palatine German settlements along the Hudson and 
Mohawk Rivers. Based on map in John Thompson's book Geography ofNew York 
State (Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. Press. 1966), 133. Graphic produced by R. Hetzler, 
SUNY ESF, 200 I. 
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assured until the threat of raids from the French and their Indian allies had been extinguished. 

The Treaty of Utrecht officially ended Queen Anne's War in 1713. However, while the treaty considered 
the Iroquois territory to be neutral, it established that its inhabitants were to be considered subjects of the 
King ofEngland. While the English and Iroquois viewed this sovereignty differently, the one view held in 
common was that the English would protect the Iroquois from the French. This understanding would 
ultimately assist the British and hinder the French in establishing a base at Oswego. The treaty also stated 
that in the American colonies both the English and French "shall enjoy the full liberty ofgoing and 
coming on account of trade," and that neither power would "molest or encroach on the other till the limits 
have been fixed by Commissioners to be named for that purpose.''96 Following the treaty, English, Dutch 
and Indian traders, acting independently ofcolonial leadership, began occupying the banks at the mouth 
ofthe Oswego River on a regular basis.97 

C. Development of Fort Oswego (1720-1754) 

In 1720, Governor William Burnet of the provinces ofNew York and New Jersey began to explore ways of 
imparting upon the English a share of the French monopoly of trade with the northern Great Lakes Indians. 
Investigating the trading practices in and around Albany, he discovered that certain English merchants were 
selling British goods at wholesale to Mohawk Indians representing French interests. Succeeding with the 
passage oflegislation prohibiting trade with the French or anyone representing their interest, Burnet next 
turned his attention towards selecting a site for a new British trading post closer to the Indians of the northern 
Great Lakes.98 In 1722, Burnet chose a site immediately to the west of the mouth of the Oswego River as the 
best place from which to direct furs toward Albany.99 It was also hoped that constructing a post at mouth of 
the Oswego River would sway Iroquois loyalty toward the English aiding them in their desire to protect the 
Mohawk-Oneida-Oswego waterway against invasion. While up to this date the English had not established an 
official post near the location of the mouth of the Oswego River, Dutch and English traders had been holding 
trading fairs there for a number ofyears on a regular basis. 100 

On 15 September 1724 Governor Burnet met with the Iroquois Confederacy to win their approval for con
structing a trading post, essentially a fort, at the mouth of the Oswego River. He presented his case to the 
Iroquois by suggesting that such a structure would not only deter French retaliation against the English, Dutch 
and Indian traders already actively engaged at the proposed site, but it would provide them with reassurance 
against a French attack through the Oswego-Seneca River water route leading to the Onondaga heartland. 

In 1726, the French, well aware of the danger posed by an English base on the Great Lakes, also appealed to 
the Confederacy to allow them to build a post at the mouth of the Oswego River; they were denied. The 
governor ofNew France, Marquis de Vaudreuil, outraged that the English were planning to construct a fort in 
what he considered French territory, sent Messier de Longueuil to the Indian traders and chiefs at the mouth of 
the Oswego River and the main village of the Onondaga south ofpresent-day Syracuse. 101 Longueuil was 
directed to either rouse the Iroquois against the English, or to gain the confederacy's promise of neutrality in 
the event ofa war. Vaudreuil was aware that any retaliation by the French would not succeed if the Iroquois 
supported the English. After addressing the English and Iroquois chiefs situated at a portage approximately 
twelve miles from the mouth of Oswego River, Longueuil continued on to the main village ofthe Onondaga. 
Once there, unable to advance his position on Oswego, he convinced the Iroquois chiefs to allow the French to 
construct a more substantial trading post at the confluence the Niagara River and Lake Ontario (see fig. 1.5, p. 
26). Begun in I 726, the French improvements to their post at Niagara were completed the following year.102 

As Vaudreil continued to argue against a British trading post at the mouth of the Oswego River, Governor 
Burnet used the fortifying of the post at Niagara and the articles of the Treaty of Utrecht to defend his position 
in constructing a post at the mouth of the Oswego River.103 

After some difficulty obtaining the funds necessary to move forward with the project, in May of 1727 Burnet 
dispatched workmen and provisions to the Oswego River site to begin construction on the trading post. To 
guard the site from French attacks during its construction, sixty soldiers, with a captain and lieutenant, were 
deployed to the site shortly after the workmen and provisions arrived. 104 The two hundred or so traders already 
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Fig. 1.5. Map, "Lac Ontario ou de Frontenac," showing location of Fort Niagara, Chaussegros De 
Lery, 1728. Reproduced from Frank H. Severance's book An Old Frontier ofFrance, 2 Vols. (NY: 
Dodd, Mead and Company, 1917), 236. Annotated by R. Hetzler, SUNY ESF, 200 I. 

at the site were anned as militia for further support. Additional precautions were taken by cutting down trees 
for some distance around the intended location of the post (see fig. 1.6, p. 27 and fig. 1.7, p. 28).ios Located 
on a rise ofland about forty feet above lake level, overlooking the confluence of Lake Ontario and the Oswego 
River, the fort was built as a two-story structure fifty-six feet Jong by twenty-six feet wide. 106 Constructed of 
local stone, its design was basically that of a blockhouse. 107 It contained two tiers ofloopholes on each of its 
sides, a projecting oak machicolation or gallery and one entrance facing south. A well located within the post 
provided the garrison with fresh water in the event of a siege_ ws By the end of the summer of 1727 the works 
had nearly been completed. While the design of the fort was outdated by European standards, its remoteness 
and four-foot thick walls led most to believe that the cannon needed to breach its walls could not be trans
ported to the site. Hl'I This was the first post built and occupied by the English on the Great Lakes. 110 

Contemporary documents refer to the structure erected by the British as a trading post, trading house, post, 
house, redoubt and blockhouse. The French immediately termed it "a fort." This excerpt from a Jetter written 
by Governor Burnet of the New York Province reveals that the structure's original use was intended to be more 
than just a trading post. 

When the house is finished it will be sufficiently strong against an attack with small arms, which 
is all that can be brought to thither, and I intend to keep an Officer and twenty men always in 
garrison there, which will be ofgreatest use to keep our Indians true to us, it being near the 
centre ofall the Six Nations, and lying most conveniently to receive all the far Indians who come 
to trade with us. 111 

Complaints and threats from the new governor and lieutenant general ofNew France, Marquis de 
Beauharnois, were forwarded to the governor of New York citing Fort Oswego as "a manifest infraction of the 
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Fig. 1.6. Plan, "Entree de la Rviere Chouaguen," showing elevation view and site plan of English works at the mouth of the Oswego 
River, Chaussegros De Lery, 1727. Reproduced from copy at Fort Ontario State Historic Site. Original located in the Public Archives 
of Canada, Ottawa, Canada. Annotated by R. Hetzler, SUNY ESF, 2001. Reference list from plan provided in figure 1.7. 
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Site History Chapter I Pre-History-1796 

A. Plan of the Redout [sic] with Galleries which the English built with rough masonry and clay at the 
mouth ofthe River Chouaguen [Oswego River], B. Elevation ofsaid Redout, C. Twenty Batteaux [sic] 
belonging to the English, D. Eight Bark Canoes, £. 10 Cabins belonging to the English and Dutch 
Traders, F. Tents of the Troops where 60 Soldiers Camp, G. Situation of the Redout, H. 200 Cedar pickets 

15 feet long intended 'tis supposed for the erection ofa fort, I. Anchorage of the Vessels. 

Fig. 1.7. Reference list for plan, "Entree de la Rviere Chouaguen," Chaussegros De Lery, 1727, shown in 
figure 1.6. 

Treaty ofUtrecht." 112 With a base so close to the French colonial heartlands, what the French now wonied 
about, far greater than the loss of trade, was the loss of their entire North American holdings. If the British 
succeeded in disrupting the French supply and communication routes between the St. Lawrence River and 
northern Great Lakes, French survival in the New World would be jeopardized.113 Governor Burnet ofthe New 
York province commented on the complaints he received from Governor Marquis de Beauharnois ofNew 
France. 

This Gentleman (M. De la Chassaigue) with his attendants was sent by the Governor ofCanada 
to deliver a letter from him to me, and to persuade me to abandon this Fort for the present and to 
leave it to be afterwards settled between the two Crowns, who had the Right to that place. I 
agreed to leave it to be decided between the two Crowns as he proposed but in the mean time 
thought myselfobliged to hold and maintain it. 114 

With the British presence secured at the mouth of the Oswego River, trading activities at the site increased. 
During the trading season, lasting from April I to August I, Indian and European traders resided at Oswego 
for a few weeks to a few months. The white traders were mostly Dutch in language and manner, while their 
dress was m?.inly English. 11 s They initially placed their log huts to the northeast ofFort Oswego (see fig 1.11, 
p. 35), but iater placed them to the south of the fort in two parallel rows, no closer than I00 yards to the fort 
or 300 yards distance from it (see fig. 1.8, p. 29). 116 These rows of trading huts were often referred to as the 
trading tJwn or town. At the end of each season, for an undetermined reason, the ganison at Fort Oswego 
would war the huts down. Wooden posts, placed down the center of the "road" separating the huts, defined the 
place where trading was conducted. This system ofwooden posts brought the trading activities into the open 
and dir,couraged fraudulent dealings against the Indian traders. 

Of the two classes of traders at Oswego, wholesalers and retailers, the retailers were the most numerous. 117 To 
conduct trade at Oswego licenses and surety bonds were issued at Albany. 118 The various traders dealt mainly 
with the northern Great Lakes Indians, but also with the Ottawa who arrived from north of Lake Ontario and 
the St. Lawrence River and other Indians from as far away as the Hudson Bay and Cherokee country west of 
South Carolina came to do business. 119 The Indian traders often anived with their families and set their tents 
near the traders' huts. The furs they brought ranged from the highly prized beaver, otter and mink, to the deer, 
bear and elk used mainly for their hides. 1w Furs, bundled into packs of50 to I00 pounds, were transported to 
and from Oswego by a variety ofcanoes. Most canoes were either 16 or 33 feet long. 121 The 16-foot canoe 
canied approximately 300 pounds 122 and the less common 33-foot canoe had a capacity ofapproximately 
3,000 pounds. 123 The more distant Indians often used these larger canoes. Fur prices varied from year to year 
based on wars, conflicts, quality of the trapping season, Indian famines, regulations and competition. 124 The 
amount of goods received in exchange for the furs varied as well. This variation was due in part to changes in 
transportation costs, marketing risks and overseas production costs. 

While both the European and Indian traders were pleased with the items they acquired in trade, neither could 
understand, nor respect, the others' interest in their bounty. Some of the items offered by the English included 
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